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1

General Introduction 
to the Pastoral Epistles

This is a book about ministerial formation. Specifically, it is a commentary on 
a collection of letters for young ministers about how to be effective ministers 
of Christ Jesus.

Literary Characteristics

Author

The author identifies himself as Paul, and historically most Christians have 
assumed they were reading letters from the real Paul to his protégés. Within 
the academy, however, the identity of the author has been hotly contested for 
the past two centuries, and the prevailing position has been that “Paul” is a 
pseudonym for a writer in the late first or the second century, who recast Paul 
for his own time.

P. N. Harrison (1921) speculated that a pseudonymous editor compiled the 
PE from fragments of authentic notes from Paul. In support of that theory, 
James D. Miller (1997) suggests the PE represent an expansion of Pauline 
tradition after the manner of Jewish pseudonymous expansions of prophetic 
and apocalyptic traditions. We might even consider the possibility that all the 
Pauline letters received some editorial retouching as they were compiled into a 
collection (O’Neill 2004; W. Walker 2004). But I am not so confident as Har-
rison or Miller as to which bits of the PE are supposedly from Paul and which 
from an editor. This commentary will argue that each of the PE is thoughtfully 
composed rather than stitched together (Van Neste 2004; cf. Hutson 2005b).
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More commonly, scholars read the PE as transparent forgery, not intended to 
deceive but to honor the ascribed author. Ancient students composed speeches 
and letters emulating the thinking and style of great orators and philosophers 
(Metzger 1972, 8–10; see also “Philosophical Training Regimen” below). Py-
thagorean philosophers traditionally attributed their treatises to Pythagoras, 
because they viewed him as the fountainhead of their thinking (Iamblichus, 
VP 157–58, 198). In pondering whether Luke’s Gospel should be ascribed to 
Paul, Tertullian said, “It may well seem that the works which disciples publish 
belong to their masters” (Tertullian, Marc. 4.5, trans. Coxe, ANF 3:350). There 
is no a priori reason why any conventional mode of literature, including fic-
tion and fictional authorship, could not have been used to convey the apostolic 
witness and included in the canon (Metzger 1972, 19–23).

In recent years, some scholars have considered the question of authorship 
letter by letter, leaving open the possibility that some but not necessarily all 
three could be authentic (Prior 1989; Murphy- O’Connor 1991; Johnson 2001, 
55–99; Aageson 2008). An extreme example is the notion that in 1 Timothy 
and Titus two different authors take anti- Marcionite and pro- Marcionite 
positions against one another (T. Martin 2000). I find the arguments in favor 
of separate authorship strained and am convinced that the same author pro-
duced all three letters (Hutson 1998, 36–50; Ehrman 2013, 199–222). The PE 
share a distinctive vocabulary and style (see “Vocabulary and Style” below), 
distinctive epistolary openings (1 Tim. 1:1–2; 2 Tim. 1:1–2; Titus 1:1–4) and 
closing benedictions (1 Tim. 6:21; 2 Tim. 4:22; Titus 3:15), and obvious simi-
larities in content.

In this commentary, I refer to the author as “Pastoral Paul” (following Fatum 
2005; Kartzow 2009, 5). By this I mean to refer to the author of the so- called 
Pastoral Epistles, who calls himself “Paul,” whether that was his real name 
or a pseudonym. Most commentators take a firm position on authorship and 
leave the impression that one cannot understand the PE correctly without first 
adopting that position. There is sometimes an insinuation that scholars who 
take the opposite position are not quite reasonable, either arrogant academics 
or pious dogmatists. But I would rather you follow me through the argument 
of these letters than agree with me about who wrote them. There are good 
reasons for wondering whether Pastoral Paul was the same Paul who wrote 
the undisputed letters. On the other hand, it is easy to exaggerate differences 
and downplay similarities. If the PE are pseudonymous, the author certainly 
meant them to be read as if from Paul.

I shall focus on the logic of the argument in each letter without forcing a 
prior commitment to a theory of authorship. In this general introduction and 
throughout the commentary, I shall point out details that show affinity with 
Paul’s thought and details that suggest disparity or a later context. No one 
detail will settle the issue, but perhaps by the end you will gain some clarity on 
how you think about “Pastoral Paul.” If you already have an assumption about 
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authorship, you will likely think I am giving too much credit to the other side. 
Whether or not you change your mind by the end, it would be well to avoid an 
artificial binary between a supposedly “real Paul” of the undisputed letters and 
a “fake Paul” of the PE and other disputed letters (Krause 2016, 205). Early 
church leaders included the PE in the canon because they understood that the 
picture of Paul would have been incomplete without them (Wall 2004). No 
matter who (we think) wrote them, the PE are canonical Paul.

Addressees

Among the Pauline letters, the PE are distinctive in that they are addressed 
to individuals rather than to churches. Even the Letter to Philemon, also writ-
ten in the second- person singular, is formally addressed not only to Philemon 
but “also to Apphia, . . . Archippus, . . . and the church in your [sg.] house” 
(Philem. 2). The PE, however, are addressed strictly to individuals. Still, each 
of these letters ends with a curious benediction in the plural, “Grace be with 
you [pl.]” (1 Tim. 6:21; 2 Tim. 4:22) or “grace be with you all” (Titus 3:15). 
These benedictions hint that the author has in mind some secondary audience 
beyond the named addressees, which leads most interpreters to read them as 
instruction sent through Timothy and Titus to the churches. Ministers usually 
read them as guidelines for organizing and evaluating churches.

I wish to stand that reading on its head by arguing that these letters are 
guidelines for forming and evaluating ministers. They represent communica-
tions from an aging apostle to his protégés, who are “youthful” (1 Tim. 4:12; 
2 Tim. 2:22; Hutson 1998, 15–17) and whose peers are “younger men” (1 Tim. 
5:1–2; Titus 2:6–8). Of course, “youth” is a relative term, but ancient Greeks 
and Romans had a clear conception of a period between puberty and marriage, 
the “summer of life” when young men were maturing physically, emotionally, 
and intellectually, often engaged in advanced education and training that would 
prepare them for marriage and civic leadership (Hutson 1998, 79–151). This 
would be the period from ages 14 to 28 years, according to Solon (as quoted 
in Philo, Opif. 104).

Aristotle was first to profile the character of youth (see sidebar), but the 
stereotype is widely reflected in Greek and Latin literature (Hutson 1998, 
152–228). Ancient people did not know about hormones, but the theory of 
“humors” (bodily fluids; see comments at 1 Tim. 5:23) explained that an ex-
cess of yellow bile (cholē) made young men “choleric,” or hot- tempered and 
passionate. Youth tended to excessive indulgence of appetites and desires. 
They were prone to lust, drunkenness, and gluttony; vain about appearance, 
spendthrifts, and rash. Because of inexperience, they were idealistic, but sexu-
ally naive, liable to be manipulated or exploited financially or politically, and 
educationally gullible in the hands of unscrupulous teachers.

Ancient stereotypes of youth shed light on much of the rhetoric in the 
PE. These letters have a lot to say about “lusts” (epithymiai) for sex, wine, 
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and money, and about trust, honor, and well- placed hope. They also say a 
lot about bad teachers, but not much about false doctrine (see “Opponents” 
below). Pastoral Paul instructs youth on how to distinguish between ethical 
and unethical teachers and how to set good examples for others to emulate.

Acts does not say how old Timothy was when he joined Paul on his travels 
(Acts 16:1–3). He was old enough that Paul could send him back to Thessa-
lonica alone after he himself fled that city under duress (Acts 17:13–14; 1 Thess. 
3:1–6). The common scholarly assessment, based on the Gallio Inscription, is 
that Paul arrived in Thessalonica in 49 and was in Corinth in approximately 
50–51. On that chronology, Timothy would have been at least 30 if Paul wrote 
to him in the early 60s. And whatever his exact age, he had 12–15 years of 
experience as Paul’s closest associate (Phil. 2:19–24), trusted to handle the 

Aristotle on the Character of Youth

“The young [neoi], as to character, are prone to lusts [epithymētikoi] and inclined to 
do whatever they lust after. Of the bodily lusts they chiefly obey those of sexual plea-
sure, and these they are powerless against. . . . They are passionate, quick- tempered, 
and inclined to follow through on their anger, and unable to control their passion; 
for owing to their love of honor [philotimia] they cannot endure to be slighted, and 
become indignant when they think they are being wronged.

“They are lovers of honour, but more so of victory. . . . And they are both of these 
more than they are lovers of money [philochrēmatoi], to which they attach only the 
slightest value, because they never yet experienced want. . . .

