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    At the crossroads of faith and empire, this study shows how place, history, and community shape the message of seven brief but urgent texts. The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia (Illustrated Edition) by William Mitchell Ramsay invites readers to meet the congregations addressed in the opening chapters of Revelation—Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea—within their concrete settings. Rather than abstracting their challenges, the book anchors them in the civic, religious, and social realities of Roman Asia Minor. The result is a work that blends disciplined historical inquiry with close textual attention, guiding readers to see how geography and culture inform interpretation.

A pioneering contribution to biblical studies and historical geography, this book belongs to the genre of scholarly, context-driven exposition. Composed in the early twentieth century by the distinguished scholar William Mitchell Ramsay, it reflects a moment when archaeology and classical history were reshaping understandings of early Christian literature. Its setting is the province of Asia in the Roman world, roughly corresponding to western Anatolia in the modern day. The illustrated edition emphasizes that the world of these churches was tangible and navigable, drawing attention to places, routes, and civic centers that framed the first readers’ lives and gave texture to the letters’ language.

Readers can expect an investigative, historically grounded journey that remains attentive to the literary character of the biblical text. Ramsay reads the letters in Revelation as messages to real communities, approached through careful observation, comparison, and the weighing of evidence. The voice is measured and scholarly, yet animated by an explorer’s curiosity for landscapes and local customs. The mood is serious and reflective, focused on understanding rather than polemic. Without presuming sensational conclusions, the book offers a steady accumulation of context that clarifies idioms, images, and allusions, enabling a more confident sense of what these brief communications may have meant to their first hearers.

Methodologically, the work draws together material and textual clues to build a coherent picture of life in the cities named by Revelation. Historical geography, civic institutions, and the rhythms of commerce and travel provide the scaffolding for Ramsay’s analysis. He attends to the interplay between local traditions and wider imperial pressures, considering how shared spaces—streets, marketplaces, assemblies, sanctuaries—shape public identity. This interdisciplinary stance neither isolates the letters from their environment nor dissolves them into it; instead, it asks how physical settings and social structures inflect meaning. The illustrated format complements this approach by foregrounding the spatial dimension that underlies the book’s arguments.

Several themes emerge with clarity: the formation of communal identity, the negotiation of competing loyalties, the testing of integrity under cultural pressure, and the risks of complacency in prosperous settings. The letters’ concise commendations and warnings gain resonance when read against the institutions of civic pride and religious expectation in Roman Asia. Ramsay’s attention to context invites readers to consider how symbols and metaphors would ring in the ears of those who walked particular streets and gathered in particular assemblies. The book thus explores how moral exhortation is shaped by place, and how communities discern their calling amid powerful narratives offered by their surrounding world.

For contemporary readers, the significance lies in learning to read ancient texts responsibly: historically aware, sensitive to language, and attentive to the lived experience of original audiences. The illustrated edition underscores that interpretation benefits from seeing as well as reading, by situating words within landscapes and urban forms. Students of the New Testament, travelers to the region, and thoughtful general readers alike will find a model of inquiry that honors evidence and resists oversimplification. The questions it raises—about belonging, endurance, and the pressures that mold communities—remain pertinent, encouraging reflection on how convictions are maintained, tested, or reshaped within complex cultural environments.

Approached this way, The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia (Illustrated Edition) offers more than background; it provides a disciplined framework for listening to a demanding set of texts with informed care. Ramsay’s synthesis of history and exegesis helps readers navigate the distance between modern assumptions and ancient realities without forcing either to yield to the other. What awaits is a patient, illuminating encounter with seven communities whose stories are evoked rather than exhaustively told, inviting further study. By restoring these letters to their world, the book gives today’s readers tools to engage them with humility, curiosity, and renewed attentiveness to the power of place.
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    William Mitchell Ramsay’s The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia (Illustrated Edition) examines the messages in Revelation 2–3 within their historical and geographical setting. Drawing on archaeology, inscriptions, coins, and his own travels in Asia Minor, Ramsay situates each letter in the civic life of its city. He outlines how Roman administration, local cults, trade, and communications shaped the churches’ conditions. The book presents the letters as practical communications to real communities rather than abstract prophecy. The illustrated edition supplements the analysis with maps, photographs, and site plans, allowing readers to visualize the terrain, roads, and monuments that inform the imagery of the text.

Ramsay begins with the province of Asia under Rome, describing its cities, civic rivalries, and integration into imperial structures. He explains the postal and judicial circuits and shows how the order of the seven churches follows a coherent route. Attention is given to the imperial cult and the status of neocorate cities, which framed public life and loyalty to Rome. He notes how metaphors in the letters match local topography, industries, and customs. The discussion sets method and scope: read each message against the city’s history and environment, consider the “angel” as the church’s representative, and recognize the pastoral aims directed to specific situations.

Ephesus is introduced as the metropolis of Asia, a great port and administrative center associated with the temple of Artemis and extensive commerce. Ramsay sketches its theaters, harbor works, and civic institutions to illuminate the Ephesian church’s context. The letter’s commendations and warnings are related to the city’s energetic public life and its pressures for conformity. Ramsay observes how imagery such as the lampstand, works, endurance, and the promise of paradise would resonate in a community shaped by public processions, guilds, and the ebb of civic prestige. The analysis stresses Ephesus’s leadership role on the route and as the first recipient in the sequence.

Smyrna appears as a loyal ally of Rome, famed for its beauty, orderly streets, and the crown-like hill of Pagos. Ramsay details its festivals, imperial temples, and status-conscious society to frame the church’s experience of hardship and slander. The letter’s themes of poverty, spiritual wealth, testing, and the crown of life are set against Smyrna’s civic honors and competitive pride. By comparing inscriptions and local customs, he clarifies how encouragement to remain faithful unto death addressed real vulnerabilities. The city’s resilience after earthquakes and its prominence among assize centers help explain the tone of steadfastness and the promise that overcomes fear.

Pergamum is treated as a cultural and administrative hub, noted for its acropolis, libraries, the Asclepion, and early imperial cult centers. Ramsay explores possibilities for the phrase “where Satan’s throne is,” considering the great altar, imperial worship, and proconsular authority. He connects the letter’s mention of the sharp sword with judicial power and civic enforcement, while references to Antipas and idolatrous feasting are placed within healing sanctuaries and guild banquets. The promise of hidden manna and a white stone is explained through local admission tokens and honorific practices. The analysis underscores Pergamum’s distinct pressures on Christians amid spectacle, healing rites, and official charisma.

Thyatira is presented as a smaller, industrious town on the route, recognized for its dyeing trade and numerous guilds. Ramsay collects evidence of associations, feasts, and patron deities to clarify the community’s dilemma about participation in civic-religious life. The letter’s critique of misleading teaching and toleration of immoral practices is correlated with the economic pull of guild banquets and sacrificial meals. He notes titles, deities, and inscriptions that show how social belonging was intertwined with cultic expectations. Promises about authority and the morning star are read with attention to military outposts, commercial networks, and local forms of recognition, emphasizing practical guidance to Christians in complex workplaces.

