
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Use of the New Testament Books in the Early Christian Era

By Walter Smith


Copyright © 2025 Historia Magna.

All rights reserved.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Introduction to the Early Christianity
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The early Christian era was a period of profound transformation, marked by the emergence of a new religious movement within the diverse and often turbulent landscape of the Roman Empire. Christianity, arising from Jewish traditions and rooted in the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, began as a small sect in first-century Judea before expanding into a global faith. The spread and use of the New Testament during this time were deeply intertwined with the sociopolitical structures of the Roman world, the cultural and linguistic diversity of the Mediterranean, and the theological debates that shaped Christian doctrine.

The Roman Empire in the first century provided both the backdrop and the medium for the dissemination of Christian teachings. Rome’s vast network of roads, common language (Greek in the east, Latin in the west), and administrative cohesion allowed for unprecedented mobility and communication among early Christians. The Pax Romana, a relative period of stability, facilitated travel for missionaries like Paul, who took advantage of Roman infrastructure to spread the message of Jesus Christ. However, this same imperial system often proved hostile to the nascent faith, as Christians were perceived as subversive elements within a society that valued traditional religious practices tied to civic duty. The refusal of Christians to participate in emperor worship and their monotheistic convictions set them apart from the religious pluralism of the time, leading to persecution under emperors such as Nero (r. 54–68 AD) and Domitian (r. 81–96 AD).

The earliest Christian texts, which would later form the New Testament, were produced in this complex environment. The first written sources were likely the letters of Paul, composed between the late 40s and the mid-60s AD. Paul’s epistles, such as those to the Romans, Corinthians, and Galatians, provided theological instruction and practical guidance to fledgling Christian communities. His letter to the Romans, written around 57 AD, is particularly significant as it lays out a systematic exposition of Christian doctrine, emphasizing themes of grace, faith, and salvation. Paul’s writings reveal a sophisticated engagement with Jewish scripture, Greco-Roman philosophy, and emerging Christian theology. He frequently quoted the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, to establish continuity between Judaism and the new faith. For example, in Romans 1:17, Paul cites Habakkuk 2:4, asserting that “the righteous shall live by faith,” a cornerstone of his theological framework.

Alongside Paul’s letters, the Gospels began to take shape in the latter half of the first century. The Gospel of Mark, traditionally dated to around 65–70 AD, is widely considered the earliest of the four. Mark presents a fast-paced, action-oriented narrative of Jesus’ ministry, emphasizing his role as the suffering Messiah. Matthew and Luke, composed slightly later (ca. 80–90 AD), expand upon Mark’s account, incorporating additional teachings, parables, and infancy narratives. John’s Gospel, written near the end of the first century, offers a theologically rich interpretation of Jesus’ identity, focusing on his divinity and preexistence. Each of these texts reflects the diverse theological emphases and community concerns of the early Christian movement.

The use of the New Testament writings in early Christian communities was shaped by oral tradition, communal worship, and missionary activity. Before the Gospels were committed to writing, the teachings of Jesus circulated orally, preserved by disciples and early followers who recited his sayings and recounted his deeds. This oral tradition was essential in an age where literacy rates were relatively low, and communal recitation was the primary means of transmitting religious knowledge. Scholars such as Richard Bauckham have argued that the oral transmission of Jesus’ words was not a haphazard process but rather a controlled tradition maintained by authoritative witnesses, including the apostles. The communal reading of texts also played a crucial role in shaping Christian identity. In cities like Antioch, Corinth, and Rome, Christians gathered to hear letters from apostles read aloud, reinforcing doctrinal unity and ethical instruction. The Didache, an early Christian manual dated to the late first or early second century, provides insight into these communal practices, outlining instructions for teaching, baptism, and the Eucharist.

The spread of Christianity and its scriptures was not limited to the Roman heartland but extended into regions such as Syria, Egypt, and Asia Minor. Antioch, one of the most significant early Christian centers, is mentioned in Acts 11:26 as the place where followers of Jesus were first called “Christians.” The city served as a hub for missionary activity, with figures such as Barnabas and Paul using it as a base for their journeys. In Egypt, the Christian presence was strong by the early second century, as evidenced by the writings of Clement of Alexandria and the discovery of early biblical manuscripts in Oxyrhynchus. Asia Minor, home to many of Paul’s congregations, became a crucial battleground for theological debates, particularly regarding the inclusion of Gentiles in the Christian movement.

