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of 
The Origins 

the New Testament 
Its Creation and Reception 

Faith in Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ and the Son of God (see Mark 1:1; 
John 20:30-31) generated the books that we now regard as our New Testament. 
Jesus was a man like us who lived in the first thirty years of the Christian era. 
Along with Christian sources and stories, even non-Christian authors (the 
Jewish historian Josephus and the Roman historian Tacitus [56-117 CE]) 
tell us something of his life, ministry, and death. Jesus told his immediate 
disciples that he was bringing in a new era, a time when God would reign 
in their hearts, minds, and lives as their king. They became aware that in his 
teaching, in his life-giving ministry, and indeed in his personality, there were 
clear signs that the kingdom of God was at hand.1 In the words of Jesus: "If 
it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God 
has come upon you" (Luke 11:20; see also Matt. 12:28).2 

1. The well-known New Testament expression "the kingdom of God" is difficult to render in 
English. It is not a geographical "kingdom," and God is not a "political king" as we understand kings. 
In Jesus' original Aramaic preaching the notion was more dynamic than "space" and "authority." 

2. Matthew has "If it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons." Luke is most likely 
transmitting words closer to what Jesus actually said. We will see below that this is what is called 
a passage from "Q," a source common to Luke and Matthew. 
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But not everyone was convinced. In the end, the Romans and the Jewish 
leadership joined in an alliance that led to Jesus' crucifixion as a blasphemer 
(according to the Jewish leaders) and a political threat (according to the 
Roman authority). 3 One thing is certain about Jesus of Nazareth: he was 
crucified. Non-Christian sources of the time (Josephus and Tacitus) record 
that event.4 There was nothing attractive about the historical event of the 
crucifixion of Jesus; he was cruelly and violently executed by the Romans 
in a fashion used only for the worst criminals.5 Strange as it may seem, 
this horrific event must be seen as one of the major elements that led to 
the eventual writing of what we know as the New Testament. The earliest 
Christians, no doubt because of the experience they had had with Jesus 
during his ministry and the impact that his teaching had made upon them, 
believed that he was the expected Messiah (see Mark 8:29; Matt. 16:15-16; 
Luke 9:20). For a, few decades their "memories" of Jesus remained unwritten. 
The early Christians encouraged one another in difficulty: they gathered for 
prayer and remembered things that Jesus had said and done. They celebrated 
a meal together, "in memory" of him, as he had instructed (see 1 Cor. 
11:23-26). At the beginning there was no need for a "story of Jesus." They 
knew it. They had either been with Jesus (a small minority: the Twelve and 
probably some other followers, including significant women, among them 
his mother) or had at least known him (the majority of people whose vil
lages and homes he visited). 6 One thing they all knew was that he had been 
crucified. 

3. The responsibility for the death of Jesus has long been debated, especially in the light of 
European Christian persecution of the Jews as those responsible for the slaying of Jesus Christ. 
A critical reading of the Gospels indicates that there was an understandable collusion between 
Jewish leaders, who would not accept his teaching on the kingdom of God, and Roman authori
ties, who saw him as a threat to Roman political stability. 

4. Josephus tells of Jesus' execution under Pontius Pilate in jewish Antiquities 18.63-64, a 
passage known as the Testimonium Flavianum. No doubt it has been expanded into its present 
form by Christian editors through the centuries, but most scholars claim that reference to Pilate's 
execution of Jesus is original. T'he same can be said for the witness of Tacitus in his Annals 
15.44.3. For evaluations of the witness of Josephus and Tacitus, see John P. Meier, Marginal 
jew, 1:56-111; Gerd Theissen and Annette Merz, The Historical jesus: A Comprehensive Guide, 
trans. John Bowden (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 63-89. 

5. Because of the centrality of the crucifixion in Christian theology, the horrific nature of 
this form of Roman execution is often forgotten in the midst of theological speculation about 
its meaning and in the use of the cross in art and decoration. Readers would do well to consult 
Martin Hengel, The Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the Cross, 
trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977). 

6. See the most helpful analysis of the social setting of these earliest "followers" in Gerd 
Theissen, Sociology of Early Palestinian Christianity, trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1978). See also the somewhat larger presentation of different social groups that were "called," 
in Lohfink, jesus of Nazareth, 86-99. 
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Their hopes, focused on Jesus during his ministry, could have been de
stroyed by the fact that he ended his life among them with an ignominious 
death. Not only did the earliest Christians have to face their own doubts and 
confusion over Jesus' apparent failure; very soon after his death they set out 
on a mission to proclaim a crucified criminal as the Messiah. The words of 
the disciples on their way to Emmaus tell of their disappointment: "We had 
hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel" (Luke 24:21), and Paul instructs 
the Corinthians on the apparent stupidity of their belief in a crucified Mes
siah: "For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ 
crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles" (1 Cor. 1:22-23). 
In the world that produced the New Testament, for both Jew and gentile, a 
Messiah could not possibly have been crucified! 

A Story That Begins with an Ending 

The earliest Christians believed that the crucified Jesus had been raised by God 
from the dead. The crucifixion and God's action in the resurrection are the 
bedrock upon which the documents that eventually formed the New Testa
ment were built. Christians quickly began to "tell the story" of the crucifixion 
of Jesus in the light of the resurrection. The earliest coherent narratives that 
they told were the narratives of Jesus' death and resurrection. We have no 
firsthand sources that provide us with this early account, but behind all four 
Gospels there appears to be a traditional story. Elsewhere in the Gospel nar
ratives of Jesus' life and teaching, the sequence of events is often strikingly 
different. This is already the case when one compares the story lines of the 
so-called Synoptic Gospels, Mark, Matthew, and Luke? But striking differences 
are found in the Gospel of John, where the timeline of Mark, Matthew, and 
Luke is not apparent.8 However, once Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John come 
to the end of Jesus' life, the sequence of events is the same: a final evening 
together, Gethsemane, arrest, a Jewish hearing, a Roman trial, crucifixion, 

7. Mark, Matthew, and Luke are called the Synoptic Gospels because they can be put side by 
side and compared with one glance of the eye (Greek: syn, "with"; apsis, "the eye"). There are 
useful books that provide this "glance." See, e.g., Burton H. Throckmorton Jr., Gospel Parallels: 
A Comparison of the Synoptic Gospels (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1992). 

