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On 17 July AD 180, seven men and five
women stood trial in Carthage, North Africa.
Boldly professing their faith in Jesus, they
were condemned to die by the sword. 
During the trial the governor asked, ‘What
do you have there in your bag?’ One of the
twelve, named Speratus, replied, ‘Books, 
and letters of Paul, a good man.’

Here were twelve people ready to die for the
faith expressed in those documents. ‘Books’
almost certainly refers to the four Gospels,
dealt with in Exploring the New Testament,
volume 1. Volume 2 takes up the letters of
Paul, together with those other writings of
early Christian leaders which complete the
New Testament. It is designed to form the
basis of an introductory course on the 
Letters and Revelation for first- and second-
year students in a university, theological
college or seminary. This section aims to
help you, whether a teacher or a student, to
get the most from our book.

OUR AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

We are particularly concerned to get 
students reading and engaging with the NT
documents for themselves, rather than
simply learning at second hand what these

books say or merely absorbing a lot of
interesting theories about them. So we have
provided frequent references to the text of
the NT and to other relevant ancient
literature – excerpts from the latter often
being quoted for easy access. In order to 
give ample space to exploration of the
context, purpose and theological message of
the books, we have limited the amount of
space given to issues such as authorship and
date – though of course guidance is given
about where such questions can be followed
up in more detail.

To aid active learning, we have built into
each chapter several sorts of further study for
students to pursue, many of which we have
used ourselves in the classroom. We do not
expect students to have time to do all of them.
With the teacher’s guidance they will need to
select those that are appropriate for the aims
of the particular course being taught. And we
hope that our suggestions will encourage
teachers to add their own ideas.

What do you think? boxes provide 
questions and issues, which may take 15–30
minutes for a student to work at, and might
then be used as the basis of a short class
discussion or small group discussion.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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Digging deeper boxes suggest a piece of
research which may take a rather longer
period of private study and could form the
basis of a one-hour seminar led by the
teacher or by some of the students. Having
two or three students lead such a discussion,
in our experience, enables the student
leaders to engage with the topic at greater
length, since they must set the agenda for
the seminar, and also enables students to
debate views with each other in a way that
facilitates learning.

Focus on theology boxes (in most chapters). 
A new feature of this revised edition, these
boxes are varied in content and include
summaries of key theological emphases of 
an NT book or section, reflection on the
wider theological interpretation of a theme
or topic, consideration of implications for
faith and life today based on the NT material
being studied, or questions to provoke
readers to engage in this kind of reflection.
These are designed both to model how 
the NT can be read theologically, and to
encourage our readers to do their own
theological reading of the NT.

Essay topics at the end of each chapter
(except the brief Chapter 2) provide ideas 
on topics to research in greater depth, 
which are to be presented in written 
form. They are intended to be about
2,000–3,000 words long, although some
could be rather longer or shorter if the
course being taught required that. Some 
are identified as ‘Introductory’ (intended 
for first-year students), others as
‘Intermediate’ (for second-year students).
Some topics invite students to write for a
particular audience or to design material
that will relate the biblical text to today’s
world, rather than writing a traditional
academic essay.

Further reading lists at the end of each
chapter provide a basis for the research on
the essay topics, as well as for further study
in greater depth on particular issues within
the chapter. We have chosen books that are
generally available in British and North
American college and university libraries.
Within each chapter we have usually referred
to books simply by author, or author and
date, and full publication details can be
found in the ‘Further reading’ sections.

Many students studying the NT are
Christians, as we ourselves are, and will
therefore want to ask about the relevance of
their studies to living as Christians today. 
So we have concluded most chapters with a
section in which we make suggestions or ask
questions designed to stimulate the making
of connections between then and now. We
hope they will encourage students to reflect
further for themselves along these lines.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The book falls into four sections. First, we
sketch the historical, religious and social
context in which the writers and first 
readers of the NT letters lived. We do not
repeat here the material in the first chapter
of vol. 1, which concentrates on the
experience of Jews in Palestine, though 
some of that is relevant to some of the letters
discussed in this volume. The focus here is
on the Greco-Roman world in which the
church’s mission to Gentiles developed.

