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W/ HAT |s THE NJEW T ESTAMENT?

THE EARLY (CHRISTIANS AND
THER [_ITERATURE

CHAPTER

1

hrisrianity in the modem world is a richly

diverse phenomenon. Ask any Penrecostal
preacher who has attended a Roman Catholic mass,
or Greek Orthodox monk who has happened upon
a Baptist tent revival, or Episcopalian nun who has
visited a Jehovah's Witness prayer meeting. There
is, to be sure, common ground among many Chris-
tian groups, but when you compare the beliefs and
practices of an Appalachian snake handler with
those of a New England Presbyrerian, you may be
more struck by the differences than the similarities.
Is this kind of rich diversity a modern develop-
ment! Many people appear to think so. For them,
Christianity was originally a solid unity, but with

the passing of time (especially since the Protestant
Reformation) this unity became fractured and
fragmented. Historians, however, recognize that
in some ways Christian differences today pale in
comparison with those that existed among beliey-
ers in the distant past. If we turn the clock back
1,850 years to the middle of the second century,
we find people calling themselves Christian who
subscribe to beliefs that no modern eye has seen or
ear heard, Christians who believe that there are 2
different gods, or 3Q, or 365, Christians who claim
that the Old Testament is an evil book inspired by
an evil deity, Christians who say that God did nor
cteate the world and has never had any involve-
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ter1, than in the first. This is because, quite sim-
ply, there are more documents that date to this
period. Virtually rhe only Christian writings that
can be reliably dated to the first century are found
in the New Testament itself, although we know
that other Christian books were produced at this
time. We begin our investigation, then, by exam-
ining several examples of later forms of Christian-
ity, before seeing how these are relevant to the
study of the New Testament.

Jewish-Christian Adoptionists

Consider first the form of religion embraced by a
group of second-century Jewish Christians known
to be living in Palestine, east of the Jordan River.
These believers maintained that Jesus was a
remarkable man, more righteous in the Jewish Law
than any other, a man chosen by God to be his
son. Jesus, in fact, was “adopted” at his baptism;
when he emerged from the waters of the Jordan,
he saw the heavens open up and the Spirit of God
descend upon him as a dove, while a voice from
heaven proclaimed, “You are my son, today | have
begotten you.”

According to these Christians, Jesus was
empowered by God's Spirit to do remarkable mir-
acles and to teach the truth of God. Then, at the
end of his life, he fulfilled his divine commission
by dying as a willing sacrifice on the cross for the
sins of the world, a sacrifice that put an end to all
sacrifices. Afterward God raised him from the
dead. Jesus then ascended into heaven, where he
presently reigns.

There may seem to be little that is remarkable
about these beliefs—until, that is, one probes a bit
further into the details. For even though Jesus was
chosen by God, according to these Christians, he
was not himself divine. He was a righteous man
but nothing more than a man. In their view, Jesus
was not born of a virgin, he did not exist prior to
his birth, and he was not God. He was adopted by
God to be his son, the savior of the world. Hence
the name bestowed upon this group by others: they
were “adoptionists.” For them, to call Jesus God
was a blasphemous lie. For if Jesus were God, and
his Father were also God, there would be two
Gods. But the Jewish Scriptures emphatically
state otherwise: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God,
the Lord is one™ {(Deut 6:4).

According to these Christians, this one Ged
chose Israel and gave it his Law (in the Jewish
Scriptures). Furthermore, Jesus taught that his fol-
lowers must continue to obey the entire Law
{except the law that required animal sacrifice—for
them, Jesus himself was the perfect sacrifice) in all
its details—and not just the Ten Commandments!
Those who were not born Jews must first become
Jews in order to follow Jesus. For men, this meant
being circumcised; for men and women, it meant
observing the Sabbath and keeping kosher food
laws.

On what grounds did these Christians advance
this understanding of the faith! They had a sacred
book written in Hebrew which they claimed con-
tained the teachings of Jesus himself, a book that
was similar to what we today know as the Gospel
of Matthew (without the first two chapters).
What about the other books of the New
Testament, the other Gospels and Acts, the epis-
tles, and Revelation? Odd as it might seem, these
Jewish Christians had never heard of some of these
books, and tejected others of them outright. In
particular, they considered Paul, one of the most
prominent authors of our New Testament, to be an
arch-heretic rather than an apostle. Since, in
their opinion, Paul blasphemously taught that
Christ brought an end to the Jewish Law, his writ-
ings were to be rejected as heretical. In shorr,
these second-century Christians did not have our
New Testament canon (see box 1.1).

Marcionite Christians

The Jewish-Christian adoptionists were by no
means unique in not having our New Testament.
Consider another Christian group, this one scat-
tered throughout much of the Mediterranean in
the mid to late second century, with large numbers
of congregations flourishing especially in Asia
Minor (modern-day Turkey). Their opponents
called them “Marcionites” because they subscribed
to the form of Christianity advanced by the sec-
ond-century scholar and evangelist Marcion, who
himself claimed to have uncovered the true teach-
ings of Christianity in the writings of Paul, In
sharp contrast to the Jewish Christians east of the
Jordan, Marcion maintained that Paul was the true
apostle, to whom Christ had especially appeared
after his resurrection to impart the truth of the
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Box 1.1 The Canon of Scripture

of Shakespeare’s authentic writings.

