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aan we1gb ihe evidence present..e4, it is necessary to examine 

the validity of assuming a lost letter • 

. Is 1t wrong to assume that letters written by the �a�p�o�s�t�l�e % � 

mey have been lost? Alford, 1n bis commentary on the letters 

to the Corinthians, regarda it as a preconoo1ved idea, wholly 

unwar1•anted, to suppose it. out of' harmony with Sor1ptural 

teaching, especially on inspiration, it we assume a lost latter.l 

For example• the letter sent with Tyohioua to h1s master, Ph1-

lemon, 1s only one of a class or letters whioh must have been 

numerous. Paul had apparent.ly been in the habit of writing 

such letters to 1nd1v1duala or congregations, for again in 

I Corinthians 16,:, be mentions hia intentions or giving com­

mendatory letters, u· neceasa1•7, to those who would bear the 

collect1on to Jerusalem tor Palestinian relief. Barnes views 

the proble1n apeoitioally from the standpoint of' inspiration.2 

Shall we suppose that God would suffer the d1v1nely 1nopira4 

wr1t1nge to be lost? In answer it may first be stated that 

there ls no evidence for the inspiration of such lost letters. 

It is no~ necessarily true that the apostles were d1v1nely in­

spired 1n all that they wrote or spoke. On the other hand, 

the raot that a letter is lost does not in any way militate 

against the inspiration thereot. Large port1ona of the die­

courses of the d1ao1plea and even of the Savior H1mselt have 

been lost.' Yea, rather, Scripture 1taelt test1f1ea that all 
~----------~------1. Henry Alfor4. D!, Greek Testament, II, P• 51. 

2. Albert �B�a�r�n�e % �,� Notes .m l!!!t lf!!t Testament, V, p. 89. 
:,. John 21,25. 
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truth wh1ah 10 necessary for our salvation 1s in our hand•• 

and letters which may have been lost probably served the1r 

purpooe and wore permitted to be lost, by the divine plan. In 

view of all tho effort.a mo.de to destroy the inspired books 

,.,h1ch ,.,e hnve 1n O\lr posseos1on, 11e should r a ther be grateful 

t ha t t hey have been preser ved to us than Brieve over the loss 

of a few w'~1ch pc1•ta1ned only to local and unimportan t mat.ters 

ae f ar as our soul salvation is concerned. .So also Calvin 

apeGka :. " 'r he epistle of which he here speaks ( I Oor1nth1ans 5 1 

9) 1s not now extant~ Nor 1s 1t to be d~ubted that many others 

nave perished; but it. 1s sutf1c1ent tor ua that these rewaln 

wh1cb t ho Lor d saw to be needful •. ""' And Lenski, "Yet we have 

no r eason to a.csume on t his account. that t.he , ew •reotament 

~onon 1e incomplete,, or that. the doctrine or 1nsp1rat.1on 1s 

in any way affected. God's prov1denae did not cm.sider 1t 

neoeasar-y to preserve this lett.er to us, and that suf'f'1oea 

ent.1rely. 11 5 

we return then to t he proble~ before us. There are 

several apeo1r10 points to wh1oh reference 1e made, pro and 

con. 1n r egard to the lost-letter view. Arguments have been 

advanced on t he bao1a of gpammat1oal oonstruct1on. literary 

style, and from the h1stor1cal point or view. Cr1t1as who 

examtne the problem f'rom e1 ther of the tlfO points of' view . 

present their arguments in oonclus1ve and oonv1noing s~yle, 

but when the evidence as presented by one of opposing vlevs 1a 

------------------4. Ba:rnes • !e.9.. .!!ll• s·. n.a.H. Lenski, :Ell! Interpretation .et st, Paul's First !!J!l 
Second Epistle !.e, !!!.!, cor1nth1ana, P• 228. 
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also presented, the problem becomes real and the final verd1ot 

must remaln to lndlvldual Judgment. We shall 11st the argu­

ments, welgh them, and draw our oonclualons on the question 

whloh 1s the safer ground. 

