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The historical development of the New Testament (NT) canon was charac-
terized by the formation of sub-collections such that Harry Gamble argues 
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we should understand the NT canon as “a collection of collections.”1 In other 
words, it is not the case that individual books came into the NT canon on 
their own (Revelation, perhaps, is the exception). Jens Schröter notes that 
whereas the “two most important collections, which stand at the beginning 
of the emergence of the NT [are] the four gospels and the Letters of Paul,” 
and at a later time “Acts and the Catholic Letters,” eventually developed as 
a third collection.2 Though perhaps the least recognized canonical sub-col-
lection of the NT, there is a growing body of literature arguing for James, 
1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, and Jude as a coherent letter collection which formed 
toward the latter part of the canonical process.3

Evidence from patristic citation and the manuscript tradition indicate 
that the four Gospels and the Pauline Corpus were received and recognized 
as distinct collections early in the canonical process.4 Larry Hurtado noted 
that it is “remarkable how early these collections of writings appear.”5 With 
respect to the fourfold Gospels, he notes that “recent studies agree in pushing 
back [their] likely origin … to the earliest years of the second century,”6 and 
suggests a range from 100 to 150 AD. With respect to the Pauline Corpus, 
“the evidence points back at least as early.”7 He argued that “Marcion’s exclu-
sivist claims for his ten-letter Pauline collection sometime around 140 AD 
probably presupposes a widespread circulation of Pauline letter-collections 
already by that point.”8 In addition, Hurtado suggested that by 200 AD “there 
was an ‘apostolikon’ category of Christian scriptures, comprising a Pauline 
collection plus letters attributed to other apostolic figures (esp. 1-2 John, 1 
Peter, James).”9 The letters from these “other apostolic figures” is the focus 
of the present article. 

By posing the question: What do James, Peter, John, and Jude have in 
common? This article explores the textual formation of a sub-collection of 
the NT canon, namely, the Catholic Epistles ( James, 1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, 
and Jude). The evidence presented here suggests that we should view the 
Catholic Epistles as a canonical collection alongside of the Gospels and 
Pauline Corpus.

1. NT Canon: Collection and Association

Before turning to the canonical sub-collection of the Catholic Epistles, we will 
start at the broader NT level in order to identify some working assumptions 



regarding text and canon. Here a thought experiment will be helpful. Imagine 
two different NT canons, a “scholar’s canon” and the “church’s canon,” and, 
along with these two canons, the different logic shaping each collection.10 
Each “canon” comes complete with a separate ordering logic or rubric for 
collection and association. 

First, there is a different rubric at work in the collection of the “scholar’s 
canon” over against the “church’s canon.” What books should be collected in 
the NT canon according to the scholar’s historical-critical reconstruction? 
This is a question way too large to cover with any kind of adequacy here, but, 
for the sake of the illustration, the “scholar’s canon” asks, why include the 
Gospel of John and not the Gospel of Thomas? Perhaps some of the sayings 
of Jesus recorded in Thomas are more historically accurate than those in 
John. Based on a particular historical reconstruction of the sayings of Jesus, 
perhaps Thomas would be in and John would be out. Or, why include the 
Apocalypse of John and not the Apocalypse of Peter? Or, perhaps we should 
follow the example of Codex Sinaiticus and include the Letter of Barnabas 
and The Shepherd of Hermas or follow Codex Alexandrinus and include 1 
and 2 Clement after Revelation. The point here is that when guided by histor-
ical-critical concerns alone, the NT collection would look quite different. In 
this case, there is an underlying logic of collection that is not concerned with 
authoritative, canonical texts, but rather with the historical reconstruction 
of textual production. 

The historical-critical perspective sees the canonical collection as influ-
enced by the church and therefore as hermeneutically suspect. Adolf von 
Harnack argued that, “Canonization works like whitewash; it hides the 
original colors and obliterates all the contours,” hiding “the true origin and 
significance of the works.”11 For Harnack, one must keep historical-critical 
reading distinct from whatever later canonical meaning the church added to 
the NT texts. However, when the “church’s canon” is stripped away, another 
default collection emerges—the “scholar’s canon.”

Second, the “scholar’s canon” suggests a different set of associations between 
NT texts, largely focused upon historical reconstruction of authorship and 
composition, rather than the logic of canonical association. Take the Gospels 
as an example. Though Matthew is usually listed as the first Gospel in the 
“church’s canon,” the “scholar’s canon” argues for the priority of Mark based 
on literary dependence and historical composition. The logic that guides 
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this ordering is a historical reconstruction of literary borrowing, rather 
than canonical association between Matthew and the Old Testament (OT). 
The history of the “scholar’s canon” tells us something about the history of 
composition, but the canonical arrangement of the “church’s canon” tells us 
something about the potential connections between the opening of Matthew’s 
gospel, including Jesus’s genealogy, and the end of the OT. 