Scriptures or the canon of the New Testament.

2

The English term “canon” comes from a Greek word thar originally meant “ruler” or “measuring rod.”
A, canon was used to make straight lines or to measure distances. When applied to a group of baoks,
ir refers to a recognized body of lirerature. Thus, for example, the canon of Shakespeare refers to all

Wirh reference to the Bible, the term canon denotes the collection of books that are accepted as
authorirative by a religious body. Thus, for example, we can speak of the canon of the Jewish

ment with it, Christians who maintain that Jesus
did not have a human body, or that he did not
have a human soul, or that he was never bom, or
thar he never died.

Of course, many people roday would argue that
such views could not be Christian. Whar is strik-
ing to the historian, however, is that peaple who
believed these things claimed ro be Christian.
Moreover, these believets invariably mainrained
that their ideas were taught by Jesus himself. In
many instances, they could appeal to writren proof,
for they all possessed documents allegedly penned
by Jesus' own apostles.

The New Testament also contains books that
were thought ro have been written by Jesus' own
apostles. These baoks, however, do not teach that
there are several gods, or that the crearor of the
world is evil, or that Jesus did not have a real body.
Are there historical grounds for thinking that the
New Testament books actually were written by
Jesus’ apostles and thar books supporting contrary
views were forgeries? Indeed, how is it rhat some
books claiming to be written by the apastles were
included in the New Testament, but others were
not? Moreover, even if the books that came to be
included in the New Testament agree on certain
fundamental points (for example, that there is
only one God), is it possible that they disagree on
others (such as who Jesus is)? That is to say, if
Christians in the second century, a hundred fifty
years or s after Jesus, held such a wide range of

beliefs, is it possible that Christians of the first
century (when the books of the New Tesrament
were being written) did as well? Did all of the
early Christians agree on the fundamental points
of their religion?

These are some of the issues that we will con-
sider as we begin to examine the earliest Christian
writings. They are not, of course, the only issues,
There is an extraordinarily broad range of impor-
tant and intriguing questions that readers bring to
the New Testament—about where it came from,
who its authors were, what their messages were—
and many of these will occupy us at considerable
length in the pages that follow. But the issue of
Chtistian diversity is a good place for us to begin
our investigation. Not only can it provide a useful
entrée into important questions about the early
stages of the Christian religion, starting with the
reachings of Jesus, it can also enlighten us about
the nature of the New Testament itself, about how
and why these various books came to be gathered
together into one volume and accepted by
Christians as rtheir sacred canon of scripture (see

box 1.1),

=X THE DIVERSITY

=% OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY

As 1 have intimated, Christian diversity is some-
what easier to docurment in the second century,
after the bocks of the New Testament were writ-
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Box 1.2 The Hebrew Bible and the Christian Old Testament

The terms “Jewish Scriptures” and “Hebrew Bible” both refer to the collection of books considered
sacred in the religion of Judaism, books that were written almost enrirely in Hebrew. Many of these
writings were regarded as holy even before Jesus' day, especially the first five books of Moses, known
as the Torah or Law. ’

About a century after Jesus, the collection of books into rhe Hebrew Scriptures was
more or less fixed. Altogether, rhe collection comprised twenty-four differenr books. Because of a differ-
ent way of counting rhem, they number rthirty-nine books in English rranslation (rhe twelve minor
prophets in English Bibles, for example, count as only one book in the Hebrew Bible).

Christians have long referred to these books as the “Old Testament,” to set thern apart from the books
of the “New Testament” {the new set of books thar reveal God’s will to his people}. Throughout our study,
1 will use the term “Old Testament” only when referring explicitly to Christian views; otherwise, T will call
these books the Jewish Scriptures or Hebrew Bible.

Even within Christianity there are different numbers of books included in the “Old Tesrament.” The
Roman Catholic Church, for example, accepts an additional twelve books (or parts of books)—including
such works as Tobi, Judith, 1 and 2 Maccabees—which they call “Deuterocanonical” {meaning that they
came into the canon ar a later time than the books of the Hebrew Bible). Protestant Christians usually
call these books the “Apocrypha.” Since they did not form part of the Hebrew Bible, I will not be includ-
ing them in this charr or discussing them at any lengrh.

