
Literary Genres: Letters



New Testament Letters

21 of the 27 books  
in the New Testament 
are letters.



New Testament Letters
Paul ? James Peter John Jude

Romans Hebrews James 1 Peter 1 John Jude
1 Corinthians 2 Peter 2 John
2 Corinthians 3 John
Galatians
Ephesians
Philippians
Colossians
1 Thessalonians
2 Thessalonians
1 Timothy
2 Timothy
Titus
Philemon
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Why Long NT Letters?

Instructions from afar... 

• Greetings  
• Updates  
• Encouragement 
• Instruction 
• Warnings  
• Correction 
• etc...



Types of Ancient Letters

Informal and Private Formal

Examples: business contracts, civic 
records, letters to family and friends.

Meant to be read only by the person 
to whom they were addressed.

Literary letters designed for public 
presentation.



Types of Ancient Letters

Informal and 
Private

NT Letters Formal

Eg: business contracts, 
civic records, letters to 
family and friends.

⬅  
Informal letters such as 

Philemon, 2 John, and 3 John.

Meant to be read only 
by the person to whom 
they were addressed.

➡ 

Formal letters such as Romans, 
Ephesians, Hebrews, 

James, and 1 Peter.

Literary letters designed 
for public presentation.



Authority
A letter is a substitute for our 
personal presence.  

The original NT audience would 
have viewed letters from Paul or 
Peter, for example, as 
substitutes for the apostles 
themselves when they could 
not be present to address a 
problem or deal with a situation 
in person.



Authority
A letter is a substitute for our 
personal presence.  

The original NT audience would 
have viewed letters from Paul or 
Peter, for example, as 
substitutes for the apostles 
themselves when they could 
not be present to address a 
problem or deal with a situation 
in person.

A letter from an apostle 
or one closely 

connected to an 
apostle... 

⬇ 

AUTHORITATIVE  
They wrote as Christ’s  

authentic representatives.



Authority
Galatians 1:1 Paul [the author of the letter], an apostle [means “one sent forth”] — sent not from 
men nor by man [Paul denied that his calling was from any human source], but by [the true source of 
authority for his office] Jesus Christ [Paul affirmed that Jesus Christ called him to be an apostle] and 
God the Father, who raised him from the dead —  
 
Ephesians 1:1 Paul [wrote Ephesians circa AD 61–62 during his first imprisonment in Rome], an 
apostle [one sent on behalf of another; cf. Acts 26:16-18 re: Paul’s claim to be an apostle] of Christ 
Jesus by the will of God [emphasized divine origin of Paul’s commission], To the saints [means 
“holy ones” or “separated;” common way of referring to believers in Christ] in Ephesus [large city and 
important seaport in Western Asia Minor], the faithful [combines ideas of trust and loyalty] in Christ 
Jesus [the object of their faith]:  
 
► What distinguished an apostle from other Christian leaders? First, an apostle was personally 
called by Jesus Christ to carry the gospel (1 Cor. 1:1). Second, an apostle was an eyewitness of the 
resurrected Christ (1 Cor. 9:1; Acts 9:3-6; 1 Cor. 15:8). Third, an apostle produced spiritual fruit (1 Cor. 
9:2). 
 



Occasion for Writing
New Testament letters were 
not written in a vacuum. 
They are occasional or 
situational. In other words, 
they were written to meet 
practical needs, address 
specific situations or 
problems, clarify a 
particular issue, confront 
certain behaviors, etc.



Occasion for Writing

Romans | God’s gift of righteousness. 
1 Corinthians | Grow in God’s grace. 
2 Corinthians | Jesus’ death on the cross. 
Galatians | There is no other gospel. 
Ephesians | Living in unity. 
Philippians | To live is Christ. 
Colossians | Christ is supreme. 
1 Thessalonians | Jesus will return. 
2 Thessalonians | Expecting Jesus’ return. 
1 Timothy | Advice for Christian leaders. 
2 Timothy | Paul instructs Timothy. 
Titus | Advice to young minister. 
Philemon | Receive your slave back.

