Sharpening the Skills of Scripture #7

“Understanding Letters”

selected Scriptures

Long before emails, texting, and Twitter, people wrote letters. (Some of you remember those days!) Letter writing may be a lost art today, but it goes back centuries, even to the times of the Bible. Of the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, twenty-one are letters (making up about thirty-five percent of the New Testament). Thirteen of these were authored by the apostle Paul, two by the apostle Peter, one by James the brother of Jesus, and one by Jude the brother of James. Two of the three letters typically attributed to John are written by “the elder” (2 John and 3 John), with 1 John being formally anonymous. Both the style and content suggest that the three letters were written by the same author. Additionally, the similarity of these epistles with the Gospel of John and Revelation also suggest that the apostle John, the son of Zebedee, is the author. Finally, the letter of Hebrews is also anonymous with no consensus regarding its author. Some refer to an “epistle,” which is not the wife of an apostle! An epistle is simply another term for an ancient letter. Some have suggested that epistles were more formal than letters, but there is no agreement on this distinction.

We must remember that New Testament letters were not originally like modern books published for general audiences—thousands of readers that the author has never met. Rather, they were genuine letters in which the author, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, gave direct instructions to a specific church or group of churches. (Even those letters written to individuals seem to address the church of which the recipient was a leader.) Because they are divinely inspired, Christians at all times and places may profit from these letters as God’s Word to them as well. But if we wish to use them responsibly, we need to respect their character. Reading one of these letters as though it was a reference book or a textbook of theology can take us down the wrong interpretive path.

Perhaps the most obvious aspect of reading a letter is the one that we ignore most easily when we read the letters of the New Testament. When we receive a letter from an acquaintance, don’t we read the entire letter at one time? Yet we, partly because of the chapter-and-verse divisions in our Bibles, seldom take the time to read through a whole letter. Indeed, we may feel we deserve a pat on the back if we finish an entire chapter!

What would you think of a man who receives a five-page letter from his fiancée on Monday and decides to read only the third page that day, the last page on Thursday, the first page two weeks later, and so on? That would create confusion. The meaning of a paragraph on the third page may depend heavily on something said at the beginning of the letter—or its real significance may not become apparent until the next page is read.
 This evening we will look at understanding letters in the New Testament, using Paul’s letter to the Philippians as an example.

Understanding the Context of the Letter

Let’s begin by understanding the context of the letter. We need to remember that the letters in the New Testament were not written recently or locally. They come from another time and place, very different from our own. We must read each New Testament letter against the background of its particular setting, asking: Who wrote it? To whom was it written? When was it written? Why was it written? In what circumstances?

Turn to the book of Philippians, where the first verse answers two of these questions: “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons.” Unlike modern ones, ancient letters began not with the recipient but with the sender, in this case Paul (along with Timothy), followed by the recipients (the saints at Philippi).

What do we know about Philippi? Here some resources can be helpful, such as a study Bible, a Bible dictionary or a commentary.
 A study Bible is a Bible with notes and maps included; a Bible dictionary or encyclopedia have articles on the people, places, and themes of the Bible (a dictionary is usually one volume while an encyclopedia is multi-volume); and a commentary is a book written by a pastor or Bible scholar about a specific book of the Bible. In a study Bible or commentary, the introduction to the book will supply much of the information answering those questions considered earlier: Who wrote it? To whom was it written? When was it written? In what circumstances was it written?

Briefly, the city of Philippi was a Roman colony, meaning that the citizens of Philippi were also citizens of the city of Rome itself. Many of the Philippians were retired military men who had been given land in the vicinity and who in turn served as a military presence in this frontier city. That Philippi was a Roman colony may explain why there were not enough Jews there to permit the establishment of a synagogue and why Paul does not quote the Old Testament in the Philippian letter.

Paul began the church in Philippi himself, along with Silas, as recorded in Acts 16:12-40. (We don’t have time to read that tonight, but it would be good to read this whole passage before diving into a deep study of Philippians.)

In Philippians 1:13-14, Paul provides his situation at the time of writing:

As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly.

It is evident that Paul wrote the letter from prison. The best evidence favors Rome as the place of origin and the date as around ad 61. This fits well with the account of Paul’s house arrest in Acts 28:14-31.
 This gives us the author, audience, and date of writing.
Understanding the Circumstances of the Letter

Now let’s turn to understanding the circumstances of the letter. Many scholars speak of the New Testament letters as “occasional,” meaning that they were written to a particular first-century audience and therefore naturally deal with issues relevant to that audience. We must recognize how the first-century social and cultural context might affect our reading. Both the writers and readers of the New Testament letters often simply assumed this context, but it is sometimes utterly foreign to modern readers.

