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Sample ancient letter 

� Loeb Select Papyri, I, 99 

� From 154 BC 

� Spelling has been edited and regularized 



sarapiwn    

ptolemaiw kai apolloniw tois adelfoiß 

 

cairein 

ei errwsqe   errwmeqa de kautoi 

suggegrammai th esperou qugatri 

poihseijjjjjjs aposteilai moi hmicoun elaiou 

errwso 

 

kh 

paragenou 



serapion 

to ptolemai and apolonios, brothers 

 

greetings 

if  you are well, we too are well 

i have made contract with the daughter of  hesperos 

you would do well to send me half  a chous of  oil 

 

be well 

21(st)  come attend 

 



Format of  Paul’s Letters 
(Greco-Roman) 

� Greeting – name of  the sender and that 
of  recipient; wishes for good health 

� Main body – variable length 

� Farewell 

� Signature (optional) 



Length of  Paul’s Letters 

� Average length – 1,300 words 

� Philemon: 335 Grk words 

� Romans: 7,114 Grk words 



1. A New Form? 

� Epistles are several times longer than 
the average letter of  the ancient 
times. 

� We could say that Paul invented a 
new literary form, the epistle. 



2. Communal Nature 

� Aside from the theological character 
in its contents, observe the 
communal nature of  its address. 

� Paul’s letters exhibit “group 
mentality.” 



3. Scribal skills  

� Paul often employed a skilled scribes 
called an amanuensis.  

� His letters explicitly mention secretaries 
six times (Rom 16.22; 1 Cor 16.21; Gal 
6.11; Col 4.18; 2 Thess 3.17; Phlm 19). 

� Paul writes the final greeting with his own 
hand (1 Cor 16:21, Gal 6:11, Col 4:18, 2 
Thess 3:17) 





4. Hassles and Costs 

� There was no postal system in the Roman 
Empire.  

� You would have to either 1) bring the letter 
yourself, 2) ask around until you find someone 
going to or passing through the intended 
destination, 3) pay a reliable courier. 

� Before writing a letter, one would have to 
seriously consider various costs. 



Order of  Paul’s Letters 

� Depends on length 

� Longest (Romans) to shortest (2 Thess), 
for those written to churches 

� Longest to shortest, for those written to 
individuals  



Reflection 

� How can you be more like Paul in the ways 
your encourage the fellowship? 

� How can you be more like Paul in your 
concern for brothers and sisters? 

� How can you use employ elements of  local 
culture (or your own context) to advance 
God’s kingdom? 



Mary Snow, ICOC-Texas 