The second section deals with Paul the apostle
and his letters. Between a chapter sketching
Paul’s life and mission and a chapter
summarizing his theology, his letters are
studied in their probable chronological order
of writing. The section begins with a brief
chapter on the nature of ancient letter writing,
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and ends with a chapter on two questions
that have gradually been brought into focus
through the study of the letters. These are,
first: What problems and methods are
involved in the process of understanding 
and interpreting NT letters for today? And
second: How might we react to the proposal
that certain letters were not written by the
authors to whom they are attributed? Both
the first and final chapter in this section of
course relate not merely to Pauline letters 
but to others also, and might therefore have
been placed at other points in the book. But
it makes practical sense to include them at
these points – though readers are of course
free to read these and other chapters in any
order that suits them!

The third section is devoted to what have
traditionally been called the General or
Catholic Epistles (because they do not name
a specific church as recipients and hence
have been thought to be addressed to
Christians in general). The title is misleading
since most of them do address specific
audiences, though in some cases they were 
in several churches rather than a single
community, and it may remain quite unclear
to us where they were located.

Finally, we study the book of Revelation, the
single example in the NT of ‘apocalyptic’
literature.

A glossary at the end provides definitions 
of certain technical terms, and references to
the main places in the book where they are
introduced and explained, particularly in
boxes within the chapters.

WHO WROTE WHAT?

We have planned this book together (and
also with David Wenham and Steve Walton,

authors of the companion volume on the
Gospels and Acts), and have commented 
on each other’s drafts of chapters. So 
while we share responsibility for the 
whole book, the following chapters/sections
were the particular responsibility of each 
of us:

Howard Marshall: Chapters 3–14, and the
section of Chapter 15 on ‘interpretation’.

Stephen Travis: Chapters 1–2, 16–20, and
the section of Chapter 15 on ‘authorship’.

Ian Paul: Chapter 21, and the section on
‘Critical methods in the study of the New
Testament’ in Chapter 15.

Michael B. Thompson, Vice-Principal of
Ridley Hall, Cambridge, contributed the
feature on ‘The New Perspective on Paul’ 
in Chapter 4.
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from the Loeb Classical Library editions,
published by Harvard University
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ABBREVIATIONS

Generally, we have used the abbreviations 
in P. H. Alexander, J. F. Kutsko, J. D. Ernest,
S. A. Decker-Kucke and D. L. Petersen, eds, 
The SBL Handbook of Style. Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1999, Ch. 8. We list below the
main abbreviations used.

ABD D. N. Freedman, ed., The Anchor
Bible Dictionary (6 vols). New York:
Doubleday, 1992.

Ag. Ap. Josephus Against Apion
Ant. Josephus Antiquities of the Jews
AV Authorized Version
BJRL Bulletin of the John Rylands Library
CBQ Catholic Biblical Quarterly
DLNTD R. P. Martin, P. H. Davids, eds,

Dictionary of the Later New Testament
and its Developments. Leicester/
Downers Grove: IVP, 1997.

DNTB C. A. Evans, S. E. Porter, eds, 
Dictionary of New Testament
Background. Leicester/Downers
Grove: IVP, 2000.

DPL G. F. Hawthorne, R. P. Martin, 
D. G. Reid, eds, Dictionary of Paul
and his Letters. Leicester/Downers
Grove: IVP, 1993.

ExpT Expository Times
ESV English Standard Version
ET English translation
HCNT M. E. Boring, K. Berger, C. Colpe,

eds, Hellenistic Commentary to the 
New Testament. Nashville: Abingdon,
1995. Annotated collection of 
about 1,000 parallels from the
ancient (mainly Greco-Roman)
world to New Testament texts,
illustrating similarities and
differences.

Hist. eccl. Eusebius Ecclesiastical History
Int Interpretation
JBL Journal of Biblical Literature

JSNT Journal for the Study of the New
Testament

JTS ns Journal of Theological Studies (new
series)

KJV King James Version
LCL Loeb Classical Library
MG. Marginal note
NDBT T. D. Alexander, B. S. Rosner, eds,

New Dictionary of Biblical Theology.
Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP,
2000.

NIV New International Version
NRSV New Revised Standard Version
NT New Testament
NTS New Testament Studies
OT Old Testament
OTP J. H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old

Testament Pseudepigrapha (2 vols).
Garden City, NY: Doubleday/
London: Darton, Longman &
Todd, 1985.