Sardis is examined as a city of former glory, famous for wealth, textiles, and a precipitous acropolis captured by surprise in earlier eras. Ramsay uses the city’s military history, earthquake recovery, and religious monuments to frame the letter’s warnings about complacency and watchfulness. References to soiled and white garments are set against textile production and honorific attire. The call to wakefulness and to strengthen what remains reflects a place that retained prestige yet faced decline. Architectural remains and coinage anchor the portrait of a community tempted to rest on reputation, while the promises to the faithful are shown to align with civic registers of honor and remembrance.

Philadelphia is portrayed on a seismic frontier, often shaken and rebuilt, positioned as a gateway toward the interior. Ramsay highlights its missionary geography, roads, and vineyards to explain the imagery of an open door and stability. He relates the promise of pillars and inscribed names to the city’s experience of fragility and the value of secure belonging. Conflicts with synagogue communities are understood within the city’s mixed population and legal protections. The letter’s commendation of steadfast endurance fits a small church facing external pressures yet granted assured access. Local inscriptions about temple service and civic benefaction clarify how permanence and honor would be heard.

Laodicea concludes the circuit as a wealthy banking and medical center, noted for black wool and eye treatments, yet dependent on tepid water delivered by aqueduct. Ramsay correlates the letter’s imagery of lukewarmness, gold refined by fire, white garments, and eye salve with the city’s industries and self-sufficiency. He brings the seven studies together to argue that the messages fit real urban conditions under Roman rule, often during the tensions of imperial cult and local expectation. The route order, provincial institutions, and dated evidence support a late first-century setting. The illustrated materials reinforce the argument by placing inscriptions, ruins, and terrain before the reader.
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    Ramsay situates the Letters to the Seven Churches within the late first-century Roman province of Asia, a wealthy, urbanized region of western Anatolia integrated by the Pax Romana. The seven cities—Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea—stood along arterial roads and ports linking the Aegean to inland Phrygia and Lydia. Civic life revolved around temples, guilds, festivals, and the provincial council (koinon). The period, often associated with the reign of Domitian (81–96 CE), featured an assertive imperial cult, municipal competition for status, and occasional social unrest. Ramsay, writing in 1904, fused epigraphic, numismatic, and topographical data gathered in Ottoman-era Anatolia to reconstruct these local contexts.

Augustan reorganization after 27 BCE established Asia as a senatorial province administered by a proconsul at Ephesus, consolidating Hellenistic cities into a Roman framework. Municipal elites (boule and demos) governed civic affairs, while Asiarchs oversaw provincial festivals and cult. Roman road-building and the cursus publicus connected coastal metropoleis to inland market towns, enabling a predictable circuit for couriers. Ramsay argued that the sequence of the seven letters mirrors this official route from Ephesus through Smyrna and Pergamum to inland Lydia and Phrygia, ending at Laodicea. The book uses administrative titles, civic ranks, and inscriptions to decode how provincial hierarchy and inter-city rivalry color the admonitions directed to each church.

The imperial cult in Asia, inaugurated by a provincial temple to Roma and Augustus at Pergamum in 29 BCE, expanded through the first century with new neokorate honors: Smyrna secured a temple to Tiberius, Livia, and the Senate in 26 CE; Ephesus erected a temple to Domitian around 89–92 CE. Public sacrifices, processions, and games signaled civic loyalty to the emperor. Christians’ refusal to participate invited accusations of impiety and disloyalty. Ramsay connects Pergamum’s role as cult center—and the monumental Altar of Zeus—to the phrase “where Satan’s throne is” (Rev. 2:13), and interprets Antipas’s martyrdom there as emblematic of the social pressures exerted by emperor worship in Asia’s cities.

Local cults and economic guilds shaped daily life. Ephesus’s Artemis temple dominated religious identity and export trade in cultic silverware, provoking the silversmiths’ riot against Paul (Acts 19:23–41) during his Ephesian mission, ca. 52–55 CE. Thyatira, documented by inscriptions, hosted thriving guilds of dyers, bronze-workers, and leather artisans; Lydia of Thyatira (Acts 16:14) reflects this network. Laodicea prospered in banking, fine black wool textiles, and a noted ophthalmic “collyrium.” Ramsay reads the letters’ criticisms—of eating food sacrificed to idols, sexual immorality, and Laodicea’s complacent wealth (“I am rich,” Rev. 3:17)—as addressing guild banquets tied to pagan cults and the moral hazards of economic assimilation.

Seismic disasters profoundly affected several cities. The catastrophic earthquake of 17 CE devastated twelve cities of Asia, including Sardis, prompting Emperor Tiberius to grant 10 million sesterces and a five-year tax remission (Tacitus, Annals 2.47). A later quake in 60/61 CE ruined Laodicea, which famously rebuilt “without any aid from us,” as Tacitus notes (Annals 14.27), showcasing civic wealth and autonomy. Philadelphia, situated on a fault zone, endured recurring tremors that drove residents outside the walls (Strabo, 12.8.18). Ramsay correlates this seismic history with the letters’ imagery: Sardis’s reputation for past glory and present fragility, Philadelphia’s promise of being made a “pillar,” and Laodicea’s self-satisfied resilience.

The legal status of Christians in Asia Minor evolved amid sporadic local hostilities. While Nero’s persecution (64 CE) was Rome-centered, Domitian’s reign saw heightened sensitivity to loyalty, fiscal enforcement of the Fiscus Judaicus after 70 CE, and occasional prosecutions touching Christians and Jews. Cases in nearby Bithynia under Pliny (c. 111–112 CE) illustrate provincial procedure—no systematic hunt, but severe penalties upon refusal to sacrifice. Traditions from Asia, including the martyrdom of Polycarp in Smyrna (c. 155 CE), attest enduring tensions. Ramsay views John’s exile to Patmos and references to slander from certain synagogues (Smyrna, Philadelphia) as reflecting civic mechanisms by which minorities faced denunciation and cultic pressures.

Missionary expansion created dense Christian networks across Asia. Paul’s multi-year stay at Ephesus (Acts 19; ca. 52–55 CE) radiated the gospel to the region through associates like Epaphras (Colossae, Laodicea; Col. 4:12–16). Later tradition places John in Ephesus, giving him pastoral oversight of Asian churches. The seven cities sat on a courier loop linking the Kaystros valley to the Hermos and Lycus valleys, reinforced by ports at Ephesus and Smyrna. Ramsay uses inscriptions, milestones, and city plans to argue that the letters’ order and tailored imagery—trade, cult, civic honors, and local topography—address communities embedded in distinct urban ecologies yet bound by Roman communications.

Ramsay’s reconstruction reveals the book’s social and political critique of imperial Asia: it exposes how the imperial cult, civic festivals, and guild economies coerced conformity, rewarding elites while marginalizing dissenters. The letters denounce the ideology of prosperity and status—Laodicea’s banking wealth, Ephesus’s prestige—as spiritually corrosive, and they condemn violence legitimated by emperor worship and civic pride. By invoking legal banishment, martyrdom, slander, and exclusion from markets, the work highlights structural injustices faced by minority believers. It urges steadfast resistance to idolatrous civic obligations, critiquing a system where public religion, economic interests, and political loyalty were inseparably fused.
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In the contact of East and West originates the movement of history. The historical 
position of Christianity cannot be rightly understood except in its relation to 
this immemorial meeting and conflict. The present book is based on the view that 
Christianity is the religion which associates East and West in a higher range of 
thought than either can reach alone, and tends to substitute a peaceful union for 
the war into which the essential difference of Asiatic and European character too 
often leads the two continents. So profound is the difference, that in their meeting 
either war must result, or each of them must modify itself. There is no power except 
religion strong enough to modify both sufficiently to make a peaceful union possible; 
and there is no religion but Christianity which is wholly penetrated both with the 
European and with the Asiatic spirit—so penetrated that many are sensitive only 
to one or the other.

