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How to use this book

On 17 July AD 180, seven men and five women stood trial in Carthage, North Africa. Boldly professing their faith in Jesus, they were condemned to die by the sword. During the trial the governor asked, ‘What do you have there in your bag?’ One of the twelve, named Speratus, replied, ‘Books, and letters of Paul, a good man’ (Herbert Musurillo, Acts of the Christian Martyrs. London: Oxford University Press, 1972, p. 89).

Here were twelve people ready to die for the faith expressed in those documents. ‘Books’ almost certainly refers to the four Gospels, dealt with in Exploring the New Testament, volume 1. Volume 2 takes up the letters of Paul, together with those other writings of early Christian leaders which complete the New Testament. It is designed to form the basis of an introductory course on the Letters and Revelation for first- and second- year students in a university, theological college or seminary. This section aims to help you, whether a teacher or a student, to get the most from our book.

Our aims and objectives

We are particularly concerned to get students reading and engaging with the NT documents for themselves, rather than simply learning at second hand what these books say or merely absorbing a lot of interesting theories about them. So we have provided frequent references to the text of the NT and to other relevant ancient literature – excerpts from the latter often being quoted for easy access. In order to give ample space to exploration of the context, purpose and theological message of the books, we have limited the amount of space given to issues such as authorship and date – though of course guidance is given about where such questions can be followed up in more detail.

To aid active learning, we have built into each chapter several sorts of further study for students to pursue, many of which we have used ourselves in the classroom. We do not expect students to have time to do all of them. With the teacher’s guidance they will need to select those that are appropriate for the aims of the particular course being taught. And we hope that our suggestions will encourage teachers to add their own ideas.

What do you think? boxes provide questions and issues, which may take 15–30 minutes for a student to work at, and might then be used as the basis of a short class discussion or small group discussion.

Digging deeper boxes suggest a piece of research which may take a rather longer period of private study and could form the basis of a one-hour seminar led by the teacher or by some of the students. Having two or three students lead such a discussion, in our experience, enables the student leaders to engage with the topic at greater length, since they must set the agenda for the seminar, and also enables students to debate views with each other in a way that facilitates learning.

Focus on theology boxes (in most chapters). These boxes are varied in content and include summaries of key theological emphases of an NT book or section, reflection on the wider theological interpretation of a theme or topic, consideration of implications for faith and life today based on the NT material being studied, or questions to provoke readers to engage in this kind of reflection. These are designed both to model how the NT can be read theologically, and to encourage our readers to do their own theological reading of the NT.

Essay topics at the end of each chapter (except the brief Chapter 2) provide ideas on topics to research in greater depth, which are to be presented in written form. They are intended to be about 2,000–3,000 words long, although some could be rather longer or shorter if the course being taught required that. Some are identified as ‘Introductory’ (intended for first-year students), others as ‘Intermediate’ (for second-year students). Some topics invite students to write for a particular audience or to design material that will relate the biblical text to today’s world, rather than writing a traditional academic essay.

Further reading lists at the end of each chapter provide a basis for the research on the essay topics, as well as for further study in greater depth on particular issues within the chapter. We have chosen books that are widely available in college and university libraries. Within each chapter we have usually referred to books simply by author, or author and date, and full publication details can be found in the ‘Further reading’ sections.

Some theological books are also available as ebooks. To check whether any particular commentary is available in this form, see the publisher’s website.

Many students studying the NT are Christians, as we ourselves are, and will therefore want to ask about the relevance of their studies to living as Christians today. So we have concluded most chapters with a section in which we make suggestions or ask questions designed to stimulate the making of connections between then and now. We hope they will encourage students to reflect further for themselves along these lines.

Structure of the book

The book falls into four sections. First, we sketch the historical, religious and social context in which the writers and first readers of the NT letters lived. We do not repeat here the material in the first chapter of vol. 1, which concentrates on the experience of Jews in Palestine, though some of that is relevant to some of the letters discussed in this volume. The focus here is on the Greco-Roman world in which the church’s mission to Gentiles developed.

The second section deals with Paul the apostle and his letters. Between a chapter sketching Paul’s life and mission and a chapter summarizing his theology, his letters are studied in their probable chronological order of writing. The section begins with a brief chapter on the nature of ancient letter writing, and ends with a chapter on two questions that have gradually been brought into focus through the study of the letters. These are, first: What problems and methods are involved in the process of understanding and interpreting NT letters for today? And second: How might we react to the proposal that certain letters were not written by the authors to whom they are attributed? Both the first and final chapter in this section of course relate not merely to Pauline letters but to others also, and might therefore have been placed at other points in the book. But it makes practical sense to include them at these points – though readers are of course free to read these and other chapters in any order that suits them!

The third section is devoted to what have traditionally been called the General or Catholic Epistles (because they do not name a specific church as recipients and hence have been thought to be addressed to Christians in general). The title is misleading since most of them do address specific audiences, though in some cases they were in several churches rather than a single community, and it may remain quite unclear to us where they were located.

Finally, we study the book of Revelation, the single example in the NT of ‘apocalyptic’ literature.

A glossary at the end provides definitions of certain technical terms, and references to the main places in the book where they are introduced and explained, particularly in boxes within the chapters.

Who wrote what?

We have planned this book together (and also with David Wenham and Steve Walton, authors of the companion volume on the Gospels and Acts), and have commented on each other’s drafts of chapters. So while we share responsibility for the whole book, the following chapters/sections were the particular responsibility of each of us:

Howard Marshall: the original material for Chapters 3–14, and the section of Chapter 15 on ‘Interpretation’.

Stephen Travis: Chapters 1–2, 16–20, and the section of Chapter 15 on ‘Authorship and Pseudonymity’.

Ian Paul: revision of Howard Marshall’s material for Chapters 3–14 for the new 2021 edition, including new articles on recent developments on scholarship in different areas, and updated bibliographies; Chapter 21, and the section on ‘Critical methods in the study of the New Testament’ in Chapter 15.

Michael B. Thompson, former Vice-Principal of Ridley Hall, Cambridge, contributed the feature on ‘The New Perspective on Paul’ in Chapter 4.
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Abbreviations

Generally, we have used the abbreviations in Billie Jean Collins, Bob Buller and John F. Kutsko, eds. The SBL Handbook of Style for Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical and Early Christian Studies. 2nd ed. Atlanta: SBL, 2014, ch. 8. We list below the main abbreviations used.




	ABD
	David N. Freedman, ed. Anchor Bible Dictionary (6 vols). New York: Doubleday, 1992.



	Ag. Ap.
	Josephus, Against Apion




	
Ant.
	Josephus, Antiquities



	AV
	Authorized Version



	BJRL
	Bulletin of the John Rylands Library



	CBQ
	Catholic Biblical Quarterly



	DLNTD
	Ralph P. Martin and Peter H. Davids, eds., Dictionary of the Later New Testament and its Developments. Leicester/ Downers Grove: IVP, 1997.



	DNTB
	Craig A. Evans and tanley E. Porter, eds., Dictionary of New Testament Background. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 2000.



	DPL
	Gerald F Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin and Daniel G. Reid, eds., Dictionary of Paul and his Letters.




	
	Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 1993. (A revised edition is due in 2022.)



	ExpT
	Expository Times



	ESV
	English Standard Version



	ET
	English translation



	HCNT
	M. E. Boring, K. Berger, C. Colpe, eds, Hellenistic Commentary to the New Testament. Nashville: Abingdon, 1995. Annotated collection of about 1,000 parallels from the ancient (mainly Greco-Roman) world to New Testament texts, illustrating similarities and differences.



	Hist. eccl.
	Eusebius Ecclesiastical History




	Int
	Interpretation



	JBL
	Journal of Biblical Literature



	JSNT
	Journal for the Study of the New Testament



	
JTS ns
	
Journal of Theological Studies (new series)



	KJV
	King James Version



	LCL
	Loeb Classical Library



	MG.
	Marginal note



	NDBT
	T. D. Alexander, B. S. Rosner, eds, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 2000.



	NIV
	New International Version



	NRSV
	New Revised Standard Version



	NT
	New Testament



	NTS
	New Testament Studies



	OT
	Old Testament



	OTP
	J. H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (2 vols). Garden City, NY: Doubleday/ London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1985.



	REB
	Revised English Bible



	RSV
	Revised Standard Version



	
TNIV
	Today’s New International Version



	ZNW
	Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft





A note on further reading

A number of standard reference books can be recommended for following up most of the topics covered in this book. As a first step students are encouraged to look up the relevant articles on the New Testament documents in dictionaries such as ABD, DPL and DLNTD (see Abbreviations above). On certain topics DNTB and NDBT will be useful.

Several one-volume commentaries cover the whole Bible or the NT:


John Barton, John Muddiman, eds, The Oxford Bible Commentary. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001.

James D. G. Dunn, John W. Rogerson, eds, Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003.

Greg K. Beale, Don A. Carson, eds, Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic/Nottingham: Apollos, 2007. (Very detailed, at times technical, treatment of the quotations from, allusions to and echoes of the OT in the NT.)

Don A. Carson et al., eds, The New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 1994. (More introductory level with emphasis on explanation of the text than the Eerdmans and Oxford counterparts; unlike them does not include Apocrypha.)

Tokunboh Adeyemo, ed., Africa Bible Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006.

Brian Wintle, ed., South Asia Bible Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015. (These are two of a growing number of thoughtful one-volume commentaries bringing a global perspective to interpretation of Scripture.)



