
Introduction to The Letters of Saint Paul 
(Part 3zzz of 9)

PAUL’S JOURNEYS AND LETTERS

1 and 2 Thessalonians. 50-51 A.D.

The first letters to be written were to the 
converts Paul had made in Thessalonika in 
the summer of 50 A.D. during his second 
missionary journey, Ac 17:1-10. As a result 
of the hostility of some Jews he went on to 
Beroea, and from there to Athens and Corinth 
where, it seems, he wrote 1 Th during the 
winter of 50-51. When he wrote this letter, his 
companions were Silas and Timothy. Timothy 
had paid a second visit to Thessalonika, and 
brought back the good news of their faith under 
persecution, hence the affectionate tone of 
the opening chapters, 1-3; these are followed 
by a series of practical recommendations, 4: 
1-12; 5:12-28, interrupted by an opportune 

instruction on the destiny of the dead and 
on Christ’s parousia, 4:13-5:11. 2 Th was 
probably written at Corinth a few months later, 
making further practical recommendations, 
1; 2:13-3:15, and offering fresh instruction 
on the time of the parousia and the signs that 
were to come before it, 2:1-12.

The literary resemblance between 1 and 2 Th 
is so close that some critics consider 2 Th a 
forgery made by one who had absorbed Paul’s 
ideas and style, but it is hard to explain why 
this should have been done; a more obvious 
explanation is that when, about a year later, 
Paul had deepened his eschatological thought, 
he wrote this second letter but repeated 
various expressions from the first. The two 
are not contradictory but complementary and 
the earliest authorities believed that they were 
both written by Paul.
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would be hard to prove that they were parts 
of these two particular letters, but it is quite 
certain that these two sections are not in 
their original contexts. The first section reads 
like an insertion, 2 Co 7:2 follows naturally 
on 6:13, and the whole insertion, 6:14-7:1, 
has remarkable affinity with some of the 
Essene literature discovered at Qumran. The 
vehemence of the second section, 2 Co 10-
13, is certainly not in place after the friendly 
tone of the first nine chapters. To these two 
dislocations should be added the fact that 9:1 
does not make sense after what has been said 
in ch. 8 about the collection, and is probably 
part of a completely different note on the 
subject. These are probably fragments of 
things Paul wrote on different occasions, that 
were later put in their present place as part of 
the process of preserving a collection of the 
apostle’s writings.

In these letters to Corinth, even the 
details about Paul and the way he treated 
his converts are important doctrinally. 1 
Co in particular contains a great deal of 
information about urgent problems that 
faced the church and about the decisions 
made to meet them: internally there were 
questions of moral conduct, 1 Co 5:1-12, 
6:12-20, of marriage and virginity, 7:1-
40, of liturgical and eucharistic meetings, 
of the charismata, 12:1-14:40; externally, 
questions of appeals to civil courts, 6:1-11, 
and eating foods sacrificed to idols, ch. 8-10. 
It was Paul’s religious genius to turn what 
might have remained cases of conscience 
or liturgical instruction to a vehicle for the 
profound doctrine of Christian liberty, the 
sanctification of the body, the supremacy 
of love, union with Christ. When forced to 

defend his apostolate, 2 Co 10-13, he does 
so in a style of immense power, 2 Co 1:12-
6:10; and when he brings up the business of 
collecting money, 2 Co 8-9, he discusses the 
collection in the light of the ideal of union 
between churches. The eschatological basis 
of his doctrine is always present in Paul’s 
mind, and provides the perspective in which 
he explains the resurrection of the body, 
1 Co 15; here, however, the apocalyptic 
imagery of 1 and 2 Th gives place to 
a philosophical method of justifying a 
doctrine that the Greek mind found so 
unsympathetic. As Paul penetrates this 
new Greek environment, he tries to adapt 
the Good News he proclaims, and this he 
does with particular skill when presenting 
the folly of the cross to Greek wisdom. The 
apostle’s converts at Corinth had split into 
factions, each proud of its own leader and 
boasting about his talents; Paul reminded 
them that there is only one master, Christ, 
and only one message, the cross, and that 
there is no wisdom outside that message, 1 
Co 1:10-4:13. The importance of this is that 
quite naturally through the way events had 
developed, without surrendering anything 
of the primacy of his eschatological 
thought, the inner development of Paul’s 
ideas led him to the point where he had to 
stress how the life we lead here and now is 
already a life of union between Christ and 
his followers and that this union is achieved 
by faith which is the only way to know him. 
Later, when the Galatian crisis developed, 
Paul had to relate this teaching to Judaism, 
and in doing so he explored further depths 
of this new life into which people are born 
by faith..
Source: The Jerusalem Bible, 1966

