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Paul’s Letters (Apart from  Romans, 1&2 Corinthians and Ephesians!) 

 
1.0 Introduction 

1.1  Letter-writing in New Testament times 
• Private letters written in Paul's day averaged  - about 90 words 
• Longer literary letters, like those written by the Roman orator Cicero - around 200 

words 
• Average length of Paul's letters - about 1300 words -335 words in Philemon to 7100 

in Romans 
• Paul invented new literary form- the epistle. 

 
Paul didn’t have aching hands! An amanuensis (a scribe) used usually, not for Philemon! 

1.2  Why letters? 

Life – experience – freedom of expression 
Preserve in readable, permanent form the inspired teachings upon which the early church was 
established 
The gospel personalised, using language we can understand, and their practical realism 
makes them a statement of Christian experience and doctrine that remains valid for every 
generation. 
 

2.0  THE PAULINE EPISTLES 

9 letters  addressed to 7 Gentile churches 

4 letters addressed to 3 individuals (Timothy gets two)  

2.1  The life of Paul 

a.  Youth and conversion 

b.  Early ministry 

c.  Missionary journeys 

d.  Imprisonments and death 
 
Breakout 1 
Paul’s house-arrest in Rome did not stop him propagating his gospel. Look up the following 
passage in Acts that describes his activities under house-arrest and summarise the content of 
his teaching to both Jews and Gentiles. 
Jews (Acts 28:17, 23-28) 
Gentiles (Acts 28:30-31) 
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2.2  The letters of Paul 

Paul's letters generally follow the standard form for letters in the first century AD: 
� The sender’s name and office come first, followed by… 
� The name of the recipient and a general greeting. Then follows… 
� The main body of the letter, which is concluded with… 
� A closing greeting and the sending of good wishes. 

Ordered in NT according to length 
Chronology – below help us to see each book in its context 
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Today looking at nine of the thirteen chronologically  
 
Another way of ordering  them:  
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Journey letters: Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 1 Thessalonians, 2 
Thessalonians. 

Prison letters: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon.  
Pastoral letters: 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus. 

3.0  GALATIANS 

J.Sidlow Baxter: 'read Romans to be grounded in Christian doctrine; read Corinthians to be 
guided in Christian practice; read Galatians to be guarded against deceptive error.' 

3.1  The background to Galatians 

Only one of Paul’s letters to several churches in an area. Celtic origin.  

3.2  Overview of Galatians 
Should Gentile Christians practise a Jewish way of life?  (Circumcision)   
What is it that makes someone a Christian? Faith alone? Or faith + …+ …+ 

3.2.1  Introduction  (1:1-10) 

Paul shocked. Different gospel = no gospel.  

3.2.2  The gospel of grace defended autobiographically  (1:11-2:21) 

Had been a zealous Jew 

His gospel, he explains, is based not on his Judaistic background but on a direct revelation 
from Jesus 

Met Peter and James for a few days  

14 years no input from Jerusalem apostles and his gospel established 

Goes back to Jerusalem after 14 years to check it out .. nothing added …given ‘right hand of 
fellowship’ … Titus not asked to be circumcised  

Opposes Peter on a later visit to Antioch … Peter heeds the rebuke 

3.2.3  The gospel of grace defended theologically  (3:1-5:12) 

Start with faith … don’t grow by sweat 

Believe just like Abraham 

Rely on law = a curse 

Abraham received promise before the law came 

Faith in Christ = adopted son and heir  
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3.2.4  A warning about the misuse of Christian freedom  (5:13-6:10) 

Freedom from the law is not a license to sin by indulging the desires of the flesh 

The flesh and the Spirit are in conflict with each other and we must choose to walk in the way 
of the Spirit. 
-------------------------------------------------- 
BREAKOUT 2 
Note the fruit of the flesh and the fruit of the Spirit as listed by Paul in Galatians 5:19-23. 
Prayerfully consider the fruit other people see in your own life. 
Fruit of the flesh (sinful nature): 
Fruit of the Spirit: 
------------------------------------------------------------- 

3.2.5  Conclusion  (6:11-18) 

Exposes the dubious motives of the Judaisers 
In the end, 'neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new 
creation' (6:15) 
The relevance of the Galatian letter to modern Christianity can be seen wherever self-effort is 
placed above faith in the grace of God 
The deadly principle of legalism has no part in authentic New Testament Christianity 
 
Re-cap moment 
1.  What is the major difference between the Old Testament and New Testament books of 

experience? 
3.  What are the three categories into which Paul’s letters are commonly divided? Give an 

example from each category. 
4.  What is an amanuensis? 
5.  On what basis are Paul’s letters included in the New Testament in their present order? 
6.  What is ‘Galatia’? 
7. Who were the Judaisers referred to in Galatians? 

