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THE PAULINE EPISTOLARY GENRE

INTRODUCTION

This paper seeks to give an overview from a hermeneutical perspective regarding the 

Pauline Epistles.  The Pauline Epistles comprise over one-fourth of the New Testament.  If we are 

to properly read and interpret the New Testament, it makes logical sense that we should attempt 

to understand this genre from an internal perspective (What elements and features comprise this 

genre?), but also from a relational perspective (How does this genre relate to the rest of the New 

Testament and other literature?)

It would be very easy to be consumed with the minute details of this study.  Men have 

written books and dissertations on this subject.  In today’s world, the study of Paul and his 

writings continues.  This paper will attempt to give a complete view of the genre itself as 

prescribed by the page limitations.  It is understood that this will not be an exhaustive treatment of 

the subject, but rather the author is considering further postgraduate work in this area.

The Formal Characteristics of the Genre

The word genre is defined as the conventional and repeatable patterns of oral and written 

speech, which facilitate interaction among people in specific social situations.1 As with any genre, 

to properly understand it, one must know the characteristics of a particular genre and how they 

work within the genre as a whole.  The Pauline writings are referred to as epistles.  We cannot 

interpret an epistle in the same manner as we would the Gospels, or Acts, or Revelation, because 

these are different genres with varying characteristics.  An epistle in its simplest form is like a 

letter.  Paul mainly wrote his letters to specific groups of people, thus the naming of each letter as 

to the recipients.  Some recipients had more than one epistle written to them (Corinthians and 
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———————————

1. James L. Bailey, “Genre Analysis,” in Hearing the New Testament, edited by Joel  B 
Green (Grand Rapids: Wm B Eerdmans, 1995), p. 200.

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


Thessalonians).  There are also those who believe that there were other writings of Paul that were 

not part of Scripture (3rd Epistle to the Corinthians,etc.)

Genre tells us many things if we closely examine each part of the genre and see what 

makes us a typical letter of Pauline authorship.  It is noted that Paul wrote many different letters 

and the focus or theme of each letter is different, but the style or format in which he wrote was 

essentially the same.

There is some debate regarding the method of which Paul may have used in getting his 

correspondence from himself to the recipient.  Some of the letters indicate who the courier of the 

letter was and others were silent on the issue.  This indicates that there was no consistency 

regarding this particular issue.  These letters were read aloud and circulated among adjacent 

congregations.  One author made note of the fact that the couriers were also used as information 

gatherers as well.  Paul also refers to these couriers as “fellow workers”.2  It is also interesting to 

note that Adolf Deissman drew a sharp distinction between letters and epistles.  He argued the 

point that letters are generally non-literary and usually private communications, serving the 

purpose of conversation between two persons.  Epistles, are not letters in the usual sense of the 

word, but are artistic creations.  They are composed with skill according to established literary 

conventions and are intended for a wide audience.  Deissman asserted that Paul wrote true letters 

and not epistles.3 In spite of Deissman’s assertion regarding Paul’s compositions, he fails to 

remember that letters are mainly private.  The Pauline Epistles were far from being private letters, 

they were intended not only for the intended recipients, but they were also included in the canon 

of Scripture and are just as practical today as they were when they were originally written.  Did 

Deissman fail to realize that these were not just mere human compositions, but rather 

compositions that were inspired?  It is also interesting that Paul himself uses the word epistle in 2 
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———————————

2. S.R Llewelyn, New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, vol. 7 (Macquarie: The 
Ancient History Documentary Research Centre, 1994), p. 56.

3. Charles B. Cousar, The Letters Of Paul, Interpreting Biblical Texts (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1996), p. 25.
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Corinthians 7:8 and then makes a distinction between a letter and an epistle.  The word epistle is 

used thirteen times in the New Testament in reference to Paul’s writings.  These letters were 

constructed carefully by the Apostle Paul, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.

Most of the information that can be obtained about Paul from a biographical perspective is 

found in the book of Acts, with many of those chapters having parallel passages in the epistles. 

