6
Letters: Reading Someone Else’s Mail
Supplementary Materials
This file contains exercises for two important processes emphasized in chapter 6: (a)
drafting microstructure and macrostructure statements for a pericope and (b) reading the
specific historical setting of a text from what the author says in it.
Section one uses Romans 6:5-11 as a sample text for drawing up statements of a
pericope’s internal logic and content (its microstructure) and its external context and
place within the larger argument of that context (its macrostructure). These statements
(mentioned in §6.4 of the textbook, paragraphs A, B and C), though subject to revision
from time to time, function as guidance for the exegete in understanding the text and in
communicating its significance to the community.
Section two tries looking through and beyond the text of 1 John 1:5—2:2 to the world
behind it. What can we discern about John’s actual circumstances from what he says in
these eight verses?
Each section culminates in a suggestion for a Bible study or a sermon.

I. Developing Microstructural and Macrostructural Statements: Romans 6:5-11
A. Work Out a Syntactical Display
Add whatever arrows and marginal clustering-brackets you think are appropriate for the
syntactical analyses of Romans 6:5-11 NRSV, provided for you following these
instructions. Then, study the corresponding analysis of the Greek text on the page after
that. See if you agree with it. If you do not have Greek yet, you can still see the way the
Greek display corresponds to the English. There will be some differences, of course, but
you should be able to recognize the places where divisions are made and which parts are
clustered together into units at various levels.
B. Draw Conclusions from the Analysis and Summarize Them
Once you have studied both these analyses, draw some conclusions. From the syntactical
displays, work out a one- or two-sentence summary of the internal logic of the text
(microstructure). Then, using the annotated outline in the accompanying PDF file, work
out a similar short statement about the role played by this text in the larger context of
Romans (macrostructure). Then return to this page and consider the statements offered in
the next section, C, and compare yours with these.
C. Write Statements for the Logic-Content and for the Argument-Context
Microstructure: “Logic and Content” of Romans 6:5-11. Because we are identified with
Christ in death and resurrection (as stated in v. 5, based on the argument from baptism in
vv. 3-4), we may conclude both (a) that we are free from sin’s power and (b) that we are
destined for eternal life with Christ. This double blessing itself becomes then the grounds
for our being exhorted to consider ourselves as dead to sin and alive to God, an
exhortation amplified into specifics in verses 12-14.
Macrostructure: “Argument and Context” of Romans 6:5-11. Romans 6:5-11 forms the
central developmental argument of 6:1-14, the main thrust of which is that those who
have been baptized in and thus identified with Christ need not (cannot?) continue in sin.
This passage forms the first part of a three-part argument that free grace is not an excuse
for continuing in sin (cf. Rom 6:1, 15; 7:1). This then is part of a larger argument (6:1-8:30) that free grace, the gift of righteousness by faith, which Paul insists on in 3:21-5:21, is not out of line with the holiness required of God’s people in the Law (cf. 6:1; 7:7;
8:1-4).
After you have compared your statements with these, proceed to section D.

Romans 6:5-11 NRSV
5

For if we have been united with him
in a death like his
we shall certainly be united with him
in a resurrection like his

6

We know that our old self was crucified with him
so that the body of sin might be destroyed
and we might no longer be enslaved to sin

7

For whoever has died is freed from sin

8

But we believe that we will also live with him
if we have died with Christ

9

We know
that Christ /. . . / will never die again
/being raised from the dead/
[that] death no longer has dominion over him

10

The death he died,
he died to sin, once for all
but the life he lives,
he lives to God

11

So you also must consider yourselves
dead to sin
and alive to God in Christ Jesus

Romans 6:5-11
5

ei0 ga_r su/mfutoi gego&namen
tw~| o(moiw&mati tou= qana&tou au)tou=
a)lla_ kai\ th=j a)nasta&sewj e0so/meqa

6

tou=to ginw&skontej
o3ti o9 palaio_j a!nqrwpoj sunestaurw&qh
i3na katarghqh=| to\ sw~ma th=j a(marti/aj
tou= mhke/ti douleu/ein h(ma=j th=| a(marti/a|

7

o( ga_r a)poqanw_n dedikai/wtai a)po_ th=j a(marti/aj

8

/. . ./pisteu/somen o3ti kai\ suzh/somen au0tw~|
/ei0 de\ a)peqa&nomen su\n Xristw~|/

