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Preface

For this third updated edition dozens 
of professors who use this book in 
the classroom made suggestions for 

improvements. We thank them for their 
thoughtful input and have accommodated 
many requests. Some suggestions, however, 
could not be incorporated because the rec-
ommendations for improvements were 
generally offset by others: Some wanted 
less exposure to critical matters, others more. 
Some wanted easier review questions; oth-
ers wanted harder ones. Some complained 
of wordiness; others complained of brevity. 
Some wanted to see less theological emphasis 
and more Bible content; others called for 
the opposite. Pleasing some reviewers, then, 
would have meant frustrating others.

We have done our best to correct vague 
wording, update the bibliography, rewrite 
outdated sections, and add material where 
the previous edition was culpably brief. It 
did not seem wise to undertake a thorough-
going revamping—to produce a different 
work, as it were. Too many professors begged 
that we not tamper too much with a book 
that seems generally effective in classroom 
use. Students largely like it and seem well 
served by it.

The comments we have received are per-
haps most striking in their diversity of theo-
logical vantage point: Baptist, charismatic, 
Roman Catholic, Reformed, Lutheran, Wes-
leyan, independent, Restoration, Salvation 
Army, and more. While most thoughtful 
reviewers proposed improvements, none 
found Encountering the New Testament in-
appropriate for use given their academic 
setting and associated community of faith. 
The book’s broad appeal is also reflected in 
its translation into several languages, includ-
ing Spanish, Dutch, German, and Chinese.

It seems the text succeeds at presenting 
the New Testament from an academic point 
of view yet also in a light compatible with an 
understanding of Christ and Scripture that 
predominates in confessional circles across 
many denominational lines on various conti-
nents. From the beginning this was our hope 
and goal.

We trust this freshly revised edition will 
continue to contribute to Christian under-
standing, unity, service, and proclamation 
across a wide range of settings to the glory 
of Jesus Christ.

Walter A. Elwell 
Robert W. Yarbrough

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbough, Encountering the New Testament
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1998, 2005, 2013 Used by permission.



Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbough, Encountering the New Testament
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1998, 2005, 2013 Used by permission.



ix 

To the Professor

Surveying the New Testament in one 
relatively short book is, as someone 
has said in another connection, a bit 

like trying to whistle a Wagner opera. The 
authors wish to state in advance what this 
particular New Testament survey is, and is 
not, designed to accomplish.

Like all other surveys, this one is no sub-
stitute for earnest and repeated reading of 
the New Testament itself. It is at best an aid 
and encouragement to take up such reading.

The goal has not been to produce a run-
ning biblical exposition. In other words, 
this is not a commentary or a commentary 
survey—for that see D. A. Carson, New 
Testament Commentary Survey, 6th edition 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), as 
well as John Evans, A Guide to Biblical Com-
mentaries and Reference Works for Students and 
Pastors, 9th edition (Oakland, TN: Doulos 
Resources, 2010). We have sought rather to 
provide enough theological and thematic 
discussion to do justice to most major New 
Testament themes, without necessarily gen-
erating this discussion out of verse-by-verse 
or even chapter-by-chapter explication.

The thematic treatment of the teachings of 
major figures like Jesus and Paul is summed 

up in chapters devoted to synthesizing their 
views. Chapters covering individual Gospels 
or the Pauline Letters often omit or touch 
lightly on important themes, deferring their 
handling to the summary chapters.

Chapters on historical criticism, herme-
neutics, and modern study of Jesus and the 
Gospels are placed after treatment of the 
Gospels and Jesus. This reflects a couple of 
convictions. One is that basic knowledge of 
New Testament background and content is 
necessary for intelligent consideration of 
critical and theoretical deliberation on how 
to construe its message. An analogy: before 
delving very deeply into literary criticism of 
Shakespeare, we need to have read his works 
and understand his times. Some who read 
this survey may have never read much of the 
New Testament.

Another conviction is that the New 
Testament’s basic message is accessible to 
the general reader without knowledge of 
the sophisticated debates in technical New 
Testament studies since the Enlightenment. 
Historical criticism is important, and in due 
course we show why. But there are dangers 
in giving the impression that knowledge 
of secondary discussion is equal, or even 
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x To the Professor

superior, to acquaintance with the primary 
sources. We want to help readers survey the 
New Testament and not first of all debates 
(often skeptical) about it.

Some may find this volume suitable for 
classroom use. Both of this book’s authors 
have taught New Testament survey at various 
levels literally dozens of times. We have come 
to appreciate books that make our job easier. 
We trust that this will prove to be one of those 
books. In a number of ways we have sought 
to assist the busy teacher at the basic college 
(or advanced lay) level.

For instance, this book does not attempt 
to replace the teacher. We leave plenty of 
room for teachers to develop themes, doc-
trines, or issues as they see fit. We have pro-
vided much more foundation than finished 
superstructure. At the survey level teachers 
should be given latitude to develop their own 
views. It is a pity when teachers must spend 
significant class time correcting or disagree-
ing with a survey-level textbook that errs in 
being too specific, too technical, and too 
detailed.

The abundant illustrations, maps, charts, 
and other visual aids that we have included 
should likewise be useful for the teacher’s 
task. Their inherent value alone merits the 
considerable space devoted to them. And 
they also break up the text, making it more 
readable. While skillful layout alone cannot 
guarantee that a book will be read, poor lay-
out may guarantee that it will not. We have 
tried to improve on the drab and staid format 
of textbooks we have used (and lamented) 
in the past.

Still with the instructor in mind, with 
very slight modification we have followed 
the canonical order in our treatment. Many 
teachers prefer this; those who don’t are free 
to assign chapters in different orders. But 
we think that the preference of many teach-
ers, combined with the weight of venerable 

church practice, points to the profound logic 
and good sense of starting with Matthew and 
continuing through to Revelation. Also, that 
is the order in which most readers were first 
exposed to the New Testament corpus, and 
will continue to be exposed to it in their 
Bibles all their lives. In the absence of com-
pelling good reasons to adopt some other 
order, we have followed established practice.

Further, we have written with the current 
young reader or older nonspecialist in mind. 
We hope the prose level reflects this consid-
eration. A glossary defines terms that may 
need explanation. Sidebars in some chap-
ters point up the contemporary relevance 
of selected New Testament passages. While 
avoiding mere trend or novelty, we hope 
to have produced a treatment that will not 
scare readers away by too much jargon or 
by an advanced level of prose more suited 
to a graduate or professional audience. Con-
versely, we have resisted pressure to “dumb 
down” our treatment. The New Testament 
itself poses certain unavoidable intellectual 
and other challenges. It is fair, within reason, 
for a survey to follow suit.

Additionally, study and review questions 
and carefully chosen books in the “Further 
Reading” section after each chapter can 
help generate classroom discussion, furnish 
homework or exam topics, and facilitate 
the efforts of students to do self-directed 
reading.

Outlines for each New Testament book 
are taken (with occasional slight modifica-
tion) from Baker Commentary on the Bible, ed-
ited by Walter Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Books, 1989). In some cases these outlines 
also appear in The Baker Illustrated Bible Com-
mentary, edited by Gary Burge and Andrew 
Hill (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2012). 
Readers seeking verse-by-verse commentary 
not provided by this survey may be referred 
to this volume for further study.
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xiTo the Professor

Finally, professors will want to be aware 
of items that supplement Encountering the 
New Testament:

 1.	A companion website for the book. 
For this edition, student and profes-
sor resources, which were previously 
available on CD-ROM, can now be 
accessed at www.bakeracademic.com 
/ent.

 2.	Readings from the First-Century World: 
Primary Sources for New Testament 
Study. This collection of primary-source 
readings related to the New Testament 
consists of material written in roughly 
the same era as the New Testament, 
including letters, legal documents, and 
treatises. The readings are arranged to 
correlate with the canonical order of 
the New Testament writings.