Rather than writing 
systematic theologies, 

the authors used 
their letters 

to apply theology  
in practical ways 

to specific situations  
in churches.



Reconstruct the Situation

Because the letters are 
occasional, we must try to 
reconstruct the situation 
that called for the letter in 
the first place. The authors 
responded to real-life 
situations, and we must do 
our best to reconstruct 
the original situation.



The Amanuensis
The actual job of writing down 
a letter was normally assigned 
to a trained scribe or secretary 
known as an amanuensis. The 
author, however, was 
responsible for the final 
content of the letter. It was 
customary for the author to 
add a final greeting in his own 
handwriting.



The Amanuensis

2 Thessalonians 3:17  
 
I, Paul, write this greeting in my own hand, 
which is the distinguishing mark [and 
assurance that the letter was not a bogus 
document from false teachers] in all my letters 
[cf. 1 Cor. 16:21; Gal. 6:11; Col. 4:18; Philem. 
1:19]. This is how I write.



Cosenders 
People significantly involved in ministry among the people to whom letters were addressed.

Letter Writer Cosender(s)

1 Corinthians Paul Sosthenes

2 Corinthians Paul Timothy

Galatians Paul “all the brothers and sisters with me”

Philippians Paul Timothy

Colossians Paul Timothy

1 Thessalonians Paul Timothy, Silas

2 Thessalonians Paul Timothy, Silas

Philemon Paul Timothy



The Postal System

First century postal system 
reserved for official government 
use. 

Wealthy citizens used slaves or 
employees to deliver mail. 

Average people depended on 
people traveling to where the 
letter needed to be delivered.



The Postman

Ephesians  
 
6:21 Tychicus [carried Paul’s letters to Ephesians, Colossians (and 
probably to Philemon); also mentioned in Acts 20:4; Col. 4:7; 2 Tim. 4:12; 
Titus 3:12], the dear brother and faithful servant in the Lord, will tell you 
everything [news about Paul and his welfare], so that you also may know 
how I am and what I am doing. 

6:22 I am sending him to you for this very purpose, that you may know 
how we are, and that he may encourage [perhaps Ephesians were 
discouraged by Paul’s imprisonment; Paul and the Ephesian believers were 
very close because Paul had lived in Ephesus for three years (Acts 
20:17-38)] you.



The Postman
Colossians 

4:7 Tychicus [trusted co-worker and colleague of Paul; also mentioned in 
Acts 20:4; Eph. 6:21; 2 Tim. 4:12; Titus 3:12] will tell you all the news 
about me. He is a dear brother, a faithful minister and fellow servant in 
the Lord. 

4:8 I am sending him to you for the express purpose that you may 
know about our circumstances and that he may encourage your hearts. 

4:9 He is coming with Onesimus [Philemon’s runaway slave], our faithful 
and dear brother [Onesimus was a part of the Colossian community of 
believers], who is one of you. They will tell you everything that is 
happening here. 



Public Reading

New Testament letters were 
intended to be read aloud to 
specific congregations. These 
letters were often meant to be 
exchanged with other churches 
because their words were also 
relevant and beneficial to the 
larger Christian community.



Public Reading

2 Thessalonians 
 
2:15 So then, brothers [the whole Christian community], stand firm and 
hold [keep a firm grip, especially when persecution intensifies] to the 
teachings [sound doctrine is the best antidote to false doctrine] we [as 
opposed to the false teachers mentioned in 2:2] passed on to you, whether 
by word of mouth [Paul’s oral instruction when present] or by letter [Paul’s 
written instruction when absent].



The Form of New Testament Letters



Form

Our Letters 

Date 
Name / Address / City 
Greeting 
Body of Letter  
Closing  
Signature



Form

Our Letters 

Date 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Greeting 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Closing  
Signature

New Testament Letters 

Introduction 

Body 

Conclusion 



Introduction

Name of the writer. 

