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P R E F A C E 

I was a Christian for a long time before I realized that I had little actual 
knowledge of the Bible. Oh, I learned a lot from what others told me 
and read about what the Bible said. But I did not have an organized 
way to read, let alone understand this huge book with difficult words. I 
tried many ÔRead the Bible in a YearÕ guides. All I ended up with was 
either pointless guilt for not keeping up or I would read without 
understanding. This was a frustrating and embarrassing part of my 
Christian life. All the songs I sang at church about how much Jesus 
meant to me did not seem to extend to a disciplined reading of the 
Bible.  

I did not know when the books were written, whom they addressed, 
why they were written in this or that style, the significance of the 
possible dates of their compositions, and their intended messages. I 
could not make a reasonable attempt at understanding GodÕs Word for 
me. Reading technical books was too great an obstacle for most people 
leading busy lives. 

In the spring of 1999, after graduating from seminary, I read everything 
I could about the art and science of exegesis and hermeneutics. Three 
years later, I was prepared. On January 2002, I conducted an 
experiment with six international students with no formal academic 
background in biblical studies. I wanted to see if I could teach lay 
Christians a fresh way to read the Bible not for memorization, but for 
understanding, so that they could teach others. I begun to develop a 
program I called Ôthe discipleship of the mind.Õ I wanted Christians to 
engage their biblical knowledge with any field of human inquiry they 
encountered at work or at school. I asked the participants to rewrite the 
editorial and Op-Ed pages of the New York Times and the Wall Street 
Journal with a biblical worldview. I introduced them to biblical 
archaeology, philology, the natural sciences, historiography and the 
benefits of word studies and chart/map reading. Project Timothy (PT) 
was the result.  

I discovered that most of us rarely engage in conversation with each 
other about the Bible because there is no central reading schedule that 
we all share. Now through PT, anyone, anywhere, can participate in a 
reading schedule that encourages honest thinking things through in a 
theological safe space. PT also fosters studying in community and 
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under disciplined guidance in live sessions or online. This series of 
Bible Study Guides are written to assist participants of PT acquire 
important background information regarding the literature, social 
setting, political climate and the known sciences of the New Testament. 
This volume combines sections on how to interpret the different genres 
with introductory sections on the biblical texts themselves. We hope 
you will grow in your understanding of God and the Bible through 
Project Timothy as you learn to Òbe transformed by the renewing of 
your mind.Ó  (Romans 12:2)   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

1.1 What is Project Timothy? 
Renew the foundations of your belief in God within a Theological Safe Space 

Ecclesiastes 3:3 - [There is] a time to tear down and a time to build 

The Project Timothy Method 

How many times have you started the year with the intent to read the 
Bible from cover to cover but got bogged down in Leviticus or 
Numbers? Or worse, you go through the motions of reading but cannot 
articulate what you read? Do you feel frustrated trying to get past a 
surface-level understanding of the Bible, to see how it ties in to world 
history, philosophy, archaeology and contemporary science? 

Welcome to Project Timothy (PT), a program of the Academy for 
Christian Thought. PT consists of a devotional Christian community 
seeking spiritual renewal from a discipleship of the mind within a 
theological safe space (TSS). The goal is to understand the Bible that 
you read. It is a Ôdiscipleship of the mindÕ program to study the entire 
Bible in conjunction with extra-biblical sources and tools for biblical 
research. PT provides a TSS to question assumptions about the 
scriptures.1 This strengthens our beliefs and equips us to responsibly 
proclaim the Gospel. A deeper understanding of the Bible calls for a 
broad-based program of study involving history, literary criticism, 
philosophy, comparative religions, science, and both biblical and 
systematic theology. You will be introduced to key topics in all of these 
areas. 

The early Christians had the Old Testament (OT) as written scripture 
but not yet the New Testament (NT). To share their experience of the 
Bible, we at PT study the OT as the largely completed collection that 
they were by the first century, but we arrange the prophetic books 
according to the dates of their final forms of writing. However, we 
study the NT according to when each letter was first written, from 
James to Revelation to experience how the early Christians came to 

                                                        

1 We shall refer to either the NT or the OT as scripture and the entire Bible as 
scriptures. 
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know the NT, not as a complete collection, but as they came to be 
written book by book. We will trace the theologies of James, Paul, 
Peter and the Gospel writers to better understand how certain concepts 
developed. 

How can we understand the Scriptures in the light of changing 
philosophies and knowledge about reality? We begin by making a 
commitment to our conviction that the confession of the Lordship of 
Christ stands at the center of our being and belief about the fabric of 
reality.  

PT is motivated to bear witness, to disciples and to seek spiritual 
formation (paideia) 

Witness: We seek to understand postmodernity in the light of the 
biblical witness and not the Bible in the light of any contemporary 
thought. While the Scriptures are to be understood with the 
reinterpretation of each generation, the final authority rests with the 
revelation of God rather than with the prevailing plausibility structure. 

Discipleship: The personal and relational element in evangelism is 
inescapable. Discipleship increases the chances of passing the Gospel 
faithfully and develops a culture of relationships from which the church 
may draw strength in times of crises. JesusÕ final instructions to them 
were to Ògo and make disciples of all nationsÓ (Matthew 28:19). Paul 
continued this tradition when he bade farewell to Timothy with these 
words ÒThe things you have heard me say in the presence of many 
witnesses, entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach 
othersÓ (2 Timothy 2: 2). 

Paideia: The formation of lifelong spiritual friendships was adapted 
from Greek philosophical teaching that any desire to develop the 
perishable body ought to include nurturing the imperishable soul (or 
mind). In the NT, two words were used to describe Ôlittle childrenÕ. The 
word tekna, used in Luke 14:26 and John 13:33, refers to non-adults. 
However, the word used by the Gospel writers to describe what Jesus 
commends us to become Ôlike the little childrenÕ in Matt. 19:14; Mark 
10:14; and Luke 18:16, was paidon. Its root word, paideia, refers to the 
desired spiritual, educational, and civic formation of a child. We are to 
be like paidon - to be shaped by Christ and not by the concerns of the 
world. This is Christian discipleship. Anyone who believes that we can 
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teach ourselves the Bible with no help from others is entertaining an 
illusion. Indeed, that is why so much of the Bible concerns the work of 
observing, learning and teaching. Jesus himself was known as the great 
teacher much more than as the great healer or performer of signs. God 
never meant for the Bible to be heard or read in solitude, but within a 
community of faith nurtured by a climate of faith seeking 
understanding!  

The Critical Approach of Project Timothy 

It is an unfortunate misuse of terms that both extremes of the 
interpretation spectrum tend to use the word critical inaccurately. In 
many quarters, critical has come to mean Ôto criticizeÕ or Ôto be critical 
ofÕ GodÕs Word. The very nature of reading any text involves the 
reader making an interpretation of the meaning. One may do so either 
naively or with care. A critical approach to studying the Bible is not a 
negative or unbelieving method. Rather, it refers to a Ôcareful analytical 
studyÕ of the Bible as opposed to an uncritical or Ôna•veÕ interpretation. 

The Nature of the Scriptures (Bible) 

Is the Bible historical, literary or theological? Yes. Indeed, most of the 
writings possess all three elements in its composition. Do not equate 
historicity with truth since, in truth, there is little in history that can be 
truly verified, let alone deep history (beyond reliable memory) and 
prehistory (before written records). Literary value is no less important 
than historical markers to find the theological message. What about 
modern science? Does that trump all else? No. Although history, 
literature and theology use methods of science at some point in their 
investigation to paint a fuller picture, the scientific method is limited to 
measurability, so most of the scriptures are beyond scientific 
competence to interpret. Since the question of biblical reliability cannot 
be affirmed by its historicity, literary, or theological components, we 
pay attention to these characteristics of the scriptures to get within 
hearing distance of the writersÕ intent. Thus you will find lapses in 
historical and scientific accuracy as we increase our modern accuracy 
of historical and scientific knowledge. Even doctrinal articulation of 
theological points need to be revised in each generation to account for 
our greater understanding of the world we live in. 
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History and the Bible 

Each document of the Bible, especially the NT, is historical in two 
senses. For example, the Gospels reflect historical events such as the 
existence of Jesus, the Twelve, Pilate, Herod, James, Peter and Paul, as 
real people rather than characters in a story or drama. Each document, 
especially the OT books, also reflects and addresses the historical 
situation in which it was originally written. The OT and NT texts are 
historically very different. The early and final forms of the OT books 
span many, many years, usually starting out as oral traditions, so the 
idea of an original OT book makes little sense. The NT texts however, 
usually began as written letters and were all completed within the span 
of a couple of generations, so finding original texts do count.  