“They are not ill- natured but naïve, because they have never yet witnessed much 
depravity; trusting [eupistoi], because they have as yet not been often deceived. And 
they are hopeful, for they are naturally very hot [diathermoi], just as those who are 
drunk with wine, and besides they have not yet experienced many failures. For the 
most part they live in hope, for hope is concerned with the future as memory is with 
the past. . . . And they are easily deceived . . . for they readily hope.

“And they are more courageous, for they are full of passion and hope, and the 
former of these prevents them fearing, while the latter inspires them with confidence. 
. . . And they are sensitive to shame. . . . They are magnanimous, for they have not yet 
been humbled by life nor have they experienced the force of necessity. . . .

“All their errors are due to excess and vehemence and their neglect of the maxim of 
Chilion [Chilion of Sparta said, “Nothing in excess; all good things come in due time,” 
Diogenes Laërtius, Lives 1.41; Seneca, Ep. 94.43; Euripides, Hippolytus 265], for they 
do everything to excess, love, hate, and everything else. And they think they know 
everything, and confidently affirm it, and this is the cause of their excess in everything.” 
(Aristotle, Rhetoric 2.12 [1388b–89b, trans. Freese, LCL, modified])
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most delicate situations (1 Thess. 3:1–10; 1 Cor. 4:16–17; Hutson 1997). The 
same was true for Titus (2 Cor. 8:16–17; Gal. 2:1), who similarly finds his peer 
group among the “younger men” (Titus 2:6–8).

In short, the characterization of Timothy and Titus as youthful in the PE has 
an air of artificiality about it. Pastoral Paul wrote to them as vehicles through 
whom to reach any “Timothy” or “Titus” in future generations. Throughout 
the commentary, I shall point out details that would have resonated particularly 
with young men in antiquity.

Genre

In content, the PE resemble letters of philosophical moral exhortation, or 
paraenesis (Fiore 1986; Quinn 1990b; Harding 1998, 107–46). Paraenesis is 
not instruction in new information but exhortation toward proper behavior 
in particular circumstances along with rationales, reminders of previous in-
struction, and examples to follow.

While all three PE are paraenetic in content, they differ in form. Since the 
publication of critical editions of the Didache in 1883 and the Didascalia 
apostolorum in 1929, scholars have tended to think of 1 Timothy and Titus 
as “church order” (e.g., Koester 2000, 304–5). But I shall argue in the introduc-
tions to the specific letters that 1 Timothy and Titus resemble administrative 
letters, while 2 Timothy has many features of a testament.

The PE as a letter collection. In recent decades a growing minority of schol-
ars has argued that we should read the PE as three individual letters, each 
addressing specific issues (e.g., Prior 1989; Murphy- O’Connor 1991; Johnson 
2001; Aageson 2008; Richards 2002; Herzer 2008). There is, however, no con-
sensus on whether they were written by one, two, or three different authors 
or whether Paul wrote any or all of them. While I respect the integrity and 
coherence of each letter, I think we should read them as a collection, in part 
because Christians have always read them that way. In the history of Pauline 
letter collections, the PE appear together or not at all (see “Evidence from the 
Church Fathers” below).

It appears that the PE were part of a later, expanded collection of letters 
that came together after Paul’s death (Dahl 1978; Trobisch 1994; Wall 2004). 
Whether the PE were composed as a set or edited into a set, it appears that 
early Christians did not read any one of them apart from the other two. 
From a canonical perspective, “the early catholic church canonized a thirteen- 
letter Pauline corpus and for theological reasons: only in consideration of  this 
thirteen- letter whole, and not a fraction thereof, is a complete understanding 
of  the Pauline regula fidei possible for Christian nurture” (Wall 2004, 36, 
emphasis original).

Still, scholars have struggled to explain how the PE cohere as a set of three 
letters addressed to two different addressees in different locations and taking 
different forms. Some have suggested that the PE resemble an epistolary novel 
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(Quinn 1990a; Pervo 1994; Häfner 2007; Zamfir 2013, 5–10). For Richard I. 
Pervo (1994), the best analogy is posed by the letters of Chion of Heraclea, 
but those letters have a clear plot, which is difficult to discern in the PE. Gerd 
Häfner (2007) argues for the sequence 1 Timothy→Titus→2 Timothy, which 
tracks Paul’s geographical movements from east to west, ending in Rome, 
though Paul’s movements from Ephesus to Macedonia and back (1 Tim. 1:3; 
3:14) do not fit into a simple east- to- west scenario.

A more satisfactory sequence would be Titus→1 Timothy→2 Timothy 
based on formal features and internal logic (Hutson 1998, 50–53, 363–471; 
Pervo 1994). The Muratorian Canon suggests that some early Christians read 
them in this order. Formally, the epistolary opening to Titus has a surpris-
ingly long author self- identification, which makes sense if the letter opens the 
collection by introducing Paul to secondary readers who did not know him. 
To Titus, Pastoral Paul comments on bad Christian teachers and seems con-
cerned that Christians make a good impression on outsiders. Then 1 Timothy 
expands on ideas introduced in Titus, again commenting on rival teachers 
with more detail about social criticism from non- Christians. In 2 Timothy the 
pressure is ratcheted up to official censure with arrest and threat of execution. 
This last letter presents an aged Paul facing death and passing the torch to 
his “beloved child.” The epistolary novel idea is intriguing, and the sequence 
Titus→1 Timothy→2 Timothy has its merits.

The traditional canonical order 1 Timothy→2 Timothy→Titus is arbitrary, 
apparently arranging the letters from longest to shortest (Trobisch 1994). Even 
so, it is the order in which most Christians have read the PE, and this com-
mentary will follow that order. The PE have a cumulative effect, regardless 
of the sequence in which we read them. That cumulative effect is the same 
in other collections of paraenetic letters. There are, for example, interesting 
correspondences between the PE and a collection of five ancient Pythagorean 
letters from women to women (Huizenga 2013).

In my opinion, however, the best analogy for the PE is Seneca’s Moral 
Epistles (Hutson 1998, 57–68). In the mid-60s, having retired to his villa on 
the Bay of Naples, Seneca wrote some 124 letters to his friend Lucilius, who 
was governor of Sicily at the time, a senior administrator contemplating re-
tirement. But Seneca wrote to him as a beginning philosophy student, almost 
as if he were a teenager (Seneca, Ep. 4.2; 16; 26.7). Seneca planned to publish 
the whole collection as a kind of course in Stoic philosophy. While he wrote to 
Lucilius, he also wrote through him to future generations of students (Seneca, 
Ep. 8.1–2; 21.2–5; 79.13–17), who would typically be young men (Seneca, Ep. 
108.12, 27; Helv. 10.10; 18.8).

In a similar way, the PE are paraenetic letters that function as a curriculum 
for training a young minister (cf. Hanson 1983, 23, “handbook for church 
leaders”). Could Paul, like Seneca, have constructed his addressees, writing 
to coworkers as if they were young in hopes of reaching later generations of 
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young ministers? Or should we assume that a pseudonymous author con-
structed both Paul and his addressees, imagining what Paul would have said 
to protégés?

Philosophical training regimen. A distinctive feature of this commentary 
is my reading of the PE as an epistolary program in ministerial formation. 
Guidance in the PE resembles the exercises that ancient philosophy teachers 
assigned in the formation of young philosophers (Hutson 1998, 294–326; 
2007). Typical exercises included (a) reading in one’s own and other traditions; 
(b) writing to imitate the style and thought of seminal thinkers; (c) doctrinal 
instruction, including lectures on the seminal texts of the tradition; (d) medita-
tion on what one had read and learned, contemplating implications and ap-
plications in various circumstances; and (e) physical exercise. These activities 
aimed to cultivate habits of mind and body, turning theory into practice. The 
one exercise not mentioned in the PE is writing. Proponents of pseudonymity 
might consider whether the PE are examples of such writing exercises. In the 
commentary, I shall point out where these elements appear throughout the 
PE, with the heaviest concentration at 1 Tim. 4:6–16.

