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Abstract

This article deals with the issue of the collection and formation of the Corpus Pau-
linum. It argues that a collection of Pauline letters to seven churches was crucial to 
this development. This collection possibly also included Hebrews in conjunction 
with Romans, but not Philemon. Another parallel collection was made of four let-
ters to individuals, but was not popularised until later. When the two collections were 
merged into the present Corpus Paulinum, their respective order based on decreasing 
length was preserved, and they were placed alongside each other. As for Hebrews, it 
was relegated to the end due to the controversy regarding its authorship.
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1 Introduction

The process of collecting and editing Paul’s letters into the Corpus Paulinum 
is a process that despite rigorous research efforts is still to a great degree 
unknown. Although most scholars agree that the collection of Pauline epis-
tles grew during the decades following the death of the apostle, there is no 
consensus on how this growth took place. In this article, I suggest that Paul’s 
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letters were originally published as a collection of letters to seven churches, to 
which a collection of letters to individuals was eventually also added.

2 The status quaestionis

Paul’s letters are an integral part of the canonical New Testament, and the 
question of the emergence of the collection of Paul’s letters is by no means 
unexplored. Among the numerous proposals regarding the formation of the 
Pauline letter collection, four main theories can be identified.1 The first is the 
so-called Zahn-Harnack theory in which the letters of Paul are collected over 
time—although the time allowed for the formation of this collection varies 
significantly between the proponents of this hypothesis.2 The second is the 
so-called Goodspeed-Knox theory, which argues that the letters of Paul fell 
into neglect but were eventually properly published (with the exclusion of 
the Pastoral Epistles) with Ephesians as cover letter.3 The third theory is the 
Schmithals theory, which proposes that a seven letter collection (consisting of 
1–2 Cor, Gal, Phil, 1–2 Thess, Rom) was formed in response to Gnosticism and 
was later expanded into the current thirteen letter collection.4 Finally, there 
are propositions that connect the collection of Paul’s epistles more directly 
with Paul himself. C.F.D. Moule suggests that they were collected by Luke, and 
Donald Guthrie that they were collected by Timothy.5 Furthermore, David 
Trobisch has argued that Paul actually collected and published the letters 

1 This brief summary is to a great extent based upon the survey by S.E. Porter, “When and How 
was the Pauline Canon Compiled? An Assessment of Theories,” in The Pauline Canon (ed. 
S.E. Porter; Leiden: Brill, 2004) 95–127.

2 T. Zahn, Geschichte des Neutestamentlichen Kanons (2 vols; Leipzig: Deichert) 1888–1892; 
idem., Grundriss der Geschichte des Neutestamentlichen Kanons: Eine Ergänzung zu der Ein-
leitung in das Neue Testament (Leipzig: Deichert, 1904); A. Harnack, Die Briefsammlung des 
Apostels Paulus und die anderen vorkonstantinischen christlichen Briefsammlungen (Leipzig: 
Hinrichs, 1926) 6–27.

3 E.J. Goodspeed, New Solutions of New Testament Problems (Chicago: The University of Chi-
ca go Press, 1927); idem., The Meaning of Ephesians (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1933); and further developed by his disciple J. Knox, Philemon among the Letters of Paul 
(London: Collins, 1935); and presented for a British audience by C.L. Mitton, The Formation 
of the Pauline Corpus of Letters (London: Epworth, 1955).

4 W. Schmithals, Paulus und die Gnostiker: Untersuchungen zu den kleinen Paulusbriefen (tf 35; 
Hamburg: Reich, 1965).

5 C.F.D. Moule, The Birth of the New Testament (London: Black, 1962) 264–265; D. Guthrie, New 
Testament Introduction (3rd ed; London: Tyndale, 1970) 653–657. See also S.E. Porter, “Paul 
and the Process of Canonization,” in Exploring the Origins of the Bible: Canon Formation in 
Historical, Literary, and Theological Perspective (ed. C.A. Evans and E. Tov; Grand Rapids: 
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himself.6 None of these theories will be dealt with in detail, but it is notable 
that none of them has managed to convince a majority of scholars.7

As a starting point, I think it is necessary to agree with Harry Y. Gamble that 
there was no such thing as a Pauline Urcorpus.8 Most would agree with the 
basic premise of the Zahn-Harnack theory, that the collection of Paul’s letters 
grew over time, but the question is whether we can discern distinct stages in 
this growth. Furthermore, it is questionable whether some kind of free growth 
process could really have brought forth the very similar collections of Pauline 
letters that appear to have been extant in the early second century. Perhaps 
the gradual growth of the collection of Pauline letters should not only be left 
to fate, but also credited to creative editors.

One rather certain point in the history of the Corpus Paulinum is what is 
commonly referred to as the ten letter-collection of Paul’s letters to churches 
that was circulated in the first half of the second century. Marcion knew of 
this alleged ten letter-collection, which he used as basis for his Apostolikon.9 
It is significant to note that this ten letter-collection was in form a collection 
of letters to seven churches,10 since it groups 1–2 Cor, 1–2 Thess and (possibly)  
Col–Phlm,11 which are directed to the same vicinities.12 As pointed out by 

  Baker, 2008) 173–202, who suggests that the collection of the letters was initiated either 
by Paul himself or one of his followers soon after the apostle’s demise.