These references to Paul in the book of Acts are not complete in their biographical content, but 

rather where Paul intersects with the history of Christianity itself.  When the Pauline Epistles are 

read apart from the book of Acts, this is where we can find a greater understanding of the Apostle 

Paul because he shares some of his concerns, burdens, and desires with each different group of 

people that he is writing to.  Some books were corrective in nature (1 and 2 Corinthians) others 

were encouragements and commendations (1 and 2 Thessalonians).  What Paul writes and how it 

is written are extremely important.  It has been said that “form cannot be separated from content” 

because they both contribute to the meaning of a single passage or document as a whole.4

Chronological order is also important to take into consideration when studying the Pauline 

Epistles.  The canonical order is not the chronological order in which the books were written.  

There are also differences of opinion regarding the chronology of the Pauline Epistles.  The most 

probable order is as follows:  1 and 2 Thessalonians, Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, 

Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, Philippians, 1 Timothy, Titus, and 2 Timothy.5

Each letter started out with a salutation or a greeting.  This is where Paul usually identifies 

himself to the reader and identifies the recipient as well.6 Also in some epistles he lists the 
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———————————

4. Cousar, The Letters Of Paul, p. 23.

5. Paton J. Gloag, Introduction to the Pauline Epistles (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1874), p. 
21.

6. In many places Paul identifies himself as either an Apostle or as a servant.  This is 
important because there were some who challenged his Apostolic authority and he chose to build 
off of this foundation and others who did not dispute that Paul was an Apostle.  Identification in 
this sense gave strength and credibility to each epistle regardless of the mode of identification.
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individual to whom the letter was sent (Timothy, Titus) and in some cases the co-sender (1 

Thessalonians).  He also offers a greeting and then a prayer of thanksgiving usually directed 

towards the recipient.  It is in the salutation or greeting that the purpose of each epistle is usually 

stated.  The main purpose of the Pauline Epistles was mainly didactic and pastoral.

When the church was founded, and received the charge of teaching all nations, oral 
teaching was the first means employed.  But when an apostle had visited a place, and had 
established there a Christian community, he naturally desired to maintain contact with it 
for its direction and further instruction.  To do this he had quite obviously recourse to an 
existing means of communication -- the letter.  It is clear that the apostolic letter or epistle 
is not an artificial creation, but a natural development.  Preoccupied with the great task, 
these first evangelists did not seek to clothe their letters in the artistic form with which we 
are familiar in a later age.  Their purpose was to instruct; hence their letters are didactic.  
They had to admonish, to reprimand, to warn, and their letters became moral sermons.  As 
overseers of the newly founded Church, they had the direction of the scattered 
communities; and quite naturally their letters became pastoral epistles.7

 Paul wrote each of his epistles with a definite purpose in mind.  He loved, rebuked, 

admonished and commended the recipients in his writings.  One cannot study the Pauline Epistles 

without seeing the burden of the Apostle Paul regarding the Gospel of Christ and its power in the 

lives of people.  Paul also gives some insight into his theology within his greetings by using the 

word χαρις and it could have also been used with its linguistic similarity to the common greeting 

of χαρειν.8

The body of any letter is used to communicate its main goal or purpose.  This is not any 

different with the writings of Paul, but rather has become a somewhat difficult task in attempting 

to recognize the different forms found within the epistles themselves.  Because each letter is 

different and unique, it is almost an impossible task to assign a structured form to each letter.  

However, there are a few elements that one can take notice of in reading and these elements will 
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———————————

7. Llewelyn, New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, p. 56.

8. James L. Bailey and Lyle Vander Broek, Literary Forms In The New Testament 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), p. 24.
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give the reader some clues regarding the different introductory formulas that Paul used in each of 

the letters.

The six formulas are: 1) The Disclosure Formula, 2) The Request Formula, 3) Expression 

of Joy, 4) Expression of Astonishment, 5) Statement of Compliance, 6) Formulaic Use of the 

Verb of Hearing or Learning.9 In order to properly recognize these formulas, it is important to 

know a few of the characteristics that comprise each formula for easy recognition.