4.0  THE PRISON EPISTLES 

Philippians and Colossians, together with Philemon, ( and Ephesians) are known as the 
Prison Epistles 
References to his imprisonment appear in the letters themselves: 

Philippians 1:7, 13-14 
Colossians 4:3, 10, 18 
Philemon 1:9-10, 13, 23 

Much debate about which of Paul's imprisonments these prison letters were written from 
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The pointers within the Prison Epistles themselves best point to first Roman imprisonment, 
around AD 60-62, described at the end of Acts (see Acts 28:30-31) 

It is most likely, therefore, that Ephesians, Colossians and Philemon were written in AD 61 
and Philippians in AD 62 
Philemon, Ephesians and Colossians are linked by the circumstances of their delivery: 
� The letter to Philemon was written to accompany the runaway slave, Onesimus, who had 

recently become a Christian through Paul’s ministry and whom Paul was now sending 
back to his Christian master, Philemon.  

� Philemon lived in Colossae and so Paul took the opportunity to write to the church there at 
the same time.  

� The journey to Colossae went through Ephesus, the main church in the province of Asia, 
so it was also convenient to write to them using the same courier. 

We learn from the letters that all three were carried by Tychicus, who accompanied Onesimus 
on his way to Colossae (Ephesians 6:21; Colossians 4:7-9).  

5.0  PHILIPPIANS 

5.1  The background to Philippians 

A note of thanks for the support and generosity of the church at Philippi, written in a very 
informal, unstructured manner towards the end of AD 62 

Philippi - major city in the Roman province of Macedonia 

Name taken from its founder, Philip II, who was the father of Alexander the Great 

Because it was a military rather than a commercial centre, there were few Jews – no 
synagogue – Paul went to a place of prayer by a river – Lydia – prison- jailor- Paul revisits on 
his third journey  

11 years after his first visit church sends Epaphroditus ( who nearly dies on journey) with gift  
Paul writes the letter for a fully restored Epaphroditus to carry 

5.2  Overview of Philippians 

Very personal style – no major problems to address – less structured – more chatty- three 
main themes which are interwoven throughout this letter 

5.2.1  Joy 
Breakout 3 
Look up the following verses, all in Philippians, and note down in each case what it is that 
causes Paul to rejoice. 
1:3 
1:18 
1:25-26 
2:2 
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2:17 
4:10 
------------------------------------------------------------- 
Paul is not content to be joyful himself; he wishes the Philippians, too, to be joyful: 

‘Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord!’ (Philippians 3:1) 
‘Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!’ (Philippians 4:4) 

 

5.2.2  Attitudes 
(2:5) - one of absolute humility 
(3:7-8) - human success should be regarded as rubbish compared to the 'surpassing greatness 

of knowing Christ'  
(3:10-11) - willingness to share in Christ's sufferings so they can share in his resurrection 
(3:12-16) - total commitment to reaching the heavenly goal should characterise all believers 
(4:8) - set their minds only on what is good: 
 

5.3.3  The gospel 

Paul uses the term 'gospel' to denote the faith 

(1:5) rejoices in their 'partnership in the gospel' 

(1:12) his chains have served to 'advance the gospel' 

(1:7) Paul 'confirms' the gospel in his lifestyle 

(1:16) in his teaching 'defends' it 

(1:27) urges the Philippians to live a life 'worthy of the gospel'  

(2:22) refers to Timothy as serving in the 'work of the gospel'  

(4:15) thanks them for supporting him ever since their 'first acquaintance with the gospel'  

6.0  COLOSSIANS 

6.1  The background to Colossians 

Colossae was a city of minor importance situated about 150 kilometres east of Ephesus. 