Persecution and martyrdom further shaped the use and reverence of New Testament texts. During periods of Roman hostility, possessing Christian scriptures was considered an act of defiance. The martyrdom of Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna (d. ca. 155 AD), illustrates the reverence early Christians held for their texts. When Roman authorities demanded that he renounce his faith, Polycarp famously refused, stating, “Eighty and six years have I served him, and he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King and my Savior?” His steadfastness, recorded in The Martyrdom of Polycarp, highlights the way Christian writings were cherished not just as doctrinal texts but as lifelines of faith during persecution.

By the end of the second century, Christian writings were gaining recognition and authority, though the canon was not yet formally established. Figures such as Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. 130–202 AD) defended the fourfold Gospel tradition, arguing against heretical groups that promoted alternative texts. Irenaeus’ work Against Heresies (ca. 180 AD) is one of the earliest attestations to the unique authority of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, demonstrating that by this time, these texts were already central to Christian belief and practice.

The introduction of the codex—an early form of the book—played a crucial role in the spread and preservation of the New Testament. Unlike traditional scrolls, which were cumbersome and expensive, codices allowed for easier compilation, referencing, and transportation of texts. The Christian preference for the codex over the scroll is evident in early manuscript discoveries such as Papyrus 46, one of the oldest collections of Pauline letters, dating to around 200 AD. The adoption of this format not only facilitated wider distribution but also symbolized a distinct Christian textual culture.

As the early Christian era unfolded, the New Testament began to take shape as a body of authoritative writings that guided faith, practice, and theological discourse. From the missionary journeys of Paul to the persecutions of Roman emperors, from the oral transmission of Jesus’ teachings to the painstaking transcription of manuscripts, the spread and use of the New Testament were deeply embedded in the historical, cultural, and religious dynamics of the ancient world. The texts that would eventually be recognized as scripture were not only instruments of evangelization but also bearers of identity, sources of controversy, and pillars of devotion. The early Christian era set the stage for the enduring legacy of the New Testament, a collection of writings that would shape the trajectory of Christianity for centuries to come.
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Chapter 2: The Formation of the New Testament Canon
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The formation of the New Testament canon was neither instantaneous nor uniform; rather, it was a complex, evolving process shaped by theological necessity, ecclesiastical authority, and historical circumstances. The early Christian communities did not initially possess a single, unified collection of sacred writings but rather a diverse assortment of texts—letters, gospel accounts, apocalyptic revelations, and theological treatises—circulating independently. The question of which writings were to be regarded as authoritative Scripture emerged gradually, in response to both internal doctrinal disputes and external pressures from the surrounding Greco-Roman and Jewish worlds.

The earliest Christians inherited from Judaism a reverence for written texts, particularly the Hebrew Scriptures, which they referred to as the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings—the corpus that would later be known as the Old Testament. The Greek translation of these scriptures, the Septuagint, played a critical role in early Christian thought, serving as the foundation for theological interpretation and the development of Christian doctrine. Many New Testament authors, especially Paul, quoted extensively from the Septuagint, reinterpreting its passages in light of Christ’s coming. For example, in Galatians 3:13, Paul references Deuteronomy 21:23, stating that “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us,” a reworking of an Old Testament concept to fit the framework of Christian salvation.

The first-century writings that would later form the New Testament were produced within this scriptural culture but were not initially considered to be of equal authority with the Hebrew Bible. The letters of Paul, written between approximately 48 and 65 AD, are among the earliest Christian documents and were addressed to specific communities facing doctrinal and ethical challenges. Paul’s letters quickly gained recognition as authoritative within these communities, and by the end of the first century, they were already being circulated beyond their original recipients. In 2 Peter 3:15–16, the author refers to Paul’s letters as “Scripture,” indicating that they were being read with a level of reverence akin to that given to the Hebrew texts. This early recognition set the stage for their eventual inclusion in the New Testament canon.

