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preface

Books about the apostle paul could easily fill a small library. 
no single work can adequately address the range of questions 
raised by his letters, and the present volume is no exception. 

Other volumes provide historical overviews of paul’s life and minis-
try, commentary on the individual letters, or surveys of his theology. 
interest in these topics is what motivates most people to read his let-
ters in the first place. the premise of this book is that before readers 
can be in a position to appreciate paul and his theology, they must 
understand something very basic about his writings: they are letters. 
And they must understand what letters were and how they functioned 
in paul’s first-century setting.

in the pages that follow, the primary focus is therefore on the liter-
ary genre of paul’s writings. it is sometimes easy to forget that read-
ing the new testament is, by and large, an exercise in reading other 
people’s mail. paul wrote and sent more of this “mail” than anyone 
else. to read his letters as they were meant to be read, it is necessary 
to be familiar with ancient letter genres. Letters in ancient Greece 
and Rome are in some ways similar to modern letters but also differ 
in key respects. My aim here is to orient readers to these similarities 
and differences, to highlight the ways in which paul adheres to and 
departs from established conventions in his letters, and to outline 
strategies for making sense of them.

_Gray_PaulsLetters_WT_djm.indd   7 12/13/11   10:44 AM

                                    Patrick Gray, Opening Paul's Letters 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2012. Used by permission. 



viii

preface

A number of individuals deserve recognition for their assistance 
along the way. My colleague steve McKenzie first suggested writing 
a book on paul that would model an approach to paul and equip 
students to read and interpret his letters. His book How to Read the 
Bible: History, Prophecy, Literature—Why Modern Readers Need to 
Know the Difference and What It Means for Faith Today (new York: 
Oxford university press, 2005) is an excellent resource that does for 
the entire Bible what i have attempted to do for paul. steve’s comments 
as i have written these chapters have been immensely helpful. the 
editors at Baker, Jim Kinney and James ernest, also provided expert 
guidance as i prepared the manuscript for publication. to Rhodes Col-
lege i also owe a debt of gratitude, not only for the generous support 
provided by the administration in the form of a faculty development 
grant but also for the privilege of teaching the outstanding students 
who come here. Finally, i am forever thankful to Alex, Lily, Joseph, 
and dominic for their love and encouragement.
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BCe before the Common era
Ce Common era
KJV King James Version
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Gen. Genesis
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num. numbers
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Judg. Judges
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introduction

the first book i bought and read when i entered college bore 
the title How to Read a Book. it was required reading for a 
seminar taken by all freshmen, many of whom felt insulted, 

not so much by the author, Mortimer J. Adler, as by the professors who 
had assigned it. Maybe other people need such a book, we reasoned, 
but not us. After all, how could we have gained admission to college 
if we were unable to read a book? When the seminar concluded, a 
fraternity threw a book-burning party to which anyone with a copy 
of Adler was invited. it was very well attended.

despite the offense we took at the suggestion that we might have 
something to learn about reading books, as we worked through Ar is-
totle, Marx, dostoyevsky, and Hemingway, in addition to textbooks 
for courses in biology, economics, and calculus and surveys of Japanese 
history and American politics, we begrudgingly conceded that Adler 
had a point. there is much more to reading than simply deciphering 
black marks on a white page. different kinds of books have differ-
ent aims and demand different approaches. Just as it is possible to 
hear someone without really listening, it is possible to “read” a book 
without really reading it.

this is a book about reading books. to be precise, it is a book 
about reading texts that are usually called books, collected together 
in a much larger book, the title of which—the Bible—comes from the 
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introduction

Greek word meaning “books” (biblia). But the books with which this 
volume is concerned—the letters of paul the apostle—are not books 
in the ordinary sense. they are ancient letters, and recognizing the 
difference that this difference makes is the key to reading them well.

Reading and Interpretation

Another key to reading paul’s letters well—for that matter, to reading 
any text, ancient or modern, sacred or secular—is to realize that reading 
always means interpreting. “interpretation” is of course a synonym for 
“translation.” Readers of paul’s letters, which were originally written 
in Greek, often overlook that they are reading him secondhand, as it 
were. Anyone who has ever attempted to master a second language 
knows that things can change in translation. some phrases and con-
cepts cannot be adequately expressed in a foreign language. As the 
italian proverb puts it, traduttori traditori, “translators are traitors.”

But as crucial as it surely is to have a reliable translation, interpreta-
tion is much more than accurately rendering words in one language 
into another. especially when it involves the Bible, people tend to 
think of interpretation as a standard or default mode in which to 
approach a text when it is hard to understand or its surface meaning 
is too fantastic or bizarre to be accepted. When a text presents no 
difficulties, one simply has to read it and not bother with interpret-
ing it. Yet readers are constantly making interpretive decisions, even 
when they are not conscious of this fact. this becomes clear, as it 
turns out, when a text is not entirely clear. When something is unclear, 
we begin to ask questions. interpretation is a process of framing ap-
propriate questions about a text and then finding ways of answering 
those questions.

take the following text as an example:

upon my bed at night
 i sought him whom my soul loves;
i sought him, but found him not;
 i called him, but he gave no answer.
“i will rise now and go about the city,
 in the streets and in the squares;
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i will seek him whom my soul loves.”
 i sought him, but found him not.
the sentinels found me,
 as they went about in the city.
“Have you seen him whom my soul loves?”
scarcely had i passed them,
 when i found him whom my soul loves.
i held him, and would not let him go
 until i brought him into my mother’s house,
 and into the chamber of her that conceived me.

What does one need to know in order to make sense of this passage? 
the list of relevant questions is virtually endless. the basic questions 
of the journalist may first come to mind. Who wrote it? When was 
it written? For whom was it written? What is the aim of the author 
in writing this? is the author male or female? What kind of text is 
this? is this the entire text or an excerpt? is this an autobiographi-
cal report of actual events? is it a report of a dream or a fantasy? in 
what language was it originally written, if not english? How was 
this message received? Are the author and the speaker in the passage 
the same person? Would the speaker be embarrassed by this message 
being read by someone other than the intended audience? Before one 
even attempts to answer these questions, it is not difficult to see what 
difference the answers might make. A reader might regard the para-
graph as a touching excerpt from a woman’s diary, but if the speaker 
is a man, the response might be quite different on both an emotional 
and intellectual level.

the passage quoted above comes from song of songs 3:1–4, a 
book included in the Old testament. does this furnish all the infor-
mation necessary to make sense of the text? no, not exactly. in fact, 
it complicates matters even further in certain respects. Why is this in 
the Bible? it resembles erotic literature (even more so when one reads 
the rest of the song of songs), so should one assume that it is not 
meant to titillate but is instead allegorical in nature? if it is from the 
song of songs (also called the song of solomon), is solomon really 
the author? Why would a king write this? Why would a man write 
this? Or is “solomon” adopting a feminine persona for some literary 
purpose? if solomon is not the author, why is someone else adopting 

introduction
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introduction

a male pseudonym while simultaneously adopting a female persona 
in the text? since this is in the Bible, which has provided spiritual 
guidance for centuries of readers, perhaps it would be appropriate 
to ask, “How should i live my life in light of what this text says?”

Consciously or unconsciously, every reader of every text is con-
stantly asking and immediately answering questions in order to make 
sense of the text. it is difficult to make sense of a text if everything 
about it remains up in the air. Of all the possible questions one could 
pose to a text, some are more germane than others. some are neces-
sary for understanding, while others, however interesting, focus at-
tention on peripheral matters. still other questions may be entirely 
inappropriate for the text under consideration, though this may not 
become apparent until later in the process. Certain basic questions 
will apply to any and every text, but each text also elicits its own 
particular questions.

Approaches to paul’s letters vary according to the types of ques-
tions readers bring to them. it is possible to bring some sense of order 
to the bewildering variety of questions by dividing them into three 
categories. Questions about paul’s letters may focus on (1) “the world 
behind the text,” (2) “the world of the text,” and (3) “the world in 
front of the text.”1 “the world behind the text” refers to the histori-
cal, cultural, social, political, literary, and religious context of the 
flesh-and-blood author: What was paul trying to say? What concrete 
conditions influenced the way paul expressed himself? Who comprised 
his original audience? “the world of the text” refers to the literary, 
aesthetic, and structural characteristics of the author’s work. this 
approach often applies to narrative works, with attention to plot and 
character, but it also applies to writings with rhetorical features, such 
as speeches or letters. the focus here is on the text, the whole text, 
and nothing but the text. “the world in front of the text” refers to 
what takes place when one reads, between the words on the page and 
the “real” readers who engage it: How have paul’s letters been read 
throughout history? What factors influence readers as they interpret 
the letters? How do they inspire the reader? How do different readers 

1. the categories are those of paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sci-
ences, ed. and trans. John B. thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 
1981), 141–44.
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respond to paul’s teachings? How should different readers respond 
to paul’s teachings? How have the letters shaped history and society 
in the centuries since they first appeared?

