
many scholars claim that it is not hard to imagine that, in the same vein, a well-
meaning first-century admirer of Paul could have composed a second letter to 
the Thessalonians in Paul’s name, or that other devout and sincere Christians 
could have composed letters in the names of Peter or James or Jude.

Nevertheless, we do know that outright forgeries sometimes were produced. 
People presented their own work under the name of a prominent church leader 
so that their ideas might obtain wider acceptance than they would have received 
otherwise. We see in 2 Thessalonians an explicit warning about forged letters that 
might be circulating under Paul’s name (2 Thess. 2:2). The Muratorian Fragment, 
a document from the latter half of the second century, also refers to pseudepi-
graphic writings that are deemed illegitimate: “There is current also an epistle to 
the Laodiceans and another one to the Alexandrians, both forged in Paul’s name 
to further the heresy of Marcion, and several others which cannot be received into 
the catholic church—for it is not fitting that gall be mixed with honey” (63–70).

What Did the Early Church Think of Pseudepigraphy?

We noted that disciples of the Greek philosopher Pythagoras continued to 
publish works in his name long after he was dead. A later Greek writer, Porphyry, 
knew full well that this was the case but accepted those disciples’ writings as 
genuine works of Pythagoras nonetheless. But did the Christian church have a 
similar attitude toward writings by Christians produced in the names of influen-
tial and prominent apostles? The bishop responsible for producing 3 Corinthians 
in the second century actually came under discipline when he confessed to being 
the author of that document. Whatever his intentions, the existence of the letter 

Box 11.2

Authorship and Pseudepigraphy: Levels of Authenticity
 1. Literal authorship. A church leader writes a letter in his own hand.

 2. Dictation. A church leader dictates a letter almost word for word to an amanuensis.

 3. Delegated authorship. A church leader describes the basic content of an intended 

letter to a disciple or to an amanuensis, who then writes the letter for the leader to ap-

prove and sign.

 4. Posthumous authorship. A church leader dies, and his disciples finish a letter that he 

had intended to write, sending it posthumously in his name.

 5. Apprentice authorship. A church leader dies, and disciples who had been authorized 

to speak for him while he was alive continue to do so by writing letters in his name years 

or decades after his death.

 6. Honorable pseudepigraphy. A church leader dies, and admirers seek to honor him by 

writing letters in his name as a tribute to his influence and in a sincere belief that they 

are responsible bearers of his tradition.

 7. Forgery. A church leader obtains sufficient prominence that, either before or after his 

death, people seek to exploit his legacy by forging letters in his name, presenting him 

as a supporter of their own ideas.

Muratorian Frag-
ment: a document 
from the latter half of 
the second century 
that lists which New 
Testament writings 
were considered to 
be Scripture at that 
time.
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