Samuel {counts as 1 book)
Kings (counts as 1 book)

Later Propherts

The Hebrew Bible The Christian “Old Testament”
The Torah {5 books) The Pentateuch (5 books)
Genesis Genesis
Exodus Exodus
Leviticus Leviticus
Numbers Numbers
Deuteronomy Deuteronomy
The Prophets (8 books) Historical Books (12 books)
Former Prophets Joshua
Joshua Judges
Judges Ruth

1 and 2 Samuel
1 and 2 Kings
1 and 2 Chronicles

Isatah Ezra
; Nehemiah
]eremlah Esther
Ezekiel
The Twelve (count as 1 book) Poetry and Wisdom Books (5 books)
Hosea lob
Joel Psalms
Amnos Proverbs
Obadiah Ecclesiastes
Jonah Song of Solomon
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Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

The Whitings (11 books)
Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ruth
Song of Solomon
Ecclesiastes
Lamentations
Esther
Daniel
Ezra-Nehemiah (1 book)
Chronicles (1 book)

Prophetic Books (17 books)

Major Propherts
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Ezekiel
Daniel

Minor Prophets
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

gospel. Paul, according to Marcion, had begun as a
good Jew intent on obeying the Law to the utmost,
but the revelation of Christ showed him beyond
doubt that the Jewish Law played no part in the
divine plan of redemption. Fot him, Christ himself
was the only way of salvation. Marcion argued that
Paul’s writings effectively set the gospel of Christ
over and against the Law of the Jews, and that the
apostle had urged Christians to abandon the Jewish
Law altogether.

For Marcion and his followers, the differences
between the religion preached by Jesus (and his
apostle, Paul) and that found in the Jewish
Scriptures were plain to see. Whereas the Jewish
God punishes those who disobey, they claimed,
the God of Jesus extends mercy and forgiveness;
whereas the God of the Jews says “an eye for an eye
and a tooth for a tooth,” the God of Jesus says to
“turn the other cheek” and whereas the Old
Testament God tells the Israelites to conquer
Jericho by slaughtering its entire population—
men, women, and children—the God of Jesus says

to love your enemies. What do these two Gods
have in common? According to the Marcionites,
nothing. For them, there are two separate and
unrelated Gods, the God of the Jews and the God
of Jesus.

Marcionite Christians maintained rhat Jesus
did not belong to the wrathful and just God of the
Jews, the God who created the world and chose
Israel to be his special people. In fact, Jesus came
to save people from this God. Moreover, since
Jesus had no part in the Creator, he could have
no real ties to the material world that the
Creator-God made. Jesus therefore was not actu-
ally born and did not have a real flesh-and-blood
body. How, then, did Jesus get hungry and thirsty,
how did he bleed and die? According to Marcio-
nites, it was all an appearance: Jesus only seemed
to be human. As the one true God himself, come
to earth to deliver people from the vengeful God
of the Jews, Jesus was never horn, never got hun-
gry or thirsty or tired, never bled or died. Jesus’
body was a phantasm.
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The contrasts between the Jewish Christians and
the Marcicnites are stark. One group said that Jesus
was torally human and not divine, the other said
that he was totally divine and not human. One
group staunchly maintained that there was only one
God, the other asserted that there were in fact two.
One said that the true God created the world, called
Israel to be his people, and gave them the Law, the
other said that the true God had never had any deal-
ings with the world or with Israel. One group urged
that believers must follow the Law, the other argued
that they should reject it altogether. Both groups
considered themselves to be the true Christians.

Most significantly for our purposes here, these
groups did not appeal to the same authorities for
their views. On the contrary, whereas the Jewish
Christians rejected Paul as a heretic, the
Marcionites followed him as the greatest of the
apostles. Moreover, instead of adhering to a ver-
sion of Matthew’s Gospel, the Marcionites used a
truncated version of something like our Gospel of
Luke, along with ten of Paul’s letters (all of those
found in the New Testament, with the exceptions
of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus). But even these
were not exactly the letters as we have them today.
Marcion believed that earlier heretics had willful-
ly modified these books by inserting positive refer-
ences to the God of the Jews, his creation, and his
Scriptures; accordingly, he excised these passages,
giving his followers a form of the Bible strikingly
different from thar used by Christians today:
eleven books, all of them shortened, and no Old
Testament.

(Gnostic Christians

The Jewish-Christian adoptionists and the
Marcionites were not the only two Christian
groups vying for converts in the second century.
In fact, there were many other groups supporting a
wide range of other beliefs on the basis of a wide
range of other authorities as well. Some of the
best known are the various sects of Christian
Gnostics, so named because of their claim that
special “gnosis” {Greek for “knowledge”) is neces-
sary for salvation.

We know that Gnostic Christians were located
in major urban areas throughout much of the
Mediterranean during the second and third cen-
turies, especially in Egypt, Syria, Asia Minor, Rome,

and Gaul, Gnostics were themselves wildly diverse,
with different groups believing radically different
things (see Chapter 11). Some Gnostics agreed
with Marcion that Jesus was totally divine and not
at all human, and for much the same reason that he
did: Jesus represented a different God from the one
who created this world. Others, however, claimed
that Jesus Christ consisted of two distinct beings, the
human Jesus and the divine Christ. These Gnostics
agreed with the Jewish-Christian adoptionists that
Jesus was the most righteous man on earth and that
something special had happened at his baptism.
They did not think, however, that God adopted him
to be his son; instead, they maintained that his bap-
tism was the moment at which the divine being, the
Christ, came into the man Jesus, empowering him
for his healing and, especially, teaching ministry. At
the end of Jesus' life, immediately before his death,
the Christ then departed from him once again to
return to heaven. This is why Jesus cried out in such
anguish on the cross, “My God, my God, why have
you left me behind? (cf. Mark 15:34).