Another example from the Gospels is that of Luke-Acts. Whereas in 
traditional historical-critical reconstruction it is common to read Luke and 
Acts as a two-part history of early Christianity, Luke was collected by the 
early church into the fourfold Gospel. In the manuscript evidence, virtually 
all of the fragments indicate that Luke was collected and circulated with 
the other Gospels and not with Acts.12 In an attempt to justify the histori-
cal-critical reconstruction noted above, some scholars have argued that the 
early church broke the unity of Luke-Acts apart in order to create a fourfold 
Gospel collection;13 however, there are no manuscripts containing just Luke 
and Acts that would suggest that the early church ever made such a binding 
association that would need to be broken in the first place. It is a historical 
reconstruction that realigns Luke with Acts with the result that the canon-
ical association of Luke with the other Gospels is eclipsed by its historical, 
authorial association with Acts. This demonstrates a different associational 
logic at work. Interestingly enough, the early church recognized Luke as the 
author of both Luke and Acts, yet authorship was not the controlling logic 
for associating Luke with the other Gospels to form the fourfold Gospel 
collection.

A final example is the case of 2 Peter and Jude. Scholars treat 2 Peter as 
if it were rather 2 Jude because of the literary borrowing between the two 
letters. Historical reconstruction understands that the author of 2 Peter 
borrowed heavily Jude’s letter and this fact of literary barrowing outweighs 
the traditional association between 1 and 2 Peter. As evidence of the influ-
ence of the “scholar’s canon” on this point, almost every major commentary 
series treats 2 Peter and Jude in the same volume whereas 1 Peter is treated 
separately. Even when all three texts appear in the same volume, 2 Peter and 
Jude are interpreted together at the expense of the connection between 1 
and 2 Peter. It is interesting to note that, whereas the author of 2 Peter makes 
no attempt to hide his dependence upon Jude, he likewise makes no effort 
whatsoever to highlight the connection with Jude. Whereas there is no clear 



attempt to connect his letter to Jude, the author of 2 Peter works hard to 
associate his letter with 1 Peter. He states his purpose: “Dear friends, this 
is now the second letter I have written to you; in both letters, I want to stir 
up your sincere understanding by way of reminder” (2 Pet 3:1 CSB). One 
could argue, therefore, that the “scholarly” association of 2 Peter with Jude 
actually ignores a plain sense reading of 2 Peter. The interpreter actually has to 
argue against a clear association in the text in order to break the connection 
between 1 and 2 Peter. The “scholar’s canon” is deeply suspicious of 2 Peter’s 
attempted association with 1 Peter and resists seeing them as developing a 
common set of coherent theological concerns.

Now, this thought experiment contrasting the “scholar’s canon” and the 
“church’s canon” highlights intertwined historical and theological issues. 
Historically, the illustration surfaces questions about how the NT canon came 
to its final form and content—answering the question: How did the church’s 
canon come to be? A theological/hermeneutical question is also thrown 
into sharp relief: Which collection and which set of associations should we 
attend to when interpreting the NT? It seems that the underlying logic of 
the church’s canon, especially the associations between books, should more 
clearly and consistently guide how we read and interpret the NT.

In the end, the historical and theological concerns come together. The 
process of transmission, collection, and copying of the original texts, led to 
the final canonization of the NT as we know and receive it. This historical 
process of canonization influences the theological/hermeneutical issue of 
how we interpret the meaning of these texts. 

In what follows we will first describe the Catholic Epistles, what they are 
and what we should call them (section 2), and will then consider the evidence 
suggesting not only that the Catholic Epistles constitute a canonical collection, 
but also that these letters should be read together. This investigation will include 
both the external evidence, including manuscript and paratextual evidence 
(section 3.1), and internal evidence, namely, thematic and structural con-
nections among the Catholic Epistles (section 3.2). Finally, we will consider 
what difference reading the Catholic Epistles as a canonical collection makes 
for interpretation (section 4). The external and internal evidence suggest that 
the seven letters of James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, and Jude were intentionally 
collected together as the Catholic Epistles collection, were included into the 
NT canon as a group, and were read and interpreted together as Scripture. 
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2. The Catholic Epistles Collection as a Sub-collection of 
the NT Canon

As noted in the introduction, whereas there is a wealth of evidence for the 
canonization of the Fourfold Gospel and the Pauline Corpus, the story of 
how the Catholic Epistles formed as a specific collection and then were 
included into the NT canon is less clear. The manuscript evidence indicates 
that the Catholic Epistles eventually entered the NT canon as a collection 
after circulating individually and in smaller groups (e.g., Letters of John and 
the collection of 1-2 Peter, Jude in P72). Harry Gamble notes: 