Doctrines and precepts. A key point for understanding the PE is the philo-
sophical distinction between core teaching and application. In Ep. 94–95, 
Seneca explains that “doctrines” (Lat. decreta) were the fundamental tenets 
of a philosophical school, while “precepts” (Lat. praecepta) were corollaries 
that applied those doctrines in particular circumstances (Hadot 1995, 59–61). 
In Greek the distinction was between dogmata (“doctrines,” also called “axi-
oms” or “theories”) and paraenesis (“moral exhortation”; on the vocabulary, 
Gummere 1925, 451–52). The doctrines of a school were not open for debate, 
because they expressed how that school defined the supreme good (Seneca, 
Ep. 94.2). Plato thought the good lay in the practice of virtue (aretē). For 
Epicurus, the criterion for distinguishing between good and bad was seeking 
pleasure (hēdonē, hence hedonism) and avoiding pain. For a Stoic, the guiding 
principle was to live “according to Nature” (Seneca, Ep. 94.5). And so on. The 
doctrines were so central to the thought of each school that to change was to 
switch to a different school. But philosophers debated “precepts” about how 
to apply their doctrines in various circumstances (Seneca, Ep. 94.1; 95.37–56). 
According to Seneca, precepts are weak because they change with circum-
stances; but doctrines, because they are universally applicable, are strong and 
more valuable (Ep. 95.12).

The fundamental doctrine. It is the story of Jesus Christ that grounds the 
paraenesis in the PE, a story that is presumed throughout but not told (see 
“Not telling the story” below). The PE take for granted prior instruction. 
Without arguing for it, they argue from it (Hutson 2012). The story is reflected 
in “trustworthy sayings” (1 Tim. 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 3:8) and 
quotations of traditional material (e.g., 1 Tim. 2:5–6; 3:16; 6:15–16; 2 Tim. 
1:9–10; 2:11–13; Titus 3:4–7). Pastoral Paul urges Timothy to “remember” 
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Christ Jesus (2 Tim. 2:8). He calls to mind what “we know” about the nature 
of Torah (1 Tim. 1:8–11) and prior instruction from Paul (1 Tim. 3:10–11; 
2 Tim. 3:10–17). He addresses Titus as one who shares a “common faith” 
(Titus 1:4) and frequently refers to “the teaching” and “healthy words.” The 
addressees are young ministers who know the basic doctrines and need practi-
cal guidance on applying them.

Date

Scholars have debated when the PE were written and have proposed dates 
ranging from the 50s to the 150s. This section considers how the PE might 
fit into a chronology of Paul’s life, external evidence from manuscripts and 
church fathers, and internal evidence from vocabulary and style, theology, 
relation to the Gospels, and descriptions of opponents.

Chronology of  Paul’s Life

Those who assume that Paul wrote the PE must wrestle with fitting them 
into the chronology of his life. According to Acts, Paul spent over two years in 
Ephesus (Acts 19:8–10), then went to Macedonia, accompanied by Timothy 
(Acts 20:1–4). We know nothing about a Pauline mission in Crete. Though a 
few have dated the PE in the 50s (e.g., Robinson 1976, 67–85; P. Walker 2012a; 
2012b), it is difficult to correlate them with Paul’s movements as described in 
Acts or the undisputed letters. But since no sources tell us all of Paul’s move-
ments, a simpler theory is that these letters fill in some otherwise unknown 
gaps (Johnson 2001, 65–68).

The most common theory among proponents of Pauline authorship is 
that the PE reflect a post- Acts mission. In the late first century, Clement of 
Rome referred to Paul’s travels in “the extremity of the west” (1 Clem. 5.7), 
but did he know or simply assume that Paul realized his goal of evangeliz-
ing Spain (Rom. 15:24)? From the late second (or fourth?) century, amid 
legendary lore about various Bible books, the Muratorian Canon notes that 
Paul left Rome and “journeyed to Spain.” In the fourth century, Eusebius 
recorded an oral tradition—“it is said”— that Paul was acquitted after Acts, 
engaged in a further mission, and was again imprisoned in Rome, from 
which he wrote to Timothy (Hist. eccl. 2.22). So the theory of a post- Acts 
mission to Spain has tenuous support in tradition, but the PE describe 
Paul moving around the eastern Mediterranean. Furthermore, while it fits 
the portrayal of  Paul as an old man in 2 Timothy, the post- Acts mission 
theory does not fit with the portrayal of  Timothy and Titus as youthful 
(see “Addressees” above). Ultimately, chronology is indeterminate because 
it requires some speculation (Porter 2013, 88). Date and authorship must 
be decided on other grounds.
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Manuscript Evidence

The earliest complete copies of the three letters are in the fourth- century 
Codex Sinaiticus (ℵ). The earliest fragments are two third- century papyri, 
one containing Titus 1:11–15; 2:2–8 (𝔓32), and the other 1 Tim. 3:13–4:8 
(POxy 5259).

The PE are missing from some important manuscripts. The fourth- century 
Codex Vaticanus (B) lacks the PE, Philemon, and Revelation. But that codex breaks 
off at Hebrews 9:14, and it is impossible to know how many pages are missing or 
what was on them (Epp 2002, 503). Then there is 𝔓46 (Chester Beatty Papyrus II; 
Kenyon 1936), dated around 200, which contains a collection of Paul’s letters in 
this order: Romans, Hebrews, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Ephesians, Galatians, 
Philippians, Colossians, and 1 Thessalonians, with some pages missing from the 
beginning and end. Because the codex was a single quire with numbered pages, 
we know how many pages are missing and how much text the scribe was putting 
on each page. At the end, there was not enough space to include all three PE but 
more than enough for 2 Thessalonians and Philemon, so we cannot say what was 
on those pages (Duff 1998; Epp 2002, 495–502). Codex Vaticanus and 𝔓46 may 
provide evidence for early collections of Pauline letters that did not include the 
PE. Ancient manuscripts prove that the PE were circulating in the third century. 
Other evidence indicates that they were circulating earlier.

Evidence from the Church Fathers

Church fathers were using the PE in the late second century. Around 180, 
Irenaeus drew heavily on them in his critique of Gnosticism (B. White 2014, 
142–58). About the same time, Clement of Alexandria (Strom. 2.11) quoted 
1 Tim. 6:20–21 against gnostics, whom he condemned for not accepting the 
letters to Timothy. A little later, a presbyter from Asia composed the Acts 
of  Paul, which included the pseudonymous 3 Corinthians (Acts of  Paul 8), 
ostensibly written by Paul to condemn gnostic ideas and drawing heavily 
from the PE (B. White 2014, 116–21). When the forgery was discovered, the 
presbyter lost his office, and Tertullian condemned him for suggesting that 
Paul would have approved of women like Thecla teaching and baptizing 
(Acts of  Paul 3; Tertullian, Bapt. 17). But Tertullian expressed no suspicion 
about the authorship of the PE. Like Clement, Tertullian criticized Marcion 
for not including in his canon “the two epistles to Timothy and the one to 
Titus, which all treat of ecclesiastical discipline” (Tertullian, Marc. 5.21, 
trans. Holmes, ANF 3:473). So by the late second century, the PE were widely 
accepted as Pauline and apparently read as a set. Yet Marcion provides cir-
cumstantial evidence that some Christians did not use and perhaps did not 
know about the PE.

F. C. Baur (1835) argued that Marcion did not know the PE because they 
did not yet exist and that they were composed precisely to confound Marcion. 
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That theory has waxed and waned over the past two centuries and is still argued 
by some (A. Collins 2011; Koester 2000, 305–10). Around 135 Marcion came 
to Rome from Pontus. Sometime around 138–40, he began promulgating an 
anti- Jewish form of Christianity. After he was defrocked in 144, he continued 
to propagate his doctrine in Asia Minor. Around 140, he was the first to draw 
up a canon of Christian writings, which for him included ten letters of Paul, 
omitting the PE. If the PE were anti- Marcionite compositions, they must have 
been written around 145–50, after the rise of Marcion but early enough that 
Irenaeus and Tertullian could assume that they were widely known.

Were the PE known before the time of Marcion? Tertullian and Clement 
of Alexandria thought Marcion should have known them, but it is possible 
that Marcion was using a standard Pauline collection of his day that did not 
include the PE. Before the time of Marcion, scattered words and phrases in 
the Apostolic Fathers call to mind passages in the PE, but there are no clear 
references or certain allusions, except in the epistle of Polycarp.

When Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, wrote to the Philippians in the early 
second century, he assumed that they had a collection of Pauline letters (Pol. 
Phil. 3.2). We do not know how many letters were in that collection, but 
Polycarp quoted at least from Romans (Phil. 6.2), 1 Corinthians (Phil. 5.3), 
2 Corinthians (Phil. 6.1), Galatians (Phil. 3.3; 5.3), Philippians (Phil. 9.2), and 
Ephesians (Phil. 1.3), with additional probable quotations in the parts of the 
letter that survive only in Latin (Phil. 10–12, 14). And several other statements 
resemble the PE (see sidebar).