Who, though, was this divine Christ? For many
Gnostics, he was one of the deities that made up the
divine realm. Unlike the Jewish Christians who
maintained that there was only one God or the
Marcionites who claimed that there were two,
(Gnostics accepted the existence of many. In some
of the Gnostic systems that we know about there
were 30 different gods, in others as many as 365.
Moreover, for all of these systems, the true God
was not the God of the Old Testament. Unlike
Marcion, however, Gnostics did not believe that
the Old Testament God was simply vengeful and
righteous, a God who had high standards (the Law)
and little patience with those who did not meet
them. For many of ther, the creator God of the
Old Testament was inherently evil, as was this
material world that he created.

Gnostics felt a sense of alienation from this
world and knew that they did not belong here.
They were spiritual beings from the divine realm
who had become entrapped in the realm of matter
by the evil God and his subordinates. Salvation
meant escaping from this material world. Thus a
god from the divine realm entered into the man
Jesus, and left him prior to his death, so that he
could impart to the imprisoned spirits the knowl-
edge (gnosis!) that is necessary for escape.
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This was secrer knowledge not divulged to the
masses, not even to the mass of Christians. It was
meant only for the chosen, the elect, the Gnostics
themselves. They did not deny that Jesus taughr the
crowds publicly, but they believed he reserved the
secret teachings that led to salvation only for the elect
who were able to act upon them. The Gnostics
passed on this teaching by word of mouth and
claimed that it could be discovered through a careful
reading of the writings of the apostles. It lay there
hidden beneath the surface. Thus, for the Gnostic,
the literal meaning of these texts was not what mat-
tered; the truth necessary for salvation could be found
only in the secret meaning, a meaning exclusively
available to Gnostic interpreters, those “in the know.”

Since Gnostic Christians were not tied to the
literal meaning of their texts, they were not as com-
pulsive as other Christians about collecting a group
of books and ascribing special authority to them (in
contrast, for example, to the Marcionites). Various
Ginostics nonetheless did have their own favorites.
We know that many of them were especially drawn
to the Gospel of John and that others cherished
Gospels that most modern people have never heard
of: the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary, the
Gospel of Philip, and the Gospel of Truth. Some of
these books have only recently been discovered by
archaeologists, Each of them was thought to con-
vey the true teachings of Jesus and his apostles.

How is it that most of these books cannot be
found in our own New Testament! Or for that
matter, how is it that the versions of Matthew,
Luke, and Paul read by Jewish-Christian adoption-
ists and Marcionites were not included? Why do
the views of these other groups not have equal rep-
resentation in the Christian Scriptures? The an-
swer can be found by examining the story of one
other proup of second-century Christians.

“Proto-Orthodox” Christians

The “proto-orthodox” Christians represent the fore-
runners (hence the prefix “proto”) of the group that
became the dominant form of Christianity in later
centuries. When this group later acquired more
converts than any of the others (say, by the begin-
ning of the fourth century) and stifled its opposition,
it claimed that its views had always been the major-
ity position and that its rivals were, and always had
been, “heretics,” who willfully “chose” (the Greek

root of the word “heresy”) to reject the “true belief’
{the literal meaning of “orthodoxy”).

We ourselves can use the term “proto-ortho-
dox" only in retrospect, since the adherents of this
position did not actually know that their views
would become dominant, nor did they think of
themselves as forerunners of believers to come
later; like all the other groups of their day, they
simply saw themselves as the true Christians. The
story of their victory over their opponents is fasci-
nating, but aspects of it are hotly debated among
modern-day scholars. Some historians think that
the proto-orthodox beliefs were original to
Christianity, others maintain that they developed
over time. Some scholars claim that the proto-
orthodox had always been in the majority
throughout Christendom, others think that other
fotms of Christianity were predominant in many
parts of the Medirerranean (e.g., Jewish Christians
in parts of Palestine, Gnostics in parts of Egypt and
Syria, Marcionites in Asia Minor). Fortunately,
we do not need to resolve these thorny problems
here.

But there are aspects of the proto-orthodox
struggle for dominance that are directly germane
to our study of the New Testament. To begin with,
we can consider what these Christians believed in
contrast to the other groups we have discussed.

Proto-orthodox Chtistians agreed with the
Jewish Christians who said that Jesus was com-
pletely human, but disagreed when these people
denied that he was divine. They agreed with
the Marcionites who said that Jesus was com-
pletely divine, bur disagreed when they denied
that he was human. They agreed with the
Gnostics who said that Jesus Christ taught the
way of salvation, but disagteed when they said
that he was two beings rather than one and when
they claimed that his true teachings had been
secret, accessible only to the elect few. In
short, proto-orthodox Christians argued that
Jesus Christ was both divine and human, that he
was one being instead of two, and that he had
taught his disciples the truth. They claimed that
the apostles had written the teachings of Jesus
down and that, when interpreted in a straightfor-
ward and literal fashion, the books that were
passed on from the apostles to their followers
revealed the truth necessary for salvation.



