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Interview with Ray Van Neste                                            
of Union University 

How did you become interested in studying the Pastoral Epistles? 

I realize that the Pastoral Epistles have played a significant part in my life 
from early days even when I did not think of them in any specific way distinct 
from the rest of the Bible. Bible drill was a big part of life for me growing up 
and the theme verse was always 2 Timothy 2:15, “Study to shew thyself ap-
proved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly divid-
ing the word of truth” (KJV). My Sunday School teachers and Bible drill in-
structors, particularly my grandmother, stressed the truth of this verse on a 
regular basis in addition to having me memorize it.  

My decision to focus on the Pastorals in academic work came from ser-
mon preparation as I pastored a church during seminary at Trinity Evangeli-
cal Divinity School. I was struggling with the decision of what to focus on 
for an MA thesis. I just knew I wanted to study the Bible, and I had a wide 
range of interests. I investigated a few ideas and discovered those questions 
had been well addressed. I happened to be preaching through Titus at the 
time. I don’t remember at all why I had chosen to preach through Titus, but 
as I studied I began to see connections between paragraphs in the letter which 
were not addressed in any of the commentaries I had. Tracing the flow of 
thought throughout a letter was something that really caught my attention in 
seminary, so I was captivated. I loved seeing how the text fit together and 
how the whole can help you interpret the parts. This shaped my sermon that 
week, and the idea began to form of pursuing this further for my thesis.  

That connection suggested to me that the structure of the letter to Titus 
made clear the occasion of the letter—to address false teachers who were 
afflicting the church. This became the topic of my MA thesis which was a 
great learning exercise under the supervision of Grant Osborne. I was already 
interested in doing doctoral work, and I began to be intrigued by connections 
within Titus and expanding this to include 1–2 Timothy. Grant Osborne en-
couraged me to consider pursuing a PhD at the University of Aberdeen in 
Scotland with Professor Howard Marshall. The prospect of studying with 
such a prominent professor with a strong commitment to Christ, the Scrip-
tures, and the church was thrilling. However, his work had focused on Luke 
and Acts primarily, so I wondered if it would even be possible to pursue my 
interest in the Pastorals with him. Then I discovered that he was in the midst 
of writing a commentary on the Pastorals for T&T Clark’s International Crit-
ical Commentary series. 

This all made the idea of pursuing doctoral work in the Pastorals compel-
ling, but I still struggled with whether we should make such a move or stay 
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in the US. I wondered if perhaps in the US I should pursue a different topic. 
Much prayer and counsel as well as financial provision went into the decision. 
Another helpful aspect in the decision process was the opportunity to meet 
Professor Marshall at the annual meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature. 
Grant Osborne arranged for us to go to dinner together. I am not sure what 
I expected, but I was surprised to meet this smaller, quiet, unassuming man 
and realize he was the Howard Marshall. It was sometimes hard to hear him 
over the din of the noisy restaurant where we stopped, but I was won by his 
humble and gracious spirit. The prospect of studying the Pastoral Epistles 
with him was an opportunity not to be missed. 

Could you give us a brief overview of your dissertation? 

My dissertation is a detailed argument that each of the Pastoral Epistles 
cohere linguistically. It was published as Cohesion and Structure in the Pastoral 
Epistles, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 280 
(T&T Clark, 2004). There has been a stream of scholarship which considers 
1–2 Timothy and Titus to be second rate compositions, devoid of any coher-
ent message and thus safe to ignore. I seek to counter that idea at least at the 
literary level. My dissertation is one step in an argument to rehabilitate the 
Pastoral Epistles in academic circles. 

I surveyed the scholarship which takes such a negative view of the Pasto-
rals. These scholars range from those who continue to see these letters as 
valuable and comprehensible to other critical scholars who have a clear dis-
dain for the letters, even suggesting they be ignored. A. T. Hanson’s 1982 
commentary is one example. Hanson said the author of the Pastorals (who is 
not Paul in his estimation) “is no profound theologian,” “does not have any 
doctrine of his own” and “could not do much at the intellectual level.” The 
author of the PE, Hanson says, would not be very competent in defending 
the Christian tradition from Scripture.1 This line of thinking has continued 
with various defenders. 

To accomplish my task I drew from both modern linguistic studies on 
coherence and ancient discussions about writing in general and letter writing 
in particular. I felt like this would allow me to utilize the best of modern 
research while remaining sensitive to the original setting of these texts, in-
cluding the expectations of its original readers or hearers. 