Scholars interpret the similarities between Polycarp and the PE in various 
ways. Some dismiss every alleged quotation as common Christian parlance 
(e.g., “the present age,” Pol. Phil. 9.2//2 Tim. 4:10) or quotations (e.g., Pol. 
Phil. 5.2//1 Tim. 6:7; 4.1//2 Tim. 2:12). Polycarp and Pastoral Paul, they argue, 
drew from the same sources. But not only does Polycarp’s phrasing suggest 
allusions to the PE; his choices of topics also indicate a literary relationship 
(see sidebar). Some have thought the similarities so great that Polycarp must 
have written the PE (Campenhausen 1963; Koester 2000, 308–10), but it is 
simpler to suppose he was reading them (Pervo 2015, 145; 2016, 85; Merz 2004, 
114–40). His quotation formula “knowing that” in Phil. 4.1 (cf. 1.3; 5.1; 6.1) 
suggests he assumed that the Philippians were familiar with 2 Timothy. And 
the way he intersperses references to the PE among references to undisputed 
Pauline letters indicates that he thought Paul wrote them (Berding 1999).

Scholars also debate the integrity and date of Polycarp’s letter (Dehand-
schutter 2010). Polycarp says he had received a letter from Ignatius (Phil. 13, 
referring to Ign. Pol.) but had not yet heard about Ignatius’s fate. Yet elsewhere 
he seems to assume that Ignatius is dead (Phil. 9). But the relevant sentence in 
Pol. Phil. 9 is vague, and the one in Pol. Phil. 13 survives only in a Latin transla-
tion that seems somewhat loose (Dehandschutter 2010, 120–21). According to 
Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.36), Ignatius died during the reign of Trajan (98–117), 
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so the traditional assumption is that Polycarp wrote between 108 and 115. 
Some have dated Ignatius to the reign of Hadrian (117–38), questioning Eu-
sebius’s reliability (Dehandschutter 2010; Pervo 2010, 134–39). P. N. Harrison 
thought the Polycarp letter we have is really two letters, one written soon after 
Ignatius’s death (Phil. 13–14) and the other written in the late 130s to combat 
Marcion (Phil. 1–12; Harrison 1936; Quasten 1950, 79–80). But Pol. Phil. 7 
is understandable as decrying the sort of docetism reflected in the Johannine 
Letters (1 John 4:2–3; 2 John 7) and Ignatius (Smyrn. 1–6; Trall. 10). Most 
scholars accept the integrity of Polycarp’s letter (Hartog 2002).

Whenever Polycarp wrote, the PE had been in circulation long enough 
that he could assume the Philippians knew them. If Polycarp wrote around 
110 (Lightfoot 1889–90, II.1, 578–603; II.3, 313–20; Holmes 2006, 132–33) or 
115 (Hartog 2002, 169), the PE must have been written by the end of the first 
century. If he wrote in the 130s (Pervo 2016, 2010), the PE could have been 
written as late as 120.

No matter when he wrote, Polycarp was an early adopter of the PE. Merz 
(2004, 141–94) has challenged scholarly consensus by arguing that Ignatius 
also knew the PE. If so, that would further suggest that the PE were written in 

Did Polycarp Know the Pastoral Epistles?

These selections from Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians show wording similar to the 
Pastoral Epistles. Especially close parallels are marked with italic.

2.1 “empty talk” (cf. 1 Tim. 1:6; Titus 1:10)

2.1 “who will come as judge of the living and the dead” (cf. 2 Tim. 4:1)

3.3 “following after . . . leading on” (cf. 1 Tim. 5:24)

4.1 “And the beginning of all miseries is devotion to money” (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10)

4.1 “We brought nothing into the world, and neither are we able to carry anything out” (1 Tim. 6:7)

4.2 moral exhortations regarding wives (cf. 1 Tim. 2:8–15; 3:11; Titus 2:3–5)

4.3 moral exhortations regarding widows (cf. 1 Tim. 5:5–14)

5.2 moral exhortations regarding deacons (cf. 1 Tim. 3:8–13)

5.2 “in the present age” (1 Tim. 6:17; cf. 2 Tim. 4:10)

5.2 “We shall reign with him” (2 Tim. 2:12)

5.3 moral exhortations regarding younger men (cf. Titus 2:6–8)

6.1 moral exhortations regarding elders (cf. 1 Tim. 3:2–7; 5:19–22; Titus 1:6–9)

6.3 “zealous concerning the good” (cf. Titus 2:14)

9.2 “For they did not love the present age” (cf. 2 Tim. 4:10)

12.3 “Pray for kings” (cf. 1 Tim. 2:2)
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the first century, and it might also suggest they first circulated in the province 
of Asia. But whenever they were written, the PE apparently were not widely 
used until the late second century. They became popular later perhaps in 
part because theologians found in them ammunition against Gnosticism and 
Montanism. Still, external evidence suggests that they were written before the 
heyday of those movements, before 120 and likely before 100. If the PE were 
plausibly written in the first century, is there anything about them to indicate 
that Paul could not have written them?

Vocabulary and Style

P. N. Harrison (1921) made the most robust case for the pseudonymity of the 
PE on the basis of variation from the undisputed Pauline letters in vocabulary, 
grammar, and style (on the history of linguistic arguments since 1792 regard-
ing the authorship of the PE, see van Nes 2018, 7–110). Many words that are 
thematic for the PE do not appear in the undisputed letters, including these: 
“avoid” (paraiteomai, 1 Tim. 4:7; 5:11; 2 Tim. 2:23; Titus 3:10); “manifesta-
tion” (epiphaneia, 1 Tim. 6:14; 2 Tim. 1:10; 4:1, 8; Titus 2:13; cf. 2 Thess. 2:8); 
“was manifested” (epephanē, Titus 2:11; 3:4); “myths” (mythoi, 1 Tim. 1:4; 
4:7; 2 Tim. 4:4; Titus 1:14; cf. 2 Pet. 1:16); “piety” (eusebeia, 1 Tim. 2:2; 3:16; 
4:7, 8; 6:3, 5, 6, 11; 2 Tim. 3:5; Titus 1:1); “speculations” (ekzētēseis, 1 Tim. 
1:4; zētēseis, 6:4; 2 Tim. 2:23; Titus 3:9); “deposit” (noun: parathēkē, 1 Tim. 
6:20; 2 Tim. 1:12, 14; verb: paratithēmi, 1 Tim. 1:18; 2 Tim. 2:2).

Thematic phrases in the PE are not found in the undisputed letters, includ-
ing: “knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4; 2 Tim. 2:25; 3:7; Titus 1:1); “trust-
worthy saying” (pistos ho logos, 1 Tim. 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 3:8; 
cf. Titus 1:9); and “when the times were right” (1 Tim. 2:6; 6:15; Titus 1:3). 
Although the use of “snare” in 1 Tim. 6:9 resembles that in Rom. 11:9, the 
distinctive phrase “snare of the devil/slanderer” is peculiar to the PE among 
the Pauline letters (1 Tim. 3:7; 2 Tim. 2:26). The PE make distinctive use of 
medical imagery as metaphors for treatment that leads to spiritual “health” 
(Malherbe 1980; 1989, 121–36; 2010, 388–92). These metaphors reflect the 
ideas of Epicureans (Philodemus, Parr. frags. 56–70; Konstan et al. 1998, 20–23, 
64–75) and especially Cynics and Stoics (Dio Chrysostom, Or. 77/78.43–45; 
Seneca, Ep. 75). The philosophers saw themselves as physicians of the soul 
who endeavored to “cure” people from the “disease” of irrational thinking that 
allowed them to be mastered by passions and desires. In the PE, self- indulgence 
is a kind of mental illness (1 Tim. 6:3–5; 2 Tim. 3:8), but “healthy teaching” 
(1 Tim. 1:10; 2 Tim. 4:3; Titus 1:9; 2:1) and “healthy word(s)” (1 Tim. 6:3; 
2 Tim. 1:13; Titus 2:8) make one “healthy in the faith” (Titus 1:13; 2:2). In 
vocabulary and style, the PE are similar to each other and distinct from the 
other Pauline letters.