Readers may ask questions focusing on any of these three differ-
ent “worlds” when interpreting any given text. A passage from one 
of paul’s letters to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 11:23–26) is sufficiently 
rich to sustain close scrutiny from multiple angles. in commenting 
on disputes about their behavior when they come together to share 
a meal, he connects their circumstances to the last meal shared by 
Jesus with his disciples:

For i received from the Lord what i also handed on to you, that the 
Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, 
and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “this is my body 
that is for you. do this in remembrance of me.” in the same way he 
took the cup also, after supper, saying, “this cup is the new covenant 
in my blood. do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” 
For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the 
Lord’s death until he comes.

Readers stand “in front of” the text, so one might begin with ques-
tions from that angle: Are “we” the “you” who “proclaim the Lord’s 
death until he comes”? should Christians commemorate this ritual on 
a weekly (daily? monthly? quarterly?) basis? How do Catholics and 
protestants interpret this passage? One might ignore such contem-
porary concerns and focus on the world “of” the text: How does the 
anecdote related here support the larger argument? does it interrupt 
the flow of the passage? Going back further, “behind” the text, other 
questions arise: Why does paul think this reference is relevant to the 
situation he is discussing? Are the Corinthians already familiar with 
this tradition about Jesus? did Jesus really say what paul reports him 
saying? is Jesus speaking literally or figuratively when he says, “this is 
my body”? (it would appear to depend on what the meaning of “is” is.)

How to answer the last question raises an issue that is important 
when thinking about how to read paul’s letters. Jesus’s statement is 
ambiguous. it is very difficult, if not impossible, to know with cer-
tainty what Jesus meant. this is not unusual when an author is not 
available to explain. perhaps, as many have said in connection with 

introduction
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introduction

this and other contested questions, “it just depends on the reader.” 
different readers—protestants and Catholics, for instance—undeni-
ably come away from the text having understood it in different ways, 
and these differences normally correspond to the religious commit-
ments and presuppositions of the reader. But these commitments 
and presuppositions originally derive, at some historical point, from 
different readings of the text; therefore, it is circular to try to close 
the question by invoking the conflicting biases of different readers. 
While contextual clues point in the direction of one reading or the 
other, at such a distance it will perhaps be impossible to settle the 
question once and for all. But that is not the same as saying that “it 
just depends on the reader.” if it were possible to ask Jesus or paul 
whether we should read “this is my body” literally or figuratively, a 
moment’s reflection makes it obvious that Jesus probably would not 
say, “it doesn’t really matter what i think. i wasn’t really trying to say 
anything specific,” and that paul probably would not say, “it means 
whatever you want it to mean.”2

paul’s letters are filled with obscure, ambiguous, and confusing 
statements. He does not always meet the standard established by 
Gregory of nazianzus in the fourth century when he says that letters 
should be “understood at once” and should require no interpretation 
(Epistle 51.4). What does paul mean, exactly, when he says that women 
who prophesy in a church setting should always wear a veil “because 
of the angels” (1 Cor. 11:10)? Or when he compares the second com-
ing of Christ to “a thief in the night” and the onset of “labor pains 
[for] a pregnant woman” (1 thess. 5:2–3)? does he really mean it 
when he says that “everyone” who simply “calls on the name of the 
Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 10:13)? Or when he tells the Galatians, “i 

2. Martin Luther made this point in his debate with fellow reformer ulrich Zwingli 
over the doctrine of transubstantiation. While Luther rejected the doctrine, he was not 
quite willing to say that Jesus might not have meant what he seems to have said. Zwingli 
declared that “is” in this instance meant “symbolizes.” Luther cried foul; following 
this arbitrary method of interpretation, he argued, “God” might mean “cuckoo,” 
“created” might mean “ate,” and “heavens and earth” might mean “hedgehog.” the 
first verse of the Bible would then mean, “the cuckoo ate the hedgehog” (quoted in 
William placher, A History of  Christian Theology: An Introduction [philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1983], 190). As Alice tells Humpty dumpty in Through the Looking-
Glass, one cannot make a text mean anything one likes.
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wish those who unsettle you would castrate themselves” (Gal. 5:12)? 
does he believe that “women should be silent in the churches” (1 Cor. 
14:34), or has this command been inserted into the text by a later 
scribe? does paul believe that the Old testament and the new testa-
ment present two separate and opposed gods, as the second-century 
teacher Marcion interpreted 2 Cor. 4:4 (“the god of this world has 
blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the 
light of the gospel”), or does he believe there is only one God? to be 
sure, interpretations depend on the interpreter. Meaning, however, is 
a different matter. it is possible to treat paul’s letters like picnics or 
potluck dinners to which the author brings the words and the reader 
brings the meanings.3 But is that the best way to read them? if one 
distinguishes between “what the text meant” in paul’s time and “what 
the text means” now, is it permissible for a text to “mean” what it 
never “meant” when it was originally written?4 should one operate 
in accordance with an interpretive Golden Rule: interpret others as 
you would have others interpret you?

Questions attending to different aspects of paul’s letters (behind/of/
in front of the text) make different kinds of sense of them. this volume 
will focus on making sense of the letters by reading paul as he wanted 
and expected to be read and understood, with only occasional forays 
into the world in front of the text. discussion of paul’s relevance to 
present-day concerns is perfectly appropriate. indeed, it is the main, 
or sometimes the only, reason many people still read his letters. But 
to focus too quickly or exclusively on the theological or ethical di-
mensions—by asking, for example, whether one is truly justified by 
faith (Gal. 3:24); or whether paul was too pessimistic about human 
nature (Rom. 1:18–32; 5:12–14) or too optimistic about the capacity 
of human governments to carry out God’s will (Rom. 13:1–7; titus 
3:1–2); or how to translate his teachings about equality (Gal. 3:28; 
Col. 3:11) for the purpose of improving contemporary race relations; 
or whether his attitudes about the role of women (eph. 5:22–24) are 

3. see e. d. Hirsch Jr., Validity in Interpretation (new Haven: Yale university 
press, 1967), 1.

4. this distinction was popularized by Krister stendahl, “Biblical theology, Con-
temporary,” in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of  the Bible, ed. G. A. Buttrick et al. 
(nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 1:418–32.

introduction
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binding for twenty-first-century Christians; or what churches have to 
learn from paul about conducting their affairs (1 Cor. 5:6–13; 12:1–31; 
1 tim. 5:1–22); or whether paul is worthy of imitation (1 Cor. 11:1; 
2 tim. 3:10–11)—is to put the proverbial cart before the horse. to 
answer such questions, it is incumbent on the interpreter to make a 
conscientious effort first to identify paul’s concerns and understand 
what he was trying to say in his own context. Whether the aim is to 
agree or to disagree with him, to apply his teachings or to undermine 
his authority, there is little point in reading paul’s letters if one has 
no interest in hearing paul’s voice.

due to their special status as part of the scriptures regarded as 
authoritative by hundreds of millions of Christians, it is easy to 
overlook the ways in which other texts present similar challenges. 
Comparison with the united states Constitution, for example, reveals 
a number of parallels. First, “we the people” expect both documents 
to speak to a host of issues that their authors never anticipated. 
second, close reading reveals obscure statements and inconsisten-
cies (real or apparent) in abundance, a reminder that neither text is 
self-interpreting. third, readers attempt—often without success—to 
reconcile or account for these discrepancies. Fourth, readers pursue 
conflicting strategies for making sense of the texts as they have been 
passed down, sometimes privileging “original intent” and sometimes 
emphasizing that they are “living and breathing” documents. Fifth, 
valid interpretation must, in some manner, take prior discussion and 
precedent into account.

Many readers also overlook that making sense of the letters requires 
the same basic set of skills as making sense of other documents. Ben-
jamin Jowett, an Oxford professor who had written books about paul 
but was better known as an expert on plato, made this point in an 
essay that sparked considerable controversy when it was published in 
1860.5 interpret the Bible “like any other book” was Jowett’s rule of 
thumb. Making sense of paul entails asking many of the same ques-
tions that one asks when making sense of sophocles or shakespeare 
or Melville or Machiavelli.

