Survey of the New Testament – Spring 2010
Instructed by Yujin Han
Part IV: The Epistles: The New Covenant Explained

XII. The Pauline Epistles: Group Three – Paul’s Prison Epistles (205)
	Letter
	Date (A.D.)
	Written From

	Ephesians
	61
	Rome

	Colossians
	61
	Rome

	Philemon
	61
	Rome

	Philippians
	61
	Rome


A. The Prison Epistles


1. The Origin of these Epistles

The “prison epistles” received this title because Paul wrote them during a time when he was imprisoned in Rome. Each of the epistles allude to his current confinement (Eph 3:1; 4:1; 6:20; Phil 1:7, 13, 14, 17; Col 1:24; 4:3, 10, 18; Philem 1:1, 10, 13, 23).

Although there is some debate as to the place of imprisonment, whether in Caesarea or Rome, the references to the “praetorian guard” and “Caesar’s household” (Phil 1:13; 4:22) fit best with Rome (cf. Acts 28:30-31). Church tradition has favored Rome as the place of composition for these four letters.


2. The Dates of these Epistles

Ephesians, Colossians and Philemon were written at the same time and together were sent by Paul to their destinations. These three letters were carried by Onesimus (the runaway slave of Philemon) and Tychicus (cf. Eph 6:21-22; Col 4:7-9; Philem 1:10-12). A date of about AD 61 is assigned to these three letters. 

Philippians was probably the latest written of the prison epistles. This is suggested in the letter itself, because at the point of writing it, Paul’s confinement seems to have been of some length already (1:14-17). Also, an early imprisonment would not have allowed time for the several journeys that are implied in the letter. First news from Rome reached Philippi that Paul had been imprisoned. Then a collection was taken and sent to Rome, carried by Epaphroditus. Later Epaphroditus became very ill and news of his illness went back to Philippi. The resulting concern of the church there was relayed to Rome. All this took time.

Also, the letter seems to indicate that the moment of crisis had come regarding Paul’s imprisonment. His fate would be decided shortly (cf. Phil 1:23; 2:23-24). And finally, both Luke and Aristarchus have left Paul in Rome, yet both did send greetings in Colossians and Philemon (Acts 27:2; Phil 2:20; Col 4:10, 14, Philem 1:24). All these facts point to a time later than the other prison epistles. Therefore, a date of A.D. 62 is given for Philippians.


3. The Theme of these Epistles

Clearly the focus of these epistles is the Person and work of Jesus Christ.



B. Ephesians


1. Introduction to Ephesians

a. Authorship of Ephesians

Paul

b. Place and Date of Ephesians

Rome. AD 61

c. Purpose of Ephesians

Does not address any controversy but addresses the privileges and responsibilities of those who were part of the church, the Body of Christ.

d. Theme of Ephesians

The theme is the church, the Body of Christ, a body that is made up of both believing Jews and Gentiles.

e. Special Considerations on Ephesians

Tychicus carried both Ephesians and Colossians (cf. Eph 6:21 and Col 4:7). The words “in Ephesus” or “at Ephesus” is not present in many ancient manuscripts, suggesting that the letter to the Ephesians was meant to be a circular letter to all the churches in the region of Asia Minor. “Ephesians” may have been attached later because Ephesus was the capital of the Roman province of Asia. Likewise the letter coming to Colossae from Laodicea was probably this letter (cf. Col 4:16).


2. Summary of Ephesians

a. The Calling of the Church (1:1-3:21)


i. Praise for God’s Redemptive Work (1:1-14) 

ii. Prayer for an Understanding of God’s Grace (1:15-23)


iii. Salvation Because of God’s Grace (2:1-10)


iv. Jew and Gentile Reconciled Because of God’s Grace (2:11-22)


v. Paul,  A Steward of the Gospel of God’s Grace (3:1-13)


vi. Prayer for Power and Understanding (3:14-21)


b. The Conduct of the Church (4:1-6:20)

i. In Unity (4:1-16)


ii. In Righteousness (4:17-5;14)


iii. In the Spirit's Control (5:15-21)


iv. In Marriage (5:22-33)


v. In the Household (6:1-9)


vi. In Spiritual Warfare (6:10-20)


c. Conclusion (6:21-24)

d. Conclusion (15:14-16:27)

C. Colossians


1. Introduction to Colossians


a. Authorship of Colossians

Paul.


b. Place and Date of Colossians

Rome. AD 61.


c. Purpose of Colossians

Written primarily to stabilize the church doctrinally against heresy.


d. Theme of Colossians

The theme of Colossians is the deity and the all-sufficiency of Christ. Paul shows the Colossian believers that they are complete in Christ. They do not need anything else, in spite of the claims of false teachers, who were telling them that faith in Christ was not enough.


e. Special Considerations on Colossians


i. The City of Colossae

The church was located 100 miles east of Ephesus. Laodicea and Hieropolis was nearby (4:13). The city had no political significance under Roman rule. The church was founded by Epaphras (1:7), probably a convert of Paul from the city of Ephesus. The church was primarily Gentile in its membership but with some Jews.


ii. The Colossian Heresy

The heretical teaching at Colossae seems to be a mixture of asceticism, Jewish legalism, and some kind of philosophic mysticism. The chief passage relevant to the problem is 2:8-23. In this passage various elements are mentioned or implied: Angel worship, ritualism, and some form of Gnosticism seem to be present. The basis of Gnosticism is the idea that spirit is good but matter is evil. Thus, if Christ took on a material body, He had some evil. Paul shows the Colossians that they need none of these elements. Christ is all they need. Since Paul combats a heretical teaching in this letter, it is more philosophical than most other Pauline epistles. 