The amount of modern literature on the New Testament letters and Revelation is enormous. This applies especially to commentaries, where there is no way that we can list all the useful works on any of the New Testament books. What we have done is to mention those works that we happen to have found personally helpful without implying that those that we haven’t mentioned are somehow inferior. In order to avoid repetition of the same comments it may be helpful here to list a number of commentary series and offer a brief characterisation of each. ‘Exegetical’ and ‘exegesis’ refer to trying to understand what the text would have meant to its original readers; ‘expository’ and ‘exposition’ refer to trying to explain the significance that the text might have for readers today.

The descriptions below begin with the abbreviation for each series used in the rest of this book. More specialised, technical works and works that require a knowledge of Greek are marked with an asterisk both here and in the bibliographies.




	AB
	
Anchor Bible Ongoing series of full commentaries using Greek in transliteration, generally providing detailed notes followed



	
	by explanatory discussion of each passage. Earlier volumes in the series were of unequal quality; more recent ones are very good but some tend to excessive length.



	ACCS
	
Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture Valuable collections of verse-by-verse comment from the early Christian fathers, making their readings of biblical books more easily accessible.



	ANTC
	
Abingdon NT Commentary Intended to provide ‘compact critical commentaries’ catering to the needs of students and preachers.



	BECNT
	
Baker Exegetical Commentary on the NT Thorough exegesis, with attention to context and theological message.



	BNTC
	
Black’s NT Commentaries Middle-length, non-technical exegesis of high quality (this series is known in North America as Harpers NT Commentaries).



	BST
	
The Bible Speaks Today Expository commentaries with varying amounts of detail; useful for preachers.



	CCSS
	
Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture Concise commentaries in the Catholic tradition, with some modern application.



	EBC
	
The Expositor’s Bible Commentary Multi-volume series on the whole Bible originally published some thirty years ago, now appearing in a thoroughly revised new edition with many fresh treatments.



	EC
	
Epworth Commentaries Short



	
	commentaries that have some concern for modern application.



	*ECC
	
Eerdmans Critical Commentary New series offering detailed exegesis based on the Greek text.



	*Herm
	
Hermeneia Detailed technical commentaries on the Greek text.



	*ICC
	
International Critical Commentary Full-scale treatments of the Greek text. Older, nineteenth- and twentieth-century volumes are now being replaced by fresh volumes.



	Int
	
Interpretation Middle-length commentaries specifically designed to be helpful to preachers.



	* ITC
	
International Theological Commentary New heavyweight series offering theological reading.



	IVPNTC
	
InterVarsity Press New Testament Commentaries Similar to BST in bringing out the contemporary relevance of the text, but with a greater emphasis on the basic exegesis.



	NAC
	
The New American Commentary Multi-volume series. Aiming to be exegetical and expository; largely from a strongly conservative and Baptist background.



	NBBC
	
New Beacon Bible Commentary Multi-volume series in the Wesleyan/Nazarene tradition with sections on ‘Behind the Text’, ‘In the Text’ and ‘From the Text’.



	NCB
	
New Century Bible Very similar to BNTC but generally less detailed.



	NCBC
	
New Cambridge Bible Commentary Short commentaries



	
	using insights of rhetorical, narrative and socio-scientific criticism.



	NCCS
	
New Covenant Commentary Series A lively series of shorter commentaries written by a diverse set of international authors, and with an eye to relevance to today’s church around the world.



	NIB
	
The New Interpreter’s Bible Vols. VIII-XII cover the NT with full-scale treatments providing ‘overviews’ and both ‘commentary’ (exegesis) and ‘reflections’ (help for preachers).



	NIBC
	
New International Biblical Commentary Entrance-level commentaries, some of which are more useful for out-and-out beginners while others contain good material for students.



	NIC
	
New International Commentary Middle-length exegesis with technicalities relegated to footnotes. Weaker, earlier volumes now replaced by first-class recent volumes.



	*NIGTC
	
New International Greek Testament Commentary Detailed commentaries on the Greek text; less technical than ICC.



	NIVAC
	
NIV Application Commentary Offering a combination of exegesis and application linked together by a ‘bridge’ between then and now.



	NTL
	
New Testament Library Good on cultural context and theological exposition.



	PAID
	
Paideia Commentaries on the New Testament Reader-friendly



	
	series attending to authors’ rhetorical strategies and theological significance for today.



	PNTC
	
Pillar NT Commentary Careful blend of exegesis and exposition.



	RCS
	
NT Reformation Commentary on Scripture, NT series Helpful compilations of comments from Reformation era writers on a biblical book, providing easy access to this valuable material.



	SHBC
	
Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentaries Accessible format, with good visual layout and additional information in sidebars and boxes.



	SOGC
	
Story of God Commentary New accessible series locating texts within the whole narrative of Scripture.



	SP
	
Sacra Pagina Insightful commentaries by scholars from the Catholic tradition.



	THNTC
	
Two Horizons NT Commentary Interpretations in relation to concerns of systematic theology.



	TNTC
	
Tyndale New Testament Commentaries Introductory-level commentaries providing the essential exegetical help.



	TTT
	
Teach the Text Creative new series, with briefer comment but including colour pictures and background information.



	WBBC
	
Wiley Blackwell Bible Commentaries A series focused on the reception and impact of the biblical book throughout history, each entitled ...through the Centuries.



	WBC
	
Word Biblical Commentary Detailed commentaries using Greek in transliteration; less technical than ICC.



	*ZECNT
	
Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament Clear interpretation of the text, and reflection on its significance for today’s readers.





Online resources

We have put together a website which provides material to supplement this book and its companion on the Gospels and Acts. <https://www.exploringthenewtestament.co.uk>. There we provide relevant photographs, copies of our diagrams, useful ancient texts and sources, links to helpful and reliable web resources, and much else. All of these resources are easily downloadable, and can be used by teachers (and students) in sets of slides or handouts. The website is organised by the chapters of the two Exploring the New Testament books, and is also searchable by topic. If you come across resources which it would be helpful to add to the website, please email us at <info@exploringthenewtestament.co.uk>.


Section A

SETTING THE SCENE


1

The world of first-century Christians


In this chapter we shall study:

•how Rome emerged as a world power;

•key characteristics of the early emperors;

•the government of the empire through officials and armies;

•aspects of Greco-Roman society;

•religion and philosophy in the first century;

•the status of Jews and Christians.



Imagine a metalworker in Ephesus, a domestic slave in Rome or a businesswoman in Philippi – people who became Christians in the first century. What kind of a world did they live in and how did it shape their lives? In this chapter we look at some snapshots of this world, which will help to inform our understanding of the letters written to them by Christian leaders.

The whole Mediterranean world was controlled from Rome, a city nestling among seven hills fifteen miles inland from the west coast of Italy. How had the Romans come to dominate the world so completely, and what was it like to be part of that world?

How do we know what we know?

We know about the first-century world from various sources:

Greek, Roman and Jewish literature

Historians of the period are described in vol. 1, pp. 3–6. The most important for first-century Roman history are Tacitus (c. AD 56–120) and Suetonius (c. AD 75–150). The earlier period of Rome’s history was recorded by Livy (59 BC–AD 17).

Other ancient writers, including Roman poets such as Virgil (70–19 BC) and Horace (65–8 BC), have provided a number of examples of the enthusiasm with which some welcomed the emergence of Augustus as Rome’s first emperor. Satirical writers like Petronius (died c. AD 65) and Juvenal (c. AD 65–130) give vivid and comic insights into Italian social life. Philosophers, novelists and poets writing in Latin or Greek convey a sense of what mattered to people. But we should remember that literature was a luxury mostly confined to the wealthy, and as a result it does not necessarily express what ordinary people thought or felt.

Josephus (37–c. 100 AD) led Jewish forces in the Jewish-Roman war of AD 66–73. Cornered by the Romans in 67 he changed sides, becoming an important aide to the Roman general Vespasian. His Jewish War and Antiquities of the Jews are significant historical sources.

Objects known from ancient times or discovered through archaeology

These include coins, inscriptions carved on stone, documents written on papyrus, public and domestic buildings and all the grand and intimate objects found in them. From these not only historical events but also the habits of daily life can be reconstructed. So we know, for example, the size of the theatre at Ephesus and the details of a woman’s jewellery and make-up (compare Acts 19:28–41; 1 Pet. 3:3).

The emergence of Roman power

According to tradition the city of Rome was founded in 753 BC, the period of Amos and Hosea in Israel. After a period of rule by Etruscan kings, whose main power-base was in Tuscany to the north, it established itself as an independent city-state about 510 BC. The Romans called it their ‘republic’ (Latin res publica, ‘commonwealth’). Executive power lay in the hands of two consuls, elected annually by Roman citizens from a Senate of 300 relatively wealthy men belonging to traditional Roman families. Though the Senate had no formal power their regular debates influenced the consuls’ decisions. (In the first century BC their number rose to 600 and then briefly to 900.)

At first, Rome was just one of numerous small city-states in central Italy which alternately vied for power with each other and joined together for mutual defence when faced by an external threat. An efficient system for raising an army whenever necessary, from those citizens who owned a certain amount of property, enabled the Romans to gain ascendancy among their neighbours.

By the early third century Rome controlled all Italy. Then a series of threats from outside, and invitations to side with one combatant or another in wars overseas, gradually led to Rome’s control of territories overseas. By 200 BC, as a result of wars with the Carthaginians (based in what we call Tunisia), they had annexed Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica, Africa (i.e. Tunisia) and Spain. By 100 BC Greece had been added as the province of Macedonia-Achaia, and the Romans had begun to talk of the Mediterranean as ‘our sea’. Acquisition of provinces brought taxes and (from Sicily) grain, and thus fuelled the taste for further expansion.