Only a divine origin is competent to explain the perfect union of Eastern and 
Western thought in this religion. It adapted itself in the earliest stages of its 
growth to the great Græco-Asiatic cities[1] with their mixed population and social 
system, to Rome, not as the Latin city, but as the capital of the Greek-speaking 
world, and to Corinth as the halting-place between Greek Asia and its capital. Several 
chapters of the present book are devoted to an account of the motley peoples and 
manners of those cities. The adaptation of Christianity to the double nationality 
can be best seen in the Apocalypse, because there the two elements which unite in 
Christianity are less perfectly reconciled than in any other book of the New Testament. 
The Judaic element in the Apocalypse has been hitherto studied to the entire neglect 
of the Greek element in it. Hence it has been the most misunderstood book in the 
New Testament.

The collision of East and West throughout history has been a subject of special 
interest to the present writer from early youth; and he has watched for more than 
twenty-five years the recent revival of the Asiatic spirit, often from a very close 
point of view. In 1897, in a book entitled Impressions of Turkey, he tried 
to analyse and describe, as he had seen it, “the great historic movement” through 
which “Mohammedanism and Orientalism have gathered fresh strength to defy the feeling 
of Europe.” It is now becoming plain to all that the relation of Asia to Europe 
is in process of being profoundly changed; and very soon this will be a matter of 
general discussion. The long-unquestioned domination of European over Asiatic is 
now being put to the test, and is probably coming to an end. What is to be the issue? 
That depends entirely on the influence of Christianity, and on the degree to which 
it has affected the aims both of Christian and of non-Christian nations: there are 
cases in which it has affected the latter almost more than the former. The ignorant 
European fancies that progress for the East lies in Europeanising it. The ordinary 
traveller in the East can tell that it is as impossible to Europeanise the Asiatic 
as it is to make an Asiatic out of a European; but he has not learned that there 
is a higher plane on which Asia and Europe may “mix and meet.” That plane was once 
in an imperfect degree reached in the Græco-Asiatic cities, whose creative influence 
in the formation of Roman and modern society is beginning to be recognised by some 
of the latest historical students, and the new stage towards which Christianity 
is moving, and in which it will be better understood than it has been by purely 
European thought, will be a synthesis of European and Asiatic nature and ideas.


This book is a very imperfect essay towards the understanding of that synthesis, 
which now lies before us as a possibility of the immediate future. How imperfect 
it is has become clearer to the writer as in the writing of it he came to comprehend 
better the nature of the Apocalypse.

The illustrations are intended to be steps in the argument. The Apocalypse reads 
the history and the fate of the Churches in the natural features, the relations 
of earth and sea, winds and mountains, which affected the cities; this study distinguishes 
some of those influences; and the Plates furnish the evidence that the natural features 
are not misapprehended in the study.

The Figures in the text are intended as examples of the symbolism that was in 
ordinary use in the Greek world; the Apocalypse is penetrated with this way of expressing 
thought to the eye; and its symbolic language is not to be explained from Jewish 
models only (as is frequently done). It was written to be understood by the Græco-Asiatic 
public; and the Figures prove that it was natural and easy for those readers to 
understand the symbolism. Most of the subjects are taken from coins of the Imperial 
period; and hearty thanks are due to Mr. Head of the British Museum for casts from 
originals under his care. If the style of the coins were the subject of study, photographic 
reproductions would be required. But what we are here interested in is the method 
of expressing ideas by visible forms; and a line drawing, which brings out the essential 
facts, is more useful for our purpose. Examples are very numerous, and this small 
selection gives rather the first that came to hand than the best that might be chosen.


Thanks are due to Miss A. Margaret Ramsay for drawing twenty-two of the Figures, 
to Miss Mary Ramsay for two, and to Mr. John Hay for twelve.

In several cases it is pointed out that the spirit which is revealed in the natural 
features of the city was recognised in ancient times, being expressed by orators 
in counselling or flattering the citizens, and becoming a commonplace in popular 
talk. It is right to point out that in every case the impressions, gained first 
of all immediately from scenery, were afterwards detected in the ancient writers 
(who usually express them in obscure and elaborately rhetorical style).

The writing of a series of geographical articles in Dr. Hastings’ Dictionary 
of the Bible greatly facilitated the preparation of the present book, though 
the writer has learned much since, often as a result of writing those articles.


It has not been part of the writer’s purpose to describe the Seven Cities as 
they are at the present day. That was done in a series of articles by Mrs. Ramsay 
in the British Monthly, November, 1901, to May, 1902, better than he could 
do it. He has in several places used ideas and illustrations expressed in the articles, 
and some of the photographs which were used in them are here reproduced afresh.
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Many writers on many occasions have perceived and described the important part 
which intercommunication between the widely separated congregations of early Christians, 
whether by travel or by letter, played in determining the organisation and cementing 
the unity of the Universal Church. Yet perhaps all has not been said that ought 
to be said on the subject. The marvellous skill and mastery, with which all the 
resources of the existing civilisation were turned to their own purposes by St. 
Paul and by the Christians generally, may well detain our attention for a brief 
space.

Travelling and correspondence by letter are mutually dependent.[1q] Letters are unnecessary 
until travelling begins: much of the usefulness and profit of travelling depends 
on the possibility of communication between those who are separated from one another. 
Except in the simplest forms, commerce and negotiation between different nations, 
which are among the chief incentives to travelling in early times, cannot be carried 
out without some method of registering thoughts and information, so as to be understood 
by persons at a distance.

Hence communication by letter has been commonly practised from an extremely remote 
antiquity. The knowledge of and readiness in writing leads to correspondence between 
friends who are not within speaking distance of one another, as inevitably as the 
possession of articulate speech produces conversation and discussion. In order to 
fix the period when epistolary correspondence first began, it would be necessary 
to discover at what period the art of writing became common. Now the progress of 
discovery in recent years has revolutionised opinion on this subject. The old views, 
which we all used to assume as self-evident, that writing was invented at a comparatively 
late period in human history, that it was long known only to a few persons, and 
that it was practised even by them only slowly and with difficulty on some special 
occasions and for some peculiarly important purposes, are found to be utterly erroneous. 
No one who possesses any knowledge of early history would now venture to make any 
positive assertion as to the date when writing was invented, or when it began to 
be widely used in the Mediterranean lands. The progress of discovery reveals the 
existence of various systems of writing at a remote period, and shows that they 
were familiarly used for the ordinary purposes of life and administration, and were 
not reserved, as scholars used to believe, for certain sacred purposes of religion 
and ritual.

