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Saint Paul in Quarantine
1.

Where We Are in the Story: Getting Our Bearings

1.1.

The biblical storyline so far
CREATION ̶> CORRUPTION ̶> COVENANT ̶> CHRIST ̶> CHURCH
(Gen 1-2)

(Gen 3-11)

(Gen 12–Mal)

(Matt-John)

(Acts-Jude)

1.2.

The biblical story is the story of God’s universal blessing-plan in CREATION (Genesis 1-2),
which, having suffered CORRUPTION in the Fall (Genesis 3-11), will be restored through God’s
COVENANT program with specially called persons (notably, Abraham, Moses, David) and a specially
called people (Israel) (Genesis 12–Malachi), a program ultimately embodied and fulfilled in the
redemptive mission of CHRIST JESUS, Israel’s Messiah (Matthew-John), who, by the Holy Spirit,
continues his mission in the world through the CHURCH (Acts-Jude), . . .

1.3.

Having been founded by the Holy Spirit on the apostles (The Book of Acts), the Church that
Jesus established is now guided in its life and liturgy by the Holy Spirit through some of those same
apostles whom Jesus authorized to write letters of instruction and in some cases correction.
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1.4.

These twenty-one Letters or Epistles, once addressed to first-century local congregations and
their leaders, now comprise about one-third of the New Testament, by virtue of which they are enabled
to address the Church in all times and places. In their present context and function within the canon of
Scripture, the New Testament Letters are meant to be read in light of, and as contributing to, the
overarching story from Creation to New Creation. In other words, the actual interpretive framework for
their biblical meaning is supplied by their location within the theo-drama of Scripture more than by their
respective, independent origins in first-century historical-cultural settings.

1.5.

There are two groups of Letters—thirteen Pauline (credited to St. Paul as apostolic author) and
seven non-Pauline (sometimes referred to as the Catholic or General Epistles and attributed to Sts.
James, Peter, John, and Jude), separated by the anonymous Letter to the Hebrews. Although it did not
belong to the earliest editions of the Pauline Letters, Hebrews was eventually attached to the Pauline
collection in the West.

1.6.

The general format of the Pauline Letters consists in an opening salutation (sender, addressee,
greeting), thanksgiving/blessing (often with prayer), body, ethical instructions/exhortations, and
conclusion (greetings, doxology, benediction). The non-Pauline Letters vary more widely in format. The
Pauline collection is arranged generally in order of descending length, with the personal Letters placed
after the community Letters. The Catholic or General Epistles appear to be arranged in the order of the
“pillars” mentioned in Galatians 2:9: James, Cephas (Peter), and John. Other factors might have
influenced the arrangement as well.

ROMANS
1.

Message
Romans offers the Bible’s clearest and fullest discussion of the gospel, “the power of God for salvation
to every one who has faith” (Rom 1:16), and that gospel is nothing short of the breathtaking plan of God
“to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the nations” (1:5). That’s why
Jesus came—not merely to offer heaven to those who believe, but to make us new creatures and
obedient agents of God’s work of restoring corrupted creation, indeed, the whole world, to himself.

2.

Contents
I.

INTRODUCTION, 1:1-15
A.
Greeting: The Gospel Concerning God’s Son, vv. 1-7
B.
Thanksgiving: Prayer for an Apostolic Visit, vv. 8-15

II.

EXPOSITION OF THE GOSPEL, 1:16–11:36
A.
Salvation for Jews and Gentiles, 1:16–4:25
B.
Salvation through Christ and the Spirit, 5:1–8:39
C.
Salvation for Israel and the Nations, 9:1–11:36

III.

EXHORTATIONS TO GOSPEL LIVING, 12:1–15:13
A.
Transformation in Christ: Marks of the Christian Community, 12:1–13:14
B.
The Weak and the Strong: Christian Fellowship and Flexibility, 14:1–15:13

IV.

CONCLUSION, 15:14–16:27
A.
The Establishment of Churches among the Gentiles, 15:14-33
B.
Personal Greetings, 16:1-23 [24]
C.
Closing Doxology, 16:25-27
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1 CORINTHIANS
1.