& THE NEW TESTAMENT. A HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION

These views may sound familiar to readers who
have had any involvement with Christianity—
and no surprise! For the side that held these views
won the debates and determined the shape of
Christianity up to the present day.

The proto-orthodox position, then, atrempted
to counteract the claims of the groups that they
opposed. In part, this meant that the proto-orthodox
group had to reject some documents thar claimed
to be written by apostles but that advanced beliefs
contrary to their own, for example, the Gospel of
Peter, the Gospel of Philip, or the Gospel of Thomas,
all of which appeared to support Gnostic petspec-
tives. Some of the writings used by the opposing
groups, however, were guite popular among the
proto-orthodox Christians as well. For example,
the Gospel of Matthew was well loved by Jewish
Christians, and the Gospe! of John was a favorite
of many Gnostics. Indeed, by accepting and ascrib-
ing authority to both of these Gospels, the proto-
orthodox believers were able to balance the
“heretical” claims that could be made when only
one of them was taken to be the ultimate authority.

In other words, if Jesus appears to be complete-
ly human in one Gospel and completely divine in
another, by accepting both authorities as Scripture
the proto-orthodox were able to claim that both
perspectives were right, and that an exclusive
emphasis on Jesus as only human, or purely divine,
was a perversion of the truth. The development of
the canon of Scripture within proto-orthodox cit-
cles is in large part an attempt to define what true
Christians should believe by eliminating or com-
promising the views of other groups. :

Because the proto-orthodox group represented
the party that eventually became dominant in
Christianity (by at least the fourth century),
Christians of all later penerations inherited their
canon of Scriptute, rather than the canons sup-
ported by their opponents.

=X THE NEW TESTAMENT
=7 CANON OF SCRIPTURE
The purpose of the preceding sketch was not

give a complete account of Christianity in the
second century but simply to indicate how early

Christianity was extremely diverse and to show
how this diversity led to the collection of books
into a sacred canon. The Christian Scriptures did
not drop from the sky one day in July the year
Jesus died. They were written by individual
authors ac different points of time, in different
countries, to different communities, with differ-
ent concerns; they were later read by an even
wider range of Christians and were eventually col-
lected together into what we now call the New
Testament. Before launching into a study of these
various books, we should reflect further on how
and when they (and not others) came to be
placed in the canon. We can begin with some
preliminary observations concerning the shape of
the canon as we now have it.

The New Testament:
Some Basic Information

The New Testament contains twenty-seven books,
written in Greek, by fifteen or sixteen different
authors, who were addressing other Christian indi-
viduals or communities between the years 50 and
120 ¢k (see box [.3). As we will see, it is difficult
to know whether any of these books was written
by Jesus” own disciples.

The first four books are “Gospels,” a term that
literally means “good news.” The four Gospels of
the New Testament proclaim the good news by
telling stories about the life and death of Jesus—
his birth, ministry, miracles, teaching, last days,
crucifixion, and resurrection. These books are tra-

. ditionally ascribed to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and

John. Proto-orthodox Christians of the second
century claimed that two of these authors were
disciples of Jesus: Matthew, the tax collector men-
tioned in the First Gospel (Martt 9:9), and John,
the beloved disciple who appears in the Fourth
(e.g., John 19:26). The other two were reportedly
written by associates of famous apostles: Mark, the
secretary of Peter, and Luke, the maveling com-
panion of Paul. This second-century tradition
does not go back to the Gospels themselves; the
titles in our Bibles (e.g., “The Gospel according to
Matthew™ ) were not found in the original texts of
these books. Instead, their authors chose fo
remain anonymous.
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C.E. corresponds ro A.D. and B.C.E. to B.C.

Box 1.3 The Common Era and Before the Common Era

Most students will be accustomed to dating ancient events as either A.D. (which does not stand for
“Afrer Death,” but for *anno domini,” Latin for “year of our Lord”} or B.C. (“Before Christ”}. This
terminology may make sense for Chrisrians, for whom A.D. 1996 is indeed “the year of our Lord
1996.” Tt makes less sense, though, for Jews, Muslims, and others for whom Jesus is not the “Lord”
ot the “Christ.” Scholars have therefore begun to use a different set of abbreviations as more inclu-
sive of others outside the Christian rradition. In this book I will follow the alrernative designations
of C.E. {“the Common Era,” meaning common o people of all faiths who utilize the traditional
Western calendar) and B.C.E. (“Before the Common Era"). In terms of the older abbreviations, then,

The next book in the New Testament is the
Acts of the Apostles, written by the same anthor
as the Third Gospel (whom modern scholars con-
tinue to call Luke even though we are not certain
of his identity). This book is a sequel to the
Gospel in that it describes the history of early
Christianity beginning with events immediately
after Jesus’ death; it is chiefly concerned to show
how the religion was disseminated throughout
parts of the Roman Empire, among Gentiles as
well as Jews, principally through the missionary
labors of the apostle Paul. Thus, whereas the
Gospels portray the beginnings of Christianiry

{through the life and death of Jesus), the book of

Acts portrays the spread of Christianity (through
the work of his apostles).

