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 1.   Course Rationale  
 

Paul's "Prison Letters" are Philemon, Colossians, Ephesians, and Philippians.  
They are so named because in all of them Paul refers to his bonds or his imprisonment. 
 There are also references to bonds in 2 Timothy, but in subject matter and time of 
writing 2 Timothy falls more naturally with 1 Timothy and Titus.  We will study the letters 
in the order listed above.  These four letters contribute to the Bible, the revelation God 
has left to guide his people.  Each letter has made and continues to make distinctive 
contributions to Christian doctrine, morals, and ethical ideals.  
 

 
 
 2.   Course Objectives  
 
1. To examine systematically the text of Philemon, Colossians, Ephesians, and 

Philippians with a view to the question, "What did the original author want to convey 
to his original audience?"  While the course is based on the English text, there will 
be frequent reference to the original language. 

 
2. To become acquainted with resources allowing for life-long engagement with the 

prison letters and other New Testament documents.   
 
3. To examine the social, historical, cultural, and political setting of the author and the 

first readers of the prison letters to the extent that they provide illumination for the 
biblical text.   

 
4. To make the transition from the meaning of the text for its original readers to its 

meaning for Christians and churches in the modern arena.   
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5. To read and write a review of two significant contributions by modern scholars to 

Pauline theology and its meaning for the church.   
 
6. To do careful research on an exegetical or historical issue that illuminates the text of 

the prison letters and to express the results by writing a research paper.  Among the 
objectives for this assignment is to learn a method of research that will guide the 
student who wants to do additional work in biblical studies.  Each student will share 
the result of his/her research with all class members.     

 
 3.   Textbooks  
 
Fowl, Stephen E.  Philippians.  The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary.  Grand 

Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2005. 
 
O'Brien, Peter T.  Gospel and Mission in the Writings of Paul.  Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 1993. 
 
            .  The Letter to the Ephesians.  The Pillar New Testament Commentary.  Grand 

Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999. 
 
Thompson, Marianne Meye.  Colossians & Philemon.  The Two Horizons New Testa- 

ment Commentary.  Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2005. 

 
Wright, N. T.  Paul in Fresh Perspective.  Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005. 
 
 
 
 4.   Class Schedule  
 
1. On weekly basis there will be assigned reading from the biblical text and the 

commentaries.  Descriptions of student assignments and expectations are given 
below.  The schedule for the semester is as follows:   

 
a. Week of August 18-22; assignment due August 25.  Select a good "Introduc-

tion" to the New Testament, e.g., Guthrie, Koester, Kümmel, and read the 
section on the prison letters.  Some commentaries will have a good discussion 
of the issues.  Questions such as the following should be addressed: Where 
was Paul in prison when he wrote the letters?  Were all from the same impri-
sonment?  How do the letters relate to one another in subject matter?  How is  
Philippians different from the other three?  What provided the immediate occa-
sion for writing? etc.  In addition, read the introduction to Philemon in Thomp-
son.  Post a summary of what you learned.  Indicate what source or sources 
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you read.  Your post for this assignment and following ones should be from two 
to four pages, double spaced.  A "forum" will be opened for the post on Black-
board. 

 
b. Week of August 25-29; due Sept. 1.  Read the letter of Philemon and the 

comments by Thompson.  Select three exegetical issues from the text.  Sum-
maries each issue, survey possible interpretations, and defend one of them.  An 
issue may raise textual, grammatical, historical, or some other type of question. 
 In addition, select one theological or practical ministry issue from the text and 
make application of it to the modern church scene.  Subsequent assignments 
from the biblical text should follow a similar format.  

 
c. Week of Sept. 1-5; due Sept. 8.  Read the introduction to Colossians in 

Thompson, chapter 1 of the letter and the comments by Thompson.  Proceed 
with the assignment as in the above. 

 
d. Week of Sept 8-12; due Sept. 15.  Read Colossians chapter 2 and the com-

ments by Thompson.  Review of O'Brien, Gospel & Mission Sept. 10. 
 

e. Week of Sept. 15-19; due Sept. 22.  Read Colossians chapters 3-4 and the 
comments by Thompson. 