8. Scholars have long debated whether John used the Synoptic Gospels. He may have known 
them, but he uses his own strong traditions, whose origins are independent of the Synoptic 
Gospels. For this position, see the classic work of Charles H. Dodd, Historical Tradition in the 
Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), and the more recent study of 
D. Moody Smith, John among the Gospels, 2nd ed. (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
2001). 
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death, burial, and the discovery of an empty tomb.9 Each evangelist develops 
an individual and rich interpretation of that sequence of events by telling it 
in a different way and by introducing elements in the story that are unique 
to each narrative, but they all go back to the same primitive story.10 But the 
writing of the Gospels came later. The first Christian that we know of who 
courageously faced the scandal of Jesus' crucifixion and God's action in the 
resurrection was Saul/Paul of Tarsus.U 

Paul was born around 6-8 BCE into a Jewish family in the city of Tarsus, 
a cultural center in Asia Minor, near the Mediterranean coast in present-day 
Turkey. He was a product of both the Jewish world and the Greco-Roman 
world outlined in chapter 2. No Jew could accept that the expected Christ 
would be crucified. Like any believing Jew, Saul initially discounted the idea 
that Jesus of Nazareth could have been the Christ. After all, he had been hung 
upon a tree, and this had already been described in the Old Testament as a 
curse (Deut. 21:23; see Gal. 3:13). The message was also abroad that Jesus 
had been raised from the dead. Saul was the product of a thousand years of 
Israelite religious history, and he had been expertly further trained, possibly 
to "the strict manner" of the Pharisees in Jerusalem at the feet of Gamaliel 
(Acts 22:3; see Gal. 1:14; 2 Cor. 11:22). It is not difficult to understand why 
Saul originally joined the opposition to this new form of Judaism, based 
on a message that the man who had been crucified by the Romans had been 
raised and was in some way "alive" among those who followed his teaching. 
Saul's passion for the God of Israel could not tolerate this betrayal, and he 
actively persecuted Christians from 33 to 35 CE (see Acts 8:1; 9:1-2; 22:1-5; 
Gal. 1:13-14; Phil. 3:3- 6). 

9. Only Luke has a slight variation on this sequence. He divides the Jewish hearing into 
two parts, one in the night (Luke 22:54-65 [in the high priest's house]) and one at daybreak 
(22:66-71). He also inserts a presence before Herod into the Roman trial (23:6-12). As we will 
see, Luke is a very creative author, but the hearing in the morning may more closely reflect what 
actually happened. 

10. On the primitive passion narrative, see Marion Soards, "The Question of a PreMarcan 
Passion Narrative," appendix 9 in The Death of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Passion 
Narratives in the Four Gospels, by Raymond E. Brown, Anchor Bible Reference Library (New 
York: Doubleday, 1993), 2:1429-1524. On the uniqueness of each Gospel story of Jesus' death 
and resurrection, see Francis J. Moloney, The Resurrection of the Messiah: A Narrative Com
mentary on the Resurrection Accounts in the Four Gospels (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2013). 

11. The two names, Saul and Paul, have often been taken as an indication of the Jew (Saul) 
becoming a Christian (Paul) . This is most likely not the case. They were a Jewish version (Saul) 
and a Roman version (Latin: Paul) of the same name, although Acts of the Apostles generally 
uses "Saul" to speak of him during his period of anti-Christian persecution and "Paul" to 
speak of him as the apostle (largely "Saul" until Acts 13:9 and "Paul" after that). On this, see 
David G. Horrell, An Introduction to the Study of Paul, 2nd ed. , T&T Clark Approaches to 
Biblical Studies (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 28. 
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After his "Damascus road" experience, which probably took place in 35 CE, 
his passion for the God of Israel did not lessen, but he came to see that this God 
had acted decisively for the whole of humankind, indeed the whole of creation, 
in and through the death and resurrection of Jesus. If we had only the letters of 
Paul from that first century, we would have very little contemporary evidence 
about Jesus of Nazareth. We would hear from Paul that he was born of a woman 
in the fullness of time (Gal. 4:4); that the night before he died he celebrated a 
meal with his disciples, described as the establishment of a new covenant (1 Cor. 
11:23-26); and that he was crucified and buried yet subsequently seen by many 
(1 Cor. 15:3-8). Paul took the two passages in 1 Corinthians from traditions that 
were older than him. He says in both places that he is passing on to them what 
he also received (1 Cor. 11:23; 15:3). If Paul is writing to the Corinthians in 54 
CE, then these traditions about the life of Jesus are very old indeed. 

But for our purposes we need to focus on the fact that Paul's message, 
in all his letters, depends entirely upon what God has done for the whole of 
creation through the death and resurrection of Jesus. As we will see, there 
is a great deal to Paul's thought. But his Christology, his understanding of 
Christian life, of grace, of sin, and of the end of time (so-called eschatology), 
to mention some important issues, all depend upon his interpretation of what 
God did in and through the death and resurrection of Jesus. This was Paul's 
response to the problem of a crucified Messiah as a Jewish stumbling block 
and a Greek scandal (1 Cor. 1:23-25): "but to those who are the called, both 
Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For God's 
foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God's weakness is stronger than 
human strength" (vv. 24-25 NRSV). 