The history of the Catholic Epistles holds significance for larger conceptions of 

the history of the canon. Since they found inclusion in the canon not individually 

but precisely as a group, since that collection did not take shape until late in the 

third century at the earliest, and since that collection came to constitute, along 

with the Gospels and the Pauline Letters, one of the three major sub-units of 

the canon, it is very difficult to speak of a New Testament canon…prior to the 

fourth century.14

Whereas Gamble is right to note the importance of the Catholic Epistles 
in our understanding of the formation of the NT canon, I take exception 
with two of his claims. First, I believe it is historically plausible that the 
Catholic Epistle collection took shape in the early third century, perhaps 
225 (or earlier), with 1 Peter, 1-2 John, and Jude circulating among the 
churches from the early second century. Second, the only reason to push 
off speaking about a NT canon until the fourth century is if the definition 
of canon is unnecessarily restricted to a fixed list of texts. There is reason 
to argue that long before a final list of twenty-seven books was fixed that 
canonical sub-collections were circulating as authoritative Scripture—that 
is, as canon. However, Gamble is correct to argue that the Catholic Epistles 
came into the NT canon as a collection and that they constitute one of the 
three major sub-units of the NT canon. 

Traditionally, the Catholic Epistles are made up of the letters of James, 
1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, and Jude. Such a conclusion is based upon evidence 
from the early church. For example, Eusebius, when discussing the death 
of James, the Lord’s brother, notes:



Such is the story of James, whose is said to be the first of the Epistles called Cath-

olic [onomazomenōn katholikōn epistolōn]. It is to be observed that its authenticity 

is denied, since few of the ancients quote it, as is also the case with the Epistle 

called Jude’s, which is itself one of the seven called Catholic; nevertheless we 

know that these letters have been used publicly with the rest in most churches. 

(Hist. eccl. 2.23.24–25)

Eusebius clearly notes that James and Jude are considered as members of 
a larger collection of letters, “the Epistles called Catholic.” That James and 
Jude were used in “most churches” indicates, to some degree, Eusebius’s 
reception of tradition about these letters. Eusebius indicates that James and 
Jude were used publicly along “with the remaining [letters].” The passage 
suggests that Eusebius not only received a tradition of using these letters, “as 
in most churches,” but that tradition also included referring to these seven 
letters including James and Jude with the label “Catholic Epistles.”

The make-up of the Catholic Epistles becomes even clearer just after the 
time of Eusebius. In several writings after Eusebius, the Catholic Epistles 
are limited to seven in number and always ordered James, Peter, John, and 
Jude. About fifty years after Eusebius, Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 350) records 
a canon list which states, “Receive ... these the seven Catholic Epistles of 
James, Peter, John, and Jude” (Catechesis 4.36).15 In canon 60 of the Synod 
of Laodicea (363), the seven Catholic Epistles are counted by name after 
the four Gospels and Acts and before the Pauline letters. Athanasius’s Easter 
Letter (367) lists the “Acts of the Apostles and seven letters, called Catholic 
... one by James, two by Peter, then three by John, and after these, one by 
Jude” (Festal Letters 39.5).16 Though at times the traditional ordering of the 
seven letters varies, it is only ever the letters of James, Peter, John, and Jude 
that are called Catholic Epistles.

The Catholic Epistles include the letters of James, Peter, John, and Jude, 
but why are they called Catholic Epistles? It should be said that these are 
Catholic letters not because they are somehow especially connected to the 
Roman Catholic Church, but rather because the term “catholic” means 
universal. Traditionally, Catholic Epistles and General Letters have been 
used as interchangeable titles for these NT books. In this sense, the term 
“catholic” or “general” is a genre distinction. That is, a catholic or general 
letter is a letter written to non-specific, or general audience. For example, 
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James is written “To the twelve tribes dispersed abroad” ( Jas 1:1), or 2 Peter 
is written “To those who have received a faith equal to ours” (2 Pet 1:1), or 
again, Jude writes “To those who are called, loved by God the Father and 
kept for Jesus Christ” ( Jude 1).

Though some of the Catholic Epistles address general audiences, not all 
of them do so. Both 2 and 3 John are personal letters sent from “the elder” 
to specific audiences: to the “elect lady” (2 John 1) or to “Gaius” (3 John 
1). Furthermore, both Jude and 1 John address specific situations where 
either the intruders have infiltrated a specific church ( Jude) or a group of 
schismatics have left a specific church (1 John). Thus, technically neither 
should be called a general letter. These observations should caution against 
overgeneralizing these letters as uniformly written to general audiences.

Therefore, rather than primarily noting a genre distinction—marking a 
specific kind of letter—the label “Catholic Epistles” should be understood 
as a title given to a specific group of early Christian letters. This specific title 
was not given by the early church as a way to differentiate specific kinds of 
letters, but rather as a way to identify a specific collection or group of letters 
(not unlike Paul’s Letters). In other words, the term “Catholic” is not an 
adjective (describing a kind of letter), but a proper noun—it is a title given 
to a specific collection of NT letters.17

3. Are there indications that the Catholic Epistles should 
be read together as a collection?

The following is a preliminary sketch of the evidence, especially the man-
uscript and paratextual remains, which suggest the Catholic Epistles were 
intentionally collected and associated with each other.