6  D. Trobisch, Paul’s Letter Collection: Tracing the Origins (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994). See 
also idem., Die Endredaktion des Neuen Testaments: Eine Untersuchung zur Entstehung der 
christlichen Bibel (ntoa 31; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996). Although there 
are examples of authors collecting their own letters in antiquity, this is by no means the 
norm, see R. Gibson, “On the Nature of Ancient Letter Collections,” jr 102 (2012) 56–78.

7  An evaluation and critique of the theories can be found in Porter, “When and How.”
8  H.A. Gamble, “The Redaction of the Pauline Letters and the Formation of the Pauline 

Corpus,” jbl 94 (1975) 403–418.
9  See U. Schmid, Marcion und sein Apostolos: Rekonstruktion und historische Einordnung der 

marcionitischen Paulusbriefausgabe (ant 25; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1995) 294–296; S. Moll, 
The Arch-Heretic Marcion (wunt 250; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010) 88; J.-C. Eurell, 
“Den tidiga kyrkans bibel: om den nytestamentliga kanon på 100-talet,” ntt 11 (2002) 
97–105 (104). Although Marcion evidently had Galatians first in his Apostolikon, this is 
probably his own change of the order for emphatic purposes, since the order is otherwise 
the customary order of decreasing length, see H.Y. Gamble, “The New Testament Canon: 
Recent Research and the Status Quaestionis,” in The Canon Debate (ed. L.M. McDonald 
and J.A. Sanders; Peabody: Hendrickson, 2002) 267–294, at 283.

10  It is worth noting that even the Muratorian fragment 47–49 regards Paul’s letters to the 
churches as a seven-letter collection similar to the seven letters of Revelation.

11  See J. Knox, Marcion and the New Testament: An Essay in the Early History of the Canon 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1942) 42.

12  H.Y. Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church: A History of Early Christian Texts 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995) 60–63. See also H.Y. Gamble, “The Pauline 
Corpus and the Early Christian Book,” in Paul and the Legacies of Paul (ed. W.S. Babcock; 
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Gamble, the idea of apostolic letters to seven churches closely resembles what 
is found in Revelation 2–3 and is perhaps indicative of some kind of early 
Christian ideal.13 It is not impossible that the concept of the Corpus Paulinum 
as a collection of apostolic letters to seven churches is roughly contemporary 
with Revelation.14 More probable, however, is that the collection of Paul’s 
letters to the seven churches was already in circulation and influenced the 
author of Revelation with regard to the letters in the beginning of that book.15 
With the textual evidence currently available, the collection of Paul’s letters 
as a collection directed to seven churches is the earliest recoverable form of a 
collection of Paul’s letters.

3 Paul’s Letters to the Seven Churches

It is significant to note that many early Christian writers conceive of Paul’s letters 
being directed toward seven churches, and many modern scholars agree that 
such an edition is likely to have existed, probably already in the early second 
century.16 The number seven is by no means coincidental, but is used sym-
bolically in order to underline the catholicity of the collection.17 Although it  
cannot be proven, it is possible that this collection of Pauline letters to se  ven  

Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1990) 265–280, at 275. Schmithals, Paulus 
und die Gnostiker, 196, suggests that this collection originally contained only seven letters 
(excluding Eph–Col–Phlm), noting that these three are consistently kept together, but 
there is not sufficient evidence to make such a hypothesis anything more than a pos-
sibility. In Schmithals’ opinion, the seven undisputed Paulines were originally collected  
in Corinth.

13  Gamble, Books and Readers, 60–63; see also H. Lietzmann, “Wie wurden die Bücher des 
Neuen Testaments heilige Schrift?” in Kleine Schriften ii: Studien zum Neuen Testament 
(ed. Kurt Aland; tu 68; Berlin: Akademie, 1958) 9–98, at 57. Gamble also mentions the 
seven letter (middle recension) collection of the letters of Ignatius of Antioch, but since 
this is likely a later composition, this is not an appropriate point of comparison; see 
J.-C. Eurell, “Ignatius, Polycarp, and Their Reception in the Second Century,” ec 13 (2022) 
188–204. On the other hand, it is quite plausible that the compiler of the middle recen-
sion of Ignatius was inspired by the seven letter collections collected to Paul and John. 
Another collection of seven letters that will become important to Christianity is the col-
lection of the seven Catholic Epistles.

14  Cf. J.-C. Eurell, “Reconsidering the John of Revelation,” NovT 63 (2021) 505–518.
15  Pauline influence on the seven letters in Revelation is evident; see M. Karrer, Die Johan-

nesoffenbarung als Brief: Studien zu ihrem literarischen, historischen und theologischen Ort 
(frlant 140; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986) 66–83.

16  Gamble, “The Pauline Corpus,” 272–273.
17  See N.A. Dahl, “The Particularity of the Pauline Epistles as a Problem in the Ancient 

Church,” in Neotestamentica et Patristica: Freundesgabe Oscar Cullmann (NovTSup 6; 
Leiden: Brill, 1962) 261–71.
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churches served as inspiration for the letters to the seven churches in Reve-
lation 2–3.18 Marcion’s Apostolikon is widely recognised as a collection of 
Pauline letters to seven churches. In addition, the earliest preserved manu-
script of the Corpus Paulinum, 𝔓⁴⁶ (commonly dated to around 200 ce) is 
probably a collection of Pauline letters to seven churches.19 In its current 
state, 𝔓⁴⁶ contains Romans, Hebrews, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Ephesians, 
Galatians, Philippians, Colossians and 1 Thessalonians. It is virtually certain 
that 1 Thessalonians was originally followed by 2 Thessalonians.20 𝔓⁴⁶ is gen-
erally seen as evidence for a collection of Pauline epistles to churches that did 
not include the letters to individuals.21 By grouping letters to the same audi-
ence together (1–2 Cor; 1–2 Thess), a collection of letters to seven churches 
emerges that is structured according to decreasing length.

