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“general”

The “general epistles” are: James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, and Jude. The general epistles were originally called the “catholic” epistles. “Catholic” in Greek (καθολικός, katholikos) means “universal.” They were called “catholic” because they were not written to a specific church, but to the church as a whole. (This is mistaken, however: 1 Peter is to a regional group of churches, 2 John is to a specific church, and 3 John is to an individual.) “Catholic” was applied to individual letters among the seven quite early, but all seven are first called the “catholic epistles” by Eusebius c 325 CE (Historia Ecclesiastica 2.24).

sub-apostolic age

The sub-apostolic age is c. 65-125. The men of the sub-apostolic age had to decide how to be apostolic once the apostles had died. This age includes the authors of the Pastoral Epistles, Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, Jude, 1-3 John, and Revelation.

James

canonicity: Origen (d. AD 254) is the first Church father to recognize James as canonical, but he admits that it is not generally accepted.

author: James the brother of Jesus (Mark 6:3, Acts 12,17, etc.) was martyred in AD 62 (Eusebius, quoting Hegesippus). But that James was concerned with maintaining food laws (Acts 21:21, Gal 2:12); our James is concerned with practical morality. The book seems to be a Jewish Christian writing to Jewish Christians (2:2, the church is called a “synagogue”); so the author’s nationality is probably Jewish.

contents: There is almost no doctrine and almost no kerygma; the book is almost entirely parenesis (ethical exhortation). There are almost no references to Christianity. Some have therefore suggested that James was originally a Jewish document, which a Christian “baptized” by adding the two references to Jesus. But there are a number of Christian elements:

two references to Jesus Christ (1:1, 2:1)
the “word of truth” gave birth to us (1:18)
“the implanted word” (1:21)
“the perfect law, the law of liberty” (1:25, cf. 2:12)
“God has chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich in faith” (2:5)
“that honorable name by which you are called” (2:7)
“the royal law” (= the golden rule) (2:8)
breaking one commandment breaks the whole law (2:10-11)
swearing (alludes to the sayings in Matt 5:34, 37) (5:12)

James covers several parenetic topics.

riches (2:1-7)
faith and works (2:14-26)
The relation of “good works” to “faith” in James differs from that in Paul. Gal 3 and Rom 4 contrast with James 2:14-26. (Rom 3:28 especially contrasts with James 2:18-19.) In Paul, faith is the cause of justification, and good works are the fruit of justification. In James, good works as well as faith are the cause of justification (“not by faith alone”).
speech (3:1-12)
anointing of the sick (5:14-15)

1 Peter

author: the authorship of 1 Peter has been contested. The best argument for Peter as author is that the book says it is by Peter (1:1). See also 5:1, “Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ . . .” But this may mean Peter’s martyrdom rather than traveling with Jesus. A second argument is the strong tradition in favor of Petrine authorship. Peter is accepted as author already in 2 Peter (3:1, “This is now, beloved, the second I am writing to you”). Also, Polycarp, c. 130 CE, quotes 10 different verses from 1 Peter (Letter to the Philippians 1.3, 2.1-2, 5.3, 7.2, 8.1, 10.1).
On the other hand, there are arguments against Peter as author. First, if 1 Peter were by Peter, the date would have to be between 57 (Paul’s arrival at Rome) and 64 (Peter’s martyrdom). But we are told that the secretary who transcribed 1 Peter is Silvanus (1 Pet 5:12), and probably Paul’s companion is meant (1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1; ‘Silas’ in Acts 15:22). The date of 1 Peter, however, is almost certainly later (see below). Second, 1 Peter is full of Paulinisms; the letter is much more Pauline than the pastorals. (But these Paulinisms might be attributable to Silvanus.) Third, 1 Peter uses the LXX (Septuagint); that is typical of a Diaspora Jew, not a Palestinian Jew. Fourth, 1 Peter contains some of the best Greek in the NT. Is that credible in a Galilean fisherman?

date: Persecution is severe (4:18). But that type of persecution does not occur in Asia Minor until 90-96.