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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To the Student

Encountering the New Testament in 
a systematic way for the first time is 
an exciting experience. It can also be 

overwhelming because there is so much to 
learn. You need to learn not only the sub-
stance of the New Testament writings but 
also a good deal about the Greco-Roman 
world of Jesus’s and Paul’s day.

The purpose of this textbook is to make 
that encounter a little less daunting. To ac-
complish this goal, a number of learning 
aids have been incorporated into the text. 
We suggest you prepare for effective use of 
this textbook by reading the following intro-
ductory material, which explains the learning 
aids that have been provided.

Sidebars

Material in yellow boxes isolates contem-
porary matters of concern and shows how 
the New Testament speaks to these press-
ing ethical and theological issues. Material in 
light purple boxes contains primary source 
quotes from various authors, whether ancient 
or modern, whose thoughts shed light on the 
New Testament material under discussion.

Focus Boxes

Each chapter has one Focus Box. These boxes 
add interest and relevance to the text by pro-
viding practical applications or devotional 
thoughts.

Chapter Outlines

At the beginning of each chapter is a brief 
outline of the chapter’s contents. Study Sug-
gestion: before reading the chapter, take a few 
minutes to read the outline. Think of it as a 
road map, and remember that it is easier to 
reach your destination if you know where 
you are going.

Chapter Objectives

A brief list of objectives is placed at the out-
set of each chapter. These lists present the 
tasks you should be able to perform after 
reading the chapter. Study Suggestion: read 
the objectives carefully before you begin to 
read the text. As you read the text, keep these 
objectives in mind and take notes to help you 
remember what you have read. After reading 
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xiv To the Student

the chapter, return to the objectives and see 
if you can perform the tasks.

Summary

A list of statements summarizing the content 
of the chapter can be found at the end of each 
chapter. Study Suggestion: use this summary 
list to conduct an immediate review of what 
you have just read.

Key Terms and Glossary

Key terms are identified throughout the text 
in green type and are also set out in the mar-
gins. This will alert you to important words 
or phrases you may not be familiar with. A 
definition of these words can be found at the 
end of the book in an alphabetical glossary. 
Study Suggestion: when you encounter a key 
term in the text, stop and read the definition 
before continuing through the chapter.

Key People and Places

While studying the New Testament you will 
be introduced to many names and places. 
Those that are particularly significant have 
been set in small caps. Study Suggestion: pay 
careful attention to the people and places as 
you read the text. When studying for a test, 
skim the text and stop at each small-capped 
term to see if you know its importance to the 
New Testament.

Study Questions

A few discussion questions have been pro-
vided at the end of each chapter, and these 
can be used to review for examinations. Study 
Suggestion: write suitable answers to the study 
questions in preparation for tests.

Further Reading

A short bibliography for supplementary read-
ing is presented at each chapter’s conclusion. 
Study Suggestion: use the suggested reading 
list to explore areas of special interest.

Visual Aids

A host of illustrations in the form of photo-
graphs, maps, and charts have been included 
in this textbook. Each illustration has been 
carefully selected and is intended to make the 
text not only more aesthetically pleasing but 
also more easily mastered.

Website

A website with student resources, including 
self-quizzes, flash cards, and other content, 
is available online at www.bakeracademic 
.com/ent.

May your encounter with the New Testa-
ment be an exciting adventure!

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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Abbreviations

Old Testament

Gen.	 Genesis
Exod.	 Exodus
Lev.	 Leviticus
Num.	 Numbers
Deut.	 Deuteronomy
Josh.	 Joshua
Judg.	 Judges
Ruth	 Ruth
1 Sam.	 1 Samuel
2 Sam.	 2 Samuel
1 Kings	 1 Kings
2 Kings	 2 Kings
1 Chron.	 1 Chronicles
2 Chron.	 2 Chronicles
Ezra	 Ezra
Neh.	 Nehemiah
Esther	 Esther
Job	 Job
Ps.(s)	 Psalms
Prov.	 Proverbs

Eccles.	 Ecclesiastes
Songs (Song)	 Song of Songs
Isa.	 Isaiah
Jer.	 Jeremiah
Lam.	 Lamentations
Ezek.	 Ezekiel
Dan.	 Daniel
Hosea	 Hosea
Joel	 Joel
Amos	 Amos
Obad.	 Obadiah
Jon.	 Jonah
Mic.	 Micah
Nahum	 Nahum
Hab.	 Habakkuk
Zeph.	 Zephaniah
Hag.	 Haggai
Zech.	 Zechariah
Mal.	 Malachi

Old Testament Apocrypha

Bar.	 Baruch
1 Macc.	 1 Maccabees

2 Macc.	 2 Maccabees
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xvi Abbreviations

New Testament

Matt.	 Matthew
Mark	 Mark
Luke	 Luke
John	 John
Acts	 Acts of the Apostles
Rom.	 Romans
1 Cor.	 1 Corinthians
2 Cor.	 2 Corinthians
Gal.	 Galatians
Eph.	 Ephesians
Phil.	 Philippians
Col.	 Colossians
1 Thess.	 1 Thessalonians
2 Thess.	 2 Thessalonians

1 Tim.	 1 Timothy
2 Tim.	 2 Timothy
Titus	 Titus
Philem.	 Philemon
Heb.	 Hebrews
James	 James
1 Pet.	 1 Peter
2 Pet.	 2 Peter
1 John	 1 John
2 John	 2 John
3 John	 3 John
Jude	 Jude
Rev.	 Revelation

General

AD	 Anno Domini (identifies the 
period after the birth of Christ)

Adv. Haer.	 Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses 
(Against Heresies)

ANF	 Ante-Nicene Fathers. Edited by 
A. Roberts and J. Donaldson. 
10 vols. 1885–96. Reprint, 
Eerdmans, 1986–89

Ant.	 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities
Apol.	 Tertullian, Apology
b.	 Babylonian (Talmudic 

tractates)
BC	 Before Christ
BCE	 Before the Common Era
ca.	 circa; approximately
chap(s).	 chapter(s)
ESV	 English Standard Version
1 Apol.	 Justin Martyr, First Apology
H.E.	 Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica 

(Ecclesiastical History)
J.W.	 Josephus, Jewish War
Ketub.	 Ketubbot
Life	 Josephus, The Life

m.	 Mishnah (Talmudic tractates)
Marc.	 Tertullian, Against Marcion
Meg.	 Megillah
NIV	 New International Version
NPNF1	 The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fa-

thers, Series 1. Edited by Philip 
Schaff. 14 vols. 1886–90. Re-
print, Hendrickson, 1994

NPNF2	 The Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, Series 2. Edited by 
Philip Schaff and Henry Wace. 
1890–1900. 14 vols. Reprint, 
Hendrickson, 1994

NRSV	 New Revised Standard Version
NT	 New Testament
OT	 Old Testament
Sanh.	 Sanhedrin
Sib. Or.	 Sibylline Oracles
TNIV	 Today’s New International 

Version
v(v).	 verse(s)
vol(s).	 volume(s)
y.	 Jerusalem (Talmudic tractates)
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1 

1Why Study  
the New Testament?

Outline
•	 The Bible: A High-Stakes Book

•	 Old and New Testaments

•	 Why Study the New Testament?

It Mediates God’s Presence—and 
with It, Truth

It Is of Ultimate Personal Significance
It Is Foundational to Cultural Literacy

•	 Why These Twenty-Seven Books?

Old Testament Precedent for a Canon
The Divine Authorship of the New 

Testament: Inspiration
Recognition of the Canon in the 

Church
•	 The Integrity of the New 

Testament Text

Wealth of Evidence
Brief Time Lapse
Versions and Fathers
So Many Translations!