The Corinthians have written a letter to Paul, and 1n 

answering, the apostle, so it la maintained, refers to a letter 

.which he he.d written prev1oua17. The argument oentera aro-gnd 
~j ~ , 

Paul I B statement 1n 5,9, 'oft' i/.d Uu L..t u. 1:' 111 nrur,,c!i "" which 1D ,r ..,-- ' ~ 
translation reads, "Iwrote unto you in an epistle." It we but 

• glance at these words superf1cially, our immediate oonolua1on 

must be t he t the apostle had actually written a previous letter 

to Corinth. But the problem 1a not that eas1ly solved. 

Defenders of the two-letter theory agree that e~,l. may 
I I 

be taken as the epistolary aorist, and a parallel 1n I Oorlnth1ana 

9,15 ls referred to. They would t hus refer this phrase to the 

letter which Paul 1a now writing, making him say in effect, "I 

have written to you already 1n this letter whlah I am now 

writing." However, the context does not allow the epistolary 

aorist. Accordlng to context, 9,15 and 5,9 are not parallels. 

Instead, a parallel may be found in II Corinthians 7,8 where 

with this very phrase Paul also refers to a previous letter. It 

ls, therefore, quite impossible that this phrase should r efer 

to the letter 1n which Paul was then engaged in writing. It 

ls his purpose here and ln the succeeding verses to correct a 

perversion of an admonition which he had given hla tlook 1n a 

previous letter. Would the Cor1nth1ana tw1at and mlaunderatand 
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a sentence of this letter before they bad received 1t? can we 

assume that Paul 1& afraid ot a misunderstanding arising atter 

they had received the letter, and that therefore he 1a warding 

off the danger here, Hardly so, tor as we · ahall see later, no­

where 1n this present epistle thus far completed 1s suah a warn-

1ng, tound as is here given. The a onolusion then must be that 

one or Paul's letters has been loat.6 

Again, the aonservnt1ve defenders or some schools prater 
.._. _,, a "' 7 

to delete the phrase u 'l:¼4 (JC «EIP·J.v . But Moffat anaera that 

for us by saying that such deletion 1s 11Juat1f1ed neither b7 

cons1deret1ons ~f rhythm nor by the apparent absence or the text 

from Chrysostom.118 Still others maintain that if the apostle 

Paul were referring to a former letter, he would have written 

?{~ QTP~1 •9 To t his, however, it may be said that it Paul were 
l I • 

referring to the present epistle, he could also heve explicitly 
• • ~, a .. 10 

stated so with the phrase ~ ·ccpJT .. ~ ~ 9frt1,r11{+r• Renae, one 

claim balances the other. But in this ·same vein, the conser­

vative school has advanced the argument that it 1s wholly 1n 

aacord with Paul's practice to use nothing more than the 

article in the sense of "this." Further evidence tor that v1ew 

1s found in Colbselsna 4,16: 11.And when THIS epistle is read 

among you" (:a,_ rn,6-caJn 1

): or again 1n I Thessalon1ans 5,27: "I 
• I 

ohars e you • • that THIS epistle (~ fvc ~r ,I q'v-) be read. "11 

------------------6. Ibid. 
7. James Moffat, An Introduction !g l!!!, Literature ,gt ,!!!! 

l!!Jt Testament, p. llI:" · 
a. Ibid. 
9. John M1 011ntook and Jamee Strong, Oyoloped1a ,gt B1bl1oal, 

Theolog1oal, .!!!9; Eoolea1ast1oal Literature, II, p. 511. 
10. Moffat, log • ..2l!• 
.11. M'Cl1ntook and Strong, !22•.J!ll• 
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Thus the balances r or the t1rat t1me lean towar.4 the conaervat1ve 

view. but 1t may be added here that tb1a 1s the only evidence 

on the side or conse~vatism ~h1oh is without retutat1on. 

It was stated bef ore that nowhere 1n the portion of the . . 
present epistle thus far completed 1s there a warning not to 

associate with forn1oators. Nor is there anything that oan 

possibly be construed ae an equ1vel~nt to suoh a command. How­

ever. the ola1m that the coneervet1vee have tailed to bring forth 

a passage to which s.9 might refer ~s without basis. tor M1Cl1n­

tock c.nd Stron6 have, with others, pointed to the verses ot 

chnpter 5 i mmedia tely preceding the passage in queation.12 It 

is mainta ined that the apostle Paul had really, 1n this epistle, 

31ven the proh1b1tion to wh1ob he refera, viz. verses 2 and 6. 