It was fascinating to find various places where modern critics simply failed 
to consider these texts in terms of ancient literature, judging them instead by 
how modern critics expect them to be written. For example some scholars 
criticized the list of requirements for pastors in Titus 1:5–9 saying that the 
list was awkward and unbalanced since it was a list of single words or short 
phrases until the last item which is quite long and grammatically complex. 
However, scholars have demonstrated that a common way in ancient writings 
to emphasize one item out of a list was to place it first or last and then make 
                                                      

1 A. T. Hanson, The Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982). The page 
numbers for the above statements are, in order of appearance, 50, 38, 50, 51. 
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it much longer than the rest. So instead of being clumsy or odd, Titus 1:5–9 
is intentionally written to accentuate the importance of a pastor having a 
strong grasp of Scripture and doctrine so he can teach people and refute false 
teachers. Highlighting this point serves to introduce the rest of the letter, 
which is taken up with teaching believers how to live as well as refuting false 
teachers. 

I enjoyed the close attention to the text which the project required and 
was fascinated by what I discovered. While some critical scholars thought of 
these letters as clumsy, I found them to be almost artistic in design. The clos-
ing of one paragraph would introduce the topic of the next, or sections would 
begin and end with the same phrase. These features, when carefully exam-
ined, were doorways to understanding the letter as whole. 

When examined carefully these letters demonstrate a high level of cohe-
sion. There are no grounds for dismissing them as second rate compositions 
or avoiding their message by suggesting they are not coherent enough to have 
a theological message. 

I have summarized key aspects of the argument with some examples in 
“Structure and Cohesion in the Pastoral Epistles,” in Entrusted with the Gospel: 
Paul’s Theology in the Pastoral Epistles, ed. Köstenberger and Wilder (B&H, 
2010). I have sought to demonstrate how such work aids interpretation and 
application in “The Message of Titus: An Overview,” The Southern Baptist Jour-
nal of Theology 7.3 (Fall 2003): 18–30. 

Are you currently doing research related to the Pastoral Epistles? 

Yes. I am in the early stages of working on the Pastoral Epistles volume 
for the Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament series published by B&H 
Academic. I am excited to contribute to this excellent series which focusses 
on the grammar of the Greek text. I particularly hope I can live up to the 
standard of the most recent volume of the series on Ephesians by Ben 
Merkle! 

I recently published a new edition of John Calvin’s sermons on 1 Timo-
thy, which was an enriching work in the realms of history of interpretation, 
theology and application of this letter. Many people are familiar with Calvin’s 
commentaries but his sermons are not as well known. In the sermons you 
really see Calvin the pastor; you see him in his pulpit which was the center of 
his reforming work. The sermons have been obscured because they are not 
as readily available in accessible English versions. The 1 Timothy sermons 
were translated into English in 1579, but there has been no new translation 
since. What has been available is a facsimile of the 1579 translation which is 
filled with odd spellings (and variations of spellings on the same page), letters 
that look different from today, and words which are no longer in use. Yet, 
they are rich in exegetical, theological, and pastoral reflection. Calvin’s treat-
ment of pastoral ministry, his extolling of motherhood, his strong call to ho-
liness, his consistent pointing to Christ and grace, and his evangelistic chal-
lenges all make these compelling messages. 
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I have also just completed the portion on 1–2 Timothy and Titus for the 
forthcoming Baker Illustrated Bible Background Commentary which is being edited 
by Danny Hays and Scott Duvall. This was a profitable exercise for me, push-
ing me in some areas I had not delved before and requiring me to summarize 
helpful information in short space. It is intended for pastors and Bible study 
leaders. 

I also help to lead the Pastoral Epistles study group of the Evangelical 
Theological Society which Greg Couser and I started several years ago. We 
started this group in hopes of gathering some of the good work being done 
on these letters and fostering further work. I have been very pleased that we 
have been able to bring together very established scholars and emerging 
scholars to share their work and to probe key issues within these letters. A 
key focus for this study group is examining the value of the Pastoral Epistles 
for Pauline and New Testament theology. We have asked this question in 
several ways: How is our view of Paul impacted by the effective bracketing 
off of the PE even in much evangelical scholarship? How would our under-
standing of Paul be enhanced if we saw a robust integration of the PE? I 
would be happy to hear from any ETS members who would like to present 
a paper addressing these issues. 

From the work of this study group and discussions arising from it I hope 
to edit several volumes of essays in the coming years on aspects of the PE. 

You manage the website PastoralEpistles.com don’t you? How did that get started? How 
can it be helpful to our readers? 

Yes. The website was created several years ago by Rick Brannan who 
works at Logos Bible Software. Rick has an ongoing interest in the Pastoral 
Epistles, and he is well versed in all things digital including website develop-
ment. Along the way he asked me to contribute to the site and then eventually 
turned it over to me. Also, through his advocacy Logos Bible Software agreed 
to host the site which is a great help. Rick continues to work on the Pastorals 
and recently published two very helpful volumes, Second Timothy: Notes on 
Grammar, Syntax & Structure and Lexical Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles: First 
Timothy.  