•	 Why Study the New Testament?

To Avoid the Tyranny of Preformed 
Personal Opinion

To Avoid Misguided Reliance on the 
Holy Spirit

To Enable Historical-Theological 
Interpretation

Objectives
After reading this chapter,  
you should be able to

•	 Explain how the New Testament 
differs from the Old Testament

•	 Justify study of the New Testament

•	 List and classify the books of the New 
Testament

•	 Explain why the New Testament 
canon is regarded as reliable

•	 Give reasons for upholding the 
integrity of the New Testament text

•	 Discuss reasons for studying the New 
Testament
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Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbough, Encountering the New Testament
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1998, 2005, 2013 Used by permission.



2 Encountering the New Testament 

The Bible: A High-Stakes Book

In the centuries after Christ’s death and resur-
rection, Christians sometimes died for refus-
ing to hand over the Bible to hostile authori-
ties.1 Twentieth-century believers in the West 
took great risks to smuggle Bibles to eager 
readers behind the Iron Curtain, sometimes 
suffering dire consequences for doing so.

Even today Christians who cling to the 
Bible’s words rather than the Qur’an’s are 
persecuted and killed in Muslim lands.2 Mil-
lions of mainland Chinese Christians long 
fervently for a personal copy of the Bible; 
government printing and import restrictions 
limit the number available. No missionary 
traveling to Africa or Latin America can bring 
along enough Bibles to satisfy the demand 
that he or she will find there. Even in Western 
nations like Canada and the United States, 
where Bibles are not scarce, more of them 
are sold each year than any other single book 
published, including so-called best sellers. 
New translations appear as steadily as the 
seasons.3 More copies of the Bible have been 
printed than any other 
single book in human 
history.

Why such a fuss 
about a book? How 
is it that a volume you 
can hold in one hand 
has been instrumental 
in the rise and fall of na-
tions, the life and death 
of civilizations, and—
Christians believe—the 
salvation or damnation 
of multitudes of souls?

To answer such questions would fill the 
hours of a semester-long college-level course, 
titled perhaps “The Christian Scriptures in 
World History.” We cannot attempt to sketch 
that story here.4 But we can say that it is one of 
the reasons why you are reading these words. 
The Bible, consisting of both Old and New 
Testaments, has shaped the world you live 
in. You may or may not have read much of it 
personally. You may or may not hear a sermon 
based on it in church each week. It doesn’t 
matter. No one in today’s world is free from 
the influence, whether direct or indirect, that 
the Christian Scriptures, both Old and New 
Testaments, have exerted.

Old and New Testaments

By Old Testament we mean the Scriptures 
that God gave, over the course of many cen-
turies, to an ancient people with whom he 
chose to deal in a unique way (Deut. 7:7). (In 

this book we will often refer 
to Bible passages. It would 

be wise to look them up 
as you are reading. A 
key to the abbrevia-
tions used, like “Deut.” 
above, is found in the 
abbreviation list.) 
These ancient people 
were known first as 
Hebrews or Israelites 
and later as Jews. People 

resurrection

Bible

Qur’an

salvation

Scriptures

church

Handwritten Torah scroll 
from the 1740s on display at 
the Ramhal Synagogue, Acre, 
Israel
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3Why Study the New Testament? 

like Moses, David, and Isaiah were moved by 
God’s Spirit to express divine truths in human 
words. The writings that resulted were even-
tually divided into three sections. The first 
was the Torah (the word means guidance, 
teaching, law). These were the five books of 
Moses. The second section was the Prophets. 
These consisted of longer works like Isaiah, 
along with some very short ones like Joel and 
Obadiah. The third section was called sim-
ply the Writings and consisted of historical 
writings, Psalms, Proverbs, and other works.

Together these books form what came to 
be called the Old Testament. They are God’s 
ancient “testament” (solemn declaration) 
of his creation of the world and of human-
ity, their fall into sin, and God’s saving work 
over many centuries to address sin’s disas-
trous consequences. These books point to a 
people and ultimately a person who would 
save people from their sins and restore righ-
teousness. The Old Testament ends on a 
strong note of future expectation. There is 
the hope for redemption as God keeps the 
promises he has made.

The New Testament tells of the fulfill-
ment of what the Old Testament promises. 
It is the “testament” of God’s saving work 
in the very lifetime of the biblical writers.5 
The one who saves is born of a virgin named 

Mary (Isa. 7:14) in Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2). A 
prophet named John announces his coming 
(Isa. 40:3; Matt. 3:3). He is named “Jesus” by 
angelic decree (Matt. 1:21), and he preaches 
in Galilee as Isaiah predicted (Isa. 9:1–2). He 
attracts many followers and works miracles 
(Matt. 12:15–21; see Isa. 42:1–14). His 
message remains a mystery to many (Matt. 
13:13–15), as the Old Testament had fore-
told (Isa. 6:9–10). Because his message and 
his very person are such an affront (Matt. 
15:3–9; see Isa. 29:13), steps are taken to 
silence him. Jesus can see it coming. He tells 
his followers that even they will desert him, 
just as the Old Testament had foreseen (Matt. 
26:31; see Zech. 13:7). But he also predicts 
that he will be raised from the dead (Matt. 
26:32). Both his death and resurrection are 
foretold in Old Testament Scripture (Luke 
24:45–46). So are the church and its min-
istry of preaching salvation through Jesus 
the Christ (Luke 24:47). “Christ” means 
anointed one or king.

The New Testament, then, announces the 
arrival of the royal Savior whom the Old Tes-
tament awaits. Both Testaments also point to 
an eternal order beyond the world as we know 
it, a world of heavenly glory for those who 
seek God but of judgment for those whose 
lives remain centered on themselves. The Old 

Torah

the Prophets

the Writings

fall

righteousness

redemption

prophet

Christ

Old Testament Apocrypha

Roman Catholics and some Eastern Orthodox churches recognize the writings listed below 
as Scripture. Protestants acknowledge their literary value and historical significance but 
do not view them as possessing spiritual authority.

Additions to Esther
Baruch
Bel and the Dragon
Ecclesiasticus (Wisdom of 

Jesus Son of Sirach)
1 Esdras
2 Esdras

Judith
Epistle of Jeremiah
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees
3 Maccabees
4 Maccabees
Prayer of Azariah

Prayer of Manasseh
Psalm 151
Song of the Three Young 

Men
Susanna
Tobit
Wisdom of Solomon

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbough, Encountering the New Testament
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1998, 2005, 2013 Used by permission.



4 Encountering the New Testament 

and the New Testaments together are what 
we call the Bible. As we study the New Testa-
ment in this book, we will often refer to the 
Old Testament, for both stand together. But 
the New Testament will be our main focus.

Some modern Bibles include a third sec-
tion called the apocryphal/deuterocanoni-
cal books of the Old Testament. These were 
written after the last Old Testament prophet 
(Malachi, ca. 430 BC), mainly between about 
200 BC and AD 100. Some contain valuable 
historical and religious information.6 But Prot-
estants have historically maintained that these 
books lack the earmarks of divine authorship 
that distinguish the recognized Old and New 
Testament books. Jesus and the apostles did 
not quote them as Scripture. In citing the 
apocryphal books, we are recognizing their 
importance for our knowledge of the period 
without endorsing them as Holy Scripture.

Why Study the New Testament?

The New Testament has affected the whole 
world and also your life. That is one good 
reason to study it. This book will help you 
do that. But let us consider some other rea-
sons why studying the New Testament is 
worthwhile.

It Mediates God’s Presence—and  
with It, Truth

Assembled in solemn worship, English-
speaking Christians can often be heard sing-
ing hymns with lyrics like these:

Our God is an awesome God.
He reigns in heaven above
With wisdom, power, and love.
Our God is an awesome God.