The next section of the New Testament com-
prises twenty-one “epistles,” that is, letters written
by Christian leaders to various communities and
individuals. Not all of these epistles are, strictly
speaking, items of personal correspondence. The
book of Hebrews, for example, appears to be an
early Christian sermon, and the epistle of 1 John is
a kind of Christian tractate. Nonetheless, all
twenty-one of these books are traditionally called
epistles. Thirteen of them claim to be written by
the apostle Paul; in some cases, scholars have
come to question this claim. In any event, most of

these letters, whether by Paul or others, address
theological or practical problems that have arisen
in the Christian communities they address. Thus,
whereas the Gospels describe the beginnings of
Christianity and the book of Acts its spread, the
epistles are more directly focused on Christian
beliefs, practices, and ethics.

Finally, the New Testament concludes with the
Book of Revelation, the first surviving instance of
a Christian apocalypse. This book was written by
a prophet named John, who describes the course of
future events leading up to the destruction of this
wotld and the appearance of the world to come.
As such, it is principally concerned with the cul-
mination of Christianity.

Other Early Christian Writings

The books I have just described were not the
only writings of the early Christians, nor were
they originally collected into a body of literature
called the “New Testament.” We know of other
Christian writings that have not survived from
antiquity. For example, the apostle Paul, in his
first letter to the Corinthians, refers to an
earlier writing that he had sent them (1 Cor 5:9)
and alludes to a letter that they themselves had
sent him (7:1). Unforrunately, this correspon-
dence is lost.
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Box 1.4 The Layout of the New Testament

Gospels: The Beginnings of Christianity (4 books)
Matthew
Mark
Luke
John

Acts: The Spread of Christianiey (1 book)
The Acts of the Apostles

Epistles: The Beliefs, Practices, and Ethics of Christianity (21 books)

Pauline Epistles
Romans
1 and 2 Corinthians
Galatians
Ephesians
Philippians
Colossians
1 and 2 Thessalonians
1 and 2 Timothy
Titus
Philemon

General Epistles
Hebrews
lames
1 and 2 Peter
1,2, and 3 John
Jude

Apocalypse: The Culmination of Christianity (I book)
The Revelation of John

This schemaric arrangement is somewhat simplified. All of the New Testament books, for example
{not just the epistles), are concemed with Christian beliefs, practices, and ethics, and Paul’s epistles
are in some ways mote reflective of Christian beginnings than the Gospels. Nonetheless, this basic
onientation to the New Testamenrt writings can at least ger us starred in our understanding of the

L early Christian literature.

|

Other noncanonical writings, however, have
survived. The best known of these are by authors
collectively called the “Apostolic Fathers.” These
were Christians living in the early second century,
whose writings were considered authoritative in

some proto-orthodox circles, some of them on a par
with the writings of the Gospels or Paul. In fact,
some of our ancient manuscripts of the New
Testament include writings of the Apostolic Fathers
as if they belonged to the canon. Other, previously
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unknown, Christian writings have been discovered
only within the twentieth century. Some of these
writings clearly stand at odds with those within the
New Testament; some of them appear to have been
used as sacred scripture by certain groups of
Christians. A number of them.claim to be written
by apostles. The most spectacular find occurred in
1945 near the town of Nag Hammadi, Egypt, where
some bedouin digging for fertilizer accidentally
uncovered a jar containing thirteen fragmentary
baoks in leather bindings. The books contain
anthologies of literarure, some fifty-two treatises
altogether, written in the ancient Egyptian lan-
guage called Coptic. Whereas the books them-

selves were manufactured in the mid-fourth centu-

1y c.E. (we know this because some of the bindings
were strengthened with pieces of scracch paper
that were dated), the treatises that cthey contain
are much older: some of them ate mentioned by
name by authors living in the second century.
Before this discovery, we knew that these books
existed, but we didn’t know what was in them.

What kind of books are they? I earlier indicat-
ed that Gnostic Christians appealed to written
authorities that did not make it into the New
Testament, some of them allegedly written by
apostles. These are some of those books. Included
in the collection are epistles, apocalypses, and col-
lections of secret teachings. Yet more intriguing
are the several Gospels that it contains, including
one allegedly written by the apostle Philip and
another attributed to Didymus Judas Thomas,
thought by some early Christians to be Jesus’ twin
brother (see box 12.2).

These books were used by groups of Christian
Gnostics during the struggles of the second, third,
and fourth centuries, but they were rejected
as heretical by proto-orthodox Christians. Why were
they rejected? The question takes us back to the
issues raised earlier concerning how Christians went
about deciding which books to mclude in the New
Testament and when their decisions went into effect.