The odd feature here is Hebrews, which is neither easily viewed as a letter to 
a specific church, nor easily counted together with another letter to the same 
destination. As argued by Clare K. Rothschild, the history of Hebrews cannot 
be separated from the history of (a) Pauline letter collection(s).22 There is no 
evidence that Hebrews ever circulated separately; it was probably included at 
some point as an addition to an existing collection of Pauline letters. In light 
of this, the position following Romans in 𝔓⁴⁶ is not coincidental, but prob-
ably reflects traditions connecting the text in some way to Rome and Romans. 

18  So E.J. Goodspeed, The Formation of the New Testament (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1926) 22–23. As pointed out by Goodspeed, Formation 25–26, this may also 
have served as inspiration for the seven Ignatian epistles.

19  See F.G. Kenyon, The Chester Beatty Biblical Papyri: Descriptions and Texts of Twelve 
Manuscripts on Papyrus of the Greek Bible, Fasc. iii Supplement, Pauline Epistles (London: 
Walker, 1936) xv; J.R. Royse, Scribal Habits in Early Greek New Testament Papyri (nttsd 
36; Leiden: Brill, 2008) 199–201.

20  See E.B. Ebojo, “A Scribe and His Manuscript: An Investigation into the Scribal Habits of 
Papyrus 46 (P. Chester Beatty ii—P.Mich.inv. 6238)” (Ph.D. diss., University of Birming-
ham, 2014) 227–228. Since the pages of 𝔓⁴⁶ are numbered, it is clear how many pages are 
lacking in the beginning and at the end of the manuscript, and these are not sufficient 
for including the Pastoral Epistles, see Kenyon, Chester Beatty, x. Although J. Duff, “𝔓46 
and the Pastorals: A Misleading Consensus?” nts 44 (1998) 578–589, has argued that this 
problem could be solved through compressing the text toward the end of the manu-
script or adding extra pages, this possibility has been thoroughly debunked; see E.J. Epp, 
“Issues in the Interrelation of New Testament Textual Criticism and Canon,” in The Canon 
Debate, 485–515; B. Nongbri, “The Construct and Contents of the Beatty-Michigan Pau-
line Epistles Codex (𝔓⁴⁶ ),” NovT 64 (2022) 388–407. However, Nongbri does allow for the 
quire to have more folia than commonly estimated, thus allowing for an inclusion of the 
Pastoral Epistles. Yet, it is more likely that the papyrus ended with some blank pages. 
Since we have no positive evidence of the pastoral epistles here, we cannot count on it.

21  Kenyon, Chester Beatty, xi.
22  C.K. Rothschild, Hebrews as Pseudepigraphon: The History and Significance of the Pauline 

Attribution of Hebrews (wunt 235; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009).
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The author of Hebrews certainly knew Romans and 1 Corinthians,23 William 
Manson argues that Hebrews is to great extent an interpretation of Romans,24 
and a similar position has been taken more recently by Rothschild.25 Also 
Dieter Georgi suggests that Hebrews and Romans are connected in 𝔓⁴⁶ .26 
The admittedly ambiguous greeting from οἱ ἀπὸ τῆς Ἰταλίας in the ending 
(Heb 13:27) does not weaken the Roman connection of Hebrews.

There are two possibilities regarding the relationship of Hebrews to the 
Pauline collection to the seven churches. One possibility is that it is in fact 
the compiler of the collection of letters to seven churches who chose to 
include Hebrews in conjunction with Romans, and that Marcion chose to 
omit Hebrews, whereas another possibility is that Hebrews was added to the 
seven letter collection at a later stage. Marcion, who has evidently meddled 
with the order of the letters by putting Galatians first (perhaps for theologi-
cal reasons),27 may very well have consciously chosen to omit Hebrews from 
the existing collection. It is well attested that scepticism regarding Hebrews 
was widespread, not least in the West. Considering Tertullian’s emphasis 
that Marcion meddled with the number of Pauline epistles when he retained 
Philemon yet did not include the Pastoral Epistles (Marc. 5), another possi-
bility would be that Marcion excluded Hebrews for the sake of its numerical 
anomaly. Hebrews would probably not conform to Marcion’s theological pref-
erences in any case.

𝔓⁴⁶ is by no means alone in placing Hebrews after Romans—this appears
to have been a rather widespread practice in the early manuscripts.28 Only 
later will Hebrews be moved toward the end of the sequence of letters to 
seven churches, following 2 Thessalonians.29 Even Jerome, to whom the cur-
rent order of the New Testament books is attributed, discusses Hebrews as 

23  M. Wessbrandt, “Transformed Readings: Negotiations of Cult in Paul, Hebrews, and First 
Clement” (PhD. Diss., Lund University, 2017) 89–110.

