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      Context

      
      The New Testament is the second,
         shorter part of the Christian Bible. Unlike the Old Testament, which
         covers hundreds of years of history, the New Testament only covers
         several decades, and is a collection of the religious teachings
         and beliefs of Christianity. The New Testament is not a single book
         written by one person, but, rather, a collection of twenty-seven books
         written in Greek by people from various places. There
         are many ways to interpret the New Testament. Millions of people
         view it as absolutely true scripture, and use its teachings as the
         basis of their belief systems. Some biblical scholars interpret
         it as a work of literature that uses beautiful poetry to describe
         religious myths. Others study its ethical and philosophical ideas,
         as its stories of the faithful attempt to instill certain values
         and outline an appropriate way to live.
      

      
      The books of the New Testament were written in first-
         or second-century Palestine, a region that at the time was under
         the rule of the Roman Empire. Many of the stories are based on the
         rituals and beliefs of Judaism, as Jesus Christ and his disciples
         were all Jews. As a result, both Greco-Roman culture and Judaic
         traditions dominate the political, social, and economic scene of
         the New Testament. Judaism at that time was not a single tradition
         or set of beliefs, but contained many different divisions within
         itself. These divisions figure prominently in New Testament stories.
         The strictest Jews, the Sadducees, were the upper class of priests.
         They interpreted scripture literally and adhered to rituals strictly.
         They were opposed to oral tradition and to the concept of eternal
         life, since the latter is not discussed in the Hebrew Bible, or
         Old Testament. The Pharisees, in contrast to the Sadducees, interpreted
         Jewish law for laypeople and established Jewish life outside of
         the temple. They were more liberal in their acceptance of scripture,
         regarding oral tradition and the words of prophets as scriptural
         as well.
      

      
      Judaism at the time of Christ involved a rigid social
         hierarchy. The temple and the high priests who worked there were
         considered to be pure, holy, and closer to God than anyone else.
         The hierarchy continued with people who were Jews by birth, followed
         by converts to Judaism. Gentiles, or non-Jews, were considered by
         Jews to be ritually impure and not in the service of God. The New
         Testament documents a shift in this hierarchy. Christians
         challenged the system in which birth into the Israelite community
         determined a person’s level of purity. They said, instead, that
         repentance and acceptance of the teachings of Jesus Christ determined
         a person’s purity. 
      

      
      The writers of the books that now comprise the New Testament did
         not intend for their writings to replace or rival the Old Testament.
         The Christian scriptures were originally intended to be utilitarian
         documents, responding to specific needs of the early church. It
         was only with the passage of more than a hundred years after Jesus’s
         death that Christians began to use the term “New Testament” to refer
         to the scriptures that the fledgling church was beginning to view
         as a single sacred unit. Early Christians viewed the New Testament
         as the fulfillment of promises made in the Old Testament, rather
         than as the replacement of the Jewish scriptures.
      

      
      The historical context of the New Testament greatly influences the
         way we interpret it as literature. Many of the speakers in the Bible
         address issues and problems unique to their moment in history, and
         a knowledge of the various cultural forces of biblical times provides
         a basis for understanding the characters’ motivations and reactions.
         Furthermore, the New Testament’s role as influential religious doctrine
         is another context. Just as historical situations shaped the development
         of the New Testament, the New Testament has also influenced the
         progress of history. Reading religious documents as literature requires
         an unusual understanding of the events surrounding the writing of
         the text.
      

      
      Structure and Composition

      
      Only in the second century a.d. did
         Christians begin to use the term “New Testament” to refer to their
         collection of scriptures. The New Testament as we now know it is
         comprised of twenty-seven books, but it was not originally written
         as a coherent whole. Jesus himself did not produce any written record
         of his work. The books that comprise the New Testament were mostly
         written in the century following his death, in response to specific
         needs of the early church and its leaders. At the time of Jesus’s
         crucifixion in approximately 30 a.d.,
         most of the first generation of Christians believed that the end of
         the world was imminent. They therefore considered it unnecessary
         to compose records of Jesus’s life. By the mid-60s a.d., however, most
         Christians who had known Jesus and witnessed his actions firsthand
         were dying. It became necessary, then, to produce works that
         would testify to Jesus’s life. As it became clear that the second
         coming of Jesus would be delayed, the leaders of the church began
         to compose works that would enable the nascent Christian Church
         to survive.
      

