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

XIV. The General Epistles (239)
	Letter
	Date (A.D.)
	Written From

	James
	45
	Jerusalem

	Hebrews
	65
	(unknown)

	1 Peter
	65
	Rome

	2 Peter
	67
	Rome

	Jude
	70s
	(unknown)

	1 John
	85
	Ephesus

	2 John
	90
	Ephesus

	3 John
	90
	Ephesus


A. James


1. Introduction to James


a. Authorship of James

Church tradition declares that James the Lord’s brother wrote it. Since James the brother of John was put to death very early in the church age, it is best to agree with church tradition. James the brother of John was probably martyred in AD 44.


b. Place and Date of James

It seems best to date this letter around AD 45, making it the first New Testament book written. The letter is distinctly Jewish, which would fit the early days of the church when very few Gentiles were part of it. The sins condemned in the epistle are those characteristic of early Jewish Christians. Also, the book reflects the era before the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15. If this early date is accurate, then it was most likely penned from Jerusalem.


c. Purpose of James

This letter was written to those believers because their lives apparently did not match their profession of faith in Christ. They were guilty of a number of “acceptable” sins, such as envy and gossip. James felt it necessary to remind them that genuine faith in the Savior is more than mere mental acceptance of historical facts. Genuine faith is seen in a life that is changed, and produced by living according to God’s wisdom.
d. Theme of James

The theme of this epistle is the necessity of living faith. James deals very little with doctrinal issues: rather he spends time on the outworking of genuine faith, which is righteous living. 

e. Special Considerations on James


i. The Author of the Letter

James was not a believer in Jesus during His earthly ministry (John 7:5). His reception of his half-brother as the Savior-Messiah of Israel probably took place at a special appearance of the risen Christ to him (1 Cor 15:7). Along with many others, James was in the Upper Room praying and waiting for the coming of the Holy Spirit on the great Day of Pentecost (Acts 1:14). In the years that followed, James became well known and became the leader of the church in Jerusalem (Gal 1:19; 2:9; Acts 12:17; 15:13ff; 21:18-25; Jude 1:1). His influence and importance to the early church is emphasized by the apostle Paul’s statement in Galatians 2:9, where he is called a “pillar” of the church. According to 1 Corinthians 9:5, James was married. Church tradition says that he died as a martyr in AD 62 at the hands of the Sanhedrin.


ii. The Destination of the Letter

The opening verse of this letter states that this epistle was addressed to believers who had been scattered by persecution. These were Jewish Christians who had been driven out of Jerusalem as a result of the stoning of Stephen (Acts 7-8) and the persecution led by Saul of Tarsus.

2. Summary of James 

a. The Believer’s Trials (1:1-18)

b. The Believer’s Genuineness (1:19-27)


c. The Believer’s Obstacles (2:1-5:6)


d. The Believer’s Challenges (5:7-20)

B. Hebrews


1. Introduction to Hebrews


a. Authorship of Hebrews


There is uncertainty as to author but the preponderance of early church support Pauline authorship.


b. Place and Date of Hebrews

It appears from Hebrews 13:4 “those from Italy greet you” may suggest that the writer is surrounded by a group of believers from Italy who join with him in sending their greetings home. This would make the original destination of this letter to be Rome. 

The date of the writing was about A.D. 65, so likely before A.D. 70, when the Temple and the sacrificial system associated with it were destroyed. The mention of a coming persecution also suggests a time near the beginning of Nero’s persecution of the church (cf. Hebrews 12:4).


c. Purpose of Hebrews

These believers had come to saving faith in Christ and had been faithful to Him in past times. They had even endured significant persecution and had made it through these times successfully. However, as time passed many had grown spiritually lethargic, had stopped maturing in their faith, and were now in serious danger of turning away from their New Covenant faith in Jesus Christ. Perhaps because of persecution, these sought relief by retreating back into the Old Mosaic Covenant. Retreating back to the Old Covenant would relieve them of persecution from the Jews and for a while, from the Romans since Judaism was an approved religion in the Roman Empire.