24  W. Manson, The Epistle to the Hebrews: An Historical and Theological Reconsideration 
(London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1951).

25  C.K. Rothschild, “Hebrews as a Guide to Reading Romans,” in Pseudepigraphie und Ver-
fasserfiktion in frühchristlichen Briefen (ed. J. Frey, J. Herzer, M. Janßen, and C.K. Rothschild;  
wunt 246; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009) 537–573; idem., “Hebrews as an Instructional 
Appendix to Romans,” in Paul and Pseudepigraphy (ed. S.E. Porter and G.P. Fewster; 
Leiden: Brill, 2013) 245–268.

26  D. Georgi, “Hebrews and the Heritage of Paul,” in Hebrews: Contemporary Methods—New 
Insights (ed. G. Gelardini; Leiden: Brill, 2005) 239–244.

27  Galatians is also first elsewhere, see H.J. Frede, Altlateinische Paulus-Handschriften (Frei-
burg: Herder, 1964) 165–169. He argues that this is due to a desire to order the letters 
chronologically.

28  K. Aland, “Die Entstehung des Corpus Paulinum,” in Neutestamentliche Entwürfe (tb 63; 
München: Kaiser, 1979) 302–50 (346).

29  Although sometimes placed after Romans or 2 Corinthians.
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Paul’s eighth epistle (following the letters to the seven churches), thus indi-
cating that this order of the epistles was well established in the early Greek 
and Coptic transmission.30 In the earliest preserved collection of all of Paul’s 
canonical epistles, Codex Sinaiticus, Hebrews follows 2 Thessalonians and 
precedes 1–2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon.31 The same order is also used 
in Codex Alexandrinus. After the Pastoral Epistles have become part of the 
greater collection of Pauline epistles, Hebrews is eventually placed poste-
rior even to Philemon.32 It is probable that the placement after Romans was 
intended by the publisher of Hebrews, whereas the letter was moved to the 
end of first the seven letter-collection and subsequently the 13/14-letter col-
lection, following the discussions regarding the origin of Hebrews, not least in 
the West.33

4 The Corpus Pastorale

Although it is clear that a collection of Pauline letters to seven churches 
emerged and was circulated, it is rather unclear how the Pastoral Epistles were 
originally circulated. Although it would have been technically possible to pre-
serve the seven churches-structure by appending 1–2 Timothy to Ephesians, 
there is no evidence that there was ever such an attempt. One possibility 
that is sometimes put forth is that there were initially different collections of 
Pauline epistles.

The relationship of the Pastoral Epistles to the collection of letters to the 
seven churches has primarily been discussed in relation to Marcion and his 
Apostolikon. Tertullian famously claimed that Marcion consciously rejected 
the Pastoral Epistles (Marc. 5.21), but most modern scholars rather believe that 
Marcion built his Apostolikon upon an existing edition.34 Furthermore, the oft-
stated hypothesis that the Pastoral Epistles were constructed as anti-Marcionite 
apologetics is not consistent with the letters in the form they are preserved.35 
However, just as Marcion chose to promote his Evangelion exclusively despite 

30  Jerome, Ep. 53.8.
31  On Codex Sinaiticus, see D.C. Parker, Codex Sinaiticus: The Story of the World’s Oldest Bible 

(London: The British Library, 2010).
32  W.H.P. Hatch, “The Position of Hebrews in the Canon of the New Testament,” htr 29 

(1936) 133–151. The placement at the end of the collection is probably due to the discus-
sions concerning the authenticity of Hebrews in the West.

33  See discussion in Kenyon, Chester Beatty, xi–xii.
34  See Eurell, “Den tidiga kyrkans bibel,” 103–104; Schmid, Marcion.
35  Eurell, “Den tidiga kyrkans bibel,” 104. However, it should be noted that this hypothesis 

is still very much alive, see D.A. Campbell, Framing Paul: An Epistolary Biography (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014) 385–403.
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the ever-increasing popularity of the four gospel collection in his day,36 we 
cannot automatically conclude that he was unaware of the Pastoral Epistles 
simply because he did not include them in his Apostolikon. The Pauline letters 
to seven churches probably had a prominent place in the Christian literary 
culture of the time, but the Pastoral Epistles may not have achieved the same 
status, at least not in Marcion’s context. Perhaps the collection of the Pastoral 
Epistles, although extant, was thought of as more obscure and perhaps less 
useful in some regard.

We can be quite certain that the Pastoral Epistles were already in existence 
in the early second century due to Polycarp’s references to them. Although 
Walter Bauer, building on Harnack, claims that the similarities between 
Polycarp and the Pastoral Epistles are chiefly due to the common Christian lan-
guage of the time,37 and Hans von Campenhausen even suggests that Polycarp 
is in fact the author of the Pastoral Epistles,38 there are clear indications 
that Polycarp alludes to at least 1–2 Timothy.39 Kenneth Berding argues that 
Polycarp uses clusters of quotations from 1–2 Timothy,40 whereas Jonathon 
Lookadoo argues that Polycarp in fact uses 1–2 Timothy rather extensively.41 
Posing a late second century date for the Pastoral Epistles is therefore contrary 
to the existing evidence.

Still, it is easily concurred that the Pastoral Epistles are not extensively uti-
lised before Irenaeus, who uses them as a rather distinct group of letters.42 
This does not mean that the Pastoral Epistles did not exist as a collection prior 

36  See T.K. Heckel, Vom Evangelium des Markus zum viergestaltigen Evangelium (wunt 120; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999).