Some scholars critique the method of analysis used by Harrison and others 
regarding vocabulary and style. Employing increasingly sophisticated analysis, 
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scholars find it difficult to identify any feature of vocabulary or syntax in the PE 
that shows statistically significant variation from the undisputed Pauline letters 
(van Nes 2013; 2018). Further, they explain why the PE differ from other Pauline 
letters by pointing to sociolinguistic factors other than authorship— factors 
such as differences in addressees, the age of Paul, influence of coauthors and 
secretaries on various letters, the emotional state of an author in relation to 
addressees and subject matter, and so on (van Nes 2018; Pitts 2013). Pitts, for 
example, points to differences in context and target audience. Nevertheless, he 
notes that the PE “diverge together” (Pitts 2013, 148). In the minds of many, 
the cumulative force of numerous linguistic features still supports Harrison’s 
basic argument for pseudonymity (Ehrman 2013), but it is a matter of pos-
sibilities and probabilities. The vocabulary and style of the PE mark them as 
a distinctive group within the Pauline corpus, but the case against Pauline 
authorship of the PE on linguistic grounds is by no means certain.

Theology

The PE are distinct among the Pauline letters also on such theological 
points as Christology, ecclesiology, eschatology, and soteriology. Whether 
the differences are degrees of emphasis or contradictions is a matter of sub-
jective judgment. In the commentary I shall notice points of continuity and 
divergence, and readers may assess whether a given point sounds like Paul or 
a departure from Paul.

Relation to the Gospels

It is possible but not certain that the PE allude to the Gospels. Most plausi-
bly, “ransom” (1 Tim. 2:6; Titus 2:14) may allude to Mark 10:45. It is possible 
that “all turned away from me” (2 Tim. 1:15) alludes to Mark 14:50. More 
speculatively, the hymn in 2 Tim. 2:11–13 might allude to Mark 8:34–38 (N. T. 
Wright 2003, 269–70). Recently Michel Gourgues (2016) has proposed that 
1 Timothy might allude to the Fourth Gospel. Possibilities include the “trust-
worthy saying” that Jesus “came into the world” (1 Tim. 1:15//John 18:37) 
and the statement that Jesus “testified” (martyreō, a thematic word in John) 
before Pilate (1 Tim. 6:12–13//John 18:34–36). If any of these allusions is right, 
it has implications for how we date the PE and/or the Gospels.

Opponents

Interpreters overemphasize false doctrine in the PE. Philip H. Towner (1989, 
21) is typical: “The heresy reflected in the Pastoral Epistles is the most im-
portant aspect of the background of these letters.” Many have labored to 
identify one or more second- century movements against which to read the 
PE (Marcionism/Gnosticism, Montanism, some apocryphal Acts), and they 
date the letters accordingly. But any identification is tenuous (Sumney 1999a, 
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253–302; Zamfir 2013, 165–78). I am not persuaded that the PE are opposing 
any movement that would require a mid- second- century date. References to 
false doctrines are vague, because correcting false doctrine is not what the PE 
are about. Pastoral Paul offers almost no doctrinal arguments refuting others 
or defending “healthy teaching.” The only exception is the argument against 
dietary restrictions (1 Tim. 4:3–5), but even there the text is vague and ambigu-
ous. In sum, descriptions of bad teachers do not force a decision on the date.

It is more productive to consider different types of opponents reflected in 
the PE. The letters envision three types of opposition: factionalism within the 
community, social criticism from without, and official persecution (Hutson 
2012, 171–77).

Factionalism within the Christian community. All three letters indicate fac-
tionalism. In 1 Timothy we read that “certain persons” who “teach otherwise” 
(1:3; cf. 6:3) have “swerved” and “turned aside” (1:6; 6:20) and “shipwrecked 
their faith” (1:19), some of whom were once under Paul’s authority (1:20). 
In 2 Timothy rival teachers have abandoned Paul (1:15; 4:10), including Hy-
menaeus and Philetus (2:17) and perhaps Alexander the bronze- smith (4:14). 
In the Letter to Titus we find “many disorderly, . . . whose mouths must be 
stopped” (1:10–11) and whom Titus is to “reprove unceasingly” (1:13).

The letters indicate internal debates regarding marriage (1 Tim. 4:3), diet 
(1 Tim. 4:3), eschatology (2 Tim. 2:18), and the interpretation of Jewish Scrip-
tures (1 Tim. 1:4, 7; 4:7; Titus 1:10, 14). Pastoral Paul disapproves “specula-
tions” (1 Tim. 1:4) and refers intriguingly to “the antitheses of what is falsely 
called knowledge” (1 Tim. 6:20). The PE may reflect multiple doctrines and 
movements, and the commentary will speculate on their identities. Never-
theless, from these vague references we cannot with certainty identify any 
specific doctrinal positions. It is likely that social stratification within the 
community rather than doctrinal differences created some of the problems 
that the letters seek to correct (Countryman 1980; Kidd 1990). The emphasis 
is on the ethical misconduct of bad teachers rather than on their doctrine.

Social criticism from outsiders. Romans viewed new religions as strange, 
deviant, or subversive (Wilken 1984). Romans who misunderstood such Chris-
tian practices as the agapē meal, Eucharist, and “holy kiss” accused Christians 
of moral outrage (Tacitus, Annals 15.44), superstition (Pliny, Ep. Tra. 10.96.7), 
cannibalism, and orgies (Minucius Felix, Octavius 9.5–6). One major aim of 
the PE is to help deflect suspicion that Christianity is socially disruptive or 
politically subversive (D. MacDonald 1983; M. MacDonald 1988, 160–202). 
The paraenetic style (see “Genre” above) is well suited to this concern, since 
paraenesis functioned to foster the honor of a good reputation and avoid the 
shame of a bad reputation (ps.-Libanius, Epistolary Styles 52).

Pastoral Paul worries about outsiders who criticize Christian mores. An 
overseer must be “irreproachable” and have “a good testimony from outsiders” 
(1 Tim. 3:2, 7). An overseer must be able “to reprove those who speak against” 
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(Titus 1:9). Younger widows should “give no occasion to the opponent to revile 
us” (1 Tim. 5:14). Younger men should practice “healthy speech that is not 
condemned, so that one from the opposition might be put to shame, having 
nothing mean to say about us” (Titus 2:8). Slaves should behave so “that the 
name of God and the teaching not be slandered” (1 Tim. 6:1).

Official persecution. Only in 2 Timothy do we read about persecution from 
political authorities. Paul is a prisoner (1:8) in chains (1:16) as a wrongdoer 
(2:9), who has already faced one trial (4:16). He has a history of persecution in 
Antioch, Iconium, and Lystra (3:11). We know those persecutions from Acts 
13–14. In Antioch Paul attracted the interest of “the whole city” (13:44) and of 
“devout women of high standing and the leading men of the city” (13:50). In 
Iconium, “most of the city was divided” over the Christian newcomers (14:4), 
and Paul’s mission generated anger from gentiles and Jews “along with their 
rulers” (14:5). In Lystra, “the Jews” persuaded “the crowds” to stone Paul 
(14:19). In other words, what began as a doctrinal dispute within the synagogue 
in Antioch grew into a public furor that rolled from town to town, feeding on 
popular prejudices and attracting the notice of the civil authorities. The PE 
as a collection suggest a similar development.

Finally, “Alexander the bronze- smith did me much harm” and is liable to 
cause trouble for Timothy (2 Tim. 4:14–15). If this is the same Alexander 
mentioned in 1 Tim. 1:20, he was a rival teacher who turned against Paul. The 
“harm” might have been blasphemy (1 Tim. 1:20), which would imply slander 
from rival teachers (1 Tim. 6:4; 2 Tim. 3:2) or from outsiders (1 Tim. 1:13; 6:1; 
Titus 2:5). If Alexander discredited the community among non- Christians, 
there is a progression from rival teachers who turn against Paul (1 Timothy) 
to Paul in prison as a wrongdoer (2 Timothy).

Summary regarding Date and Authorship

In my opinion, the evidence from Polycarp indicates that the PE were writ-
ten before 120 and likely before 100. At the earlier end of the date range, the 
question is whether Paul wrote the PE. A confirmed allusion to a Gospel would 
call Pauline authorship into question. Otherwise, only a subjective assess-
ment of the cumulative weight of evidence from a linguistic and theological 
perspective, along with consideration of how the PE fit within their historical 
and cultural context, can decide the matter.

In the commentary, I point out details that bear on date and authorship. 
Whatever your assumptions, I encourage you to hold them lightly and keep 
asking, “What if I’m wrong?” By the end, the cumulative evidence may con-
firm your view or push you to reevaluate. Either way, my hope is that every 
reader will better appreciate what these letters say about Christian ministry.