Message
Although initially addressed to the first-century Church in Corinth, the Letter itself tells us that Paul
intends it for “all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1:2), which
obviously includes us. So we’re not actually snooping in someone else’s mail when we look over the
shoulders of our brothers and sisters in Corinth and read about such things as pride and petty squabbles,
marriage and immorality, Christian freedom and worship, spiritual gifts and love, and other topics that
sound as relevant in 2020 as they did 20 centuries ago. And the main point of it all? To shape the Church
to look more like Jesus and the gospel than like the surrounding culture, or we could say, to show how
Christians live when Jesus, and not some other lord—religious, political, or otherwise—demands our
allegiance.

2.

Contents
I.

THE INTRODUCTION, 1:1-9

II.

THE PROBLEMS OF DISORDER IN THE CHURCH, 1:10–6:20
A.
The Problem of Divisions, 1:10–4:21
B.
The Problem of Indifference to Sin, 5:1-13
C.
The Problem of Legal Disputes between Church Members, 6:1-11
D.
The Problem of Sexual Immorality, 6:12-20

III.

THE QUESTIONS OF DIFFICULTY IN THE CHURCH, 7:1–15:58
A.
Concerning Marriage and Celibacy: The Question of Spirituality, 7:1-40
B.
Concerning Food Sacrificed to Idols: The question of Liberty, 8:1–11:1
C.
Concerning Propriety in Worship: The Question of Head Coverings, 11:2-16
D.
Concerning the Eucharist: The question of Unity, 11:17-34
E.
Concerning Charisms: The Question of Gifts, 12:1–14:40
F.
Concerning the Resurrection: The Question of Life Hereafter, 15:1-58

IV.

THE CONCLUSION: PRACTICAL AND PERSONAL MATTERS, 16:1-24
A.
Collection for Jerusalem and Paul’s Travel Plans, vv. 1-12
B.
Final Exhortations and Greetings, vv. 13-24

2 CORINTHIANS
1.

Message
If 1 Corinthians focuses on shaping the Church to look more like Jesus and the gospel than like the
surrounding culture, 2 Corinthians has a related concern but it goes about it differently. In this Letter, St.
Paul offers an intensely personal example of how our own suffering and adversity may be the very
means God uses to display Jesus’ Cross to the world, even as a spirit of contentment and thanksgiving
amid hardship shows the power of Jesus’ Resurrection. Or in the author’s own words: “But we have this
treasure in earthen vessels, to show that the transcendent power belongs to God and not to us. . . . For
while we live we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may be
manifested in our mortal flesh” (4:7-12). This is God’s perspective on adversity, and 2 Corinthians
provides the model.
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2.

Contents
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.

THE INTRODUCTION, 1:1-11
PAUL’S APOSTOLIC MINISTRY, 1:12–7:16
PAUL’S APPEAL CONCERNING THE JERUSALEM COLLECTION, 8:1–9:15
PAUL’S DEFENSE OF HIS APOSTOLIC AUTHORITY, 10:1–13:10
THE CONCLUSION, 13:11-14

GALATIANS
1.

Message
This is a relatively short letter with a blistering tone. At issue here is a life-and-death struggle for the
heart of the Christian gospel, the message of how people are related to God. Specifically, Galatians
tackles the question: Do people have to become Jews and observers of the various laws God gave Israel
to set them apart from the nations in order to belong properly to the Lord? The answer? Emphatically no,
since Christ has faithfully fulfilled all of God’s requirements for salvation in his life, death, and
resurrection. This means that Jews and Gentiles relate to God and to one another on the terms of a new
covenant—centered in Jesus, guaranteed by promise, accessed through faith, enabled by the Holy Spirit,
and lived out in a community marked by love.

2.

Contents
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.

THE INTRODUCTION, 1:1-10
THE APOSTOLIC GOSPEL: ORIGINATION, 1:11–2:21
THE APOSTOLIC GOSPEL: ARGUMENTATION, 3:1–4:31
THE APOSTOLIC GOSPEL: EXHORTATION, 5:1–6:10
THE CONCLUSION, 6:11-18

EPHESIANS
1.

Message
Probably no part of Scripture, except perhaps Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, better clarifies for us God’s
vision for his people, the Church. Ephesians, we could say, gives us a glimpse of the world as it’s
supposed to be, all gathered up and brought to order under Jesus as Lord, with the Church, the
community of God’s new-creation people in Christ, on display, showing what that kind of world is
supposed to look like. Ephesians, in other words, is all about shaping the Church into a masterpiece of
God’s handiwork—the exhibit of God’s Kingdom on earth, modeling what the world would look like if
Jesus were its head.

2.

Contents
I.

THE INTRODUCTION, 1:1-2

II.