37  W. Bauer, Rechtgläubigkeit und Ketzerei im ältesten Christentum (bht 10; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1964) 225–226; G.M. Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment and the Development 
of the Canon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992) 117.

38  H. von Campenhausen, “Polykarp von Smyrna und die Pastoralbriefe” in Aus der Frühzeit 
des Christentums: Studien zur Kirchengeschichte des ersten und zweiten Jahrhunderts 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1963) 197–252. For a critique of this view, see P. Trummer, Die 
Paulustradition der Pastoralbriefe (bet 8; Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1978) 39–44.

39  See M. Goguel, Introduction au nouveau testament iv.2: Les épîtres pauliniennes (Paris: 
Leroux, 1926) 555; M.W. Holmes, “Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians and the Writings 
that Later Formed the New Testament,” in The Reception of the New Testament in the 
Apostolic Fathers (ed. A.F. Gregory and C. Tuckett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 187–227. The closest parallel is between Pol. Phil. 4.1 and 1 Tim 6:10; 6:7. See also 
Eurell, “Ignatius.”

40  K. Berding, “Polycarp of Smyrna’s View of the Authorship of 1 and 2 Timothy,” vc 53 (1999) 
349–360.

41  J. Lookadoo, “Polycarp, Paul, and the Letters to Timothy,” NovT 59 (2017) 366–383.
42  B.L. White, “How to Read a Book: Irenaeus and the Pastoral Epistles Reconsidered,” vc 65 

(2011) 125–149. Furthermore, the Pastoral Epistles appear to have been known to the 
author of 3 Corinthians.
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to Irenaeus—their use by Polycarp indicates that they actually did—but the 
situation that developed in the second half of the second century provided a 
context in which the Pastoral Epistles came in handy. A parallel can be found 
in the Acts of the Apostles, which is unattested before Irenaeus starts using it 
for heresiological purposes.43 Since there is no such thing as a closely delin-
eated canon collected in a single book at this time, the use of the existing texts 
and collections of texts is rather heuristic, and writings that may be known 
but not widely used might experience a renaissance when they offer a possi-
bility to answer the questions of the day.

Another potentially significant witness to the Pastoral Epistles is Tatian. 
According to Eusebius of Caesarea, Tatian not only produced his famous gos-
pel harmony Diatesseron, but also made a paraphrase of the Pauline epistles 
(Hist. Eccl. 4.29.6). This is valuable as an indication of the popularity of the 
combination gospel + apostle which we find also in Marcion, but unfor-
tunately Tatian’s paraphrase of Paul is lost and beyond reconstruction.44 
However, Jerome claims that Tatian rejected 1–2 Timothy while retaining 
Titus (pl 26.556). If Jerome is speaking here of Tatian’s summary, it is hard 
to discern what he bases his judgment on—did Tatian think that Titus was a 
good enough summary of the (rather similar) teaching that is in e.g. 1 Timothy,  
or was there anything in his text that would explicitly indicate a rejection of 
1–2 Timothy?

Although it is quite clear that all three Pastoral Epistles were accepted into 
the larger collection of Pauline epistles at a later point, it is somewhat unclear 
how connected these three letters are historically. Although the term “Pastoral 
Epistles” is said to have been coined by Thomas Aquinas,45 it has only been 

43  See J.T. Townsend, “The Date of Luke-Acts,” in Luke-Acts: New Perspectives from the Society 
of Biblical Literature Seminar (ed. C.H. Talbert; New York: Crossroad, 1984) 47–82 (47 n. 80). 
Haer 3.12.5 clearly alludes to Acts, see J. Schröter, Von Jesus zum Neuen Testament: Studien 
zur urchristlichen Theologiegeschichte und zur Entstehung des neutestamentlichen Ka nons 
(wunt 204; Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2007) 304. Although E. Haenchen, Die Apos tel-
geschichte (kek 3; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1959) 17–29, argues that Justin 
uses Acts in 1 Apol 50.2, this is rather unlikely, see A.F. Gregory, “The Reception of Luke 
and Acts and the Unity of Luke-Acts,” in Rethinking the Unity and Reception of Luke 
and Acts (ed. A.F. Gregory and C.K. Rowe; Columbia: The University of South Carolina 
Press, 2010) 82–93. Another possible early reference to Acts is made by Soter of Rome  
ca 170 ce, cf. Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 4.23.3.

44  A. Vööbus, Early Versions of the New Testament: Manuscript Studies (Stockholm, 1954) 
31, refers to a forthcoming article on the subject, but it does not appear to have been 
published.