His purpose ·1n the .sucoeedi~g verses, then; is to explain that 

prohibition so as to preclude the possibility of the Oor1ntbiana 

interpreting it as referring to anything else ~han that ~hey 

should not mingle with 1~oral pers ons 1n the congregation. aan 
this evidence stand unrefuted? It seems a roroed reterenae to 

make 5,9 allude to the preoedins verses. Paul bas commanded 

the Corinthians to remove an 1noestuoue person. At t1rat glance 

that would seem idontioal with the command or 5,9. Ho~ever, 

the command not to 1saooiate with the immoral 1s not a general 

one in 5,1-8 as it 1a in 5,9. The light of verses ~O and 11 

serveo to clear the problem, for there Paul makes explanation 

ot the admonition wh1oh he bad previously sent to the Oor1ntbiana 

-------~--~-------12. Ibid. 
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and the admonit1on which he now g1vea. The Cor1nth1ana had 

underetoOd Paul to mean any and all forn1oators, any and every­

where. "Yet not. altogether w1th the forn1oatora of t.h1s vorl4, 

or with the covetous, or extor~ioners, or with idolater■, tor 

then must ye needs go out ot thla world" (I Corintblana 5 110). 

In view or such a weighty 1nJunoture 1 the congregation regarded 

lt as an 1mposs1ble requirement, and so d1scarded lt entirely. 

They failed, then, to cast out fornloators even from their 

own mldst. Therefore, 1n verse 11 Paul makes the diatlnotlon 

between the epistle which he 1s now wr~tlng and the epistle 

which he has written prev1ouoly. He gave a commandment. The 

Corinthians misunderstood. And now Paul explains himself, 

saying , "But now I have written unto you. 11 Thia la an expression 

which hardly would have been used had verse 9 referred to the 

same epistle. "If anyone doubted the purport the forli1er letter 

carried, it shall be impossible to mistake my meaning now." 

Thla lo the temporal sense of~. The conservative orltloa 

reject thio temporal sense and prefer the logical. They would 

say, "But now - after this, or as it now appears - you must 

understand that I wrote." Thus they would have Paul denote not 

what he writes to them now as opposed to what he has written 

before, but what he actually wrote as opposed to tileir mi■• 
J -oonstruotion of it. E~«j#,1, would then be made a repetition 

of the former fof ,~ .l:, Thia 1atter rendition, however, 1a 

difficult and forced, whereas the temporal sense is more 

------------------1:,. G.o. Findlay, The Expo91tor•s Oreek Teatamen\, II, p. 812. 
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natural apd more fit'te4 to the entire .context. Similar uaea 

of ~ ,r,c' may be tound in II Corinthians 8 1 11 and Epbea1ana 

2,1, • . 

An ar gument fro• log1o is next adduced to defend the two­

letter view. Would it not be strange that the apostle Paul 

should refer only 1n this brier and ~uraory manner to suoh an 

important clroumstance as hie baying already spoken to them 

concerning ~hie sinful practice, Paul is expected to have 

gone to some lengths' 1n reminding them that he had already 

written on this point. But the manner of Paul i s wholly natural 

and often paralleled 1n modern oorrespondenoe and 1n pulpit 

sermons. 

Ag~in, the argument is raised against the lost-letter view 

that this supposed lost epistle 1s not referred to in the records 

of the primitive Church. In Pearson's Annals~~ Paul there 

1s an 1n~eresting quotation from Whitby. "No rather ever as­

cribed to Paul more than fourteen letters 1n all, 1nolud1ng · t,be 

lett er to the Hebrews. Euaebiue, 1n enumerating the t.rue, un­

oontroverted, and apur1oua epistles under Paul's name makes no 

mention of a third letter to the Corinthians. No Ohr1st1an 

writer ever cited from this supposed epistle, and while the 

epistle . to Laod1cea 1s o1ted by St. Jerome as an exploded book, 

and while t he aots of st. Paul are oited and r ejected by Or1gen 

and Eusebiua, yet none ot them make any ment1on. of more than 

two epistles to the Oorlnthlans."14 But 1n contrast to ~h1a, 

------------------14. Bishop Pe~son, Annala .2[ St; l!Yl, p. 58. 
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it 1s altogether probable that ~aul wrote more lettera t t•n 

