
This book is dedicated to my parents,

Rick and Susie Richards,

who encouraged me to go boldly into the world

and also gave me a safe place to return to.



Preface

Paul has always been my hero. He told us to imitate him (1 Cor 4:16). Aside from Christ himself, perhaps no one else has impacted the world like Paul. I fear that many of us place Paul on such a high pedestal (just a few inches below Jesus) that we believe it impossible to imitate him. This motivates me to study the details of Paul’s life, particularly those details that provide a more realistic picture of the flesh-and-blood Paul. My hope and prayer is that, after reading this book, you will see Paul more clearly and thus be encouraged to imitate him.

When we read Paul’s letters without any thought as to how they came to be, we are at risk of reading our culture, customs, values and ideas back onto Paul. Once, as I stood in the ruins of a workshop on a dusty side street in Pompeii, I wondered if such things had any relevance for Paul. Then I noticed that the windows were fairly small and I thought, “Those wouldn’t give enough light to write a letter.” In much the same way this book is designed to help us see Paul in the real world and in his world. I have not written this for my fellow scholars, although I think they will find some of the ideas interesting. Rather, I have written to the serious reader of the New Testament. I have tried to avoid technical jargon—as much as is possible when talking about Greco-Roman letter writing.

This project has consumed much of my free time for the last three years, and I was not the only one who sacrificed. I want to thank my wife, Stacia, and our two sons, Josh and Jacob, who in times past have followed me around the United States, through the jungles of Indonesia, and now to rural Arkansas. They are my greatest treasures and my biggest fans. While in Italy recently, they wanted to see the Vatican but instead followed behind me as I rummaged through the ruins of some apartments in Ostia. That’s true love. I am also privileged to teach with some outstanding colleagues and scholars; “iron sharpens iron,” and they have motivated me by their words and by setting the standards high. Several must be singled out for a special word of thanks: Scott Duvall, Danny Hays, Preben Vang and Marvin Pate. The university’s administration encourages us to publish by providing resources, and yet it never pressures us. I remain thankful to those who were my teachers on Paul almost twenty years ago: Earle Ellis, W. D. Davies, Bruce Corley and Robert Sloan. My students over the years also have shaped my thinking on Paul in the crucible of the classroom. My student assistant, Brandon O’Brien, a man whose mind and wit are equally sharp, prepared the indexes, caught mistakes, and brought humor and perspective on many a long afternoon. I am indebted to him. Dan Reid at InterVarsity has been a gentleman-scholar. His kind encouragement and keen insights have made this a better manuscript. With so many helpful friends, there should be no mistakes left in the book, but I managed to sneak in a few.

 

Randy Richards
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Introduction

As Christians we are quite used to reading someone else’s mail. In our New Testament we find letters from people, such as Paul, Peter and James, written to other people, such as the Romans, the Galatians and the folks in Bithynia. (Odd, isn’t it, that we put so much stock in old letters?) We claim to know quite a bit about these letters, but most of us have never read any ancient letters apart from those in the New Testament. Our knowledge of how such letters were written is limited to what we, as alert readers, are able to glean from the letters themselves. To gain broader perspective, we need to filch some letters from other ancient Mediterranean mailboxes, to see what insights they offer us into Paul’s world.

My generation grew up with telephones. My students grew up with e-mail and Instant Messenger. We struggle to understand how much a handwritten letter, which was already weeks old, meant to the reader. Although usually battered from the journey, such letters did more than just bring news; one could almost feel the warmth of the hand that wrote it and the sound of the voice that spoke it. I spent eight years on a remote island near Borneo, where the people still are a letter writing society. Even today these gracious people often begin with sentences like, “I give thanks that we can meet together even though only through a letter.” I often saw them eagerly pounce upon a visitor, in the hope that he or she might be carrying a letter for them from a loved one.

Across a gap of two thousand years, yet in a strikingly similar way, Paul’s society also longed for letters. An Egyptian from a generation after Paul received a letter from his brother and replied, “I rejoiced exceedingly as if you had come.”1 Archeologists have uncovered thousands of personal letters written from the general time and place of Paul. Many of these letters had been thrown into trash heaps or found in the debris of destroyed homes. They give us a random yet real glimpse into the everyday world of Paul.

Ancients and Their Letters

One surprising discovery was just how much ancients loved to send and receive letters. A slave girl wrote to her master, “We die if we do not see you daily” and then begged him to send a letter.2 Even though it is impossible for us to know precisely what was going on in the life of this slave and her master, we can draw general conclusions without knowing the details of their lives. For example, we can see that even slaves sent letters, even letters to their masters. Letters were in some way a substitute for being there in person. Thus, we find a letter from a sailor longing for news from home.3 Another ancient letter tells a man that his brother is alive and well—welcome news in a world of short lifespans.4 A soldier writes home to his wife, “I received your letter. . . and was greatly delighted about the health of the children.”5 Another man writes, “I beg you, brother, to write me about your being all well, as I heard at Antinoopolis that there has been a plague in your neighborhood. So do not neglect to write, that I may feel more cheerful about you.”6 Letters brought assurance in a world filled with disease and calamity.



Sources of Information

Christian monks painstakingly copied and thereby preserved the letters of prestigious, ancient, non-Christian letter writers. We are indebted to these unnamed copyists who preserved for us literary works that would likely have been lost. It was long thought that wooden tablets or papyrus could not survive for millennia because climate quickly destroys them; wooden tablets need to stay waterlogged; papyrus needs continuous desiccation. There are few places in the world that have stayed continuously waterlogged or bone dry for the last 2,000 years. To make matters more difficult, people don’t usually live in places like that, so we do not stumble across old Roman tablets or papyrus sheets every time we dig a hole in a yard in Europe or the Middle East. However, in the few inhabited places that have stayed “just right” for two millennia, either waterlogged or desiccated, such as the bogs of England or the deserts of Egypt, we find the remains of letters. From the time of Emperor Trajan we have found the wooden tablets of a soldier in Britain, private letters of soldiers in the Judean desert, and others in the trash piles of Egypt. In all three places we have found everyday letters. Even in the fringes of the empire we have consistent evidence that ancient people wrote, sent and retained letters.