The disclosure formula has the purpose that the sender’s desire is expressed or the desire 

that the addressee know something.  The three principal elements in this formula are:  the verb of 

disclosure, often consisting of either a verb of desire such as Βουλομαι or θελω in the first person 

indicative, and the verb γινωσκω in the infinitive from; the vocative of address; and the subject to 

be disclosed by οτι.10  Paul used this particular formula more than the others.

The request formula is simply a request.  It is characterized by the following elements:  An 

introduction of the request with an appropriate conjunction, a verb of request, the vocative, and 

the content of the request introduced by various means (περι, ινα, and the aorist infinitive), but 

most often by the ινα clause of purpose.11

The expression of joy is an expression of the emotion of the author toward the recipient.  

There are five items that may appear in an expression of joy:  the verb χαιρω in the aorist tense, 

the noun χαρις in the accusative case as the object of the verb εχω, an adverb denoting magnitude 

(πολλην, μεγαλως, λιαν), a statement regarding the arrival of a letter or a statement concerning 
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———————————

9. John L White, “Introductory Formulae In The Body Of The Pauline Letter,” Journal of 
Biblical Literature 90 (March 1971): p. 93–97.

10. White, “Introductory Formulae In The Body Of The Pauline Letter,” p. 93.  The 
disclosure formula is found in Galatians 1:11, Romans 1:13, 1 Thessalonians 2:1, Philippians 1:12, 
2 Corinthians 1:8.

11. White, “Introductory Formulae In The Body Of The Pauline Letter,” p. 93–94.  The 
request formula is found in Philemon 8, 1 Corinthians 1:10.
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something which was heard, the object which was heard introduced by οτι, and the vocative.12

The expression of astonishment was also used, but only one time within the Pauline 

Epistles in Galatians 1:6.  There are two items which identify this formula, the verb of 

astonishment, θαυμαζω and the object of astonishment which is usually a statement regarding the 

addressee’s failure to write which is introduced by οτι or πως.13

The statement of compliance was also used only once within the Pauline Epistles also in 

the book of Galatians (1:9).  Identification of this formula is as follows:  the introductory adverb 

ως, καθως, or καθοτι; a verb of instruction in the past tense, the object of instruction introduced 

by περι, and a statement concerning either the fulfillment of the instruction or an assertion 

regarding the sender’s confidence in the addressee.14

The final formula is the formulaic use of the verb of hearing or learning.  This formula is 

also only used once in Galatians 1:13.  Identification of this formula is as follows:  an adverb 

denoting the degree of grief; the verb λυπεω or αγωνιαω in the aorist tense; either the verb ακουω 

or επιγινωσκω frequently in participial form; and the subject of the report state by various 

grammatical means.15

The body of the epistle has long been a subject of controversy, but by using the above 

formulae, one can at least recognize the introduction and the subsequent transition into the body 

of the epistle.  Since the bodies of each of the epistles are directed to different recipients and have 

different content, it is not practical to exegete the body of each of the Pauline Epistles, but 

noticing some of the common things that are present in the body of the epistles.  What are some 

of the elements that can be found in the body of the epistle itself?  It is noted that the theological 
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———————————

12. White, “Introductory Formulae In The Body Of The Pauline Letter,” p. 95–96.  The 
expression of joy is found in Philemon 7 and Philippians 4:10.

13. White, “Introductory Formulae In The Body Of The Pauline Letter,” p. 96.

14. White, “Introductory Formulae In The Body Of The Pauline Letter,” p. 96.

15. White, “Introductory Formulae In The Body Of The Pauline Letter,” p. 97.
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body is characterized by dialogical and argumentative features that are especially influenced by 

oral rhetorical traditions.  Other letters may have a hortatory reminder (1 Thessalonians), 

recommendation (Philemon).16 Another notable element is that of ethical exhortation, also known 

as paraenesis.  This is also found in the conclusion of some letters.  Paul uses this literary device 

to apply theological truths that have been emphasized throughout the body of the letter.17 Paul 

also effectively uses vice and virtue lists, which serve as basic examples of acceptable and 

unacceptable ethical behavior.18 Paul also uses the Household code or the Haustafel.  This is done 

to address three key pairs that are in the household:  master and slave, husband and wife, father 

and children.  The household was the basic unit of Greco-Roman society and Paul sought to 

minister and interact within this context.  Many of the churches started in houses (Romans 16:5).  