the f ourteen wh1oh remain to us toclay. He labored for manJ 

yeera, had ~ounded many oongregat1ona, a nd surely often round 

oooaslon to write to them. It 1~ not at all unlikely that some 

or these letters may have been lost, tor even 1n the Old Testa­

ment we know of books which have been lost and which were re~ 

garded as havino authority by inspired men. The books o:f' Jesher 

and or Iddo tho Seer have been advanced as examblea.15. Further­

more, res arding the lack of rererence to this letter, the pro­

ponents o~ ~be lost-letter theory are agreed that tho date at 

which t his letter was loot osn not be determined. It mey well 

have been that the Cor1nth1ans discarded the letter immediately, 

havin5 regarded its contents as preposterous and impossible. 

There re111&1n oeveral other opinions with regard to the lost 

letter. One view propooes that Paul begt1n or actually d id 

wr1 te a previous letter, but that it we.a never sent out because 

of further news coming from Cori nth through the slaves which 
16 shed new light on the matter and neoeas1tated re-writing. 

!mother theory suggests that the whcle passage 1& a postscript 

or a note which was inserted aft.er the entire epistle had been 

written.17 And still another theory proposes that this passage 

refers to Hebr ews, s theory resting solely on a ranoied resem-
18 

blance of this command to that of Hebrews 12,16. . But the 

hum.an imagination may frame peculiar ideas. These vieva are 

------------------15. Barnes, loo. cit. 
16. Thomas Hartwell Horne, An Introduction~ lb!, Critical 

St df and Knowledf58 ,gt!,!!!! Holy Sor Lptura, II, p. ,,s . 
• ntord, .22• cu;., P• 509. 

18 . Jbid., P• 51. 
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the result or pure oonJeoture. 

In the main, then, the evldenoe rests 1n favor of a 

"previous" letter • .Modern ooro,entatora ere leanlne; more and 

more to the lost-letter view. M1 011ntock and Strong take 

their stend s ea1net thet view along with Chrysootom, Theo­

doret, and Fabr1o1ua • . nut the majority follow Calvin, Beza, 

Grotius, and Witeiua. Alford, Horne, Lenski, Olebausen, Barnes, 

-K~etzmann and a host or collaborators Join ~oftat and Good­

speed in accepting the ••raot" or this lost letter, although 

their ways separate on theories pe3arding other lost letters. 

Indeed, 1t 1st.he moat natural and olnous interpretation, one 

that ,tould st1•1ke the great mase of men. The expression of' 

I Oor1nth1ene 5,9 1a Just such en e:x.prees1on ao Paul would 

have used had he written the rormer letter.19 And the ex-

9ression of II Corinthians 10 ,10.ll at least oorroboratea the 
. 

view that I Cor1nth1ana was not the only letter which Paul had 

wr itt en to the looal congregat.1on. Surely as tie examine the 

possible contents of the lost letter, we must conclude vhat • 
t.1 "' .. ') • :, , "' 20 

it could well be numbered with the t1«(£•« 5: .J& IGX:tJp1S:: err ,•UD44'' . 
Whet are ·the data of Paul's "previous" letter? When ·and 

why the letter was wuitten remains a matter of oonJecture. It 

w1.ta penned sometime between Acta 18,18 and the sending or I 

Corinthians, but the e7.act time cannot be asaerta1ned. It has 

been euggested21 the t this letter wes one committ ed to Tlmotey, 22 

--~-----·---------19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 

Barnes, 100. O1~. 
Moff'at, ..29.• oit. 
Alford, m!• .9.ll■, 
See I Corinthiiina 

p. 509. 
4,17. 