45  In the history of modern critical research, this term was picked up by P. Anton, Exe ge-
tische Abhandlung der Paulinischen Pastoral-Briefe (Halle, 1753).
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common since the eighteenth century.46 Critical scholarship following Eich-
horn and Baur has commonly grouped the epistles together as one unit and 
read them as if they were written by the same pseudonymous author with 
the same purpose in mind.47 Several scholars have attempted to connect the 
Pastoral Epistles to Luke in one way or another,48 but this position is hardly 
convincing.49 In more recent scholarship, however, there is an increasing ten-
dency to see the Pastoral Epistles as three independent compositions.50

Preceding this newer tendency of treating the three pastorals as individual 
compositions in their own right was a growing insight of the peculiar nature  
of 2 Timothy compared to the two other epistles.51 Some scholars, such as 
Bart Ehrman, have reacted negatively to this tendency, claiming that the com-
monalities between the epistles suggest common authorship, despite the dif-
fe   rences.52 Also I. Howard Marshall clings to the idea of a Corpus Pastorale, 
arguing that it is the situations in the letters that differ, not the authorship.53 
However, if the Pastoral Epistles are best understood as pseudonymous com-
positions—which is the position taken by both Ehrman and Marshall—these 
“situations” must be regarded as fictional rather than historical. It is not incon-
ceivable that a pseudonymous writer would consciously construct different 

46  On the history of the term, see P.N. Harrison, The Problem of the Pastoral Epistles (Oxford: 
University Press, 1921) 13–16.

47  So also the influential study by A.E. Barnett, Paul becomes a Literary Influence (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1941).

48  C.F.D. Moule, “The Problem of the Pastoral Epistles: A Reappraisal,” bjrl 47 (1965) 
430–452; A. Strobel, “Schreiben des Lukas? Zum sprachlichen Problem der Pastoralbriefe,” 
nts 15 (1969) 191–210; S.G. Wilson, Luke and the Pastoral Epistles (London: spck, 1979); 
J.D. Quinn, “The Last Volume of Luke: The Relation of Luke-Acts to the Pastoral Epistles,” 
Perspectives on Luke-Acts (ed. C.H. Talbert; Edinburgh: Clark, 1978) 62–75.

49  The weakness of the alleged linguistic connections is pointed out by W.A. Richards, 
Difference and Distance in Post-Pauline Christianity: An Epistolary Analysis of the Pastorals 
(StBibLit 44; New York: Peter Lang, 2002) 12, and, to a great extent, it appears to the pres-
ent author that the main goal of the Luke-Pastorals-hypothesis is to explain the ending of 
Acts through presenting the Pastoral Epistles as a sequel—something that appears to me 
to be highly unlikely.

50  Cf. M. Engelmann, Unzertrennliche Drillinge? Motivsemantische Untersuchungen zum lite-
rarischen Verhältnis der Pastoralbriefe (bznw 192; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2012); J. Herzer, Die 
Pastoralbriefe und das Vermächtnis des Paulus: Studien zu den Briefen an Timotheus und 
Titus (wunt 476; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2022).

51  See M. Prior, Paul the Letter-Writer and the Second Letter to Timothy ( jsntss 23; Sheffield: 
jsot, 1989); J. Murphy-O’Connor, “Timothy Contrasted with 1 Timothy and Titus,” rb 98 
(1991) 403–418.

52  B.D. Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian 
Polemics (Oxford: University Press, 2013) 369.

53  I.H. Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles (icc; London: Clark, 1999) 1.
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situations, but in that case we might perhaps expect more continuity between 
the problems in 1–2 Timothy. Quinn portrays the Corpus Pastorale as a con-
struction of the author, claiming that Tit 1:1–4 is intended to be a preface to 
the entire collection.54 However, Marshall is correct in pointing out that the 
repetitious nature between the letters make it improbable that they were orig-
inally intended to form a three letter-corpus.55

I believe that the appropriate approach to the Pastoral Epistles is to 
acknowledge that they are at the same time both similar and different. Perhaps 
the question of their origin cannot be answered as either synonymous or sep-
arate, but rather a complex mix where texts of slightly different origin have 
been put together by a later editor. Such a construal is by no means unheard of 
in biblical studies. Regardless of their origin, it is not probable that these three 
letters have been circulated individually,56 but have only been influential as 
a collection. The literary process leading up to this collection is beyond the 
scope of this article.

5 Corpus Pastorale cum Philemone?

Jerome Quinn has suggested that there was one larger seven (10) letter col-
lection and another smaller collection of the Pastoral Epistles, which were 
both arranged according to the principle of decreasing length and eventually 
merged together.57 Quinn also suggests that Philemon could have been part 
of this collection of letters to persons rather than congregations.58 Although 
Philemon is not included in 𝔓⁴⁶ ,59 it is commonly held that Philemon was 
part of Marcion’s Apostolikon, which would suggest that it was in fact part of 
the collection of letters to seven churches. Considering the close connection 

54  J.D. Quinn, The Letter to Titus (ab 35; New York: Doubleday, 1988) 19–20. Although Titus is 
partially preserved already in 𝔓³² and 1–2 Tim do not appear until Codex Sinaiticus, and 
Tatian allegedly accepted Titus and not 1–2 Tim, this is not sufficient evidence to support 
Quinn’s thesis. Rather, since Titus is always posterior to 1–2 Timothy in the manuscript 
evidence, this construal must be regarded as highly unlikely.