My aim is for the site to be a clearing house for information about the 
Pastoral Epistles including book reviews and notices, interaction with recent 
articles, helpful links, as well as exegetical and theological posts and updates 
on the work of the ETS study group. For the last few years, with the help of 
Chuck Bumgardner, we have posted fairly comprehensive bibliographies of 
publications relevant to the Pastorals which have come out each year. We 
also often have synopses and evaluations of papers given on the Pastorals at 
the annual meetings of ETS and the Society of Biblical Literature. 

For a student wanting to enter the field of studying the Pastorals, this can 
be a great resource. It could help such a person see some of what is being 
talked about and possible leads to chase. For someone already working in 
this area, it is a good, easy way to keep up with work being done in various 
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places. It can also be a useful way to let others know about your work. I 
welcome emails about new work on the Pastorals. We sometimes do guest 
posts about new scholarship. One of my aims in the ETS study group and 
this website is to help foster the work of younger scholars. 

In your opinion, what areas of study related to the Pastoral Epistles still need to be pur-
sued? 

There is plenty of work still to be done, especially in terms of constructive 
theology and integrating that into the rest of the Bible. There has been a 
shadow over the PE for quite a while now so that they are overlooked or 
treated like the embarrassing uncle at a family gathering. The family is em-
barrassed that he’s there and would get rid of him quickly if they could. In 
the meantime they interact with him as little as possible hoping he’ll go away. 
That’s how the PE are treated in contemporary academia. Elsa Tamez has 
argued that we need a completely different way of reading the PE lest they 
end up saying things that would be uncomfortable in modern, egalitarian so-
ciety. Others have lamented their negative effect on the church, suggesting 
these letters taint our understanding of Paul and the rest of the Bible. Luke 
Timothy Johnson has even drawn attention to the fact that critical scholars 
typically ignore the PE while giving full place to the gnostic writings. As a 
result, biblical scholarship is informed more by heretical writings than by 
these canonical letters! If you have only walked in evangelical circles you may 
not realize the level of condescension and even vitriol there is toward these 
letters. However, this affects even evangelical circles, as scholars too easily 
concede points for the sake of conversation. Sometimes the contributions of 
the PE to Pauline and NT theology have been overlooked since they are es-
sentially bracketed from the rest of the canon. Even a more critical Catholic 
scholar, Karl Donfried has noticed that the PE have become “disenfran-
chised.” In such a context, there is much to be done. We need people working 
on various aspects of the theology of the PE and then connecting that with 
what we find in the rest of Paul. We need to see how this complements and 
critiques what scholars have been saying about Paul more recently. (For more 
on this point with documentation see my recent article, “Coherence and Au-
thorship in 1 Timothy,” Global Journal of Classic Theology 12.3 [December 
2015]). 

Here is just one example of how the PE might challenge lines of thought 
in Pauline studies. Several years ago a well-established NT scholar who has 
worked on the issue of the New Perspective on Paul told me that if the PE 
were considered Pauline, the New Perspective never would have gotten off 
the ground. This is largely due to Titus 3:5: “he saved us, not because of 
works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit” (ESV). Later after 
hearing a prominent New Perspective advocate give a lecture to some of my 
students, I asked what he would make of Titus 3:5. He stammered and said 
that he had not yet worked out all the issues. I find this striking, and it makes 
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me wonder where else a robust re-engagement with the Pastorals might help 
our understanding of Paul. 

Relatedly, there is fresh work to be done once again on the authorship 
issue. Not long ago people lamented that other issues related to the content 
of the letters were neglected because all the work concerned the authorship 
issue. The complaint is fair, and we must not lose sight of working on the 
content. However, it is time to pull together the implications of so much 
work done in the last few decades. While I was doing my doctoral work I 
kept coming across published dissertations which, in their conclusions, 
would say something like, “If the argument of this book stands, then one 
pillar of the argument against Pauline authorship falls.” It is time to gather 
some of this research. 

We need work that focuses on each of the letters individually so that they 
are not mashed together as an undifferentiated corpus. I do believe these 
three letters form a recognizable grouping, sharing many similarities. How-
ever, each one has its own uniqueness as well, deserving exploration. 

It is increasingly common for scholars to say that there are various eccle-
siologies in the NT and that, therefore, the NT does not prescribe a certain 
church structure. I am dubious about this. Good work could be done exam-
ining ecclesiological components in each of these letters and comparing them 
with what is found in the rest of Paul. Does this assertion of multiple eccle-
siologies really correspond to the textual data or does it arise from a desire to 
affirm the disparate practices of varying denominations? 