Archaeologists and other adventurers also have uncovered for us thousands of other private letters from rank and file members of the empire. Unlike the literary letters of philosophers, poets, playwrights and politicians, these other letters recovered from ancient city dumps and destroyed homes reveal the normal, messy side of everyday life: news of marriages, divorces, births and death; expressions of pride, shame, anger and approval; feelings of estrangement and reconciliation, depression and joy.

Although they rarely discussed the mechanics of letter writing, such letters still help us see how ancients wrote theirs. Most ancient letters were so brief that the writers never remarked about how the letter was written, so the most common way that we learn about letter writing is from their incidental comments. For this reason, one of the best ancient sources is Cicero.

However, it is a fair to ask how the practices of an ultra-wealthy Roman aristocrat such as Cicero have any points of comparison to Paul. Our information does not depend upon Cicero as much as a casual perusal of later footnotes might imply, because (a) although the reference may read Cicero (Cic. Fam.), sometimes the letter cited was a letter to Cicero and not by him; and (b) usually there is evidence of a particular practice in other writers and even in the papyri, but often Cicero is cited because he is the clearest example. David Trobisch, in a fine little book on Paul’s letters, comments how he “investigated about two hundred different authors, covering more than three thousand letters.”7 Yet when he cites an example of an ancient custom, he usually cites Cicero.8

Additionally, when you read Cicero’s letters you immediately notice how often he commented upon the most mundane of matters, including how he was using his secretary, where he was sitting when he wrote the letter, even the attitude of the carrier that brought the letter. This might seem odd to us: why write if there was nothing more important to write about? Cicero, however, was maintaining a steady rotation of letter carriers with several colleagues and would of necessity write merely to have something to place in the hand of the returning carrier. For the ultra-wealthy such as Cicero, the expense of writing was trivial. He maintained a full-time secretary slave. Cicero once commented to his friend Atticus, “When you have nothing to write, write and say so.”9 For these writers, “how something was stated” (i.e., the rhetoric) was paramount; the actual content was much less important. Their letters often expounded upon routine matters; something not usually found in the brief and highly stereotyped papyri (common letters) from Egypt, although there is still some evidence for these letter-writing practices among the papyri as well.

In this book I will not argue that the letters of Cicero, Seneca and their peers are analogous to Paul’s. Rather I will show that the basic mechanics of letter writing were a part of the culture, for we find evidence for various customs across the literary spectrum, in Cicero (and his friends) as well as in the papyri.10 For example, we find evidence of copying another person’s letter at the bottom of one’s own letter in Cicero (Att. 3.9), among his friends (Cic. Att. 1.17), and in the papyri (PZen. 10). I therefore feel confident to conclude that this was a common enough practice.



Paul Loved to Write Letters

Paul did not just write the typical, single-page letter. We have massive letters from him preserved in our New Testament. Why did Paul so obviously love to write letters? We used to think he wrote letters only as a substitute for when he could not visit a church personally.11 In fact, it was thought that Paul’s first choice was to visit personally, failing that he sent a representative, such as Timothy, and only as a last resort did he send a letter.12

While such a scenario makes sense, Margaret Mitchell has argued from Paul’s own comments that on occasion Paul actually preferred a letter to a visit.13 While Paul may have initially turned to letters to meet the practical needs of his situation, the extensive length and development of themes indicate that Paul saw enormous benefit in sending letters.14 For example, a personal visit to Corinth ended in disaster (2 Cor 12:20-21); Paul’s use of an envoy, Titus (7:5-16), and a “painful letter” (2:4) proved more effective. Mitchell is led to conclude that

the letter (and envoy, in some cases) was not an inadequate substitute for the more desirable Pauline physical presence, but was in fact deemed by him a superior way to deal with a given situation.15



Thus, there was no clear hierarchy (personal visit, then envoy, lastly letter). Rather, Paul chose in each situation which option would be most effective.



Other Books on Paul and Letter Writing

An ancient scribe once quipped: “Of the writing of books there appears no end.” This seems especially true about modern books on Paul. Ancient letter writing, however, has received only a small fraction of that attention. Nonetheless, that still means several books on letter writing. Let me describe a few of these that I have found most helpful.16 On the general topic of ancient Greco-Roman letter writing, Stanley Stowers’s work on letter writing describes the historical context and provides a helpful survey of the various types of ancient letters. Narrowing the topic to the letters of Paul, the older work by Calvin Roetzel continues to be useful. He reminded us that Paul’s letters were “half of a conversation,” and that we have to know some of Paul’s situation to understand his letters. Other works have a more specific focus, such as the similarity of Paul’s letters to official letters (Stirewalt), theological themes in Paul (Charles Cousar), or “what Paul fought for” (Leander Keck). The little book by Jerome Murphy-O’Connor on Paul as a letter writer comes closest to what I plan to do in this book.17

Other books discuss in greater detail a particular aspect of letter writing. In a previous book I describe the ways secretaries were used to write letters in the time of Paul. Jeffrey Weima has given us a wonderful analysis of the way Paul used the closing sections of his letter. Several recent works have discussed the question of literacy in Paul’s day. Catherine Hezser looks at the Jewish community. Alan Millard analyzes quite nicely the specific situation of Jesus. Alan Bowman provides a delightful look at the letters of Roman soldiers serving on the frontiers of the empire. There are also detailed discussions of more technical aspects of letter writing, such as a style analysis by Anthony Kennedy and another by Kenneth Neumann, or theories about the collection of Paul’s letters by David Trobisch, or an examination of Jewish exegetical techniques by Earle Ellis. I will note these and other works in the footnotes when we come to these topics. Harry Gamble and Richard Bauckham have given us works that discuss the New Testament in much broader terms, and yet their far-reaching studies have implications that sift down all the way to my discussion of the practicalities of letter writing. I will also mention these.