However, all was not well on the home front. Rome’s system of government had a built-in conservatism. New offices of state were gradually created in order to cope with the demands of running a growing state and empire. But not much changed for the ordinary, poor citizens (‘plebeians’), even though they outnumbered by ten to one the old aristocratic families (‘patricians’) from whom the Senate’s members came. The patricians could not do without the plebeians because the army was recruited from them. But few plebeians could gain access to power. Attempts at reform were resisted by the Senate, and the period from around 130 to 30 BC was one of violent social conflict.

A century of civil conflict

Wars on the edges of the empire, in north Africa and against tribes of Gauls (in France) and Germans (121–101 BC) brought to prominence the general Gaius Marius, who got himself appointed consul for 107 BC and supreme army commander by the popular assembly, against the wishes of the Senate. To recruit sufficient troops he ignored the usual property qualifications for army service, enlisting property-less volunteers. From then on soldiers who owned nothing began to look to their generals to reward them with land or money on their discharge. This strengthened the bond between soldier and general, but also strengthened a general’s sense of his own power and the need to secure land and wealth with which to reward his men.

The following decades were marked by increasing chaos in Italy, inflamed by rival generals using their armies against each other and even against Rome itself. In 60 BC three ambitious politicians who were also successful generals formed a secret pact known as the ‘First Triumvirate’. They were Pompey, who had recently cleared the eastern Mediterranean of pirates and had brought Syria and Palestine under Roman control, Julius Caesar who was soon to conquer Gaul, and Crassus, the richest man in Rome. With their prestige and popularity with the army they were more powerful than the Senate.

After Crassus’ death in 53 Pompey was persuaded by the Senate to turn against the increasingly powerful Caesar. But Caesar defeated him at Pharsalus in north-eastern Greece in 48 and made his own position apparently unchallengeable. When in 44 BC he was made dictator (‘absolute ruler’) for life, it was the last straw even for some of his friends. In a meeting of the Senate on the Ides (15th) of March his supporters abandoned him and he was stabbed to death.

What now? In 43 Caesar’s 19-year-old grandnephew and adopted son Octavian joined with Mark Antony and Lepidus to form the ‘Second Triumvirate’, dedicated to pursuing Caesar’s murderers. The decisive battle was fought at Philippi in Macedonia (42), where Brutus and Cassius, the leaders of the assassins, committed suicide.

The victors divided the empire: Octavian was to rule the west, Antony the east. But intense rivalry between the two now surfaced. There was to be one final showdown. In 31, outside the bay of Actium in northwestern Greece, Octavian’s admiral Agrippa outmanoeuvred Antony’s fleet. Antony himself fled with his lover Cleopatra to Egypt, of which she was queen, where both committed suicide after Egypt fell to Octavian the following year. Octavian made Egypt a Roman province, to be governed by his own appointee because of its strategic role as a major supplier of grain to Rome.

All rivals had been eliminated, and the Roman world was hungry for peace. Octavian delivered it to them. In 27 BC he was granted the title Augustus (‘revered’), which had religious rather than autocratic overtones, and became the first ‘emperor’. His word for this was princeps, ‘first man’. He was careful to observe Rome’s constitutional traditions, and declared ‘the transfer of the state to the free disposal of the Senate and people’ (Augustus, Res Gestae 34). In fact he exercised absolute power by holding one or more of the key offices of state and by controlling the army.

Augustus’ tough but far-sighted régime, together with the fact that he ruled more than forty years, ensured that the transition from Republic to empire would be permanent. The Pax Romana (‘Roman peace’), which he established from Spain to the Black Sea, from Egypt to the English Channel, created conditions under which life could be lived with some security, trade could develop – and the Christian message could be spread far and wide.

Augustus’ successors

The Julio-Claudian dynasty

After a distinguished military career, Augustus’ step-son Tiberius (full name Tiberius Claudius Nero) became emperor at the age of fifty-five. His suspicion that opponents were plotting to overthrow him led to numerous treason trials. For the last eleven years of his life he lived in retirement in his luxurious villa on the island of Capri near Naples. Without returning to Rome he controlled affairs through powerful aides and managed to retain the all-important loyalty of the army.

The young Gaius Caligula was a popular successor to his dour and distant great-uncle. But, having initially promised constitutional reform, he quickly became a cruel and arbitrary dictator with an extravagant lifestyle. Claiming to be divine he victimized Jews and threatened to set up a statue of himself in the Jerusalem temple. But his own guards assassinated him and the order to set up the statue was revoked.

Caligula’s uncle Claudius, a scholar who was also physically disabled, proved a more able emperor than anyone had expected. He added five provinces to the empire, including Britain. He developed the imperial civil service, thus further reducing the power of the Senate. He adopted a tough policy towards Jews. For example, in AD 49, after disturbances in Rome ‘at the instigation of Chrestus’ Claudius decreed that Jews should leave the city (Suetonius, Claudius, 25.4, apparently alluding to disturbances caused by disputes between Jews and Christians; see also Acts 18:2). Yet it was during his reign that Paul completed most of his missionary journeys (Acts 13–21).

Claudius’ second wife Agrippina fed him poisoned mushrooms so that Nero, her son by a previous marriage, could replace him as emperor. At first he managed the empire well, thanks to the guidance of the philosopher Seneca and Burrus, head of the praetorian guard (the emperor’s bodyguard). But after AD 62, when Burrus died and Seneca retired, things changed for the worse. In 64, to divert rumours that he had himself started a great fire in Rome in order to make room for his grandiose building schemes, he put the blame on Christians and had many of them executed (Tacitus, Annals 15.44 – see text on p. 285). According to early Christian tradition Peter and Paul were martyred in the persecutions that followed.

Nero now ignored the provinces and armies and indulged his love of art and sports. He went to Greece to take part in the Panhellenic Games and was awarded the prize in every event he entered, even when he fell off a chariot. By now, senators and army commanders were increasingly restless and Nero set about ordering the deaths of influential people whom he suspected. There were revolts in Britain (ad 60) and Judea (AD 66). When his own armies, including the praetorian guard, turned against him he had little choice but to commit suicide (ad 68).

For a year there was chaos as rival would-be emperors – Galba, Otho and Vitellius – ruled briefly in turn. Then in summer 69 the legions in Egypt and Judea hailed as emperor Vespasian, the general charged by Nero with suppressing the Jewish revolt, and the Senate agreed.

The Flavian dynasty

Vespasian (Titus Flavianus Vespasianus) restored stability to the empire while his son Titus completed victory over the Jews. The tax, which Jews had previously paid annually to the temple in Jerusalem, was now redirected to the temple of Jupiter in Rome (the fiscus Judaicus).

When he died the empire passed briefly to Titus and then to Titus’ younger brother Domitian. Having resented his brother’s tenure of power he ruled autocratically, was tough on taxes, boosted the imperial cult and liked to be called dominus et deus, ‘lord and god’ (Suetonius, Domitian 13.2). Though his vices were probably exaggerated by Tacitus and Suetonius, he was paranoid about plots against him and put numerous opponents to death. Even in the distant province of Asia he could evoke the kind of apprehension about Rome’s power that is reflected in the book of Revelation.


DATES AND EVENTS IN ROMAN HISTORY (Emperors are in bold)




	BC
	



	753
	Traditional date of founding of Rome



	510
	Etruscan kings expelled, Republic begins



	264 –241
	Rome’s first war outside Italy, against Carthaginians



	241
	Sicily annexed as first province



	60
	First Triumvirate of Pompey, Crassus and Julius Caesar



	49–45
	Civil War, Caesar’s victories



	44
	Assassination of Caesar



	43
	Second Triumvirate of Mark Antony, Octavian and Lepidus



	42
	Death of Brutus and Cassius at Philippi



	31
	Octavian and Agrippa defeat Antony and Cleopatra at Actium



	30
	Death of Antony and Cleopatra



	27BC–AD14
	Augustus (Octavian)



	[5?
	Birth of Jesus]



	AD
	



	14–37
	Tiberius



	[27–30?
	Ministry of Jesus]



	[32?
	Conversion of Saul]



	37–41
	Gaius Caligula



	41–54
	Claudius



	45–57?
	Paul’s missionary journeys (Acts 13–21)



	49
	Expulsion of Jews from Rome



	54–68
	Nero



	64
	Fire in Rome leads to Nero’s persecution of Christians



	66–70
	Jewish Revolt; Vespasian commands Roman forces in Judea



	68–69
	
Galba, Otho, Vitellius. Civil Wars



	69–79
	Vespasian



	70
	Titus completes siege and destruction of Jerusalem



	79–81
	Titus



	81–96
	Domitian








What do you think?

As you read through the next few pages (pp.  8–19) imagine that you are a silversmith in Ephesus (Acts 19:19), a domestic slave in Rome (Rom. 16:14?) or a businesswoman in Philippi (Acts 16:13–15). Then consider the questions listed here.


•What are your hopes and anxieties in life?

•Might you be attracted to any of the religious, philosophical or lifestyle options described in this chapter?

•Do you think that any aspect of the message preached by early Christians might appeal to your outlook or situation?



If you are studying in a group, let each person take a different role and explore the questions in conversation. (If you need extra ‘characters’, you can find them, e.g., in Acts 14:8; 17:21; 19:19; the centurion in Acts 27:1.)



Government of the empire

The provinces

Augustus divided the provinces into senatorial and imperial provinces. Senatorial provinces were generally the older, more stable ones such as Asia and Macedonia. These were governed by ‘proconsuls’, men of senatorial rank who normally had held office previously in Rome (see Acts 13:7; 18:12; 19:38). Their proconsulship generally lasted for one year only. No legions were stationed in these provinces, though the governor had at his disposal a small number of soldiers under a centurion.