THE GLORIOUS CALLING OF GOD’S Church, 1:3–3:21
A.
The Praise for God’s Plan, 1:3-14
B.
The Prayer for God’s People, 1:15-23
C.
The Pattern for God’s Church, 2:1-22
D.
The Place of the Gentiles in God’s Grand Design, 3:1-13
E.
The Prayer of Paul, 3:14-21
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III.

THE GLORIOUS CONDUCT OF GOD’S Church, 4:1–6:20
<4:1 Transitional introduction>
A.
Walking in Unity and Ministry: Communal Life, 4:1-16
B.
Walking in Righteousness and Holiness: New Life , 4:17-32
C.
Walking in Love: Imitating God, Avoiding Evil, 5:1-6
D.
Walking in Light: Pleasing the Lord, Exposing Darkness, 5:7-14
E.
Walking in Wisdom: Life in the Spirit, 5:15–6:9
F.
Standing in God’s Armor: Spiritual Combat, 6:10-20

IV.

THE CONCLUSION, 6:21-24

PHILIPPIANS
1.

Message
Probably what endears Philippians to so many Christians is its personal warmth and joyful tone. These
qualities definitely describe the mood of the book, but the actual message of Philippians focuses on how
to keep the main thing in the Church—the progress of the gospel—the main thing. How’s that? By
keeping a joyful and united commitment to living that gospel in our common life together—or in Paul’s
own words, by conducting ourselves in a manner “worthy of the gospel of Christ” (1:27). To put this
differently, the real point Philippians is making is that the Church needs to look like the gospel in order
to advance the gospel; and the only way to look like the gospel is to be the kind of community that finds
true joy in thinking and acting like Jesus. Philippians not only tells us to do that; it shows us how.

2.

Contents
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.

THE INTRODUCTION, 1:1-11
THE PROGRESS OF THE GOSPEL, 1:12-26
THE EXHORTATION TO UNITY IN THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE GOSPEL, 1:27–2:30
THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL—JESUS CHRIST, 3:1-21
THE FINAL EXHORTATION TO UNITY IN THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE GOSPEL, 4:1-9
THE CONCLUSION, 4:10-23

COLOSSIANS
1.

Message
When Christians lose their way, or their vision, or their sense of identity, there probably isn’t a better
place to turn for help than to Colossians. A whole lot of threads in the larger biblical story converge here
around the theme of the supremacy of Christ. Jesus, in Colossians, is the proper object of faith, the
image of the invisible God, the creator of the universe, the head of the Church, the firstborn from the
dead, the sole mediator between God and the world, the treasury of all wisdom and knowledge, the
victor over sin and Satan, the pattern for godly living, and the exalted Lord and hope of glory. This
Jesus, says Colossians, is God’s Beloved Son, into whose kingdom believers have been transferred from
the domain of darkness (1:13-14). In this way, Colossians shows us what life looks like when Jesus is at
the top and in the center.
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2.

Contents
I.
II.
III.
IV.

INTRODUCTION, 1:1-14
CHRISTIAN BELIEF, 1:15–2:23
CHRISTIAN BEHAVIOR, 3:1–4:6
CONCLUSION, 4:7-18

1-2 THESSALONIANS
1.

Message
The Thessalonian letters discuss a number of issues related to the anticipation of Jesus’ second coming.
When Jesus reappears on earth some day, what will happen to people who have rejected the gospel? To
Christians who are alive or who have already died? To the rebellious world ruler, the antichrist, and to all
those who have persecuted God’s people? Of course, like all biblical prophecy, the point is not simply to
entertain us or to satisfy our curiosity about what’s going to happen in the future, but to stir us to live in
certain ways in the light of what’s going to happen. In 1-2 Thessalonians, that means loving and
encouraging one another, rejoicing even in suffering, being diligent in our work, and growing in
godliness as a community shaped by the Cross.

2.

Contents
1 Thessalonians
I.
II.
III.
IV.

INTRODUCTION, 1:1
MEMORIES OF THE PAST: THANKSGIVING AND ENCOURAGEMENT, 1:2–3:13
INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE FUTURE: EXHORTATIONS GOING FORWARD, 4:1–5:22
CONCLUDING BENEDICTION AND GREETINGS, 5:23-28

2 Thessalonians
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.

INTRODUCTION, 1:1-2
THANKSGIVING AND COMFORT FOR THE PERSECUTED CHURCH, 1:3-12
THE COMING DAY OF THE LORD, 2:1-17
EXHORTATIONS TO LOVE AND LABOR, 3:1-15
CONCLUDING BENEDICTION AND GREETINGS, 3:16-17

PASTORAL LETTERS (1-2 TIMOTHY, TITUS)
1.

