SUMMARY & BACKROUND OF PAULINE & GENERAL EP ISTLES
ROMANS

Romans is the longest and most systematically reasoned of Paul's letters. Paul announces it:fitehTe in
the gospel is Godsower for salvation, for both Jew and Gentile, because it shows us how our righteousness comes
from God. Paul explains the need for justification through faith because df%th4:25. He then spells out the
results of justification by faith in terms of both present experience and futureSdipgg 39. In the next three
chapters, he expresses his sorrow that neéhys fellow Israelites have not embraced the gospel, and he wrestles
with the theological implications of thist{s. 9 11). He concludes by describing how the gospel should affect one's
everydy life (chs. 12 16). Paul wrote his letter to Rome in abeub. 57.

1 CORINTHIANS

The city of Corinth was at the heart of a primary trade route in the ancient world. Like many citiegvbain
trade, Corinth had a reputation for sexual immorality, religious diversity, and corruption. The church that Paul
planted thereActs 18 floundered under all of these influences and begalivide over various issues. First
Corinthians addresses many of the practical questions dividing the éhguelstions concerning such things as
spiritual gifts, marriage, food offered to idols, and the resurrection. Paul urged the Corinthiansifiedarnuh to
give themselves fully to "the work of the Lordl'5:58. Chapter 13ncludes a welknown passage on the nature
andimportance of love. Paul wrote this letter to the Corinthians from Ephesus in the spring5H.

2 CORINTHIANS

Paul's second letter to the Corinthians discusses some of the things previously addressed but also deals with new
issues. While 1 Corinthiartalled for believers to be unified with each other, in 2 Corinthians Paul urges the church
to be "unified" with him in his ministry. Paul's opponents were undermining his work, claiming that his suffering
(11:2429) proved he was not a true apostle. Paul responds that his suffering highlights his dependence on Christ, as
it points to Christ's strength rather than his own. Second Corinthians includes stirring perspectives on the gospel
(chs. 25), encouragements to holy livinghs. 6 7), and instructions about givinghs. 8 9). Paul wrote from
Macedonia im.D. 56, a year after writing 1 Corinthians.

GALATIANS

Paul's letter to the Galatians was addressed to a group of churches in Galatia, a region of modern Turkey. Paul
had preached the gospel in thebarches. He wrote to counter those who taught that Christians must keep the Old
Testament law in order to be accepted by God. Paul began with a defense of his apostolic hthdfif),(then
made it clear that all believers, Jew and Gentile alike, enjoy complete salvation in &lwigt4). In chapters 56
Paul showed how the gospel of grace leads to true freedom and godly living. Perhaps the central message of
Galatians is "a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Chti€t"Raul wrote this
letter sometime betweenD. 48 and 58.

EPHESIANS

The apostle Paul wrote Ephesians to the churches around Ephesusd to display the scope of God's
eternal plansor all humanity for Jews and Gentiles alike. This is the mystery of God, hidden for ages but now
made known in Jesus Christ. The first three chapters focus on what Christians believe, unfolding the glorious riches
of God's grace in Jesus Christ. Dead sisrare made alive and gain eternal salvation "by grace . . . through faith"
(2:8). The last three chapters explain the implications of God's grace for the church, for individuals, anttidsr fam
This second section comes to a climax with a command to stand with the armor of God against the devil. Paul
probably wrote this letter while in prison in Rome abeut 60.
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PHILIPPIANS

Philippians overflows with joy and thanksgiving. Paul wrote this letter from prison in Rome (probably about
A.D. 61) to the church in Philippi to thank them for a gift. Paul reported the joyful news that Epaphroditus, who had
brought their gift to Paul, lterecovered from his illness and was returning to Philippi. Paul said that he had learned
the secret of being content in any situation, and he told them about his situation in prison. He expressed joy that
more people were hearing about Christ even if sagre proclaiming the gospel with bad motives. Concerned that
the Christians in Philippi would be unified, he challenged them to be servants just as Jesus was when he "made
himself nothing" and became a man rather than clinging to the rights of his mttime 2:1-11).

COLOSSIANS

Paul wrote this letter to the church in Colossae (abmut60) to counteract false teachers. Evidently these
teachers were trying to impose strict rules about eating and drinking and religious festivals, and were advocating the
worship of angels. Paul shows the superiority of Christ over all human philosoptigaditions. He writes of
Christ's deity ("He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creatiohf]] and of the reconciliation he
accomplished with his blood. He explaihst the right way of living in this world is to focus on heavenly rather
than earthly things. God's chosen people must leave their sinful lives behind and live in a godly way, looking to
Christ as the head of the churdhi@).