Paul is the author of the earliest documents of the New Testament. The 
letters that certainly come from him (1 Thessalonians, Galatians, 1 and 2 Co
rinthians, Philippians, Philemon, and Romans) were all written between 50 
and 60 CE. Paul may have also been the author of Colossians. We will con
sider these details later, but if that was the case, the Letter to the Colossians 
would have been written in the early 60s of the first century. This means that 
the earliest Christian writings that we have began with profound and neces
sary reflection upon the end of jesus' story. The scandal of the cross and the 
intervention of God in the resurrection lay at the origins of Christian thought 
and practice, expressing unconditional confidence that Jesus' obedience unto 
death and God's intervention into the world of the dead transformed human 
history. Paul responds to the scandal of the cross with a deep and inspired 
insight into what God has done for us in and through the resurrection. Ac
cording to sound Christian tradition, Paul was executed in Rome during the 
reign of the emperor Nero (54-68 CE) around 64 CE. 
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Paul's presentation of the significance of the death and resurrection of 
Jesus, articulated only some twenty years after the death of Jesus, in the midst 
of a passionate missionary life, has never been surpassed. Paul is a powerful 
representative of the earliest Christian response to the scandal of the cross. 
There may have been others, but his writings are the ones that have endured 
as part of the New Testament, a life-giving "Word of God," for two thou
sand years. His message endures as one of hope for all as we live in the ''new 
creation" (Gal. 6:15; 2 Cor. 5:17). By focusing his attention on the dramatic 
and shocking end of the story of Jesus, he provided Christianity with an es
sential part of its life-giving Sacred Scriptures: the Christian life makes sense 
because of the way the life of its founder ended, in death and resurrection.12 

The Stories Begin: The Gospels 

Nevertheless, the early Christians told stories about Jesus' life and teaching. Al
though they were written later, we can gather from the Gospels that these stories 
always formed part of "what they talked about." In the earliest days, to the best 
of our knowledge, nothing was written, but the Gospels make it clear that Mark, 
Matthew, Luke, and John (and no doubt others) had recourse to widely known 
oral traditions when they eventually came to write what was regarded as "the 
good news."13 These stories recalled his words and his teaching as well as what he 
did and what had been done to him. They also generated a life of prayer. Chief 
among such prayers was the "Our Father" (see Matt. 6:9-15; Luke 11:1-4), still 
known to us as the Lord's Prayer. The memory of what he had said and done on 
the night before he died was recalled and enacted in the celebrations of the Lord's 
Supper (see 1 Cor. 11:23-26; Mark 14:22-25; Matt. 26:26-29; Luke 22:15-20). 
Paul instructs the Corinthians on the central importance of this prayerful action, 

12. Although Paul does not describe the physical ascension of Jesus (his going up into heaven, 
as it is found in Luke 24:51 and Acts 1:9-10 [see also John 20:17]), he takes a return to God for 
granted in his message of "exaltation." This is most clearly spelled out in the famous hymn in 
Phil. 2:6-11. Aftertelling of Jesus' emptying of himself and humiliation unto death, even death 
on a cross, Paul writes: "Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name 
which is above every name" (v. 9). Once the early Christians begin to tell Jesus' life story, this 
"exaltation" will be described in the stories of the life of Jesus as his "ascension" by Luke and John. 

13. The expression "good news" is a literal translation of the Greek word euangelion. The 
English expression comes from the Old English "god-spel," also best rendered as "good news." 
The Greek had long been used to speak of the announcement of a gracious and joy-filled mo
ment. Paul had already written of the "good news" of the death and resurrection of Jesus. But 
the "Gospels" take the use of the word one step further: a Gospel is a narrative that announces 
the "good news" of what God did for us by telling the story of the life, teaching, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. 
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which today we call "liturgy": "For as often as you eat this bread and drink the 
cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes" (1 Cor. 11:26).14 

In the New Testament we also find hymns and fragments of hymns that 
would have been sung or proclaimed in the communities before they were 
written down in documents. The most famous of these are the Prologue to 
the Gospel of John (1:1-18) and the hymn to Jesus in the Letter to the Phi
lippians (2:6-11), but there are many others. Memories of Jesus' life and 
teaching were alive well before the Gospels appeared. The best indication 
of this has already been hinted at in the fact that the Lord's Prayer appears 
only in Matthew and Luke. There are many words of Jesus that are found 
in Matthew and Luke but nowhere else. Another famous example is Jesus' 
sermon, delivered on a mountain in Matthew (5:1-7:29) and on a plain in 
Luke (6:17-45),15 It is widely accepted that these traditions came to Matthew 
and Luke from a source, most likely written, that they had in common. New 
Testament scholars have collected these sayings, which are known as "Q," 
the first letter of the German word for "source": Quelle.16 We no longer have 
Q, but we do have other collections of Jesus' sayings that may come from a 
later period yet indicate that the practice of recalling and writing down the 
words of Jesus was not uncommon. The most famous of these is the Gospel 
of Thomas, which probably dates from the second century CEY 

The Gospels were not written "out of thin air." They are not the imagina
tive reconstructions of early Christian writers. They developed from stories 
about Jesus that were told and retold in the communities (oral tradition), 
from prayers and liturgies celebrated there (liturgical tradition), and probably 
from some written documents that the evangelists had at their disposal, even 
though they are now lost to us (e.g., Q).18 Although the inspired creativity of 

14. Reading the words of the Lord's Prayer in Matthew and Luke, and the account of the 
Lord's Supper in Paul, Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John, reveals that each writer shapes Jesus' 
words differently. There seem to have been at least two different traditions for the Lord's Supper 
(Paul and Luke, sometimes called the Antioch tradition; and Mark and Matthew, sometimes called 
the Jerusalem tradition). The words of Jesus in John 6:51 may reflect another tradition, unique 
to John's community. This is important, as it shows that there was no uniformity in the way 
the early Church recalled Jesus, told others about him, and celebrated what he had done for us. 

15. We have already had occasion to see the Q-saying of Jesus relating his exorcisms with 
the arrival of the kingdom of God in Luke 11:20 and Matthew 12:28. 

16. For an introduction to Q, see JohnS. Kloppenborg, Q, the Earliest Gospel: An Introduc
tion to the Original Stories and Sayings of jesus (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008); 
see 123-44 for a reconstructed Q. 

17. For an excellent presentation of the Gospel of Thomas, see Christopher S. Skinner, What 
Are They Saying about the Gospel of Thomas? (Malt wah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2012). 