The author passionately warns these believers of terrible consequences if they would depart New Covenant faith in Jesus Christ. They face the loss of reward in the future kingdom of Jesus and, in some cases, premature death in this life. He challenges them to avoid the failures of believers in the past and encourages them to help one another live righteously as New Covenant people. He encourages them by refocusing their attention on the great king-priest Jesus Christ, who is superior to angels, Moses, and Aaron. Jesus is the mediator of the new and better New Covenant. And he reminds them that great is the reward in the coming Messianic kingdom for those who remain faithful to the King.


d. Special Considerations on Hebrews


i. The Recipients of the Letter

The writer of Hebrews was not writing to an anonymous group of people scattered everywhere, but rather to people that he knew well (cf. 5:11-12; 6:10-12; 13:18-19, 23-24). Note that Hebrews is not really a general epistle since it is addressed to a specific group; however, because the author and the recipients are anonymous to us, it is included in this section with other general epistles. The author clearly identifies himself with his readers, as is seen by his constant use of “we” and “let us” (e.g. 2:1; 4:1, 16; 10:19-25; 12:1) and his use of “brethren” (e.g. 3:1, 12; 10:19). This points to the fact that the writer viewed his readers as Christians. The ancient title of the epistle, “To Hebrews,” suggests that the readers were primarily Jewish Christians.

ii. The Warnings in the Letter

In the book of Hebrews there are five passages that give serious warnings about turning away from the truth regarding Jesus and the New Covenant. These passages are 2:1-4; 3:7-4:13; 5:11-6:20; 10:26-39; and 12:12-29. It is important to interpret each passages in its own context as well as the context of the book, which is focused on Jesus, the great High Priest and coming King.

Hebrews 2:1-4 “How shall we escape if we ignore so great a salvation?” – Benware builds his entire argument on the point that the book was written to Christians, so these warnings cannot be with reference to eternal judgment but only temporal punishment. But this is not the plain reading of the text, which clearly suggests eternal judgment as the contrast to eternal salvation (Hebrews 1:14; 2:3-4). It may be better to ask what is meant by “ignore.” The key is not to try to force our theology into the text but see if the text itself will give us better clues on how we are to approach texts like these and even stronger words in Hebrews 6 and 10. 

I believe we are given some keys. One is in Hebrews 6:11, “We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, in order to make your hope sure.” This is the very same thing Peter writes in 2 Peter 1:10: “Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure.” The context in Peter begins in verse 5 with “For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness…” In other words, what is at issue is not the loss of salvation but rather the confirmation of salvation, the assurance of which is confirmed to us by the fruit of our faith. 

Another key is Hebrews 10:39, “But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who believe and are saved.” Prior to this verse Hebrews has described the kind of people that will be destroyed in “judgment and raging fire” for their disobedience. However, in the “we are not…” it is to be understood that the former we is hypothetical and the latter we is actual. In other words, we do not know who is truly saved and who are not, but we do know what the saved are like and what the unsaved are like. The charge is to live like those who are saved for that is what we are. 

Some may ask, “Who is referenced in the words, ‘It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age and who have fallen away, to be brought back to repentance. To their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace’ (Hebrews 6:4-6)? Remember when the Pharisees in passages like Mark 3:22-30 accused Jesus of doing His miracles by the power of Satan? At that time Jesus said that while all sin is forgivable, the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit was not. This blasphemy was in reference to their rejection of Christ, even the very signs that were given to them to believe that Jesus is the Christ. Therefore, those that have known all the blessings of the Christian faith and still reject Him, it appears Hebrews 6 is saying that this is the “unpardonable sin,” even the “blasphemy of the Holy Spirit,” whereby there is no forgiveness or possibility of salvation.  Now, there is divergent opinions on these texts, but this is just how I understand them.

2. Summary of Hebrews

a. Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Son of God (1:1-2:4)

b. Jesus Christ, the Son of Man (2:5-4:13)

c. Jesus Christ, the Great High Priest (4:14-10:18)

d. Practical Exhortations for Believers (10:19-13:25)

C. 1 Peter

1. Introduction to 1 Peter

a. Authorship of 1 Peter

The early church had no doubts concerning the authenticity of 1 Peter. The evidence for the epistle is early and clear, and it is as strong as for any other book on the NT.

b. Place and Date of 1 Peter

1 Peter 5:13 states that the letter was written in “Babylon.” This could mean the Babylon located in Mesopotamia, but there is no tradition that Peter ever went there, and there is no record of any church in Babylon. As a result, many scholars view “Babylon” as a symbolic name for Rome.