The discovery that writing was familiarly used in early time has an important 
bearing on the early literature of the Mediterranean peoples. For example, no scholar 
would now employ the argument that the composition of the Iliad and the
Odyssey must belong to a comparatively late day, because such great continuous 
poems could not come into existence without the ready use of writing—an argument 
which formerly seemed to tell strongly against the early date assigned by tradition 
for their origin. The scholars who championed the traditional date of those great 
works used to answer that argument by attempting to prove that they were composed 
and preserved by memory alone without the aid of writing. The attempt could not 
be successful. The scholar in his study, accustomed to deal with words and not with 
realities, might persuade himself that by this ingenious verbal reasoning he had 
got rid of the difficulty; but those who could not blind themselves to the facts 
of the world felt that the improbability still remained, and acquiesced in this 
reasoning only as the least among a choice of evils. The progress of discovery has 
placed the problem in an entirely new light. The difficulty originated in our ignorance. 
The art of writing was indeed required as an element in the complex social platform 
on which the Homeric poems[2] were built up; but no doubt can now be entertained that 
writing was known and familiarly practised in the East Mediterranean lands long 
before the date to which Greek tradition[3] assigned the composition of the two great 
poems.

A similar argument was formerly used by older scholars to prove that the Hebrew 
literature belonged to a later period than the Hebrew tradition allowed; but the 
more recent scholars who advocate the late date of that literature would no longer 
allow such reasoning, and frankly admit that their views must be supported on other 
grounds; though it may be doubted whether they have abandoned as thoroughly as they 
profess the old prejudice in favour of a late date for any long literary composition, 
or have fully realised how readily and familiarly writing was used in extremely 
remote time, together with all that is implied by that familiar use. The prejudice 
still exists, and it affects the study of both Hebrew and Christian literature.


In the first place, there is a general feeling that it is more prudent to bring 
down the composition of any ancient work to the latest date that evidence permits. 
But this feeling rests ultimately on the fixed idea that people have gradually become 
more familiar with the art of writing as the world grows older, and that the composition 
of a work of literature should not, without distinct and conclusive proof, be attributed 
to an early period.

In the second place, there is also a very strong body of opinion that the earliest 
Christians wrote little or nothing. It is supposed that partly they were either 
unable to write, or at least unused to the familiar employment of writing for the 
purposes of ordinary life; partly they were so entirely taken up with the idea of 
the immediate coming of the Lord that they never thought it necessary to record 
for future generations the circumstances of the life and death of Jesus, until lapse 
of long years on the one hand had shown that the Lord’s coming was not to be expected 
immediately, and that for the use of the already large Church some record was required 
of those events round which its faith and hope centred, while on the other hand 
it had obscured the memory and disturbed the true tradition of those important facts. 
This opinion also rests on and derives all its influence from the same inveterate 
prejudice that, at the period in question, writing was still something great and 
solemn, and that it was used, not in the ordinary course of human everyday life 
and experience, but only for some grave purpose of legislation, government, or religion, 
intentionally registering certain weighty principles or important events for the 
benefit of future generations. Put aside that prejudice, and the whole body of opinion 
which maintains that the Christians at first did not set anything down in writing 
about the life and death of Christ—strong and widely accepted as it is, dominating 
as a fundamental premise much of the discussion of this whole subject in recent 
times—is devoid of any support.

But most discussions with regard to the origin, force, and spirit of the New 
Testament are founded on certain postulates and certain initial presumptions, which 
already contain implicit the whole train of reasoning that follows, and which in 
fact beg the whole question at starting. If those postulates are true, or if they 
are granted by the reader, then the whole series of conclusions follows with unerring 
and impressive logical sequence. All the more necessary, then, is it to examine 
very carefully the character of such postulates, and to test whether they are really 
true about that distant period, or are only modern fallacies springing from the 
mistaken views about ancient history that were widely accepted in the eighteenth 
and most part of the nineteenth century.

One of those initial presumptions, plausible in appearance and almost universally 
assumed and conceded, is that there was no early registration of the great events 
in the beginning of Christian history. This presumption we must set aside as a mere 
prejudice, contrary to the whole character and spirit of that age, and entirely 
improbable; though, of course, decisive disproof of it is no longer possible, for 
the only definite and complete disproof would be the production of the original 
documents in which the facts were recorded at the moment by contemporaries. But 
so much may be said at once, summing up in a sentence the result which arises from 
what is stated in the following pages. So far as antecedent probability goes, founded 
on the general character of preceding and contemporary Greek or Græco-Asiatic society, 
the first Christian account of the circumstances connected with the death of Jesus 
must be presumed to have been written in the year when Jesus died.

But the objection will doubtless be made at once—If that be so, how can you 
account for such facts as that Mark says that the Crucifixion was completed by the 
third hour of the day (9 A.M., according to our modern reckoning of time), while 
John says that the sentence upon Jesus was only pronounced about the sixth hour, 
i.e. at noon. The reply is obvious and unhesitating. The difference dates from the 
event itself. Had evidence been collected that night or next morning, the two diverse 
opinions would have been observed and recorded, already hopelessly discrepant and 
contradictory.

One was the opinion of the ordinary people of that period, unaccustomed to note 
the lapse of time or to define it accurately in thought or speech: such persons 
loosely indicated the temporal sequence of three great events, the Crucifixion, 
the beginning and the end of the darkness, by assigning them to the three great 
successive divisions of the day—the only divisions which they were in the habit 
of noticing or mentioning—the third, sixth, and ninth hours. Ordinary witnesses 
in that age would have been nonplused, if they had been closely questioned whether 
full three hours had elapsed between the Crucifixion and the beginning of the darkness, 
and would have regarded such minuteness as unnecessary pedantry, for they had never 
been trained by the circumstances of life to accuracy of thought or language in 
regard to the lapse of time. Witnesses of that class are the authority for the account 
which is preserved in the three Synoptic Gospels. We observe that throughout the 
Gospels of Mark and Luke only the three great divisions of the day—the third, sixth 
and ninth hours—are mentioned. Matthew once mentions the eleventh hour xx.9; 
but there his expression does not show superior accuracy in observation, for he 
is merely using a proverbial expression to indicate that the allotted season had 
almost elapsed. A very precise record of time is contained in the Bezan Text of Acts xix.9 ; “from the fifth to the tenth hour”; but this is found only in two MSS, 
and is out of keeping with Luke’s ordinary looseness in respect of time and chronology; 
and it must therefore be regarded as an addition made by a second century editor, 
who either had access to a correct source of information, or explained the text 
in accordance with the regular customs of Graeco-Roman society.

The other statement, which is contained in the Fourth Gospel, records the memory 
of an exceptional man, who through a certain idiosyncrasy was observant and careful 
in regard to the lapse of time, who in other cases noted and recorded accurate divisions 
of time like the seventh hour and the tenth hour (John i.39, iv.16, iv.52). This man, 
present at the trial of Jesus, had observed the passage of time, which was unnoticed 
by others. The others would have been astonished if any one had pointed out that 
noon had almost come before the trial was finished. He alone marked the sun and 
estimated the time, with the same accuracy as made him see and remember that the 
two disciples came to the house of Jesus about the tenth hour, that Jesus sat on 
the well about the sixth hour, that the fever was said to have left the child about 
the seventh hour. All those little details, entirely unimportant in themselves, 
were remembered by a man naturally observant of time, and recorded for not other 
reason than that he had been present and had seen or heard.