5. Benjamin Jowett, “On the interpretation of scripture,” in Essays and Reviews, 
7th ed. (London: Longman, Green, Longman & Roberts, 1861), 330–433, esp. 377.
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Reading Other People’s Mail: The Importance of  Genre

Foremost among the questions one must ask are those pertaining to 
literary genre. “Genre,” like the Latin genus from which it derives, 
refers to a type or a category, whether of literature, music, art, or 
some other medium. insofar as “the Bible” is not itself a literary 
genre, Jowett’s principle requires a minor refinement. paradoxically, 
to read the Bible “like any other book,” one must recognize that it 
is not like any other book in the sense that it does not fall in a single 
genre but, rather, contains examples of several different genres. the 
genres represented in the Bible include poetry, short stories, historical 
narratives, prophecy, laws, parables, proverbs, genealogies—and let-
ters. Of the twenty-seven books of the new testament, twenty-one 
are letters, and two other books (Acts and Revelation) contain letters. 
Of these twenty-one letters, thirteen are attributed to paul, another 
was for centuries regarded as a work of paul (Hebrews), another 
mentions him by name (2 peter), and another is widely considered a 
response to paul’s teachings (James).

every literary genre has its distinguishing characteristics in terms 
of form and content. these rules may not be hard and fast, but they 
are sufficiently consistent that competent readers can tell one genre 
from another. poetry in english often (but not always) rhymes. top-
ics treated in verse typically include love, death, and nature, but not 
economic policy or automotive maintenance. Country and western 
lyrics regularly mention trucks, trains, prison, and getting drunk. 
newspaper stories are written at a fifth-grade level. epics feature gods 
and heroes and begin in medias res, “in the middle of things.” Com-
edies—in ancient Greece and elizabethan england, at any rate—end 
in love and laughter, while tragedies end in death and destruction. 
Children’s Bibles are full of pictures, especially of animals. High school 
textbooks usually include lists of terms, study questions, charts, and 
glossaries. Computer instruction manuals are meant to be concise and 
easy to understand but rarely seem so to those who might actually 
turn to them for help.

the familiarity of the conventions of various genres can be seen 
in the ease with which skilled writers are able to imitate them. two 
examples illustrate the power that genre cues exert on readers. in 1835, 

introduction
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a new York newspaper published a series of articles (presented as 
reprints from the Edinburgh Journal of  Science) reporting the spec-
tacular findings from a powerful telescope in south Africa, such as 
the existence on the moon of unicorns, men resembling bats, rivers, 
and a temple made from sapphires and rubies. the story was widely 
believed until it was revealed as a parody of the speculations of certain 
astronomers and theologians. the case of Alan sokal, a physicist at 
new York university, is similar. in 1996, one of the preeminent jour-
nals devoted to postmodernist theory published an article by sokal 
with the title “transgressing the Boundaries: towards a transforma-
tive Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity.” it resembled most other 
articles in the journal, with copious footnotes, specialized jargon, 
obscure references, and impossibly dense prose, and its main thesis 
was that gravity, indeed all of physical reality, is “at bottom nothing 
more than a social and linguistic construct.” sokal, too, revealed 
that the piece was a parody of writings in a field that he considered 
intellectually sloppy. that either of these articles convinced so many 
readers that they were authentic despite their patently absurd content 
is a powerful testimony to the influence of genre in the shaping of 
reader expectations.

identification of genre is absolutely essential when attempting to 
make sense of a text, and paul’s letters are no exception. Without an 
accurate grasp of the literary genre of a text, it is difficult to determine 
which questions to ask when trying to make sense of it. For example, 
it makes much more sense to inquire about the plot of a novel than 
of a letter. And the same question can have different meanings when 
posed to works in different genres. to ask whether a newspaper article 
is true is not the same as asking if a haiku or one of Aesop’s fables 
is true. Once the genre is known, it is easier to gauge the relative 
importance of questions about the author’s identity, purpose, and so 
forth. Genre constitutes the medium through which the author com-
municates with the audience. the expectations of the audience are 
crucial in this regard. When an audience discerns the genre, it knows 
which questions (as well as answers) are appropriate and which are not.

in most cases, the genre of a work is obvious. Most works do not 
explicitly identify their genre because it is not necessary. errors may 
still occur, as when many listeners mistook Orson Welles’s 1938 radio 
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production of The War of  the Worlds for a news report about an 
alien invasion, or when readers of Arthur Conan doyle’s stories send 
letters to sherlock Holmes at 221B Baker street in London, unaware 
that Holmes is a fictional character. On occasion, an author may, for 
whatever reason, intentionally blur the lines between different genres. 
dan Brown’s best-selling novel The Da Vinci Code caused a stir due 
to sensational claims it makes about Jesus, the Bible, and the history 
of Christianity. Although it is a work of fiction, on the page before 
the story opens, in bold capital letters he declares the “fact” that “all 
descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents, and secret rituals in 
the novel are accurate.”6 Many of his characters’ descriptions of the 
Bible, however, are not remotely accurate. Has he simply done very 
shoddy research, or is Brown’s declaration itself a part of the fiction 
that he hopes will make his characters’ historical claims seem more 
plausible? not all mistakes about genre are the result of deception or 
the cause of great confusion. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from 
Birmingham Jail” begins like a letter (“My dear fellow clergymen”) 
and ends like a letter (“Yours for the cause of peace and Brother-
hood”) but is really an essay meant for publication and was never 
sent to the eight ministers who had criticized his tactics as leader of 
the civil rights movement. the difference this makes to the message 
it conveys is negligible.

the potential for misunderstanding is multiplied when readers 
encounter literature from a different time and place. Because the 
Bible’s influence is so pervasive, it is easy to forget that it was written 
long ago in a land far away and by authors formed by a culture that 
is alien to most of its modern readers. the cues that an ancient Ju-
dean would have readily recognized may elude a twenty-first-century 
American. When the apocryphal book of Judith opens with “it was 
the twelfth year of the reign of nebuchadnezzar, who ruled over the 
Assyrians in the great city of nineveh,” most scholars believe that 
it makes errors so egregious that any ancient reader would have 
understood it as ironic rather than as a truly historical preface, as 
any present-day reader would understand a story that began with 
“it happened at the time when napoleon Bonaparte was king of 

6. dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code (new York: doubleday, 2003), 2.

introduction
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england, and Otto von Bismarck was on the throne of Mexico.”7 the 
outlandish episodes found throughout the book of Jonah similarly 
lead most scholars to classify it not as history, biography, or prophecy 
but as a parody or a satire. to read the book of Revelation as a list 
of specific, if  veiled, prophecies of events far in the future instead 
of reading it as a specimen of apocalyptic literature situated in its 
own time is likewise to risk misunderstanding its bizarre symbols, 
which may have functioned like the donkeys and elephants one finds 
today in political cartoons. Biblical authors rarely specify the genre 
in which they are writing because, however opaque their works may 
seem to contemporary readers, they could usually depend on their 
original audience to get it.

Letters are among the literary genres from antiquity that are still 
used today. For this reason, their literary form does not present the 
same interpretive challenges as some other genres. But modern liter-
ary genres are not identical to their ancient counterparts. Reading an 
ancient letter is similar to and yet different from reading a letter today. 
Letter-writing conventions have changed over time, sometimes quite 
radically. in some ways, the changes that have taken place over the 
last decade or so with the emergence of new communications tech-
nologies have affected the role of letters in society more than over the 
preceding century. Writers in antiquity, who frequently comment that 
speaking face to face is the ideal way to communicate and maintain 
relationships, resort to letters only out of necessity. According to a 
recent poll, by contrast, only 53 percent of teenagers say that their 
favorite way to communicate with their friends is “in person.” Cell 
phones, instant messaging, email, and text messages are the preferred 
communication methods for more than one-third of teenagers.8 Con-
spicuously absent from this list is the letter. each new medium, while 
similar to the letter, has its own distinct conventions and typical uses. 
An email message, for example, is not simply a letter in electronic 
form. the role of email, moreover, has evolved substantially in its 
still short history, with many viewing it “as something you use to 

7. C. C. torrey, The Apocryphal Literature: A Brief  Introduction (new Haven: 
Yale university press, 1945), 89.

8. dana Markow, “Friendships in the Age of social networking Websites,” Harris 
Interactive Trends and Tudes 5.9 (October 2006): 1–5.
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talk to ‘old people,’ institutions, or to send complex instructions to 
large groups.”9

this volume focuses on the literary genre of the letter in ancient 
Greece and Rome. Who wrote letters? Who read them? What did a 
letter look like? What types of letters were in use? What topics were 
discussed in letters? Comparison and contrast with modern letters 
reveal the distinctive conventions, forms, and purposes of ancient 
letters like those of paul.