The Gospel accounts, composed between roughly 65 and 100 AD, followed a different trajectory. While Paul’s letters were written for specific congregations and theological disputes, the Gospels sought to preserve and proclaim the story of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. The first Gospel, attributed to Mark, was likely written in the mid-to-late 60s AD, during or shortly after the Jewish-Roman War (66–73 AD), a period of profound upheaval. Mark’s account is brief, urgent, and focused on Jesus as the suffering Son of Man. Matthew and Luke, written in the 80s or 90s AD, expanded upon Mark’s material, incorporating additional teachings and structuring their narratives to appeal to different audiences—Matthew for a primarily Jewish-Christian audience and Luke for a broader Greco-Roman readership. The Gospel of John, composed between 90 and 100 AD, stands apart in its theological depth, emphasizing the divine nature of Christ with its opening declaration: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). By the end of the first century, these four Gospel accounts were widely read in Christian communities, though their status as authoritative scripture was not yet universally recognized.

The process of canonization became more urgent in the second century as heretical movements and alternative writings proliferated. One of the earliest challenges to Christian orthodoxy came from Marcion of Sinope, a wealthy shipowner and theologian who arrived in Rome around 140 AD. Marcion rejected the Old Testament entirely, viewing the God of the Hebrew Scriptures as a lesser deity incompatible with the loving God revealed in Jesus Christ. To support his theological vision, Marcion compiled what is often regarded as the first Christian canon—a drastically reduced collection consisting only of an edited version of Luke’s Gospel and ten Pauline letters. His canon was explicitly anti-Jewish and omitted any texts that connected Christianity to its Old Testament roots. The church at large reacted strongly against Marcion’s views, leading figures such as Irenaeus of Lyons and Tertullian of Carthage to argue for a broader canon that upheld the continuity between the Old and New Testaments.

During this same period, numerous other writings began circulating within Christian communities, including gospels attributed to Thomas, Peter, and Mary Magdalene, as well as apocalyptic texts such as the Shepherd of Hermas and the Apocalypse of Peter. Some of these texts contained theological perspectives that diverged from mainstream Christian teaching, particularly those associated with Gnostic movements. Gnosticism, a diverse and esoteric tradition, emphasized secret knowledge (gnosis) as the path to salvation and often portrayed Jesus as a divine revealer rather than a suffering Messiah. The Gospel of Thomas, discovered in the Nag Hammadi library in 1945, exemplifies this perspective with its collection of 114 sayings attributed to Jesus, many of which lack narrative context and emphasize self-discovery over communal faith.

The response to these alternative texts and teachings contributed to the crystallization of a more defined Christian canon. Irenaeus of Lyons, writing around 180 AD, was one of the first to argue explicitly for a fourfold Gospel tradition, declaring in Against Heresies that “it is not possible that the Gospels can be either more or fewer in number than they are” (3.11.8). He used the analogy of the four winds and the four corners of the earth to assert that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John alone constituted the authoritative accounts of Jesus’ life. This argument, though theological rather than historical, played a significant role in shaping the church’s perception of the Gospels.

By the early third century, the writings of the New Testament were widely used in Christian worship and teaching, but their precise boundaries remained fluid. Origen of Alexandria (c. 185–253 AD), one of the most prolific scholars of the early church, categorized Christian writings into three groups: those universally acknowledged (the four Gospels, Paul’s letters, Acts, and some epistles), those disputed (James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Revelation), and those rejected (Gnostic and other non-canonical texts). His classification reflects the ongoing debates about certain books, particularly the so-called “catholic epistles” and the Book of Revelation, which some communities viewed with suspicion due to its apocalyptic imagery.

The decisive steps toward a formal canon occurred in the fourth century, largely due to the influence of Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria. In his Festal Letter of 367 AD, Athanasius provided the first known list of New Testament books that matches the 27-book canon recognized today. He wrote: “These are the springs of salvation, that he who thirsts may be satisfied with the words contained in them. In these alone is proclaimed the doctrine of godliness.” His list was later affirmed in church councils, including the Council of Carthage in 397 AD, effectively establishing the canon as authoritative for Christian doctrine and practice.

The formation of the New Testament canon was not a singular event but a gradual process driven by theological consensus, liturgical usage, and ecclesiastical authority. The early Christian communities navigated competing texts, theological challenges, and historical crises to establish a body of writings that would define their faith for generations. The finalization of the canon was as much about affirming orthodoxy as it was about rejecting heterodoxy, ensuring that the writings that shaped Christian belief and practice were those rooted in apostolic tradition and theological coherence. In this process, the New Testament became not just a collection of writings but a sacred foundation upon which the Christian church would stand.
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