Why Read This Book?

Although these related books are outstanding, none of them addresses the writing of Paul’s letters from a very practical point of view. As much as Paul’s letters have been read and re-read and examined under an exegetical microscope, it is surprising how little has been done on the nuts and bolts of Paul’s letter writing. Timothy Johnson, in his Anchor Bible commentary on 1-2 Timothy, complains:

It is startling to find. . . how carelessly formulated and executed many of the arguments are. . . The most fundamental category, that of authorship, remains largely unexamined. The model of Pauline authorship therefore remains anachronistic. . . the image of Paul as an “author,”. . . or even as a solitary letter writer, is inaccurate.18



I hope to help bridge this gap. Archaeologists and sociologists such as Meeks, Malherbe, Neyrey and Malina have given us much more accurate descriptions of the world in which Paul lived and worked. It is time to bring these insights to the question of how Paul wrote his letters, and to ask very pragmatic questions. How (and where) did letter writers usually work? How long did it take? Did they write rough drafts? What were the logistics of using a secretary? Did writers keep copies? How much did it cost to write and send a letter?

This work will try to peek over Paul’s shoulder, looking at how he likely wrote his letters, with the hope of seeing more accurately how our New Testament letters came into being. A more careful consideration of Paul as a letter writer should affect how we view the authorship of Paul’s letters (coauthors and pseudonymity), how we recreate the original text (text criticism, interpolations), and perhaps even how we interpret some passages in his letters. We will see the extraordinary amount of work that went into his letters. We also will see more clearly how letters were sent and how we likely came to have a collection of Paul’s letters. With those goals in mind, let us begin the journey back into the first-century world of letter writing.











1
A Modern, Western Paul

In this chapter we are going to question how appropriate is our current understanding of “author.” We will then look at authorship in the time of Paul.

When scholars discuss how Paul wrote his letters, they usually talk about how he shaped his words and sentences or how he painted his arguments or how he cleverly answered the objections raised by his opponents.1 However, these works rarely discuss the actual mechanics of the letter-writing process. About the only places to find a description of how letters were actually written down are introductions in technical books2 or in textbooks on textual criticism. Although most of us do not spend much time reflecting on exactly how Paul wrote his letters, we all have some model in mind of how Paul’s letters came to be.

Commentary writers often broach this topic in the introductions to their commentaries. Older models often had Paul with “pen in hand,” cloistered in pensive solitude, scribbling away to his churches. Archaeological and sociological studies have since shown how this image of Paul looks more like how we write than how an ancient Mediterranean Jew wrote. Realizing that our modern and Western presuppositions are inappropriate, scholars have begun to describe him writing in a manner at least possible if not probable in the ancient world. However, after introducing Paul in this way, they often write the remaining commentary as if Paul wrote his letters with “pen in hand.”

Scholars, like most readers, describe Paul as a letter writer using their own writing experiences and preferences as the pattern.3 The writing utensils are changed into some sort of first-century equivalent, but the paradigm remains that of the way a 1950s Westerner wrote. After a cursory description of letter-writing customs, many scholars plunge passionately into the topic of their research, such as analyses of Paul’s rhetoric, his argumentation and use of asyndeton,4 skipping over the mundane mechanics of how such matters were actually put onto papyrus. Yet some ethereal analyses quickly fall to earth under the weight of the practical realities of scratching letters onto a sheet of papyrus.5 We should not describe Paul writing in ways that were not realistic for his time.

Modern Models of Paul the Letter Writer

Many Christians have simply given little or no thought as to how Paul’s letters were actually written down. Most of us today can still envision the old “paper, pen and desk” model enough to project this paradigm back onto Paul and the first century. We are not alone. The artist of the painting on the front cover of this book did the same thing. If we imagine Paul writing in a 1950s paradigm, does it affect how we interpret Paul? In writings on Paul as a letter writer, two general models emerge.

The optimistic model. Gene Edwards, a popular Christian writer, is currently influencing the church about Paul’s letter-writing habits. A prolific writer, Edwards has written a bestselling series called “First-Century Diaries,” historical fiction that recounts the life of Paul as told by some of his colleagues: Silas, Titus, Timothy, Priscilla and Gaius.

Edwards is well informed on the typical reconstruction of Paul’s ministry, taking very few creative liberties in his reconstruction of Paul’s life. With our postmodern love for storytelling, it is not surprising his books are so popular. In Edwards’s first book, The Silas Diary, he describes (through the eyes of Silas) how Paul wrote Galatians:

Paul finally felt sure his anger was under control. He then asked me to spend the day with him. When I entered his room, I saw that an amanuensis was also present. He was one of the brothers of the Antioch ecclesia. Why an amanuensis? Why did Paul not pen his letter in his own hand?

There is a saying among those who cannot read:

Why learn to read?

By the time you are thirty-five your eyes cannot see what is written on the paper.

Why learn to write?

By the time you are forty you cannot see the paper!

Paul was past forty-four, hence the amanuensis.

I sat down, and Paul began to talk softly. We must have talked for hours. It was his way, at least that day, of preparing to write a letter. Paul and I also talked to the amanuensis so he might have some idea what was about to be written and why. . ..



Paul took a deep breath and then began dictating the incredible letter I never moved or spoke during the whole time Paul dictated the letter; rather, I sat transfixed. He never stopped or corrected or changed. He knew every word he wanted to say. He had struggled with an earlier draft, but this time the man was inspired!

As Paul neared the end of the letter, he took the pen from the amanuensis, squinted his eyes, and wrote a sentence of his own in large letters, so large that even a man over fifty could read it. . ..

The letter, four copies in all, left Antioch the next day. The brothers had hired a horseman to deliver it to Derbe. The brothers in Derbe were to see that it was sent on to the other churches as fast as their means could afford.6



Gene Edwards is a delightful storyteller. He weaves in details of everyday life in the first-century world with politics of the Jerusalem church and problems caused by those of the “circumcision party.” Readers are drawn in, wanting to see what happened next. It is the power of story.