Paul and His Letters

if the birth and growth of Christianity is the most significant, far-
reaching cultural development of the last two thousand years, and 
if the spread of Christianity is intimately related to the influence 
of the new testament, then it is perhaps no hyperbole to name 
paul, who wrote a substantial portion of the new testament, the 
most significant writer in the history of Western civilization. Friends 
and enemies of paul—there are many members of each camp—can 
largely agree on his historical significance even as they disagree on 
whether his legacy is a cause for celebration or mourning. He is a 
controversial figure today, as he was also in his own time. Once a 
persecutor of Christians, he becomes the new faith’s most zealous 
and successful missionary.

As intriguing as his biography may be, paul’s life has had less in-
fluence than his thought. the earliest sources for discovering paul’s 
thought are his own letters and the Acts of the Apostles. Because Acts 
is a third-person narrative by another author, the letters provide the 
most direct contact with paul’s own thinking. How should one go 
about studying the letters? scholars take three different approaches.

First, a chronological or historical approach has as its aim the de-
scription of paul’s thought as it develops over time. this approach is 
common when the focus is on various tensions found in his writings. 
How does one explain, for example, the different attitudes toward 

9. see the report “social networking Websites and teens,” issued by the pew 
internet and American Life project, January 3, 2007, www.pewinternet.org/ppF/r/198 
/report_display.asp (accessed september 20, 2009).
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marriage in 1 Corinthians and ephesians? Changes in paul’s thought 
over time sometimes account for the differences.

to study paul’s letters in this way, it is necessary to know when they 
were written. And that is precisely the problem with this approach. 
dating paul’s letters is notoriously difficult. Like most writings from 
antiquity, they lack copyright dates. they often include little more 
than circumstantial evidence and vague details to enable historians 
to assign a date to them. it is impossible to establish an absolute 
chronology, that is, to place the letters accurately in precise years 
on a calendar. A relative chronology that simply places the letters 
in the proper order of composition is more feasible but not without 
considerable challenges. there is widespread disagreement on how 
to date the letters. solving the problem is not as simple as consulting 
the experts—the experts themselves do not all agree (see appendix 1).

in principle, of course, it would be immensely beneficial to know 
exactly when and in what order paul wrote his letters. every bit of 
available information furnishes a piece to the historical puzzle, if 
only one knows where to put it. But in practice it can be risky to link 
an interpretation of a letter too closely to a precise dating or even to 
its specific placement in the sequence of pauline letters. Riskier still 
are attempts to sketch a comprehensive picture of paul’s thinking 
as it develops over time in this manner. if one date or the order is 
incorrect, it can all come tumbling down like a house of cards. this 
is true above all for the disputed letters, those that many scholars be-
lieve were not written by paul, but for the undisputed letters as well.10 
the trick is to take advantage of all the relevant facts that are known 
with relative certainty without pinning everything on a particular, 
speculative reconstruction of the world behind the text. the letters 
are sufficiently rich in content that one need not make reading paul 
revolve around chronology.

10. Calvin J. Roetzel mentions two such examples in Paul: The Man and the Myth 
(Columbia: university of south Carolina press, 1998), 179: (1) it makes a significant 
difference if Galatians is later than Romans. Most scholars assume that Galatians is 
earlier, and that his views in that letter have time to circulate and provoke a reaction, 
which requires the theological response seen in Romans. (2) earlier in his career, did 
paul have an intense expectation of Jesus’s imminent second coming that “relaxed” 
over time? if 1 thessalonians is not relatively early, it is difficult to find support for 
this view in his letters.
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second, a theological or thematic approach attempts to elucidate 
particular ideas or themes found in the letters or an overarching theo-
logical system present throughout paul’s body of work as a whole. 
What does paul believe about God, Jesus, salvation, history, the Jews, 
the Roman state, human nature, freedom, redemption, sin, satan, 
prayer, sex, the Holy spirit, righteousness, slavery, and baptism? And 
how do these concepts fit together in a coherent system?

the difficulties with this approach are that paul’s thoughts on 
a given topic are not always clear and that the fit between various 
concepts is not always self-evident. sources for reconstructing his 
thought are limited, consisting chiefly of the thirteen letters in the 
new testament bearing his name. Of these thirteen, are some more 
valuable than others? Have some of them been written by someone 
else using “paul” as a pseudonym? How does one distinguish ideas 

Who Wrote Paul’s Letters?

Thirteen letters in the New Testament bear Paul’s name. Doubts about their 
authorship were rare before the nineteenth century, but scholars have ques-
tioned the authorship of several of the letters over the past few centuries. 
Today, it is widely, though not universally, agreed that seven letters were 
definitely written by Paul (the undisputed letters) and six were likely written 
by someone else (the disputed letters):

Undisputed Letters Disputed Letters

Romans Ephesians

1 Corinthians Colossians

2 Corinthians 2 Thessalonians

Galatians 1 Timothy

Philippians 2 Timothy

1 Thessalonians Titus

Philemon

Debate about these disputes is the subject of chapter 6. Most of the ref-
erences in this volume will be to passages in undisputed letters. Reference 
to the disputed letters will also be made because, either by comparison or 
contrast, they illustrate something about the literary genre in which Paul is 
composing, whether or not Paul is their author.

introduction
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that are central to paul’s thinking from those that are peripheral? it 
is not as simple as determining to focus on the real paul since this 
requires some prior sense of what is real and what is not, which 
is in turn based on the same letters the interpreter is seeking to 
understand.

One might attempt to understand paul according to the stan-
dard categories employed in systematic theology, such as creation, 
revelation, ethics, justification, eschatology, sanctification, and the 
church. A flaw in this approach is its assumption that paul is writ-
ing systematic theology. He is not. His writings undeniably contain 
material that is theological in nature. But he is writing letters, not 
treatises or formal essays like those of thomas Aquinas or Karl 
Barth. to read paul’s letters as if they were theological essays is to 
expect a level of precision, organization, and comprehensiveness that 
he likely did not intend to meet. presenting paul’s thoughts in forms 
and categories not of his choosing does not always distort them, yet 
it increases the likelihood of distortion by pulling them out of their 
original context.

third, an epistolary approach acknowledges that paul’s thoughts 
are not directly available. Only the form in which he communicated 
his thoughts to various audiences survives. paul wrote letters. A letter 
is not a transparent vehicle for delivering ideas. the epistolary genre 
itself contributes to the shape those ideas take. Marshall McLuhan’s 
famous phrase “the medium is the message” may be a slight over-
statement, but there is no doubt that the medium by which content 
is delivered affects an individual’s understanding of that content. it 
also affects the content itself. if a writer wants to make a point in the 
form of a movie, for instance, it generally cannot exceed two hours 
in length or it will exhaust the attention span of the audience. seri-
ous discussion of politics or philosophy is best conducted in some 
forum other than the twitter website, which limits comments to a 
mere 140 characters.

Like other genres, letters possess distinctive capacities and limita-
tions. in his letters, paul is frequently trying to make a theological 
point or encourage certain types of moral behavior. An essay might 
be a more suitable form for theological exposition, but it lacks the 
letter’s personal touch, which is often more effective in persuading a 
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reader than is pure reason. stories have more power than letters to 
shape moral character, but they are more prone to misconstruing than 
letters, where an author like paul can say exactly what he expects of 
his audience. in order to agree or disagree with paul’s theology or his 
ethics, it is necessary to have an accurate understanding of his theology 
and ethics, which is in turn contingent upon a proper discernment of 
the genre in which he is writing.

serious study of paul specifically as a letter writer began only in 
the last century or so, spurred in part by the discovery of hundreds 
of ancient letters in places like egypt, where the climate prevented 
their decay. Comparing paul’s writings to these everyday letters, Adolf 
deissmann made a distinction between the “letter” and the more 
formal literary “epistle.” paul was writing for his contemporaries, 
not for public consumption or with an eye for posterity. “Almost all 
the mistakes that have ever been made in the study of st. paul’s life 
and work,” he asserts, “have arisen from neglect of the fact that his 
writings are non-literary and letter-like in character.”11 All too often, 
he continues, study of paul begins with Romans, the first letter to ap-
pear in the new testament table of contents but the least typical of 
his writings, when it ought to begin with philemon, the last to appear 
but the most letter-like in form.