Paul had never visited Colossae (2:1) —t he church had been founded by one of his co-
workers, Epaphras (1:7). 
This letter was carried by Tychicus, who accompanied the converted slave Onesimus on his 
return to his master Philemon in Colossae (4:7-9). 

6.2  Overview of Colossians 
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The condition of the Colossian church had been reported to Paul by Epaphras (1:7-8). 

Contains references to what has become known as the Colossian heresy.  

In many ways it is a twin book to the letter of Ephesians, both delivered by Tychicus. 

One of the most Christ-centred books in the Bible. 

6.2.1  The pre-eminence of Christ  (1:1-2:23) 

Pre-eminent in creation (1:15-18).Pre-eminent in the work of redemption (1:19-23). 
Pre-eminent in the church (1:24-2:5). 
All they need is Christ, not : 
 'fine-sounding arguments' (2:4), human tradition (2:8), legalistic rituals (2:11-17), mysticism 

(2:18-19) or asceticism (2:20-23). These combined to form Colossian heresy—a 'deceptive 
philosophy' (2:8) which blended Jewish legalism, Greek philosophical speculation and 
Oriental mysticism. 

6.2.2  The practice of the Christian (3:1-4:18) 

'put to death' what belongs to their earthly nature (3:5) 

Put off the 'old self with its practices' (3:9) 
'put on the new self which is being renewed in the image of its Creator' (3:10) 
Unity and peace should be hallmarks of their community (3:11-17) 
Paul the prisoner concludes with: ‘Remember my chains’ (4:18). 

7.0  THE THESSALONIAN LETTERS 

Thessalonica was the capital of the Roman province of Macedonia, an important port and 
commercial centre, on the main trade route from Rome to the east. Population estimated at 
200,000. “Free city’ status and authority to appoint its own board of local rulers called 
'politarchs'. Church became a model for all the others in the region (1 Thessalonians 1:7) 

7.1  The background to the Thessalonian Letters 

Paul and went to Thessalonica on their second missionary journey (Acts 17:1-15). Paul went 
to synagogue – many believed including  a large number of God-fearing Greeks and some 
prominent women (17:4). During his stay in Athens, Paul sent Timothy back to Thessalonica 
to strengthen and encourage the church there (1 Thessalonians 3:1-2). 

7.2  Overview of First Thessalonians 

Timothy’s report was positive and forms the basis for the first three chapters of this letter. 
Second part of the letter includes a variety of exhortations to the church, most notably one 
dealing with the return of Christ. 

7.2.1  Looking Back: Reflections on the Thessalonians (1:1-3:13) 
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Reflects on his initial arrival at Thessalonica, 

Thanks for their hard work (1:3) and for the way they welcomed him when he first arrived 
with the gospel message (1:5-6) 

Supported himself by his tent-making so as not to be a financial burden upon the new 
believers (2:6-9) 

Had been a spiritual parent (2:7, 11) 

Lifestyle among them had been 'holy, righteous and blameless' in every way (2:10) 

His joy now is that they have imitated his hard work and faith (1:6; 2:14) 

Recounts how Silas and he were torn away from them (2:17) 

He was unable to return  himself, but he had sent Timothy (3:2) 

Timothy reported that they were 'standing firm in the Lord' (3:8)—a cause of great rejoicing 
to Paul 

7.2.2  Looking Forward: Exhortation to the Thessalonians (4:1-5:28) 

Closes his letter with a series of practical exhortations: 
� live a holy life (4:3-8) 
� love one another (3:9-10) 
�  work hard in their daily lives in order to win the respect of outsiders (4:11-12) 

Implications of the fact that some of their number had died: 
Does not want the Thessalonians to 'grieve like the rest of men who have no hope' (4:13) 
Comforts them that all who die in Christ will be resurrected at his return, those still living 
will be caught up with them (4:16-17) 
They should be 'alert and self-controlled', living as children of the light (5:5-6) 
Closes with a string of short exhortations to encourage and provoke the church to greater 
things (5:12-26) 
-------------------------------------------------- 
Breakout 4 
Read 1 Thessalonians 5:12-22. Use the space below to summarise the list of short 
exhortations in this passage. 
 (v12-13) 
 (v13) 
 (v14) 
 (v14) 
 (v14) 
 (v14) 
 (v15) 
 (v16-17) 
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 (v19-20) 
 (v21-22) 
------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

7.3  Overview of Second Thessalonians 
Not much change, still being persecuted. Paul writes to further encourage them. Probably 
written no more than six months after the first letter. A report  was circulating to the effect 
that the Day of the Lord had already come (2:3) was supposed to have come from Paul 
himself (2:2), he writes to refute it and to affirm his earlier teachings about the Lord's return 
(2:5). 