In a different direction, people too often still think of these letters as 
speaking only to pastors or church structure. They fail to see how rich they 
are in regard to practical Christian living. Once in a conversation with an 
established ethicist I suggested that the PE were a valuable resource for eth-
ical instruction. He immediately responded, “Well, for pastoral ethics, I 
guess.” This misses these letters completely. Titus 2, for example, is all about 
how ethics for each group within the church is rooted in the gospel. 

There are a lot of similarities in vocabulary and ideas between the PE and 
later NT letters, like 1–2 Peter. More work could be done examining what 
implications there might be in these connections.  

Lastly, how are the Pastoral Epistles particularly valuable to the church at this time? 

It seems to me that the PE are often a touchstone, a test, that will tell us 
how individuals or groups are going to respond to Scripture in general. The 
PE contain hard edges which cut against the grain of our culture. It is inter-
esting to see how many people now openly disparage these letters and seek 
to minimize their theological impact. Some more radical voices (which are 
still recognized in the guild) suggest that portions of 1 Timothy contradict 
the gospel itself and go against the will of God. It is common to find all sorts 
of apologies (not apologetics!) for these letters for what they say about gender 
or authority or other issues. Our response to the Pastoral Epistles serves as 
an indication of whether we will accept Scripture’s authority or look for a way 
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to avoid it. 
The Pastorals are also rich in the demonstration of gospel-rooted ethics. 

I alluded to this previously, but this is of immense value to the daily life of 
the church especially in a time when there is much confusion about grace and 
works. Titus, for example, makes clear that salvation is by grace alone (2:11–
14; 3:4–6). At the same time it demonstrates that this grace shapes how we 
live. That is the point of chapter two following 1:16. The false teachers show 
they don’t know God, despite their claims, because their lives don’t match 
the gospel (1:16). In contrast, Titus is to teach Cretan believers the manner 
of life which affirms and confirms a claim to know God (2:1–10). Other texts 
could be pointed to but this is a helpful text for demonstrating how a salva-
tion by grace alone always brings with it a change in lifestyle. 2:11 says the 
grace which saves also trains us to live a certain way. If we are not pupils of 
training grace we are not recipients of saving grace. This is a needed message 
today. We need to mine the ways in which Paul uses glorying in the gospel 
not to make people complacent about holiness but to stir them to grateful 
obedience. Of course, this can be seen elsewhere in the NT as well, but we 
ought not miss such rich texts in the PE. 

Titus 2 is of further interest also since it describes a lifestyle which affirms 
a profession of faith (rather than denying it as the false teachers did). Paul 
describes this life in terms of different age and gender groups. Parts of the 
description of gospel-living are consistent across the groups as we would ex-
pect. However, there are unique things about godliness for each group. Fem-
inine godliness has some differences from masculine godliness, for example. 
The church could benefit from reflection on these texts. 

Similarly, the PE make a strong connection between orthopraxy and or-
thodoxy. People often discuss the problem of a division between these and 
the PE can help us here. In the PE, one way we can discern false teachers is 
by their behavior. A key mark of faithful teachers, (i.e., those qualified to be 
elders/pastors) is mature, godly living. No allowance is given for a professed 
faith which fails to shape daily living. In a day when churches are too often 
willing to turn a blind eye to arrogance or lack of concern for individual peo-
ple as long as they get a good speaker or “leader” who can draw a crowd, we 
need the emphasis of the PE. 

The PE are a good place for us to encounter afresh the real earthiness of 
biblical spirituality. The Pastorals are not unique in the Bible on this theme, 
but they provide unique resources for this topic. The affirmation of marriage 
and food in 1 Timothy 4 is a strong reminder that God intends us to enjoy 
creation. Too often in our churches people think only of austerity in their 
ideas of spirituality or godliness. Self-denial is important, but the Bible blends 
that with joyful, thankful embracing of God’s good gifts. Then, the descrip-
tion of the godly widow in 1 Timothy 5 is wonderfully earthy, focusing on 
what would often been seen as mundane—certainly not glamorous—like 
long term marital faithfulness, caring for children, washing of feet, caring for 
the afflicted. This is what Paul highlights when he wants to describe a godly 
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older woman. In a church culture obsessed with celebrity and fame, this is a 
needed message. 

I could go on, but these are adequate examples of ways in which the 
church needs to hear these letters today. These letters were originally written 
to help churches avoid error (doctrinal and ethical) and to live godly lives 
rooted in the gospel. This continues to be their primary function as believers 
read the letters and pastors and teachers faithfully proclaim them. 