Literature and the Bible 

Every document of the Bible is the literary composition of an author or 
of multiple redactors who had to decide how to begin, structure, and 
conclude it. This includes the selection and omission of available 
material as well as developing the strategy to communicate the message 
effectively for the purpose intended. Such features such as plot, 
characterization, and the omniscient narrator are important for 
understanding the text. So, for example, when we read about Jonah in 
the belly of the fish, the writer is interested in conveying the theological 
message about GodÕs concern for the Ninevites rather than identifying 
a special fish that can gulp down humans but refrain from swallowing 
for 3 days. Each characterization of the number of days, the reason that 
led to Jonah being sacrificed into the sea and his conversation with God 
ignores the great distance between the shores of the Mediterranean and 
modern Baghdad. Here, the literary element trumps the historical and 
scientific accuracy to get to a vivid memorable story that teaches a 
theological truth. It would be therefore, unproductive to set a litmus test 
on the historicity of Jonah as a prophet heading to Spain when he was 
rerouted to Iraq. 

Science and the Bible 

As we learn more and more about our universe, does this increasing 
knowledge make the Bible redundant? First, the notion of scientific 
knowledge is a redundancy since scientia refers to knowledge. But the 
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most dominant modern method of acquiring knowledge is through 
experimentation. This advance in making sense of the world arose 
largely in the Christian West because of its underlying belief that there 
is a uniformity of regularity and a regularity of uniformity, i.e., the 
language of science is truly universal. Electricity works alike anywhere 
in the world, as does arithmetic, geometry, and every feature of physics, 
chemistry and biology. Biblical knowledge is an older source that is 
limited to disclosure (divine revelation) rather than discovery (human 
investigation). So science is an extremely helpful check on our 
interpretation of the Bible. By looking for convergence between our 
conclusions and what our minds can discover about the creation of God, 
we can compose a more comprehensive image of reality. 

Critical study of the Bible has had a bad reputation among 
conservative/evangelical Christians for a long time. Yet it was just such 
critical interpretations of the Bible that overcame the justification for 
the Crusades. It was a critical study of the Bible that led to the abolition 
of slavery. Jesus interpreted the ancient Hebrew scripture critically 
when he called upon the Pharisees to go beyond the letter of the purity 
laws and think through the spirit behind them. The very existence of 
Christianity was due to the apostle PaulÕs critical reading of the 
scriptures to include Gentiles as GodÕs chosen. Finally, the early 
Church itself critically interpreted long-standing Jewish practices and 
reversed the prohibition of women in their worship services. Brave 
souls had to question an interpretation that their conscience knew to be 
wrong despite tacit acceptance in Christian circles.  
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Order of Readings for PT 

New Testament 

James, Galatians & 1, 2 Thessalonians 
1, 2 Corinthians 
Romans 
Colossians, Ephesians, Philemon, Philippians 
Mark 
1, 2 Timothy, Titus & 1, 2 Peter 
Luke - Acts 
Jude, Matthew, Hebrews 
John & 1, 2, 3 John 
Revelation 

Old Testament 

Genesis 
Exodus 
Leviticus, Numbers 
Deuteronomy, Joshua 
Judges, Ruth 
1, 2 Samuel & 1, 2 Kings 
1, 2 Chronicles 
Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther 
Psalms 1-72 
Psalms 73-150 
Proverbs 
Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs 
Job 
Amos, Hosea, Jonah 
Micah, Isaiah 
Nahum, Zephaniah, Habakkuk 
Jeremiah, Lamentations 
Ezekiel 
Haggai, Obadiah, Zechariah-Malachi 
Joel, Daniel 
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Typical Live PT Sessions 

Prayer (10 mins) This is the most important element of the program. 
Be on time to prepare to worship God with our minds. 

Lecture (50 mins) Each session begins with a lecture that assumes each 
member has read the PT Guide and the Biblical texts. Every PT 
member is fair game to be called upon and be open to peer critique Ð 
this is also an ego safe space. The focus is on assessing how we think 
we understand the Bible as our minds engage with other fields of 
inquiry that inevitably condition our interpretations. The lecture will 
introduce concepts from archaeology, the arts, economics, geography 
and geology, history, philology, philosophy, the natural and social 
sciences, and theology, as they become pertinent. On occasion, there 
will be lectures on exegesis and hermeneutics to introduce specific 
genres or styles of writing. 

Break (10 mins) 

Workshop (40 mins) This is a demonstration of the art and science of 
biblical exegesis and hermeneutics. Bring an answer of no more than 
500 words to compare with the demo. Questions pertinent to the book 
submitted before the session will be selected for engagement. Well 
thought-out questions offer the best learning tools. This honors the 
effort of those who submitted ahead of time.  

Preview (10 mins) The lecturer previews the reading for the following 
session. 

We strongly encourage informal meetings or meals together before and 
after PT to build a deeper sense of community (koinonia).  

Do not be on time – be early 
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Readings for PT 

Required 

1. TNIV or NRSV Bible 
2. Boring, Eugene and Fred B. Craddock. The PeopleÕs New 

Testament Commentary. Louisville: WJKP.2004. 
3. Rose Book of Bible Charts, Maps and Time Lines. Torrance, CA: 

Rose Publishing. 2005. 
4. Dowley, Tim. Gen. Ed. The Baker Bible Atlas of Christian History. 

Grand Rapids: Baker. 1997. 
5. Freedman, David Noel Ed. Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible. 

Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 2000. 

Recommended 

1. Brown, Raymond E. An Introduction to the New Testament. New 
York: Doubleday. 1997. 

2. Musser, Donald W. and Joseph Price, Eds. Handbook of Christian 
Theology Nashville: Abingdon. 2003. 

3. Cross, F. L. and E. A. Livingstone. Oxford Dictionary of the 
Christian Church. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1997. 

4. Huber, Robert V. Ed. ReaderÕs Digest WhoÕs Who in the Bible. 
Pleasantville, NY: ReaderÕs Digest Association. 1994. 

Extra Mile Readings for Theological Gluttons 

1. The ExpositorÕs Bible Commentary (13 Volumes). Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan. 2008.  

2. Barton, John. Ed. The Cambridge Companion to Biblical 
Interpretation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1998. 

3. Beale, G.K. and D. A. Carson. Commentary on the NT use of the 
OT. Baker Academic. 2007. 

4. Enns, Peter. Inspiration and Incarnation. Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic. 2005. 

5. Sparks, Kenton L. GodÕs Word in Human Words. Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic. 2008. 

6. Wright, Christopher J. H. The Mission of God. DownerÕs Grove: 
IVP Academic. 2006 
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7. Bauckham, Richard. Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a 
Postmodern World. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic. 2005. 

8. Hess, Richard S. Israelite Religions. Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic. 2007. 

9. Roetzel, Calvin. The World that Shaped the New Testament. 
Atlanta: John Knox Press. 2002. 

10. Finegan, Jack. Handbook of Biblical Chronology. Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson. 1998. 
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1.2 Goals of PT’s Exegesis & Hermeneutics 

The goals are to enrich your Bible study by establishing: 

Authority 
Precision 

Consistency 
Clarity 

Rationality 
Convergence 

Integrity 
Applicability 

1. Authority: It all begins with your willingness to commit to your 
conviction that you can confess the Bible to be a trustworthy 
inheritance of GodÕs revelation in Christ, remembered by his disciples 
and their companions, as they were inspired to write by the Holy Spirit. 
This establishes your existing belief of the BibleÕs authority. This is 
why PT is designed only for believers. 

2. Precision: This refers to textual and contextual accuracy. The reader 
must consider the range of possible meanings before narrowing down 
the options to minimize errors. This forms a habit of seeking precision 
that will protect your doctrinal belief from sloppy thinking. 

3. Consistency: This check that the meaning you assign to a word, idea 
or concept is consistent with the meaning in other parts of the Bible, 
especially when three languages are used over a long period of time. 
Can you support your choice of one among several possible meanings 
from readings within and without the Bible as human languages shift 
over time? 