Some say that Paul used the Haustafel to encourage appropriate behavior within the church.19One 

of the other forms that Paul uses quite often is that of diatribe.  Diatribe has its origins in the 

classroom where teachers used it to provoke learning.  The style itself is derived from the 

pedagogical activity of the philosophical school.20 The book of Romans contains a great deal of 

diatribe, there is more in this book than any other book that Paul has written.  It is also in the 

most complete form in the book of Romans.  Diatribe is defined as a dialogue or lengthy address, 

it is a form in which the speaker debates with an imaginary addressee in order to instruct his 
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———————————

16. Greco-Roman Literature And The New Testament, edited by David E. Aune (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1988), p. 99.

17. Bailey and Lyle Vander Broek, Literary Forms In The New Testament, p. 26.  
Paraenesis is characterized by verbs in the imperative mood.  It often reflects Christian practice 
and commonly borrows ethical insight from the larger Hellenistic world.

18. Bailey and Lyle Vander Broek, Literary Forms In The New Testament, p. 65.  These 
lists are found in Romans 1:29-31; Galatians 5:19-23; Ephesians 4:21-31; Titus 1:7-10.

19. P.H. Towner, “Households and Household Codes,” in Dictionary of Paul and His 
Letters (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p. 418.

20. Thomas R. Schreiner, Interpreting the Pauline Epistles, Guides To New Testament 
Exegesis (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990), p. 36.
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audience.21Diatribe is an effective teaching tool and Paul uses it in a masterful way because it is 

used to instruct in an indirect way and its use also helps the interpreter understand the apostle’s 

intentions as a teacher of the gospel.22

In addition to diatribe, rhetoric is also found within Paul’s epistles.  Many people when 

they hear the word rhetoric, it sometimes conjures negative thoughts, but it is actually an ancient 

and honored practice.  Rhetoric is defined as the disciplined art of persuasion, a quality in 

discourse by which a speaker or writer seeks to accomplish his purposes.23

The closing or conclusion in the Pauline epistles is probably the most recognizable and 

stable element.  In examining this element, it is fairly straightforward because it resembles the 

greeting or opening the letter.  The format of the closing is as follows:  a peace wish, greetings, 

and a benediction.  There is also an occasional apostolic pronouncement and sometimes there are 

last minute instructions.24

The Relationship of Biblical Examples to Other Examples in Ancient Literature

Interestingly enough, it can be ascertained that some of the forms found in Paul’s writings 

in various epistles can trace some of their origins to other forms of extra or non-Biblical literature, 

mainly of Greco-Roman or Jewish origin.  There are so many possibilities in this area that it is 
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———————————

21. Bailey and Lyle Vander Broek, Literary Forms In The New Testament, p. 38.  
Characteristics of the form are a larger context in which there is an indictment against arrogant or 
pretentious people, a sudden turning to and an indictment of the interlocutor, indicating questions 
addressed to the interlocutor, also includes a verb of thinking to show the incorrect views of the 
interlocutor and a question about his lack of perception, a list of vices.

22. Bailey and Lyle Vander Broek, Literary Forms In The New Testament, p. 41.  This also 
allows the interpreter to contemplate the relationship between this particular form and the setting 
of the book of Romans.

23. Cousar, The Letters Of Paul, p. 36.  Other forms of rhetoric are judicial speech, 
deliberative speech, and epideictic speech.