      
      The books that comprise the New Testament can be separated into
         three broad categories. First are the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark,
         Luke, and John. “Gospel” literally means “good news.” The “good
         news” to which these gospels refer is the life, teachings, crucifixion,
         and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. The Gospels usually appear
         first among the texts of the New Testament, with Matthew placed
         first of all. But the order of the New Testament is based on importance,
         not chronology. The Gospels were probably written between 65 and 110
            a.d., with Mark written first and John last. 
      

      
      The second category of texts in the New Testament are
         the letters from Paul. Paul of Tarsus was an early church leader
         and energetic missionary who spread the Gospel of Jesus across
         the Roman Empire, preaching to Gentiles as well as to Jews, who
         were the earliest targets of missionary activity. Paul wrote many
         letters to various Christian communities throughout the Mediterranean,
         settling points of doctrine and instructing new Christians in matters
         of faith. By the end of the second century a.d.,
         Christian communities had collected thirteen letters that they attributed
         to Paul, and each letter became known by the name of the community
         or individual to whom it was addressed: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians,
         Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy,
         Titus, and Philemon. A fourteenth letter, Hebrews, long accepted
         by Eastern churches, was accepted by Western churches in the fourth
         century a.d. The actual authorship and date
         of composition of many of these letters is seriously disputed, but
         it is generally agreed that Paul wrote some of them in the 50s a.d.,
         making them the oldest existing Christian texts.
      

      
      Other books in the New Testament are somewhat harder
         to classify. Acts of the Apostles (known simply as Acts) is a continuation
         of the Gospel According to Luke, giving the history of the church
         in the years after Jesus’s crucifixion. Acts traces the expansion
         of the church, as it moves out from Jerusalem and spreads throughout
         the Gentile world. The protagonists of the book are Peter, the chief
         of the Twelve Apostles, who were Jesus’s closest disciples, and Paul
         of Tarsus, the greatest early Christian missionary. Also included
         in the New Testament are seven letters, known as the Letters to
         all Christians, or the Catholic—in its literal sense, meaning “universal”—Letters,
         which resemble extended homilies. These letters are generally understood
         to have been written after the Pauline letters: James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John,
         and Jude. Finally, the Book of Revelation, written in the closing
         years of the first century, is an extended vision predicting the
         events of the end of the world and the second coming of Jesus.
      

      
      In its early centuries, the church was highly decentralized.
         Each individual church community collected its own sacred documents. The
         fragmented nature of the church was complicated by the difference
         in intellectual tradition between the East, which spoke Greek as
         its scholarly language and was ruled from Byzantium following the
         division of the Roman Empire, and the West, which spoke Latin and
         was centered in Rome. The process by which individual church communities
         came together to decide on a canon of sacred works, and the process
         by which they preserved those works, is not entirely clear. Criteria
         that seem to have been important in canonization include the authorship
         of the texts—texts presumed to have been written by apostles, such
         as Matthew, or by those who witnessed Jesus’s revelation firsthand,
         such as Paul, were given priority—and the importance and wide acceptance
         of the doctrine expressed in the texts. It is known that in the
         decades just before and after 200 a.d., church
         leaders widely accepted the sacred nature of a collection of twenty
         works, including the four Gospels, thirteen Pauline letters, Acts, 1 Peter,
         and 1 John. The remaining seven works—Hebrews, Revelation,
         James, 2 and 3 John,
         Jude, and 2 Peter—were cited from the second
         to the fourth centuries and accepted as scripture in some, but not
         all, churches. Finally, by the late fourth century, there was wide,
         but not absolute, agreement in the Greek East and the Latin West
         on a canon of twenty-seven works. 
      