Imperial provinces were mostly those annexed more recently, where legions were stationed because they bordered on as yet unconquered territory or were thought to be places where rebellion might be organized. Governors of these provinces were appointed by the emperor himself, and served for as long as he wanted them there. In the more important provinces, such as Syria, they were of senatorial rank and were called legati Augusti, ‘delegates of Augustus’. In certain other provinces, for example Judea and Egypt, the governor came from the equestrian class (the class between the senatorial class and the plebeians, so named because they had originally provided cavalry for the army). He was normally called praefectus, as on an inscription of Pontius Pilate found in his provincial capital, Caesarea. But by the time of Felix (Acts 23:24) and Festus (Acts 26:30) the title had changed and was no longer praefectus but procurator.

Essentially, the governor’s job was to maintain justice and to raise taxes. He was assisted in these roles by lesser officials. Taxes were of various kinds:


•direct taxes, namely a tax on agricultural land or other property, and a poll tax on every adult, including women and slaves (Matt. 22:17 refers to direct taxes);

•indirect taxes such as customs duties collected at harbours and frontier posts, a general sales tax and a higher sales tax on slaves.



Not all governors could be relied on to act scrupulously in these matters. Josephus says of Albinus, governor of Judea AD 62–64:


Not only did he, in his official capacity, steal and plunder private property and burden the whole nation with extraordinary taxes, but he accepted ransoms from their relatives on behalf of those who had been imprisoned for robbery by the local councils or by former procurators (Jewish War 2.14.1 = 2.273; compare Felix’s hope of a bribe in Acts 24:26).



[image: ]

Client kingdoms

It suited the emperors to maintain good relations with certain kingdoms on the edge of the empire by making special alliances with their rulers. Their rulers were given the title ‘king, friend and ally of the Roman people’ and they were expected to lead their countries according to policies favoured by Rome. Herod the Great ruled such a kingdom, which was divided on his death among his sons. In AD 6 the southern part, Judea, became a province ruled by Augustus’ own appointee – though it reverted briefly to client kingdom status under Herod Agrippa I (ad 41–44).

Cities and colonies

Greek cities in the eastern provinces such as Thessalonica and Ephesus retained their traditional patterns of local government (see references to civic officials in Acts 16:6–9; 19:35).

A different type of city was the ‘colony’, established by Rome to settle army veterans, though they had a substantial local population also. Examples of colonies are Corinth, Philippi and Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:14). These colonies were seen as ‘miniature Romes’ and they had a Roman form of government.

The power of propaganda

The power of government was underlined by propaganda proclaiming the inevitability of Rome’s rule of the world. The poet Virgil (70–19 BC), whose career Augustus promoted, makes Jupiter say, ‘For these [Romans] I have set neither boundaries nor periods of empire; I have given them rule without end’ (Aeneid 1.278–9). And again, ‘You, Roman, remember to rule the nations by your empire . . . to crown peace with law, to spare the submissive and subdue the proud’ (Aeneid 6.851–3). Even then rulers had their spin-doctors! Gradually, all over the empire, imposing architecture in the Roman style and inscriptions in Latin – even in the eastern provinces where Greek was the everyday language – would remind people of Rome’s powerful presence. The ‘Roman peace’ of the expanding empire certainly brought the benefits of stability and increased trade to all but the poorest and the powerless, but the state was ruthless against dissent or rebellion. It was, after all, Rome’s goal that ‘not individuals merely but countries and nationalities should form one body under the name of Romans’ (Tacitus, Annals 11.24). Affirmation of the completeness of Rome’s dominance even finds expression in a graffito from a private house in Ephesus: ‘Rome, ruler of all, your power will never die.’

The army

The legions

At the time of Augustus’ death there were 28 legions (of about 5,000 men each, including a few hundred cavalry). They were stationed in the imperial provinces, for example four legions in Syria and two in Egypt. The commander of a legion was assisted by six tribunes. The key tactical officers in a legion were its 60 centurions, each in charge of about 100 men. (These titles are found in Acts 10:1; 21:31–32; 27:1, though there they are Roman officers of auxiliary, non-Roman troops.) The 50,000 miles of Roman road made possible the efficient movement of legions to other regions if occasion demanded.

So, for example, though no legions were initially stationed in the small province of Judea, forces were moved there from Syria at the onset of the Jewish revolt in AD 66.

By the time of Augustus the army had become a volunteer force of professional soldiers, serving for 20 years (25 under Vespasian, emperor 69–79). Though in the western part of the empire legionaries were mostly Italians holding Roman citizenship, in the east they included many provincials, who were granted citizenship unofficially on enlistment.

Auxiliaries

The legionaries were supported by an equal number of auxiliary soldiers – often specialists such as archers and cavalry – recruited from the provinces. Gradually it became normal to award them citizenship after 25 years. Though no legions were stationed in Judea, an auxiliary force led by Roman officers was there to keep the peace (Mark 15:39; Acts 10:1; 21:31–32; 23:23–6; 27:1).

The Praetorian Guard

An élite force served as the emperor’s personal bodyguard. Under Augustus about 1,500 soldiers were stationed in Rome for this purpose, with about 3,000 in nearby towns. They enjoyed significantly higher pay and benefits than regular legionaries. Phil. 1:13 (if written from Rome) alludes to the infiltration of Paul’s message into the praetorian guard.

Roman society

Citizenship

By the death of Augustus there were about six million citizens (including women and children) in an empire of 70–100 million. Under later emperors, for example Claudius, citizenship was greatly extended so that its value became less significant.

Citizenship could be obtained in various ways:


•birth to citizen parents (Acts 22:28). A certificate was issued verifying citizen status. Did Paul carry his around, ready to produce it when in a tight corner? (Acts 22:22–29);

•as a favour for special service to the empire. It has been speculated that Paul’s family may have originally obtained citizenship through supplying tents for a military campaign! (compare Acts 18:2 for Paul’s trade);

•being freed from slavery to a Roman citizen;

•on enlistment or discharge from army service.



For the privileges of citizenship as Paul experienced them, see p. 45.

Classes

A tiny proportion of the Roman population belonged to the wealthy senatorial class from whom the leadership of the city and empire were traditionally drawn. Below them in status were the equestrians. Emperors increased their influence to counter possible threats from senators. For example, the strategic province of Egypt had an equestrian governor, and an equestrian was head of the praetorian guard. Many found roles in the ever-expanding civil service.

The great majority of Roman citizens were plebeians, mostly poor and with little influence on affairs of state. But their sheer numbers made it politically important for rulers to satisfy their basic needs. In the first century more than half of Rome’s population were dependent on the regular distribution of free grain.

Slaves made up around a quarter of Rome’s population, and a similar proportion of Italy as a whole. Curiously, Roman law acknowledged slavery to be ‘contrary to nature’ and yet judged it to be legitimate and morally right. People became slaves through getting into debt, through kidnap and sale, through being born into a slave family, and most of all through becoming prisoners of war. Regarded as ‘living property’, they were sometimes harshly treated. But, for most, their economic value ensured a tolerable level of treatment, and some gained real respect and even friendship from their owners (see Luke 7:2). Household slaves generally fared better than those who worked in mines or large agricultural enterprises. A runaway slave faced a severe penalty if caught (see Chapter 10). The emperor’s household included several thousand slaves with varying degrees of responsibility. Several of the names of Christians mentioned in Romans 16 are common slave names, and it is a plausible guess that ‘those in the household of Narcissus’ (Rom. 16:11) were slaves in Nero’s service.

The Roman philosopher Seneca (c. 4 BC-AD 65) protests against the usual attitude to slaves:


I am glad to learn . . . that you live on friendly terms with your slaves. This befits a sensible and well-educated man like yourself. ‘They are slaves’, people declare. Nay, rather they are men. ‘Slaves!’ No, companions. ‘Slaves!’ No, they are unpretentious friends. (Moral Epistles 47)



See further Chapter 10; and DNTB, pp. 361–6, 1124–7.

Freedmen denotes people who had been freed from slavery (see 1 Cor. 7:21–22). Freedom could be achieved through saving up the meagre pocket money which they received until they could pay their own value to their owner, or through being granted freedom by their owner. Many former slaves remained poor and had less security than in their previous life as slaves. But some who had proved their worth to influential citizens became wealthy and influential themselves. Emperors, particularly Claudius and Nero, gave great power to some freedmen, appointing them as government administrators. Felix, governor of Judea (Acts 23:26) was a freedman of the imperial household.

In the Greek cities of the eastern empire the titles of different social classes might be different and the proportions of slaves and free people different from those in Italy. But society there also had a pyramidal structure, with the majority living at subsistence level. Most of the range of society was represented in the church, at least in some places. Only Sergius Paulus, proconsul of Cyprus (Acts 13:6–12) could be seen as belonging to the highest rank, if indeed Luke intends us to see him as a committed believer. In the church at Corinth there were a few relatively influential people such as Gaius, Erastus and Stephanas (Rom. 16:23; 1 Cor. 16:15), and some like Aquila and Priscilla who had a steady trade but were hardly wealthy (Acts 18:2). But ‘not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth’ (1 Cor. 1:26).

Women

Women’s status was generally inferior to men’s, though it varied in different parts of the empire. Baby girls were sometimes ‘exposed’ (abandoned in a remote place to die) if their parents were too poor to care for them. Girls were often married by the age of fourteen, and few received an education. Greek women were generally confined to the home, living a more restricted life than their Italian counterparts. In Macedonia, however, women had gained greater freedom, and it is interesting to note the names of women associated with the church at Philippi (Acts 16:14–15; Phil. 4:2–3).

Though men played the dominant roles in religion, there were significant functions for women in some religious cults. By the first century AD the temple of Artemis in Ephesus (Acts 19:27) no longer had a high priest but a high priestess. And in the ceremonies of some oriental cults women of all classes found momentary exuberant liberation from the subjection that was their normal experience.