Although deissmann may have exaggerated the situation—subse-
quent decades have decisively shown that scholars are perfectly able 
to make all sorts of mistakes about paul even when they recognize 
that he is writing letters—his analysis serves as a reminder that 
reading paul is an exercise in reading other people’s mail. Romans, 
1–2 Corinthians, Galatians, and all the rest were written and sent 
to Romans, Corinthians, and Galatians. they are examples of oc-
casional literature; that is, they were composed for a particular 
occasion. paul articulates his thoughts in response to a specific situ-
ation. Had he confronted a different situation, his response might 
have taken a different shape. He is not like a college professor who 
writes a book out of intellectual curiosity or because of the profes-
sional demand to “publish or perish.” the letters have a dialogical 

11. Adolf deissmann, Light from the Ancient East: The New Testament Illustrated 
by Recently Discovered Texts of  the Graeco-Roman World, trans. Lionel R. M. stra-
chan, 4th ed. (new York: doran, 1927), 234.
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character. they provide a snapshot of a conversation in process, with 
reference to things that have been said earlier (“by word of mouth 
or by letter”; 2 thess. 2:15) and to things that will be discussed 
later (1 Cor. 11:34).

this is not to say that he is simply making it up as he goes or 
that his thinking is constantly in flux. Rather, it is a caution against 
reading the letters as if they were comprehensive formulations of his 
theology. some scholars are wary even of attempting to summarize 
paul’s thought by coordinating his statements from separate let-
ters, since his ideas about love or the resurrection as they are found 
in philippians and 1 Corinthians may ultimately be irreconcilable, 
and scholars could warp paul’s ideas by trying to reconcile them 
within a system. this aversion to reading the letters synoptically 
is perhaps overcautious, but at the same time it is prudent to carry 
out comparisons between letters only after one has a firm grasp of 
how paul uses a term or concept (e.g., faith, righteousness, flesh) in 
a single letter.

the following chapters provide an overview of subjects, strategies, 
and concerns of immediate relevance for anyone who wishes to read 
paul’s letters. Chapter 1 takes stock of the ways in which paul par-
ticipates in the culture and society of the first-century Mediterranean 
inhabited by other Jews, Greeks, and Romans. Chapter 2 surveys the 
range of letter genres and subgenres available to paul and considers 
possible classifications for each of the letters. Chapter 3 discusses 
the rhetoric and formal structure of the letters alongside those of 
paul’s contemporaries and examines the extent to which the form 
of his arguments influences their function and content. Chapter 4 
demonstrates how paying attention to the original audiences of the 
letters gives the reader sharper insights into what paul was trying 
to accomplish. Chapter 5 highlights how paul’s habits as a reader 
of the Old testament influence what he writes. Chapter 6 looks at 
debates about the authorship of the letters and the senses in which 
it affects how one approaches them. the epilogue looks briefly at 
letters in early Christianity that paul did not write. each chapter 
concludes with a short list of discussion questions and with a select 
bibliography for those who want to pursue a topic further than space 
permits here.
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For Further Discussion

 1. What does it mean to read the Bible “just like any other text”?
 2. do questions about the literary genre of paul’s letters belong 

to “the world behind the text,” “the world of the text,” or “the 
world in front of the text”?

 3. What are the pitfalls of reading paul’s letters without taking 
their literary genre into account?
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1
paul’s Cultural Contexts

One

Viewing a picture is not entirely unlike interpreting one of the 
letters paul is frequently depicted writing in paintings from 
the Renaissance to the present. A picture, so the saying goes, 

is worth a thousand words. Consider this picture: A man with brown 
skin in evident distress pounds on one side of a window. On the other 
side sits a figure with horns, a tail, and cloven hooves, calmly whistling 
as he peruses an album cover bearing the title “new Age Music’s 
Greatest Hits,” the turntable in front of him apparently broadcasting 
the music through the large speakers on the other side of the glass. 
Below the picture appears the caption “Charlie parker’s private hell.”

Gary Larson published this comic strip as part of his popular 
Far Side series in 1990. it is supposed to be funny. And funny it is, 
provided that one is familiar with the general cultural context and 
catches the specific allusions it contains. What knowledge is needed to 
get the joke? Larson assumes that his readers will know who Charlie 
parker is—that he was a legendary jazz saxophonist—what “new 
age” signifies, what the devil looks like, what records are, and that 
hell is supposed to be unpleasant. All this information, and much 
more, is encoded in this one panel. Another approach to interpreting 
this comic strip is to ask what it reveals about Larson and his late 
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twentieth-century milieu. For starters, it is apparent that new age 
music is widely despised—at least by those who know and love the 
music of Charlie parker—since Larson can make fun of it and count 
on a laugh. Accordingly, new age music fits perfectly with a depic-
tion of hell, but only if the devil specifically tailors the punishment 
to the individual, a notion familiar to most people, whether or not 
they have read dante. Further information may be gleaned from other 
details: turntables are still in use. the image of the devil is instantly 
recognizable. Other features raise as many questions as they answer: 
does Larson believe in hell? does he think that his audience believes 
in hell? Most Americans tell pollsters they do, but is their willingness 
to joke about something so grave as eternal torment an indicator that 
belief in hell is wide but not very deep?

if a single picture with a four-word caption implies, evokes, relates 
to, suggests, presupposes, and hints at so many different social, cul-
tural, historical, and religious concerns, how much more so do larger 
and more complex artifacts like paul’s letters to the Romans or the 
philippians? to read and understand paul’s letters, it is absolutely 
necessary to know something about the wider world in which he 
lived and wrote. the death of Jesus, according to paul, marks a de-
cisive intervention into human history by the God of israel. “Christ 
crucified,” however, is “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness 
to Gentiles” (1 Cor. 1:23). that Christianity spread as quickly as it 
did is surprising given that its central message struck a discordant 
note with every conceivable demographic—the categories “Jew” and 
“gentile,” after all, cover all of humanity. Christianity begins with the 
execution of a Jewish teacher, but it is also important to remember 
that he was killed by Roman authorities and that the earliest writings 
of the fledgling sect survive only in Greek. From the outset, then, the 
Christian movement cut across ordinary ethnic, cultural, social, and 
linguistic boundaries.

sometimes the encounter between the Jews who were Jesus’s first 
followers and the Greco-Roman world is quite explicit, as when paul 
reminds the centurion about to flog him that he has certain legal 
rights as a Roman citizen (Acts 22:25–29), or when he urges the 
Roman Christians to obey the emperor and pay their taxes (Rom. 
13:1–7). elsewhere in his letters the influence of Greek and Roman 

Chapter One
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culture is less conspicuous but no less profound. Attempting to ar-
ticulate the new faith, paul and his readers are engaged in the process 
of creating a distinctively Christian identity. But it was not creation 
ex nihilo. Although novel claims about Jesus function as a common 
denominator, Christian identity is formed from preexisting elements 
in the cultural contexts of those who had converted, Jew and gentile 
alike.

it would be impossible to provide anything like a comprehensive 
overview of the world paul inhabited in an entire book, much less in a 
single chapter. this chapter will survey a small selection of concepts, 
images, and motifs from the Greco-Roman milieu in which Chris-
tianity emerged and will illustrate their significance for understanding 
paul’s letters. Additional resources may be found in the bibliography 
at the end of the chapter.

Paul among Greeks and Romans

By virtue of his living at the same time and in the same culture as his 
neighbors who do not believe that Jesus is the Messiah, paul takes 
for granted any number of the same things about the way the world 
operates. Although the real world as experienced by real people is not 
easily organized into separate compartments, for the sake of conve-
nience it is helpful to observe paul’s background under a handful of 
distinct headings.

Judaism and Hellenism

paul was a Jew. to appreciate this aspect of paul’s background, 
an acquaintance with the Hebrew Bible is essential, but it is only a 
beginning. Just as there is much more to understanding english his-
tory than kings and queens and the Magna Carta, understanding 
Judaism in the first century involves much more than reading its of-
ficially sanctioned scriptures. Jewish life and thought continued to 
thrive during the so-called intertestamental period between the time 
of nehemiah and the last of the biblical prophets (ca. 400 BCe) and 
the birth of Jesus. even though they were never a part of anyone’s 
canon of scripture, writings such as Testaments of  the Twelve 
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Patriarchs, 1–2 Enoch, Apocalypse of  Abraham, and Ascension of  
Isaiah attest to the rich diversity of Jewish literature in the centuries 
preceding paul’s appearance on the scene.1

Jewish diversity in the first century was not limited to the literary 
sphere. Judaism was every bit as diverse when it came to politics and 
theology. institutions and ideas such as land, covenant, law, and temple 
were recognized by Jews of all stripes, albeit with differing emphases 
and interpretations of their meaning. First-century palestine was home 
to four main sects of Judaism. these sects were somewhat analogous 
to Christian denominations today, though the majority of Jews were 
not official members of any sect. pharisaic Judaism placed special 
emphasis on the interpretation and adaptation of Mosaic law to all 
areas of life. the sadducees were closely associated with activities at 
the temple in Jerusalem—the high priest was typically drawn from 
their ranks—and were seen by many Jews as overly friendly with the 
Roman overlords. the essenes, who comprised an austere community 

1. these and dozens of other Jewish writings from the second temple period are 
available in english translation in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. 
Charlesworth, 2 vols. (new York: doubleday, 1983–85).

