
 
 

Lesson 14: INTERPRETING EPISTLES 
 

INTRODUCTION: The epistles of the NT are unique Bible books where 
NT apostles or prophets address the problems faced by Christians and 
churches. They apply the truths of the Gospel to Christian thought and 
conduct. 

I. A New Kind of Biblical Literature. 

A. The letters (epistles) of the NT are a kind of literature different 
from anything else found earlier in the Bible.  

1. In the OT there are several recorded instances of letters 
being sent to different persons. Jer. 29:1-23; Ezra 4:11-16; 
5:7-17; 6:6-12; 7:11-26).  

2. But none of these comprise entire books, only embedded 
pieces. 

B. The term epistle means “a letter of correspondence.”   

1. Epistle is related to the term “apostle.” An apostle is a “sent 
messenger” while an epistle is a “sent message/letter.” But 
anyone can write an epistle. An epistle is simply a letter.  

2. The epistles only make up 7.5% of the Bible (and 34% of the 
NT), but the material in these passages have the most direct 
relevance to Christians. 

II. The Nature of Biblical Letters. The epistles are the most directly 
instructive writings in the Bible for Christians. But we must bear in 
mind certain features when interpreting them.  

A. The style is that of personal letters, not official correspondence.  

1. That doesn’t mean they’re not authoritative. They are 
sacred scripture. 

2. But they are not written in the official style and a legally 
binding  government memorandum. 



C. They are open letters, not private messages.  

1. While some are written to individuals (e.g., Timothy, Titus. 
Philemon), they are written with the understanding that 
they will be read publicly.  

2. Note the plural you’s at the end of 1 Timothy 6:21; 2 
Timothy 4:22b, Titus 3:15b; and Philemon 25. 

D. They are occasional letters not treatises. 

1. A treatise is a formal, often lengthy discourse and argument 
on a particular topic or theme. While there are portions of 
NT books that have lengthy discourse, none of the NT books 
could be properly considered treatises. 

2. Occasional Letters are written to specific persons or groups 
in order to address particular questions or problems that 
the writer has become aware of.  

a. Almost all of the NT epistles are written in response to 
either prior correspondence or the author’s awareness 
of problems his readers are facing. 

b. Understanding the background & problems faced by 
these churches is very important to properly 
understanding the letters. This helps the reader: 

(1) Focus on the main point in mind while reading 
supporting comments. For instance, James 2:24 
does not contradict Paul’s teaching on faith alone if 
one understands the problem James was 
confronting (and the way he uses the word 
“justifies”). 

(2) Avoid generalizing things that are specific and 
particular. For instance, 2 Peter 2 describes the 
false teachers Peter was confronting, not all false 
teachers at all times in all places. 

III. The Arrangement of Biblical Letters.  

 

 


