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Amanuensis

A person wanting to send a letter in the ancient world almost always used a scribe or secretary (in Greek, amanuensis). Occasionally the sender would dictate word for word, but usually he would simply give the amanuensis an outline with instructions, and sometimes he would leave the entire task to the scribe. Which method did Paul use?

That he usually used an amanuensis is certain.

Rom 16:22	Tertius is the amanuensis
1 Cor 16:21, Col 4:18, 2 Thess 3:17	a greeting in Paul’s hand
Gal 6:11	Paul contrasts his handwriting
Philem 19	“I, Paul, have written in my own hand”
(cf. 1 Pet 5:12	Silvanus is the amanuensis)

The very distinctive style of all of Paul’s letters suggests that he dictated word for word. Differences from letter to letter in vocabulary and style, on the other hand, suggest that he gave only an outline and instructions and let the amanuensis compose the letters. These differences, though, may be the result of pseudonymity: some of the letters may not be by Paul but are nevertheless attributed to him.

Letter and Epistle

Some scholars distinguish between two ancient forms, the letter and the epistle. Letters have in mind a concrete situation and a specific addressee (an addressee may be an individual or a congregation). Letters presuppose mutual knowledge between writer and reader, their tone is confidential like conversation, and the letters in a series of correspondence are independent of each other.

An epistle may or may not be occasioned by a concrete situation, but it intends a more general audience than the addressee. The epistle is in fact an essay, with the trappings of a letter artificially superimposed upon it. The form was developed in Greek philosophical schools of the fourth century BC.

Paul’s works are generally considered letters rather than epistles, but it is better to consider the two forms to be ends of a spectrum, along which Paul’s letters may be strung.

Letter:	Epistle:

Philem	1-2 Thess	2 Cor	1 Cor, Col, Phil	1-2 Tim, Titus	Rom, Eph 

Even in the works which are most like letters, Paul’s circumstances make his writings more like epistles. (1) He does not write as a private individual, but as an apostle and missionary. (2) He often includes bits of kerygma, sermons, hymns, liturgical formulas, chains of Old Testament proof-texts, etc. (3) The discussion of concrete problems often gives rise to small doctrinal treatises detached from the concrete situation.

The Number of Paul’s Letters

Paul wrote several letters which are no longer extant.

proof:
a letter to the Corinthians prior to 1 Corinthians	1 Cor 5:9
a “tearful” letter to the Corinthians	2 Cor 2:3-4
a letter to the Laodiceans	Col 4:16
“letters” to the Philippians	Polycarp, Ep. ad Phil. 3:2

By the time of Cyril of Jerusalem (Catecheses 4.33-36, c. 348), the Pauline corpus included fourteen letters: the ten letters of Romans through 2 Thessalonians plus Philemon, the three Pastoral Epistles (1-2 Timothy, Titus), and Hebrews. The earliest statement that Paul was Hebrew’s author is by Clement of Alexandria (c. 200); but about the same time, Tertullian thought it was written by Barnabas. Fifty years later, Origen, a Scripture scholar, carefully compared Hebrews to the other letters and concluded that it was not by Paul but by someone influenced by him.

Today most scholars think that the Pastoral Epistles are by someone other than Paul, perhaps by his disciples. Also, Ephesians and, to a lesser extent, Colossians are questioned by many, and some scholars have questioned the Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians.

Why Paul’s Letters Were Collected

In addition to the natural desire of the Christians to share and preserve such important documents, two factors caused Paul’s letters to be collected. (1) Paul himself encouraged the exchange of his letters between churches. He was aware that his letters were circulating widely (2 Cor 10:10), and he requested that the Colossian church trade letters with the Laodiceans (Col 4:16). (2) Authors who signed Paul’s name to their own letters were teaching doctrines different from Paul’s. Paul himself was aware of at least one such letter (2 Thess 2:2).

The Length of Paul’s Letters

The longest of Paul’s letters is Romans, 7101 Greek words. The shortest is Philemon, 335 Greek words. If we exclude Hebrews from the Pauline corpus, then the average length of his letters is 1300 words. This is unusually long for an ancient letter. The 14,000 letters still extant from Greek and Roman antiquity usually range from 18 to 209 words, and their average length is 87 words. Seneca’s longest letter is 4134 words, and Cicero’s is 2530 words.