9

ei0do&tej
/Xristo\j e0gerqei=j e0k nekrw~n/
o3ti/. . ./ou0ke/ti a)poqnh/|skei
[tou=to/ e0stin, o3ti] qa&natoj au)tou= ou)ke/ti kurieu/ei

10

o4 ga_r a)pe/qanen
th=| a(marti/a| a)pe/qanen e0fa&pac
o4 de\ zh=|
zh=| tw~| qew~|

11

ou3twj kai\ u(mei=j logi/zesqe e9autou_j [ei]nai]
nekrou_j me\n th=| a(marti/a|
zw~ntaj de\ tw~| qew~| e0n Xristw~| 0Ihsou=

D. Work Out a Theme and an Outline for a Bible Study on Romans 6:5-11
Using both the summary statements and the microstructure of the passage, work out the
theme and outline of a Bible study based on and true to the text of the pericope. Consider
trying out one for yourself before comparing your conclusions with the suggestion
offered below.
“How to Be What We Are”
Romans 6:5-11
A.

Realize that identity with Christ in death is identity with Christ, in all his
experience.

B.

This means that we are both:
1.
Free from sin: we are dead
2.
Free from death: we have already died, and have passed on to resurrection
life, over which death has no power or authority.

C.

This state of affairs is both already in effect, here and now, and yet is also still to
come (note the future tenses in vv. 5, 8).

D.

We may “realize” the future by “considering” ourselves already there, which in
fact we are (v. 11).

E.

Conclusion (looking forward to vv. 12-14): Freedom from sin is not freedom from
temptation to sin or from the desire to sin, but from the necessity of sinning.

II. Discerning the “Occasion”: 1 John 1:5--2:2
Study either or both of the following two structural analyses of this text. As you work
through the text, try second-guessing what the author is talking about in his actual
historical context. Read his text as in a mirror. Then proceed to the suggestions offered
on the pages following the structural displays.
1 John 1:5--2:2 NRSV
5

This is the message
we have heard from him
and proclaim to you,
that God is light
and in him there is no darkness at all.
6
If we say that we have fellowship with him
while we are walking in darkness,
we lie
and do not do what is true;
7
but if we walk in the light
as he himself is in the light,
we have fellowship with one another,
and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.
8
If we say that we have no sin,
we deceive ourselves,
and the truth is not in us.
9
If we confess our sins,
he who is faithful and just
will forgive us our sins
and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
10
If we say that we have not sinned,
we make him a liar,
and his word is not in us.
1
My little children, I am writing these things to you
so that you may not sin.
But if anyone does sin,
we have an advocate with the Father,
Jesus Christ the righteous;
2
and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins,
and not for ours only
but also for the sins of the whole world.

1 John 1:5—2:2
1:5

1:6

Kai\ e1stin au#th h( a)ggeli/a
h4n a)khko&amen a)p’ au)tou=
kai\ a)nagge/llomen u9mi=n,
o#ti o( qeo_j fw~j e1stin
kai\ skoti/a e0n au)tw~| ou)k e1stin ou0demi/a.
0Ea_n
ei1pwmen o3ti koinwni/an e1xomen met’ au)tou=
kai\ e0n tw~| sko&tei peripatw~men,

1:7

1:8

1:9

1:10

2:1

2:2

yeudo&meqa
kai\ ou) poiou=men th\n a)lh/qeian:
e0a_n de\ e0n tw~| fwti\ peripatw~men
w(j au)to/j e0stin e0n tw~| fwti/,
koinwni/an e1xomen met’ a)llh/lwn
kai\ to_ ai[ma 0Ihsou= tou= ui9ou= au0tou= kaqari/zei h(ma~j a)po_ pa&shj a(marti/aj.
e0a_n ei1pwmen o3ti a(marti/an ou0k e1xomen,
e9autou_j planw~men
kai\ h9 a)lh/qeia ou0k e1stin e0n h(mi=n.
e0a_n o(mologw~men ta_j a(marti/aj h(mw~n,
pisto&j e0stin kai\ di/kaioj,
i3na a)fh=| h(mi=n ta_j a(marti/aj
kai\ kaqari/sh| h(ma~j a)po_ pa/shj a)diki/aj.
e0a_n ei1pwmen o3ti ou0x h(marth/kamen,
yeu/sthn poiou=men au0to_n
kai\ o( lo&goj au0tou= ou0k e1stin e0n h9mi=n.
Tekni/a mou, tau=ta gra&fw u(mi=n
i3na mh\ a(ma&rthte.
kai\ e0a&n tij a(ma&rth|,
para&klhton e1xomen pro_j to_n pate/ra
0Ihsou=n Xristo_n di/kaion:
kai\ au0to_j i9lasmo&j e0stin peri\ tw~n a(martiw~n h9mw~n,
ou0 peri\ tw~n h9mete/rwn de\ mo/non
a)lla_ kai\ peri\ o3lou tou= ko&smou.