4. Clarity: Clarity implies simplicity. The message of the Bible may be 
simple (avoids complication), but it is not simplistic (cuts corners). An 
idea may be complex (rich) but does not need to be complicated 
(disorganized).  

5. Rationality: Although reason, rationality and logic can be at odds 
with what is true, our minds were created to rationally reason out the 
logic of our suppositions as we reach conclusions, however provisional. 
This means that we cannot escape the logic of reasoning rationally. 
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Indeed, any rejection of this is itself an appeal to the logic of rational 
reasoning.2 

6. Convergence: If all truth is one, i.e., every field of human inquiry 
should derive facts about reality that somehow comports with each 
other, and God created everything else that exists, then all human 
sources of knowledge ought to be convergent. Three sources of human 
learning that enrich our religious understanding are history, philosophy 
and science. Welcome their sources of rationality Ð sources are not 
synonymous with the methods of rationality. For example, while the 
scientific method operates within the bounds of methodological 
naturalism and excludes miracles, the basis of scientific rationality is 
not incompatible with that of say, historical rationality, which assumes 
a contextual filter to its reconstruction of past events with no 
Archimedean Point (purely objective observer). Both methods rely on 
coherence and logic. Theology is no different. There is even logic and 
coherence to claims of miracles. Other fields of knowledge such as art, 
music, mathematics and literature are already embedded in the three 
fields of inquiry because they are second order investigations.3 

7. Integrity: If we seek to understand divine truth through revelation, 
we ought to be bold and unafraid of past misunderstandings or fresh 
corrections. We should come to the Bible by identifying and setting 
aside any prejudices, prejudgments and preconceptions we have. 

8. Applicability: At the conclusion of your exegesis and hermeneutics, 
you ought to come up with a devotional moment to apply what you 
have learned to your own life and thought today. It will not always be 
evident at first and certainly not easy. But it becomes easier and more 
readily apparent with practice. That is why Project Timothy is not 

                                                        

2 The act of reasoning seeks to making sense of observations while rationality 
is the basis by which reason operates. 
3 History, philosophy and science do not offer direct engagement with reality. 
They organize human experience and knowledge for a systematic approach to 
making sense of reality. Hence, we study the history of art, the philosophy of 
music, the science of cosmogony, as well as the history and philosophy of 
mathematics. The mathematics of music is really the philosophy of 
mathematics expressed in musical notations and the art of science is really the 
sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK).  
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merely a program, but a commitment to a lifestyle of engaging GodÕs 
Word and GodÕs World. 

Through PT you ought toÉ  

• be more conversant with the task of not just reading, but of 
understanding the entire Bible. Congratulate yourself that you have 
put your money where your mouth is and set aside your valuable 
time to read GodÕs Word in its entirety. 

• be able to listen to or consider other points of view in a theological 
safe space and honestly rethink your own interpretation without 
fear or apprehension. 

• realize that the Bible is both a book of divinely inspired origin as 
well as a book of human words set in contextual history and 
geography.  

• be able to tell the difference between poor exegesis, responsible 
exegesis and no exegesis. 

• be able to get into the habit of exegeting a passage of the Bible 
before jumping to hermeneutics to find an application. 

• be able to get an appreciable sense of the history, geography, 
sociology, archaeology and other religious contexts of the people 
who wrote the books of the Bible. This means that you ought to be 
able to offer a birdÕs eye view of the Bible Ð at least, for yourself. 

• breathe a big sigh of relief that far from being the daunting book 
you thought it was, the Bible is best taken in small by disciplined 
measures within a community of faith. 
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1.3 What is the New Testament? 

A Biblical Faith 

The central goal of the Academy for Christian Thought (ACT) is to 
equip disciples of Christ to draw nearer to God through a confessional 
and responsible examination of the Bible. Since Christianity is a 
biblical faith, learning is an inescapable part of what it means to be a 
Christian. But the true mark of theological scholarship is the proper 
application of the BibleÕs message for us today (hermeneutics) that 
blesses the Church. Yet, such application is misguided without a 
comprehensive biblical understanding and knowledge of the BibleÕs 
original message set in its original circumstances (exegesis). Such an 
understanding recognizes that the Christian Bible consists of both the 
Old Testament (OT) and the New Testament (NT) Ð neither of which 
on its own represents Christian belief. Therefore, one should read the 
OT in anticipation of its fulfillment in the NT and read the NT with 
reference to its OT roots.4   

                                                        

4 The NT story of the woman with a 12-year issue of blood who was healed by 
her faith in Jesus makes more sense if you knew that every element mentioned 
by the writers of the Gospels made references to the Levitical laws that most 
first century Jews would have been familiar with. Similarly, the OT theme of 
miraculous male births by barren women who saw themselves as having been 
denied societyÕs approval can mislead the reader into thinking that the lesson 
was about the value of mothers in the Bible rather than the writers mirroring 
cultural norms. These stories were used to convey deeper teachings than what 
seems ostensibly so on the surface. Many sayings attributed to Jesus have 
specific references to OT accounts of GodÕs dealings with the Israelites. A 
working knowledge of the OT and NT geohistory will explain (i) the 
significance of the iron swords of the Philistines (c.1200 BC), (ii) that the 
reason Paul identified Jesus as holding all things together in Colossians has 
nothing to do with particle physics, (iii) the symbolic meaning of the number 
666 as Emperor NeroÕs number rather than some mythical creature, and (iv) 
the absence of the term antichrist in Revelation. A good geohistorical 
foundation of the biblical times will minimize hasty conclusions that may be 
dead wrong. 
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Origin of the Bible 

Christians hold a high regard for the writers of the Bible, but we do not 
receive any of the writings from the authors themselves. Rather, we 
receive them as an inheritance through the Church. It is therefore 
important to know how the Bible we now hold in our hands came to be. 
This field of study is called canonization. This important and massive 
topic is beyond the scope of this book but let us take a brief glance at it 
anyway. 

Name 

A testament refers to a covenant Ð an act (not a book) and a unilateral 
one not between equals, i.e., between a greater and a lesser power. The 
NT is therefore the new covenant between God and us. While the Bible 
never refers to the Ònew covenantÓ a book, today, it is shorthand for a 
collection of writings that bear authentic witness to the Christ event. 
This biblical covenant we call the NT binds us to God. Although God 
covenants with a people who came to be known as ÒIsraelÓ, He did so 
for the sake of all peoples (see, e.g., Gen. 12:3, 2 Cor. 3:5-6). ÒNewÓ 
does not refer to an updated or superior covenant but rather to a 
fulfillment of the first covenant. Thus, ÒnewÓ is a term that speaks to 
what is to come when the time is right.  Its focus, therefore, is 
eschatological, not chronological or temporal. 

Authorship 

Since various writers contributed to the NT, it can be said that the 
Church as a whole was its author.  Although some of these writers were 
among JesusÕ twelve apostles, others were not. For example, even 
though James and Jude were JesusÕ blood brothers they were not 
among the apostles. The Church wrote, selected,5 edited, transmitted, 

                                                        

5 Despite the sensationalizing claims by some scholars describing the Ôlost 
books of the BibleÕ, these other gospels, acts and epistles were not lost at all. 
The early church simply did not select them. Why they did not is another 
question, but it was not due to conspiracies. Another myth about the selection 
of todayÕs NT books is that some individuals or a council voted to adopt them 
over others. While historians tend to identify AthanasiusÕ Festal letter of 367 
as the date for the NT canon, the bishop simply listed what had already been in 
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and translated the NT. Moreover, since the two sections of the Bible are 
understood together and never independently, it is also the Church that 
has interpreted and continues to interpret the NT in tandem with the 
OT. Thus to the question, ÒWhich came first, Church or Bible?Ó, the 
answer is Church. The believers who formed the Church transformed a 
collection of documented thoughts into the scriptures.  

Arrangement 

The twenty-seven writings of the NT emerged separately over a period 
of time and over a wide geography. PaulÕs letters were the first to be 
collected while letters by others and the Gospels came later. At first, 
there were different arrangements of the books. But soon changes 
created the standard arrangement we have today. For example although 
Matthew was not written first, it was placed at the beginning of the NT 
because its genealogy served as a fitting transition from the story of 
Israel in the OT to the story of Jesus and the Church. Similarly, even 
though Revelation was not written last, it was placed at the end of the 
NT as a fitting conclusion to the story of GodÕs acts in history. 
Interestingly, although Luke and Acts originally comprised a single 
volume, the Church separated them and placed Acts as a transition 
volume between the stories of Jesus (the Gospels) and the stories of the 
Church (the Epistles). Thus, understood in its proper exegesis, Acts 
should be read as a Gospel.  