      
      It is generally agreed that the books of the New Testament
         were originally written in Greek, the scholarly language current
         at the time, and divided into chapters and verses. It is possible
         that a few books of the New Testament were originally written in
         Aramaic, a dialect popular among the Jews of Palestine, and most
         likely the language that Jesus himself spoke.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      The New Testament is
         a collection of twenty-seven books centered on the figure of Jesus
         of Nazareth. Each of these books has its own author, context, theme,
         and persuasive purpose. Combined, they comprise one of history’s
         most abundant, diverse, complex, and fascinating texts. The books
         of the New Testament are traditionally divided into three categories:
         the Gospels, the Epistles, and the Book of Revelation.
      

      
      The Gospels and Acts of the Apostles

      
      The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke are known as the
         synoptic—meaning “at one look”—Gospels because each one tells a
         similar story, differing only in some additions, special emphases,
         and particular omissions according to the interests of the author
         and the message the text is trying to convey. Each of the synoptic
         Gospels tells the story of Jesus of Nazareth, including
         his ministry, gathering of disciples, trial, crucifixion, and, in
         the case of Matthew and Luke, his resurrection. John is also a Gospel,
         though it is not placed with the synoptic Gospels because his story
         is so different. Rather than recording many of the facts about Jesus’s
         life, the Gospel according to John focuses on the mystery and identity
         of Jesus as the Son of God. 
      

      
      Acts of the Apostles follows John, although it was intended
         to be the second volume of a single unit beginning with Luke. The
         same author wrote Luke and Acts consecutively, and while Luke is
         a Gospel about Jesus, Acts picks up the story at the resurrection,
         when the early disciples are commissioned to witness to the world.
         Acts is a chronological history of the first church of Christ.
      

      
      The Epistles 

      
      The twenty-one books following Acts are epistles, or letters,
         written from church leaders to churches in various parts of the
         world. The first fourteen of these letters are called the “Epistles
         of Paul” and are letters that tradition has accorded to St. Paul
         in his correspondence with the earliest churches in the first and
         second century. Historians are fairly certain that Paul himself,
         Christianity’s first theologian and successful missionary, indisputably
         composed seven of the letters, and possibly could have written seven
         others. 
      

      
      The seven letters following the Epistles of Paul are
         called the Catholic Epistles, because they are addressed to the
         church as a whole rather than to particular church communities.
         These letters identify as their authors original apostles, biological
         brothers of Jesus, and John the Evangelist, although it is thought
         that they were actually written by students or followers of these
         early church luminaries. The first of the Catholic Epistles is the
         Letter of James, attributed to James, the brother of Jesus and leader
         of the Christian church in Jerusalem. Next are the First and Second
         Letters of Peter, which identify themselves as letters
         from the apostle Peter. The First, Second, and Third Letters of
         John attribute their authorship to John the Evangelist, and the
         Letter of Jude attributes itself to Jude, the brother of James,
         who is elsewhere identified as one of Jesus’s brothers. 
      

      
      The Revelation to John

      
      The last book in the New Testament is the Revelation to
         John, or Book of Revelation, the New Testament’s only piece of literature
         in the apocalyptic genre. It describes a vision by a leader of a
         church community in Asia Minor living under the persecution of the Roman
         Empire. 
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Jesus of Nazareth - The central figure of the New Testament, whose life,
            death, and resurrection are chronicled in the books. The four Gospels
            describe Jesus’s life until his resurrection, and the remainder of
            the New Testament concerns itself with the community of followers
            of Jesus that steadily grows after his death.
         