24. Calvin J. Roetzel, The Letters of Paul, 4th ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 1998), p. 61.  Analysis of the conclusions has isolated its various parts with some precision, 
and in the light of such analysis we can see the particular use of Paul’s endings.
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prudent to discuss one since there is no possible way to thoroughly evaluate every possible form 

that occurs in the Bible and in other ancient literature.  Earlier in the paper, we discussed various 

aspects of the body of the Pauline Epistles.  One of those aspects was the occurrence of 

paraenesis or ethical instruction.  A part of paraenesis is a form called τοποι which is the Greek 

word for place in the plural form.  The term τοποι has created some confusion regarding its 

definition and eventually arriving at a proper understanding of the form.25 This form is also found 

in the works of philosophers Aristotle and Cicero.26

Understanding the elements of this form are important as well.  There are three essential 

elements that are found in the τοποι form:  1) An injunction urging that a certain course of 

behavior be followed or avoided.  2) A reasons for the injunction.  3) A discussion of the logical 

and practical consequences of the behavior.27  Some individuals think that the τοποι format was a 
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———————————

25. John C. Brunt, “More On The Topos As A New Testament Form,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 104, no. 3 (September 1985): p. 495.  Brunt is quoting from an earlier article written 
by David Bradley regarding the τοποι form.  Brunt says that “Topos is a treatment in independent 
form of a subject related to daily life and that a distinctive characteristic is that it is composed of 
more than one sentence dealing with the same subject.  Examples in the NT are found in Romans 
12:3-8; 13:1-7; Gal. 5:13-15; and 1 Thess. 4:3-8.  This form is also called communes loci by Latin 
authors.

26. Brunt, “More On The Topos As A New Testament Form,” p. 497.  Aristotle speaks of 
the form in connection with enthymemes.  Such topics of enthymemes are derived from opposites, 
the more and the less, considerations of time, different significations of a word, argument from 
consequences, and the argument from cause and effect.  Cicero states, “In every case some of the 
arguments are related only to the case that is being pleaded, and are so dependent on it that they 
cannot be advantageously be separated from it and transferred to other cases, while others are of 
a more general nature, and adaptable to all or most cases of the same kind.  These arguments 
which can be transformed to many cases, which we call common topics.

27. Terence Y. Mullins, “Topos as a NT Form,” Journal of Biblical Literature 99, no. 4 
(December 1980): p. 542–43.  Mullins also quotes David Bradley and subsequently analyzes two 
quotes provided by Bradley in an earlier article on the same subject.  Bradley quotes Isocrates, 
Sirach and the Testament of Judah and then compares them with the writings of Paul (Romans 
13:1-5; Romans 13:8-10; Romans 13:11-14).  It is also noted that two other optional elements 
can appear in the τοποι form:  1) The citing of an analogous situation to the one dealt within the 
topos.  2) The refutation of a contrary way of thinking or acting.  This also appears in the letters 
attributed to Diogenes.
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stereotyped form and that the answers given were standardized answers to questions that were 

raised.  This can be easily refuted by looking at several passages where the same or similar 

questions were raised in different setting, but all are answered by the Apostle Paul.  We can look 

at Romans 14:13-15; 14:16-23; 1 Cor. 8:9-13; 1 Cor. 10:25-30; Col. 2:16-23 and adequately 

ascertain that Paul was not giving the different recipients a standardized answer, but he answered 

the questions appropriately to their asking.28 In concluding his article, Mullins makes the 

following statement regarding the Topos

The Topos is a form with three essential elements: injunction, reason, and discussion.  
Two optional elements, analogous situation and refutation, might be used.  Its purpose 
was to urge a type of behavior or attitude and there was no limit to the range of behavior 
discussed. Certain types of behavior were discussed repeatedly, however, and a given 
writer tended to deal with similar types.  The form was popularly used by Stoic and Cynic 
philosophers and occurs frequently in the NT.29

 

Implications for Biblical Interpretation and Contemporary Application

Within the framework of hermeneutics, interpretation and application are probably two of 

the most difficult tasks within the hermeneutical process.  Interpretation will ultimately lead into 

application.  It has been repeated in various contexts but it is a good rule to always remember that 

there is only one interpretation, but several possible applications.  We are always seeking to 

accurately interpret Scripture, but we can also fall prey to incorrect or improper interpretations by 

trying to take shortcuts, not fully implementing the steps within the hermeneutical process.  One 

author commented on this particular phenomena by stating, “Interactions like conversations or 
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———————————

28. Mullins, “Topos as a NT Form,” p. 546.  The Topos as a stereotyped form had a more 
important function for Paul and the philosophers than to serve up ready made nuggets for 
answering common questions.  What the Topos supplied was a set of conditions which measured 
the accuracy of the answers which the user made to common questions.  Anyone using the Topos 
would give a clear indication of the behavior required, would give a reason why that behavior was 
required.  Its function, therefore, was to assure the speaker or writer that he had given the kind of 
answer to the question which his audience would be most likely to accept as valid.