Christians who speak other languages 
have their choruses and rhythms too. Lofty 

words combined with haunting tunes can 
make God’s presence seem real. And why 
not? “He is not far from any one of us” (Acts 
17:27). Songs of worship come to be cher-
ished because through their message and 
emotional power, with the Holy Spirit’s help, 
they convey God’s presence.

The New Testament is loved for the same 
reason. God is present in it and through it. 
The Bible’s words are God’s words. A stirring 
recent book underscoring this is Words of Life: 
Scripture as the Living and Active Word of God.7

By his own personal spiritual presence, 
God used various writers of long ago to ob-
serve events, record impressions, and convey 
truths. As a personal follower of Jesus wrote, 
“No prophecy of Scripture originates in per-
sonal explanation, for prophecy was not ever 
produced by human will; rather, men spoke 
from God, being moved by the Holy Spirit” 
(2 Pet. 1:20–21, author’s own translation). 
This means that the New Testament is worth 
studying because it is the Word of God. In a 
bewildering world of social change, political 
stalemate, economic decline, moral confu-
sion, and disasters both natural (tsunamis) 
and man-made (nuclear reactor meltdowns), 
there is something firm to hold on to. There 
is light for the path ahead. There is a script, 
a story of God’s saving work, in which we 
participate. This script orients us, indicates 
our location, bestows tasks and tools upon 
us, and assures us of our destination.

It Is of Ultimate Personal Significance

A second good reason to study the New 
Testament follows from the first. Although 
Scripture is of divine origin, it is also of per-
sonal significance. It is important to you and 
me personally. The direction that our whole 
life takes depends on whether we embrace or 
ignore, or perhaps twist, the Word of God. 
And though we may be young now and not 
think much about dying, the New Testament 

BC

AD
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has weighty things to say about the end of our 
lives, too: “It is appointed for mortals to die 
once, and after that the judgment” (Heb. 9:27 
NRSV). In life and in death, the New Testa-
ment has a status that no other book can rival.

The New Testament is important person-
ally because it is the means God uses to heal 
searching souls. We all know what it is like to 
search. We experience times in our lives that 
seem unbearable. Our future is uncertain, 
our present unappealing. We are weighed 
down with vexing cares. We are crushed by 
questions. Who am I? Why am I alive? Most 
of us know of people our age who have just 
ended it all by suicide. What is the meaning of 
life? Why is there so much evil and suffering? 
What will happen to Earth as it seemingly 

reels from one environmental crisis to the 
next? What is the destiny of the human race? 
What is my own destiny? Why do I do things 
that I know are wrong? Is there any way for 
my own life to be sorted out so that I can be 
part of building a better world?

These are searching questions. The New 
Testament invites them. Late one night a 
desperate prison guard about to take his 
own life blurted out, “What must I do to be 
saved?” (Acts 16:30). He found the answer 
he was looking for. It was not a simplistic or 
pat answer—the New Testament is God’s 
Word, not a 1–2–3 self-help pamphlet. But 
it is powerful. It reaches down to the depths 
of our hearts. It draws us out of our lazi-
ness, doubt, and misery—or perhaps our 

Is Everything Relative?

In his best-selling book The Closing of the American 
Mind, Allan Bloom wrote, “There is one thing a profes-
sor can be absolutely certain of: almost every student 
entering the university believes, or says he believes, 
that truth is relative.”  That was in the 1980s. Since then 
some have given up on truth altogether. There is only 
what works for each individual. We all think whatever 
we choose to think.

Full knowledge of all truth belongs to God alone 
(Rom. 11:33–34). But while there is much that mere 
mortals cannot discern, there is also much that God 
has revealed (Deut. 29:29). God’s Word gives his people 
a sure place to stand as they move through a world 
where most things may seem up for grabs.

Peter, like Paul (2 Tim. 3:16) and other biblical writers, 
held a high view of Scripture. This does not mean that 
they thought they knew everything. But they were 
convinced that because God had revealed his Word, 
God’s people have a firm vantage point. As Peter puts 
it, the Bible comes to us because God-appointed per-
sons “spoke from God as they were carried along by 
the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:21).

If God has spoken reliably and authoritatively—and 
Jesus teaches that he has (John 10:35; 17:17)—then 
not everything is uncertain. There is a final standard. 

We can know some things for sure, because our God 
has entered this world by his Son and his Spirit. He has 
given us guidance by his written Word.

True, there may be ambiguity in our perception of 
what the Bible says. But this doesn’t mean that every-
thing we read in it is cast in doubt. From New Testa-
ment times forward, we can trace a core of conviction 
about the central message of Scripture. Only in recent 
generations has the view arisen that we may dismiss 
what the Bible says (see chap. 10) and still be consid-
ered Christians.

Someone may say that it is God we worship, not 
the pages of a book. Yet God uses the Bible to make 
us “wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” 
(2 Tim. 3:15). Jesus asked skeptics, “Since you do not 
believe what he [Moses] wrote, how are you going to 
believe what I say?” (John 5:47). Jesus taught fidelity 
to Scripture.

Even in an age of uncertainty, disciples of Jesus 
may build on the foundation of the words of their 
Master, who said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, 
but my words will never pass away” (Matt. 24:35). 
He is with them always (Matt. 28:20) to guide them 
in their reading, understanding, worship, and lives 
of service.
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The primary source 
of information 
about Jesus is the 
New Testament.

indifference and cocky 
self-confidence—and 
places us before One 
who hears, under-
stands, convicts, and 
heals.

The New Testa-
ment is worth study-
ing because it is what 
we may call a means of 
grace. To read it with 
the hungry curios-
ity of the needy sin-
ner—not the haughty 
condescension of the 
smug skeptic—is to 

open yourself to rich depths of challenge, 
mercy, purity, and joy. It is to start down 
a path of profound and desirable personal 
transformation. It is to become part of the 
people of God, with all the privileges and 
responsibilities that entails. It is to be pre-
pared properly for life to the fullest in this 
world—as well as in the age to come.

It Is Foundational to Cultural Literacy

The late University of Chicago professor 
Allan Bloom was not a Christian, but he 
spoke glowingly about the importance of 
the Bible in the lives of his grandparents:

My grandparents were ignorant people by 
our standards, and my grandfather held 
only lowly jobs. But their home was spiri-
tually rich because all the things done in it 
. . . found their origin in the Bible’s com-
mandments, and their explanations in the 
Bible’s stories and commentaries on them, 
and had their imaginative counterparts 
in the deeds of the myriad of exemplary 
heroes.8

Bloom went on to say more about the im-
portance of the Bible for informed and lively 
intellectual activity:

I mean . . . that a life based on the Book 
is closer to the truth, that it provides the 
material for deeper research in and access 
to the real nature of things. Without the 
great revelations, epics and philosophies 
as part of our natural vision, there is noth-
ing left to see out there, and eventually 
little left inside. The Bible is not the only 
means to furnish a mind, but without a 
book of similar gravity, read with the grav-
ity of the potential believer, it will remain 
unfurnished.9

We have already touched on the Bible’s 
importance in what we might call spiritual 
matters. Bloom reminds us of its significance 
for the life of the mind. The New Testament 
(like the Old) has occupied the world’s great 
thinkers ever since it appeared. Whoever 
wishes to engage in serious thought in the 
contemporary world is well advised to be 
conversant with it.

Studies show, however, that Western soci-
ety is biblically illiterate. Even where lip ser-
vice is paid to the Bible’s importance, many 
have not read it through, and most possess 
little knowledge of even basic facts about it. If 
part of the decline in Western civilization in 
recent decades is due to failure to appropri-
ate the cultural accomplishments of former 
generations, ignorance of the Bible is one 
of our chief sins. To build a better tomor-
row, we need to lay a foundation of better 
understanding of the New Testament than 
we currently possess.