Key Events Shaping Paul’s World

586 BCE The Babylonians destroy the temple in Jerusalem, sending most 
of the Jews into exile.

538 BCE After the Persians defeat the Babylonians, Cyrus the Great issues 
a proclamation permitting the exiled Judeans to return to Jeru-
salem and rebuild the temple.

333 BCE Alexander the Great conquers the Persians and establishes 
Greek-Macedonian rule over Palestine.

167–164 BCE The Maccabees in Jerusalem stage a revolt against the Seleucid 
Greeks in response to the program of forced hellenization con-
ducted by Antiochus IV.

63 BCE Under Pompey, Rome begins its occupation of Palestine.

31 BCE Octavian (later Augustus Caesar) defeats Antony and Cleopatra 
at the Battle of Actium. Four years later, he assumes the powers 
of an emperor, and Rome officially becomes an empire.

70 CE Rome destroys the Second Temple in putting down the Jewish 
revolt that had begun a few years earlier.
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based in the desert at Qumran near the dead sea, viewed all other 
groups as having deviated from the authentic faith of israel. the 
Zealots aimed at throwing off the Roman yoke by military means. 
Within this field of play, paul plants his flag with the pharisees (phil. 
3:5; cf. Acts 23:6; 26:5), which probably explains his preoccupation 
with the role of the law in Romans, Galatians, and other letters. Of 
these four groups, only the pharisees survived the Jewish revolt that 
ended with the destruction of the temple in 70 Ce. the survival of 
so many of paul’s letters, relative to other early Christian writers, 
may be due to the relevance they had late in the first century when 
the pharisees were the primary rivals opposing the Christians in their 
claim to represent fidelity to torah.

Conditions were different in the diaspora, a term used for the Jew-
ish community located outside the land of israel. sizable populations 
of Jews across the Mediterranean, in cities like paul’s hometown of 
tarsus, had put down roots centuries before the birth of Christianity. 
After the Babylonian destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 586 BCe, 
most Jews went into exile and their descendants never returned to the 
land. Jews in the diaspora still outnumbered those in palestine in the 
first century. even in cities with large Jewish populations such as Rome 
and Alexandria, Jews were a minority everywhere in the diaspora. 
Jews commanded the respect of their gentile neighbors for their strict 
moral code and the antiquity of their customs. At the same time, they 
were frequently the object of ridicule and prejudice on account of what 
many non-Jews saw as cultural insularity, bizarre dietary restrictions, 
loyalty to foreign interests, and the barbaric practice of circumcising 
male infants.2 Little wonder that the message of justification apart 
from “works of the law” appealed to many gentiles, especially those 
like titus who, according to Gal. 2:3, “was not compelled to be cir-
cumcised.” (From Acts 16:3, it appears that timothy was not so lucky.)

Always cognizant of their calling to be “a peculiar people” (deut. 
14:2 KJV) wherever they called home, for diaspora Jews like paul the 
temptation to assimilate was nevertheless ever present. engagement 
with gentile culture was unavoidable, beginning in the fourth century 

2. see peter schäfer, Judeophobia: Attitudes toward the Jews in the Ancient World 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard university press, 1997).
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BCe, when Alexander the Great established Greek military control 
over much of the region and Greek became the common language of 
the Mediterranean basin. this fusion between Greek cultures and the 
peoples conquered by Alexander is called Hellenism. Without a male 
heir to succeed him at his death in 323 BCe, Alexander divided his 
empire between three of his top generals, leaving palestine and Judea 
caught at a crossroads, with political and cultural traffic flowing in 
multiple directions.

After generations of life outside the homeland, for many Jews 
the decision was not whether to assimilate to Hellenistic culture, but 
in what way and to what extent. Ben sira’s grandson translated his 
wisdom writings into Greek and in his preface acknowledged that 
“what was originally expressed in Hebrew does not have exactly the 
same sense when translated into another language” and that even the 
Law and the prophets “differ not a little when read in the original.” 
His book was subsequently included in the Greek translation of the 
Hebrew Bible, called the septuagint. Other Jewish writers did not 
have the same qualms. ezekiel the tragedian presented the story of the 
exodus in the form of a Greek drama. philo of Alexandria synthesized 
israelite religion with pythagorean, platonic, and stoic philosophy. 
Josephus related a story about Aristotle meeting a Jew who “not only 
spoke Greek, but had the soul of a Greek” (Against Apion 1.179–81). 
While paul did not go so far as theodotus, who retold Gen. 34 in 
dactylic hexameter after the fashion of Homer, he felt no need to 
defend his use of the septuagint when quoting the Jewish scriptures.

paul conducted most of his ministry in the diaspora but also had 
regular contact with Jerusalem and the Jewish Christian groups residing 
there. Jerusalem was not exempt from Hellenistic influence, nor were 
those who sought actively to escape it. the case of the Maccabean 
revolt against the seleucid king Antiochus iV (167–164 BCe) provides 
a poignant illustration. Although the Maccabees succeeded in driving 
the pagans from Jerusalem after the desecration of the temple, they 
won the battle, so to speak, only to lose the war: the story of their 
struggle to resist the encroachment of Hellenistic culture has not sur-
vived in Hebrew but only in manuscripts translated into Greek. the 
Christian faith one encounters in paul’s letters, then, is born out of a 
Judaism that was immersed in Greek and Roman culture for centuries.
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Roman Rule

Rome effectively dominates the Mediterranean from the second 
century onward, even if the Roman Republic does not give way to the 
Roman empire until 27 BCe. its impact on Jewish life was enormous 
but not uniform. Jewish responses to Roman rule, like later Christian 
responses, were accordingly mixed. A scene from the 1979 comedy 
Life of  Brian nicely captures the ambivalence of Jews on the subject 
of empire. plotting the overthrow of the Roman state, the leader of 
a band of Jewish revolutionaries asks, rhetorically, “What have the 
Romans ever done for us?” His fellow rebels, as it turns out, can think 
of several answers to that question: roads, aqueducts, sanitation, wine, 
medicine, education, irrigation, public order, and peace after nearly a 
century of civil war. Whatever drawbacks came with life as part of a 
subject people—and there were many, including heavy taxation, loss 
of political self-determination, slavery, and military occupation—it 
could not be denied that the Pax Romana also brought many benefits.3 
At the very least, many first-century Jews realized that the Roman 
empire showed no signs of crumbling any time in the near future 
and, instead of quixotically resisting this political reality, they got 
along as best they could.

Rome’s attitudes toward and treatment of the Jews were likewise 
uneven. in paul’s time, Christianity was still a sect within Judaism. the 
Roman authorities made little effort to sort out the esoteric internal 
disputes about the law and other matters that divided one type of Jew 
from another. Christians and Jews were largely indistinguishable from 
a Roman perspective until later in the first century. Although it did 
not occur as often as is widely thought, persecution of one frequently 
meant persecution of the other.