The PE presume correct doctrine and focus on ethics. Bad teachers exemplify 
the types of misconduct a good minister should avoid. Pastoral Paul reminds 
his protégés of the good behavior they should model. He offers direction on 

Date

_Hutson_First&SecondTim-Titus_WT_djm.indd   37 8/21/19   12:33 PM

Christopher R. Hutson, First and Second Timothy and Titus
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2019. Used by permission.



16

how a minister devoted to the household of God could cope with bad Chris-
tian teachers, social criticism from outsiders, and the prospect of persecution 
from authorities.

Postcolonial Interpretation of  the Pastoral Epistles

Postcolonial theory explores how marginalized groups negotiate space for 
themselves within the ideological constraints of a dominant society. Early 
Christianity was a marginal movement, with no legal standing in the em-
pire apart from its origins in the oft- despised Jewish ethnic minority. Homi 
Bhabha’s phrase “sly civility” is an apt description of Pastoral Paul’s attitude 
(Hoklotubbe 2017, 57n2). The PE “strategically imitate the discourse associated 
with the imperial cult” and “adopt recognizably compliant postures toward 
imperial power” (Hoklotubbe 2017, 78).

Pastoral Paul embraces some of the ideals of Roman elites, such as piety, 
decorum, and temperance, and he repudiates Christian teachers who violate 
those ideals. He avoids attacking the establishment directly and counsels prayer 
for rulers and obedience of enslaved people. But he does not swallow Roman 
ideology whole. He brings Jewish monotheism, apocalypticism, and a Jewish 
experience of how to keep a non- Roman religion alive in Roman society. His 
ethics are christological and eschatological. He is in the Greco- Roman world 
but not of the Greco- Roman world.

James Scott and “Infrapolitics”

Helpful is James C. Scott’s theory of “infrapolitics” (politics from below), 
how marginalized groups function in relation to dominant cultures (J. Scott 
1990, 2013). According to Scott, for marginalized populations,

the luxury of relatively safe, open political opposition is both rare and recent. 
The vast majority of people have been and continue to be not citizens, but 
subjects. . . . The strategic imperatives of infrapolitics make it not simply dif-
ferent in degree from the open politics of modern democracies; they impose 
a fundamentally different logic of political action. No public claims are made, 
no open symbolic lines are drawn. All political action takes forms that are de-
signed to obscure their intentions or to take cover behind an apparent meaning. 
Virtually no one acts in his own name for avowed purposes, for that would be 
self- defeating. Precisely because such political action is studiously designed to 
be anonymous or to disclaim its purpose, infrapolitics requires more than a 
little interpretation. Things are not exactly as they seem. (Scott 1990, 199–200)

James Scott argues that the “public transcripts” of both elites and subjects 
inevitably reflect elitist viewpoints. But what subjects say in private does not 
necessarily match their public transcripts. Even in public, the subjects find 
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ways of challenging elite perspectives in veiled language that avoids recrimi-
nations. Scott looks for “hidden transcripts,” expressions of alternatives to 
the dominant ideologies. Recent scholars have applied Scott’s theory to the 
NT to understand how early Christians negotiated their place in the empire 
(Horsley 2004; N. Beck 2010).

The Household of  God

In the PE, a leading metaphor for the church is the “household of God” 
(1 Tim. 3:15). One fruitful line of inquiry has been to compare blocks of 
instruction in the PE with the so- called Household Code. The typical House-
hold Code dealt with three axes of power, with the male head of household 
as the dominant pole in each axis: husband/wife, father/children, master/
enslaved (Seneca, Ep. 94.1; cf. Col. 3:18–4:1; Eph. 5:21–6:9; Crouch 1972). The 
Household Code was part of a larger topos on Household Management that 
included discussion of the proper acquisition and use of wealth (Balch 1981). 
This topos originated in ancient political theory, especially in the correlation 
between a well- ordered household and a well- ordered state (Aristotle, Pol. 
1253b, 1260b; Eth. Nic. 8.10 [1160b–61a]; cf. Plato, Republic 433c–d; Laws 
690a–d; Judge 1960, 30–39; Balch 1981, 23–62).

The PE do not contain a Household Code per se, but we see aspects of the 
topos in 1 Timothy and Titus, to which D. C. Verner (1983) applies the looser 
term “Station Code.” Although there is no explicit discussion of father and 
children, overseers and deacons should be good fathers (1 Tim. 3:4–5, 12), and 
Timothy should treat elders like fathers (1 Tim. 5:1–2). There is much attention 
to the proper behavior of wives, though not husbands (1 Tim. 2:9–15; [3:11?]; 
5:3–16; cf. 2 Tim. 2:6–7; Titus 2:4); of slaves, though not masters (1 Tim. 6:1–2; 
Titus 2:9–10); and of subjects, though not rulers (1 Tim. 2:1–7; Titus 3:1–2). 
And there is concern about the proper use of wealth (1 Tim. 6:6–10, 17–19).

Because the Household Management topos was pervasive, outsiders could 
adapt it to show that they fit in. For example, in a context in which mystery 
cults drew suspicion of undermining social order (Plutarch, Conj. praec. 19 
[Mor. 140d]), a cult of Dionysus in Philippi advertised their social conformity 
to squelch rumors about their secret meetings (SIG 3.985; Standhartinger 
2000, 126–27). Similarly, Jewish writers used the topos to show that Torah 
was consistent with prevailing social order (Philo, Decal. 165–67; Spec. Laws 
2.225–27; Joseph 38–39; Josephus, Ag. Ap. 2.199; Balch 1981, 52–56). In the 
NT, 1 Peter adapts the topos in negotiating a Christian identity within a hostile 
environment (Balch 1981, 81–116). But 1 Peter empathizes with the plight of 
aliens, abused wives, and slaves, whereas Pastoral Paul appears to approach 
the problems from the viewpoint of wealthy, slave- owning, male heads of 
household. But that appearance may also be part of a defensive strategy.

Cynthia Briggs Kittredge (2004) suggests that traditional interpretations of 
Ephesians are too quick to embrace Greco- Roman social values of patriarchal 
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families as normative for Christianity. Christian feminists could profitably “read 
Ephesians as a public transcript that is in itself ‘resistance’ to the Greco- Roman 
household model by its christological modification of the motifs of marital, 
parental, and slave subordination” (Kittredge 2004, 151). In other words, we 
must recognize the family model that Ephesians assumes as typical of the 
surrounding society and distinguish it from the ways Ephesians modifies that 
model christologically.

Gail Streete sees a “technique of resistance” in the emphasis on self- discipline 
in the PE. These letters champion “a completely disciplined community of 
‘households’ within a household (the church) in which one . . . obeys the 
rules that promote the survival of the church.” Such a community “does not 
withdraw to create its vision of a good society, but instead presents its vision 
as an achievable transformation of the existing society ‘of the present age’ 
(tō nyn aiōni, 1 Tim. 6:17)” (Streete 1999, 299, 313; cf. Streete 2009, 155). It 
is “consonant with the prevailing social order,” precisely in order “to achieve 
transformation within a dominant culture” (Streete 1999, 300).

The Subordination of  Women

The PE are central to debates about whether women should be ordained 
and to what ministries. Most Christian leaders, men themselves, have applied 
the PE to reinforce male dominance in the church. The most important text is 
1 Tim. 2:11–12, traditionally translated, “Let a woman learn in silence with all 
submissiveness. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is 
to keep silent” (RSV). The commentary discusses problems with the traditional 
translation and application of these verses, but for now suffice it to say that this 
text is the chief cornerstone of a wall between men and women in the church. 
Patriarchalist wall builders have found additional bricks in passages that reflect 
traditional domestic roles for women (1 Tim. 2:8–15; 5:3–16; Titus 2:3–5), imply 
the instability of women (1 Tim. 2:14; 2 Tim. 3:6–7), and portray church lead-
ers as analogous to male heads of household (e.g., 1 Tim. 3:1–13; Titus 1:5–9).