The letter was probably written about A.D. 65 to churches scattered throughout a number of Provinces (1:1). First Peter speaks of persecution, which may refer to the persecution of Christians by Nero. This persecution began in A.D. 64. Peter himself is said to have been martyred about A.D. 67 by Nero.

c. Purpose of 1 Peter

The epistle was written to encourage believers in the midst of suffering. They were undergoing persecution for their faith, and Peter gave them hope by reminding them of their future inheritance (1:6-7); and that Jesus also suffered (2:21).

d. Theme of 1 Peter

This letter was written to emphasize the proper attitude and conduct that believers are to have when undergoing persecution. This proper attitude is developed by understanding how Christ suffered and by growing in appreciation for the greatness of Christ’s salvation.

e. Special Considerations on 1 Peter

The man Peter is probably the best-known of the disciples of Jesus. Because of his outgoing personality, he was prominent in many of the incidents recorded in the gospels. Peter’s name is mentioned more than one hundred times in the NT. Along with his brother Andrew, he fished the Sea of Galilee. He left the trade to follow the Lord Jesus during His three-year ministry, probably on a full-time basis for the last half of that time.

After Christ’s resurrection and ascension, Peter played an important role in the early days of the church, taking the gospel to the Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles. Peter was married and apparently took his wife with him as he traveled preaching the gospel (1 Cor 9:5). Peter figured prominently in the crucial discussion at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15), but after that event his name is not found in the book of Acts. 

Perhaps after the Jerusalem Council Peter ministered in many places outside Palestine, including the five provinces of Asia Minor that are mentioned in 1 Peter 1:1, and probably at Rome. Church tradition strongly supports the idea that Peter ministered in Rome and was later martyred there. 

2. Summary of 1 Peter

a. Opening Praise (1:1-12)

b. Exhortations Because of Our Position in the Lord (1:13-2:10)

c. Exhortations Because of Our Position in the World (2:11-4:19)

d. Exhortations Because of Our Position in the Church (5:1-11)

e. Conclusion (5:12-14)

D. 2 Peter

1. Introduction to 2 Peter

a. Authorship of 2 Peter

The opening verse states that the apostle wrote this epistle.

b. Place and Date of 2 Peter

The epistle was probably written in A.D. 67 from Rome. Peter apparently wrote it very shortly before his death (1:13-15). According to tradition, Peter was martyred in Rome in A.D. 67.

c. Purpose of 2 Peter

There were certain truths that Peter felt these believers needed to know. He realized that he would not be with them much longer and, therefore, wanted to remind them of certain important truths. He not only wanted to remind them of certain doctrines, bu8t he also wanted to warn them about false teachers.

d. Theme of 2 Peter

Peter wrote to emphasize the necessity of being knowledgeable in order to mature in Christ and in order to avoid the doctrinal and practical errors of false teachers (3:1, 17-18).

e. Special Considerations on 2 Peter

i. The Recipients of the Letter

It is probably best to understand that the readers were essentially the same as those mentioned in 1 Peter (cf. 1 Peter 1:1 with 2 Peter 1:1; 3:1). It may be that Peter’s opening statement was more general in this letter because he intended this letter to have wider circulation due to the widespread problem of false teachers. False teachers were infiltrating churches everywhere, not only the churches located in Asia Minor.

ii. The Authenticity of the Letter

No book in the NT has been more strenuously debated as to its authorship and its place in the canon of Scripture than 2 Peter. There is less external evidence (evidence from the writings of the church fathers and church councils) for the Petrine authorship of this epistle than there is for the traditional authorship of any other book of the NT. However, some church fathers did quote from it and believed that Peter wrote it. There are many points of similarity with 1 Peter and the differences may be because Peter used a secretary in writing his first letter (Sylvanus, 1 Peter 5:12) but wrote the second one himself.