The Development of the

Christian Canon

Proto-orthodox Christians did not invent the idea
of collecting authoritative writings together into a
sacred canon of Scripture. In this they had a

precedent. For even though most of the other teli-
gions in the Roman Empire did not use written
documents as authorities for their religious beliefs
and practices, Judaism did.

Jesus and his followers were themselves Jews
who were conversant with the ancient writings
that were eventually canonized into the Hebrew
Scriptures.  Although most scholars now think
that a hard and fast canon of Jewish Scripture did
not yet exist in Jesus’ own day, it appears that most
Jews did subscribe to the special authority of the
Torah (i.e., the first five books of the Hebrew
Bible, see box 1.2). Also, many Jews accepred the
authority of the Prophets as well. These
writings include the books of Joshua through 2
Kings in our English Bibles, as well as the more
familiar prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the
twelve minor prophets. According to our ear-
liest accounts, Jesus himself quoted from some of
these books; we can assume that he accepted them
as authoritative.

Thus Christianiry had its beginning in the
proclamation of a Jewish teacher, who ascribed
authority to written documents. Moreover, we
know that Jesus’ followers considered his own
teachings to be authoritative. Near the end of the
first century, Christians were citing Jesus’ words
and calling them “Scripture” (e.g., 1 Tim 5:18). It
is striking that in some early Christian circles the
correct interpretation of Jesus’ teachings was
thought to be the key to eternal life (e.g., see John
6:68 and Gosp. Thom. 1). Furthermore, some of
Jesus’ followers, such as the apostle Paul, under-
stocd themselves to be authoritative spokesper-
sons for the truth. Other Christians granted them
this claim. The book of 2 Peter, for example,
includes Paul’s own letters among the “Scriptures”
(2 Pec 3:16).

Thus by the beginning of the second century
some Christians were ascribing authority to the
words of Jesus and the writings of his apostles.
There were nonetheless heated debates concern-
ing which apostles were true to Jesus’ own teach-
ings (¢f. Marcion and the Jewish Christians on
Paul}, and a number of writings that claimed to be
written by apostles were thought by some
Christians to be forgeries. It is interesting to
reflect on how our present New Testament
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Box 1.5 The New Testament: One Other Set of Problems

In this chaprer we have seen that the New Testament did not emerge as a single collecrion of twen-
ty-seven books immediately, bur that different groups of early Christians had different collections of
sacred books. In some ways, however, the problem of the New Testament canon is even more com-
plicated than rhat. For nort onty did different Christian communities have different hooks—they had
different versions of the same books.

This is because of the way bocks were transmitted in an age before Inrernet access, desktop pub-
lishing, word processors, photocopiers, and printing presses. Books in the ancient world could not be
mass produced, They were copied by hand, one page, one sentence, one word, one letter ar a time.
There was no other way to do it. Since books were copied by hand, there was always the possibility
that scribes would make mistakes and intentional changes in a book-—any and every time it was
copied. Moreover, when a new copy was itself copied, the mistakes and changes that the earlier scribe
{copyist) made would have been reproduced, while the new scribe would introduce some mistakes
and changes of his own, When that copy was then copied, more changes would be introduced. And
50 it went.

Unfortunately, we do not have the originals of any of the books of the New Testament, or the first
caopies, or the copies of the first copies. What we have are copies made much later—in most cases
hundreds of years later.

How do we know that these copies were changed in the process of reproduction? Because we can
compare the thousands of copies that we now have, which range in date from the second to the six-
teenth centuries, ro see if and how they differ from one another. What is striking is that they differ
a lot. In fact, among the over 5,000 Greek copies of the New Testament that we have, no two of them
are exactly alike in all their derails. We don't know how many differences there ate among these
copies because no one has been able to add them all up. But the total is in the hundreds of thousands.
Possibly it is easiest ro put the marter in comparative terms: there ate more differences in our manu-
scripts than there are words in the New Testament.

Most of these differences are altogether minor and unimportant {misspelled words, changes of
word order, the accidental omission of a line, etc.). But some of them are of immense importance.
Wete the last twelve verses of Mark’s Gospel ortiginal, ot were they added larer (they are not found
in our oldest and best copies)? Was the story of the woman raken in adultery originally part of John's
Gospel (it does not start to appear regulatly in copies until the Middle Ages}! Was the famous
account of Jesus “sweating blood” originally found in Luke {(some of our oldest and best copies omit
it)!

These are difficulr questions to answer. We will be dealing with some of them throughourt the
course of the book. But we will save a full discussion to the end, in Chaprer 29, where we consider
how scholars have gone about trying to establish what the authors of the New Testament originally
wrote, given the circumstance that we don't have their original copies, but only copies made hun-
dreds of years later, all of them filled with mistakes.
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emerged from this conflict, fot, in fact, the first
person to establish a fixed canon of Scriptute
appears to have been none other than Marcion.
Marcion’s insistence that his sacred books (a form
of Luke and ten truncated letters of Paul) made up
the Christian Bible evidently led other Christians
to affirm a larger canon, which included other
Gospels {Matthew, Mark, and John) and other
epistles {the “Pastoral” epistles—1 and 2 Timothy
and Titus—and the eight general epistles} as well
as the books of Acts and Revelation.