There have always been alternative voices for female leadership in Chris-
tianity, even if they have usually been dismissed or suppressed. But the twen-
tieth century saw a new rise in such voices. Martin Dibelius staked out what 
came to be the dominant position of the twentieth century: the PE represent a 
shift from Paul’s countercultural community, living in expectation of Christ’s 
imminent return, to a community accommodated to the dominant culture, 
awaiting Christ’s return in some distant future (Dibelius and Conzelmann 1972, 
8–10, 39–41). Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (1983) applied a “hermeneutics 
of suspicion” that critiqued the androcentric bias in biblical texts written by 
men and largely for men. David Horrell (1993) argued that what began as a 
“potentially subversive faith” in the undisputed Pauline letters became in the 
PE “a religious ideology which supports and legitimates the forms of domi-
nation upon which Graeco- Roman society depended.” More recent scholars 
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have argued that the PE were intended to tame any liberating impulses that 
might have arisen from Pauline Christianity (e.g., J. Marshall 2008; Mitchell 
2008; Zamfir 2013, 19–36; Krause 2016). Ironically, many feminists agree with 
traditional patriarchalists that the intention of the author is to inscribe the 
subordination of women in the church. Typical are the following:

In keeping with his ideal of patriarchal order, male social control, and the hier-
archic transparency of church organization, the immediate goal of the author 
is to establish an outwardly recognizable household order for the whole church 
on the unabridged model of the paterfamilias- institution. . . . To reach this goal 
he endeavors, with Paul’s help, to transfer to his church the hierarchic structure 
of the ideal household, including, of course, marriage and procreation as the 
necessary and normative foundation also of the Christian oikonomic orga-
nization. (Fatum 2005, 179–80)

The PE develop an ideal of ecclesial and social hierarchy based on traditional 
values, in an attempt to impose in the community and in the oikos an order 
thought to embody divine will. (Zamfir 2013, 19, cf. 69)

In my opinion, this approach is backward. Pastoral Paul is not embracing 
Greco- Roman social mores as normative; rather, he is injecting Christian theo-
logical commitments— monotheism, Christology, apocalyptic eschatology— 
into a Roman social context.

Seeing What Is Hidden

In using James Scott’s theory, we must not claim too much, projecting 
wishful thinking onto the text (Zamfir 2013, 12–19). A “hidden transcript” is, 
after all, hidden. The PE are a public transcript, designed to avoid antagoniz-
ing dominant social and political expectations. How can we read between the 
lines to reconstruct what Pastoral Paul said offstage in private?

Direct challenge. Pastoral Paul’s challenge to Roman sensibilities is not 
always hidden. He is unequivocal in his stand for monotheism (1 Tim. 2:1–7), 
and much of what he says in these letters can be understood as advice on 
how to keep marching forward, holding aloft the flag of monotheism, which 
is likely to draw fire.

Not telling the story. Meanwhile, Pastoral Paul lowers his Christology flag. 
The overt transcript is about the “manifestation” (epiphaneia) of a God, who 
“educates us” to live by virtues that any Greek or Roman would espouse— 
piety, temperance, and justice (Titus 2:11–12). What we don’t read is how that 
God was “manifested” in the flesh of a Jewish peasant who was crucified for 
alleged insurrection.

The Jesus story is essential to the letters, but it is offstage. In liturgical 
fragments and “trustworthy sayings,” we read allusions but not the story. We 
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recognize allusions only because we know the story already. We read about a 
divine manifestation (1 Tim. 1:15; 3:16; 2 Tim. 1:9–10; Titus 2:11; 3:4) and a 
hint of a physical birth (2 Tim. 2:8). We don’t read how Jesus died, but there 
are hints of self- sacrifice (1 Tim. 2:6; Titus 2:14), that Pilate was involved 
(1 Tim. 6:13), and that it was shameful (2 Tim. 1:8). There is one mention of 
Jesus’s resurrection (2 Tim. 2:8), but we could not make sense of the hymn in 
1 Tim. 3:16 without resurrection. We read about an exaltation (1 Tim. 3:16; 
2 Tim. 2:11; 4:1) and anticipated coming (Titus 2:13; cf. 2 Tim. 1:18; 2:11; 
4:1, 8). Pastoral Paul assumes that readers know he is anchoring his ethics in 
that story, not in Greek philosophy or Roman ideology.

Living Roman, writing Greek, thinking Jewish, acting Christian. Pastoral 
Paul lives in a Roman ideological world and uses Greek terminology. When he 
calls for piety, temperance, and justice, he uses the vocabulary of the power 
brokers, but the content of his vocabulary is informed as much by the Septuagint 
as by any philosophical treatise. The PE also display an apocalyptic expecta-
tion (Kidd 1990; Harding 2017). Monotheism, the resurrection of Christ, and 
hope in the age to come ground the ethics of these letters. Pastoral Paul asserts 
the supremacy of the one God and adapts Jewish practices of resistance to 
the imperial cult (1 Tim. 2). His discussion of honor and wealth undermines 
Greco- Roman assumptions about privilege and power (1 Tim. 5–6). The in-
carnation and parousia of Christ inform Christian ethics in the present age 
(Titus 2–3). The minister’s struggle is spiritual warfare oriented toward life 
in the age to come (2 Tim. 1–2). Pastoral Paul’s context is Greco- Roman, but 
his religious thinking is Jewish, and his call to action is Christocentric.

Deliberate ambiguity. Pastoral Paul frames social issues in terms amenable 
to the perspective of male Roman citizens, but we should not assume that he 
shares their perspectives. In 1 Tim. 6:1–2 he admonishes slaves in words that 
are deliberately ambiguous, so that unbelieving masters will hear what they 
want to hear, and the enslaved can hear what they need to hear.

Choosing between acceptable alternatives. When it comes to the attire and 
behavior of women in 1 Tim. 2:9–10, Pastoral Paul does not embrace Greco- 
Roman culture uncritically. There were different ways of being Roman, and 
he considers which way is more compatible with Christian ideals. He grounds 
directives in a theological narrative different from that of the dominant culture. 
Throughout this commentary we shall observe points at which the PE preserve 
a “hidden transcript” that is countercultural.

How to Use This Commentary

If you are reading a commentary on the PE, you are a hard- core Bible student. 
I hope seasoned scholars and ministers will find insights here, but these letters 
are especially for ministerial students. In the commentary I point out details 
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that were apt for youth in antiquity. In “Theological Issues,” I offer my own 
exhortations to young ministers, tapping 2,000 years of Christian tradition 
about spiritual and ministerial formation. I encourage you to explore your own 
and other traditions more thoroughly. As a minister, you must expound the 
gospel amid new cultural trends and philosophical questions. You will speak 
more effectively when you can bring to bear the weight of two millennia of 
deep thinking from spiritual ancestors who faced similar questions in the past.

I assume that many readers are students who may not yet be highly familiar 
with the ancient literature and material evidence from which scholars under-
stand the cultural context of the NT. I have tried to be generous in quoting 
texts and identifying who wrote them, where, and when. For those who wish 
to dig deeper, the parenthetical notes offer additional resources. For those who 
read or are learning Greek, I sometimes comment on vocabulary, grammar, 
and textual variants. For those who wish to understand the cultural context 
more fully, I frequently cite additional primary and secondary sources.

My task is to guide readers through a scholarly forest. A commentary of 
this size tends to stick to the main path, pointing out landmarks, pitfalls, 
side paths, and alternate routes, but not analyzing every beetle and lichen. I 
sometimes indicate where previous hikers camped or hacked their initials into 
favorite trees. I try to pick up some rubbish they dropped, but if they had not 
passed through, I myself would not have a sense of this forest. I have tried to 
be fair in describing where scholars have taken different routes. When I think 
one pathway is superior, I argue for it. But often I point out more than one 
legitimate option and leave readers to choose. Sometimes I eliminate a weak 
position and leave other options open. When I do not force a decision, readers 
may judge whether the text is genuinely ambiguous or my thinking is cloudy.

In the end, I hope that, for hiking it with me, you will understand better this 
patch of forest known as the Pastoral Epistles. Whether or not you follow my 
recommendation at every turn, I hope you will gain a stronger understanding 
of early Christian ministry in the first two centuries and will consider how 
Christian ministers might lean into the twenty- first century.

How to Use This Commentary
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Introduction to 1 Timothy

Genre

In content 1 Timothy is paraenesis, or moral exhortation (see “Genre” in the 
general introduction). In form, 1 Timothy resembles ancient administrative 
letters, such as from a king to a governor or an official to an assistant, of which 
numerous examples survive (Welles 1934; J. White 1986, §§5–26; Stirewalt 1993, 
6–10; 2003, 25–55; Klauck 2006, 77–101; Johnson 2001, 137–42; Kidson 2014; 
and cf. Mitchell 2002, who critiques the use of some papyrus evidence). Such 
letters were generally brief. After the opening address, a typical proem describes 
the circumstances that led to the letter. The letter body begins with a statement 
of the purpose of the letter, often introduced by “therefore” (Welles 1934, xliv, 
§36.17; §37.7; §44.18). The purpose might be simply to inform (“that you may 
know,” J. White 1986, §7.8; §9.10–11), or to issue some directive(s) (Welles 1934, 
§36.17ff.; J. White 1986, §10.6, 12; §13.6–7; §19.7ff.). First Timothy is longer 
than most administrative letters. The longest letter in Welles’s collection runs 
108 lines of Greek text (Welles 1934, §3/4; cf. PTebt 27, a dossier of 110 lines), 
similar in length to Titus. Paraenetic letters sometimes ran longer. Several of 
Seneca’s Moral Epistles are longer than 1 Timothy. In sum, 1 Timothy is an 
administrative letter containing moral exhortation from an older mentor to 
a younger protégé (similarly, Kidson 2014).