Edwards reiterates this model of Paul the writer in his later books with few modifications.7 In his second book, The Titus Diary, Paul no longer uses a professional secretary, conscripting Timothy instead to write 1 Thessalonians because, again, most people over forty no longer had eyesight adequate for reading and writing letters.8 Edwards alters the letter-writing process slightly in this second book: Paul stops on occasion in the writing to ponder a matter before resuming and Silas is permitted to give input.9 As Paul dictates 1 Thessalonians 3 his eyes fill with tears. He tells Silas “Truthfully, this is a little personal, so pay no attention to what I say next.”10 It is implied that the use of an amanuensis prevented Paul from having the privacy he wanted. The letter was then dispatched the very next day.11

In his third book, The Timothy Diary, Edwards describes 1 Corinthians as having been written in much the same way, with two additional elements. First, Sosthenes is included in the letter address because, according to Edwards, Paul asked him to attend and to be a witness to the letter, and thus able to vouch for it being authentically Pauline. Sosthenes provides no input whatsoever into the letter.12 This is a common assumption in scholarly commentaries as well.13 Second, Titus is permitted to make suggestions that include content. Paul even quotes what Titus suggests. Nevertheless, the entire scenario casts Paul as the wise, old teacher who gently guides his student to draw the right conclusions. Edwards even has Titus objecting, “You know I learned everything I know from you!” Thus, even this input from Titus is not truly independent input, but merely masterful discipleship by Paul as he brings along the next generation of leaders.

Why spend so much time describing a series of popular historical fiction? Edwards’s reconstruction of Paul’s dialogues with Silas is amusing, perhaps even helpful to laypeople and probably harmless, although some may feel uncomfortable with putting words in Paul’s mouth, even if labeled fiction. However, is Edwards’s scenario for how Paul wrote his letters all that different from most New Testament scholarship?

Edwards is well-versed in Pauline studies. His historical reconstructions demonstrate familiarity with many technical issues in Paul and are rather consistent with contemporary scholarship,14 albeit fleshed out. He suggests what would be an accurate unpacking of the implications of many academic reconstructions. If scholars were to write this type of fiction, would their reconstructions be so different?

The pessimistic model. Others take a more pessimistic approach, claiming we can know nothing of how Paul wrote his letters.15 Actually, there is too much evidence merely to write off the subject as “unknowable” and hence able to be ignored. Complete pessimism is unwarranted. We can know some of how Paul the letter writer worked. William Doty outlines some general options for how Paul wrote, but he hesitates to be more specific.16 Cautiousness is a sign of careful research; however, we should examine more closely the actual mechanics of how Paul wrote his letters. This may complicate some exegetical discussions and even require some revision of related topics, such as discussions of authorship, Paul’s use of rhetoric/argumentation, the presence of interpolations. Nevertheless, whether considered or unconscious, the image we hold of Paul as a letter writer carries with it certain assumptions which do affect how we interpret Paul’s letters.



Underlying Assumptions in Both Modern Models

We begin by looking at some of the assumptions common to most reconstructions of Paul as a letter writer. My contention is that both fanciful reconstructions, such as Edwards’s, and most scholarly reconstructions share common assumptions in three key areas: where the author wrote, who helped the author, and the actual mechanics of writing.

The letter writer’s study. In typical reconstructions we see three assumptions about Paul’s study.

	Paul wrote in a room away from the public.


	Only those whom Paul personally desired to be with him were present when he wrote.


	Only a day or two of uninterrupted privacy were required to write a letter.




The letter writer’s “helpers.” The common perception assumes several ideas about those who “helped” Paul write his letters: his coauthors and his secretaries.

Coauthors. Paul mentions colleagues such as Timothy or Sosthenes in the opening verses of a letter (the letter address).

	Most scholars assume these colleagues are mentioned for some reason other than coauthorship.


	Scholars assume that these named colleagues might remind Paul of topics, perhaps even broach topics, but Paul was the sole author of the letter. It is customary to speak of Paul’s letters.




Secretaries. Paul’s letters clearly indicate that he used a secretary to write at least some (and probably all) of his letters.

	Paul often used a secretary—only as a necessary second choice—because he was unable to write himself. Edwards blames poor eyesight, such as was common for older people in the first-century world.17 Deissmann blamed arthritis.18 Whatever the cause, the clear implication is that Paul would have written the letter himself were he able. In other words, it is assumed a secretary brought no advantages or additional skills to the equation. He was merely a poor substitute for what Paul would have preferred to do himself.


	Although Paul used a secretary,19 he alone generated every word. No one else, not even the secretary, contributed to the written text except Paul.


	Some insist Paul dictated the letter from beginning to end without stopping.20 Others allow Paul to pause, contemplate and even discuss. Most, though, have no place for Paul to correct or alter what was already written. In other words, Paul’s first draft was his final draft.


	The secretary is assumed capable of accurately recording every word Paul said, presumably as long as Paul spoke slowly and allowed appropriate pauses. This is based upon a prior assumption that someone who was literate could also take dictation.


	Hiring a secretary, or amanuensis, is assumed to be the most expensive aspect of sending a letter; hence Paul used a colleague as a secretary to save money. Materials and dispatching are assumed to have been minor expenses.


	Timothy was literate.21




The writing process. Many people today have not thought about how Paul actually went about composing and writing his letters. Most realize he wove in material that he was quoting (at the least Old Testament passages); many have not considered whether he had rough drafts, etc.

The inclusion of traditional material. Scholars have long recognized that Paul included material quoted from the Old Testament or early Christian hymns or sayings in his letters.

	When Paul incorporated Old Testament material, it is usually assumed he was merely quoting from memory or reading from a scroll. In either case, the material was entered into the letter directly by Paul weaving it into his dictation.


	Christian hymns and other preformed traditions were woven into the letter in the same manner as Old Testament quotations, by Paul dictating the material.