WOMEN IN SOCIETY AND IN THE CHURCH

In this period women were widely thought of as inferior to men. Yet it is remarkable how many women feature in the record of Paul’s mission. Lydia was his first convert in Europe (Acts 16:13–15). Phoebe was entrusted with the responsibility of carrying his most substantial letter to the church in Rome – and presumably she would be expected to explain its meaning if asked (Romans 16:1–2). Priscilla and Aquila are a wife and husband team whom Paul regards as his ‘co-workers in Christ Jesus’ (Romans 16:3). For other significant women involved in Paul’s mission see Romans 16:6, 7, 12; Phil. 4:2; Col. 4:15; Philem 2.

On the diversity of women’s experience in the first century, see Hylen 2019.



Some women rose above their traditional role to be prominent in commerce. The largest building in the forum at Pompeii on the Bay of Naples was built by Eumachia, a woman with business interests in the wool trade, pottery and brick making.

The opinion of Apollodorus (fourth century BC) was still held by many men in the first century AD:


We have courtesans (Greek hetairai, ‘escort girls’) for pleasure, handmaidens for the day-to-day care of the body, wives to bear legitimate children and to be a trusted guardian of things in the house. (Pseudo-Demosthenes 59.122)



A husband writes home to his wife:


I urge you, take care of the little one, and as soon as we receive our pay I will send it to you. If by chance you bear a child, if it is a boy, let it be. If it is a girl, expose it. (Papyrus, Egypt, first century BC, Barrett, 1987, p. 40)



Patrons and clients

A basic building block of Greco-Roman society was the patron–client relationship. In an extension of the traditional role of the father in a family, people with some status and wealth became patrons of others who were in a relationship of dependency to them. A patron’s standing in society rose as the number of his clients rose. A client relied on his patron to advise and protect him, to bail him out or defend him if he got into trouble. Each morning he would turn up at his patron’s doorstep to offer greetings and make requests. In return he would campaign for his patron in elections and boost the crowd at a family funeral. A complex web of social relationships and expectations was built around this basic bond.

A positive value of the patron–client structure was that it ensured a measure of protection for lowly members of society who would otherwise have been more vulnerable to debt and other misfortunes. And it enabled writers such as the poet Horace to gain the security and freedom to get on with his writing. Possibly the historian Luke benefited from a similar relationship, Theophilus being the patron who financed the publication of his books (Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1). Negatively, it strengthened the dependence of the poor on the rich, the weak on the strong, in a way that inhibited the kinds of political change that might genuinely raise the status of the masses.

In the NT the ethos of patronage is reflected in the way householders in the church would host its meetings (Rom. 16:3–5, 23), or an individual would provide some important service for the community (1 Cor. 16:17–18) or would offer hospitality to missionaries and teachers (Phlm. 22; 3 Jn 5–8). Paul calls Phoebe, the deacon at Cenchreae, his ‘patron’ (NRSV ‘benefactor’, Rom. 16:2).

Honour and shame

Human societies are shaped by the values which are important to them. The knights of medieval England were guided by principles such as courage, honour, courtesy and support for the weak. A value often appealed to in southern Africa is ‘Ubuntu’, sometimes translated as ‘togetherness’, or ‘I am because we are’. It affirms that there is a oneness to humanity and we achieve our potential only by sharing ourselves with others.

In the ancient Mediterranean world honour and shame were important values. Honour is one’s own sense of worth, and the recognition of that worth in the wider community. Dishonour or shame represents disapproval by society based on failure to conform to the community’s expectations. Honour came in two kinds. Ascribed honour was the honour you might have simply because you were born into a distinguished family. Acquired honour, on the other hand, was honour that you could gain, for example by demonstrating courage in war or other noble acts. If you were one of those with ascribed honour, you had a duty to maintain that status by upholding the values of the family or class to which you belonged. And sometimes you had to defend your honour against detractors, as Paul does in Gal. 1–2.

It was important for those within a group to support each other in resisting the values of other groups. Jews, for example, constantly faced the pressure to relax their commitment to the Law of Moses. Christians, too, faced similar challenges. Few of them had any status in society, and many were slaves. How much disapproval or suspicion from those who had power over them could they cope with?

Subverting this value system, Paul and Peter urge the Christian community to find honour in faithfulness to Christ: “Be devoted to one another with mutual affection. Honour one another above yourselves. As the Scripture says, ‘Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame’” (Rom. 10:11). “If you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name” (1 Pet. 4:16).

See further DNTB pp. 518-22; Malina (2001), chapter 1.

Language and culture

Although Rome ruled the world, the cultural legacy of Greece – its art, architecture and literature – continued to dominate. The poet Horace famously observed: ‘Greece, the captive, made her savage victor captive’ (Epistles 2.1.156). While Latin was the language of the west, Greek remained the common language throughout the empire from Italy eastwards. In the early second century the poet Juvenal complained that Italian girls spoke poor Latin and made love in Greek (Satires 6.191)! Paul could write his Letter to the Romans in Greek and expect to be understood. So he and others with a message to proclaim could communicate it over a huge area without having to learn a new language. And, since Greek was the language of a conquered race, the message would not be mistaken for imperial propaganda.

Entertainment

In the Greek world there was a long tradition of theatre and athletics. The Isthmian Games were held every two years near Corinth, and occurred when Paul was there in AD 50–52. Though some Jews attended the theatre, it is unlikely that Paul did so, because dramatic productions were dedicated to Greek gods in whom he did not believe. Nor would he attend athletic contests, since the custom of competing naked was contrary to Jewish tradition. But he knows how to use imagery from these contexts to get his point across (1 Cor. 9:24–27; 2 Tim. 2:5).

Though the Romans imitated and developed the Greek enthusiasm for drama and athletics, the Roman masses were most passionate for the amphitheatre and the circus. Whereas the theatre was of semicircular design, traditionally built into the slopes of a hill for acoustic purposes, the amphitheatre was oval. It was the venue for the blood sports with which Romans were obsessed – gladiators fighting to the death, or men fighting against exotic wild animals imported from Africa. In towns that had no amphitheatre, the theatre was often used to stage similar events.

The circus (in Greek, hippodromos) was an arena for chariot racing. The Circus Maximus in Rome held 250,000. In Rome under the emperor Tiberius there were 21 race days a year. After him, since financing a day of races was the easiest way for an emperor to make himself popular, their frequency gradually increased. There were usually about 24 races in a day, with professional teams of riders identified by their colour – Reds, Greens, Whites, Blues.

Juvenal comments on the chariot races:


The people that once bestowed commands, consulships, legions and all else, now meddles no more and longs eagerly for just two things – Bread and the Races. (Satires 10.78 –81; ‘bread’ refers to the free hand-outs of grain)




All Rome today is in the Circus. A roar strikes upon my ear which tells me that the Greens have won . . . Such sights are for the young, who can cheer and bet at long odds with a smart girl by their side. But let my shrivelled skin drink in the mild spring sunshine and escape the toga. (Satires 11.197–204)



In the Greek world, as in the West today, the gymnasium was a place where people went for physical exercise and training, and to meet their friends. The Romans developed high-tech public baths, in which bathers could plunge into a warm pool, then take a hot bath, then warm again and finally a cold bath. After this they might have a massage, chat with friends, or have a snack.


Wine, women and the baths corrupt our bodies. But what makes life worth living? Wine, women and the baths! (Latin inscription)



Religion and philosophy

The early Christian movement emerged out of Judaism, in a world where traditional Greek and Roman religion continued alongside more recent developments.

Traditional religion

The gods of the Greeks and Romans were seen as representing or presiding over various aspects of life, and the function of religious practice was to keep oneself, one’s family and one’s city or state in favour with the gods. There was no creed that one must believe in, no particular ethical practice to be followed in order to please the gods. What mattered was performing rituals correctly and offering the right sacrifices. These sometimes included grand processions and colourful festivals. And all the skills of Greek and Roman architecture were lavished on impressive temples, each housing a large statue of the god to whom the temple was dedicated. But among the Romans a good deal of the energy of religious officials was focused on the bizarre (to our minds) practice of examining the entrails of an animal or bird to find omens that would disclose the future. More accessible to ordinary Italians was the worship of the lares and penates, protective spirits who presided over home and family. Both Greek and Roman homes had a small shrine and a family altar, and meals often began and ended with a religious act.


GODS OF GREECE AND ROME MENTIONED IN THE NEW TESTAMENT




	Greek name
	Roman name
	Presided over



	Zeus
	Jupiter
	'Father' of gods and humans (Acts 14:12) Sky and weather god



	Hermes
	Mercury
	Messenger of the gods (see Acts 14:12) He was seen as something of a rogue who embodied the Greek admiration for cleverness



	Artemis
	Diana
	Wild animals, childbirth (Acts 19:24, 34)



	Ares
	Mars
	War (The Aeropagus in Athens took its name from Ares, Acts 17:19)







Although Greek and Roman religion had developed along different paths, the Romans had no great difficulty in combining the gods of the two traditions. It could also happen that a ‘traditional god’ was combined with a local deity worshipped in a particular area and took on the character of the local cult. For example, ‘Artemis of the Ephesians’ (Acts 19:34) was primarily a ‘fertility goddess’ whose key role was to ensure the productivity of the earth.

The fact that ethical codes were not closely linked with religious belief and practice does not mean that the gods were indifferent to morality. They were regarded as protectors of the moral order and their disapproval of human wrongdoing could have serious consequences. But there was a paradox, which became the focus of the criticism of traditional religion by Greek dramatists and philosophers: how could gods notorious for their sexual affairs and arbitrary behaviour be the guardians and judges of human morality?

One other important feature of Greek and Roman religion was that it was non-exclusive.