7.3.1  Encouragement for the persecuted (1:1-12) 

Rejoices and boasts that they are remaining faithful 'in all the persecutions and trials' they are 
enduring (1:4) 

Counted worthy of the kingdom for which they are suffering (1:5) 
Believers will be comforted and Jesus will be glorified in them (1:12) 
This will all take place on ‘the day he comes’—the day of his return (1:9-10). 

7.3.2  Explaining the Day of the Lord (2:1-17) 
The main purpose of his letter: 
Not be alarmed or unsettled by reports that the Day of the Lord has already come (2:1-2) 
Remember his teaching from when he was with them (2:5) 
 ‘the secret power of lawlessness’ is ‘already at work’ (2:7), but before that day comes ‘the 
man of lawlessness’ must be revealed  
Jesus will overthrow him by the 'breath of his mouth and the splendour of his coming' (2:8) 
These are the teachings they must hold on to (2:15) 

7.3.3  Correcting Christian behaviour (3:1-18) 
Commands all of them to work hard, those unwilling to work should not be allowed to eat 
(3:10)  
Take particular note of the persistently lazy so as to avoid them completely (3:14-15)  

8.0  THE PASTORAL EPISTLES 

8.1  The background to the Pastoral Epistles 
Timothy and Titus had been left with a pastoral charge to the churches in Ephesus and Crete 
respectively. These very personal letters are written to encourage and instruct them in their 
task. 
Paul wrote: 
� His Letter to Titus after leaving him in Crete 
� His First Letter to Timothy after leaving him in Ephesus 
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� His Second Letter to Timothy from Rome during his second imprisonment, shortly before 
he was executed. 

 

8.2  Overview of First Timothy 
Timothy had a Greek father and a Jewish Christian mother, but Paul writes: 

To Timothy, my true son in the faith.' (1 Timothy 1:1-2) 
On his second visit to Timothy's home town of Lystra (Acts 16:1-3) Paul asked church to 
release Timothy to be his assistant and Timothy features alongside Paul up until his 
execution.  
Timothy functioned as Paul's representative, carrying letters to churches, bringing reports 
back to Paul and dealing with matters in his absence. Timothy unlike Paul Timothy seems to 
have been somewhat timid (2 Timothy 1:6-7). He was also prone to stomach trouble (1 
Timothy 5:23), which could have been related to his nervous disposition. 
The task before Timothy is a challenging one. He has to: 

� Safeguard the church against false doctrine 
� Ensure that propriety is observed in the worship 
� Develop mature leaders 
� Deal wisely deal with the personal pastoral problems of people in the church 

Personal tone, so unstructured.  
 
8.2.1  The problem of false doctrine (1:3-20) 
Deal with certain men who were spreading false doctrines of various kinds (1:3-4) 
The law is good, but only 'if one uses it properly' (1:8) 
Recalls his own radical conversion to Christ and call to service (1:12-17) 
Encouraging Timothy that he, too, has been called—a calling confirmed by prophetic 
utterances(1:19-20) 
 

8.2.2  Public worship and leadership (2:1-3:16) 

Lead the people in prayer for those in authority in local and national government (2:1-2) 
Therefore create a  peaceful environment in which the church can spread the gospel (2:3-7) 
Only through the preaching Christ is there hope of reconciliation with God  (1 Timothy 2:5-6) 
Men should be able to pray together without disputes or anger between them (2:8) women 
should be characterised by the inner qualities (2:9-10) 
Overseers and deacons must be exemplary in both personal character and family life (3:1-13) 
This is one of the New Testament’s key passages on qualifications for church leadership. 