Format 

The original writings had no titles, chapters, verses or punctuation. 
They were added later for reference. Chapter divisions were introduced 
by Stephen Langdon, archbishop of Canterbury in the 13th century.  
Verse divisions, based on Erasmus of RotterdamÕs Greek New 
Testament, were adopted by the 16th century.  Finally, all punctuations 
in our modern Bibles represent decisions made by a series of later 

                                                                                                                         

use by many churches over centuries. He did not possess the sole authority to 
proclaim biblical orthodoxy. There was no fixed criteria list for the adoption of 
books into the canon. By the 2nd century, PaulÕs writings and the four Gospels 
were widely accepted but others, such as 2 Peter, were not generally included 
until the 4th century. So rather than determining the canonized books of the 
NT, the councils confirmed what was already widely practiced. 
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editors.  There is therefore, no such thing as a Òred-letter editionÓ of the 
Bible since no biblical writer quoted Jesus word for word. 

Accuracy 

Until Johannes Gutenberg invented his movable6 type printing press in 
1456, every document in the West was hand-copied. As a result, no 
copy of any length could escape intentional or unintentional deviations 
from its original.  Therefore, since all of the roughly 5,500 NT 
manuscripts and fragments that exist today are copies, none of them are 
likely to be identical to their NT originals.   In fact, of the surviving 
manuscripts, no two copies of the same texts are exactly alike. Thus, 
biblical and archeological scholars engage in Òtext criticismÓ in order to 
reconstruct the original writings and create todayÕs printed Bibles.  
Although this is accurate to a very high degree of probability, it is not 
absolutely certain. There are a number of places in the Bible where 
textual variations require an interpreter to make informed decisions 
about an original writerÕs intentions.  Thus, each reader must take 
responsibility to learn how to interpret the Bible responsibly and with 
great care. 

The Art and Science of Recovery and Reconstruction 

On a substantive level, the task of reconstruction achieves a higher 
level of accuracy with better use of history, philosophy, science, 
mathematics, and the arts. History, in terms of the passage of time and 
our ability to reconstruct the past, helps us to avoid wrong conclusions. 
Philosophy and our capacity to reason with hypothetical and 
counterfactual possibilities provide the logical and rational rigors 
needed to determine coherent knowledge from what is unknown. 
Science and the modern basis of scientific investigation and its fruits 
(e.g., technology) clarify what the original writings intended to convey. 
In addition, the complex world of biblical analyses now uses 

                                                        
6 The Chinese had already invented the fixed type printing press hundreds of 
years prior to Gutenberg. The oldest surviving copy of a printed text is an 
intact copy of the Diamond Sutra (Vajracchedik! Praj–!p!ramit! S"tra) , 
printed in the 9th century (868), now displayed at the British Library in 
London. 
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sophisticated tools that draw from physics, chemistry, biology, 
statistics and mathematics. Moreover, insights from poetry, music, art 
and literature add important layers to an understanding of how the 
human mind conveys information, even if the primary source is 
transcendent and divine. 

Conclusion – the Task of PT 

Every time you read the Bible, you interpret the texts. This is an 
inescapable part of being a Christian who desires to know GodÕs Word. 
The labors of biblical interpretation are daunting but rewarding. But 
such a collective task is too important to leave to academic scholars. 
This is why the Academy for Christian Thought undertook the urgent 
task to teach the discipline and skills to any Christian anywhere in the 
world who desires to know God by his Word Ð this is Project Timothy. 
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1.4 Bird’s Eye View of the New Testament 

At around 5BC, Elizabeth was told she would bear a son, who shall be 
called John. He would grow up to proclaim the arrival of his cousin 
Yeshua ben Yosef or Jesus, as the long awaited Messiah. JesusÕ own 
special birth in Bethlehem by the influence of the Holy Spirit was 
announced to his parents even before he was conceived. In his teens, 
Jesus showed promise as an insightful and learned mind at the temple. 
At his adult baptism by John, witnesses say YHWH announced his 
divine authority. This set the stage for three years7 of intense ministry 
during which he founded no church, did no mission work and wrote no 
books - but he left a dangerous idea - that God loves, forgives, and 
desires our presence. Drawing the threads of prophecies from Isaiah, 
Joel, Zechariah and Jeremiah, Jesus declared himself the true Son of 
God (in opposition to that Roman use of an ancient Hebrew claim). He 
performed signs with healing powers to signify his authority as God on 
earth. Although he had many followers, he selected only twelve to 
disciple. His claim to divinity was a political threat to Caesar and led to 
his six trails (3 Jewish and 3 Roman) and night-time (illegal) 
sentencing to be crucified. On the cross he promised a thief on the cross 
everlasting life, with no baptism, religious membership and no merits, 
declaring the non-ritual nature of faith (cognitive). 

After his death and resurrection, followers known as apostles (the sent 
ones) dispersed throughout the Roman Empire to share the good news 
(euanggelion) that the kingdom of God was near. Three men led the 
early church. James the brother of Jesus led the first church of 
Jerusalem when Peter went on to found churches in northern Turkey, 
and Paul led the Gentile mission. Saul the Roman Jewish rabbinical 
Pharisee announced his apostleship from a personal encounter with the 
risen Christ and embarked on a daring mission to the Gentiles as Paul 
the Christian. He became the most influential writer who shaped our 
understanding of JesusÕ message and transformed a Galilean following 
into a global faith tradition. PaulÕs four missionary journeys ended in 
his execution by beheading in Rome after James was stoned to death 

                                                        
7 Although Matthew, Luke and Mark mentions only a single Passover, John 
mentions three, referring to a 3-year ministry. 
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and Peter was crucified. These three men ushered in a new age of 
YHWH worship. Thus was born the world's first global theological 
religion (Buddhism was the first non-theological religion). 

The message of the NT is that (1) God became human (2) God is triune 
(3) Jesus the God-Man is alive (4) the Holy Spirit is present on earth, 
and (5) to those who repent, the death and resurrection of Jesus can 
reconcile us to God, so that our natural propensities to sin can no longer 
trap our will. At the end of this life, followers of JesusÕ teachings will 
be in GodÕs presence (heaven) everlastingly and not be abandoned 
(hell8). The final letter by John about the revelation of Jesus to him for 
the church ended with the wonderful promise that we can wipe the tears 
from our eyes. (499 words) 

                                                        
8 The word hell is a mistranslation. Three words (sheol, hades and gehenna) 
describe the place of the afterlife. Sheol is a Hebrew word that refers to the 
place of the dead. The Greek equivalent is hades. Gehenna refers to the valley 
of Hinnom just outside Jerusalem, which by the time of Jesus, had become a 
city dump. During the intertestamental period (between the OT and the NT), 
the idea of a future place of torment for unbelievers arose and gehenna was 
picked up to describe such a place. Like any city dump, something at gehenna 
was always on fire as unclean animals and bodies were constantly burned or 
cremated. Thus the notion of everlasting fire in ÒhellÓ took root. This concept 
was adopted by the writers of the Gospels in their portrayal of JesusÕ voice. In 
English translation of the NT, most versions render gehenna as hell. As for the 
word sheol in the OT, the KJV translated it as ÒhellÓ as well, even though 
sheol refers simply to the place of the dead, with no reference to fire or heat, 
everlasting or not. Thus two words, which meant Òthe place of the dead,Ó came 
to be called Òhell,Ó a place for unbelievers to suffer burning forever. Other 
versions are equally unhelpful when they render the words Òthe grave,Ó Òthe 
power of death,Ó Òthe netherworld,Ó and Òthe underworld.Ó The TNIVÕs 
translation as Òthe realm of the deadÓ is closest to the original meanings. 
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2.  THE FIRST WRITINGS 
James, Galatians, the Thessalonian Correspondence 

The very first known written documents that make up the NT were 
James, Galatians and 1 Thessalonians. In our study, we shall take 
James to be the first NT book. 