3.1 External Clues for Collection: Manuscript and Paratextual Evidence
The Groupings of Texts in the Early Codices 

The major majuscule codices of the fourth and fifth century regularly com-
bine Acts and the Catholic Epistles into the Praxapostolos and place it either 
before (Vaticanus and Alexandrinus) or after (Sinaiticus) the Pauline corpus. 
The order of the Catholic Epistles in all three follows the canonical order 
( James, Peter, John, and Jude), a rather fixed tradition in the East since 



Athanasius.18 The oldest copy of a manuscript containing only Acts and the 
Catholic Epistles is the seventh century (P74 contains fragments from all 
eight texts).19 Parker notes that before that time one sees “quite a variation 
in practice. In the third century P45 contains Acts with the Gospels. In the 
late third or early fourth century P72 contains three of the Catholic letters 
in what seems to be a miscellany.”20

The Association of the Catholic Epistles with Acts of the Apostles

The major majuscule codices of the fourth and fifth century regularly com-
bine Acts and the Catholic Epistles into the Praxapostolos21 and place it 
either before (Vaticanus and Alexandrinus) or after (Sinaiticus) the Pauline 
corpus. The order of the Catholic Epistles in all three follows the canonical 
order ( James, Peter, John, and Jude), a rather fixed tradition in the East since 
Athanasius. In the Western tradition, the four gospels and Acts are immedi-
ately followed by the Pauline corpus so that Acts and the Catholic Epistles 
are separated. This order is evidenced by, among others, the Vulgate and as 
well as by the majority of Byzantine manuscripts, and was preserved up to 
the Council of Trent. In addition to this, sometimes in the Western tradition, 
1-2 Peter precedes James (Augustine, Rufinus, but not in the Vulgate).

The witness of Alexandrinus is interesting on two accounts. First, in the 
subscripted titles only James and Jude are described as an “epistle.” The 
omission of “epistle” for the other texts might be accidental, however, it does 
seem to highlight the first and last of the sequence. Second, the colophon 
following Jude is unique among the manuscripts here under discussion. After 
the subscripted title, “Epistle of Jude [iouda epistole]̄,” the entire Praxapostolos 
is drawn to a close: “the acts of the holy apostles and catholics [praxeis tōn 
agiōn apostolōn kai katholikai].” Trobisch notes that this is evidence of the 
connection between Acts and the seven Catholic Epistles. In his estimation 
the phrase is a kind of summary of the Praxapostolos unit of the NT. Fur-
thermore, though much more frequent in the ninth-century manuscripts, 
Alexandrinus seems to be aware of the collective title of “Catholic.” Both 
praxeis and katholikai appear in the nominative which is likely because they 
refer to the Book of Acts and the “Catholics” (the Catholic Epistles as a group) 
respectively.22 These two “texts” are thus linked together by this colophon. 
This, along with Eusebius, would then constitute another fourth-century 
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witness to the seven letters as a collection and that the collection was known 
by the name “Catholic.”

The sequence of—James, Peter, John and Galatians 2:9

Whereas Paul’s letters were grouped into letters to churches (Romans-2 
Thessalonians) and letters to individuals (1 Timothy-Philemon), and from 
there their arrangement were by length, the Catholic Epistles are not arranged 
by length. First John contains more words than both James and 1 Peter; thus, 
the organizing rubric for the arrangement of the Catholic Epistles is not that 
of length. Rather, many have observed that the sequence of James-Peter-John 
is due to Paul’s account of meeting the leadership in the Jerusalem church: 
“when James and Cephas and John, who seemed to be pillars” (Gal 2:9). 
Thus, the Catholic Epistle collection might likely be patterned (at least in 
sequence) after the “pillar” apostles.

Strikingly, the bilingual Greek-Latin codex Claromontanus (D 06), pre-
serves a table of contents in Latin between the text of Philemon and Hebrews.23  
In the table of contents, Philemon is followed by the seven Catholic Epistles 
in the order: 1-2 Peter, James, 1-3 John, and Jude. Suggestively, this order 
corresponds to the distinct ordering of the “pillar apostles” to the varia lectio 
of Galatians 2:9 in the Greek part of the codex.24 In Paul’s list of the “pillar 
apostles” we find Peter (rather than Cephas) mentioned first followed by 
James and John.25 This is evidence that the arrangement of the Catholic 
Epistles, at least in some segments of the early church, was influenced by 
Galatians 2:9.

Super and Sub-Scripted Titles

The titles to the NT texts were affixed during the early reception of these 
texts as a collection—that is, these texts were uniformly demarcated with 
titles at a time when sub-collections of the NT canon were forming. Thus, 
the existence of such paratextual features as titles offer significant insight 
into the collection process.

First, it seems that the need for titles likely arose when these texts—both 
Paul’s letters and the Catholic Epistles—began to circulate along with other 
texts. With regard to the Pauline collection, Metzger notes that titles were 



not needed “until the apostle’s correspondence had been collected into one 
corpus.” One assumes that the title of a text becomes more and more nec-
essary especially when transmitted or published within a collection. Early 
readers would need a way to differentiate the texts being read and the use of 
super- and subscripted titles along with running headers served this purpose.