55  Marshall, Pastoral Epistles, 1.
56  So Barnett, Paul Becomes a Literary Influence, 251. However, this is probably true for many 

of the Pauline epistles.
57  J.D. Quinn, “P⁴⁶ —the Pauline Canon?,” cbq 36 (1974) 379–85; Quinn, Titus, 3.
58  Quinn, Titus, 18. See also R.F. Collins, i & ii Timothy and Titus (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 2002) 2.
59  Although not appended to Colossians, it is not impossible that it ended the collection, 

following 2 Thessalonians. However, I think it is more probable that 𝔓⁴⁶ ended with 
2 Thessalonians and thus contained merely letters to churches.
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between Colossians and Philemon, it would not be strange if they were kept 
together.60 Furthermore, Tertullian claims that Marcion maintains the letter 
to Philemon but rejects the letters to Timothy and Titus (Marc. 5.21), which 
comes across as a rather clear indication that Philemon was in fact part of the 
collection of letters to seven churches.61 However, Tertullian is a rather late 
witness to Marcion’s Apostolikon, which was in fact later expanded to include 
also the epistles to Timothy and Titus,62 and it is thus not impossible that 
Philemon was included by the Marcionites earlier than 1–2 Timothy and Titus 
due to its close connection to Colossians.63 It is also worth considering that 
the so-called Marcionite prologues64 did not originally include Philemon.65 
Furthermore, Tertullian’s clear connection between Philemon and the Pastoral 
Epistles suggests that these letters were known to belong together. In addition, 
the division of Paul’s letters into one collection of letters to seven churches 
and another containing four letters to individuals in the Muratorian fragment, 
also points in this direction.66

Although Quinn’s proposal about the four Pauline letters to individuals 
appears to be compatible with the manuscript evidence, it is not unnatural 
to be hesitant in considering this possibility, since critical scholarship has so 
long considered the Pastoral Epistles to be a clear-cut literary unit. Despite 

60  Knox, Marcion, 42.
61  It is worth noting that whereas Tertullian argues that Philemon is the only letter that 

Marcion has not altered (Marc. 5.21), whereas Epiphanius claims that it is distorted 
(Pan. 42.12.1). This contradiction is indicative on how cautious one must be when seeking 
to reconstruct Marcion’s Apostolikon from later heresiology.

62  See Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment, 93–94.
63  Epiphanius of Salamis lists Philemon in conjunction with Colossians in his list of the 

Marcionite Apostolikon, Pan. 42.9.3.
64  Although identified as Marcionite by D.D. De Bruyne, “Prologues bibliques d’origine 

marcionite,” rb 24 (1907) 1–16; and P. Corssen, “Zur Überlieferungsgeschichte des Römer-
briefes,” znw 10 (1909) 1–45; idem., “Zur Überlieferungsgeschichte des Römerbriefes, 
Nachtrag,” znw 10 (1909) 97–102, N.A. Dahl, “The Origin of the Earliest Prologues to the 
Pauline Letters,” Semeia 12 (1978) 233–277, argued that they are in fact not of Marcionite 
origin. However, as recently showed by D. Jongkind, “On the Marcionite Prologues to the 
Letters of Paul,” in Studies on the Text of the New Testament and Early Christianity: Essays 
in Honour of Michael W. Holmes (ed. D. Gurtner, J. Hernández, and P. Foster; nttsd 50; 
Leiden: Brill, 2015) 389–407, the closest parallels to the prologues are Marcionite, and 
Marcionite origin should therefore not be ruled out.

65  See De Bruyne, “Prologues bibliques.”
66  See Muratorian Fragment 40–63. It should be noted that the Muratorian fragment 

excludes Hebrews and has a strange order of Paul’s letters overall. As pointed out by 
Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment, 89, the Muratorian fragment attempts to make 
the list of letters chronological, and thus does not present the letters in the order in 
which they were commonly circulated.
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Philemon being directed toward an individual, it is a much more public letter 
than the Pastoral Epistles.67 The claim by F.F. Bruce that “one man is addressed 
by one man” is outrightly false.68 Furthermore, the common scholarly concep-
tion that Philemon is a plea in favour of a runaway slave69 is far too simplis-
tic.70 Nothing in the text suggests that Onesimus is a runaway slave,71 and this 
interpretation, common since at least the fourth century, is often forced upon 
the text rather than extracted from it.72

67  Although 2 Tim 4:21 brings greetings from “Eubulus, Pudens, Linus, Claudia and all the 
brothers,” and Tit 3:15 from “everyone,” Philemon is co-authored by Paul and Timothy (1), 
brings greetings from Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke (24), and is sent to Philemon, 
Apphia, Archippus, and the local house church (2).

68  F.F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1984) 191.

69  Although most scholars regard Philemon to be the slave owner, J. Knox, Philemon Among 
the Letters of Paul. A New View of Its Place and Importance (Chicago, IL: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1935) 25–34, argues that the slave owner is in fact Archippus.

70  Many scholars find a parallel in Pliny’s letter to Sabinianus (Ep. 9.21). R. Steck, “Plinius im 
neuen Testament,” Jahrbücher für Protestantische Theologie 17 (1891) 545–584, argues that 
Philemon is dependent on this text, whereas W.C. van Manen, “Philemon, Epistle to,” in 
Encyclopedia Biblica iii (New York: MacMillan, 1902) 3693–97, argues that Philemon is a 
Christianised version of Pliny’s letter from the second century. However, it is significant 
to note that these are both radical critics who consider all Pauline epistles to be pseud-
onymous and must therefore be considered rather extreme. Although these letters share 
a few features, there are also significant differences. The tone and message of Pliny’s let-
ter is entirely different, and it deals not with a runaway slave, but with a freedman (liber-
tus) who has wronged his former master but is now genuinely sorry. Pliny is certain that 
Sabinianus will adhere to his request, just as Paul, but does so from his position of power 
rather than, as Paul, from humility.