Raw Data
1:5 The message “which we have heard” implies “rather than what you have heard”?
Perhaps not, since there is no special grammatical emphasis on “we” (there is no h(mei=j
[emphatic “we”]). This first statement is probably in agreement with the opponents, who
would similarly teach that God is Light. But reiterated here perhaps to set up the “trap” in
verse 6.
1:6 Were some people acting as described in verse 6a, people who would otherwise agree
with verse 5? If so, verse 6 is polemical: presumably the expression “walking in
darkness” means walking in opposition to God’s character (v. 5), and makes a lie any
claim to be in fellowship with God while doing so (cf. 2:3-6).
1:7 Sketches the contrast to the scenario of verse 6: presumably the situation among
John’s own people (or what he considers to be appropriate for them). Thus this “contrast”
functions somewhat like an exhortation.
1:8 Reflects people who claim to have no sin and is likewise polemical. Is there some
kind of equation between “truth” and “light”? (Cf. v. 7.)
1:9 Sketches the appropriate contrast again, once more making it function like an
exhortation; both “exhortations” (vv. 7, 9) have attached benefits: fellowship,
forgiveness, cleansing.
1:10 Is this a reiteration of verse 8? If so, why? What’s added? (The contradicting of
God’s word [lo&goj].) What word? Is there an allusion to some Scripture or Old
Testament passage, such as Psalm 14:1-3, Ecclesiastes 7:20 (cf. Rom 3:10-18)? Or is it a
reference to Christ as the Logos, as in John 1:1 and in 1 John 1:1? If so, then the
opponents perhaps claim to have the Logos within them. In any case, the denial of one’s
sin is contrary to God’s “word” and is proof of having no part in him.
2:1 Apparently the author seeks to avoid being misinterpreted as saying that sin is
permissible (cf. Rom 6:1). The goal indeed is sinlessness, but if the goal is not reached
(which it will not be), Christ is there for sinners. Note the repetition of Christ’s name
“Jesus” (implying his fleshly humanity in contrast to the claims of the opposition?).
2:2 Implies some sort of limited atonement/“expiation” taught by the opponents? Note
again that Jesus Christ is both the Advocate and the sacrificial offering for sin. “And also
for the sins of the whole world” may combat an elitism on the part of the opponents.
Preliminary Conclusions
1. There is a carefully designed structure, used three times: If A, then X. But if B, then Y.
2. The rhetoric apparently reflects a polemical situation. John’s opponents are claiming to
know the God of light and to be without sin, but are in fact behaving in ways John

considers contrary to the light of God, contrary to the truth. The opponents also may be
claiming to have a share in the Logos (as in John 1), although the addition of the word
au)tou= “his” (o9 lo&goj au)tou= “his word”) may push us in the direction of understanding
here a verbal message, truth, instead of the person of Christ.
3. These characteristics of the opponents suggest gnosticizing or docetizing tendencies,
which separate spirit and flesh from each other. The spirit is without sin; the flesh and its
behavior have no significance for the life of the spirit, etc.
Possible homiletical results
On this analysis of the passage, it looks like John provides two compelling grounds for
two [implied] heavy exhortations. It is important to understand this in the context of
John’s struggle against Gnostic or proto-Gnostic ideas threatening his churches. But for
our present congregations, we may perhaps jump to a contemporary application, based on
the text’s structure:
Facing a Compassionate Straight-Shooter
1. Ground 1: God is a straight-shooting God of openness, truth and light.
2. Exhortation 1: Intimacy with God and his people requires openness, truth and light.
3. Exhortation 2: God’s forgiveness is experienced with truthful and open confession.
4. Ground 2: God compassionately enables openness by providing the Advocate.