At issue here is cultural literacy. By this we 
mean acquaintance with at least the broad 
aspects of science, the humanities, and the 
fine arts. We also mean familiarity with the 
beliefs, social organization, and moral traits 
of a society. The shared knowledge of any 
society will influence what that society looks 
like. It can be argued that at one time our 
society was more influenced by such New 
Testament teachings as love for others (rather 
than violence), truth telling (rather than de-

sins
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ceit and theft), sexual purity and veneration 
of marriage (rather than sexual laxity and easy 
divorce), and self-sacrificial living (rather 
than destruction of the unborn and neglect 
of children in the interest of adult self-gratifi-
cation). True, there was no golden yesterday 
to which we should return. But many feel that 
however lowly our cultural situation may have 
been before the cultural revolution of recent 
decades, it is even lower now. Renewed atten-
tion to the New Testament is sure to be an 
important part of a better tomorrow.

Certainly Christians who have come to 
know God through the Bible’s pages and have 
had their own lives changed by its guidance 
will be eager to learn as much about it as they 
can. But everyone should share this eager-
ness, given Scripture’s widespread impact 
on past generations in cultures around the 
world. No culturally literate person can afford 
to disrespect the profound insights that the 
New Testament offers into the human condi-
tion. Far less should anyone be ignorant of 
the will of an all-knowing, sovereign, and 
personal God to transform that condition 
from darkness into light.

“Regardless of what anyone may per-
sonally think or believe about him, Jesus of 
Nazareth has been the dominant figure in the 
history of Western culture for almost twenty 
centuries.”10 The premier source of informa-
tion about this dominant figure is the New 
Testament.

Why These Twenty-Seven 
Books?

The New Testament consists of four books 
called Gospels, one book (Acts) that sketches 
the rise and spread of the early church, 
twenty-one letters, and one book of proph-
ecy. What makes these twenty-seven docu-
ments so unique?

Old Testament Precedent for a Canon

By at least the time of Jesus (first century 
AD), the Old Testament consisted of the 
same writings that are familiar to us today. 
No one knows all the details or chronology 
of the process by which these writings gained 
recognition; the finer points are subjects of 
ongoing scholarly debate. But first-century 
sources like the New Testament, as well as 
extra–New Testament sources like the Dead 
Sea Scrolls and the Jewish writer Josephus 

Dead Sea Scrolls

Ancient Devotion  
to Old Testament Scripture

Nearly two centuries prior to the rise of the church, Jewish 
communities showed the same zeal for Old Testament teach-
ing and commands that Jesus and the early church did. These 
excerpts from the Old Testament Apocrypha dramatize that zeal. 
The hostile “king” is Antiochus IV Epiphanes, Syrian overlord of 
Jerusalem from 175 to 163 BC.

The king sent an Athenian senator [to Jerusalem] to compel 
the Jews to forsake the laws of their fathers and cease to live 
by the laws of God, and also to pollute the temple in Jerusalem 
and call it the temple of Olympian Zeus. . . . Harsh and utterly 
grievous was the onslaught of evil. For the temple was filled 
with debauchery and reveling by the Gentiles, who dallied 
with harlots and had intercourse with women within the sacred 
precincts. . . .

It happened also that seven [Jewish] brothers and their 
mother were arrested and were being compelled by the king, 
under torture with whips and cords, to partake of unlawful 
swine’s flesh. One of them, acting as their spokesman, said, 
“What do you intend to ask and learn from us? For we are ready 
to die rather than transgress the laws of our fathers.”

The king fell into a rage, and gave orders that pans and cal-
drons be heated. These were heated immediately, and he com-
manded that the tongue of their spokesman be cut out and 
that they scalp him and cut off his hands and feet, while the 
rest of the brothers and the mother looked on. When he was 
utterly helpless, the king ordered them to take him to the fire, 
still breathing, and to fry him in a pan. The smoke from the pan 
spread widely, but the brothers and their mother encouraged 
one another to die nobly, saying, “The Lord God is watching 
over us and in truth has compassion on us, as Moses declared.”

—2 Maccabees 6:1–2a, 3–4a; 7:1–6a (RSV)
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(see next chapter), confirm that a unified and 
recognized body of writings existed. There 
was widespread agreement among Jewish 
authorities that in certain writings God had 
revealed his will to his people and indeed to 
the whole world. This revelation was pre-
served in the documents that we have already 
mentioned: the Torah, the Prophets, and the 
Writings.

These writings became the standard for 
faith and life among a people who loved and 
feared their God. They became a canon, an 
authoritative collection of documents. The 
Jewish people used this canon as the basis 
for their personal lives and their corporate 
existence. A Jewish writing called 2 Macca-
bees tells of the torture of seven sons and the 
murder of their mother, resulting from their 
refusal to break the law of Moses during the 
tyrannical reign of Antiochus Epiphanes 
(ca. 170 BC). At the heart of their refusal 
to betray their faith was their belief that in 
Moses’s law God had made his eternal will 
known. Their brave trust in Scripture is em-
blematic of the high view of God’s written 
revelation that the Jewish people shared, even 
if they did not all interpret that Scripture in 
the same way.11

Jesus, speaking as a Jew, said, “We wor-
ship what we do know, for salvation is from 
the Jews” ( John 4:22). The community he 
founded, the church, recognized the Jewish 
Scriptures, the Old Testament, as the basis 
of its very existence. But just as Jesus himself 
fulfills the Old Testament, the community he 
founded gave rise to more than two dozen 
writings that stand alongside the Old Tes-
tament in importance and authority. These 
writings, written by close followers of Jesus, 
later came to be called the New Testament.

In other words, the Old Testament canon 
served as a precedent and analogy for the 
New Testament canon.12 It was to be ex-
pected that if God’s people had found life 
and nurture through inspired writings point-
ing forward to the Savior, they might also 
be given inspired writings to explain their 
Savior to them and to the world after he had 
appeared. And that is exactly what happened. 
As New Testament scholar and translator 
Bruce M. Metzger writes, “The belief in a 
written rule of faith was primitive [i.e., existed 
from the very earliest days of the church] 
and apostolic.”13 We rightly treat the New 
Testament writings with particular care and 
reverence as a result.

revelation

canon

2 Maccabees

A portion of the Isa-
iah Scroll, one of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, 
the oldest complete 
copy of the book of 
Isaiah
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The Divine Authorship of the New 
Testament: Inspiration

We devote careful attention to the twenty-
seven-book collection called the New Testa-
ment for a second reason: it is comprised of 
inspired (God-breathed) writings.

Early in his ministry Jesus chose a dozen 
men, handpicked pupils who would (except 
for one) carry on his legacy after he ascended 
into heaven. On the night Judas Iscariot be-
trayed him, he gave the remaining eleven sev-
eral important pieces of information about 
their future roles. After his death and resur-
rection, Jesus’s Spirit would come to them, 
sent by the Father, to give them insight. In 
Jesus’s words:

The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in my name, will teach you 
all things and will remind you of every-
thing I have said to you. ( John 14:26)

When the Advocate comes, whom I will 
send to you from the Father—the Spirit of 
truth who goes out from the Father—he 
will testify about me. And you also must 
testify, for you have been with me from the 
beginning. ( John 15:26–27)

I have much more to say to you, more than 
you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit 
of truth, comes, he will guide you into all 
the truth. He will not speak on his own; 
he will speak only what he hears, and he 
will tell you what is yet to come. ( John 
16:12–14)