18. Since we no longer have them, it is important not to insist that Luke and Matthew had a 
written text that today we call Q. While that is most likely, these common traditions may be the 
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each author must be recognized and taken into account as part of the ongo
ing revelation of God in the unfolding history of humankind, these stories 
have their roots in authentic memories of and witness to the person of Jesus 
of Nazareth (see DV 19). 

As the first generation of Christians came to an end, the need to "tell the 
story of Jesus" for a newer generation must have emerged. The timing of 
the appearance of the Gospel of Mark at about 70 CE makes this motive 
likely. 19 It was not the only motive, nor even the most important one, but the 
Christian community's focus on the significance of the death and resurrec
tion of Jesus, outstandingly and profoundly portrayed in the Pauline letters, 
generated questions for a newer generation that was now some distance from 
the life and times, and even the Jewish background, of Jesus. If Jesus is the 
crucified Christ, why did the Jewish leadership and the Romans collude to 
crucify him? How did he live his life and what did he say that produced his 
death by crucifixion, his resurrection, and his exaltation as the end of the 
story? This information was not immediately available to them. The first 
generation of Christians that had experienced Jesus firsthand was passing 
away. A newer generation had to be told of his life and the meaning of that 
life as well as the meaning of the death, resurrection, and exaltation that 
brought it to an end. 

As Luke opens his Gospel (1:1-4), he tells Theophilus, to whom he dedi
cates both his Gospel and his Acts of the Apostles (Acts 1:1; see Luke 1:4), 
the stages through which the stories of Jesus have passed. What Jesus had 
done among us has been told in narratives (Luke 1:1) that had been passed 
on by those who "from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the 
word" (v. 2). In verses 1-2 Luke has described two generations: the eyewit
nesses and first ministers of the Word (v. 2) and those who received from 
them the account of things that Jesus accomplished (v. 1). He then locates 
himself as a member of a third generation: "It seemed good to me also, 
having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly 
account for you" (v. 3). 20 

result of the ongoing presence of a powerful set of shared oral traditions that were not present 
to Mark. I do not think that this is the case, but some do. 

19. It is not unanimously agreed that Mark was the first Gospel to appear; however, that is 
the opinion of the vast majority of scholars. Neither is it always dated to 70 CE; however, all 
would associate it with the Jewish War of 66-70 CE. Some would date it before, and some after, 
the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE. 

20. We cannot be sure of the names of the historical authors of the four Gospels. Only the 
Fourth Gospel mentions its author as "the Beloved Disciple" (see John 21:24), but it does not 
identify him as "John." All the names were attached to manuscripts by the end of the second 
century CE in order to identify them. This book will refer to the authors as Mark, Matthew, 
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Each of the Gospels can claim to be an "orderly account," but they differ 
in what they understand as the appropriate "order," in terms of both the 
timeline and the message of what God has done for us in and through Jesus. 
We will sense the richness that this difference has created for the Christian 
Tradition when we consider each of the Gospels in a little more detail. For the 
moment, it is interesting how the time span of the story of Jesus is different 
across the four Gospels. 

The earliest of the Gospels, Mark, begins with Jesus as an adult. He is in
troduced to the readers by John the Baptist, baptized in the Jordan, tempted, 
and begins his ministry, all within the first fifteen verses of chapter 1. Mark's 
ending is also very brief in comparison with the other three Gospels. Three 
women find an empty tomb, and they hear the Easter proclamation: "He 
has been raised" (16:6 AT). They are instructed to return to the disciples 
and to Peter in order to tell them that the risen Jesus is going before them 
into Galilee. There they will see him. They are so frightened that they run 
away, saying nothing to anyone (v. 8). The Gospel of Mark ends with this 
story of the risen Jesus and frightened women. There are no stories in the 
Gospel of Mark about Jesus' infancy, his resurrection appearances, or his 
ascension. 21 

The Gospels of Matthew and Luke appeared in the mid to late 80s CE. A 
further development is found at the beginning of these two accounts. Both have 
stories of Jesus' annunciation and birth (Matt. 1-2; Luke 1-2). The question 
of origins was becoming more important for the people to whom the Gospels 
were first directed. In many ways, although this was most likely not the only 
motivation, an interest in origins propelled the spread of the Christian mission 
into the Hellenistic world, where such questions were very important. Newer 
Christians in the world outside Judaism needed to know not only what he said 
and did (Mark) but also where he came from (Matthew and Luke). Although 
the infancy stories of Matthew and Luke are different, they agree that Jesus 
has his origins in God and that he appeared in the human story through a 
virgin birth. This is no ordinary beginning! The Gospels of Matthew and 

Luke, and John out of respect for the tradition, while not deciding one way or the other on 
their historical identities. The wise decision of the second-century Church to add names to the 
Gospels to indicate the different stories of the same Jesus must be maintained. There is not one 
story of Jesus but four: those of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John, whoever the historical authors 
may have been. We are enriched by this fourfold witness. 

21. Most Bibles will print a longer ending (Mark 16:9-20) but indicate that this ending is 
not found in the earliest manuscripts. Indeed there is also a shorter ending (often printed in 
Bibles), as well as a third ending, containing vv. 9-20 along with some extra verses. The Gospel 
of Mark must be interpreted in the light of its conclusion in 16:8. For more detail, see Moloney, 
Resurrection of the Messiah, 13-18. 
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Luke also extend the end of Jesus' life story. Both have accounts of the empty 
tomb (Matt. 28:1-10; Luke 24:1-12), but they add stories of the appearances 
of Jesus to the disciples, the disciples' commissioning for a future mission, 
and Jesus' promises that he will remain with the Christian community (Matt. 
28:16-20; Luke 24:13-49). They do this differently. Matthew states that the 
risen Jesus will be with them until the end of all time (Matt. 28:20), while Luke 
has Jesus ascend to heaven, so that he can send the power from on high (the 
Spirit) upon them (Luke 24:44-53). The tradition is expanding both backward 
and forward in time: into the past, to his wonderful birth from God, and into 
the future, to his return to heaven (Luke) and his never-failing presence to the 
Church as its risen Lord (Matthew).22 