8.2.3  Guard against false teachers (4:1-16) 

Condemns as 'hypocritical liars' (4:2) those who 'forbid people to marry and order them to 
abstain from certain foods' (4:3) 
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Warns about 'godless myths and old wives tales' (4:7) 

All the good things God made should be accepted with thanks (4:4) 
Physical exercise is good, but better is training in godliness (4:7-8) 
Set an example in all things (4:11-16). 

8.2.4  How to treat certain groups of people (5:1-6:2) 
See the church as his family and be able to treat in a godly way both the young and the 
elderly, the men and the women (5:1-2) 
� Widows - be provided for by their families and the church or, should remarry(5:3-16) 
� Church elders- provide for them financially (5:17-18)  
� Slaves- with Christian masters work even harder (6:1-2). 
Show no favouritism or partiality in putting these instructions into practice (5:21). 

8.2.5  The right attitude to wealth (6:3-19) 
Equating godliness with financial gain (6:5) —a dangerous doctrine.  
The 'love of money' (6:10), a fundamental lust that was a root of all kinds of evil 
Timothy should 'fight the good fight of faith' (6:12)  
Command the rich to be 'generous and willing to share' it (6:17-19). 
Closes the letter with a summarising charge (6:20-21) guard what he knows to be true and 
refute the 'godless chatter' that has already caused some to 'wander from the faith' 

8.3  Overview of Second Timothy 
The great fire ravaged part of Rome in AD 64. Emperor Nero suspect who diverted the blame 
onto Christians and  persecute them. Such a wave of antagonism gave Paul's opponents the 
chance to accuse him again and he was arrested and placed in a dungeon in Rome. 
Christians in the province of Asia, were scared and failed to support Paul (1:15) 
No-one stood by him at his first defence before the court in Rome (4:16) 
Paul found himself abandoned by almost everyone except Luke (4:10-11) 
The law regarded Paul as a criminal (2:9) and he had little cause for hope of release from the 
situation (4:6-8, 17-18). 
From his dungeon Paul wrote to Timothy, probably in the autumn of AD 67, he asks Timothy 
to try and get to him before winter (4:21) 
Writes in the full expectation that he will not survive. 
It is filled with personal references to Paul himself, to Timothy and over twenty other 
individuals who have helped or hindered his ministry.  
Very personal nature makes an outline structure difficult therefore, best divided into two 
halves based on two exhortations: 

8.3.1  Persevere in the present (chapters 1-2) 
Reminiscing about Timothy's godly background, and the ‘gift of God’  he possesses (1:1-7). 
Urges Timothy not to be ashamed of the gospel (1:8-11) 
Paul not ashamed of his suffering because he understands eternal consequences (1:12). 



 14 

Timothy must 'keep the pattern of sound teaching' and 'guard the good deposit'  (1:13-14). 
Onesiphorus is commended for not being ashamed of Paul's chains (1:16-18). 
Timothy should  reproduce himself  (2:1-2)  
Be upright and hardworking like a farmer, an athlete and a soldier (2:3-7)  
Be a 'workman who does not need to be ashamed (2:15) 
Some warnings and exhortations similar to those in 1 Timothy, Timothy must deal firmly 
with false teachers, flee from evil desires and act as 'the Lord's servant' (2:16-26). 

8.3.2  Be faithful in the future (chapters 3-4) 
Anticipates ‘terrible times’ of growing apostasy and wickedness (3:4) 
Timothy must continue in what he 'has learned’ (3:14-17). 
Final charge to Timothy( 4:2-4)   
Paul’s own race is now fully run (4:6-8)  
Personal requests and instructions (4:9-22)  
Unknown whether Timothy ever reached Paul before his death 
Paul probably was beheaded with a sword on the Ostian Way, west of Rome, in AD 68. 
Second Timothy is the last will and testament of Paul. His death marked the end of an era of 
outstanding advance and development for Christianity. Responsibility for continuing the 
great task now fell on the shoulders of his associates, who faced mounting persecution and 
the emergence of further heresies, as is seen in the  General Letters of the New Testament. 