because of their eschatological teaching, but 
they also introduce many points elaborated in 
subsequent letters. At this earlier stage, Paul’s 
ideas were structured around the question of 
how the resurrection and parousia of Christ 
can bring salvation to his followers whether 
alive or dead, 1 Th 4:13-18. Paul described 
this parousia in the traditional terms of 
Jewish and the earliest Christian apocalyptic 
literature (i.e. the ‘eschatological discourse’ 
of the Synoptics, and particularly of Mt). Like 
Jesus himself he sometimes so emphasised, 
1 Th 5:1-11, the unpredictable imminence of 
the Coming and the necessity for vigilance, as 
to give the impression that he and his readers 
would live to see it, 1 Th 4:17; but in 2 Th 
2:1-12 he tried to allay the anxiety naturally 
aroused and reminded his readers that the day 
could not come till certain signs had preceded 
it. What these signs were to be is not as clear 
to us as it must have been to the first readers. 
Paul seems to consider the ‘Adversary’ to be 
an individual person who had to wait till the 
end of the age before he could appear; some 
writers consider that by the phrase ‘that which 
at present holds him back’, 2 Th 2:6, Paul 
meant the Roman empire, others that he meant 
the preaching of the gospel; no conclusion has 
been reached.

1 and 2 Corinthians. 57 A.D.

Paul wrote the letters to Thessalonika during 
the eighteen months he spent evangelising 
Corinth, Ac 18:1-15, from the end of 50 
to the middle of 52 A.D. His policy was 
always to establish the Christian faith in a 
centre of population, and here he chose the 
great and populous port of Corinth, so that 
it could spread from there into the whole 
of Achaia, 2 Co 1:1; 9:2. The Christian 
community he established grew strong, and 
was composed mostly of poor people, 1 Co 
1:26-28, but Corinth was not only a great 
centre of Hellenism and a magnet to every 
sort of philosophy and religion, it was also a 
notorious centre of immorality; it was a milieu 
that could only create awkward problems 
for those newly converted to a faith that had 

only recently been introduced. It was to the 
solution of these problems that Paul addressed 
himself when he wrote his two letters to the 
Christians of Corinth.

How these two letters came to be written 
now seems clear enough, though some 
details are still disputed. There had been an 
earlier letter than these two canonical ones, 
1 Co 5:9-13, but the date at which this first 
letter was written is unknown and it has not 
survived. Before the end of the two-and-
a-half years he spent at Ephesus (54-57) on 
his third missionary journey, Ac 19:1-20:1, 
a Corinthian delegation arrived to ask Paul 
certain questions, 1 Co 16:17; and as he had 
also received news of Corinth from Apollos, 
Ac 18:27f; 1 Co 16:12, and from Chloe’s 
household, 1 Co 1:11, he felt obliged to write 
a second letter. This is 1 Co, and it was written 
sometime near Easter, 57 (1 Co 5:7f; 16:5-9; 
compare Ac 19:21). Shortly afterwards, some 
sort of crisis developed in Corinth and Paul 
was forced to pay a brief and painful visit, 
2 Co 1:23-2:1; 12:14; 13:1-2; while there 
he promised another and a longer visit, 2 
Co 1:15-16, which never in fact took place. 
Instead, Paul sent a representative to whom 
he delegated his authority: all that happened 
what that a second crisis developed; Paul’s 
authority, committed to this delegate, had 
been flouted, 2 Co 2:5-10; 7:12. Paul still did 
not pay the promised visit, but sent a severe 
letter written ‘with many tears’, 2 Co 2:3f, 9; 
this third letter had the desired effect, 2 Co 
7:8-13. This good news that he heard from 
Titus only reached Paul after he had gone to 
Macedonia, 2 Co 2:12f; 7:5-16, after leaving 
Ephesus as a result of serious disturbances of 
which we know little, 1 Co 15:32; 2 Co 1:8-
10; Ac 19:23-40. At this stage, towards the end 
of 57, he wrote 2 Co. He must subsequently 
have travelled via Corinth, Ac 20:1f, cf. 2 Co 
9:5; 12:14; 13:1, 10, to Jerusalem where he 
was arrested at Whitsun.

It has been suggested that 2 Co 6:14-7:1 is 
a fragment of the lost first letter, and 2 Co 
10-13 part of the letter written ‘in tears’. It 
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