Particular devotion to one god did not exclude worship of others, and acknowledgement of the whole ‘family’ of Greco-Roman gods did not preclude participation in the cult of a foreign god such as Isis or Mithras. Such tolerance could make life difficult for Jews and Christians, whose exclusive commitment to one God seemed to others strange and subversive.

Healing cults

The shrines of Asclepius, the Greek god of healing (Aesculapius in his Roman form), attracted the hopeful and the desperate from all over the Greek world. Among cities of the NT, Corinth, Athens and Pergamum were centres of his cult. People would go there seeking healing for all kinds of illness. Reflection on the place of healing in the ministry of the early church needs to be set in this wider context.

Mystery religions

‘Mysteries’ (Greek musteria), in the sense of religious rites kept secret from the uninitiated, had been part of the Greek religious scene for centuries. But in the first century mystery cults from the east gained in popularity across the Mediterranean world. The cults of Isis and Sarapis, for example, came from Egypt, Mithras from Persia. Comparatively little is known about their beliefs and practice because they were reasonably successful at keeping their secrets, though in the second century Apuleius’ Golden Ass included a moving account of initiation into the cult of Isis, and Plutarch gave details of two cults in his Isis and Osiris. Initiation rites typically included much use of ceremony designed to appeal to all the senses. The mysteries proved attractive to many for whom traditional religion did not bring personal meaning, offering:


•personal initiation into the secrets and privileges of the cult, which thereby conveyed a sense of personal significance and belonging to a special group;

•a special relationship with the god;

•assurance of particular benefits, which (with different emphases in different cults) might include overcoming the grip of fate, cleansing from sins and personal immortality.



Though the links between early Christianity and mystery religions have sometimes been overstated by scholars, some in the Greco-Roman world would have seen these two types of religious movement as rivals competing for their allegiance. In Philippians 4:13 Paul is happy to use an image from the mystery cults. Using a verb connected with musteria, he says ‘I have been initiated into the secret of being content . . .’

Fate, astrology and magic

The fear of fate was very strong in the Greco-Roman world. Many people felt that the course of their lives was predestined and they could do nothing to change it. While some found release from this fear in mystery cults, others turned to astrology. By understanding the movements of the heavenly bodies, which were believed to control human lives, they could at least prepare for what was to come even if they could not change it.

Magic was another way of gaining control. By imposing curses on others you could control them to your own advantage. By a spell appealing to a greater deity over a lesser one you could overcome the destructive power of the lesser. There were spells of sexual attraction whereby you could call up the powers of the underworld to make the object of your desire respond to you. Acts 19:19 reflects the reputation of Ephesus as a centre of the practice of magic.

The sense of being dominated by fate is something from which the early Christian movement believed there was liberation through Christ. Paul’s message that Christ has ‘disarmed the powers and authorities’ and ‘nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Col. 2:15; Rom. 8:39) addresses this issue.

The imperial cult

In Egypt the Pharaoh had been regarded as divine, and since Alexander the Great rulers in the Greek east had been acclaimed as divine. Such language spoke less of religious conviction than of political loyalty. Not surprisingly, it was in the eastern part of the empire that Augustus was first honoured in a similar way. An inscription at Priene in Asia Minor (9 BC) calls Augustus ‘Saviour’ and adds that ‘the birthday of the god has been the beginning of good news brought through him for the whole world’ (see Ferguson, p. 193).

Though he resisted being acclaimed as divine, Augustus recognized the political advantages of giving a religious aura to his status by encouraging his subjects throughout the empire to honour him in association with the cult of Rome itself. Several cities in the province of Asia enthusiastically built temples dedicated to ‘the goddess Rome and Augustus’. Only on his death was he declared a god.

Among his successors, Tiberius, Claudius and Vespasian similarly declined divine honours in their lifetime. Hence Vespasian’s reputed words on his deathbed: ‘I think I am becoming a god’ (Suetonius, Vespasian 23). But Gaius, Nero and Domitian encouraged them. Domitian, for example, expected to be called ‘lord and god’ and had a large temple built in his honour in Ephesus – part of the background to the expectation of persecution and the negative perception of the Roman state in Revelation.

In each province where a cult of Rome and the emperor was established it was presided over by a high-ranking official generally called ‘high priest’ in the eastern provinces. He, with other prominent citizens, would take the lead at ceremonies associated with the temple and at other public functions. Since the cult was not something in which ordinary citizens were required to take part, Christians or Jews who felt that to show devotion to the emperor in this way compromised their faith could stay away with impunity. But under the more oppressive emperors they could easily feel vulnerable for taking this stand. And in AD 111 Pliny, governor of Bithynia and Pontus, was reporting to the emperor Trajan that he was requiring those suspected of being Christians to make offerings of incense and wine to Trajan’s statue and to insult Christ (Letters 10.96).

Cynics, Stoics and Epicureans

There had been notable thinkers in Greece since the sixth century BC, and in the fourth century Plato and Aristotle had developed sophisticated philosophical systems which have influenced western thought ever since. But three particular approaches were prominent in the first century. The Cynics were so called because they lived ‘a dog’s life’ (Greek kunikos = ‘dog-like’). Their probable founder Diogenes (fourth century BC) was well known for living in a large jar in Corinth and for possessing only a cloak, a staff and a wallet. His motto was, ‘Fear nothing, desire nothing, possess nothing’. It was easier to admire his radical lifestyle than to imitate it. There were wandering Cynic teachers in the first century. Some scholars have compared Jesus’ style of teaching with theirs, and to a casual observer missionaries such as Paul and his companions might bear resemblance to them.

Stoics and Epicureans are mentioned in Acts 17:18 as the main philosophical schools in Athens. Stoicism was founded by Zeno, who in 304 BC began teaching in the Stoa Poikile (‘Painted Portico’) in Athens. Later exponents in Rome were Seneca (4 BC–AD 65), who served as Nero’s chief political adviser for the first few years of his reign, and Epictetus (ad 50 –138), who in his youth was a slave of a member of Nero’s bodyguard. Key Stoic concepts include:


•pantheism – the belief that God is not distinct from his creation but is immanent within it, permeating it and giving it order;

•use of the term logos (‘word’, ‘reason’) to describe the creative principle of rationality by which the world is ordered;

•belief that humans themselves, especially their minds, are divine since they are themselves permeated by the divine;

•a sense of human weakness and potential for evil;

•a desire to live in harmony with the universe, finding freedom by resisting self-indulgence and achieving self-sufficiency;

•belief that suicide is the greatest demonstration of human freedom;

•belief that the soul will be reabsorbed into the ‘world soul’ at the end of the world;

•hence an agnosticism or indifference about personal survival beyond death.




EPICUREAN BELIEFS

The Roman poet Lucretius, a follower of Epicurus, ridiculed traditional myths about the after-life:

Assuredly whatsoever things are fabled to exist in deep Acheron [the underworld], these all exist for us in this life ... Cerberus [the watchdog at the entrance to the underworld] and the Furies and the withholding of light, and Tartarus [the place of punishment in the underworld] belching horrible fires from his throat – these neither exist nor in truth can exist. But in this life there is punishment for evil deeds. (On the Nature of the Universe 3.978–1023)

A later Christian writer commented:

If any leader of pirates or robbers were exhorting his men to acts of violence, what else would he say except what Epicurus says: that the gods take no notice; ... that future punishment is not to be feared, because the soul dies after death, and there is no future punishment at all. (Lactantius, Institutiones Divinae 3.17)

A common Latin epitaph expressing an Epicurean view is:

I WAS NOT, I WAS, I AM NOT, I DO NOT CARE



Epicureans took their name from their founder Epicurus (341–270 BC). Believing that though gods may exist they have no interest in human affairs, they were consequently called ‘atheists’ by their contemporaries. The world, they argued, is made up of chance combinations of atoms. No one survives death. Since therefore there can be no punishment after death, the prospect of death holds no fears. People must rid themselves of superstitions and seek the goal of peace or tranquillity of mind.

When Epicurus spoke of pleasure as the goal of life he was not advocating self-indulgence. Working from the basic premise that pleasure is desirable while pain is to be avoided, he explored what gives the purest pleasure and avoids pain. Thus, for example, getting drunk would not be worth the hangover in the morning. Aiming for political office might bring the pleasure of holding power, but should be avoided because it brings also the pain of conflict and disappointment. As a consequence of such reflections he encouraged his followers to avoid public life and find an alternative community in the circles of ‘friends’ who formed his philosophical school.

Romans, Jews and Christians

In the ‘multi-faith’ world of the first century Jews, and then Christians, were distinctive in their exclusive attitude towards other faiths.

Though this could be seen as arrogant or subversive, Judaism was recognized as an ancient religion, and the earliest Christians came under the same protection. Herod the Great through his friendship with the young Augustus had won certain privileges for Jews, such as exemption from army service and permission to observe the sabbath. A daily sacrifice in the Jerusalem temple on behalf of the emperor was accepted as proof of loyalty (Philo, Embassy to Gaius, 155–8).


Digging deeper

Study in more detail one philosophy or one religion popular in the first century, and think about how its appeal was similar to and different from that of early Christianity.

See, e.g., Barrett, Ferguson, DNTB, DLNTD.



Estimates of the total number of Jews in the first century vary between three and eight million. There were many more outside Palestine, known as the Dispersion (Greek diaspora), than within it. Since there were sizeable Jewish communities in cities such as Rome, Alexandria and Antioch and smaller groups in many other parts of the empire, people had plenty of opportunity to meet and observe them. Some in the Greco-Roman world respected Judaism for its belief in one God and high moral standards. Some of these became converts to Judaism (‘proselytes’), while a greater number were sympathizers who accepted much of Jewish belief and attended synagogue worship but did not take the decisive step (for a man) of submitting to circumcision. These sympathizers were sometimes called ‘God-fearers’ (e.g., Acts 10:2; 13:16; 17:4).