2. Summary of 2 Peter

a. Knowledge That is True (1:1-21)

i. Truth and Christian Growth (1:1-11)

ii. Truth and Historical Reliability (1:12-21)

b. Knowledge That is False (2:1-22)

i. The Presence of False Teachers (2:13)

ii. The Judgment on False Teachers (2:4-10)

iii. The Characteristics of False Teachers (2:11-22)

c. Knowledge That is Needed (3:1-18)

i. Knowledge of Christ’s Return (3:1-10)

ii. Knowledge of Holy Conduct (3:11-18)

E. Jude

1. Introduction to Jude

a. Authorship of Jude

The name Jude (Judas) was a common one in the NT. However, the Jude who wrote this epistle is most likely Jude the half brother of Jesus. He identifies himself as the brother of James, and this settles the matter for most (cf. Matt 13:55; Acts 15:13-21; Gal 1:19).

b. Place and Date of Jude

The epistle of Jude was probably written very shortly after 2 Peter was written. This would put the writing of the letter in the late sixties or possibly in the early seventies.

c. Purpose of Jude

Jude was going to write a letter on the subject of salvation (v. 3) but changed his mind when he evidently received some disturbing news about individuals departing from the faith, and was “pressured” by the Holy Spirit to write about false teachers and their damaging teachings. Jude is much like 2 Peter in content, except that the turning away from the truth (apostasy) that Peter saw as future, Jude sees as beginning. Jude wrote to counter the apostasy that was starting to take place.

d. Theme of Jude

The theme of the letter is contending for the faith in the last days.

e. Special Considerations on Jude

Jude obviously had a specific group of believers in mind when he wrote the letter; however, there are no clues in the letter to suggest what group.

2. Summary of Jude

F. 1 John

1. Introduction to 1 John

a. Authorship of 1 John

The letter of 1 John was written by the apostle John. The writing style, words, and phrases used are very similar to those in the gospel of John. Since the beginning of the church age, this epistle has been considered to be the work of the apostle.

b. Place and Date of 1 John

Tradition holds that this letter was written late in John’s life, when he was at Ephesus. A date of A.D. 85 is given for it.

c. Purpose of 1 John

Several errors were finding acceptance among believers. One encouraged moral laxity, and the other was an error concerning the Person and work of Christ. John wrote to combat these errors. He did so by emphasizing the believer’s fellowship with God. He wrote that they would understand that fellowship brings full joy (1:4), frees from sin (2:1), protects from error (2:26), and brings assurance of eternal life (5:13).

The book of 1 John is difficult to outline. It is not a tightly reasoned theological treatise but is more like an informal talk that a pastor might give to his congregation. 

d. Theme of 1 John

The theme of this book is fellowship. Fellowship with the Father is built upon the truth and, when experienced, keeps a person from doctrinal and moral error.

e. Special Considerations on 1 John

This letter is a general epistle. There are no names given (as in greetings), no personal details, and very little of a personal relationship hinted at. Yet, John obviously knows of the needs of his readers, including the erros that he must address. Since John had such a close relationship in his life with the church at Ephesus (and thus the churches of Asia Minor), it is highly likely that 1 John was written for the benefit of these Christians.

2. Summary of 1 John

a. Introduction (1:1-4)

b. The Focus of the Believer’s Fellowship: The Father (1:5-2:17)

c. The Destruction of the Believer’s Fellowship: Various Falsehoods (2:18-4:6)

d. The Essentials of the Believer’s Fellowship: Righteous Living (4:7-5:12)

e. Conclusion (5:13-21)

G. 2 John

1. Introduction to 2 John

a. Authorship of 2 John



b. Place and Date of 2 John



c. Purpose of 2 John



d. Theme of 2 John



e. Special Considerations on 2 John



2. Summary of 2 John



H. 3 John

1. Introduction to 3 John

a. Authorship of 3 John



b. Place and Date of 3 John



c. Purpose of 3 John



d. Theme of 3 John



e. Special Considerations on 3 John



2. Summary of 3 John
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