      

      
      
         Paul of Tarsus - More than half of the books in the New Testament have
            been attributed to Paul of Tarsus, the great missionary who directs
            the spread of Christianity after the death of Jesus. In these books,
            Paul uses his keen mind and robust intellect to develop Christianity’s
            first sophisticated theology. In the period immediately following
            Jesus’s death, he is an active persecutor of Jesus’s followers, but
            he later converts and becomes the most active proponent of Christ’s
            disciples.
         

      

      
      
         Peter - The
            first of Jesus’s disciples. Extremely devoted to Jesus and his mission,
            Simon is able to recognize Jesus as the Messiah before the other
            apostles. As a result, Jesus makes him the “rock”—renaming Simon
            “Peter,” which means rock—on which his church would be built (Matthew 16:13–20).
            Although Peter denies his association with Jesus after Jesus’s arrest,
            Peter later becomes one of the leaders of the church in Jerusalem.
         

      

      
      
         John the Baptist - The forerunner to Jesus, spreading the word of Jesus’s
            imminent arrival. John the Baptist is an old ascetic who lives in
            the desert, wears a loincloth, and feeds on locusts and honey.
         

      

      
      
         Mary Magdalene - A female follower of Jesus since the time of his Galilean
            ministry, when he exorcises her of seven demons (Luke 8:2).
            Mary Magdalene is a close friend of Jesus. She is one of the women
            who discover that Jesus’s body is not in his grave. Following this
            event, she witnesses the resurrected Jesus. She is also known as Mary
            of Magdala.
         

      

      
      
         Pontius Pilate - As
            prefect, Pontius Pilate governs Judea by the authority of the Roman
            Empire during the time of Jesus’s trial in Jerusalem. The Gospels
            differ on the extent of Pilate’s responsibility for Jesus’s crucifixion. What
            is clear, however, is that Pilate holds the ultimate authority to
            determine whether or not Jesus should be executed.
         

      

      
      
         Barnabas - Praised
            early in Acts for his generosity toward the church, Barnabas later
            becomes one of Paul’s traveling companions and fellow missionaries,
            joining Paul in spreading the Gospel among the Gentiles.
         

      

      
      
         Judas Iscariot - One of the Twelve Apostles, Judas betrays Jesus to the
            authorities in exchange for thirty pieces of silver. According to
            Matthew, Judas commits suicide out of remorse (Matthew 27:3–10).
         

      

      
      
         Stephen - A
            leader of the Hellenists, a faction of the Jewish Christians, in
            Jerusalem during the years after Jesus’s ascension. Stephen preaches
            against the temple (Acts 6–7).
            When brought for trial before the Jewish court, Stephen seals his
            fate by issuing a ringing condemnation of the Jewish leadership.
         

      

      
      
         Timothy - The
            traveling companion and fellow missionary of Paul. Timothy coauthors
            letters with Paul—such as 1 Corinthians and
            Philippians—and serves as his emissary throughout the Christian
            communities of the Mediterranean.
         

      

      
      
         Mary, Mother of Jesus - Luke’s narrative of Jesus’s infancy focuses heavily
            on the courage and faith of Mary, who becomes impregnated by the
            Holy Spirit. She is also one of the only people who remains with
            Jesus through the crucifixion. Gospel writers who have a high esteem
            for the female leaders in the early church community point to Mary
            as a model of discipleship.
         

      

      
      
         Joseph - Mary’s
            husband. Joseph is a direct paternal descendent of the great King
            David, which makes Jesus an heir to the Davidic line. This heritage
            reinforces Jesus’s place in the Jewish tradition.
         

      

      
      
         Luke - A
            traveling companion of Paul. Christian tradition dating back to
            the second century a.d. claims that Luke is
            the author of the Gospel that bears his name and of Acts of the
            Apostles.
         

      

      
      
         Caiaphas - The
            high priest who presides over Jesus’s trial. Though it is Pilate
            who declares the verdict of Jesus’s guilt, the Gospel writers are
            insistent that Caiaphas is also responsible for the crucifixion.
         