But most Greeks and Romans appear to have despised the Jews. This was partly because people from the east were generally despised. It was also because they had strange beliefs (only one God, who does not even have a statue of himself in his temple) and strange practices (sabbath, not eating pork), and were a close-knit and therefore suspect community.


Digging deeper

A ROMAN VIEW OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE

Some who have had a father who reveres the sabbath

worship nothing but the clouds, and the divinity of the heavens,

and see no difference between eating pig’s flesh, from which their parents abstained, and human flesh.

And in time they take to circumcision.

Accustomed to despising the laws of Rome,

they learn and practise and revere the Jewish law,

and all that Moses handed down in his secret volume –

not to point out the way except to fellow-believers,

to lead only the circumcised to a longed-for source of water.

Their fathers were to blame, for whom every seventh day

was dedicated to idleness, separated from all the concerns of life. (Juvenal, Satires 14.96–106)

How much accurate information does Juvenal have about Jews?

Where does his prejudice show?

Can you think of modern situations where half-truths about a religious group inhibit mutual understanding?

If you can get it, read Tacitus’ account of Rome’s relations with the Jews, which also mixes accurate information with hostile comment (Histories 5.2–13), and explore similar questions.

Note that both Juvenal and Tacitus were writing in the early second century, after the fall of Jerusalem (ad 70). Do you think that should make them more or less informed than if they had written before AD 70?



Christians at first were seen as a sect within Judaism. Hence they experienced both the protection and the suspicions attached to Jews. When recording Claudius’ ejection of Jews from Rome in AD 49 Suetonius gives no indication that at this stage Roman authorities made any sharp distinction between the two groups (Claudius, 25.4).

But by AD 64 the situation had changed. When Nero persecuted Christians in 64–65 a distinction was clearly being made between Christians and Jews. Now that such persecution had been originated by an emperor, Christians would feel vulnerable to repetition of such oppression by his successors.

The expectation of persecution by the state forms the background to the book of Revelation. The fact that the imperial cult had been enthusiastically promoted in the province of Asia (where the readers of Revelation lived) ever since its beginnings under Augustus made this a likely location for an eruption of concern about state oppression.

Essay topics

Introductory

•What differences and similarities would a time-traveller find between first-century Greco-Roman society and your own?

Intermediate

•Write an account of the roles and status of either women or slaves in the Greco-Roman world, and reflect briefly on the appeal, or otherwise, which the early Christian message might have had for them.

Further reading

Introductory

C. Kingsley Barrett The New Testament Background: Selected Documents (London: SPCK, 2nd edition 1987 = The New Testament Background: Writings from Ancient Greece and the Roman Empire that illustrate Christian Origins. San Francisco: Harper, 1995).

Warren Carter The Roman Empire and the New Testament: an Essential Guide (Nashville: Abingdon, 2006).

K. Chisholm and J. Ferguson Rome, the Augustan Age (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 1981). Excellent collection of passages from ancient sources shedding light on the early decades of the Roman empire.

Lynn H. Cohick Women in the World of the Earliest Christians: Illuminating Ancient ways of Life (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009).

Philip F. Esler (ed.) The Early Christian World, vol. 1 (Oxford/New York: Routledge, 2000).

Joel B. Green and Lee Martin McDonald The World of the New Testament: Cultural, Social and Historical Context (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2013).

Susan Hylen Women in the New Testament World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019).

James F. Jeffers The Greco-Roman World of the New Testament: Exploring the Background of Early Christianity (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1999).

Bruce W. Longenecker In Stone and Story: Early Christianity in the Roman World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2020).

Abraham J. Malherbe ‘The Cultural Context of the New Testament: the Greco-Roman World’, in L. E. Keck and others, ed., New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 8 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995, pp. 12–26).

John E. Stambaugh and David L. Balch The Social World of the First Christians (London: SPCK, 1986 = The New Testament in its Social Environment. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986).

Colin Wells, The Roman Empire (London: Fontana, 1992/Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1995) .Very readable account of the empire from Augustus to AD 300.

Molly Whittaker Jews and Christians: Graeco-Roman Views (Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984).

Ben Witherington III New Testament History: a Narrative Account (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001).

Greg Woolf, ed. Cambridge Illustrated History of the Roman World (Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). Vivid account of many aspects of Roman life.

Intermediate

Martin Goodman The Roman World 44 BC–AD 180 (London & New York: Routledge, 1997). Gives insight into many aspects of history and society in NT period.

Bruce J. Malina The NT World: Insights from Cultural Anthopology (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 3rd edition 2001). The standard text on this topic.

Caryn A. Reeder Slavery in the New Testament (Cambridge UK: Grove Books, 2019).

See also many excellent articles in DNTB on topics summarized in this chapter.


Section B

PAUL AND HIS LETTERS


2

Letters in the New Testament


This chapter will deal with:

•the practice of ancient letter-writing;

•the format of a first-century letter;

•ways in which NT letter-writers developed this format.



Most NT documents are letters. Although at first glance we may be inclined to group them as ‘Paul’s letters’ and ‘the rest’, they are in fact of several types:


•letters from an individual to a church (most of Paul’s letters; 2 John);

•letters from an individual to other individuals (1–2 Timothy, Titus, 3 John);

•circular letters sent to several churches (Galatians, Ephesians, James, 1–2 Peter, Jude);

•documents which, like a letter, were sent from one place to another, but lack key features of a letter such as identification of the sender (Hebrews, 1 John);

•an apocalypse distributed as a letter (Revelation; see Rev. 1:4–5);

•two letters included in the story of Acts (15:23–29; 23:26 –30).



Ancient letter-writing

From ancient times people have written letters when face-to-face communication was impossible, or when a situation demanded that a message should be recorded in writing. Already in the eighteenth century BC rulers and bureaucrats in Mari on the Euphrates were writing diplomatic and administrative letters on clay tablets.

In NT times letter-writing was a necessary role of imperial administrators, and Augustus developed a postal system which enabled official letters to be carried on horseback across the empire at 50 miles a day. Thousands of private and business letters have survived from that period in the ruined buildings and rubbish dumps of Egypt. Writers and philosophers developed the letter form to communicate their ideas. For example, the Roman philosopher Seneca – a contemporary of Paul – wrote 124 letters to his friend Lucilius, which are in effect essays on ethical issues.

Most letters were written on sheets of papyrus, a light and tough material made from stalks of the papyrus plant woven and pressed together. A typical sheet was about the same size as standard American paper, or European A4. For a longer document sheets could be glued side by side to make a roll. The writer used a reed pen and black ink made from soot, gum and water (see 2 John 12; 3 John 13). Since the imperial postal system was not available for the letters of ordinary people, they had to send their letters with a friend, a slave, or a stranger travelling to the desired destination (compare Col. 4:7–9; 1 Pet. 5:12).

Some letter-writers used a secretary (Latin amanuensis). The Roman orator and statesman Cicero (106–43 BC) wrote hundreds of letters through his freedman Tiro, who collected them for publication. Julius Caesar was famous for being able to dictate different letters to as many as seven secretaries simultaneously – like a chess grand master playing against several opponents at once, though at a more furious pace! (The elder Pliny, Natural History 7.91.)

The secretary’s role could vary according to ability and circumstance. There is evidence, mostly from Cicero, for the secretary as:


•recorder, writing at his master’s careful dictation, or taking notes in shorthand and then writing them up;

•editor, allowed some freedom to tidy up the style when writing the final text from the rough dictation copy;

•agent or substitute author, writing the letter himself after general instructions from his employer.



This flexibility becomes a significant issue in debates about the authorship of certain NT letters, whose style appears different from what might be expected from the author concerned. We know that Paul used secretaries because Tertius identifies himself as such in Romans 16:23, and because Paul sometimes draws attention to a change of handwriting when he adds a personal note at the end of a letter: ‘I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand’ (1 Cor. 16:21; compare Gal. 6:11; Col. 4:18; 2 Thess. 3:17; Phlm. 19). In cases where the style or thought-pattern seems not quite Paul’s (or Peter’s – see 1 Pet. 5:12) might it be because the secretary has acted as editor or agent?

We know also from Cicero that an author or secretary would often keep a copy of his letters; hence the collection available for Tiro to publish. This raises an intriguing question about the collection and distribution of Paul’s letters. It has often been thought that the letters addressed to individual churches were not generally known outside those churches until someone hit on the idea of travelling round the churches to collect and distribute copies of the letters more widely. But if Paul kept copies of his own letters, maybe his own collection began to be copied and distributed by his associates quite soon after his death?

The format of letters

‘Sir Andrew and Lady Marcia Fitzgibbon request the pleasure of your company at . . .’

‘Dear Jim,

I was so sorry to hear the sad news of the death of . . .’

‘Dear Ms Smith,

Locked in a bonded vault in New York is a number that could be worth $1.6 million to you . . .’

Very often letters begin with standard forms of expression, which indicate instantly the type and purpose of the letter. Standard openings like ‘Dear Chris,’ ‘Dear Sir,’ or endings like ‘Yours sincerely,’ or ‘Love from’ also help the recipient to ‘read’ the writer’s intention correctly.

Such standard patterns and formulas characterized letters in the NT world, and their essential format remained constant through several centuries. Below is a second-century Greek letter from Egypt (see Lieu 1986, 38–51). I have set it out in a way that highlights the typical letter features of the period.


What do you think?

Compare Antonios Maximos’s letter with 3 John, which is the NT letter most closely conforming to the pattern of a secular private letter.