Second, the basic consistency within the variations of titles observed in 
the Catholic Epistles (and in the Pauline Corpus) suggests that it is unlikely 
that the titles of these texts developed individually over time. Trobisch 
argues that the uniform structure of the titles points beyond the individual 
writing to the overall editorial concept and was not imposed by the authors 
of the individual writings. The titles are redactional. In most cases the genre 
designations, the alleged authorship, and the structure of the titles cannot be 
derived from the text with certainty. This strongly suggests that the present 
form of the titles was not created by independently working editors but that 
they are the result of a single, specific redaction.

Use of Nomina Sacra, and Other Reading Aids

A unique feature of early Christian manuscripts is the presence of nomina 
sacra—a collection of up to fifteen words that were written in a special 
abbreviated form (either in contracted or suspended form).26 The various 
nomina sacra can be divided into frequency groups, starting with terms 
appearing 99% to 100% of the time: Theos, Christos, Iēsous, and Kyrios. Sur-
veying second and third-century biblical manuscripts the presence of nomina 
sacra—especially Theos, Christos, Iēsous, and Kyrios—are near universal. 
Bokedal observes, “all our extant Greek and Latin manuscripts of the OT 
and NT contains the nomina sacra, papyri as well as manuscripts, uncial as 
well as minuscule manuscripts, OT Scriptures as well as gospels, acts, letters, 
apocalypses, but also apologetic and other literary writings produced within 
the Christian religious sphere.”27

Most significant is the connection between the nomina sacra and the 
canonical process. First, many have argued for the necessary connection 
between the presence of the nomina sacra in a manuscript and that artifact’s 
origin within the Christian community. Larry Hurtado argues that “These 
abbreviated words are distinctive in form, subject matter, and function from 
other scribal phenomena, so much so that it is widely (but not universally) 

What Do James, Peter, John, and Jude Have in Common?

129



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.3 (2020)

130

accepted that the presence of any of them in a manuscript is itself a good 
indication of its Christian provenance.”28 This has been supported especially 
with the connection between the use of nomina sacra and the divine name 
given to Jesus (Heb 1:4 and especially Phil 2:9). Thus, the nomina sacra 
may in fact “give some graphical support to a high-christological reading” 
of Scripture.29 Furthermore, the nomina sacra and the Christian canon are 
likely connected because the convention of the nomina sacra was rather 
distinct from other, more typical, scribal phenomena, and thus Christian 
texts containing them were set apart, “arguably convey[ing] to the lector or 
teacher something like a textual code.”30 Such a code was indicative of early 
Christian confession of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, Bokedal suggests that this 
“strongly suggests a doctrine of the unity of the Christian Scriptures, placing 
the emergent NT writings side by side with the Scriptures of Judaism (the 
OT).”31 He concludes, the 

theological pattern provided by the nomina sacra…suggests that these markers are 

key elements in the early canonization of the Christian Bible. The nomina sacra 

appear to have prepared the way for placing the OT texts on a par with the new 

‘apostolic’ (NT) writings; and it seems rather difficult to envisage a Christian 

scriptural canon formation without them.32

Therefore, there seems to be a clear connection between the scribal con-
vention of using nomina sacra and the development of the Christian canon.

Another scribal convention that aided readers and is associated with the 
formation of canon is the practice of dividing the text into chapters and 
paragraphs with the addition of section summaries. Generally, text delimi-
tation appears as chapter divisions for larger sections and kephalaia, which 
are often similar in length to a chapter and are accompanied by titles.33 “Each 
of the [kephalaia] of the system found in codex Alexandrinus and in most 
other later manuscripts is provided with a [titlos]. This is a summary-heading 
placed in the margin [and at times in the running head] and describing the 
contexts of the chapter.”34

P72 was noted above for its information regarding the titles of Jude, 1 and 
2 Peter.35 Several marginal titles appear in the text of 1 and 2 Peter, but not 
in Jude or anywhere else in the miscellaneous texts included in this man-
uscript. The relationship between these particular marginal titles and the 



more common kephalaia divisions found in the Catholic Epistles (appearing 
in the major codices) is not entirely clear.36 David Horrell suggests that the 
presence of these marginal notes for 1 and 2 Peter constitute “an indication 
of the particular value placed upon these writings, compared with others in 
the collection.”37 In Horrell’s estimation, the “marginal summaries indicate 
for us, as for the early readers of the codex, something of what were taken to 
be the main topics of the two letters”, and thus, suggest the hermeneutical 
significance of both the divisions and summary statements.38 

These summaries offer an indication of how the scribe or editor of P72 
understood the texts and their meaning for the Christian life. Such sum-
maries shape the reader’s perception of the logical flow and substance of 
the text. Editorial activity in producing paratextual aids for reading and 
interpretation suggest the intention of helping the reader understand the 
essence of the text correctly, and in this case, to understand 1 and 2 Peter 
together. Beyond appreciating the connection between 1 and 2 Peter, we 
recall Horrell’s observation: “It is interesting to note … that the linking of 
1-2 Peter with Jude [in P72] … hint as to the early stages in the clustering 
of ‘catholic epistles.’”39

Therefore, the presence of both nomina sacra and textual delimitation 
signal the work of collection and interpretation. Such paratextual elements 
suggest that the Catholic Epistles were intentionally collected together as 
a collection.