2.1 Genre: Epistles (Exegesis & Hermeneutics) 

Exegesis 

Epistles include all the NT books except the Gospels, Acts, and 
Revelation. Technically, the ÒepistlesÓ comprise both letters (intended 
for a personal readership) and epistles (an artistic literary form to be 
read in public). James and 2 Peter are the closest writings to proper 
epistles, i.e., to be read to the entire church rather than personal 
correspondence. In ancient writings of this Roman period, the form of a 
letter was typically like this: Name of writer, Name of recipient, 
Greeting (e.g., ÒGrace and peace to youÓ), Thanksgiving or Prayer 
Wish (e.g., ÒI always thank God for youÓ), Body, Farewell (e.g., ÒThe 
grace of the Lord Jesus be with youÓ)9 For the purpose of our study, we 
shall call them all epistles.  

Epistles seem easy to interpret, but this is deceptive. At the level of 
hermeneutics Ð what they mean for us today Ð they are notoriously 
difficult. For example, should we take PaulÕs opinion in 1 Corinthians 
7:25 with the same authoritative weight as JesusÕ teaching? How do we 
apply the excommunication of the brother in chapter 5 when there are 
so many church options today? According to chapter 11, should we 
impose the wearing of head covering on women when they pray or 
prophesy? What is the point of chapters 12-14 in churches where the 
gifts of the Spirit are considered invalid or just ignored?  

                                                        
9 Fee and Stuart, How To Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 57. 
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Epistles are mostly occasional documents Ð written to address a 
specific issue.10 Three characteristics of epistles stand out. 

1. We have the answers Ð but not always the questions. It is like 
listening to one end of a telephone conversation and filling in the gaps 
from the context and background information. So although we regard 
them as inspired writings, they were first written out of the context of 
the writer to the context of the original recipients.   

2. They are not theological treatises.11  Nor are they theological 
summaries of Paul or Peter. Theirs is called Òtask theologyÓ Ð theology 
written for the task at hand.  

3. They carry apostolic authority.12 Each letter claimed direct authority 
bestowed upon the writer from Jesus himself. Unlike the OT writings 
that have enjoyed a long history of respect, the Greek epistles were 
seen as foreign to Jewish religious life. It was all the more alarming 
that they erased the distinction of being Jewish so carefully honed by 
1500 years of Hebrew thought. Henceforth, the NT writings diminished 
the special status of Jewish Israelites. It was no longer sufficient to 
simply be Jewish or even observant Jewish. The authority derived from 
Jesus renders these teachings in Greek sacred and equal to the Hebrew 
scripture. Such was the tension that each epistle bore within a 
community whose self-understanding and national consciousness came 
under extreme threat. 

Hermeneutics 

In a sense, exegesis is always easier than hermeneutics. The boundaries 
of what Paul or any other NT writer could have meant is set by the 
possibilities of reality in the first century. Exegetically, historical 
knowledge of technologies and crafts limits our mistakes. So, for 
example, if we know how much a first century scholar could have 
known about geography, the natural sciences, the craft of naval 

                                                        
10 Darrell L. Bock and Buist M. Fanning, Eds., Interpreting the New Testament 
Text: Introduction to the Art and Science of Exegesis, (Wheaton, IL.: 
Crossway Books, 2006), 228. 
11 Bock and Fanning, Eds., Interpreting the New Testament Text, 229. 
12 See 1 Cor. 14:37 and Gal. 1:8. 
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architecture etc., we could quite accurately figure out that statements 
such as ÒThese men who have caused trouble all over the world ÉÓ 
(Acts 17:6) and ÒArtemis É who is worshipped throughout Asia and 
the world ÉÓ (Acts 19:27) did not refer to the entire earth that we 
know of today. Likewise in Rom. 10:18, Paul, in citing Psalm 19:4, 
stated that ÒTheir voice has gone out into all the earth, their words to 
the ends of the worldÓ; this did not refer to a global announcement, 
even to the first century readers. They would have known that the entire 
world was not yet explored and indeed, up until the 17th century, 
cartographers made maps of the world with large chunks of terra 
incognita to denote unknown territory or unexplored lands. Hence, if 
we know what first century readers knew, we can reasonably guess 
what they would have understood. 

In hermeneutics, no such limitations exist. All of us do hermeneutics 
even if we know nothing about exegesis. It is the most natural process 
of interpretation. So why are there not even more differences of opinion 
among Christians? The reason is that even in hermeneutics, there are 
more common grounds than we realize. This prompts us to deal with 
the important issue of cultural relativity. What is cultural and belongs 
to the first century alone and what transcends culture and serves as 
teaching for all times? 

Common Hermeneutics 

In his Understanding the Bible, John Stott states that we have three 
teachers, the Holy Spirit, our own disciplined study, and the church.13 
For him, God has appointed teachers in the church and given us the 
power of cognitive reason to receive the illumination of the Spirit, who 
is the supreme interpreter for the Christian mind. Despite unfortunate 
abuses of ecclesiastical power, we must never despair that we may 
never learn anything trustworthy from the church Ð for this institution 
has a place in GodÕs plan to provide guidance to a right understanding 
of his Word. Stott further summarizes his exegetical-hermeneutic 
exercise into his three principles to guide our interpretation. He calls 

                                                        
13 John Stott, Understanding the Bible, Expanded Edition, (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1999), 177. 
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them the natural sense, the original sense and the general sense. He also 
calls them his principle of simplicity, of history and of harmony.14  

Yet, here is how most of us do hermeneutics most of the time. We read 
a selected text and then use our common sense to figure out what it 
might mean to us based on our personal experiences. What seems to 
apply to our own situation is highlighted and what does not seem to 
apply is simply left in the first century. For example, few of us might 
feel called by the Holy Spirit to take a pilgrimage to Troas in order to 
carry PaulÕs cloak from CarpusÕ house to his Roman prison even 
though the passage is clearly a command to do so (2 Tim. 4:13). Yet 
from this same letter, most Christians believe that God tells them in 
times of stress that they are to Òjoin É in suffering, like a good soldier 
of Christ JesusÓ (2 Tim. 2:3), simply because this word to Timothy 
seems applicable. 

Our biggest challenge in Christian biblical hermeneutics is related to a 
single problem Ð consistency, or lack of it thereof. This is the great flaw 
in common hermeneutics. The question whether we should obey 
exactly what is mentioned or to consider them as reminders to stir us up 
is often answered willy-nilly. We tend to bring our theological heritage 
(Baptist, Pentecostal, Methodist, Presbyterian, Brethren, Episcopalian, 
Catholic, Orthodox, etc.), our church traditions, our cultural norms and 
even our existential concerns to the epistles as we read them. All this 
results in selectivity or Ôgetting aroundÕ certain awkward passages. 
Here are some examples of inconsistent hermeneutics. 

Most American evangelicals would agree with the common 
hermeneutics of 2 Tim. 2:3 and 4:13 above. But the same Christians 
would argue against obedience to 1 Tim. 5:23: ÒStop drinking only 
water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent 
il lnesses.Ó For them this teaching was limited to Timothy and not to us 
today because the water was unsafe to drink back then. Others postulate 
that ÒwineÓ was a euphemism for Ògrape juiceÓ Ð although the method 
of processing grapes into juice was not accomplished until the 19th 

                                                        
14 Stott, Understanding the Bible, 187. 
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century.15 In another example from 2 Tim. 3:14-16, where Timothy was 
urged to continue in what he has learned, one would have expected the 
church to acknowledge this as yet another personal teaching for 
Timothy and not for us. Yet it is almost universally and inconsistently 
interpreted as an imperative for all times. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, many Christians objected to the youth culture 
of the long-haired ÒJesus peopleÓ who reminded them of the hippies. 1 
Cor. 11:14 was often quoted in support of their position: ÒDoes not the 
very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a 
disgrace to him, É?Ó But the very same Christians had no objection to 
women sporting short hair, despite verse 15: ÒÉbut that if a woman 
has long hair, it is her glory?Ó and did not insist on womenÕs heads 
being covered in worship.16 

The two examples above show how our own culture dictates what is 
common sense for each one of us. Church traditions also play a major 
role. Many evangelical churches forbid women to speak in church on 
the basis of 1 Cor. 14:34-35. These verses teach that women are not 
allowed to speak in the churches and should ask their husbands at home 
if they wish to inquire about something Ð Òfor it is disgraceful for a 
woman to speak in the church.Ó Yet many of the same churches regard 
everything else in chapter 14 as belonging only to the first century. 
Thus verses 1-5, 26-33, and 39-40 (about prophesying and speaking in 
tongues) belong to the first century while verses 34-35 belong to all 
times and cultures. 