      

      
      
         Herod the Great - The King of Palestine from 37 to 4 b.c. According to
            Matthew, Herod hears of Jesus’s birth and decides to kill the child,
            who is prophesied to become king of the Jews. To evade Herod’s orders,
            Joseph takes Jesus and Mary to Egypt.
         

      

      
   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Jesus

         
         Jesus’s identity is complex and changing throughout the
            Gospels of the New Testament. Jesus is at once a “bright morning
            star” (Rev. 22:16)
            and a small child who worries his mother sick because he stays at
            the temple for three extra days (Luke 2:46).
            Jesus is called a “glutton and a drunkard” by those who dislike
            him (Matthew 11:19), and
            he breaks social boundaries by associating with women and the poor.
            Jesus tells a man seeking eternal life to “go, sell what you own, and
            give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then
            come, follow me” (Mark 10:21).
            While Jesus blesses the peace-makers, the meek, and the pure in
            heart, he overturns the tables of the money changers in the temple,
            yelling that they have made God’s house “a den
            of robbers” (Mark 11:17).
            He is simultaneously a “Savior” (Luke 2:11)
            and a servant who lowers himself to the ground, washing the feet
            of his disciples (John 13:5).
            Jesus is bread (John 6:35),
            light (John 9:1),
            and water (John 7:38-39).
            He is also King of Kings, Lord of Lords (Rev. 19:16),
            and tells a disciple, “[J]ust as you did it to one of the least
            of these . . . you did it to me” (Matthew 25:40).
         

      

      
      
         Peter

         
         Simon Peter is one of the most sympathetic characters
            in the entire New Testament. Peter is determined to be Jesus’s best
            disciple, but prematurely thinks he understands what it means to
            follow Jesus. Peter does not believe Jesus’s prediction that he will
            deny having known Jesus, but Peter’s eagerness is immature, and
            he does end up denying his friendship to Jesus during the terrifying
            series of events surrounding the trial and crucifixion. Peter realizes
            his mistake and weeps bitterly. He is forgiven, and remains the
            rock upon which Jesus says he will build his church. Peter is a
            model of faithful discipleship. To this day, the Catholic Church
            claims apostolic succession from this very Peter, whose faith was
            as solid as a rock, but who was also at times overeager, afraid,
            and all too human.
         

      

      
      
         Paul 

         
         Paul, an extremely well-educated Jew, is living in Palestine
            when he receives a vision of Jesus and becomes a follower. Paul,
            however, continues to call himself the “Jew of Jews.” Christianity
            is indebted to Paul’s tireless toil for the Gospel in the first
            century, and to his robust intellectual prowess, which brings Christianity
            from a small handful of fringe-society disciples to a church with
            a sophisticated theology treating such complex issues as the relationship
            between faith and works, and the balance between unity and diversity.
            It is clear that Paul, whom some have called “history’s first egalitarian,” develops
            an enormous range of church leaders, including many women, in his
            household churches that peppered the hillsides of the Roman Empire
            and the coast of the Mediterranean Sea.
         

      

   
      Themes, Motifs & Symbols

      
      Themes

      
      Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas
         explored in a literary work.
      

      
      The New Testament’s Relation to the Old Testament

      
      Each of the books of the New Testament has a unique relationship to
         the Old Testament and to Judaism as a whole, ranging from the very
         Jewish Gospel of Matthew to the Gospel of Luke, which makes little
         or no reference to the Jewish scriptures. This range is largely due
         to the location and audience of the different authors of the New Testament.
         Matthew’s Gospel was written for a largely Jewish group to convince
         them that Jesus was the hoped-for Messiah, and so he interprets
         Jesus as someone who relives the experience of Israel. For Matthew,
         everything about Jesus is prophesied in the Old Testament. The Old
         Testament narratives to which Matthew refers served as ways in which
         early followers of Jesus could make sense out of his birth, death,
         and resurrection. In contrast, Luke makes little or no reference
         to the Hebrew scriptures because they would have been unfamiliar
         to his largely Gentile audience.
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