The final development in the inspired telling of Jesus' story emerges in 
the Gospel of John, where there is no infancy narrative but rather a prologue 
that announces that the Word of God existed before all time, in oneness with 
God (John 1:1-2). This preexistent Word has become flesh and has dwelt 
among us (v. 14). His name is Jesus Christ (v. 17), and he is the unique reve
lation of God and God's ways among us (vv. 4-5, 14, 16-18). As the Gospel 
tradition reaches further into the Greco-Roman world, the response to the 
question of origins became even more radical. His presence begins not in 
a virginal conception that assures his beginnings with God but before all 
time, in a union with God. Because of this oneness with God, his revelation 
of God guarantees his message of the divine design for humankind. No one 
else has ever seen God (1:18; 3:13; 6:46), but Jesus comes from God and is 
thus able to make God known in a way unparalleled by any other person or 
religious tradition. For John, like Luke, the ascension is important, as the 
Son of God must go back to the place and the glory that was his before the 
world was made (17:4-5; 20:17). For John, Jesus is the Word who begins in 
God and ends in God, sending the Spirit Paraclete to support, guide, and 
instruct the Christian community until he returns again (14:16-17, 25-26; 
15:26-27; 16:7-15).23 

22. These different ways of telling of the presence of the risen Christ again reflect the worlds 
into which the Gospels were written. Matthew, writing for a Jewish community, uses the Old 
Testament expression "Emmanuel" ("God with us" [see Matt. 1:23; 28:20; Isa. 7:14]), to indicate 
the risen Jesus' presence to that early Christian community. Luke's more dynamic presentation 
of Jesus' departure from this world and sending of the Spirit upon the Christian community 
(see Luke 24:48-49; Acts 1:6-11; 2:1-13) addresses a community in a gentile world. 

23. The word "Paraclete" (regularly translated as "Counselor" in the RSV) has its origins 
in the language of the law court. It refers to someone who speaks in defense of another. In the 
Gospel of John this meaning is still present, but it has been expanded to refer to the ongoing 
role of the Spirit of God in the community after the departure of Jesus. The Spirit Paraclete 
strengthens, teaches, and reminds the community of Jesus' person and teaching. The Paraclete 

-------------------
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The Spirit-filled Christian community grows in its understanding of what 
God has done for humankind in and through Jesus of Nazareth. We can 
follow that growth by tracing the growth in the written traditions that come 
from those first decades. Paul focused his attention on the end (50-60 CE). 
Mark's attention is completely devoted to the ministry of the adult Jesus, 
from the beginning of his ministry to an empty tomb (70 CE). Matthew 
and Luke reach further behind the mystery of Jesus. They report the early 
Christian traditions of his origins in God in the infancy stories and his 
ongoing presence to the Christian community after his death and resurrec
tion, being "with" them in Matthew and in the gift of the Holy Spirit in 
Luke. John brings this development to a close by drawing the origins and 
the goal of Jesus' life outside time. He has no beginning. He has existed 
with God from before all time and has come among us to make that God 
known (John 1:1- 18). While we think of the story of Jesus as beginning in 
God; leading to a birth, infancy and adolescence, silence about his young 
life, his powerful ministry of word and deed; and ending in death, resur
rection, and ascension, the storytelling tradition developed in the other 
direction. An understanding of God's saving action in the cross and resur
rection is the bedrock of the Christian tradition. Everything in the story 
develops either backward (death and resurrection, life and ministry, youth, 
infancy, conception, preexistence) or forward (empty tomb, appearances, 
commissioning, permanent presence with the community, return to God 
by ascension, return to where he was before all time), driven by faith in 
Jesus' death and resurrection. Without the death and resurrection, noth
ing in the story of the Gospels would have made sense. Everything in the 
Gospels swivels around that intervention of God into human history in and 
through Jesus of Nazareth. 

This seemingly simple tracing of the way the Christian message grew his
torically, from Paul's teaching on Jesus' death and resurrection, backward to 
virgin birth and preexistence (Matthew, Luke, and John), forward to ascension 
(Luke and John) and permanent presence with the community as risen Lord 
(Matthew), and both backward and forward to the preexistent Logos returning 
to the glory he had before the foundation of the world (John). An apprecia
tion of the growth of the early Church's understanding and articulation of 
these truths is fundamental to a faith-filled reading of the New Testament. 
Everything is written in the light of jesus' death and resurrection. There is 
not a letter, a word, a phrase, a sentence, a paragraph, a document, that does 

also judges the world's opposition to Jesus and the disciples (again, see John 14:15-17, 25-26; 
15:26-27; 16:7-15). 
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not come from belief that the crucified Jesus has been raised by God. Because 
of his death and resurrection, the New Testament authors eventually wrote 
of his preexistence, his virgin birth, the wonders of his ministry, his victory 
over death, his never-failing presence to the Church, and his return to his Fa
ther. This fact shapes how and why the New Testament emerged and became 
Christianity's Sacred Scripture. 

The New Testament is not a history book about Jesus or moral instruction 
from Paul and the other New Testament writers. It is at all times an attempt 
to draw readers or listeners into a shared faith in Jesus of Nazareth as the 
crucified and risen Lord. This faith, however, is something that is "shared" 
across the centuries. Not only do we share it among ourselves in a believing 
community, but we must reach back to the original articulation of that faith 
in order to read and hear what the inspired founders of the Christian tradition 
attempted to communicate through their faith-filled writings. We belong to 
a believing community that exists because of our foundational Sacred Scrip
tures and the Tradition that has communicated those Scriptures to us across 
almost two thousand years. This is the importance of the Christian insistence 
upon the relationship between Scripture and Tradition: "Sacred scripture is 
the utterance of God put down as it is in writing under the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit. And Tradition transmits in its entirety the word of God which has 
been entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit" (DV 9). 