It is a common error to leave too much out of count the change that has been 
produced on popular thought and accuracy of conception and expression by the habitual 
observation of the lapse of time according to hours and minutes. The ancients had 
no means of observing precisely the progress of time. They could as a rule only 
make a rough guess as to the hour. There was not even a name for any shorter division 
of time than the hour. There were no watches, and only in the rarest and most exceptional 
cases were there any public and generally accessible instruments for noting and 
making visible the lapse of time during the day. The sun-dial was necessarily an 
inconvenient recorder, not easy to observe. Consequently looseness in regard to 
the passage of time is deep-seated in ancient thought and literature, especially 
Greek. The Romans, with their superior endowment for practical facts and ordinary 
statistics, were more careful, and the effect can be traced in their literature. 
The lapse of time hour by hour was often noted publicly in great Roman households 
by the sound of a trumpet or some other device, though the public still regarded 
this as a rather overstrained refinement—for why should one be anxious to know 
how fast one’s life was ebbing away? Such was the usual point of view, as is evident 
in Petronius § 26. Occasionally individuals in the Greek-speaking provinces of the East 
were more accurate in the observation of time, either owing to their natural temperament, 
or because they were more receptive of the Roman habit of accuracy. On the other 
hand, the progress of invention has made almost every one in modern times as careful 
and accurate about time as even the exceptionally accurate in ancient times, because 
we are all trained from infancy to note the time by minutes, and we suffer loss 
or inconvenience occasionally from an error in observation. The use of the trumpeter 
after the Roman fashion to proclaim the lapse of time is said to have been kept 
up until recently in the old imperial city of Goslar, where, in accordance with 
the more minute accuracy characteristic of modern thought and custom, he sounded 
every quarter of an hour.

But it does not follow that, because the ancients were not accustomed to note 
the progress of the hours, therefore they were less habituated to use the art of 
writing. It is a mere popular fallacy, entirely unworthy of scholars, to suppose 
that people became gradually more familiar with writing and more accustomed to use 
it habitually in ordinary life as time progressed and history continued. The contrary 
is the case; at a certain period, and to a certain degree, the ancients were accustomed 
to use the art familiarly and readily; but at a later time writing passed out of 
ordinary use and became restricted to a few who used it only as a lofty possession 
for great purposes.

It is worth while to mention one striking example to give emphasis to the fact 
that, as the Roman Empire decayed, familiarity with the use of writing disappeared 
from society, until it became the almost exclusive possession of a few persons, 
who were for the most part connected with religion. About the beginning of the sixth 
century before Christ, a body of mercenary soldiers, Greeks, Carians, etc., marched 
far away up the Nile towards Ethiopia and the Sudan in the service of an Egyptian 
king. Those hired soldiers of fortune were likely, for the most part, to belong 
to the least educated section of Greek society; and, even where they had learned 
in childhood to write, the circumstances of their life were not of a kind likely 
to make writing a familiar and ordinary matter to them, or to render its exercise 
a natural method of whiling away an idle hour. Yet on the stones and the colossal 
statues at Abu Simbel many of them wrote, not merely their name and legal designation, 
but also accounts of the expedition on which they were engaged, with its objects 
and its progress.

Such was the state of education in a rather humble stratum of Greek society six 
centuries before Christ. Let us come down eleven centuries after Christ, to the 
time when great armies of Crusaders were marching across Asia Minor on their way 
to Palestine. Those armies were led by the noblest of their peoples, by statesmen, 
warriors, and great ecclesiastics. They contained among them persons of all classes, 
burning with zeal for a great idea, pilgrims at once and soldiers, with numerous 
priests and monks. Yet, so far as I am aware, not one single written memorial of 
all those crusading hosts has been found in the whole country. On a rock beside 
the lofty castle of Butrentum, commanding the approach to the great pass of the 
Cilician Gates—that narrow gorge which they called the Gate of Judas, because it 
was the enemy of their faith and the betrayer of their cause—there are engraved 
many memorials of their presence; but none are written; all are mere marks in the 
form of crosses.

In that small body of mercenaries who passed by Abu Simbel 600 years before Christ, 
there were probably more persons accustomed to use familiarly the art of writing 
than in all the hosts of the Crusaders; for, even to those Crusaders who had learned 
to write, the art was far from being familiar, and they were not wont to use it 
in their ordinary everyday life, though they might on great occasions. In those 
1700 years the Mediterranean world had passed from light to darkness, from civilisation 
to barbarism, so far as writing was concerned. Only recently are we beginning to 
realise how civilised in some respects was mankind in that earlier time, and to 
free ourselves from many unfounded prejudices and prepossessions about the character 
of ancient life and society.

The cumbrousness of the materials on which ancient writing was inscribed may 
seem unfavourable to its easy or general use. But it must be remembered that, except 
in Egypt, no material that was not of the most durable character has been or could 
have been preserved. All writing-materials more ephemeral than stone, bronze, or 
terra-cotta, have inevitably been destroyed by natural causes. Only in Egypt the 
extreme dryness of climate and soil has enabled paper to survive. Now the question 
must suggest itself whether there is any reason to think that more ephemeral materials 
for writing were never used by the ancient Mediterranean peoples generally. Was 
Egypt the only country in which writers used such perishable materials? The question 
can be answered only in one way. There can be no doubt that the custom, which obtained 
in the Greek lands in the period best known to us, had come down from remote antiquity: 
that custom was to make a distinction between the material on which documents of 
national interest and public character were written and that on which mere private 
documents of personal or literary interest were written. The former, such as laws, 
decrees and other State documents, which were intended to be made as widely known 
as possible, were engraved in one or two copies on tablets of the most imperishable 
character and preserved or exposed in some public place: this was the ancient way 
of attaining the publicity which in modern time is got by printing large numbers 
of copies on ephemeral material. But those public copies were not the only ones 
made; there is no doubt that such documents were first of all written on some perishable 
material, usually on paper. In the case of private documents, as a rule, no copies 
were made except on perishable materials.

Wills of private persons, indeed, are often found engraved on marble or other 
lasting material; these were exposed in the most public manner over the graves that 
lined the great highways leading out from the cities; but wills were quasi-public 
documents in the classical period, and had been entirely public documents at an 
earlier time, according to their original character as records of a public act affecting 
the community and acquiesced in by the whole body.

Similarly, it can hardly be doubted that, in a more ancient period of Greek society, 
documents which were only of a private character and of personal or literary interest 
were likely to be recorded on more perishable substances than graver State documents. 
This view, of course, can never be definitely and absolutely proved, for the only 
complete proof would be the discovery of some of those old private documents, which 
in the nature of the case have decayed and disappeared. But the known facts leave 
no practical room for doubt.

Paper was in full use in Egypt, as a finished and perfect product, in the fourth 
millennium before Christ. In Greece it is incidentally referred to by Herodotus 
as in ordinary use during the fifth century B.C. At what date it began to be used 
there no evidence exists; but there is every probability that it had been imported 
from Egypt for a long time; and Herodotus says that, before paper came into use 
on the Ionian coast, skins of animals were used for writing. On these and other 
perishable materials the letters and other commonplace documents of private persons 
were written. Mr. Arthur J. Evans has found at Cnossos in Crete “ink-written inscriptions 
on vases,” as early as 1800 or 2000 years B.C.; and he has inferred from this “the 
existence of writings on papyrus or other perishable materials” in that period, 
since ink would not be made merely for writing on terra-cotta vases (though the 
custom of writing in ink on pottery, especially on ostraka or fragments of 
broken vases, as being cheap, persisted throughout the whole period of ancient civilisation).