Two things should be noted about Jesus’s 
statements. The first is that after Jesus’s de-
parture, the Holy Spirit would teach the dis-
ciples and remind them of what Jesus had 
told them. On that basis, they would testify 
to Christ. The Spirit would assist them by 
guiding them “into all the truth” and telling 
them “what is yet to come.” These words es-
tablish a unique link between Jesus and a se-
lect group of his earliest followers. Through 

them he chose to disclose information about 
himself to subsequent generations. After his 
death the Holy Spirit would confirm among 
them the truth about who Jesus was and 
what he had accomplished. His followers 
were already grounded in Jesus’s teachings 
and had witnessed his miraculous works. 
But by the Spirit, and in the light of Christ’s 
resurrection and ascension, they were em-
powered to arrive at unique and authorita-
tive accounts of the good news about Jesus 
Christ—the gospel. We can surmise that 
it was Christ’s intention that his story and 
commands be preserved in the witness, and 
eventually writings, of these closest follow-
ers. A direct result of Jesus’s promise can be 
seen today in the writings we call the New 
Testament.14

Second, we should note that Jesus’s words 
point to what theologians call inspiration. 
The Holy Spirit worked together with the 
minds and hearts of Jesus’s followers to 
produce trustworthy understanding, recol-
lections, and ultimately writings. The com-
bination of divine and human elements is 
sometimes called concursus, the comple-
mentary interworking of God and the human 
writers in the composition of the Bible. As 
Gerhard Maier has written:

disciples

gospel

inspiration

concursus

The Twenty-Seven Books of the New 
Testament

Again it is not tedious to speak of the [books] of the New Testa-
ment. These are, the four Gospels, according to Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John. Afterwards, the Acts of the Apostles and Epistles 
(called Catholic), seven, viz. of James, one; of Peter, two; of John, 
three; after these, one of Jude. In addition, there are fourteen 
Epistles of Paul, written in this order. The first, to the Romans; 
then two to the Corinthians; after these, to the Galatians; next, 
to the Ephesians; then to the Philippians; then to the Colossians; 
after these, two to the Thessalonians, and that to the Hebrews; 
and again, two to Timothy; one to Titus; and lastly, that to Phi-
lemon. And besides, the Revelation of John.

—Athanasius’s Thirty-Ninth Festal  
Letter (NPNF2 4:552); AD 367
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Revelation, formed through the Holy 
Spirit, given written form by people, meets 
us as something unified and entire. . . . As 
Scripture took form, word of God and 
word of man became fundamentally in-
tertwined: God wanted to speak in just 
this manner through human agency (2 Pet. 
1:21). Just as Jesus Christ is truly God and 
truly man, yet is not divisible into two per-
sons, but remains thus the Son of God, so 
Scripture is simultaneously God’s word 
and man’s word, yet not divisible into two 
“words.” It remains, finally and ultimately, 
God’s word.15

All this points to a second major reason 
why we honor the New Testament writings, 
or the canon. It is inspired by God. In this 
sense Paul’s statement applies to the New 
and the Old Testaments alike: “All Scripture 
is God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16).16

Recognition of the Canon in the Church

A third reason we recognize the importance 
of the New Testament writings lies in the 
preeminent role they gradually assumed in 
the ancient church. In the second through 
ninth centuries AD, numerous writings arose 
that claimed to be written by Jesus’s apostolic 
followers. Such works included so-called gos-
pels, acts, epistles, and even books resem-
bling Revelation in certain respects. There 
was much debate about these books. Chris-
tians who might be persecuted for hiding 
Christian Scriptures wanted to know which 
ones they should be willing to die for. Pas-
tors and theologians sought the most reliable 
possible documents for information about 
the faith they held dear. Over the span of 
a few generations, the canon as we know it 
emerged. It comprised a standard by which 
all other writings were judged. The books in it 
possessed the marks of apostolic authorship 
(i.e., written by Jesus’s handpicked follow-
ers, the apostles, or their close aides). They 

bore evidence of their first-century origin. 
(Few noncanonical writings were written 
nearly so early. Only a few can even be dated 
to the second century and perhaps none with 
certainty to the first.) They also contained 
the apostolic message of the true gospel of 
Jesus Christ.

The twenty-seven New Testament writ-
ings are the ones that earned the recognition 
of early Christians as having been inspired by 
God and given to the church “for teaching, 
for reproof, for correction, and for training 
in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16 NRSV). It 
is not naïveté, therefore, to honor this same 
canon today but sober recognition of the 
Holy Spirit’s work as well as humble accep-
tance of God’s provision for knowledge of his 
will among Christians throughout all ages.18

Some years ago a scholar who rejected the 
distinctive place of the New Testament canon 
remarked that to accept it is to place yourself 
under the authority of second- to fourth-cen-
tury bishops.19 This comment is historically 
misleading. “Debates over the canon were 
so vigorous that no church council reached 
a decision about it before Trent in the six-
teenth century.”20 The ancient church did not 
force the canon on unsuspecting members. 
“In the most basic sense neither individu-
als nor councils created the canon; instead 
they came to perceive and acknowledge the 
self-authenticating quality of these writings, apostles

Greek Manuscripts of 
Part or All of the New 
Testament17

Papyri Cataloged 127

Uncial Mss. Cataloged 318

Minuscule Mss. Cataloged 2,880

Lectionaries Cataloged 2,436

Total 5,761

(Numbers in all categories inch up 
periodically with new discoveries.) 
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which imposed themselves as canonical upon 
the church.”21 It can be reasonably argued that 
to reject the canon is to put yourself under the 
authority of the modern spirit of disbelief in 
Jesus Christ and his authority in the church 
through the Scriptures.

The Integrity of the New 
Testament Text

The printing press was not invented until the 
fifteenth century. Before that, writings had 
to be copied by hand. A handwritten copy 
is called a manuscript. All of the New Testa-
ment documents were passed down through 
the centuries in manuscript form. Our mod-
ern translations are made by scholars who 
consult these manuscripts and produce, say, 
English versions from them.

But as anyone who has tried to copy 
something (perhaps a newspaper quote or a 
recipe) by hand discovers, it is easy to make a 
mistake. If the New Testament writings were 
passed along for over a thousand years with 
one copy being made from another, can we 
be certain that our English translations reflect 
what Paul or Peter or Luke originally wrote 
in Greek?

Wealth of Evidence

Happily, the answer is a resounding yes. A 
major reason for this is the wealth of evi-
dence available. The New Testament is by far 
the best-attested writing of antiquity. Close to 
six thousand manuscripts containing at least 
a fragment of the New Testament have been 
cataloged. The earliest of these are written 
on papyrus, a paper made from reeds. Over 
three hundred others are called uncials; this 
means they record the New Testament in 
capital letters, usually on some kind of leather 
surface. The largest group consists of minus-

cules. These display a kind of cursive writing 
that developed in Byzantium around the 
ninth century. Finally, there are lectionaries, 
books used in church worship that include 
portions of Scripture. They too are important 
witnesses to the New Testament text as it was 
passed down through the centuries.

Brief Time Lapse

Another reason for confidence in our knowl-
edge of what Matthew, Paul, and other writers 
originally wrote is the brief time span be-
tween the date when the documents were 
written and the date of the earliest copies 
we possess. It is not uncommon for a gap 
of a thousand years or more to separate an 
ancient work and the earliest known copy 
of it. Things are different in the case of the 
New Testament, where “several papyrus 
manuscripts . . . are extant which were cop-
ied within a century or so after the composi-
tion of the original documents.”22 A papyrus 
fragment of John’s Gospel found in Egypt is 
commonly dated to AD 125. This is barely 
one generation later than the AD 90s, when 
many scholars think that Gospel was first 
written. Textual evidence is consistent with 
the view that all four Gospels were written 
in the first century.