Which verses of 3 John form the Opening, Thanksgiving and Closing?

In what ways are they similar to and different from Antonios Maximos’s letter?

(We will explore the meaning of the Body, verses 5–12, in Chapter 20.)

Then try the same exercise on the shortest of Paul’s letters, Philemon.



As in modern letters, the opening and closing sections of the letter are the most stereotyped. The ‘body’ or central section, which conveys the main message of the letter, is naturally much more varied in length and content. But in this and many other short letters it seems only a brief interlude between the standard opening and closing sections.

The format of Paul's letters

Although most NT letters are much longer than this, we can see how they follow a similar format. And we can notice how their Christian character and purpose provokes certain adaptations. Here is how Paul structured his letters. We shall take 1 Corinthians as an example, and add notes on variations in other letters.


OPENING:




	Sender
	'Antonius Maximos



	Recipient
	to Sabina his sister,



	Greeting
	very many greetings



	Health-wish
	Above all I pray that you are well, as I myself am well.





THANKSGIVING:




	for good news of health
	While I was mentioning you before the gods here I received a letter from Antoninos, our fellow citizen. When I learnt that you are well I rejoiced greatly.



	BODY
	I too do not hesitate at every opportunity to write to you concerning my own and my family's welfare.



	CLOSING:
	



	Greetings
	Give many greetings to Maximos and to my lord Kopres. My wife Auphidia greets you, as does my son Maximos – his birthday is the thirteenth of Epeiph according to the Greek calender – and so do Elpis and Fortunata. Give greetings to the lord... [6 lines missing].



	Health-wish
	I pray that you are well.'







Opening

Read 1 Cor. 1:1–3

The pattern we have seen in Antonios Maximos’s letter and 3 John is clear in Paul, but is expanded in various ways.

To the sender’s name is added the self-description ‘apostle’ as in most other letters – but ‘servant’ in Phil., ‘servant and apostle’ in Rom., Tit., ‘prisoner’ in Phlm. In 1 and 2 Thess., 1 and 2 Cor., Phil. and Phlm. he adds the names of his co-workers. Since this is a rare feature of Greek letters, we should assume that it is no mere convention, but that the names are included because they made a real contribution to the creation of the letter.

Recipients To the address ‘the church in Corinth’ is added, as in Paul’s other letters except Galatians, a statement about their status as Christians. Is the inclusion of ‘all Christians everywhere’ Paul’s way of reminding the arrogant Corinthians that they are not the only church on the planet?


What do you think?

In Galatians and Romans Paul’s self-description is expanded (Gal. 1:1; Rom. 1:1–6). He is extremely anxious and annoyed about the situation in Galatia, and Romans is written to a church he has not yet visited. Why do you think these circumstances would make him want to expand the Opening in these ways?

Look at the way he expands the description of the recipients in some of his letters. What does this suggest about the nature of his relationship with them?



Greeting In contrast with the Greek letter greeting chairein (‘greetings’) Paul substitutes the similar-sounding charis (‘grace’) and adds the normal Jewish greeting shalom (‘peace’), as well as expressing the divine source of these blessings. He thus gives new energy and a Christian focus to the traditional formula.

In effect, this wishing of grace and peace to the recipients replaces the health-wish of the secular letter. But the health-wish is also taken up and transformed in the next section, the thanksgiving, where Paul not only thanks God for the spiritual progress of the church, but also expresses a wish or prayer for their continuing development.

Thanksgiving

Read 1 Cor. 1:4–9

Some Greek letters have a short thanksgiving (e.g., thanks to the gods for deliverance from illness or shipwreck). But this becomes a main feature in Paul’s letters. Recurring features of his thanksgiving are:


•it focuses on the faithfulness of the church addressed;

•it may incorporate a ‘prayer-report’ in which he tells readers about his prayer for them;

•it may lead to affirmation of God’s faithfulness to keep them in the faith until Christ’s final coming;

•it may act as a brief introduction to themes to be covered in the Body.



It is not always easy to tell where the transition from Thanksgiving to Body occurs. Hence the recurrence of ‘thank(s)’ in 1 Thess. 1:2; 2:13; 3:9 has led some to argue that the Thanksgiving section continues from 1:2 to 3:10! But it is more likely that Paul has a more flexible view of structure than some scholars and simply merges Thanksgiving and Body together.

In Galatians there is no Thanksgiving: Paul thinks the situation is too serious to spend time on preliminaries. In 2 Corinthians and Ephesians (compare 1 Peter) the Thanksgiving is replaced by a Jewish style of ‘blessing’ (Hebrew berakah).

Body

In 1 Corinthians this runs from 1:10 to 16:18 The purpose of the Body is to convey the letter’s central message. Its structure varies greatly from one letter to another, in the light of the range of issues to be covered. Certain formulas often mark the beginning or a key point of transition within the argument. Examples in 1 Corinthians are:


‘I appeal to you’ (1:10)

‘Now concerning . . .’ (7:1; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1)

‘I want you to understand’ (11:3)

‘I do not want you to be uninformed’ (12:1)



The end of the Body often includes reference to a forthcoming visit (16:1–11), which reminds us that a key function of a letter was to act as a substitute for personal presence. This in turn points to the fact that the style and content must represent what Paul would have said to the recipients if he were with them to preach and teach.

So scholars have often analysed component parts of the Body in terms of the debt they owe to Hellenistic rhetorical practice and moral traditions, and Jewish synagogue sermons. Examples of this are:


•the diatribe, a form of speech in which the speaker debates with an imaginary questioner in order to teach his audience (1 Cor. 15:29–41; Rom. 2:1–5; 3:1–9);

•midrash (Hebrew for ‘inquiry’, ‘interpretation’), commentary on scriptural texts (1 Cor. 10:1–5; 15:54 –55);

•parenesis (Greek parainesis, ‘exhortation’, ‘advice’), ethical exhortation using traditional patterns. Much of 1 Cor. 5–10 would come under this heading. Some other letters have large sections of parenesis near the end (Rom. 12–14; Eph. 4:1–6:20).



(On rhetorical analysis of letters see further pp. 227–8. For fuller discussions of material used in the Body of Paul’s letters see Doty 1973, pp. 34–39; Murphy-O’Connor 1995, pp. 64–98; Richards 2004; White 1972)

Closing

Read 1 Cor. 16:19–22

In these four verses Paul includes significant developments from the ordinary Greek letter, while retaining its basic shape. There are:


•various greetings from Christians in Ephesus, where Paul is writing (verses 19–20; compare Rom. 16:3–16, 21–24; 2 Cor. 13:13; Phil. 4:21–22; Col. 4:10–15; 2 Tim. 4:19–21; Tit. 3:15; Phlm. 23–24);

•a final blessing (vv. 23–24; compare all Paul’s letters), which performs a parallel function to the ‘farewell’ (probably in the missing lines) and final health-wish of Antonios Maximos’s letter on p. 29;

•a note in Paul’s own hand (v. 21; compare Gal. 6:11; Col. 4:18; 2 Thess. 3:17; Phlm. 19), adding further material and indicating that he takes responsibility for the letter’s contents as written by the secretary – some secular letters had the same feature;

•material of a liturgical nature, reflecting the fact that Paul expected the letter to be read when the church assembled for worship (vv. 20b, 22; the ‘holy kiss’ also in Rom. 16:16; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 Thess. 5:26; 1 Pet. 5:14). The Thanksgiving or blessing at the beginning of a letter is also particularly appropriate for a worship context. Some letters have a doxology (expression of praise to God) in addition to the final blessing (Rom. 16:25–27; Phil. 4:20; 2 Tim. 4:18).



Letters or sermons??

We are so used to speaking of ‘New Testament letters’ that we often ignore an important factor in their composition. The primary mode of communication in the early church was the spoken word. It needed to be, when only 10 to 20 per cent of the population could read. Rhetoric – the art of persuasive speaking – was a standard part of the curriculum for boys fortunate enough to get a secondary education.


Digging deeper

Write a short letter from a member of the church in Corinth asking for Paul’s opinion about one of the issues to which he is going to respond in 1 Cor. 5–11.

Make sure that your letter conforms to ancient Greek practice, with the various features of Opening, Thanksgiving, Body and Closing.




What do you think?

Write a short letter from a member of the church in Corinth asking for Paul’s opinion about one of the issues to which he is going to respond in 1 Cor. 5–11.

Make sure that your letter conforms to ancient Greek practice, with the various features of Opening, Thanksgiving, Body and Closing.



A few short letters – 2 John, 3 John and Philemon – are comparable to the simple message of Antonios Maximos quoted above. But the rest display, to varying degrees, the skills of oral persuasion. We see Paul and others teaching, exhorting, persuading his ‘audience’, just as he would if he were present with them. He is doing – in writing – what the synagogue officials invited him to do in person during his visit to Pisidian Antioch: “If you have a word of exhortation for the people, give it” (Acts 13:16-41).

So we should see Paul’s writings as letters in the sense that they are written documents, beginning and ending in a way comparable to secular letters of his time. But we should understand the main body of a letter as the work of a man using his rhetorical skills to teach, correct and persuade those who will hear it read when it reaches its destination. He wants them to engage with and act on his message just as he hopes they would if he were present with them.

If we turn to letters other than Paul’s, the character of these documents becomes even clearer. Hebrews has no introductory greeting of the kind we would expect in a letter. Not until we reach the final four verses do we find any hint that this document is a letter. It is a sermon or homily – a ‘word of exhortation’ like the message Paul delivered in Pisidian Antioch.

James, like a letter, begins by identifying the author. But there is no final greeting at the end. It seems to be a message of exhortation sent to a number of Jewish-Christian communities outside Palestine (see ch. 17).
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