 

8.4  Overview of Titus 
Chronologically, Titus alongside First Timothy.  
Addressed 'To Titus, my true son in our common faith' (1:4)  
Titus converted in Syrian Antioch with Paul from there to Jerusalem at the time of the 
Judaising controversy (see Galatians 2:1-3) 
 He was a Greek but the Jewish Christians did not make him get circumcised 
Titus - a living example to the Gentile believers that faith in Christ alone is sufficient  
Titus with Paul during his extended stay in Ephesus – his  emissary to Corinth. Paul sent him 
to Corinth three times (2 Corinthians 2:12-13; 7:5-7, 13-15; 8:6, 16-24), also travelled widely 
to collect the offering from the Macedonian churches that Paul had organised. 
Paul leaves him in Crete (Titus 1:5) to 'straighten out what was left unfinished' in the church 
following Paul's departure to Nicopolis, from where he writes this letter (3:12). Titus 
apparently had access to Paul during his final imprisonment before leaving to continue the 
work in Dalmatia (2 Timothy 4:10).  
His task in Crete was to establish in the church a base of sound doctrine and practice in a 
culture of untruth and laziness. To ‘act the Cretan’ was to ‘play the liar’.  
Emphasis on sound doctrine: 

 

8.4.1  The protection of sound doctrine (chapter 1) 
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Brief doctrinal statement and greeting open the letter (1:1-4) 
Describes his reasons for leaving Titus in Crete (1:5).  
The appointment of elders, gives the responsibility to Titus 
 Reminds him of the qualifications for such an office (1:6-9) c.f. 1 Timothy 3  
Virtually all to do with character 
Paul condemns ‘the circumcision group’ as ‘detestable, disobedient and unfit for doing 
anything good’ (1:16)  
Elders protect the church from such people, refuting the error (1:9)  

8.4.2  The teaching of sound doctrine (chapter 2) 
'You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine,' continues Paul (2:1) 
Summarises aspects of such teaching as it relates to various groups in the church (2:2-9). 

 
Breakout 5 
Read Titus 2:1-6, 9-10. List below the five groups in the church to which Paul refers, and 
summarise his instructions for each group. Are these instructions still relevant today? 
Older men (2:2)  
Older women (2:3)  
Younger women (2:4)  
Young men (2:6)  
Slaves (2:9)  
------------------------------------------------------------- 
Strong connection between doctrine and practice here 

8.4.3  The practice of sound doctrine (chapter 3) 
Practical emphasis broadens in chapter 3 to embrace the believers’ conduct in general.  
In summary, sound doctrine must be: 

� Taught by Titus 
� Practised by the people 
� Protected for the future by the elders he appoints 

 

9.0  PHILEMON 

Philemon is the only letter that Paul writes completely in his own hand (v19) 
Added strength of its appeal to Philemon to receive his now-Christian runaway slave  

9.1  Paul's prayer (1:1-7) 

Begins with a prayer of thanks for the recipient 

Philemon is praised for actively sharing his faith and love 
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9.2  Paul's plea (1:8-25) 
Makes his plea for Onesimus, could use his position to command Philemon to receive him 
(v8), but he prefers to appeal to his better nature (v9)  
Enjoys a play on words with the name Onesimus, which means ‘useful’. Before, Onesimus 
had been useless to Philemon. But now, as a Christian, he can live up to his name as a useful 
brother (v11, 16). 
Loves Onesimus, his 'very heart' (v12) and 'dear to me' (v16) 
Would  like to keep him in his own service (v13) 
But asks Philemon to welcome Onesimus as if he were welcoming Paul himself (v17) 
 Expresses his confidence that Philemon agree (v21) 
 
 
 
 

Further Reading: 
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(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014). 
Fee, G and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2003). 
Keener, Craig,  Spirit Hermeneutics: Reading Scripture in the Light of Pentecost 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016). 
Keener, Craig, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament  (Downers 
Grove: IVP, 2014). 

Sidlow Baxter, J., Explore the Book (Grand Rapids, MI, Zondervan, 1960). 
 
 Videos: The Bible Project Galatians 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmx4UjRFp0M&list=PLH0Szn1yYNecanpQqdixWAm
3zHdhY2kPR&index=15 
 
Google the book name plus the Bible project for the rest!  
 
 
 
 