Accordingly, though few private letters older than the imperial time have been 
preserved, it need not and should not be supposed that there were only a few written. 
Those that were written have been lost because the material on which they were written 
could not last. If we except the correspondence of Cicero, the great importance 
of which caused it to be preserved, hardly any ancient letters not intended for 
publication by their writers have come down to us except in Egypt, where the original 
paper has in a number of cases survived. But the voluminous correspondence of Cicero 
cannot be regarded as a unique fact of Roman life. He and his correspondents wrote 
so frequently to one another, because letter-writing was then common in Roman society. 
Cicero says that, when he was separated from his friend Atticus, they exchanged 
their thought as freely by letter as they did by conversation when they were in 
the same place. Such a sentiment was not peculiar to one individual: it expressed 
a custom of contemporary society. The truth is that, just as in human nature thought 
and speech are linked together in such a way that (to use the expression of Plato in the Theaetetus) 
word is spoken thought and thought is unspoken word, so also human beings seek by 
the law of their nature to express their ideas permanently in writing as well as 
momentarily in speech; and ignorance of writing in any race points rather to a degraded 
and degenerate than to a truly primitive condition.





CHAPTER II.

TRANSMISSION OF LETTERS IN THE FIRST CENTURY.
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While writing springs from a natural feeling of the human mind and must have 
originated at a very remote period, and while letters must be almost as old as travelling, 
the proper development of epistolary correspondence[4] depends on improvement in the 
method and the certainty of transmission. The desire to write a letter grows weaker, 
when it is uncertain whether the letter will reach its destination and whether others 
may open and read it. In the first century this condition was fulfilled better than 
ever before. It was then easier and safer to send letters than it had been in earlier 
time. The civilised world, i.e. the Roman world, was traversed constantly by messengers 
of government or by the letter-carriers of the great financial and trading companies. 
Commercial undertakings on such a vast scale as the Roman needed frequent and regular 
communication between the central offices in Rome and the agents in the various 
provinces. There was no general postal service; but each trading company had its 
own staff of letter-carriers. Private persons who had not letter-carriers of their 
own were often able to send letters along with those business communications.


In the early Roman Empire travelling, though not rapid, was performed with an 
ease and certainty which were quite remarkable. The provision for travelling by 
sea and by land was made on a great scale. Travellers were going about in great 
numbers, chiefly during the summer months, occasionally even during the winter season. 
Their purposes were varied, not merely commerce or government business, but also 
education, curiosity, search for employment in many departments of life. It is true 
that to judge from some expressions used in Roman literature by men of letters and 
moralists, travelling might seem not to have been popular. Those writers occasionally 
speak as if travelling, especially by sea, were confined to traders who risked their 
life to make money, and as if the dangers were so great that none but the reckless 
and greedy would incur them; and the opinion is often expressed, especially by poets, 
that to adventure oneself on the sea is an impious and unnatural act. The well-known 
words of Horace’s third Ode are typical:—


Oak and brass of triple fold

Encompassed sure that heart, which first made bold

To the raging sea to trust

A fragile bark, nor feared the Afric gust;




Heaven’s high providence in vain

Has severed countries with the estranging main,

If our vessels ne’ertheless

With reckless plunge that sacred bar transgress



But that point of view was traditional among the poets; it had been handed down 
from the time when travelling was much more dangerous and difficult, when ships 
were small in size and fewer in numbers, when seamanship and method were inferior, 
when few roads had been built, and travel even by land was uncertain. Moreover, 
seafaring and land travel were hostile to the contentment, discipline, and quiet 
orderly spirit which Greek poetry and philosophy, as a rule, loved to dwell on and 
to recommend: they tended to encourage the spirit of self-confidence, self-assertiveness, 
daring and rebellion against authority, which was called by Euripides “the sailors’ 
lawlessness” (Hecuba, 602). In Roman literature the Greek models and the 
Greek sentiments were looked up to as sacred and final; and those words of the Roman 
writers were a proof of their bondage to their Greek masters in thought.

When we look deeper, we find that very different views were expressed by the 
writers who came more in contact with the real facts of the Imperial world. They 
are full of admiration of the Imperial peace and its fruits: the sea was covered 
with ships interchanging the products of different regions of the earth, wealth 
was vastly increased, comfort and well-being improved, hill and valley covered with 
the dwellings of a growing population: wars and pirates and robbers had been put 
an end to, travel was free and safe, all men could journey where they wished, the 
most remote and lonely countries were opened up by roads and bridges. It is the 
simple truth that travelling, whether for business or for pleasure, was contemplated 
and performed under the Empire with an indifference, confidence, and, above all, 
certainty, which were unknown in after centuries until the introduction of steamers 
and the consequent increase in ease and sureness of communication.

This ease and frequency of communication under the Roman Empire was merely the 
culmination of a process that had long been going on. Here, as in many other departments 
of life, the Romans took up and improved the heritage of Greece. Migration and intermixture 
of peoples had been the natural law of the Greek world from time immemorial; and 
the process was immensely stimulated in the fourth century B.C. by the conquests of 
Alexander the Great, which opened up the East and gave free scope to adventure and 
trade. In the following centuries there was abundant opportunity for travelling 
during the fine season of the year. The powerful Monarchies and States of the Greek 
world keep the sea safe; and during the third century B.C., as has been said by Canon 
Hicks, a scholar who has studied that period with special care, “there must have 
been daily communication between Cos (on the west of Asia Minor) and Alexandria” 
(in Egypt).

When the weakness of the Senatorial administration at Rome allowed the pirates 
to increase and navigation too become unsafe between 79 and 67 B.C., the life of the 
civilised world was paralysed; and the success of Pompey in re-opening the sea was 
felt as the restoration of vitality and civilisation, for civilised life was impossible 
so long as the sea was an untraversable barrier between the countries instead of 
a pathway to unite them.

Thus the deep-seated bent of human nature towards letter-writing had been stimulated 
and cultivated by many centuries of increasing opportunity, until it became a settled 
habit and in some cases, as we see it in Cicero, almost a passion.

The impression given by the early Christian writings is in perfect agreement 
with the language of those writers who spoke from actual contact with the life of 
the time, and did not merely imitate older methods and utter afresh old sentiments. 
Probably the feature in those Christian writings, which causes most surprise at 
first to the traveller familiar with those countries in modern time, is the easy 
confidence with which extensive plans of travel were formed and announced and executed 
by the early Christians.

InActs xvi. 1ffa journey by land and sea through parts of Syria, Cilicia, a corner 
of Cappadocia, Lycaonia, Phrygia, Mysia, the Troad, Thrace, Macedonia, and Greece 
is described, and no suggestion is made that this long journey was anything unusual, 
except that the heightened tone of the narrative in xvi.7-9corresponds to the perplexingly 
rapid changes of scene and successive frustrations of St. Paul’s intentions. But 
those who are most intimately acquainted with those countries know best how serious 
an undertaking it would be at the present time to repeat that journey, how many 
accidents might occur in it, and how much care and thought would be advisable before 
one entered on so extensive a programme.