We Christians belong to a long history that had its beginnings in the sav
ing intervention of God in and through the death and resurrection of Jesus 
of Nazareth. So that we might better understand this, we have privileged 
access to the inspired Word of God in the New Testament. Our New Testa
ment Scriptures tell what God has done for us through the gift of his Son, 
Jesus Christ. When we read the Gospels and the letters of Paul as history 
books or as a summons to better moral performance, we miss the revelation 
of God that comes to us from the inspired word about Jesus Christ, found in 
the New Testament. In a privileged way, these inspired texts call us to accept 
what God has done for us in and through Jesus of Nazareth, who is our risen 
Lord. The New Testament is the Word of God communicated by the time
conditioned, limited, and frail words of men and women, writing in Greek 
almost two thousand years ago. We must do what we can to better equip 
ourselves to enter that world so that we might be captured by the literature 
and the rhetoric generated by those first-century Christians. Only thus can we 
join them in that inspired revelation. "The word of God, which to everyone 
who has faith conta~ns God's saving power (see Rom. 1:16), is set forth and 
marvelously displays its power in the writings of the New Testament" (DV 
17). However difficult they may appear to be, "the most intimate truth thus 
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revealed by God and human salvation shines forth for us in Christ, who is 
himself both the mediator and the sum total of revelation" (DV 2). 

The Church Receives Its Sacred Book 

The collection of twenty-seven documents from the beginnings of the Christian 
movement that we now know as the New 'Testament took some time to emerge. 
The early Christians had already received Sacred Scriptures from their origins in 
Judaism. We know this because the authors of the New Testament regularly cite 
or name Old Testament passages as "Scripture" (Greek: graphe; see, for some 
examples, Mark 12:24; Matt. 21:42; Luke 4:21; John 19:24; Rom. 4:3; 1 Tim. 
5:18; James 2:8; 1 Pet. 2:6). As we have already seen, Paul was writing letters to 
his communities as early as 50 CE, and by the final decades of the first Christian 
century written documents were multiplying, ariwng them the four Gospels. 
The author of 2 Peter makes clear that by the time he was writing (probably in 
the first decades of the second Christian centur'y), the letters of Paul were being 
collected. He writes: "So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according 
to the wisdom given him, speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There 
are some things in them hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable 
twist to their own destruction, as they do the other scriptures" (2 Pet. 3:15-16, 
emphasis added). He draws a parallel between the collection of Paul's letters 
and the "other scriptures" (Greek: graphas) that are being wrongly interpreted. 

As Christianity developed across the second century, a steady flow of early 
Christian literature appeared. The Christians began to develop a sense of hav
ing their own Sacred Scripture, a literature that depended on the person and 
message of Jesus of Nazareth, now the risen, ascended, and exalted Christ. 
Out of a large collection of early Christian literature, the New Testament 
emerged. It was a slow process. By means of his widely read novel The Da 
Vinci Code, Dan Brown has convinced millions that the books that formed the 
New Testament were imposed on the Christian Church under the authority 
of the emperor Constantine in order to maintain good order and ensure that 
some of the more original, and perhaps shocking, evidence (e.g., that Jesus 
and Mary Magdalene were lovers and had children) was suppressed. 24 It simply 
did not happen that way! 

The tendency to form a collection of Christian Scriptures began very early. A 
document found in the Ambrosian Library in Milan and published by Ludovico 
Antonio Muratori in 1740 contains a list of books regarded by Christians 

24. Dan Brown, TheDa Vinci Code (New York: Random House, 2003). 

lr-- ------------------------



58 Reading the New Testament in the Church 

sometime between the end of the second century and the third century as 
Sacred Scripture. Named after the man who discovered and published it, the 
Muratorian Fragment lists the four Gospels, Acts, and the Pauline letters.25 

There is no sign of other books that eventually came into what is known as 
the Christian canon.26 Interestingly it lists other works important for the early 
Christians: the Wisdom of Solomon and the Apocalypse of Peter. It mentions 
with respect, but not final approval, the Shepherd of Hermas. The Shepherd 
of Hermas said many good things but was not to be read aloud in public. An 
attempt to establish a Christian canon was under way. 

Two major figures, the theologian Origen (ca. 185-ca. 254) and the historian 
Eusebius of Caesarea (260--ca. 340), clarified the matter further. They clas
sified some books as certainly canonical, others as still debated, and a third 
group as to be rejected. For Origen, whose authority was very great, 1 Peter 
and 1 John already belonged to the "certain," but 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James, 
and Jude were still "debated." However, none of them were "rejected." At the 
time of Origen, however, there was still flexibility, as he regarded the Epistle of 
Barnabas as part of the Christian Scriptures, while the Shepherd of Hermas 
and the Didache, although called "writings," were not includedY Eusebius 
also admits that 1 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James, and Jude were in the "debated" 
category but claims that by his time (a generation after Origen), they were 
uncontested by the majority of authorities. 

Well before Constantine the Christian canon was taking shape as a list of 
books, but there was still fluidity, evidenced by the collections found in the 
great manuscripts that we have from the fourth century.28 In them the Epistle 

25. The Muratorian Fragment is, as the name suggests, a fragmented document likely written 
in the seventh or eighth century CE in very bad Latin and is probably the translation of a Greek 
document that scholars date anywhere from 170 to 400 CE. 

26. The word "canon" in Greek has a very positive meaning, aptly described by Elaine Pagels 
as "a carpenter's term meaning 'guideline'-often a string with a weight attached-to check 
that a wall is straight" (Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas [New York: Random 
House, 2003), 148). The Christian canon, which we now call the Old and New Testaments, was 
developed to include those documents that indicated "the wall was straight." See also Bruce M . . 
Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1987), 289-93 . 

27. These documents, and others mentioned below (1-2 Clement), are early Christian writings 
from late in the first century and early in the second century. There is no need for us to investigate 
them further. They addressed issues faced in those early decades, and they were esteemed by 
many. As such, they were candidates for an eventual New Testament. 