3.2 Internal Clues for Collection 
Knowledge of Pauline Letter Collection: 2 Peter 3:15b–16

Peter notes: “Also, regard the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our 
dear brother Paul has written to you according to the wisdom given to him. 
He speaks about these things in all his letters. There are some matters that are 
hard to understand. The untaught and unstable will twist them to their own 
destruction, as they also do with the rest of the Scriptures” (2 Pet 3:15–16). 

Already at the time 2 Peter was written, a collection of Paul’s letters was 
circulating among early Christian communities. It is important to note 
that these letters were being read by communities who were not the orig-
inal recipients, that is, the collected letters of Paul were being circulated, 
copied, and read by people who were not Paul’s original audience. It seems 
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that Paul’s letters were being used as Scripture. This seems likely because, 
first, the fact that churches and individuals beyond Paul’s original audience 
were reading these letters indicates a conviction that these letters were able 
to speak beyond their original contexts to the needs of later readers. This is 
how Scripture functions. And, second, Peter mentions that the “untaught 
and unstable … twist them … as they do with the rest of the Scriptures.” 

The creation of a Pauline letter corpus as noted here in 2 Peter 3:16 likely 
served as a precedent for the collection of other apostolic letters and thus 
was a kind of catalyst for collecting the Catholic Epistles.40

James and Jude, Brothers of Jesus bracketing the Catholic Epistles

Jude opens by saying: “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James” 
( Jude 1), which at once both draws attention to the family relationship 
between Jude and James as brothers of Jesus and effectively cues readers 
to think back to the letter of James. As just mentioned, Eusebius records: 
“Such is the story of James, whose is said to be the first of the Epistles called 
Catholic … as is also the case with the Epistle called Jude’s, which is itself 
one of the seven called Catholic” (Hist. eccl. 2.23.24–25). John Painter notes 
that, “James and Jude, the brothers of Jesus, form an inclusion around the 
[Catholic Epistle] collection,” that is, the two brothers of Jesus “form […] 
the bookends of this collection.”41 

Furthermore, there is an intriguing connection between the ending of 
James and the ending of Jude. The final exhortation of James, situated just 
after a discussion of prayer, brings the letter to an abrupt end (almost a 
non–ending): “My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth 
and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a 
sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a 
multitude of sins” ( Jas 5:19–20). Likewise, the final exhortation of Jude 
(and the Catholic Epistles as a whole) echoes James call for redeeming an 
erring brother. “And have mercy on those who doubt [dispute]; save others 
[them] by snatching them out of the fire; to others [them] show mercy with 
fear, hating even the garment stained by the flesh” ( Jude 22-23). Though the 
textual and exegetical issues are legion, this final passage just before Jude’s 
benediction could likely be taken as an exhortation to show mercy to the 
intruders who have been upsetting the faith of the community.42 Notice how 



mercy is to be offered with “fear” (referential respect) for how the “garment” 
might be stained by the “flesh.”

Link-word Connections between 2 Peter and 1 John

Though it is very common to consider the Letters of John together with the 
Gospel of John (and Revelation), from early on 1-3 John were collected and 
associated within the Catholic Epistles rather than with other Johannine 
writings. Within their context in the Catholic Epistles, there are key con-
nections associating 2 Peter with 1 John. Both letters emphasize the idea of 
“knowledge” or the understanding gained at conversion: 2 Peter insists a 
godly life comes “through the knowledge of him who called” (1:3) and the 
“knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:8, see also 1:3; 2:20). Likewise, 1 
John emphasizes the assurance of knowing: “This is how we know that we 
know him: if we keep his commands” (2:3), “I have written these things to 
you who believe … so that you may know that you have eternal life” (5:13, 
see also 3:19; 4:7, 13).