What motivated religious persecution in the first century? the 
earliest surviving references to Christianity made by Roman writers 
provide a clue. A common thread appears in the brief comments 
found in suetonius, tacitus, and pliny, Roman historians writing early 
in the second century. tacitus, in describing the fire at Rome during 

3. paul and other Christian missionaries take advantage of the extensive system 
of roads constructed by Rome in order to spread their message far and wide. safe 
transportation also facilitated the regular postal service first established by Augustus 
Caesar, though paul was not able to make use of it (suetonius, Augustus 49).
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nero’s reign, speaks of Christianity as 
a “pernicious superstition” breaking 
out after being temporarily checked 
by the death of Jesus (Annales 15.44). 
Recounting nero’s punishment of the 
Christians, whom the emperor blamed 
for the fire, suetonius calls them “a 
class of men given over to a new and 
mischievous superstition” (Nero 16.2). 
According to early church tradition, 
paul is executed in the aftermath of 
the fire. pliny the Younger, in a let-
ter to trajan, similarly describes the 
Christians of Bithynia as adherents of 
“a degenerate superstition carried to 
extravagant lengths” (Epistle 10.96). 
“superstition” (Greek deisidaimonia; 
Latin superstitio) is the standard cat-

egory in first-century Mediterranean culture for denigrating “debased” 
religion. it includes a wide range of irrational beliefs and customs and 
old wives’ tales. especially in Roman sources, superstition is connected 
to foreign cults and, as a result, is often considered politically subver-
sive (Cicero, De divinatione 2.72.148; suetonius, Claudius 25.5). For 
this reason, many writers apply this label to the Jews as well (Cicero, 
Pro Flacco 67). Rome was generally quite tolerant of foreign religions 
so long as they posed no threat to public order. But their tolerance 
had its limits, as Jerusalem learned when Roman armies destroyed the 
temple in 70 Ce in the course of quelling the Jewish revolt.

Greek and Roman Philosophy

“the subject that i am about to discuss is most philosophical, 
that is, whether devout reason is sovereign over the emotions.” What 
sort of work would begin in this fashion? A philosophical treatise? 
A dramatic narrative? A funeral oration? A celebration of religious 
faith? All of these apply to 4 Maccabees, from which these lines are 
taken. the author tells the story of seven unnamed brothers, their 

Roman Emperors  
in the First Century

27 BCE–14 CE Augustus

14–37 Tiberius

37–41 Gaius (nicknamed 
Caligula)

41–54 Claudius

54–68 Nero

68–69 Galba

69 Otho

69 Vitellius

69–79 Vespasian

79–81 Titus

81–96 Domitian

96–98 Nerva

98–117 Trajan
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mother, and the aged eleazar, who undergo brutal persecution by 
Antiochus iV for their refusal to abandon their Jewish customs. in-
cluded in the septuagint, 4 Maccabees inspired many Jews living in the 
Hellenistic period during which it was written. Curiously, however, the 
convictions of the author and of the characters would sound almost 
as natural coming from the mouth of a stoic philosopher as from a 
sadducee or pharisee.

As the author of 4 Maccabees unwittingly illustrates, the distinc-
tion between religion and philosophy is not a terribly sharp one in the 
Hellenistic period. Few today would confuse religion with philosophy 
or use the terms interchangeably. Rightly or wrongly, the popular 
stereotype of the philosopher is one who is absorbed in abstract ques-
tions and out of touch with the everyday concerns of ordinary people. 
philosophy is frequently associated with such terms as “navel gazing,” 
“hair splitting,” and “logic chopping.” Before a large audience at the 
1998 World philosophy Congress, the leading thinkers of the day were 
asked, “What have we learned from philosophy in the twentieth cen-
tury?” their response was to argue about the definition of “we” and 
“learned.” Another admitted, “i’m going to have to pass.” during 
the Hellenistic period, such obtuseness is less common. philosophers 
increasingly spurned abstract questions for more practical ones. this 
concern for how to live a happy, fulfilled life can be seen in the titles 
of essays written by epictetus, who wrote “On tranquility,” “On 
Friendship,” “Against a person Who Had Once Been detected in 
Adultery,” “Against those Who Wish to Be Admired,” “On exercise,” 
and “On Finery in dress,” among others. today one is more likely 
to encounter these topics in a sermon by a preacher than in an essay 
by a philosopher.

Along with the older schools of plato and Aristotle, stoicism and 
epicureanism were the leading schools of philosophy in the Hellenistic 
world. the goal of epicureanism was to attain ataraxia, or “freedom 
from disturbance.” stoicism saw harmful emotions like fear as the 
greatest threat to human flourishing and thus promised to help its 
adherents reach a state of apatheia, or “freedom from passion.” stoics 
like seneca (4 BCe–65 Ce) and epictetus (ca. 55–130 Ce) and epi-
cureans like Lucretius (ca. 94–55 BCe) and philodemus (ca. 110–40 
BCe) furiously criticized each other as well as many aspects of popular 
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religion. But they had in common a firm belief, shared also with Juda-
ism and Christianity, that ideas have consequences, that what one 
thinks is indelibly tied to how one lives. Over against the popular 
syncretism promoted by Alexander wherein elements from disparate 
religions were freely mixed and matched, they insisted on rigorously 
examining systems of belief and behavior for coherence and consis-
tency. Hellenistic philosophical schools were different in that they 
made exclusive claims on the loyalties of their adherents. they de-
manded what can accurately be termed a conversion experience, that 
is, a “reorientation of the soul of an individual, his deliberate turning 
from indifference or from an earlier form of piety to another, a turn-
ing which implies a consciousness that a great change is involved, that 
the old was wrong and the new is right.”4

in this respect, too, they bore a family resemblance to fiercely mono-
theistic Jews and Christians like paul, who informed the Galatians that 
anyone proclaiming a gospel contrary to the gospel he had proclaimed 
would be cursed (1:9).

Social Relations

Letters function as a medium for maintaining relationships previ-
ously established rather than creating relationships where they do not 

4. Arthur darby nock, Conversion: The Old and the New in Religion from Alex-
ander the Great to Augustine of  Hippo (Oxford: Clarendon, 1933), 7.

Letters Etched in Stone

Devotees of famous philosophers often took the initiative to preserve and 
propagate the teachings of the master. None show greater zeal than Di-
og enes of Oenoanda, an Epicurean of the second century CE who lived in 
an area of Asia Minor traveled often by the apostle Paul. Diogenes set up 
a rectangular piazza and had inscribed on it his own treatises and letters 
about Epicurean teachings as well as a number of letters by Epicurus him-
self. Standing over two meters high, stretching for nearly eighty meters, 
and containing approximately 25,000 words, it is thought to be the largest 
inscription produced in the ancient world. Much of it still survives, and 
archaeologists continue to discover new portions of it on a regular basis.
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already exist. in the Greco-Roman world, the three most important 
relationships are those between (1) members of the same household/
family, (2) friends, and (3) patrons and clients.5

the basic unit of Mediterranean society was the family. Many of 
the letters surviving from antiquity show family members conducting 
ordinary household affairs, like paying bills, reporting on the health 
of loved ones, and requesting favors. some of the family business, 
however, may strike modern readers as not so ordinary, as when an 
egyptian named Hilarion directs his pregnant wife Alis to take care 
of the child if it is a boy and to abandon it if it is a girl (Oxyrhynchus 
papyrus 744). Adoption of adult males was also very common in 
ancient Greece and Rome, usually for the purpose of perpetuating 
the family name and ensuring the proper disposition of the father’s 
estate. several passages in paul’s letters reflect complex legal and social 
conventions, even as he uses the ideas of adoption and inheritance as 
metaphors (Rom. 8:12–25; 9:4; Gal. 4:1–7; eph. 1:5). Another aspect 
of family life that is alien to paul’s present-day readers is the inclu-
sion of slaves in the household. paul’s characterization of the Mosaic 
law in Gal. 3:23–26 makes much more sense when one knows that a 

5. see stanley K. stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity (philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1986), 27–31.

Paul and Porphyry

The long-lasting literary culture shared by Paul and his pagan neighbors can 
be seen in the letter of the third-century Neoplatonic philosopher Porphyry 
to his wife Marcella. Both men are on a mission from God (cf. Ad Marcel-
lam 4.58–59). Both write letters that combine philosophical and traditional 
religious teachings. Both write to encourage audiences distressed by the 
departure of their teachers (cf. 1 Thessalonians). Both recommend sexual con-
tinence (1 Cor. 7) and contend that the categories of male and female are of 
no importance (Gal. 3:28–29; Ad Marcellam 33.511–13). Both link faith, hope, 
and love as necessary for a godly life (1 Cor. 13:13; Ad Marcellam 24.376–78, 
though Porphyry uses erōs instead of agapē and adds “truth” to the other 
three virtues). Porphyry is well known as one of the most forceful critics of 
Christianity in late antiquity; thus the similarities with Paul are all the more 
noteworthy.
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paidagōgos is a slave put in charge of a young boy at home and school 
until he reaches maturity.