REB Revised English Bible
RSV Revised Standard Version
TNIV Today’s New International Version
ZNW Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche

Wissenschaft

A NOTE ON FURTHER READING

A number of standard reference books can 
be recommended for following up most of
the topics covered in this book. As a first 
step students are encouraged to look up 
the relevant articles on the New Testament
documents in dictionaries such as ABD, 
DPL and DLNTD (see Abbreviations above).
On certain topics DNTB and NDBT will be
useful.

Several reference works published by IVP are
also available on a CD-ROM, The Essential
IVP Reference Collection (separate editions for
PC and Mac).
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Several one-volume commentaries cover the
whole Bible or the NT:
J. Barton, J. Muddiman, eds, The Oxford Bible
Commentary. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001.
J. D. G. Dunn, J. W. Rogerson, eds, Eerdmans
Commentary on the Bible. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2003. (This and the previous title
are two very similar works that attempt to
express the state of biblical scholarship at 
the beginning of the new millennium.)
G. K. Beale, D. A. Carson, eds, Commentary
on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament.
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic/Nottingham:
Apollos, 2007. (Very detailed, at times
technical, treatment of the quotations from,
allusions to and echoes of the OT in the NT.)
D. A. Carson et al., eds, The New Bible
Commentary: 21st Century Edition.
Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 1994. 
(More introductory level with emphasis on
explanation of the text than the Eerdmans
and Oxford counterparts; unlike them does
not include Apocrypha.)

The amount of modern literature on the
New Testament letters and Revelation is
enormous. This applies especially to
commentaries, where there is no way that 
we can list all the useful works on any of the
New Testament books. What we have done 
is to mention those works that we happen 
to have found personally helpful without
implying that those that we haven’t
mentioned are somehow inferior. In order 
to avoid repetition of the same comments 
it may be helpful here to list a number 
of commentary series and offer a brief
characterisation of each. ‘Exegetical’ and
‘exegesis’ refer to trying to understand 
what the text would have meant to its
original readers; ‘expository’ and 
‘exposition’ refer to trying to explain the

significance that the text might have for
readers today.

The descriptions below begin with the
abbreviation for each series used in the rest
of this book. More specialised, technical
works and works that require a knowledge 
of Greek are marked with an asterisk both
here and in the bibliographies.

AB Anchor Bible Ongoing series of 
full commentaries using Greek in
transliteration, generally providing
detailed notes followed by
explanatory discussion of each
passage. Earlier volumes in the
series were of unequal quality; more
recent ones are very good but some
tend to excessive length.

ACCS Ancient Christian Commentary 
on Scripture Valuable collections 
of verse-by-verse comment from 
the early Christian fathers, making
their readings of biblical books
more easily accessible.

ANTC Abingdon New Testament
Commentaries Intended to provide
‘compact critical commentaries’
catering to the needs of students.

BECNT Baker Exegetical Commentary 
on the NT Thorough exegesis, 
with attention to context and
theological message.

BNTC Black’s NT Commentaries
Middle-length, non-technical
exegesis of high quality (this series
is known in North America as
Harper’s NT Commentaries).

BST The Bible Speaks Today
Expository commentaries with
varying amounts of detail; useful
for preachers.

EBC The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary Multi-volume series
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on the whole Bible originally
published some thirty years ago,
now appearing in a thoroughly
revised new edition with many 
fresh treatments.

EC Epworth Commentaries Short
commentaries that have some
concern for modern application.

*ECC Eerdmans Critical Commentary
New series offering detailed
exegesis based on the Greek text.

*Herm Hermeneia Detailed technical
commentaries on the Greek text.

*ICC International Critical Commentary
Full-scale treatments of the Greek
text. Older, nineteenth- and
twentieth-century volumes now
being replaced by fresh volumes.

Int Interpretation Middle-length
commentaries specifically designed
to be helpful to preachers.

IVPNTC InterVarsity Press New Testament
Commentaries Similar to BST in
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NIVAC NIV Application Commentary
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ONLINE RESOURCES
Since the production of the first edition of this
book web-based resources have mushroomed.
There is a mass of valuable material that can
easily be accessed, as well as some unreliable
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