, 
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but th1s oould not be ao, tor T1mothy vas not aoming to them 

until after they had reoeived I Oorinthiana.• Th~• the Oor1ntb• 

1ans would not have comprehended Paul's meaning. It la more 

likely that it was dispatched vith Titus, though th1a, too, 

cannot be acc"LWately determined. In any eve~t, the letter waa 
-

soon lost or discarded, for Clement of Rome knows nothing or 

it, nor do any or the other fathers. Modern criticism has 

attempted to find the letter embodied in II Corinthians, but 

of this we shall speak lnter under the unity of II Corinthians. . , , 
The letter contained a command, ~ """9'!~'.AC(•'""ftr' 1le.('r::? ,.s; • 

This order baa been misinterpreted by the Corinthians and 

taken in too strict a sense. we cannot doubt but that 2aul was 

deeply moved ana agitated by the news ot this incestuous and 

immoral conduct which was being resumed in Corinth, and that 

he wrote in terse and commanding tones in reprimanding them. 

It was perhaps quite easy to misinterpret the inJunoture. But 

beyond this there were apparently other brief notes which Paul 

added. In I Corinthians 16,1 we find that the Corinthians 

wanted direot1ons as to the method of making the colleot1on for 

the poor saints in Jerusalem. When was that collect1on en­

Joined and how, If Paul suggested the oollect1on 1n person 

during a stay or t r ip to Oorlnth, would not the people have 

as~ed ror expl1o1t d1reot1ona at that time? Evidently that 

letter oonta1ned this request also. And a third aubJeot wh1ob 

he apparently d1sousaed was his immediate future or his plan 

for visiting the Churoh at Corinth. The plan included a v1s1t 
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on his way to f.jaoedonla .and agaln on h1s return from Maaedon1a 

(II Cor1nth1ane 1,15.16). Because these plans were later 

changed, Paul 1ndlcited, as the Corinthians cla~med, that he 

was one o~ irresolute conduct and of unstable character. 

Before prooeed1n~ to a d1aoussion of Paul's next letter . 

to his Cor1nth1an congregation, a summery of events ls in plaoe. 

Pa.ul was in Ephesus. By degrees the net,s oame to him that 

his people in Achala were slowly drifting back lnto their 

former vices. Alford and others infer from II Corinthians 

12,20.21 and 13,l that he made a qulok Journey to Oorinth 1n 

order to correct those abuses. Still others hold that this 

coming meant by letter24 o~ that the passage should ~e inter­

pre ted a s meen1n5 that this was the third t1me Paul was read.J. 

to come to them. It ls quite evident that. t.he correction in 

that interpretation lies in the fact of a disciplinar y Journey 

before t he wr iting of canonical I Corinthians, as we shall see 

when we diec~ss this matter 1n oonnection with the critical 

hypotheses. But in any event, Paul penned a letter in response 

to the newc wh1ch had come from Corinth. Further news ot 

party otrife then reached him, and Timothy and Erastus were 

dispatched by way or Maoedon1a to set the troubled house in 

order. But before they arrived,. the slaves oame to ?aul with 

the letter from the Corinthians. Thus far we have come. 

------------------24. Alford, !Bs.• s.ll• 



Chapter III 

F1rat Oor1nth1ana 

Paul's tiret canonical epistle to the Corinth1ana waa 

oooaa1oned in a twofold manner. In the first plaoe, he bad 

received news, while at Epheaua, from some member■ of the 

household of Chloe, from Apollo■, and from general report 

concerning the diaordera at Corinth. There were aoh1sms and 

notorious scandals at Corinth. Impurity, incest, oovetousnesa, 

litigation, and idolatry were prevalent within the very ranks 

of this Christian congregation. There was want of decorum in 

public worsl.ip, gross profanation of the Lord's Supper, and 

even false doctrine concerning the resurrection and the lite 

eternal. Secondly, Paul had received a letter from Corinth 

t hrough the slaves 1n which the members there confidently 

begged their leader I s advice in matters or marz:•iage, things 

sacrificed to i dols, spiritual gifts, and concerning the 

collection for the aa1nta in Jerusalem. 