Every church tradition is conditioned to support their assumptions by 
Ôgetting aroundÕ embarrassing texts that do not comport with their 
stated position. So Christians who insist on believersÕ baptism are often 
surprised by verses such as 1 Cor. 1:16, 7:14 or Col. 2:11-12. For 

                                                        
15 A dentist, Thomas B. Welch, perfected the method of pasteurizing grape 
juice to stop its fermentation in 1869. A strong supporter of the temperance 
movement, he produced a non-alcoholic wine to be used for church services in 
his hometown of Vineyard, N.J. His son Charles E. Welch, also a dentist, 
eventually gave up his practice to promote grape juice, founding WelchÕs 
Grape Juice Company in 1893. As the temperance movement grew, so did the 
popularity of grape juice. 
16 Fee and Stuart, How To Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 73. 
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Christians from the Arminian tradition who emphasize the believerÕs 
free will and responsibility, texts like Romans 8:30; 9:18-24; Gal. 1:15; 
and Eph. 1:4-5 are awkward passages because they refer to 
predestination and GodÕs direct will on our lives. Calvinists have their 
own ways of getting around 1 Cor. 10:1-13; 2 Pet. 2:20-22; and Heb. 
6:4-6, all of which suggest that it is possible for us to lose our salvation 
and do so permanently. Many from these traditions seldom ask what 
these texts mean, but rather how to get around them. 

Hermeneutics Rule #1 

A text cannot mean today what it could not have meant to the original 
readers. This rule does not tell you exactly what a text means but it can 
tell you what it cannot mean.  

For example, the most frequent justification for disregarding the 
imperatives about seeking spiritual gifts in 1 Cor. 14 is an interpretation 
of 1 Cor. 13:10: ÒÉwhen completeness comes, what is in part 
disappears.Ó The complete or perfect is interpreted to mean the NT. 
Hence, we are told, with the coming of the NT (completed scriptures), 
the incomplete or imperfect (prophesy and tongues) have ceased to 
function in the church. But this is the one thing the text cannot mean. 
Exegesis will not allow this wrong hermeneutic. Paul could not have 
meant this since the Corinthians did not know that there was going to 
be a NT. Even if one is convinced that the gifts of tongues and 
prophesy no longer function in the church, 1 Cor. 13:10 is not the 
correct text to justify it. 

Hermeneutics Rule #2 

Whenever we share comparable particulars (i.e., similar specific life 
situations) with the first-century hearers, GodÕs Word to us is the same 
as his Word to them.  

Examples include the teaching that Òall have sinnedÓ (Rom. 3:23) and 
that Òby grace [we] have been saved, through faithÓ (Eph. 2:8). A 
careful reconstruction of the context in any epistle will give us the 
confidence that our situations are genuinely comparable to that of the 
first century church. But can an application be extended beyond its 
specific particulars. For example, can a teaching regarding the 
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community of believers be applied to the individual Christian? Does 
the teaching in 1 Cor. 3:16-17 that the congregation is the temple of the 
Holy Spirit be applied to individuals as the temple of the Holy Spirit? 
No. This bypasses exegesis altogether and incorrectly stretches the 
original meaning of the text - unless other biblical texts elsewhere 
clearly spell out what this text is intended to mean. 

A more difficult case is 2 Cor. 6:14: ÒDo not be misyoked17 (unequally 
yoked) together with unbelievers.Ó Actually, a more accurate rendering 
of ginesthe heterozugountes in the passage is ÒDo not be unevenly 
yoking with unbelieversÓ or less clumsily, ÒStop yoking yourselves 
unevenly to unbelievers,Ó using the present imperative tense. Paul is 
not merely warning about a potential danger. He is instructing them to 
stop an action already in progress.  

This text has traditionally been used to forbid marriage between a 
Christian and a non-Christian. However, the metaphor of a yoke is 
rarely used in antiquity to refer to marriage. Furthermore, nothing in the 
context remotely allows us to interpret the text to refer to marriage. We 
know that in the text Paul calls upon the Corinthians to stop pagan 
worship with their friends because it is idolatry.18 This also includes 
their practice of attending idol feasts.  

The word behind the prohibition has five synonyms employed to 
describe the kinds of forbidden associations: (a) metoche Ð have in 
common, (b) koinonia Ð fellowship, (c) symphonesis Ð harmony, (d) 
meris Ð in common, (e) synkatathesis Ð agreement 

                                                        
17 Here, the focus of PaulÕs writing is on the church, not the individual 
believer. This is especially clear from the OT passages that Paul invokes to 
support his prohibition (Deut. 22:10 and Lev. 19:19).  Concern for unequal 
partnerships with unbelievers is addressed in passages such as Exod. 23:1. 
Incompatible loyalty is the primary concern and the contexts are in business 
relationships, not specially to marriages. So any prohibition would in first 
instance, refer to one against entering into a business partnership with 
unbelievers. See Linda L. Belleville, 2 Corinthians, The IVP New Testament 
Commentary Series. (DownerÕs Grove: InterVarsity, 1996), 175ff. 
18 Colin G. Kruse, Ò2 CorinthiansÓ in G. J. Wenham, J. A. Motyer, D. A. 
Carson, and R. T. France. Eds. New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, 
(DownerÕs Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 1198. 
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Paul was referring to unnamed partnerships. We may get hints of such 
partnerships from 1 Corinthians, where Paul reprimands them for four 
types of partnerships: 

1. 1 Cor. 5:1-13 Ð sexual union between a Christian and his 
stepmother 

2. 1 Cor. 6:1-6 Ð allowing their legal disputes with one another to be 
arbitrated by the secular courts Ôin front of unbelievers.Õ 

3. 1 Cor. 6:12-120 Ð approving sexual unions with prostitutes 
4. 1 Cor. 10:6-22 Ð participating with pagans in their cultic meals 

Can we extend this to also refer to a prohibition against mixed 
marriages? Possibly. But only if other texts support the claim of such a 
biblical principle. We may infer such a preference from the narratives 
of the Pentateuch but no such doctrinal teaching exists in the Bible. 
Rather than commanding mixed marriage couples to stop being married 
to each other, Paul in fact encouraged a Christian partner in a mixed 
marriage to maintain the relationship as long as possible (1 Cor. 7:12-
16).19 The wisdom of marrying within the faith (as much as one can 
discern the true belief of another person) is one that does not enjoy 
specific biblical support as a matter of salvific faith. It is a matter of 
wisdom. This is not a license to date or marry outside the faith. It is a 
matter of Christian wisdom inferred from the Bible that the preferred 
union of man and woman is one in which a shared belief in Jesus as 
Lord is evident. There are other texts to suggest that Christians would 
be wise not to marry outside the faith Ð but 2 Cor. 6:14 is not one of 
them. 

                                                        
19 Murray J. Harris, Ò2 CorinthiansÓ in The ExpositorÕs Bible Commentary, 
Vol. 5. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 359. 
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When Specific Particulars Are Not Comparable 

When the specifics are similar, the application is easy enough. 
However, when the particulars are not comparable, difficulties arise. 
Two kinds of texts should be considered: (a) Problems with no 
counterparts in Christian worship today, and (b) Problems that could 
but are unlikely to happen today.  

Examples of the first type include Christians who wish to join their 
pagan neighbors at their feasts in the idol temples20 (1 Cor. 8-10); the 
CorinthiansÕ suspicion of PaulÕs apostolic authority (1 Cor. 9:1-23); 
and food sacrificed to idols and sold in the open market21 (1 Cor. 10:23-
11:1). Exegesis shows that Paul taught as follows: They are forbidden 
to attend the idol feasts on three grounds Ð the stumbling block 
principle (1 Cor. 8:7-13), incompatibility with a life in Christ (1 Cor. 
10:16-17), and it would be participation in the demonic culture (1 Cor. 
10:19-22). He defended his apostolicity by claiming to have directly 
witnessed the risen Lord (1 Cor. 9). As for idol food, there is no 
prohibition. Although attending idol feasts are forbidden, eating food 
offered to idols are not. One can eat anything to the glory of God; but 
one should not do anything that deliberately offends Ð again the 
stumbling block principle (1 Cor.10:23ff). An example of the second 
type is the case of the incestuous man in 1 Cor. 5:1-11 or the planned 
forced circumcision of Gentile Christians (Gal. 6:12). To understand 
and apply these texts, (a) Find any principle that transcends the 
historical particularity to which it was applied, and (b) Apply it to 
genuinely comparable situations. 