provenance: “Babylon” (1 Pet 5:13) is used of Rome in Rev 14:8, 17:1-6; 2 Esdras 3:1-6; etc. Peter is associated with Rome in 1 Clement 5 (c 96 CE) and often thereafter. Thus, the author of 1 Peter probably supposed that Peter was the founder of the Roman church.

contents: There are many baptismal references: 1:3, 18, 22-23; 2:2, 10, 21; 3:21. This shows “the crystallization of the liturgy . . . as one of the institutions through which the apostolic tradition was perpetuated after the death of the apostles.” (Fuller Introduction to the New Testament. London: Duckworth, 1971. 159.)

2 Peter

date: several considerations have caused many scholars date 2 Peter to c 125. (1) 2 Peter uses Jude as a source; but the date of Jude is uncertain. (2) The two problems dealt with in 2 Peter are licentious Gnosticism and the delay of the parousia, both of which suggest the early second century. (3) Several references imply a very late date: “apostles” (3:2); “fathers” (3:4, probably the apostles); “all his [Paul’s] letters” (3:16); “scriptures” (3:16, referring to Paul’s letters).

content: First, 2 Peter combats licentious Gnosticism: 1:16, “clever myths”; 2:1, “heresies”; 2:2, licentiousness—see also 2:7, 2:10, 2:13, 3:3; 2:19 (promise freedom); 2:13a, 20-21 (they’re Christians); 2:18, Gentiles have barely escaped. Second, 2 Peter combats apathy at the delay of the parousia: 3:4, the problem (the parousia is delayed); arguments rebut those who scoff at the delay: 3:5-7, 10b, 11: God did it once, and the next time will be with fire; 3:8: a day equals a thousand years; 3:9, 15a: God has delayed the parousia to allow sinners a chance to repentance (cf. Rom 2:4).

1 John

author: the author is the same author as the gospel of John.

situation: an influential group has left the church (2:19). They are probably gnostics (2:4). (Gnosticism was a Christian heresy of the 100s CE which held that one is saved by knowledge, not faith, and that the soul is a divine spark alien to this material world.) The gnostics are probably docetists (2:22-23, 4:2-3, 5:6). (Docetists believed that Jesus only appeared to suffer on the cross; from Greek dokein, to seem.) See 1 John’s emphasis on Jesus’ blood (1:7, 5:6, and see 2:2). Probably the schismatics despised the ordinary Christians of the community because they were not gnostic; hence 1 John’s emphasis on love of the brethren (chs. 2-4).

2 John

author: the author is the same author as the gospel of John.

audience: the “elect lady” (verses 1, 5, 6) is a local congregation.

situation: The situation of 1 John is presupposed (docetists, 7), but now the docetists are wandering preachers (10). 2 John tells what to do when such emissaries arrive (10). The readers have the true teaching (1, 4, 6, 8).

3 John

author: the author is the same author as the gospel of John.

audience: to Gaius (verse 1).

situation: Traveling preachers have shown up (5-6), but they are orthodox, sent by the Elder himself (5, 9). Diotrephes seems sympathetic to gnosticism (9-10).

Jude

author: Jude is mentioned as one of the twelve; but if the date is c AD 100 (see below), then the work is pseudonymous.

date: Jude was probably written in the 90s, for several reasons. (1) Jude is prior to 2 Peter, since it is the source for 2 Peter. (2) Jude, like 2 Peter, refers to “the apostles” (17), as if the apostolic age is now in the past. (3) There is the same concern as in the pastorals for “the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints” (3, cf. 20). So Jude probably dates from the same period (c AD 100). (4) Jude quotes from or alludes to two books now considered pseudepigrapha: Jude 9-10 quotes the Assumption of Moses (so Clement of Alexandria and Origen assert), and Jude 14-15 quotes Enoch 1:9. Hence, Jude is probably writing before c 100 CE, when Jewish rabbis established the Jewish canon (the so-called the Council of Jamniah).