1 THESSALONIANS

This affectionate letter, one of Paul's first{. 51), was written to encourage these new believers in their faith,
to give them assurance about the eternal state of believers who had died, talreminfl"the coming of the Lord"
(4:15), and to exhort them to godly living. He urged them to be at peace, and to "give thanks in all circumstances"
(5:18. Thessalonica (preseday Thessaloniki, Greece) was the capital of Roman Macedonia. It lay astride
important trade routes. Paul, twice identified as the aufhyrZ:18), visited Thessalonica on his second missionary
journey but was forced to flee because of intense Jewish opposition. Soon he sent Timothy to the largely Gentile
church there. Timothbrought him good news of their faitB:6).

2 THESSALONIANS

This letter from the apostle Padl{; 3:17) was probably written shortly after his first letter to the church in
Thessalonica. He had been boasting of them to other churches, telling of their faith and their love for each other in
the face of persecution. Paul reminded them that God will repay their persecutors. He also addressed two recurring
problems in this church. First, as seen in 1 Thessalonians, they were concerned that the Lord had already returned.
Paul urged them not to b@me "shaken in mind or alarmed," fearing that "the day of the Lord" 2 Thessal@r#ans(
had already come. Second, he admonished them not to be idle, commanding them that, "If anyoriérig tmt w
work, let him not eat"3:10).

1 TIMOTHY

First Timothy is one of three pastoral letters (including 2 Timothy and Titus) that the aging apostle Paul sent to
those who would continugs work. Timothy was, in every way, Paul's spiritual son. Young but gifted, Timothy had
been assigned to lead the church at Eplesushurch needing order in worship as well as doctrinal correction,
plagued as it was by false teachers. Paul's lettety likritten aboui.D. 62i 64, counseled the young man on
matters of church leadersiigrom proper worship, to detailed qualifications for elders and deacons, to advice on
confronting false teaching and how to treat various individuals within a congred@giohcharged Timothy to live
a life beyond reproach, giving believers a standard to emulate.
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2 TIMOTHY

This was the final letter written by Pawl.§. 64i 68) as he awaited execution in a Roman jail. Despite all that
Paul was facing death, the end ofifiministry, abandonment by most of his friends for fear of perseéutien
faithfully directed his spiritual son Timothy to the hope that is in Christ. As he exhorted Timothy to boldness,
endurance, and faithfulness in the face of false teaching, Pautdtsvcustomary concern for sound doctrine.
Scripture, said Paul, is inspired by God and therefore is sufficient in all things pertaining to the faith and practice of
Christians 8:16-17). Older believers, therefore, should be eager to pass on their knowledge of Scripture to those
who are younger in the fait2:Q).

TITUS

This midHirst-century pastoral letter from the apesiaul to Titus was intended to offer encouragement and
wisdom as Titus endured ongoing opposition from the ungodly and from legalists within his congregations. Paul
instructed Titus to complete his assigned job of establishing elders for the churchrdisindee. He described
what sort of people these leaders should be, and how both leaders and other believers should live in relation to each
other as well as in their interactions with nonbelievers. Proper Christian behavior is based on the faetglraate'th
of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people" and therefore those who believe in him are to "live self
controlled, upright, and godly lives" as they await his ret@ri{13).

PHILEMON

Philemon is about reconciliation and relationships between Christians. Onesimus (which means "useful") was a
slave of a believer named Philemon in Colosse. Apparently Onesimus had stolen from Philemon and fled the city.
At some point whild?aul was under arrest in Rome, Onesimus met him and became a Christian. Paul wrote this
letter aboutr.D. 60 and gave it to Onesimus to carry back to Philemon. Paul appealed to Philemon to accept
Onesimus back into his household, but as a brother indfterather than a slave. In Paul's estimation, Onesimus
was far more "useful'v{_11) now that he was a Christian. Paul even promised to pay whatever debt Onesimus
might owe to Philemon.

HEBREWS

The letter to the Hebrews was written to encourage Christians in a time of trial. It does so by focusing on the
absolute supremacy and sufficiency of Jesus Christ. While God spoke in the past "many times and in many ways,"
he has now spoken to us "bis Son," Jesus Christ, who is the "exact imprint" of God's nature and who "upholds the
universe by the word of his powerl:{-3). Jesus accomplished complete salvation for all who trumstrin(1:1i
10:18. We dare not "neglect such a great salvati@r3; 6:12 6:20 10:1939). Rather, in our faith and in our
everyday living, we should imitate the example of Christ and of those listed in the honor roll aftaith13).

This letter, whose author is unknown, was probably written abou68.