These letters were written to other people, not to us. It may help to think of how you write a letter to someone you know. When referring to an experience you have shared, you don’t include the details because you assume the person who receives the letter knows what you’re talking about. A similar dynamic is at work in these letters. Certain questions we might have concerning the historical context, or references made without giving any explanation, we may only be able to answer in part—and we need to content ourselves with that reality. We can be sure, however, that what God wants us to know and obey in these letters He has made clear.

Think of reading a New Testament letter a bit like watching the game show Jeopardy! We have the answers, but we do not always know what the questions or problems were—or even if there was a problem. It is much like hearing one end of a telephone conversation and trying to figure out who is on the other end and what that unseen party is saying. Yet in many cases it is especially important for us to try to hear “the other end” so that we know to what our passage is a response.

The circumstances of this letter are established in the first chapter. Verses 13-14 mention that Paul is imprisoned, and the end of Acts 28 record that the apostle was under house arrest for two years awaiting his trial before the Emperor Nero. Philippians 1:20-24 give Paul’s frame of mind at the time of writing:

I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.

Paul knew that his trial before Nero could end in acquittal or in execution. He was literally facing life or death. His words here provide an excellent example of how all followers of Jesus should face the future: “To live is Christ; to die is gain!”

Given the uncertainty of his future, Paul challenges his readers in verses 27-28,

Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you.

Understanding the Content of the Letter

Finally, we turn to understanding the content of the letter. The first principle to do this may sound self-evident: treat the letter as a letter! As mentioned previously, you should read the New Testament letters completely, from beginning to end; our tendency to treat them as reference books to be read piecemeal distorts our perception of their message.
 You should develop the habit of reading the whole letter through in one sitting, and preferably aloud, so that mouth and ear join the eye. You may well be surprised by how much more you retain when you learn to read this way. Read and reread; and keep your eyes open! And again, learn to read aloud whenever you can—to hear as well as see the Word of God.

As you read the letter in its entirety, look for words or ideas that are repeated. In Philippians, the words “joy” and “rejoice” occur sixteen times in four chapters. This, given Paul’s precarious situation, speaks volumes as to the nature of joy.

Also listen for the tone of the letter. Is the writer happy, sad, angry, or hopeful? Reading a more modern translation or even a paraphrase such as The Living Bible or The Message may reflect more of the tone. In Philippians, Paul writes in very positive tones, expressing gratitude, joy, and optimism. In Galatians and 1 Corinthians, however, Paul’s tone is more harsh, corrective, and at times even angry. John’s letters exude love, while Peter’s letters communicate hope. Jude’s brief letter carries a tone of urgency as he warns against false teachers.

The tone of Philippians can be seen very quickly, in Philippians 1:3-6,

I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.

Even when Paul has to admonish the Philippians about their conduct, he does so in positive terms, as seen in Philippians 4:1, “Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!”
New Testament letters arise out of concrete historical occasions, so we must learn to “read between the lines” to understand the text in its original context.
 Watch for key connecting terms such as “therefore,” “so that,” or “if…then.” Context is the key, so think in terms of paragraphs when trying to understand what the writer is saying and why he is saying it. This will help guard against the temptation to proof text (use a passage of Scripture to prove a point not in its original context).

Once we have grasped a letter as a whole, then we can read it theologically.
 Don’t allow that word to scare you! What I mean by that is what this letter teaches us about God, ourselves, and how we ought to believe and behave.

How do we read a letter theologically? After we have read and re-read the letter, getting the main ideas and emphases, the tone and the themes, we can begin to analyze the text. Here we can read the letter verse-by-verse, asking, “What does this verse teach me about…?”

· God the Father

· God the Son (Jesus)

· God the Holy Spirit

· Human nature

· Sin

· Salvation

· Promises

· Warnings

· Commands

You may divide a sheet of paper into columns for each of these, jotting down the verse and what it teaches about each subject. My father used a color code system to do this, using colored pencils and pre-printed sheets (I have copies if anyone is interested). You can be as creative as you wish in this method of study. When you complete the verse-by-verse study of the whole book, go back and list each notation for each subject together. Once this is done, you have a systematic theology of that New Testament letter. Watch out! You may become a theologian!

Finally, we cannot forget that the letters of the New Testament are authoritative writings and therefore their historical and cultural character does not undermine their relevance for our lives.
 Original context is important. At the same time, God Himself speaks to us in and through these occasional letters. As His inspired Word, these letters ultimately address the church of every age and of every place.
 We should always ask ourselves, “How does what I have read affect what I believe or how I behave?” Only then will these letters—in fact, all of Scripture—become relevant and valuable to our lives.

We wrap up our series on sharpening our skills of understanding Scripture tonight. I trust these studies will help you to, in the title of the book I have often quoted, “read the Bible for all it’s worth.”
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