Addressee

Timothy was one of Paul’s closest and most trusted coworkers (Hutson 1997, 
60–61). According to Acts, he joined Paul on his second and third journeys 
(Acts 16–20; cf. 2 Cor. 1:19; Rom. 16:21). Paul trusted him to handle difficult 
pastoral assignments (1 Thess. 3:1–6; 1 Cor. 4:17; 16:10–11), called him “soul 
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mate” (Phil. 2:20), and credited him as coauthor of four letters (1 Thessalo-
nians, 2 Thessalonians, 2 Corinthians, and Philippians). His appearance in 
this letter as a “youth” (4:12; 5:1–2), then, does not square with the common 
theory that Paul wrote this letter during a post- Acts mission in the early 60s, 
by which time Timothy would have been at least 30 years old and well seasoned 
in ministry (see “Chronology of Paul’s Life” in the general introduction). In 
light of this, we might try to date this letter much earlier in the 50s (Robinson 
1976, 67–85; P. Walker 2012a; 2012b) and/or consider the aims of the author in 
constructing an addressee who was at least in part artificial (see “Addressees” 
and “The PE as a letter collection” in the general introduction).

Ephesus

The letter addresses Timothy in Ephesus (1:3; see “Chronology of Paul’s 
Life” in the general introduction). Some have labored to read the letter in the 
context of the Artemis cult and/or specific history and culture of Ephesus 
(e.g., Padgett 1987; Kroeger and Kroeger 1992; Baugh 2005; Hoag 2015). 
In my opinion, the arguments of the letter are generically applicable in any 
Greek- speaking context of the eastern Roman Empire, certainly including 
but not limited to Ephesus.

Outline of 1 Timothy

Letter opening (1:1–2)

Proem: First charge to Timothy 
(1:3–20)

Circumstances of the charge (1:3–7)

Digression on the nature of Torah 
(1:8–11)

Thanksgiving prayer (1:12–17)

The charge proper (1:18–20)

First set of directives concerning the 
church (2:1–3:13)

Exhortation to pray for all people 
(2:1–7)

Proper comportment for prayer 
(2:8–10)

Digression on women teaching 
(2:11–3:1a)

Pastoral leadership (3:1b–13)

Overseers (3:1b–7)

Deacons (3:8–13)

Second charge to Timothy (3:14–4:16)
The foundation of the truth (3:14–16)

Doctrines of demons (4:1–5)

Training for piety (4:6–16)

Proper diet (4:6–7)

Exercise (4:8–11)

Practice (4:12–16)

Second set of directives concerning 
the church (5:1–6:2a)

Elder and younger (5:1–2)

Widows (5:3–16)

Honor for real widows (5:3)

Offspring should care for widows 
(5:4–8)

Introduction to 1 Timothy
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Enrolled widows (5:9–10)

Younger widows (5:11–15)

Women should care for widows (5:16)

Elders (5:17–25)

Honor for teaching elders (5:17–18)

Adjudication of charges against elders 
(5:19–21)

Ordination of elders (5:22–25)

Slaves (6:1–2a)

Third charge to Timothy (6:2b–21)
Those who teach otherwise (6:2b–10)

Exhortation to flee . . . pursue 
(6:11–12)

Exhortation to keep the command-
ment (6:13–16)

The rich in this age (6:17–19)

Exhortation to guard the deposit, and 
the letter closing (6:20–21)

Ephesus
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1 Timothy 1:1–2

Letter Opening

Introductory Matters

The standard opening of an ancient Greek letter included (a) the name of the 
author, (b) the name of the addressee(s), and (c) a greeting. All three parts of 
this opening receive theological embellishment more elaborate than one expects 
in a private letter. The self- introduction of the author seems odd for a private 
letter to an intimate associate, but administrative letters typically included 
the formal titles of the writer and/or addressee and sometimes included a 

term of endearment for the addressee (Kidson 2014, 
106). The elaborate self- identification here suggests 
that this letter was aimed at a secondary audience 
who did not know Paul (see comment at 6:21). My 
suggestion is that the targeted secondary readers 
are youthful ministers analogous to the “youthful” 
Timothy portrayed in this letter.

Tracing the Train of  Thought

1:1–2. The author identifies himself as Paul, apostle of  Christ Jesus, in accor-
dance with the command of  God our Savior and Christ Jesus our hope (1:1). 
Paul was commissioned as an “apostle of Christ Jesus” (Gal. 1:1, 15–16). The 
phrase “in accordance with the command [kat’ epitagēn] of God” (Rom. 16:26; 
1 Cor. 7:6) reflects a standard formula for obedience to the command of a 
ruler (1 Esd. 1:16 LXX [= 1:18 Eng.]) or deity (NewDocs 2:§49; MM 247, s.v. 
epitagē). “God our Savior” introduces a motif central to the theology of this 

1 Timothy 1:1–2  
in the Rhetorical Flow

$Letter opening (1:1–2)
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letter and Titus (2:3; 4:10; cf. Titus 1:3; 2:10; 3:4; Sumney 1999b). An ancient 
pagan would apply the epithet “Savior” to any deity who delivered from death. 
A Jewish reader would have no trouble applying this language to the God of 
Israel. Two details place this reference in a distinctly Christian context. The 
correlation between “God our Savior” and “Christ Jesus our hope” hints at, 
but does not explicitly declare, a high Christology (cf. Titus 2:13; 3:4), and the 
word “hope” conveys an eschatological connotation (cf. Titus 1:2; 2:13; 3:7).

The letter is addressed to Timothy, a true child in faith (1:2a). The appella-
tion “true child” (cf. Titus 1:4) is not found in the undisputed Pauline letters, 
but it reflects how Paul related to his converts as a “father” to “children” 
(1 Cor. 4:15; 2 Cor. 6:13; Gal. 4:19; 1 Thess. 2:11–12). The word translated 
“true” (gnēsios) originally designated a “legitimate” child, but it came to apply 
in various contexts to anything genuine, honorable, or sincere (MM 128–29, 
s.v. gnēsios). Here it is a term of affection for a close protégé.

The opening greeting is grace, mercy, and peace be to you from God [our] 
Father and Christ Jesus our Lord (1:2b). Whereas the typical Greek letter 
opened with a simple “greetings” (chairein, James 1:1; Acts 15:23; Klauck 
2006, 17–21), Paul routinely made it a pun with the word “grace” (charis). 
He usually combined this with the Jewish greeting “peace” (e.g., 2 Bar. 78.3). 
The greeting in 1:2 is typically Pauline, except for the insertion of “mercy” 
(eleos), the usual LXX translation for the Hebrew hesed, God’s “gracious love” 
or “faithful and merciful help” (R. Bultmann, TDNT 2:479–82). Although 
“mercy” appears in no other Pauline greeting except 2 Tim. 1:2 (and Titus 
1:4 var.), it does appear in the benediction of Gal. 6:16 and in some episto-
lary greetings outside the Pauline corpus (2 John 3; Jude 2). So this greeting 
is atypical for Paul but consistent with Paul’s Jewish theological orientation. 
Rhetorically, “mercy” anticipates the thanksgiving prayer (1:13, 16).

Theological Issues

The identity of any human writer who bears witness to God is an interesting 
historical question, but it is secondary to the question of the content of that 
testimony about who God is and what God is doing. Whatever your judgment 
about the identity of the author (see “Author” in the general introduction), 
the fundamental theological question in this letter from an “apostle of Christ 
Jesus” (1:1) to a “minister of Christ Jesus” (4:6) is how the story of Christ 
Jesus defines the minister and the minister’s message.

Even though the PE fit comfortably into Greco- Roman cultural contexts, the 
language of “grace, mercy, and peace” indicates that their underlying theology 
stems from Jewish roots. Pastoral Paul does not inculcate Greco- Roman values 
as normative for Christian practice so much as describe how to function as a 
“good minister of Messiah Jesus” in a Greco- Roman social context.

Theological Issues
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