28. We have many papyrus manuscripts containing New Testament texts that predate the 
fourth century, but it was at that time that large "books" (codices) were written on skin in beautiful 
capital letters (known as "uncials" because of the capital letters), containing what was regarded 
by their scribes as the books of the New Testament. The most important early uncials are known 
as Sinaiticus (found in Saint Catherine's Monastery at the foot of Mount Sinai), Vaticanus (in 
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of Barnabas and the Shepherd of Hermas and 1-2 Clement appear after the 
Apocalypse. The Apocalypse itself was not always accepted into canonical 
lists. The final statement on books of the New Testament, as we have it, 
came for the Church in the East through the authority of Saint Athanasius 
(ca. 296-373). In his thirty-ninth Easter letter, in 367, which is preserved for 
us almost completely in Greek, Syriac, and Coptic, he designated the twenty
seven books of our present New Testament as the only canonical books. 
The existence of this letter in three versions is an indication of the authority 
of Athanasius and the widespread acceptance of his list. He includes the 
four Gospels, followed by Acts and the Catholic Epistles (James, 1-2 Peter, 
1-3 John, and Jude), then fourteen Pauline epistles (Hebrews is listed after 
2 Thessalonians, before the Pastorals and Philemon). In the Latin tradition 
in the West, Pope Innocent I (pope from 401 to 417), in response to a ques
tion from the Gallic bishops concerning the canon, named in 405 the list of 
Athanasius. He was most likely under the influence of the authority of the 
great fathers of the Latin-speaking Church, Jerome and Augustine, who had 
already accepted the Athanasian canon.29 

For many people it comes as a surprise to learn that it was not until the 
much-troubled Council of Florence,30 as East and West debated their divi
sions and sought reunion, that the Athanasian list was formally defined by the 
Roman Church as the canon of the New Testament.31 This happened for the 
first time in a document called Cantate Domino ("Sing to the Lord"), written 
in 1442 to mark the union between the Coptic and Ethiopian churches. Part 
of the reason for that union was that both churches shared the identical in
spired Word of God, found in the twenty-seven books of the New Testament. 

the possession of the Vatican Library), and Alexandrinus (found in Alexandria, Egypt, but given 
to James I of England in 1629 and now housed in the British Library). Excellent examples of 
these manuscripts can be viewed online by searching for "images of New Testament codices. " 

29. Questions can be asked about the inclusion of 3 John (fifteen verses) and Jude (twenty
five verses). The former was accepted very early as it was part of the influential correspondence 
initiated by 1 John. The latter was included because of its closeness to 2 Peter, traditionally 
attached to the first bishop of Rome. 

30. This ecumenical council was troubled from its beginning in Basel in 1438, when it had to 
be abandoned because of military threat. From Basel it moved to Ferrara and then to Florence as 
plague ran through Ferrara. It met in Florence from 1439 to 1445. The council was also troubled 
by the fact that, despite coming to some important agreements, the desired union between the 
Eastern and Western churches never eventuated. 

31. Early synods and councils in North Africa (Hippo Regius [393) and Carthage [397 and 
419)), strongly influenced by Augustine, had drawn up a list of the New Testament canon. Al
though less certain, Pope Damasus I (pope from 366 to 384) may also have drawn up a list at a 
council in Rome in 382, but this depends on the doubtful association of a document (Decretum 
Gelasianum) that contains the list. It may come from the sixth century. None of these were 
ecumenical councils, and they all depend on Athanasius. 

I 
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This decision was ratified at the Council of Trent (AprilS, 1546) within the 
context of the Protestant Reformation. Both before and after Martin Luther, 
who is popularly regarded as the historical figure who set the Reformation in 
motion, a number of movements pressed for a reform of the Catholic Church. 
Part of what was desired was a narrower canon. Luther insisted that authentic 
Christianity had to be based on the Bible, especially the New Testament. It was 
to be marked by "faith alone," "Christ alone," and "Word alone." Although 
James 2:14-26 teaches that true faith must be manifested in good works, Lu
ther regarded its teaching as alien to the true teaching of Jesus and the New 
Testament, especially Paul. Luther included James in his New Testament, but 
he regarded it as a "letter of straw." The Protestant tradition also refused to 
accept anything in the Old Testament that was not written in Hebrew. The 
Catholic tradition accepted books from the Septuagint, the Greek translation 
of the Hebrew. As we saw in the previous chapter, this included a number of 
books not found in the extant Hebrew Bibles (Tobit, Judith, parts of Esther, 
Ben Sirach, Baruch, parts of Daniel, 1-2 Maccabees)Y In drawing up the list 
of books that formed the Old Testament, the fathers of the Council of Trent 
affirmed books found in the Septuagint and in the subsequent Latin Vulgate. 
For the New Testament, they went back to the list of the Council of Florence 
that, in its own turn, looked back to the authority of Athanasius. 

What we have traced above is what happened across the early centuries of 
Christianity to produce the collection of books we call the New Testament. 
It is more important for our purposes to ask why this happened. What the 
above historical sketch of the gradual emergence of a collection of books 
that we now call the New Testament indicates is that this collection did not 
emerge from a decision made at any of the early councils, nor did it emerge 
as the result of direction from the emperor, whatever the characters in Dan 
Brown's novel might say. The first Church pronouncement on the canon of 
the New Testament was in 1442, a pronouncement that has its roots in the 
Easter letter of Athanasius in 367. Only at Florence (1442) and Trent (1546) 
did ecumenical councils concern themselves with the canon. They affirmed the 
Church's acceptance of the "grace" of God's gift of these Sacred Scriptures. 