Herein, then, lies the purpose of 28 ul in writing th1a 

letter to his congregation. He would apply suitable remedies 

for the abuses and disorders of his congrega&1on, and at the 

same time he would answer aatisfactorily on all the point■ 

concerning which they had asked. His theology, both doctrinal 

and practical, his literary style and command of the language, 

h1sap;1tude as a thorough-going shepherd of the tlook • these 

have been the subJeots of endless oommentariea already written 

on the two letters found in the New Testament canon. It shall 

23 
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suffioe our purposes here to quote the characterization ot 

this epistle as g1ven by Wm. Taylor. 

"It is truly a glorious epistle, standing before 
us in its mingled ma jesty and simpliolty, like some 
Alpine range whose peaks seem to pierce the sky while 
round 1 ts base th.e pine forest waves in the breeze, 
and the wild flowers exhale their fragrance. There 
ie rugged sternness of reproof, shaded by the verdure 
or affection •••• His hymn on charity and argument 
on. the resurrection are 11ke great sunlit pinnacles 
r1o1ng up in purity and repose1 and seemins to belong 
more to heaven than to earth." 

The genuineness of I Oor1nthians has never been seriously 

attacked. "It would be a hard-boiled cri t ic today who would 

dare deny the genuineness ot I Corinthians. The Dutch wild­

man, Van Manen, did indeed deny the genuineness by arguing that 

Paul wrote no epistles, if indeed he ever lived. Such in­

tellectual banality 1e well answered by Whateley!s Historic 

Doubts about Napoleon Bonaparte which was so well done that some 

readers were actually convinced that no such man ever existed, 

but is the product of myth and legend. 112 Yes, even Baur 

acknowledged the genuineness of these Corinthian letters. But 

van Manen does not stand alone in hie attacks. There are many 

more ultra-radical minds who have begun to cut up the text of 

these canonical l etters ei~her to recover one or more or the 

lost letters or to rearrange and reconstruct the letters alto­

get.her. Eventually we have n.o letters left to 1nterpret.3 The 

evenness of style and epistolary stamp are well marked, but 

------------------1. William Taylor, Paul the Miasionarl, p. :,17. 
2. A.'l'. Robertson, word Pictures!!! ,U !!!!! Testament, IV, p.65. 
:,. Lensk1, .22• cit., p. 16. 
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despite that tact, some er1tioa have come up w1t.h 4paat1o 

hypotheses to the oont~ary. See what Haese has done with th1• 

perteotly ordered lettar.4 He has d1at1ngu1she4 three epistles 

in the following manners 

A. 1,1-18; 1112-34; 7,1•8,13; 9 119-11,ll 12•14; 161 1-9; 
4,16-20; 10,10-21.24. 

B. 1,9-4,15.21; II Co 10,l•ll,4; I Co 15; II Co 11,Sbl 
I Co 911-18; II Co ll,7•12,21; I Oo 5-6; II Co 1,,1-10; 
I Co lo,22f'f'. 

C. II Co 1-7.9; 13,11•13. 

•And as t hough this has not been enough cutting, he• makes II 

Cori nthi ans 8 a separate note written by aome Uacedonlan ohuroh 

e.l one: w1 t h Paul. V6lter o.nd J. Weis e.re also quoted by i-lottat 

e.s havinG done oirn1lar 11epl1cing . 115 i!of fnt adrnlta readily t.hat 

~holesa le t beories such as theoe hardly merit even a bare 

chronicle, but at the same time he mckee allowanoeG tor inter­

polations which 19ay poss ibly have come 1n from marginal notes 

or t hroucr.h inser tions by editors for purposes of style.6 Here 

Moffa t a lso ovel'Bteps the mark. 

The testimony behind the letter of I Corinthians 1a abun-

do.rit. 
; I ._ 

Clement. of Rome ,wrote to the Corinthians, 3y,a,ls:
2
B ~ t"§ ~ 

S1m1lsr testimony oan be found 1n 

Polycarp's works, the works of Athenagoras, Clement, and Ter­

tulllan.8 --------------------4. Moffat, !m• S!,1., p. 113. 6. Ibid. 
5. Ibid. 7. Op. I Cor1nth1ana 1,lOt. 
a. These quotations taken from Alford, .ea• all•, p. 46. 