Versions and Fathers

Still another ground for optimism about our 
knowledge of the original text of the New 
Testament comes from the widespread dis-
tribution of it from a very early date. We refer 
here to what scholars call the ancient versions. 
As the gospel spread to non-Greek-speaking 
lands, the New Testament was translated into 
languages such as Syriac, Latin, and Coptic. 
More than eight thousand manuscripts exist 
in Latin alone! These versions are generally 
less important for our knowledge of the an-
cient Greek text than the Greek manuscripts 
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themselves are. But at some points they are 
quite significant. And overall they show that 
the New Testament was faithfully rendered 
as it passed from scribe to scribe and even 
language to language. Transmission was not 
perfect, but it was more than reliable enough 
for us to be in very little doubt about what the 
New Testament authors first wrote.

The writings of the early church fathers are 
yet another important witness to the shape 
of the earliest Greek text. Dozens of church 
leaders such as Clement of Rome (AD 95), 
Justin Martyr (AD 150), Irenaeus (AD 
170), and Origen (AD 250) quoted the New 
Testament in writings that are still extant.23

We may conclude, then, that there are 
no grounds for doubting our knowledge of 
what the original manuscripts of the various 
New Testament writings contained. True, at 
individual points scholars debate precisely 
what the original said. Did Jesus send out 
seventy-two or seventy workers into the 
harvest (Luke 10:1)? Some confusion ex-
ists among various manuscripts here. Did 
the original copy of Matthew contain 12:47? 
Some ancient and important manuscripts 
omit it. And what about the woman accused 
of adultery ( John 7:53–8:11)? Modern 

translations place it in brackets or mark it 

off from the rest of John’s Gospel by other 
means. The original ending of Mark is also 
disputed, as most modern Bibles indicate. 
All of this is a reminder that there are points 
of ongoing investigation into the precise 
wording of the original New Testament 
writings. (This scholarly pursuit is called 
textual criticism; books discussing its meth-
ods and findings are listed at the end of this 
chapter.)

But estimates of the degree of certainty 
in our knowledge of the New Testament 
text invariably run to near 100 percent. And 
experts agree that none of the points of dis-
cussion affect the gospel message or even 
any single Christian doctrine. Although we 
may struggle with how to interpret the New 
Testament and find it challenging to apply 
what we interpret, we are free from serious 
doubts about the integrity of the text.

So Many Translations!

In recent decades English-language transla-
tions have multiplied rapidly. For centuries 
the King James Version (1611) dominated. 
But in about 1950 the Revised Standard 
Version appeared, largely the product of 
mainline Protestant scholarship. Roman 

Catholics produced a pair of new 
translations: the Jerusalem Bible 
in 1966 and the New American 
Bible in 1970. Evangelical schol-
ars published the New American 
Standard version in 1960 and 
the New International Version 
in 1978. The latter has become 
the most widely used transla-
tion for many, and an updated 
version appeared in 2011 with 
inclusive language refinements.

The Revised English Bible 
(1989) and the English Stan-
dard Version (2001), a revision 
of the Revised Standard Version, 
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are recent examples of continuing efforts to 
make available the most accurate and read-
able renderings of Scripture possible. The 
Revised Standard Version had already ap-
peared in an inclusive-language edition, the 
New Revised Standard Version (1989). In 
2000 yet another team of scholars published 
a fresh translation of the New Testament, the 
Holman Christian Standard Bible. In 2010 
the New Testament portion of a whole-Bible 
translation project appeared, the Common 
English Bible.

Also worth mentioning are paraphrases, 
renderings that are freer than translations 
in the strict sense but that still attempt to 
be faithful to the original languages of the 
ancient manuscripts. Examples include the 
New Living Translation (1996), itself a revi-
sion of the older Living Bible (1971), and 
the Contemporary English Version (1995).

The situation might appear chaotic, but 
these attempts reflect the high value placed 
on the Bible’s meaning and the importance 
of the best possible rendering of it into En-
glish. Translations vary depending on the 
target audiences and the commitments of 
the scholars who produce them.24 Study of 
various translations reveals that they differ 
mainly in emphasis, style, and nuance. Some 
are better for personal reading; others lend 
themselves to formal use, such as public read-
ing. They do not present radically differing 
pictures of God, Jesus, or Christian doctrine. 
Rather, they offer rich possibilities for serious 
students to delve into the Bible’s full meaning 
for themselves. This brings us to the whole 
matter of formal study of the New Testament.

Why Study the New Testament?

We have already touched on good reasons 
for paying serious and extended attention 
to the New Testament and matters related to 

it. But is there really any need to study what 
it says? If it is inspired by God and its text is 
reasonably secure, then why is it necessary to 
expend energy pondering what it says; learn-
ing ancient names and dates; summarizing 
various New Testament teachings; exploring 
different writings and their contents? Why 
not just confess faith in it, learn some key 
verses, and get to work doing what it says?

To Avoid the Tyranny of Preformed 
Personal Opinion

An obvious reason for study relates to what 
we have already said: the New Testament is 
an immensely important book, with much to 
offer the receptive reader. To reap the bene-
fits of the whole, one must pay the price of 
mastering the various parts. But let us now 
go a step further.

The New Testament is a book with re-
ligious content, read by humans who are 
religious by nature. This can be a wonderful 
combination: the reader has a religious thirst; 
the New Testament satisfies it. What could 
be wrong with that?

The answer is “Plenty.” We all stand in 
danger of seeing in the Bible only those 
things that our prior experiences or convic-
tions dispose us to see. And for some this is 
where study of the New Testament becomes 
nearly impossible. They already have their 
minds made up about their religious com-
mitments—and therefore about the New 
Testament too. They will perhaps read it for 
additional strengthening of what they already 
think. But they are not open to a depth and 
mode of study that might call into question 
their established outlook. While it is good 
(and inevitable) that we approach any book, 
including the Bible, with convictions, it is 
dangerous for those convictions to function 
as censors of the text’s message to us.

A minister was once preaching from 
Acts 17:26: “From one ancestor he made all 
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nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he 
allotted the times of their existence and the 
boundaries of the places where they would 
live” (NRSV). To the astonishment of some 
listeners, he angrily stressed the point that 
he resented seeing interracial dating and 
marriage between Caucasians and African 
Americans. “It makes my blood boil!” he de-
clared. He explained that Acts 17:26 prohib-
ited this—God “allotted . . . the boundaries of 
the places where they would live.” To the min-
ister this meant that blacks and whites ought 
to stay away from each other and remain on 
their own sides of the tracks. But he could 
arrive at this conclusion only by ignoring the 
same verse’s opening words: “From one an-
cestor he made all nations.” Because Adam 
and Eve are, as the Bible teaches, everyone’s 
first parents, we share a commonality that 
ought to rule out racist attitudes.

Apparently the minister had not studied 
the Bible sufficiently at this point but simply 

read into it the prejudices that he had before 
coming to this particular text. Unfortunately, 
we all tend to do this with Scripture, unless 
we gain wisdom and self-control in the way 
we handle it. “A fool takes no pleasure in 
understanding, but only in expressing his 
opinion” (Prov. 18:2 ESV). Careful study 
can help us to avoid misinterpretation and 
see what God really has to say, rather than 
stick to what we already think.

To Avoid Misguided Reliance 
on the Holy Spirit

A related danger, and an enemy of study, 
is the notion that because the Holy Spirit 
influences our lives, he will somehow fill 
us with knowledge of the New Testament’s 
truth without our having to work at master-
ing it ourselves. Although we should not 
minimize our dependence on God’s Spirit 
to understand Scripture correctly, it is a 

Focus 1: The Old Testament Apocrypha

The Apocrypha contains documents that have not 
been recognized by the Protestant church as part of 
the canon. These include books or parts of books that 
appeared in the two centuries before Christ and the 
first century after his birth. Whereas many of these 
documents provide insight into the religious, political, 
and social conditions during this period, they fail to 
meet the criteria for inspired Scripture that other bibli-
cal documents reflect.