71  Furthermore, it is hard to perceive a plausible scenario in which a runaway slave would 
have come to Paul in Prison, see P. Lampe, “Keine ‘Sklavenflucht’ des Onesimus,” znw 
76 (1985) 135–137; B.M. Rapske, “The Prisoner Paul in the Eyes of Onesimus,” nts 37 
(1991) 187–203; C.S. Wansink, Chained in Christ. The Experience and Rhetoric of Paul’s 
Imprisonments (jsntss 130; Sheffield: Academic Press, 1996) 179–199.

72  M.M. Thompson, Colossians and Philemon (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005) 194, traces 
this interpretation to John Chrysostom, see also P. Stuhlmacher, Der Brief an Philemon 
(ekk 18; Zürich: Benziger, 1975) 68. However, also his contemporary Theodore viewed 
Philemon as the tale of a runaway slave, cf. J.T. Fitzgerald, “Theodore of Mopsuestia on 
Paul’s Letter to Philemon,” in Philemon in Perspective: Interpreting a Pauline Letter (ed. 
D.F. Tolmie; bznw 169; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2010) 333–363. It is significant to note that this 
issue fits the concerns of their day and is not by necessity the “original” understanding 
of the letter. It should be noted that the author commonly referred to as Ambrosiaster 
has the first attested interpretation of Onesimus as a slave, see F. Tolmie, “Paulus as vre-
demaker. Oor die resepsie van die Brief aan Filemon in die vierde en vyfde eeu n.C.,” hts 
Teologiese Studies 71 (2015) 1–7.
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The question is, however, whether there is enough evidence to suggest 
that Philemon was originally part of the same collection as 1–2 Timothy and 
Titus. The connection between Philemon and the Pastoral Epistles is implied 
by Tertullian, and the textual evidence of Philemon makes a connection 
to the Pastoral Epistles likely. As pointed out already by Quinn, Philemon 
appears to always be prefixed or suffixed to the Pastoral Epistles in the pre-
served manuscripts.73 Although fragments of Philemon are first attested in 
𝔓⁸⁷, Philemon, just like the Pastoral Epistles, is preserved in its earliest com-
plete form in Codex Sinaiticus and Codex Alexandrinus—and is placed as the 
fourth and shortest of the letters to individuals. Interestingly, Codex Vaticanus 
does include Paul’s letters to seven churches and Hebrews, but for some rea-
son excludes Paul’s four letters to individuals.74

6 Summary and Conclusion

If there were sufficient reliable evidence for proposing definite answers to 
how the collection of Paul’s letters came into being, this would have been 
done long ago. But since scholars are forced to base their reconstructions on a 
very limited amount of evidence, hypotheses regarding the growth of the col-
lection of Paul’s letters must by necessity contain some degree of speculation. 
In this article, I have suggested a model that takes into account and explains 
the extant evidence in a plausible manner. I have suggested that the collec-
tion of Paul’s letters to seven churches was a significant and influential literary 
development that was taken up afterwards by other early Christian authors. 
It is probable that this collection of letters to seven churches also included 
Hebrews, despite the disputes regarding the status of this book.

Separately from this edition, but about simultaneously—perhaps partially 
inspired by the edition of Paul’s letters to the seven churches—someone col-
lected and published four letters from Paul to individuals. Although known 
to Polycarp, these were not widely used until the time of Irenaeus. These two 
collections would eventually be merged into the Corpus Paulinum as we know 
it today, where Hebrews was moved first to after 2 Thessalonians and eventu-
ally to after Philemon due to its disputed origin.75 Thus, the current canonical 

73  Quinn, “P⁴⁶ ,” 379.
74  It is not easy to discern the motivation for leaving out these four letters, see T.C. Skeat, 

“The Codex Vaticanus in the Fifteenth Century,” jts 35 (1984) 454–465.
75  Hahneman, Muratorian Fragment, 118, argues that the merge of the collections happened 

in the third century.
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Corpus Paulinum consists of two editorial products which are both ordered 
according to decreasing length and placed next to each other.

One aspect of the process of the collecting of Paul’s letters that deserves 
emphasis is the simple fact that letters do not collect themselves. Although 
individual letters of Paul were probably copied and circulated to some extent, 
it is with the collection of Paul’s letters to a literary unit that they become 
really influential.76 We can be quite certain that this did not happen by acci-
dent, but by someone who consciously gathered, arranged, and edited the 
collection.

Another significant insight is that the selection of letters in a collection 
does not always follow the groupings of modern scholars. Despite the clear 
literary connections between Colossians and Philemon, these are preserved 
in separate collections and—despite scholarly claims to the contrary—have 
no evidence of being circulated together. The order and classification of Paul’s 
letters was crucial to the editors of the collections of Paul’s letters, but the 
classifications were not necessarily based on the chronological perspective 
dominant among modern historians of early Christianity.77

76  See Discussion in G. Fewster, “Archiving Paul: Manuscripts, Religion, and the Editorial 
Shaping of Ancient Letter Collections,” Archivaria 81 (2016) 101–128.

77  See M. Beard, “Ciceronian Correspondences: Making a Book out of Letters,” in Classics in 
Progress: Essays on Ancient Greece and Rome (ed. T.P. Wiseman; Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002) 103–144.
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