It appears then that our New Testament
emerged out of the conflicts among Christian
groups, and that the dominance of the proto-
orthodox position was what led to the develop-
ment of the Christian canon as we have it. Itis
no accident that Gospels that were deemed
heretical—for instance, the Gospel of Peter or
the Gospel of Philip—did not make it into the
New Testament. This is not to say, however,
that the canon of Scripture was firmly set by
the end of the second century. Indeed, it is a
striking fact of history that even though the
four Gospels were widely considered authorita-
tive by proto-orthodox Christians then—along
with Acts, most of the Pauline epistles, and
several of the longer general epistles—the col-
lection of our twenty-seven books was not
finalized until much later. For throughout the
second, third, and fourth centuries proto-orthodox
Christians continued to debate the acceptability
of some of the other books. The arguments cen-
tered around (z) whether the books in question
were ancient (some Christians wanted to include
The Shepherd of Hermas, for example; others insist-
ed that it was penned after the age of the apostles);
(b) whether they were written by apostles (some
wanted to include Hebrews on the grounds that
Paul wrote it; others insisted that he did not); and
(c) whether they were widely accepted among
proto-orthodox congregations as containing cor-
rect Christian teaching (many Christians, for
example, disputed the doctrine of the end times
found in the book of Revelation).

Contrary to what one might expect, it was not
until. the year 367 ck, almost two and a half
centuries after the last New Testament book was
written, that any Christian.of record named our cur-
rent twenty-seven books as the authoritative canon
of Scripture. The author of this list was Arthanasius,
the powerful bishop of Alexandria, Egypt. Some
scholars believe that this pronouncement on his
part, and his accompanying proscription of heretical
bocks, led monks of a nearby monastery to hide the
Gnostic writings discovered 1,600 vears later by
bedouin near Nag Hammadi, Egypr.

——

.
— IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR STUDY
e

Understanding the process by which the New
Testament canon came into being raises a highly
significant issue. The various books of the New
Testament are typically read as standing in essen-
tial harmony with one another. But do the books
of the New Testament agree in every major way!
Or are they only thought to agree because they
have been placed together, side by side, in an
authoritative collection that is venerated as sacred
Scripture! Is it possible that when these books are
read in their original settings rather than their
canonical context they stand at real tension with
one another?

These are among the most difficult and contro-
versial issues that we will address in our study of
the New Testament writings. In order to anticipate
my approach, I might simply point cut that histo-
rians who have carefully examined the New
Testament have found that its authors do, in fact,
embody remarkably diverse points of view. These
scholars have concluded that the most fruitful way
to interpret the New Testament authors is to read
them individually rather than collectively. Bach
author should be allowed to have his own say,*
and should not be too quickly reconciled with the
point of view of another. For example, we should
not assume that Paul would always say exactly
what Matthew would, or that Matthew would
agree in every particular with John, and so on.

*  Throughout this book I will be using the masculine pronoun to refer to the authors of rhe early Christian literature, sim-
ply because [ think all of them were males. For discussion of some of the relevant issues, see Chapter 24 and box 3.1.
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FIGURE 1.1 Codex Sinaiticus, the oldest surviving manuscript of the entire New Testament. This fourch-century manuscript
includes The Shepherd of Hermas and the Epistle of Barnabas (the first page of which is pictured here}, books that were considered

part of the New Testament by some Christians for several centuries.

Following this principle, scholars have been struck
by the rich diversity represented within the pages
of the New Testament. This point cannot be
stressed enough. The diversity of Christianity did
not begin in the modem period, as some people
unreflectively assume, nor did it begin in the sec-
ond century, in the fragmented forms of
Christianity discussed earlier in this chapter. The
diversity of Christianity is already evident in the

earliest writings that have survived from the
Christians of antiquity, most of which are pre-
setved within the canon of the New Testament.

In this book, we will approach the writings of
the New Testament from this historical perspec-
tive, looking at each author’s work individually,
rather than allowing the shape of the later
Christian canon to determine the meaning of all
of its constituent parts.
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Box 1.6 The New Testament Canon

1. Early Christianity was not the unified monolith that modem people sometimes assume. [t was,
in fact, extremely diverse.

2. This diversity was manifest in a wide range of writings, only some of which have come down to
us in the New Testament.

3. The New Testament canon was formed by proto-orthodox Christians who wanted to show that
their views were grounded in the writings of Jesus’ own apostles.

4. Whether these writings actually represented the views of Jesus’ own apostles, however, was in
some instances debated for decades, even centuries.

5. A historical approach to these writings allows each book to speak for irself, without assuming
they are all saying the same thing.

6. This approach will allow us to see the diversity of early Christianity more clearly, already in its
earliest writings.
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