For example, the Ôstumbling block principleÕ does not refer to 
something that merely offends another believer. Rather, it refers to 
something that one believer can do in good conscience, but tries to 

                                                        
20 Such existential occasions persist in places where pagan idol worship is a 
part of the national culture and some Christians may be drawn to them by their 
friendships with their pagan friends.  
21 This remains a live issue in many parts of Asia, Africa, Australasia and 
Latin America. Even in Europe and the United States, several cuisines served 
are routinely ÔofferedÕ to the idols and dead ancestors before being served to 
unknowing customers. This is not meant to deceive, but are merely pagan 
practices of giving thanks for the providence of the spiritual realm. 
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induce another believer who cannot do so in good conscience, to do 
likewise. What about food for idols? This brings up the matter of 
freedom and indifference. For Paul, God is indifferent to whether or not 
we eat food offered to idols. But others may not be. It is for their sake 
that the rules of prohibition arise. How do we distinguish between 
matters that count from matters to which we should be indifferent? In 
21st century America alone, these matters include the length of dresses, 
ties, womenÕs slacks, dyed hair, body piercing, tattoos, cosmetics, 
jewelry, entertainment and recreation (movies, television, playing 
cards, dancing, lotteries), athletics, food and drink. Christians who 
regard abstinence from any of the above do not think of them as a 
matter of indifference. What constitutes a matter of indifference? 

Fee and Stuart helpfully suggest that what the epistles specifically 
indicate as matters of indifference may still be regarded as such: food, 
drink, observance of days, etc. They further argue that matters of 
indifference are not inherently moral but are cultural Ð even if they 
stem from religious culture (e.g. wine and non-wine cultures). Finally, 
the sin-lists in the epistles22 (e.g. Rom. 1:29-30; 1 Cor. 5:11; 6:9-10; 2 
Tim. 3:2-4) never include the 1st century equivalents of the 21st century 
list above. What to do then? Whom do we follow? According to Rom. 
14, both sides should neither judge nor disparage the other. Those who 
feel free should not flaunt their freedom and those for whom such 
matters are a deep personal conviction should not condemn others. 
Remember, we are speaking of secondary issues, not primary doctrines. 

                                                        
22 These include the characteristics of a depraved mind: wickedness, evil, 
greed, depravity, envy, murderous, strife, deceit, malice, gossip, slanderous, 
God-hate, insolence, arrogance, boastfulness, disobedience to parents, 
infidelity, idolatry, drunkenness, dishonesty, lack of love, lack of integrity, and 
lack of mercy. This list also includes ÔwrongdoersÕ such as adulterers, male 
prostitutes, practicing homosexuals, thieves, lovers of themselves, lovers of 
money, abusive, ungrateful, unholy, unforgiving, without self-control, brutal, 
not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers 
of God and having a form of godliness but denying its power (hypocrisy). 
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2.2 JAMES 
ÒAs the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is deadÓ Jas 2:26 

Author: James the brother of Jesus and pastor of the Jerusalem church.   

Audience: Jas23 is a general letter rather than one addressed to a 
specific community or person. It is addressed to the ÒTwelve tribes 
scattered among the nationsÓ - the Jewish Christian Diaspora.  

Date of composition: c. 45-48.24  

Location of composition: Jerusalem 

Purpose: To give direction to the early Christ followers, hence the 
imperative tone. 

Message: The use and abuse of the tongue. This letter emphasizes 
ethics rather than theology, composed as short moral essays.25 

                                                        
23 We shall refer to the epistle as ÔJasÕ and the writer as ÔJamesÕ.  
24 The Roman persecution that spread to the Diaspora occurred around 44 and 
the Council of Jerusalem met in 49. Since the letter addressed persecution 
among the Jewish Christians of the Diaspora but did not mention the Council 
of Jerusalem, it was most likely composed between these two dates. This 
makes Jas possibly the earliest NT writing we know. Its canonical status was 
not affirmed until the 2nd century. James and Paul had different emphases in 
their ministries, one to the Jews and the other to the Gentiles. The Jews were 
born into the faith but resisted demonstrating it through their works while the 
Gentiles, unfamiliar with the concept of grace, felt the need to work their way 
to salvation. This prompted Paul to emphasize the significance of faith over 
mere works. Their views were complementary rather than contradictory and 
we need not conjure up a conflict to account for the apparent distinction in 
emphases. Indeed, James was happy to give Paul the Ôright hand of fellowshipÕ 
(Gal. 2:9). Since Jas 2:14-26 was probably written before Paul wrote Galatians, 
any seeming contradiction between James and Paul is illusory. Even Martin 
LutherÕs challenge of Jas as a Ôright strawy epistleÕ was balanced by his 
commendation of it - a lesser-known fact.  
25 For this reason, and also because it was used infrequently, Jas was not 
considered part of the canon in the early days of the church. The epistle does 
not attack the necessity of faith but protests against the hypocrisy of professing 
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The Historical James 

James was an unbeliever during JesusÕ earthly ministry (John 7:2-5) 
until an appearance of the risen Christ to him changed his mind (1 
Corinthians 15:7; Acts 1:14). James took over the leadership of the 
Jerusalem church after Peter left for Ôanother placeÕ following his 
amazing release from prison (Acts 12:17). Today, we know it as 
northern Turkey. When Paul and Barnabas reported that God 
performed signs and wonders through their ministry, it was James who 
influenced the leaders of the Jerusalem church to accept them and 
welcome PaulÕs vision of the Gentile Mission. See Ralph P. Martin, 
James: Word Bible Commentary, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1988), 
xxxviii.  

This James (the Elder, of Jerusalem, the Just) presided at the council of 
Jerusalem (Acts 15) and was beaten to death in 62 under orders from 
the High Priest Ananus II during the interval between the death of 
Procurator Festus and the arrival of his successor, Albinos. Martin, 
James: Word Bible Commentary, lviii. There were at least six men 
called James (from Jakobos, the Greek form of Jacob) in the NT. (1) 
James the Younger, son of Mary - Mark 15:40; Matt 27:56; Luke 
24:10. (2) James, father of Judas or Thaddeus - Luke 6:16; Acts 1:13. 
(3) James, brother of Judas or Jude - Jude 1. (4) James the Great, 
apostle and son of Zebedee and brother of John, d. 44 - Mark 3:17. (5) 
James the Less, apostle and son of Alphaeus, one of the Twelve - Mark 
3:18, Matt 10:3. (6) James the Elder, apostle and brother of Jesus; also 
known as James of Jerusalem and James the Just (A title endowed upon 
him by the early church historian, Hegesippus, EusebiusÕ Ecclesiastical 
History, 2.23) - Mark 6:3, who was martyred in 62. In 44, James son of 
Zebedee was martyred under King Herod Agrippa I. He died too early 
to have been the author of the Epistle of James (Jas) - Acts 12:1-2. 
Since the 3rd century, Origen, Eusebius, and Jerome believed that the 
writer was the LordÕs brother. See Martin, James: Word Bible 
Commentary, xxxi and Josephus, Antiquities 20:199-201. 

                                                                                                                         

faith without demonstrating the accompanying works. Tenney, New Testament 
Survey, 267. 
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Context 

The Diaspora met at the synagogue rather than the church and James 
addressed them with illustrations taken from the OT. Tenney suggests 
that this was because the letter was written at a time when early 
Christianity was still very much within the general circle of Judaism 
and had not yet become an independent religious movement.26 James 
took over the leadership of the Jerusalem church when Peter withdrew 
from Palestine and Òwent to another placeÓ (Acts 12:17). James was 
protective of the Jewish Christians when PaulÕs reputation and teaching 
about Gentile Christianity made them uneasy. Yet it was he who gave 
Paul Òthe right hand of fellowshipÓ (Galatians 2:9-10). 