	Paul made use of certain types of seemingly preformed material, such as midrash on an Old Testament passage,22 extended chiastic material,23 topoi,24 tribulation lists,25 virtue/vice lists, etc. These also presumably entered Paul’s letter through the dictation of Paul.




There is no difficulty in arguing that Paul dictated extemporaneously a memorized, stereotyped piece, especially when talking of standard epistolary formulae (set phrases).26 Extemporaneous dictation is even plausible for things like the vice lists in Colossians.27 However, the elaborate rhetorical structure of many of Paul’s letters, particularly Galatians, does not seem likely to have been dictated extemporaneously.28 At least some of the letters seem more carefully composed than extemporaneous dictation.

Editing. Most Christians do not consider the possibility that Paul might have edited or revised his letters before sending them.

	It is usually assumed that the first draft was the only draft. Paul did not correct, edit or polish the text before dispatching it. When he finished the last sentence, the letter was finished.


	It is often assumed that the first draft was written on the papyrus that was sent. Thus the draft was written in penmanship suitable for dispatching. It must be assumed, therefore, that the secretary could not only take dictation but could do so in handwriting suitable for sending to a church for public reading.




Copying. Modern readers correctly assume that ancient letter writers made copies of letters.

	It is usually assumed that copies were made quickly and easily.29


	It is also assumed that Paul did not keep a copy for himself.




Dispatching the letter. Haste seems always in the background of Paul’s literary activities. Paul is rarely portrayed as having written leisurely. Dispatch was always immediate. Only modern Americans seem to rival Paul’s pace of life. Ever since Deissmann, Paul is usually pictured dashing off his letters amidst a flurry of other mission activities, in order to quell a burgeoning problem recently brought to his attention.30



Problems with Modern Models

Some scholars snicker at historical fiction, perhaps prematurely.31 Many scholars share in common at least some of these popular assumptions. These largely unspoken assumptions are typical because many popular writers—and some scholars—are recreating Paul as a letter writer in a twentieth-century image. Some modern western misconceptions have been projected back onto Paul.

Misconceptions about the letter writer’s study. We are all aware that Paul’s culture was neither modern nor Western. Nevertheless, many reconstructions of Paul as a letter writer are built upon a modern and Western framework. We shall examine several areas where the modern picture is at odds with the probable sociological realities of Paul’s world.

Modern Western concepts of privacy. Recent sociological studies suggest that modern Western values such as privacy and individualism not only color our reconstructions but also have no real equivalent in Paul’s world. Paul’s world was group-oriented; they thought in group terms and not as independent individuals,32 and Paul presented himself in this way.33 Paul saw himself as articulating the values and views of his group.34 As modern Western writers we articulate our individualistic values and views when we write, and for this reason we need privacy. Why would Paul want to separate himself from his group in order to write? He was writing their values.35

I personally cannot do serious writing in a busy room with people coming and going, stopping by to toss in ideas or to critique what I am doing. It is assumed Paul shared our view on this matter. We need quiet and solitude to write, but would a desire for quiet and solitude even have occurred to Paul? Most Westerners who have lived in the East are well aware of this difference. Not only is there no privacy in most of the East; they cannot imagine why one would want it.36 Westerners emphasize individual ideas. For Paul the group’s comments were neither interruptions nor extraneous thoughts.37 Their input only further defined the group’s thought. Paul’s letter was the expression of the group’s consensus reached by dialogue.38

Modern conveniences. Typically, Paul is portrayed at a desk, scribbling away by candlelight, the necessary books and sources lying open in front of him. In reality, ancient writers lacked the basic conveniences we now consider essential. Lamps were smoky and dim. Writers placed the paper on their laps because there were no desks. As for Paul, he neither quoted everything from memory, nor had a well-equipped study where he could spend quiet evenings writing in solitude.

Misconceptions about the letter writer’s “helpers.” Modern writers are usually solitary writers. Even on joint projects with two or more authors, we rarely sit and write together. For us, authorship is an intensely individualistic activity. A modern writer may have helpers, but those helpers do not usually look over the author’s shoulder and make comments as he writes.

Modern Western concepts of individualism. The a priori assumption today is toward an individual author rather than a team. The implied argument of many scholars is that an individual author is assumed unless there is strong indication otherwise. There are two objections to this assumption. First, this assumption is based upon a modern Western preference for individuality,39 a trait shared by a minority of the world.40

Second, even if we allow that an individual author should be assumed without some strong indication otherwise, there is strong evidence otherwise for the letters of Paul. To argue for Paul as a solitary writer requires actually ignoring the evidence, particularly that of explicitly named coauthors and secretaries.

Misconceptions about coauthors. To some extent, in a group-oriented society like Paul’s, “No one really has his or her ‘own’ opinion, nor is anyone expected to.”41 There is an inherent “we” to all New Testament writers. An ancient writer cited tradition, not to garner support for his argument (as we do), but to show he was part of a collective. Paul was not less group-oriented than his culture.42 Yet it is sometimes subconsciously assumed Paul did not need or want a coauthor: a colleague could broach a topic, but surely Paul alone determined the written expression. In most popular descriptions of Paul as a letter writer, only Paul selected the words that were put to papyrus.

Misconceptions about secretaries. Most scholars now acknowledge Paul’s use of a secretary.43 Yet three misconceptions about Paul’s secretary are common.