JAMES

Commonly referred to as "the Proverbs of the New Testament," the book of James practically aiig faithf
reminds Christians how to live. From perseverance to true faith to controlling one's tongue, submitting to God's will,
and having patience, this book aids readers in living authentically and wisely for Christ. One of the earliest of the
New Testamentvritings (A.D. 40i 50), it is believed to have been written by Jesus' brother James. Many have
claimed that James and the apostle Paul differed on the question of faith versus works, but in reality the spiritual
fruit that James talks ab@uthe picture of wat faith looks like practically demonstrates the true faith of which
Paul wrote. Their writings are complementary rather than contradictory.
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1 PETER

The readers of the apostle Peter's first letter were confused and discouraged by the persecugoa they w
encountering because of their faith. Peter exhorted them to stand strong, repeatedly reminding them of Christ's
example, the riches of their inheritance in him, and the hope of his returning again to take them to heaven. He
explained how Christians shidl respond when they suffer because of their beliefs. Called the "apostle of hope,"
Peter's primary message is to trust the Lord, live obediently no matter your circumstances, and keep your hope fixed
on God's ultimate promise of deliverance. Suffering ise expected, but it is temporary and yields great blessings
for those who remain steadfast. Peter wrote this letter in th&0sid.D.

2 PETER

Peter probably wrote this letter from a Roman prison abautc7i 68, shortly before his death. Twisted
versions of Christian truth were being taught, which Peter describes in vivid @hn. (Recalling his firsthand
experience of Christ's glory at the Transfiguratibri -18), Peter explains the "more sure" truth of the gospel as an
antidote to heresy. The gospel is like "a lamp shining in a dark padé).(In chapter Feter focuses on those
who scoff at the idea of Christ's triumphant return and the final judgment. Just as God once destroyed the earth with
water, he will one day destroy it with fire. light of this, we should live in "holiness and godliness" as we await his
return and the salvation he has promised to all believers.

1 JOHN

As one of Christ's apostles, John spoke authoritatively about the truth of the Incérratimssage his
doubting eaders needed after hearing false teachers deny the full divinity and humanity of Christ. John reaffirmed
the core of Christianity, saying that either we evidence the sound doctrine, obedience, and love that characterize all
Christians, or else we are rtate Christians. When all the basics of faith are in operation, we not only know joy but
can live a holy life and be reassured of salvat®thg 24)d even though we are still far from perfettd). This
assurance comes especially as we find ourselves learning to "love ¢imer'aas brothers and sisters in Chris7{
8). John wrote this general letter to congregations across Asia Minor (now Turkey) in the late firstacentury

2 JOHN

Second John was writtety Bohn the apostle in the late first century to warn against the same false teaching that
he spoke of in 1 John. This letter, however, was addressed to a Christian woman and her family, and focused on
Christian hospitality. False teachers were using thdréss of Christians to gain influence within John's
congregations. John's letter spoke of this danger and warned against opening one's home to these destroyers of the
faith. While the basic themes of 1 Jéhholding fast to truth, love, and obedieéicare &ident, there is the
additional focus on what Christian hospitality is all about. Only when you find agreement on sound doctrine, says
John, will you find meaningful fellowship.

3 JOHN

The apostle John supplemented his statements on Christian hospitalidghin with this latéirst-century
letter to Gaius, a member of one of his churches. John applauded Gaius for living out the teachings of tlde apostles
he had welcomed traveling Christian missionaries into his Bowtgle condemning Diotrephes, a selfigurch
leader who not only refused to help these itinerant, godly teachers but also had slandered John and opposed Gaius
and anyone else who disagreed with him. This book demonstrates that pettiness can divide Christians if they are not
living by God's Wod. To avoid the dual dangers of false teaching and division within the church, John encouraged
believers to the dual challenge of love and discernment.
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JUDE

The letter of Jude warned against those who, having gained admission to the church, weiregpthievgriace
of God, denying "our only Master and Lord, Jesus Chnist4)( Jude used Old Testament examples to warn of
these "blemishes” on the church. He wrote multiple denunciatiaghe®$ ungodly people who "defile the flesh”
and "reject authority"y. 8). In contrast, he urged Christians to continue in godliness and love toward such people,
convincing some, "snatchinggm out of the fire" (vv. 223). The book of Jude closes with one of the most
beautiful doxologies in all of ScripturgV. 24-25). Jude was probably the half brother of Jesus Christrend
brother of James. Jude likely wrote in abeuwt. 69.

REVELATION

"The revelation of Jesus Christl:{) was written by the apostle John while in exile on the island of Patmos,
just offthe coast of modern Turkey. It was addressed to seven actual churches. Revelation begins with letters from
Christ himself to these churches, letters that include commendation, criticism, and comfort. Then comes a long
series of interrelated visions of judgnt on the wicked, all in highly symbolic language. The church is depicted
under great distress, but is assured of the final triumph of Jesus as "King of kings and Lord of $otés" (
bringing to an end the rebellion of humanity and ushering in "a new heaven and a new2éafthivbere God
himself will reign forever and evefi{:15. John wrote abowt.D. 95/ 96.

Epistles Background: Page 5of 5


http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Jude+1%3A4
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Jude+1%3A8
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Jude+1%3A24-25
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Rev+1%3A1
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Rev+19%3A16
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Rev+21%3A1
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Rev+11%3A15