Canonicity27 

Jas was not considered a part of the canon until quite late. By the 3rd 
century, Origen considered it among the disputed books and it was not 
until the 4th century that Athanasius in the Greek-speaking East and 
Eusebius in the Latin-speaking West, included it into the NT. It was 
only in the 5th century that Jas was included in the Syriac translation 
called the Peshitta. Unfortunately, during the Reformation period, the 
canonicity of Jas was questioned again. Martin Luther sought to 
reorganize the NT by placing Jas along with Hebrews, Jude and 
Revelation as of lesser quality than the Gospels.28 

How to Read James 

Like all Jewish wisdom books, its concern is neither doctrinal nor 
logical, but rather, practical obedience. Jas was concerned about the 
uneven distribution of wealth, income and economic opportunity, 
especially within the Christian community. Rich Christians intimidated 

                                                        
26 Tenney, New Testament Survey, 264. 
27 The word canon means ÔruleÕ or ÔrulerÕ in Greek. In the context of the Bible, 
canon refers to the books considered sacred and authoritative for the faith. The 
Protestant Bible is the canon for 66 books while other Christian traditions have 
larger canons. If Marin Luther had his way, our Bible would be reduced to 63 
books. 
28 Raymond E. Brown, S.S. An Introduction to the New Testament: Anchor 
Bible Reference Library, (New York: Doubleday, 1997), 743ff. 



JAMES 

35 

poor ones. The attendance of the wealthy at church did not necessarily 
indicate conversion. Hence, a faith that lacks works is empty and vain. 
Championing moral and social ideals, he was not popular with the 
powers that be, leading to his eventual martyrdom. 

Yet rather than a proverbial, Jas has a sermonic quality as the writer 
employs various rhetorical devices: the Greco-Roman diatribe, the 
direct address, rhetorical questions, and the use of an imagined 
interlocutor. Jas articulated a faith which expresses itself in ethical 
behavior and may be said to argue that our Ôwalk must match our talkÕ. 
Belief is more than mere intellectual assent, but is completed by 
obedience. The Church council meeting at Rome in AD 38229 received 
Jas as Scripture and this solidified the view that it was written by the 
brother of Jesus.30 

 The message was not written for the individual but for the community 
of faith. It was not concerned with personal piety but rather, with the 
health of the community. Speaking to a community that had no 
apostolic leadership to guide them, Jas urged those under persecution to 
resist accommodation and compromise. Jas does not mean to say that 
suffering is good and he does not encourage Christians to seek 
persecution. Yet he acknowledges the reality of evil in the world. While 
trials themselves were not to be welcomed as joyous experiences, they 
can be occasions to build up spiritual stamina in the life of a committed 
believer. When we prepare ourselves to face things in life which go 
wrong, we can turn our defeats to victories not by being blind to the 
reality of pain and suffering but by patience built on knowledge of the 
outcome. We do this by Ôestablishing our heartsÕ (stabilize its 
foundations so it will not be enslaved by passions alone). Note the great 
claim of James, that ÒThe effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man 
avails much.Ó (James 5:16). 

The central message of Jas concerns the moral duty of mankind marked 
by 3 pillars of the Christian life: keep the tongue under control (an 

                                                        
29 Note that this was later than the AD 367 date routinely given as the date of 
the first canonical list by Athanasius. 
30 David S. Dockery, Ed. Holman Bible Handbook, (Nashville: Holman Bible 
Publishers, 1992), 757. 
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index of self-control), care for the underprivileged and helpless 
(generosity), and be mindful of being tempted by the attractions and 
distractions of the world (moral clarity). 

Devotional Reflection:  

How does your faith shape your thoughts that influences your decision 
to live a certain way? What you truly believe in and care about is 
reflected in how you prioritize the most essential commodity you have 
Ð your time. Jas reminds us that a working faith makes your faith work. 
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2.3 Introducing PAUL, the Apostle 

Saul, who called himself Paul, was the most influential mind that 
shaped historyÕs knowledge of JesusÕ teachings by the dominance of 
his NT writings. A self-proclaimed apostle Ôborn out of season,Õ Paul 
almost singlehandedly redirected the culturally insular foci of first 
century Judaisms to become the worldÕs first31  truly universal 
theological religion, unhinged from any racial, geographical, 
nationalistic, or linguistic associations.  

He was born of Jewish parents in Tarsus (modern Turkey) and was a 
Roman citizen since his birth. He was probably the same age as Jesus 
and like many Diaspora Jews, was given a Hebrew name, Saul, as well 
as a Roman name, Paul. He spoke Aramaic at home, had a Greek 
education, and knew the liturgical language of Hebrew at synagogue. 
He studied under Gamaliel I in Jerusalem to be a strict Pharisee. Like 
all Pharisees, he learned a trade. He became a tentmaker or leather 
worker. Around 35, he encountered the risen Christ near Damascus and 
became a zealous advocate of the faith he had begun to persecute. He 
has always known himself to be a Jew and did not think of his 
conversion as a change of religion but rather, a personal transformation 
to follow Jesus. In the first 3 years following his conversion, he became 
a missionary in Damascus and in ÔArabiaÕ before visiting Jerusalem 
after this long absence.  

The next 8 years of his life finds no mention in the NT, but around 46, 
when he was probably age 50, he embarked on the first of his great 
missionary journeys with Barnabas and John Mark, under the 
sponsorship of the Antioch church. When he returned to Antioch in 48, 
the success of his mission created tensions among the Christian leaders 
at Jerusalem.  

                                                        
31 Although Buddhism is considered the worldÕs first global religion, it is a 
philosophical rather than a theological religion since there is no worship of a 
transcendent creator. 
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In the year 49, a conference32 was called to discuss the validity of any 
mission to the Gentiles. With James speaking up for PaulÕs vision, the 
Jerusalem church officially recognized the Antioch Gentile mission that 
funded Paul for over a decade. In return, the Jerusalem church would 
receive financial support from Antioch. But a serious confrontation 
with Peter (Cephas) over what Paul saw as duplicity resulted in Paul 
breaking off relations with the Antioch church. In 50, Paul launched his 
own mission to the West and never returned to the Antioch church for 
support. On this second missionary journey, Silas and Timothy joined 
him. It was also during this journey that he met Aquila and Priscilla 
with Luke joining the team at Macedonia. His third journey took place 
between 52-55, with Timothy, Luke and others as his companions. All 
three journeys began in Antioch. The fourth in 61-62 ended with his 
arrest in Rome and eventual execution under Emperor Nero around 
64.33 

Paul worked alongside as many as forty others and formed a sort of 
Pauline School. After his death, PaulÕs theological thoughts were 
carried on and expanded by his disciples. Some writings were attributed 
to his authority. Paul established Ephesus as his ministry headquarters 

                                                        
32 This was a meeting of two important churches, the Jerusalem and the 
Antioch churches. Paul, Barnabas and Titus went to Jerusalem to meet Peter, 
James and John. The issue was whether Gentile believers were obliged to live 
as Jewish converts before they could become Christians. It was a battle 
between the rigorists (male believers must be circumcised) and the inclusivists 
(no need circumcision). The agreement to exempt Gentiles from the rigors of 
the Jewish law did not go well with some and Paul would spend the rest of his 
life battling the Judaizers.  
33 M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock, The PeopleÕs New Testament 
Commentary, (Louisville: WJK Press, 2004), 466ff. Our traditional knowledge 
of PaulÕs execution comes from Pope Gregory the Great, who claimed that the 
apostle was executed on the left bank of the Tiber River on the Via Ostiensis 
(the road to the port city of Ostia). Emperor NeroÕs persecution of Christians 
lasted from 64-68, so while 66 has long been the accepted date of PaulÕs 
execution, it could have been as early as 64 or as late as 68. According to some 
other traditions, Paul was released and served another 4 years before a second 
Roman imprisonment led to his execution in 68, but this rests on meager 
evidence 
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and this city took on great significance in the early life of the Church as 
the center of the Pauline tradition. 

 

Saint Paul writing his epistles by Valentin de Boulogne (1594-1632)34 

Paul had a fourfold message, which we may clarify with insights from 
history, philosophy, and the natural sciences: 

Justification: Only God can reconcile us to our maker by changing our 
relational status. This refers to our moral cognition that sets us apart 
from all other life forms. We have both the privilege and responsibility 
to feast on what God created. Our heightened enjoyment of beauty is 
accompanied by our propensity to abuse these capacities. Each act of 
moral evil is only possible because we first possess the capacity for 
moral goodness as the foundation of our ability to love. When God 
made us in His image, he conferred upon us moral cognition 
(awareness, judgment and the imperative of performance). It is this 
capacity as moral agents that sets us apart from all other life forms and 

                                                        
34http://jesuswalk.com/ephesians/images/valentin_paul_writing1800x1337.jpg. 