Name of the recipients. 

Greeting. 

Introductory prayer.



Introduction
Philippians  
 
1:1 Paul and Timothy [Timothy had assisted Paul in establishing the church 
at Philippi and had visited them at least twice since (cf. Acts 19:22; 20:3-4); 
not a co-author of this letter], servants [Gr. “doulos” meaning “slave”] of 
Christ Jesus [Paul and Timothy belonged to Jesus and acted in His name], 
To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers 
and deacons: 

1:2 Grace [unmerited favor of God toward man] and peace [the kind of 
peace born of reconciliation; note the order: grace and then peace] to you 
from [the source from which grace and peace flow] God our Father and the 
Lord Jesus Christ.



Body

This makes up the largest part of the letter. 
This section can include... 

⬇ 

instruction, persuasion, rebuke, 
exhortation, and much more 

⬆ 

... depending on the 
specific situations the writer was addressing.



Conclusion

The conclusion or closing of a NT letter  
can contain a variety of elements... 

⬇ 

travel plans, commendation of coworkers, prayer or 
prayer requests, greetings, final instructions, 
exhortations, benediction, doxology, etc...



Interpreting NT Letters



Step 1

What did the text mean to the biblical audience? 
 
• Begin by looking at the big picture. 
• Read the whole letter in one sitting. 
• Note the main themes. 
• Reconstruct the historical-cultural context. 
• Answer the who, what, where, when, why, and how. 
• Use Bible study helps (dictionaries, commentaries).



Step 2
What are the differences between the biblical audience and us?

1 Corinthians 8 regarding 
food sacrificed to idols. 

⬇ 
This is not something 
that we struggle with.

1 Corinthians 6:18-20 regarding 
running away from sexual immorality. 

⬇ 
This is something 

that we are  
more likely to struggle with.

⬆ 

The river here is wider 
and more difficult to cross.

⬆ 

The river here is narrower  
and easier to cross.



Step 3

What are the theological 
principles in this text? 
 
Ask three important questions: 

1. Does the author state a 
principle? 
2. Does the broader context 
reveal a theological principle?  
3. Why is a particular command or 
instruction given?

Caution! The principle should be: 
 
• reflected in the text. 
• timeless and not tied in to a 
specific situation. 
• not be culturally bound. 
• consistent with the broader 
teaching of Scripture. 
• be relevant to both the biblical 
and the contemporary audience. 



Step 4
How does our theological principle fit with the rest of Scripture?

Galatians 2:16 know that a man is not justified [first use of this word in Galatians; legal word which 
means “to declare righteous or innocent”; Wiersbe notes that justification is an act and not a process; 
justification is an act of God (cf. Rom. 8:33)] by observing the law [describes effort to win God’s favor 
by keeping Mosaic law (included circumcision, dietary laws, Sabbath observance, etc.)], but by faith 
in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith 
in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified.

James 2:24 You see that a person is justified by what he does [in the sense that what they do 
demonstrates that their hearts are right with God; important to understand that they are not declared 
righteous because of their works; God requires good deeds from those who are members of His 
family] and not by faith alone.

⬆ 
There is no contradiction here. Paul and James are addressing 

two completely different situations in their letters.  
⬇ 



Step 5
How should individual Christians today live out the theological principles?

Remember what we learned about making application... 
 
A. Consider the historical-cultural context. Observe how the principles in 
the text address the original situation. 
 
B. Measure the width of the river (language, culture, circumstances) to cross. 
Ask: What are the differences between the biblical situation and our 
situation? 
 
C. Bridge the gap between the biblical text and the contemporary world. 
Identify the theological principle(s) that the passage communicates. 



"Nobody ever mastered the Bible by 
occasionally opening it and reading a random 
verse or two. Nobody ever mastered it by 
listening to someone else preach, no matter 
how gifted that person might be. The only way 
to master this Book is to study it as diligently as 
a doctor studies medicine or as an astronomer 
studies the stars." 
                John Phillips