It is assumed a colleague of Paul could easily be conscripted to serve as an amateur secretary. Werner Kelber is perhaps overly pessimistic in seeing literacy in the hands of only a few.44 Alan Millard’s assessment is probably accurate:

Throughout the Hellenistic and Roman world the distinction prevailed in that there were educated people who were proficient readers and writers, less educated ones who could read but hardly write, some who were readers alone, some of them able to read only slowly or with difficulty and some who were illiterate.45



It is probable that Paul had colleagues who were literate. Nonetheless, it is a mistake to assume that any literate person could also write. Scholars in that field maintain that ancient literacy was primarily determined by the ability to read not write.46 A literate person was someone who could read. Our only biblical reference that defines literacy is Isaiah 29:11-12, which describes it as the ability to read.47 Ancient literacy cannot automatically be equated with all the characteristics of modern literacy. It is often difficult for people today to separate reading and writing. For example, even though I can read, I would struggle to write with my left hand. Why? I am right-handed. I have had little practice writing with my left hand. So also the literate man in antiquity often wrote only with difficulty for the same reason: he had little practice writing. If I imagine writing with my left hand, I can better understand Paul’s comment “See what large letters I make when I am writing in my own hand.” Experts on papyri often describe a secretary’s handwriting as “a practiced hand.” Thus, it is an error to assume any literate person could also write fluently. Concerning Paul’s letters, the error is often compounded. It assumed that Paul’s colleagues who could read could also write fluently enough to follow dictation.

A second common misperception is that a secretary offered no additional skills other than those held by anyone who could write. Since Timothy is listed in a letter address, it is assumed he was literate; thus he could write and was qualified as a secretary. Scholars incorrectly assume Paul could easily conscript a member of his own band to serve as a secretary. Yet, secretaries required skills with the writing materials beyond what the ordinary individual possessed. Papyrus was sold by the individual sheet or by the standard roll. Paul’s letters did not fit either size. Additional sheets needed to be glued on to lengthen a roll (or trimmed off to shorten it). A secretary needed to mix his own ink and to cut his own pens. A secretary also needed to draw lines on the paper. Small holes were often pricked down each side and then a straight edge and a lead disk were used to lightly draw evenly-spaced lines across the sheet. A secretary also needed a sharpening stone to keep his pen sharp and a knife to cut new tips as necessary.48 Less mechanical but more significantly, Ben Witherington adds, “A good secretary would have to know the mind of his employer, how to write, the proper form for a letter, and also rhetoric and its conventions.”49

A third common misconception may be termed the “Stenographer vs. Cowriter Fallacy.” Many readers permit Paul to have had a secretary, but only a secretary who took Paul’s exact dictation, that is, a stenographer. Since allowing any secretarial role beyond a stenographer opens the door for notes, drafts and editing, quite a few assume that allowing a secretary to exert any influence on the text means taking control of the text away from Paul and giving it to another (the secretary). This is the reason I. H. Marshall, in his ICC commentary, rejects my theory that the secretary had input in the Pastoral Epistles:

There is the possibility that the details of composition are due to a colleague or “secretary” who was given a rather free hand by Paul. Here again the effect is to “rescue” the PE [Pastoral Epistles] for Paul at the cost of denying that he himself was responsible for their contents.50



This may not be a required conclusion. We are not required to accept the secretary as a cowriter, who barges in and takes over the Pastorals obscuring Paul’s hand and over whom Paul had no oversight. We are not limited to only two options: either Paul’s secretary was a stenographer or we must take the letter from Paul’s hand and give it to an unsupervised secretary. Rather, these are extreme opposite ends of a continuum, when the actual process no doubt rested more in the middle. Furthermore, this argument ignores that

irrespective of any secretarial influence, the author assumed complete responsibility for the content, including the subtle nuances. Because of his accountability, he checked the final draft.51



When Cicero and others wished to disclaim problems in earlier letters, such as omitted items or poorly phrased sentences, they never blamed their secretary for misrecording it, even though they used secretaries.52 Such excuses were untenable. The author was assumed responsible for every phrase and nuance, no matter the secretarial process.

Misconceptions about the writing process. Many assume dictation was the common method of writing letters. In actuality there was a range of methods for writing a letter (discussed in chapter four). Many assume Paul dictated his letters, imagining a situation like this: Timothy struggled to keep up when Paul was speaking passionately; yet somehow Timothy managed.53

This unsubstantiated optimism, that the secretary managed somehow to record Paul’s rapid dictation verbatim, is not warranted. Otto Roller demonstrated convincingly that to dictate a letter word for word usually required the writer to speak so slowly it was actually more like syllable by syllable.54 If the secretary were writing directly onto a papyrus sheet with the typical reed pen, and he intended the letter to be legible, this required writing even more slowly. Yet most scholars would rule out such a possibility for Paul’s letters. His letters do not read like Paul dictated them syllable by painful syllable. Nevertheless, these problems are often just glossed over. Somehow the secretary still managed to take Paul’s dictation, as is argued by I. H. Marshall:

there is a homogeneity about [Paul’s] authentic letters which shows that he dictated them himself and added his signature at the end.55



In an earlier work, I demonstrated that Greek shorthand existed in the first century.56 Many scholars have found this to be the solution they needed to this sticky dictation problem. I am cited as demonstrating Greek shorthand, but without noting that I argued it was not readily available to Paul. It is incorrect to assume Paul regularly had the services of a notarius, a shorthand writer.57 If it is unlikely Paul dictated his letters verbatim, then we must allow for a process that includes editing; that is, Paul had notes and rough drafts.

A second misconception about the writing process is the assumption that the first draft was the dispatched letter; that is, there was no editing and rewriting. Yet, if the limitations of ancient pen and paper made dictating directly to a final draft highly unlikely, we must allow for a process that included rough drafts. Many seem hesitant to allow room for editing, wanting only one draft though willing to permit some minor final editing, as we might check a final draft for minor changes.

Is an appeal to rough drafts yet another instance of reading modern conventions back into the first century? Modern writers take notes and make rough drafts, but is there any evidence that ancient writers did this? Yes. In chapter three we will point out the prevalent use of wax tablets and washable parchment notebooks whose purpose was to record notes to be fleshed out into a rough draft.58



Conclusions for Paul as a Letter Writer

The topics broached in this chapter will be expanded later in the book, but a summary is appropriate at this juncture.

	Several misconceptions are common about Paul, such as assuming that (a) he wrote in privacy with only a secretary at hand who recorded his dictation; (b) he dictated to the secretary all quoted material, either reciting it from memory or reading it aloud; and (c) when he finished dictating, the letter was sealed and sent.