The earliest councils took the inspired nature of certain books for granted. 
They had to argue over a number of passages in the New Testament, finding 
that the biblical language was not sufficient to express everything that had to 

32. Bibles produced by the Protestant tradition often print these books separately, calling 
them "apocryphal books." Catholic Bibles always contain them, even though they are called 
"deuterocanonical books" by some Catholics. Although they were not found in the Hebrew 
Bibles available to the Reformers in the sixteenth century, parts of Ben Sirach, Tobit, and Baruch 
have been found at Qumran, in Hebrew. These texts are pre-Christian. 
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be said about the Trinity or Christology. These books were already regarded 
as part of Scripture, a Word of God, even though no one had imposed on 
them the label of "canon." They had come to be recognized and accepted as 
such within the life, prayer, and liturgy of the Christian communities.33 It is 
clear that from the second century on they were read because they made sense 
of the lived experience of believing Christians and were accepted as a gift of 
God to the Church. Some contemporary scholars are even arguing that some 
of the original authors of the Gospels, and Paul, understood their writings 
about the life, teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth as a 
continuation of Israel's Sacred Scripture.34 We have already seen that in the 
first decades of the second Christian century the author of 2 Peter regarded 
a collection of the Pauline letters as Scripture (see 2 Pet. 3:15-16). The notion 
of Christian Scriptures-more precisely, a collection of books regarded as 
such-was already in place before anyone raised the question of the existence 
of a Christian canon. 

The canon emerged from the life of the Church. Recent scholarship is strongly 
affirming that "'canonicity' lies in the progressive and mutually forming rela
tionship between certain texts and the Church: a relationship which is complex, 
historical, but not beyond the bounds of grace."35 This, after all, was the concern 
of the letter of Athanasius in 367 and of Pope InnocentI's response to the Gallic 
bishops in 405. They were acting as "shepherds to their flock," indicating that 
the stories of Jesus' life, teaching, death, and resurrection, and the various letters 
that they read from Paul and others, privately and in their liturgies, were indeed 
Sacred Scripture, a gift of God, received by the Church. They trusted and affirmed 
the faith of their people that these twenty-seven books were "the Word of God." 

Conclusion 

To this point in our primer we have reflected on the call for all who take Chris
tianity seriously, and live it maturely, to know the Scriptures (chap. 1). We 

33. A powerful statement of this can be found in Harry Y. Gamble, "The New Testament 
Canon: Recent Research and the Status Quaestionis," in The Canon Debate, ed. Lee M. McDonald 
and J. A. Sanders (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 267-94; see esp. 293-94. 

34. See D. Moody Smith, "When Did the Gospels Become Scripture?," journal of Biblical 
Literature 119 (2000): 1-18. 

35. Morwenna Ludlow, "'Criteria of Canonicity' and the Early Church," in Die Einheit der 
Schrift und die Vie/fait des Kanons [The Unity of Scripture and the Diversity of the Canon], ed. 
John Barton and Michael Wolter, Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fur die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 
118 (Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2003), 71. See also the important work of Ormond 
Rush, The Eyes of Faith: The Sense of the Faithful and the Church's Reception of Revelation 
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2009), 116-52. 
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have seen the need for us to recognize that the books of the New Testament 
were formed in a Jewish and a Greco-Roman world that was geographically 
and chronologically very distant from our world (chap. 2). We need to reach 
back across the centuries in order to read our Scriptures maturely, catching 
what the original authors were saying to their faithful so that we too might be 
caught into the same divine rhetoric that has been proclaimed in a life-giving 
way for two thousand years. Despite the fact that the texts we have in the New 
Testament show all the signs of belonging to a time and a place very different 
from our own, Tradition has seen to it that they continue to be proclaimed and 
lived in the third Christian millennium. We further investigated this process 
as we asked how the New Testament came into existence (chap. 3). Is there 
something about the birth of the New Testament that allows it to retain its 
significance across two thousand years? There are two parts to an answer to 
this question. 

The first is a reflection on the growth of the New Testament traditions 
themselves. We have found that everything has its beginnings in the death, 
resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus of Nazareth, now Christ and Lord. Any 
reading of the New Testament must start from the conviction and keen aware
ness that the stories of Jesus' life; the theological reflection on the significance 
of what God has done for us in and through Jesus of Nazareth; the admoni
tions; and the gaze into the future vindication of all who love and suffer that 
is found in the Apocalypse and in other parts of the New Testament, espe
cially the Gospels (see, e.g., Mark 13), make sense because of Jesus' death 
and resurrection. The second part of the answer is a reflection on the history 
of the gradual emergence of the New Testament canon, made up of twenty
seven books that spoke to the faith journey and experience of the Christian 
faithful. This was neither a political gesture nor a power play. It reflected the 
experience of the Christian faithful who heard the voice of God in certain 
documents and did not hear it in others. As John Webster puts it, as "the place 
where divine speech may be heard, [the canon] is-or it ought to be-a knife 
at the Church's heart."36 

This challenging statement takes us back to a comment made by Joseph 
Ratzinger, later Benedict XVI, in his commentary on Dei Verbum, which was 
mentioned in the preface to this book.37 In 1968, the then-professor of Catholic 
systematic theology at the University of Tiibingen lamented the fact that the 
council had not pointed out that Sacred Scripture has an important critical role 

36. John Webster, "'A Great and Meritorious Act of the Church'? The Dogmatic Location 
of the Canon," in Barton and Wolter, Die Einheit der Schrift, 126. 

37. See pp. x-xii above. 
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to play in the life of the Christian Church. All too often the great Tradition 
can be accommodated by human and historically conditioned "traditions." 
Such an "accommodation" is understandable but must be carefully controlled 
lest the Christian Church lose its focus on its culturally unacceptable central 
mystery: the life-giving death and resurrection of Jesus. The enigma that a 
death has produced life is the core of Christianity. Ratzinger pointed out that 
the Word of God plays the role of a "thorn in the side" of an overly human 
and overly confident tradition. God's gift of Sacred Scriptures to the Church 
has the task of keeping the Church honest.38 

Today's Christians have a hunger for the Word of God. It is the Church's 
responsibility to respond to that hunger. At the heart of that response is the 
person of Jesus of Nazareth, his death, resurrection, and exaltation. The 
rest of this book will focus on those issues. The next step we must take is a 
brief biography of Jesus of Nazareth. Everything begins with him, his life, 
his teaching, and-as we have said repeatedly throughout this chapter-his 
death and resurrection. 

38. For further reflection on this, see pp. 199-201 below. 
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