Another connection between 2 Peter and 1 John is that in 2 Peter’s warning 
against scoffers the author notes the heretical claim will include an appeal 
that all things have continued as they were “from the beginning [ap’ archēs] 
of creation” (3:4).43 Soon after these words 1 John opens by “declaring” 
(apangellomen) “that which was from the beginning” [ap’ archēs] “concern-
ing the word of life” (1:1). In addition to a shared concern for knowing that 
comes from conversion, both 2 Peter and 1 John contend against those who 
threaten the integrity of the apostolic faith, with both authors calling these 
dangerous people “false prophets.” The word pseudoprophētēs only appears in 
2 Peter and 1 John and that in both letters the “false prophets are identified 
as teachers (2 Pet 2:1; 1 Jn 2:27) who ‘deny’ (arneomai) a key Christological 
claim (2 Pet 2:1; 1 Jn 2:22–23).”44 Finally, supporting both the content of 
such conversion “knowledge” and opposition of false teaching stands the 
apostolic faith. The authors of both 2 Peter and 1 John ground the authority 
of their message in their status as eyewitnesses of Jesus’s life and ministry (2 
Pet 1:16, 18; 1 John 1:1–4).45 Though seldom considered together, these 
significant connections are consistent with how the early church collected 
the Catholic Epistles together where 2 Peter is followed by 1 John. The two 
letters read in close canonical succession would highlight these links.
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Jude’s Doxology as Conclusion to the Catholic Epistles
Jude’s closing doxology could function as a benediction drawing the entire 
Catholic Epistles collection to a close. Robert Wall has argued that:

It should be noted…the memorable benediction that concludes Jude ( Jude 

24–25)…is also a suitable ending to the entire collection, not because of its 

doxological argot but because of its practical interest in safeguarding those who 

might “stumble” into false teaching or immoral lifestyle (cf. Jude 4). …Jude’s 

benediction, when reconsidered in the context of the final redaction of the CE, 

is apropos to the collection’s motive and role within the biblical canon.46

The two-fold benediction that God would “keep you from stumbling” and 
“to make you stand in his presence without blemish with joy” in a general 
way summarizes themes running throughout the Catholic Epistles. Jörg 
Frey similarly concludes: “Jude offers a conclusion to the corpus … The 
solemn doxology then re-directs one’s gaze toward the goal of communion 
for those who blamelessly come before his face, thus providing the canonical 
transition to the last book of the NT canon.”47

If Jude functions as the conclusion to the Catholic Epistles, James, listed 
first by Eusebius, functions as the collection’s opening. Perhaps James’s 
opening function is especially marked by its terse and introductory first 
chapter.48 Here, rather like a table of contents or an epitome, James lists a 
variety of topics to be unpacked not only in the rest of James (chs. 2-5), but 
also developed in the rest of the Catholic Epistles. 

4. What Difference Does Reading the Catholic Epistles as a 
Collection Make? 

4.1 James and Jude as Brackets for the Catholic Epistles
The letter opening of Jude includes this brief line about the author of the 
letter: “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and a brother of James” ( Jude 1). At 
once this opening both draws attention to the family relationship between 
Jude and James as brothers of Jesus and effectively cues readers to think 
back to the letter of James. Though it is unlikely that James and Jude exhibit 
literary dependence the two letters share several key textual connections 
that indicate the presence of a framing device that defines the opening and 



closing boundaries of the canonical sub-collection of the Catholic Epistles. 
There are several connections that draw together the openings of both let-
ters. Negatively, in what they both intentionally leave out, James and Jude 
do not reference their familial relation to Jesus and neither refers to himself 
as an apostle.

Furthermore, both letter openings are directly connected by means of 
their self-description as “a servant of Jesus Christ,” both using the identical 
phrase Iēsou Christou doulos ( Jas 1:1, Jude 1). The title itself is one of honour 
and authority most likely taken up from the OT. Furthermore, Jude 1 draws 
a line of familial connection to James. That the name “James” needs no fur-
ther identification is likely due to the fact that, after the death of James the 
son of Zebedee, the only James widely known in the early church merely by 
name would have been James the brother of Jesus and leader of the church 
in Jerusalem. The reference back to James in Jude 1 was taken as a reference 
to the Letter of James in some streams of reception (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 
2.23.24–25). Though it is possible that Jude knew of the Letter of James, 
the argument here is that in the canonical process later recipients of these 
texts recognized textual phenomena that lead to their association. Later 
readers no doubt would have recognized the familial connection noted by 
Jude; however, the reference to James in Jude 1 would have suggested at a 
later time in the reception history of these texts a connection between the 
letters themselves.49

Furthermore, there is an intriguing connection between the ending of 
James and the ending of Jude. The final exhortation of James, situated just 
after a discussion of prayer, brings the letter to an abrupt end (almost a 
non–ending): “My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth 
and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a 
sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a 
multitude of sins” ( Jas 5:19–20). Likewise, the final exhortation of Jude 
(and the Catholic Epistles as a whole) echoes James call for redeeming an 
erring brother. “And have mercy on those who doubt [dispute]; save others 
[them] by snatching them out of the fire; to others [them] show mercy with 
fear, hating even the garment stained by the flesh” ( Jude 22-23). Though the 
textual and exegetical issues are legion, this final passage just before Jude’s 
benediction could likely be taken as an exhortation to show mercy to the 
intruders who have been upsetting the faith of the community.50 Notice how 
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mercy is to be offered with “fear” (referential respect) for how the “garment” 
might be stained by the “flesh.”