2. Summary of Colossians


a. Introduction (1:1-14)

The apostle Paul had had no personal contact with this church, but he had heard about their progress in the faith. Even though he had never been with them, he prayed for them. He thanked God for them and prayed that they would grow in real knowledge and wisdom. 


b. The Doctrine of Jesus Christ (1:15-23)

Christ is the visible representation of the invisible God. Jesus is the ‘image” of God, meaning that He is the exact reproduction of deity, lacking nothing. In other words, He is an exact manifestation of the unseen God. Paul also says that Jesus is the “firstborn of all creation.” The word implies two things: priority to all creation and sovereignty over all creation. In the first meaning we see the absolute preexistence of the Logos. Since our Lord existed before all created things, He must Himself be uncreated. In the second meaning, we see that He is the natural ruler, the acknowledged head of God’s household… He is Lord of creation. 

All the powers and attributes are at home in Christ. He lacks none. Yet, He had a “fleshly body” which died in order to reconcile man (1:22). He made peace through “the blood of His cross” (1:20). Paul makes it clear that faith is built upon the firm foundation of the deity of Christ and His totally sufficient death on the cross. His statements are a direct rebuttal of the false teaching that was being propagated at Colossae. 


c. The Ministry of the Apostle Paul (1:24-2:7)


d. The Discussion of False Philosophy (2:8-3:4)


e. The Life of Practical Christians (3:5-4:6)


f. Conclusion (4:7-18)

D. Philemon


1. Introduction to Philemon


a. Authorship of Philemon

Paul.


b. Place and Date of Philemon

Rome. AD 61.


c. Purpose of Philemon

This is a personal letter to his friend Philemon in order to intercede for the slave Onesimus. Onesimus apparently had stolen from his master, Philemon, and then fled to Rome. At Rome he was converted under the apostle’s ministry and was now returning to his master. Paul writes as a mediator for the slave.


d. Theme of Philemon

Since this is a personal letter, there is really no theme as such. The letter was designed to persuade Philemon to forgive and reinstate Onesimus, and even to receive him as a new brother in Christ.


e. Special Considerations on Philemon

The letter is unique among the letters of Paul in the NT because it is the only one that contains no doctrinal teaching. The letter does reveal something of the persuasive powers of Paul as well as his love, courtesy, and tactfulness in handling a difficult (and probably emotional) matter.


2. Summary of Philemon


a. Salutation (vv 1-3)


b. Thanksgiving and Prayer (vv 4-7)


c. Request (vv 8-21)


d. Conclusion (vv 22-25)

E. Philippians

1. Introduction to Philippians


a. Authorship of Philippians

Paul.


b. Place and Date of Philippians

Rome. AD 62.


c. Purpose of Philippians

Paul wrote this letter to thank the believers at Philippi for sending him a financial gift. They had done this in the past as well. He also wrote to let them know that, even though he was a prisoner, the gospel of Christ was still being preached. He may have written also to tell them that he intended to visit them if and when he was released.


d. Theme of Philippians

This is a very personal letter from Paul to a church that has cared for him. It is a letter filled with joy and thankfulness. “The leading though of the letter, which is cordial and sincere, is: joy and gratitude… The word ‘rejoice’ or other words of similar meaning, appears sixteen times in the short letter. Even the imprisonment or malicious action of opponents could not extinguish his joy in the Lord (cf. 1:18; 2:2; 3:1; 4:1, 4).”

In the letter there are also some important doctrinal points made as well, such as Paul’s discussion of the Person of Christ in His humiliation.


e. Special Considerations on Philippians

The city of Philippi was located eleven miles inland from the Aegean Sea on the Egnatian Way – a strategic Roman highway. Philippi was important to the Roman military, since it was a key in the defense against northern invasions. The political structure and culture of Philippi was the same as that of Rome, and the city was said to be “a miniature likeness of Rome.” Paul founded the church at Philippi on his second journey and visited again some five years later on his third journey. This letter was written about ten years after the founding of the church.


2. Summary of Philippians


a. Introduction (1:1-11)


b. Paul’s Personal Circumstances at Rome (1:12-26)


i. His Ministry (1:12-14)


ii. His Joy (1:15-18)


iii. His Commitment (1:19-26)


c. Paul’s Practical Exhortation to the Philippians (1:27-2:18)


i. Admonitions for Unity and Humility (1:27-2:11)


ii. Call to Correct Conduct (2:12-18)


iii. Co-workers of Paul (2:19-30)


d. Paul’s Past and the Present Need (3:1-21)


e. Paul’s Principles for Joyful Living (4:1-9)


f. Paul’s Praise for the Meeting of His Needs (4:10-23) 
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