Again, in xviii.21St. Paul touched at Ephesus in the ordinary course of the pilgrim-ship 
which was conveying him and many other Jews to Jerusalem for the Passover. When 
he was asked to remain, he excused himself, but promised to return as he came back 
from Jerusalem by a long land-journey through Syria, Cilicia, Lycaonia, and Phrygia. 
That extensive journey seems to be regarded by speaker and hearers as quite an ordinary 
excursions. “I must by all means keep this feast that cometh in Jerusalem; but I 
will again return unto you, if God will.” The last condition is added, not as indicating 
uncertainty, but in the usual spirit of Eastern religion, which forbids a resolve 
about the future, however simple and easy, to be declared without the express recognition 
of Divine approval—like the Mohammedan “inshallah,” which never fails when the 
most ordinary resolution about the morrow is stated.

In Romans xv.24, when writing from Corinth, St. Paul sketches out a comprehensive 
plan. He is eager to see Rome: first he must go to Jerusalem, but thereafter he 
is bent on visiting Spain, and his course will naturally lead him through Rome, 
so that he will, without intruding himself on them, have the opportunity of seeing 
the Romans and affecting their Church on his way.

Throughout medieval times nothing like this off-hand way of sketching out extensive 
plans was natural or intelligible; there were then, indeed, many great travellers, 
but those travellers knew how uncertain their journeys were; they were aware that 
any plans would be frequently liable to interruption, and that nothing could be 
calculated on as reasonably certain; they entered on long journeys, but regarded 
them as open to modification or even frustration; in indicating their plans they 
knew that they would be regarded by others as attempting something great and strange. 
But St. Paul’s method and language seem to show clearly that such journeys as he 
contemplated were looked on as quite natural and usual by those to whom he spoke 
or wrote. He could go off from Greece or Macedonia to Palestine, and reckoned with 
practical certainty on being in Jerusalem in time for a feast day not far distant.


It is the same with others: Aquila and Priscilla, Apollos, Silas, Epaphroditus, 
Timothy, etc., move back and forward, and are now found in one city, now in another 
far distant. Unobservant of this characteristic, some writers have argued that Romans xvi.3could not have been addressed to correspondents who lived in Rome, because 
Aquila and Priscilla, who were in Ephesus not long before the Epistle was written, 
are there spoken of as living among those correspondents. Such an argument could 
not be used by people who had fully understood that independence of mere local trammels 
and connections, and quite a marvellous freedom in locomotion, are a strongly marked 
feature of the early Church. That argument is one of the smallest errors into which 
this false prepossession has led may scholars.

Communication by letter supplemented mere travelling. Such communication is the 
greatest factor in the developing of the Church; it kept alive the interest of the 
Christian congregations in one another, and strengthened their mutual affection 
by giving frequent opportunity of expressing it; it prevented the strenuous activity 
of the widely scattered local Churches from being concentrated on purely local matters 
and so degenerating into absorption in their own immediate surroundings. Thus it 
bound together all the Provincial Churches in the one Universal Church. The Christian 
letters contained the saving power of the Church; and in its epistolary correspondence 
flowed its life-blood. The present writer has elsewhere attempted to show that the 
early Bishops derived their importance in great degree from their position as representatives 
of the several congregations in their relations with one another, charged with the 
duty of hospitality to travellers and the maintenance of correspondence, since through 
this position they became the guardians of the unity of the Universal Church and 
the channels through which its life-blood flowed.

The one condition which was needed to develop epistolary correspondence to a 
very much greater extent in the Roman Empire was a regular postal service. It seems 
a remarkable fact that the Roman Imperial government, keenly desirous as it was 
of encouraging and strengthening the common feeling and bond of unity between different 
parts of the Empire, never seems to have thought of establishing a general postal 
service within its dominions. Augustus established an Imperial service, which was 
maintained throughout subsequent Roman times; but it was strictly confined to Imperial 
and official business, and was little more than a system of special Emperor’s messengers 
on a great scale. The consequence of this defect was that every great organisation 
or trading company had to create a special postal service for itself; and private 
correspondents, if not wealthy enough to send their own slaves as letter-carriers, 
had to trust to accidental opportunities for transmitting their letters.

The failure of the Imperial government to recognise how much its own aims and 
schemes would have been aided by facilitating communication through the Empire was 
connected with one of the greatest defects of the Imperial administration. It never 
learned that the strength and permanence of a nation and of its government are dependent 
on the education and character of the people: it never attempted to educate the 
people, but only to feed and amuse them. The Christian Church, which gradually established 
itself as a rival organisation, did by its own efforts what the Imperial government 
aimed at doing for the nation, and succeeded better, because it taught people to 
think for themselves, to govern themselves, and to maintain their own union by their 
own exertions. It seized those two great facts of the Roman world, travelling and 
letter-writing, and turned them to its own purposes. The former, on its purely material 
side, it could only accept: the latter it developed to new forms as an ideal and 
spiritual instrument.





CHAPTER III.

THE CHRISTIAN LETTERS AND THEIR TRANSMISSION.
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In the preceding chapter we have described the circumstances amid which the Christian 
letter-writing was developed; and it was pointed out in conclusion that in the pressure 
of those circumstances, or rather in the energetic use of the opportunities which 
the circumstances of the Roman Empire offered, there came into existence a kind 
of letter, hitherto unknown in the world. The Christians developed the older class 
of letter into new forms, applied it to new purposes, and placed it on a much higher 
plane than it had ever before stood upon. In their hands communication by letter 
became one of the most important, if not the most important, of the agencies for 
consolidating and maintaining the sense of unity among the scattered members of 
the one universal Church. By means of letters the congregations expressed their 
mutual affection and sympathy and sense of brotherhood, asked counsel of one another, 
gave advice with loving freedom and plain speaking to one another, imparted mutual 
comfort and encouragement, and generally expressed their sense of their common life. 
Thus arose a new category of epistles.

Dr. Deissmann in Bible Studies, p. 1 ff, following older scholars, has 
rightly and clearly distinguished two previously existing categories, the true letter-written 
by friend to friend or to friends, springing from the momentary occasion, intended 
only for the eye of the person or persons to whom it is addressed—and the literary 
epistle—written with an eye to the public, and studied with literary art. The literary 
epistle is obviously later in origin than the true letter. It implies the previous 
existence of the true letter as a well-recognised type of composition, and the deliberate 
choice of this type for imitation. Soon after the death of Aristotle in 322 B.C. a 
fictitious collection of letters purporting to have been written by him was published. 
Such forged letters are composed for a literary purpose with an eye to the opinion 
of the world. The forger deliberately writes them after a certain type and with 
certain characteristics, which may cause them to be taken for something which they 
are not really. A fabrication like this proves at least that the letter was already 
an established form of composition; and the forger believed that he could calculate 
on rousing public interest by falsely assuming this guise.

But it is impossible to follow Dr. Deissmann, it seems to me, when he goes on 
to reduce all the letters of the New Testament to one or other of those categories. 
He shows, it is true, some consciousness that the two older categories are insufficient, 
but the fact is that in the new conditions a new category had been developed—the 
general letter addressed to a whole congregation or to the entire Church of Christ.


These are true letters, in the sense that they spring from the heart of the writer 
and speak direct to the heart of the readers; that they were often written in answer 
to a question, or called forth by some special crisis in the history of the persons 
addressed, so that they rise out of the actual situation in which the writer conceives 
the readers to be placed; that they express the writer’s keen and living sympathy 
with and participation in the fortunes of the whole class addressed; that they are 
not affected by any thought of a wider public than the persons whom he directly 
addresses; in short, he empties out his heart in them. On the other hand, the letters 
of this class express general principles of life and conduct, religion and ethics, 
applicable to a wider range of circumstances than those which have called forth 
the special letter; and they appeal as emphatically and intimately to all Christians 
in all time as they did to those addressed in the first instance.