 
f. Week of Sept. 22-26; due Sept. 29.  Read the introduction to Ephesians in 

O'Brien, chapter 1 of the letter and the comments by O'Brien. 
 

g. Week of Sept. 29-Oct. 3; due Oct. 13.  Read Ephesians 2-3 and the comments 
by O'Brien.  Mid-term exam will be posted Oct. 1. 

 
h. Week of Oct. 6-10, fall break. 

 
i. Week of Oct. 13-17; due Oct. 20.  Read Ephesians 4 and the comments by 

O'Brien. 
 

j. Week of Oct. 20-24; due Oct. 27.  Read Ephesians 5 and the comments by 
O'Brien.  Review of Wright, Paul, due Oct. 22. 

 
k. Week of Oct. 27-31; due Nov. 3.  Read Ephesians 6 and O'Brien. 

 
l. Week of Nov. 3-7; due Nov. 10.  Read the introduction to Philippians in Fowl, 

chapter 1 of the letter and the comments by Fowl. 
 

m. Week of Nov. 10-14; due Nov. 17.  Read Philippians 2 and the comments by 
Fowl.    

 
n. Week of Nov. 17-21; due Dec. 1.  Read Philippians 3 and the comments by 

Fowl.  Research papers due November 19. 
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o. Week of Dec. 1-5; due Dec. 8.  Read Philippians 4 and the comments by Fowl. 
 

p. Dec. 10, final exam will be posted. 
 
 
 5. Student Expectations  
 
1. During the course of the week each student will read the post of other class 

members.  He/she will respond to at least three posts by others.  Responses 
should be more than, "Good job, Joe," or such.  They should seek clarification, ask 
questions, or provide additional items for considerations.  Spread responses 
around so that each student interacts with a variety of classmates. 

 
2. Submission of assignments must be timely.  Significant reductions in grades will 

result for those who submit assignments later than the due dates.  If emergencies 
arise, please contact the professor and explain.   

 
3. The instructor will enter into discussions on the bulletin board.  Grades will be 

assigned to student posts depending on their thoroughness and quality.  
 
4. The book reviews due Sept. 10 and Oct. 22 should be 3-4 pages in length, double 

spaced.  (See the document posted on Blackboard for guidelines in writing the 
reviews.) 

 
5. Students will submit a 12-15 research paper.  Topics for papers should be cleared 

with the professor by Sept. 19.  A preliminary outline and bibliography is due Oct. 
17.  The paper is due Nov. 19.  If the paper is not satisfactory it will be returned to 
the student for reworking with a 10% penalty.  Timely meeting of deadlines and 
submission of work will be considered in the assignment of a grade.  The paper 
must be submitted in electronic form in microsoft word format.  There will be a 5% 
penalty for each week day the assignment is late.  (See documents posted on 
Blackboard for guidelines on writing a research paper.) 

 
6. A timed mid-term examination will be made available on-line Oct. 1.  The timed final 

examination will be made available on-line mid-way through final's week.   
 
7. Students with disabilities:  It is the policy of Harding University to accommodate 

students with disabilities, pursuant to federal and state law.  Any student with a 
disability who needs accommodation should inform the instructor at the beginning 
of the course.  Students with disabilities are also encouraged to contact Steve 
McLeod, the Registrar, at 761-1353. 

 
 
 6.  On-Line Course Considerations  
 
1. The success of an on-line course depends to a considerable degree on the active 

participation of all class members in discussions.  Hence, a sizeable portion of the 
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grade a student receives will be determined by the quantity and quality of his/her 
participation.  (See "Determination of Grade" below.)   

 
2. The professor will enter into blackboard discussions.  He reserves the right to 

revise the schedule of assignments as needs arise.  
 
3. The assumption of an on-line class or any other is that students who register have 

the time to complete the work.  Please assess the work assignments in consider-
ation of other commitments you have made.  Emergencies arise.  Every effort will 
be made to work with students who run into difficulties, but a list of emergencies 
and activities will not be sufficient reason for failing to do consistent work.   

 
 
 7.   Determination of Grade  
 
 

Mid-term examination.........................................................15% 
Final examination ...............................................................20% 
Preparation for and participation in class ...........................30% 
Book reviews......................................................................15% 
Research paper..................................................................20% 
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