29. Mullins, “Topos as a NT Form,” p. 547.  There are other forms that could be analyzed, 
but this was the most prevalent within the NT and other forms of literature.
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reading a biblical text share a further common feature:  They are all open to numerous 

ambiguities.”30 We are given a Biblical mandate to “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a 

workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”(2 Timothy 2:15).  

Part of this mandate is making an attempt to understand and eventually implement the six-step 

process which is referred to as the hermeneutical process.  Good hermeneutics involves more than 

just reading a text, making an interpretation, and then implementing an application.  It involves 

asking the right questions of the text, knowing more than just the meaning of words.  Background 

material is equally important, many things can and will be missed if the background is not properly 

known or understood.  This also brings into account cultural elements as well as literary elements.  

We must not interpret the Pauline Epistles like any other book, but must give place to the fact that 

the Pauline Epistles are inspired by God.  We cannot accept and ignore inspiration at the same 

time. Understanding these things, then we must ask the question “How do we interpret the 

Pauline Epistles?”  Gloag gives us several things to consider in the interpreting the Pauline 

Epistles:  1) Interpret the writings of Paul in consistency with himself,  2) We must put ourselves 

in the place of those whom Paul addresses,  3) We must also put ourselves in Paul’s position as 

writer  4) Understand that unity is crucial, because the Epistles cannot be interpreted apart from 

the Gospels, Acts and the Old Testament.31In opposition to parts of Gloag’s points of 

interpretation, there are those who object to the viewpoint that a meaning of a text is determined 

by the author.  One of the famous objections is called the “intentional fallacy”32  Those who hold 

such a viewpoint seem to concern themselves with mental and emotional experiences rather than 
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———————————

30. Joel Green, “Hearing the New Testament,” in Hearing the New Testament, edited by 
Joel Green (Grand Rapids: Wm B Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1995), p. 2.

31. Gloag, Introduction to the Pauline Epistles, p. 53–64.

32. Robert H. Stein, “Who Makes Up The Rules?” in Rightly Divided: Readings in Biblical 
Hermeneutics, edited by Roy B. Zuck (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1996), p. 35. The 
intentional fallacy was made famous by William K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Monroe Beardsley.  They 
argue that is impossible to climb into the mind of an author, such as Paul, and experience 
everything that was going through his mind as he wrote.  
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the meaning of the text itself.  Paul did convey some of his experiences in the text and those 

occurrences do lend to aid in interpretation.  Our main goal is not to deal solely with the 

experiences of Paul, but rather what the text says.   

In conclusion, we must be committed to using the six step method of hermeneutics not 

only in interpreting the Pauline Epistles, but all of the words of Scripture.33

One writer summarizes the Apostle Paul and his writings with the following statement:

Paul was an individual, and his preaching, teaching and writing exhibit his individual 
characteristics.  But Paul was also a member of the Christian community with whom he 
shared a common tradition... There is sufficient evidence in his epistles to show that 
though he emphasized salvation by grace through faith, Paul was not indifferent to the 
ethical demands of the gospel... Paul assumes that his readers are familiar with that 
material, so the Gospels are absolutely dispensable for a correct interpretation of the 
epistles.  Perhaps we have come full circle, and it is time to stop arranging the documents 
of the NT in a hierarchy of doctrinal authority.  Rather, while fully recognizing the many 
diversities among the various authors, we should affirm the whole NT as essential for the 
development of an adequate NT theology.34
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———————————

33. The six step method is commonly enumerated as:  Observation, Correlation, 
Interpretation, Illustration, Application, and Presentation.

34. Donald H. Madvig, “The Missionary Preaching Of Paul - A Problem In New Testament 
Theology,” JETS 20, no. 2 (June 1977): p. 155.
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