	Paul’s writings show clear evidence of careful composition. They were not dashed off one evening in the flurry of mission activity. For example, Witherington and Betz both allow Paul to have worked through at least one draft of Galatians before sending it. Betz argues:
the very employment of an amanuensis [secretary] rules out a haphazard writing of the letter and suggests the existence of Paul’s draft and the copy by an amanuensis, or a sequence of draft, composition, and copy.59


	Since Paul named coauthors in some of his letters, our understanding of author must be expanded beyond meaning “Paul alone.”












2
Paul as a First-Century Letter Writer

If the typical modern image of Paul as a letter writer is built on multiple faulty assumptions—if we have portrayed Paul writing like a modern American—how then should we describe Paul? Using archaeological and sociological data from the first century, as well as comments from Paul’s letters themselves, I shall attempt to cast a more accurate picture of Paul, a first-century, Mediterranean letter writer.

Paul as the Leader of a Mission Team

Paul did not work alone. As a first-century Mediterranean Jew it would not even have occurred to him to do so. Neither his letters nor Acts describe Paul working alone. “Paul does not perceive himself as commissioned to lead or to minister as an isolated individual, without collaboration with co-workers.”1 When Paul lost his partner, Barnabas, he sought another before beginning the next journey (Acts 15:36-41). When trouble in Athens caused Paul to leave early, leaving behind his team (Silas and Timothy), Acts implies that he traveled alone to Corinth.2 We cannot be entirely sure he was alone since team members suddenly show up elsewhere without any indication when they had joined the team, such as Demas and Aristarchus (Philem 24). Nevertheless, assuming Paul was alone entering Corinth, we see him gaining team members, Priscilla and Aquila, before he is described as debating in the synagogue. When Paul was shipped away to Rome as a prisoner, he had team members accompany him. Even under Roman arrest he still had team members with him. Whether Paul was actually ever alone at some particular moment is immaterial. The point is that our modern Western love for individuality has no equivalent in Paul’s world. He was the leader of a team. “From the beginning the Pauline mission was a collective enterprise, with something that can loosely be called a staff.”3

We should not, however, envision a team of equal collaborators. Paul was clearly in charge. He had disciples, such as Timothy and Titus. He also had peers, such as Barnabas and Luke. Yet these peers were not described as permanent members of the mission team. We see them moving in and out of the Pauline itinerary. They were associates, not understudies. Perhaps it was easier to work as an equal with Paul in small doses. The glimpse Luke gives us of Paul’s relationship with Barnabas may be Luke’s veiled defense of why he was not ever-present at Paul’s side. In Luke’s picture, when Paul decided a course of action, the final decision was cast. If a team member disagreed, he could accompany Paul anyway (as did Luke in Acts 21:12-14) or he could leave (as did John Mark in Acts 13:13 and Barnabas in Acts 15:39). Luke shows us that Paul could be difficult to work with as an equal.4 He had a team, but he was the leader.

I make this distinction between associates and understudies for a reason. Associates are never named as cosenders in Paul’s letters; only understudies are. We are arguing that Paul’s letters were a team project, but not a team of near-equals. Paul was the leader and the dominant voice; the others were his disciples.

If Paul was the stand-apart leader, one might ask why he bothered to name cosenders? Isn’t that lowering oneself? Cicero, Josephus and other ancient writers clearly had “helpers;” yet they did not name them and most certainly did not list them in the letter address as cosenders. Actually, listing cosenders at all was a rare phenomenon. Cicero and Josephus, for instance, claimed the credit of the letter all for themselves.5 We must also note, however, that Cicero and Josephus never called themselves a “slave” (doulos) in the letter address. This is a Christian phenomenon, and one of the many ways Paul differed from the epistolary elite of society. Unlike their letters, Paul’s were not intended as examples of the author’s skill. As a “slave” of Jesus Christ, Paul was willing to work with his fellow “slaves” to send letters.



Paul and His Coauthors

Are the named cosenders in the letter address coauthors of the letter? Was coauthorship even practiced in antiquity? We find several examples of letters in antiquity with named cosenders. These letters fall into two general types.

	A letter could be sent in the name of a group, such as the priests of Philae or the Jews of Alexandria, usually to a government figure asking for a redress of wrongs.


	We also find an “occasional” letter from a husband and wife.




It is quite legitimate to question how much the named cosenders in either of these examples actually contributed to the letter.

Other than these two scenarios, the practice of named cosenders seems quite rare. Atticus wrote one letter together with others.6 Among the extant ancient letter collections, Cicero, Seneca and Pliny wrote none. Among the 645 private letters from Oxyrhynchus, Tebtunis and Zenon listed by Kim,7 I found six.8 Yet none of these letters is even remotely analogous to Paul’s letters.9

First Thessalonians 1:1 reads: “Paul and Silvanus and Timothy to the church of the Thessalonians.” Assuming that Paul is an author, what reasons do commentators offer for arguing that the other two individuals are not? Often no reason is given or only arguments from within the letter itself are given. Paul is assumed to be the sole author, and explanations are given later as to why Paul included these two non-authors in the address. Leon Morris’s comments are typical: it was “largely a matter of courtesy.”10 He argues “the practical difficulty of seeing how three people could combine to write such homogenous letters” and the fact the style matches that of Paul’s other letters, rule out any true coauthorship. Silvanus and Timothy, Morris concludes, merely consulted and endorsed the letter.11

There are at least two difficulties with this common view. One relates to letter writing in general and the other relates specifically to Paul’s letters. First, there is no evidence that it was a practice of courtesy to include non-authors in the letter address. If it were a common courtesy to include colleagues in the letter address, why is the custom so rare? It is not that courtesy was rare, but that true coauthorship was rare. As we just argued, this entire practice seems largely to be a Christian phenomenon. Second, Paul’s letters themselves make a “courtesy argument” difficult. Philemon provides the best example. The letter address lists Paul and Timothy, but Timothy is not the only colleague with Paul at the time. The letter ends with greetings from Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke. Why are they not in the letter address? Why was Paul courteous to Timothy but not to Luke? We must conclude Timothy was being distinguished in some way from the others, even if it is argued Timothy played only the smallest role in the composition of Philemon. It cannot be considered mere courtesy.