Message
These three little Letters, written to a couple of young Church leaders, outline the kinds of things those
who lead God’s Church have to take seriously. That’s why they’re often called the “Pastoral Letters.”
They deal mainly with how God’s people and those who lead them are supposed to behave in God’s
household, the Church. And since how we behave—how we live and worship and serve—reflects what
we truly believe, these Letters insist that the gospel of Christ, the message of Scripture, has to be central.
The gospel, in other words, must shape everything, must be defended against false teaching, and must
get passed on to the next generation. Ever wonder why the Church today sometimes doesn’t look like the
Church is supposed to look? In most cases it’s because of a neglect of something outlined in these three
little Letters.
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2.

Contents
1 Timothy
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.

INTRODUCTION, 1:1-2
INSTRUCTION CONCERNING SOUND DOCTRINE, 1:3-20
INSTRUCTION CONCERNING PUBLIC WORSHIP, 2:1-15
INSTRUCTION CONCERNING CHURCH OFFICERS, 3:1–4:5
INSTRUCTION CONCERNING PERSONAL-PASTORAL MINISTRY, 4:6–6:19
CONCLUSION, 6:20-21

2 Timothy
I.
II.
III.
IV.

INTRODUCTION, 1:1-2
PERSEVERANCE IN SUFFERING, 1:3–2:13
PERSEVERANCE IN SOUND DOCTRINE, 2:14–4:8
CONCLUSION, 4:9-22

Titus
I.
II.
III.
IV.

INTRODUCTION, 1:1-4
CHRISTIAN LEADERS, 1:5-16
CHRISTIAN LIVING, 2:1–3:11
CONCLUSION, 3:12-15

PHILEMON
1.

Message
Here’s a little Letter which contains its own back story about a Christian master by the name of
Philemon and his fugitive slave, Onesimus. While the two were alienated, presumably over some
wrongdoing Onesimus had committed against Philemon, somehow this runaway slave comes into
contact with Paul and ends up becoming a follower of Jesus. How then should Philemon treat Onesimus,
now his Christian brother—by the accepted customs and laws of slavery, or by the Cross-shaped love
and mercy of Christ? The little Letter to Philemon answers this question in a down-to-earth portrait of
the power of the gospel to transform lives and to heal fractured relationships, with a compelling and
convicting message for us all: Those who are truly reconciled to God and are friends of Jesus cannot
remain unreconciled and unfriendly toward their Christian brothers and sisters by whom they have been
wronged.

2.

Contents
I.
II.
III.
IV.

INTRODUCTION, vv. 1-3
THANKSGIVING AND PRAYER, vv. 4-7
THE APPEAL, vv. 8-22
CONCLUSION, vv. 23-25
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HEBREWS
1.

Message
Bible readers looking for “Christianity lite” may find Hebrews a little heavy, but those who want a
robust faith for a robust life will discover it right here. Hebrews looks at Christian believers as a pilgrim
people, with a sure guide in Jesus Christ and a definite goal in the heavenly city, but sometimes in need
of encouragement to persevere in the journey of faith. Hebrews offers that encouragement by pointing us
to Jesus Christ, God’s Son, through whom God “has spoken to us,” whom God “appointed the heir of all
things,” “through whom also he created the ages.” This is the One who “reflects the glory of God and
bears the very stamp of his nature, upholding the universe by his word of power,” and who, having
“made purification for sins . . . sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (1:1-4). Jesus, God’s
Son, is superior to the angels and to anything or anyone else we might be tempted to trust. Hebrews
might be a little more challenging than some other biblical books, but reading this Letter and doing what
it says will definitely keep us walking on God’s path.

2.

Contents
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.

INTRODUCTION: GOD HAS SPOKEN, 1:1-4
JESUS, SON OF GOD AND SUPERIOR TO THE ANGELS, 1:5–2:18
JESUS, FAITHFUL AND MERCIFUL HIGH PRIEST, 3:1–10:18
CALL TO FAITH, HOPE, LOVE, AND ENDURANCE, 10:19–12:29
CONCLUDING EXHORTATIONS AND GREETINGS, 13:1-25