It was not long before this wider appeal was perceived. It is evident that when 
St. Paul bade the Colossians send his letter to be read in the Laodicean Church, 
and read themselves the Laodicean letter, he saw that each was applicable to a wider 
circle than it directly addressed. But it is equally evident that the Colossian 
letter was composed not with an eye to that wider circle, but directly to suit the 
critical situation in Colossae. The wider application arises out of the essential 
similarity of human nature in both congregations and in all mankind. The crisis 
that has occurred in one congregation is likely at some period to occur in other 
similar bodies; and the letter which speaks direct to the heart of one man or one 
body of men will speak direct to the heart of all men in virtue of their common 
human nature. Here lies the essential character of this new category of letters. 
In the individual case they discover the universal principle, and state it in such 
a way as to reach the heart of every man similarly situated; and yet they state 
this, not in the way of formal exposition, but in the way of direct personal converse, 
written in place of spoken.

Some of those Christian letters are more diverse from the true letter than others; 
and Dr. Deissmann tries to force them into his too narrow classification by calling 
some of them true letters and others literary epistles. But none of the letters 
in the New Testament can be restricted within the narrow range of his definition 
of the true letter: even the letter to Philemon, intimate and personal as it is, 
rebels in some parts against this strictness, and rises into a far higher and broader 
region of thought: it is addressed not only to Philemon and Apphia and Archippus, 
but also “to the Church in thy house.”

Such letters show a certain analogy to the Imperial rescripts[5]. The rescript was 
strictly a mere reply to a request for guidance in some special case, addressed 
by an official to the Emperor; yet it came to be regarded as one of the chief means 
of improving and developing Roman public law. A rescript arose out of special circumstances 
and stated the Emperor’s opinion on them in much the same way as if the official 
had consulted him face to face; the rescript was written for the eye of one official, 
without any thought of others; but it set forth the general principle of policy 
which applied to the special case. The rescripts show how inadequate Dr. Deissmann’s 
classification is. It would be a singularly incomplete account of them to class 
them either as true letters or as literary epistles. They have many of the characteristics 
of the true letter; in them the whole mind and spirit of the Imperial writer was 
expressed for the benefit of one single reader; but they lack entirely the spontaneity 
and freshness of the true letter. As expressing general truths and universal principles, 
they must have been the result of long experience and careful thought, though the 
final expression was often hasty and roused by some special occasion. This more 
studied character differentiates them from the mere unstudied expression of personal 
affection and interest.

Similarly, those general letters of the Christians express and embody the growth 
in the law of the Church and in its common life and constitution. They originated 
in the circumstances of the Church. The letter of the Council at Jerusalem (Acts xv. 23 ff) arose out of a special occasion, and was the reply to a question addressed 
from Syria to the central Church and its leaders; the reply was addressed to the 
Churches of the province of Syria and Cilicia, and specially the Church of the capital 
of that province; but it was forthwith treated as applicable equally to other Christians, 
and was communicated as authoritative by Paul and Silas to the Churches of Galatia (Acts xvi. 4).

The peculiar relation of fatherhood and authority in which Paul stood to his 
own Churches developed still further this category of letters. Mr. V. Bartlet has 
some good remarks on it in Dr. Hastings’ Dictionary of the Bible, i., p. 
730, from which we may be allowed to quote two sentences. “Of a temper too ardent 
for the more studied forms of writing, St. Paul could yet by letter, and so on the 
spur of occasion, concentrate all his wealth of thought, feeling and maturing experience 
upon some particular religious situation, and sweep away the difficulty or danger ... The 
true cause of” all his letters “lay deep in the same spirit as breathes in First 
Thessalonians, the essentially ‘pastoral’ instinct.”

A still further development towards general philosophico-legal statement of religious 
dogma is apparent on the one hand in Romans, addressed to a Church which he had 
not founded, and on the other hand in the Pastoral Epistles. The latter have a double 
character, being addressed by Paul to friends and pupils of his own, partly in their 
capacity of personal friends—such portions of the letters being of the most intimate, 
incidental, and unstudied character—but far more in their official capacity as 
heads and overseers of a group of Churches—such parts of the letters being really 
intended more for the guidance of the congregations than of the nominal addressees, 
and being, undoubtedly, to a considerable extent merely confirmatory of the teaching 
already given to the congregations by Timothy and Titus. The double character of 
these Epistles is a strong proof of their authenticity. Such a mixture of character 
could only spring from the intimate friend and leader, whose interest in the work 
which his two subordinates were doing was at times lost in the personal relation.


The Catholic Epistles represent a further stage of this development. First Peter 
is addressed to a very wide yet carefully defined body of Churches in view of a 
serious trial to which they are about to be exposed. Second Peter, James, and First 
John are quite indefinite in their address to all Christians. But all of them are 
separated by a broad and deep division from the literary epistle written for the 
public eye. They are informed and inspired with the intense personal affection which 
the writers felt for every individual of the thousands whom they addressed. They 
are entirely devoid of the artificiality which is inseparable from the literary 
epistle; they come straight from the heart and speak straight to the heart; whereas 
the literary epistle is always and necessarily written with a view to its effect 
on the public, and the style is affected and to a certain degree forced and even 
unnatural. It was left for the Christian letter to prove that the heart of man is 
wide enough and deep enough to entertain the same love for thousands as for one. 
The Catholic Epistles are therefore quite as far removed from the class of “literary 
epistles” as the typical letters of Paul are from the class of “true letters,” as 
those classes have been defined; and the resemblance in essentials between the Catholic 
and the typical Pauline Epistles is sufficient to overpower the points of difference, 
and to justify us in regarding them as forming a class by themselves.

This remarkable development, in which law, statesmanship, ethics, and religion 
meet in and transform the simple letter, was the work of St. Paul more than of any 
other. But it was not due to him alone, nor initiated by him. It began before him 
and continued after him. It sprang from the nature of the Church and the circumstances 
of the time. The Church was Imperial, the visible Kingdom of God. Its leaders felt 
that their letters expressed the will of God; and they issued their truly Imperial 
rescripts. “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” is the bold and 
regal exordium of the first Christian letter.

Christian letters in the next two or three centuries were often inspired by something 
of the same spirit. Congregation spoke boldly and authoritatively to congregation, 
as each was moved by the Spirit to write: the letter partook of the nature of an 
Imperial rescript, yet it was merely the expression of the intense interest taken 
by equal in equal, and brother in brother. The whole series of such letters is indicative 
of the strong interest of all individuals in the government of the entire body; 
and they form one of the loftiest and noblest embodiments of a high tone of feeling 
common to a very large number of ordinary, commonplace, undistinguished human beings.


Such a development of the letter was possible in that widely scattered body of 
the Church only through the greatly increased facilities for travel and intercourse. 
The Church showed its marvellous intuition and governing capacity by seizing this 
opportunity. In this, as in many other ways, it was the creature of its time, suiting 
itself to the needs of the time, which was ripe for it, and using the conditions 
and opportunities of the time with true creative statesmanship.
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