Jerome Murphy-O’Connor states it plainly: the “we” in Paul’s letters should be “taken at face value as referring to the senders.”12 When Paul lists a cosender, there is no evidence to claim this is anything other than a coauthor.13 Yet modern commentators often presume a we in the text carries little or no force; they are “editorial we’s.” While it is necessary to allow room for an editorial we in Paul, all we’s are not merely editorial.14 As Murphy-O’Connor correctly complains, scholars usually make no distinctions between those letters Paul wrote with cosenders and those letters he wrote without them.15 For example, Paul uses a plural thanksgiving formula only in the letters that he coauthored with Timothy.16 The first person singular is the most common Greco-Roman thanksgiving formula and is also typical for Paul.17 It may be coincidental, but he does not use a we thanksgiving in a letter without Timothy.18 In another example, Paul cites Timothy as a coauthor of 1 Thessalonians. Most commentators agree that Timothy is joining his voice with Paul in the thanksgiving, yet further into the commentary Timothy is dropped from most of the discussion. Many commentators push Timothy’s voice to the background, explaining passages as though Paul alone framed the words.19

To critique the “courtesy argument” from another direction we may ask why Timothy is not listed as a cosender in Paul’s letter to the Romans? He sends greetings in Romans 16:21. We must conclude that Timothy’s role is somehow different in Romans than in 2 Corinthians, where he is named in the letter address. We may quibble over how large a role Timothy played in 2 Corinthians, but we must still acknowledge that the role was different. Our modern understanding of author must expand beyond just “Paul alone.”20



The Letter Writer’s Office

Archaeologists have provided much information not only about first-century letter writing but also about the homes and businesses of Paul’s world. Where did Paul and his team write, for example, the letter to the Romans? The usual answer is Corinth, but is it possible to be more specific, since that city covered over two square miles and was encircled by a six-mile wall? Obviously, we cannot say the fourth shop on the left side of Lechaion Street, two blocks past the Temple of Apollo, but can we determine in what type of place ancients liked to do their letter writing?

The workshop. It is often suggested that Paul wrote at least some of his letters during down time in the tentmaker’s shop. For example, in Corinth Paul is sometimes described as discussing the issues with his partners Aquila and Priscilla as they labored together over tents (Acts 18:1-3), but neither Aquila nor Priscilla was ever listed as the cosender of a letter. The point remains, though, that perhaps Paul wrote in a workshop.

Archaeologists have uncovered numerous ancient shops. A typical shop, such as those preserved in several cities in Asia Minor and Europe, was usually among a row of shops, lining both sides of a street (see figure 2.1). These shops ranged from taverns and brothels to bakeries and laundries. Some shops sold pots, others sold idols (Acts 19) and some evidently sold tents (Acts 18:3). Most shops were a fairly standard size, somewhat determined by how long a span a wooden beam could support between walls or columns. In a shop in the market of Corinth, the back wall of the shop still shows the holes where the beams were placed. In smaller towns or on side streets, buildings often had three or four floors. The bottom floor usually contained the shops, the upper floors were for apartments. In Ostia one can see the shop entrances and the stairs next door that led up to apartments (see figure 2.2). On larger, more decorative streets, the shops were spaced between the columns that ran in rows down both sides of the street. In Hierapolis, a sister-city near Laodicea and Colossae, visitors can still see the holes in the columns where wooden beams were placed to make the walls between the shops.

[image: Photo of a cobblestone street in Pompeii. Stone buildings line the slightly recessed road. ]

Figure 2.1. A typical street in Pompeii


A standard shop seemed to be about ten feet wide. A few larger shops used two sections, as can be seen in a shop lining the colonnaded road in Pergamum, which connects the center of town with the Asklepion (a temple for the god of healing). Shop-lined streets were the major component of most towns. Modern attention often focuses on the Forum or the few large temples, but the majority of a town consisted of narrow streets lined with shops (see figure 2.3). Pompeii, a town of about 200,000, was preserved largely intact when buried suddenly in the volcanic eruption of Vesuvius in A.D. 79. Pompeii had a typical city structure. This town had forty bakeries and thirty brothels, with dozens of streets lined with shops and apartments. Occasionally, a wealthier home can be found among the shops. Most towns, particularly further east in the empire where Paul usually served, were poorer than Pompeii.

Most shops consisted of a front and back room on the first floor. The front room had a counter open to the street from which business was conducted (see figure 2.4). This room was, of course, noisy and busy, and therefore probably inappropriate for letter writing even for an ancient. The back room, usually about ten feet wide by ten feet deep, was more private, since a wall separated it from the front room and street and the windows were small and high (larger windows provided opportunities for thieves). Lighting came from these small windows and through the front room’s open door (see figure 2.5). Besides being cramped, filled with supplies and likely the place where work went on (baking, sewing, cooking, etc.), this room was poorly lit. It is unlikely that Paul wrote his letters in a workshop downtown. In fact, in the case of Aquila and Priscilla, the emphasis was always on their house (Rom 16:3-5; 1 Cor 16:19) rather than on their workshop.

The home. Could Paul have written his letters in a home? Typically, homes did not have a study, except perhaps the estates of ultra-wealthy lawyers and rhetoricians. In most cities these wealthy estates are all archaeologists have to study. Generally, only the palatial stone and marble homes of the wealthiest survive through the ages, which explains why modern tourists see temples and theaters when they tour ancient ruins. Mud-brick, the building material of the poor, quickly erodes. For example, we know that ancient people lived in houses scattered across the countryside, but these mud-brick homes of the poor farmer have washed away.

[image: Photo of a two-story brick building with large entryways and window spaces on top. ]

Figure 2.2. Shops and apartments in
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