nowhere in paul’s letters does he use the words “friend” or 
“friendship.”6 to assume from this silence that paul has no friends 
would be a mistake. plato, Aristotle, Cicero, epictetus, and other phi-
losophers wrote at great length about friendship. While Latin amicitia 
tends to have more political connotations than Greek philia, there is 
plenty of common ground. plutarch, a near contemporary of paul, 
gives a good sense of the conventional wisdom in his essays “On Having 
Many Friends” and “How to tell a Flatterer from a Friend.” Friends 
have all things in common. A friend is a “second self.” Quality trumps 
quantity because a multitude of friends inevitably divides one’s loyalties 
and works against the intimate companionship that is the hallmark of 
true friendship. Only a chameleon could adapt itself to the bewildering 
number and variety of friends one often finds, say, in modern social-
networking circles (plutarch, De amicorum multitudine 96f–97b). When 
paul exhorts the philippians to stand firm “in one spirit, . . . with one 
mind” (phil. 1:27; 2:2–5) or boasts of his frankness with the Corinthians 
(2 Cor. 1:17; 10:1–13:10) or describes the pain he feels at being apart 
from the thessalonians (1 thess. 2:17–3:10), he is hitting the same 
notes one hears when ancient authors sing the praises of friendship.

the patron-client system is the formal name for the web of hi-
erarchical relationships that define social life in the first century. A 
patron is an individual in a position of superiority vis-à-vis another 
individual. those in a subordinate position are clients. everyone was 
someone’s patron (except for the lowest slave) and also someone’s 
client (except for the emperor). to their patrons, clients owed honor 
and respect, which entailed greeting the patron in the morning and 
offering assistance in his political or economic endeavors. patrons, 
in turn, used their power and influence to protect the client’s inter-
ests, for example, by inviting them to parties or loaning them money. 
paul calls phoebe his patron (Rom. 16:1–2). As hosts of paul and of 
church gatherings, philemon, stephanas, and Gaius (1 Cor. 16:15–18; 
Rom. 16:23) likewise acted as patrons, but the apostle’s role in their 

6. the nRsV is misleading on this point. it frequently renders the Greek word 
for “brother” (adelphos) into english as “friend.”
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conversions (1 Cor. 1:14–16; philem. 19) put them in his debt, and so 
their relationship was not so straightforward. dealings with timothy, 
titus, priscilla, peter, Apollos, and others mentioned in the letters 
also take place against this background, sometimes in accordance 
with and sometimes radically challenging the unspoken rules of the 
patron-client system.

Conclusion

Virtually every line of paul’s letters comes to life more vividly when 
viewed in the light of the broader cultural background. Admonitions 
to “extend hospitality” (Rom. 12:13; 1 tim. 5:10; titus 1:8) serve as 
a reminder that the options for missionaries and other travelers in 
need of lodging were limited to the private homes of acquaintances or 
rat-infested inns frequented by thieves and often doubling as brothels. 
Hairstyles in vogue among women in ancient Greece inform paul’s 
instructions regarding the behavior of prophets in 1 Cor. 11:2–16. 
paul’s assertion that the “citizenship” of the philippians is “in heaven” 
(phil. 3:20) is a subtle nod toward the city’s status as a Roman colony. 
the likelihood that Roman slaves might receive their freedom—much 
greater than for their antebellum American counterparts—is surely 
relevant to the Corinthian slaves whom paul tells, “Let each of you 
remain in the condition in which you were called” (1 Cor. 7:20–24). 
examples like this could be multiplied ad infinitum.

these and many similar things simply go without saying, not only 
for paul and his fellow Christians, but also for the Jews and gentiles 
who regard certain of his ideas about God and the world as exceed-
ingly peculiar, if not downright blasphemous. Because so much of 
this common background remains unstated, it is possible to get the 
impression that paul’s teachings are even more unusual than they 
actually are. this is especially true of his engagement with Jewish 
opponents. paul does not bother to rehash all the things on which 
they agree. Rather, he spends most of his energy on the points where 
they disagree. it is undeniable that paul diverges from most Jews in 
his estimation of Jesus’s significance. But the letters, with their nar-
row focus on the differences, inadvertently produce a skewed picture 
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by making the conflict between the participants seem to be more 
acrimonious than is probably the case, sometimes giving rise to the 
unfortunate charge that paul the Jew is anti-Jewish or anti-semitic. 
Much of what paul says in his letters is well within the normal bounds 
of intra-Jewish theological debates in the first century.

While it is unwise to read paul’s letters without paying adequate at-
tention to the cultural context in which he is writing, it is also possible 
to read too much into the similarities and points of contact between 
paul and his contemporaries. For a bit of perspective, consider the 
stunning number of parallels between the lives of Abraham Lincoln 
and John F. Kennedy. Lincoln and Kennedy were both elected to Con-
gress in ’46 and to the White House in ’60. Both were the second-born 
sons in their families and had a sister die before becoming president. 
Both married twenty-four-year-old brunettes who spoke fluent French 
and had a child die while in office. John Wilkes Booth shot Lincoln 
from inside a theater and then fled to a warehouse, while Lee Harvey 
Oswald shot Kennedy from inside a warehouse and then fled to a 
theater. Lincoln was shot inside Ford’s theatre, and Kennedy was 
shot while riding in a Lincoln Continental, made by the Ford Motor 
Company. Both Booth and Oswald escaped and were killed before 
going to trial by bullets fired from a Colt revolver. Lincoln and Ken-
nedy were both succeeded by Johnsons, former senators from southern 
states who chose not to stand for reelection in ’68.

the parallels between Lincoln and Kennedy are truly astonishing, 
and what they prove is . . . absolutely nothing. As impressive as they 
may surely seem, the similarities are no more than a coincidence. even 
if they amounted to evidence of an elaborate conspiracy of cosmic pro-
portions connecting Lincoln and Kennedy, it is hardly clear what such a 
conspiracy might mean. noting the similarities between two items is not 
the same thing as explaining the relative significance of the similarities.

“parallelomania” is a term coined to refer to the overly enthusiastic 
amassing of parallels between two figures or movements with insuf-
ficient regard for context, as if the parallels speak for themselves and 
demonstrate some substantive connection of profound significance.7 

7. samuel sandmel, “parallelomania,” Journal of  Biblical Literature 81 (1962): 
1–13. Gian Biagio Conte prefers the term “comparisonitis,” which he defines as “com-
parison for the sake of comparison” (The Rhetoric of  Imitation: Genre and Poetic 
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patterns of parallels are more instructive than isolated, arbitrarily 
selected terms or phrases. differences, moreover, can reveal even more 
important clues about the relationship between various texts and 
traditions. Yes, paul uses the same Greek word for “contentment” 
(autarkeia) as stoic and Cynic philosophers who trumpet the virtue 
of self-sufficiency (2 Cor. 9:8; phil. 4:11; 1 tim. 6:6; cf. epictetus, 
Diatribai 1.6.14), but they differ in the emphasis they put on it, in the 
importance they attach to it, in the methods they prescribe for attain-
ing it, and in the way they see it complementing other virtues. Yes, 
paul echoes themes similar to those found in platonic and stoic texts 
(that he may or may not have read) pertaining to the permissibility 
of taking one’s own life, but that does not necessarily mean that he 
is contemplating suicide in phil. 1:21–26.8 to be sure, paul strives to 
be “all things to all people” (1 Cor. 9:22), yet this notion, too, must 
be understood in its Greco-Roman context. is he claiming to be like 
proteus, the Greek god capable of assuming different shapes as the 
situation demands? Or is he highlighting the flexibility of his mis-
sionary and pedagogical strategy, as did Hellenistic philosophers such 
as Maximus of tyre in his second-century treatise entitled “that a 
philosopher’s discourse is Adapted to every subject”? some allusions 
and associations are more relevant than others in the complicated 
matrix of Mediterranean society. taking stock of the ways in which 
paul unthinkingly assumes, naturally conforms to, consciously departs 
from, creatively transforms, or suggests variations on the customs, 
conceptions, and conventions of his time and place is part and parcel 
of a close and careful reading of his letters.

For Further Discussion

 1. How was paul affected by the omnipresent reality of Roman 
rule? is this influence explicit in his letters or only implicit?

Memory in Virgil and Other Latin Poets, trans. C. segal [ithaca: Cornell university 
press, 1986], 23).

8. even less likely is the theory, proposed by Arthur J. droge, that paul not only 
contemplated but actually committed suicide (“did paul Commit suicide?” Bible 
Review 5 [december 1989]: 14–21).
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 2. What impact did Alexander the Great have on the world in 
which paul wrote his letters?

 3. during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, are religion and 
philosophy two species of the same genus, or are they fun-
damentally different types of pursuits? How does paul orient 
himself with respect to the philosophers of his day?

 4. to what extent, if any, is it appropriate to think of paul’s letters 
as a form of first-century Jewish literature?
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