It is possible that these textual links led to reading James and Jude as the 
opening and closing texts of the Catholic Epistles collection. One herme-
neutical insight stemming from this canonical shaping is that Jude’s closing 
benediction could be read not only as the ending of Jude, but also as the 
conclusion to the entire collection. The two-fold benediction that God would 
“keep you from stumbling” and “to make you stand in his presence without 
blemish with joy” in a general way summarizes themes running throughout 
the Catholic Epistles.

4.2 A Petrine Christology
As mentioned above, too often historical-critical judgments regarding the 
literary relationship between 2 Peter and Jude tend to obscure the canonical 
relationship between1 and 2 Peter. Joel Green argues for a narrative-theolog-
ical approach to 1 and 2 Peter as the best way to appreciate how a coherent 
theological vision or narrative can shape the way readers make (theological) 
sense of the world around them.51 Green argues for a narrative-theological 
approach to 1 and 2 Peter as the best way to appreciate how a coherent 
theological vision or narrative can shape the way readers make (theological) 
sense of the world around them.

Whereas reading the two letters independently leads to a somewhat 
limited Christology, reading them together as coherent narrative, readers 
come to appreciate a distinctive Petrine Christology that emphasizes the 
revelation of Jesus’s eschatological glory at the Transfiguration and his second 
coming (2 Peter) alongside the atoning nature of Christ’s suffering, death, 
and resurrection (1 Peter). Reading and interpreting the Catholic Epistles 
within their canonical collection and association would aid such a narrative 
theological appreciation of Petrine Christology.

4.3 James and 1 Peter: The Eschatological People of God
As one example consider what difference reading James alongside 1 Peter 
might make for understanding both as Christian Scripture. Though clearly 
distinct in many ways, the readers of James and those of 1 Peter are both 
experiencing diaspora as God’s people and the theology of the two letters, 
when read together, helps clarify the identity of God’s eschatological people. 



Bauckham notes,

If we read the catholic epistles in the order which at an early date came to be the 

accepted canonical order…then we read first a letter addressed only to Jewish 

Christians as the twelve tribes in the Diaspora and then a letter apparently 

addressed only to Gentile Christians as ‘exiles of the diaspora’, to whom defining 

descriptions of Israel as God’s people are applied.52

The theological result of reading James and 1 Peter in their canonical con-
text is to announce the inclusion of Gentiles into the eschatological people 
of God—a people in continuity with Israel via its Jewish Christian members 
while at the same time open to including those who previously had not been 
God’s people (1 Pet 2:10). Whereas James focuses on renewed Israel in his 
letter, he understands the messianic renewal of Israel as the necessary first 
stage in the messianic redemption of the world. This theological perspective 
is evidenced all the more powerfully when James and 1 Peter are read in their 
canonical association. Therefore,

The inclusion of Gentiles in the eschatological people of God is thus portrayed 

in the catholic letters in their own way just as clearly as in the Pauline corpus, 

reminding us that this was not confined to the Pauline mission but also happened, 

for example, in the church of Rome…The sequence and relationship of James 

and 1 Peter portrays the priority of Israel (Rom. 1:16: ‘to the Jew first and also 

to the Greek’), Gentile Christians’ indebtedness to Jewish believers (cf. Rom. 

15:27), and also the full inclusion of Gentiles in the people of God.53

The textual clues observed above suggest that as James and 1 Peter were 
received, collected, and arranged they were understood as belonging to the 
Catholic Epistles collection and when read together they witnessed to God’s 
purposes to renew the eschatological people of God—now including both 
Jews and Gentiles.

Here Bauckham is reading the order of the Catholic Epistles as significant 
to their meaning. It is when the Catholic Epistles are read in canonical order 
and when James is read in conversation with Paul’s letter to the Romans 
that the Letter of James might be read as Christian Scripture. Thus, rather 
than an approach secondary to grammatical-historical investigation, or a 
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reality anachronistic to the meaning of the NT texts, the canonical con-
text is equally necessary to a right understanding of the Letter of James as 
Christian Scripture.54

Conclusion

Though only preliminary, the evidence presented here suggests that we 
should view the Catholic Epistles as a canonical collection alongside of the 
Gospels and Pauline Corpus. Not only does the manuscript and paratextual 
evidence suggest intentional collection and association, this logic of canon-
ization might plausibly be understood as coming from internal indications 
of association and connection among the seven letters. Thus, the external 
and internal evidence suggest that the seven letters of James, 1-2 Peter, 1-3 
John, and Jude were intentionally collected together as the Catholic Epistles 
collection, and eventually were included into the NT canon as a group. 

If this is the case, the suggestion here is that we should read and interpret 
the Catholic Epistles together as a coherent canonical collection. The final 
section of the article explores a few of the ways one might understand the 
hermeneutical significance of reading the Catholic Epistles as a canonical 
collection. The example of the Catholic Epistles here illustrates ways in which 
text (manuscripts) and canon are historically and theologically interrelated.
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