The following story comes from a brief apocryphal 
text titled “The History of the Destruction of Bel and 
the Dragon,” which some took to be an addition to 
the book of Daniel. The passage demonstrates how 
stories from the Apocrypha are blended with stories 
and ideas found in the Old Testament canon.

[Now in that place] there was also a great dragon, 
which the Babylonians revered. And the king said to 
Daniel, “You cannot deny that this is a living god; so 
worship him.” Daniel said, “I will worship the Lord my 
God, for he is the living God. But if you, O king, will 

give me permission, I will slay the dragon without 
sword or club.” The king said, “I give you permission.”

Then Daniel took pitch, fat, and hair, and boiled 
them together and made cakes, which he fed to the 
dragon. The dragon ate them, and burst open. Then 
Daniel said, “See what you have been worshiping!”

When the Babylonians heard it, they were very in-
dignant and conspired against the king, saying, “The 
king has become a Jew; he has destroyed Bel, and 
slain the dragon, and slaughtered the priests.”  Going 
to the king, they said, ”Hand Daniel over to us, or else 
we will kill you and your household.”  The king saw that 
they were pressing him hard, and under compulsion 
he handed Daniel over to them.

They threw Daniel into the lions’ den, and he was 
there for six days. There were seven lions in the den, 
and every day they had been given two human bod-
ies and two sheep; but these were not given to them 
now, so that they might devour Daniel.

—Bel and the Dragon 
23–32 (RSV)
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mistake to substitute spiritual influence 
alone for the substantive means of grace 
that God has given in the form of Scripture. 
Without solid understanding of God’s reve-
lation of himself in Scripture, how can we 
be sure that the spiritual influence we sense 
is truly from God? The primary standard 
for making that determination must in the 
end be Scripture!

Martin Niemöller, heroic Christian leader 
and war prisoner in Nazi Germany, told of 
a young German minister who said that in-
stead of study, he trusted the Spirit for his 
sermons. An older colleague commented: 
“As for me, the Holy Ghost never spoke to me 
in the pulpit. Yes, I remember, he did speak 
to me once. When I was going down the 
pulpit steps after a poor sort of sermon, the 
Holy Ghost spoke to me. He said only three 
words, and what he said was, ‘Heinrich, you 
are lazy!’” In other words, “the Holy Spirit 
has much more important work to do than 
to substitute for human indolence.”25

Based on the Gospels we can see that Jesus 
had learned, mastered, and was submissive 
to Scripture. Jesus’s disciples were likewise 
serious students of Scripture—despite the 
benefit of personal instruction at Jesus’s feet. 
Paul had extensive formal training in rabbinic 
interpretation and continued to develop his 
understanding of the Old Testament follow-
ing conversion. Yes, all these people trusted 
God and were empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
But the Spirit actualized the fruits of their 
prayer and study; he did not replace it. If 
study of Scripture was central to their lives, 
it probably should be to ours as well.

To Enable Historical-Theological 
Interpretation

A final reason for study of the New Testament 
is that it provides the historical dimension 
by which theological understanding and ap-
plication must be informed.

God has seen fit to reveal himself and to do 
his saving work using historical means. The 
gospel is not the proclamation of an other-
worldly, mystical experience. It is not an ob-
scure insight or philosophical theory gained 
by skilled meditation or subtle reasoning. It 
is the message that through Christ God has 
acted in love and mercy in the affairs of the 
world over which he is Lord. It is the good 
word about God’s moving and communi-
cating himself across the gamut of human 
life in its broadest sense. It is God renewing 
human life, giving it heavenly quality and 
hope, in history—a word that here includes 
the whole spectrum of both the natural world 
and human civilization.

We have already established that Scripture 
is ultimately divine in character. It is God’s 
Word. But it comes to us in earthly dress and 
through human agents. Understanding of the 
earthly and human components (history) is 
essential to realizing its theological mean-
ing. These components include elements 
of geography, political and cultural history 
(Israelite, Egyptian, Assyrian, Babylonian, 
Persian, Greek, Roman, etc.), literature, and 
various languages. Informed interpretation 
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of the New Testament may involve modern 
fields of study as varied as archaeology, the 
social sciences, economics, linguistics, musi-
cology, astronomy, and many others.

All of this suggests that study of the New 
Testament is necessary for the kind of inter-
pretation of it that is most basic and respon-
sible in the long run. Admittedly, other kinds 
of interpretation are possible. A devotional 
interpretation may read the New Testament 
with little regard for historical considerations, 
seeking instead a word of encouragement or 
mystical guidance. A literary interpretation 
may examine how formal features like plot 
and structure help us understand a book’s 
message. A political interpretation may look 
for injustices that the Bible appears to sanc-
tion or for insights about good government 
that it may contain.

But basic to all such interpretations is 
understanding of the Bible that most clearly 
approximates the purpose for which God 
inspired it. Devotional, literary, political, and 
other interests are valuable in their place, 
but they are secondary to (because they are 
dependent on) the divine will and activity 
that created Scripture to begin with. Histor-
ical-theological interpretation—grasping 
the Bible’s redemptive message to people 
then as a means of receiving and sharing its 
message now—is perhaps the most elemen-
tary and taxing yet ultimately fruitful way to 
approach the New Testament that we can 
attempt. It involves learning and process-
ing a good deal of information that may at 
first seem foreign and a little unnecessary. 
It takes work. It often requires (sometimes 
humbling) personal response, as increased 
understanding triggers conviction of per-
sonal need and awe at divine greatness. In 
hostile settings, obeying the Word may put 
us in harm’s way, as martyrs both ancient and 
modern remind us. All of this requires, in 
the sometimes daunting sense of the word, 
study.

But the authors of this book, having 
gained a little more love for God and his 
book through such study themselves, wish 
to help the reader along the path of engag-
ing God’s Word. Generally the road ahead is 
engrossing and pleasant. But even if things get 
a little steep, dusty, and sweaty at points, we 
trust you will find it profitable as you make 
your way.

Further Reading
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Summary

	 1.	 The Bible has shaped the world in which we live, 
and no one is free from its influence.

	 2.	 The Old Testament tells of God’s creation of the 
world, humankind’s fall into sin, and God’s saving 
work to undo sin’s consequences. It is divided 
into three parts: the Torah, the Prophets, and 
the Writings.

	 3.	 The New Testament is the testament of God’s sav-
ing work in more recent times and announces the 
Savior (Messiah) whom the Old Testament awaits.

	 4.	 Study of the New Testament is important because 
it mediates God’s presence, is of ultimate per-
sonal significance, and is foundational to cultural 
literacy.

	 5.	 The twenty-seven books of the New Testament 
include four books called Gospels, one book that 
traces the rise of the early church (Acts), twenty-
one epistles or letters, and one book of prophecy.

	 6.	 The New Testament writings are inspired by God. 
The Holy Spirit worked together with the hearts 
and minds of the followers of Jesus to produce 
these trustworthy writings.

	 7.	 The New Testament canon is a collection of writ-
ings that came together in the opening genera-
tions of the church’s existence. Like all Scripture, it 
was given to the church for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righteousness 
(2 Tim. 3:16).

	 8.	 New Testament manuscripts were first written 
on papyrus and later on leather. The manuscripts 
are of several types: papyri, uncials, minuscules, 
and lectionaries.

	 9.	 The New Testament text we have is secure be-
cause extensive evidence supports it, the authors 
of the books wrote them within living memory 
of Jesus’s life, and ancient versions of the text 
were widely distributed.

	10.	 Christians should study the New Testament so 
that they will avoid misinterpretation based on 
preconceived ideas and misplaced reliance on 
the Holy Spirit, and so that they will have the ap-
propriate historical foundation for understand-
ing and applying its teachings.

 

Doriani, Daniel. Putting the Truth to Work: 
The Theory and Practice of Biblical 
Application. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2001. 

Develops a systematic approach to moving 
from knowing the Word to doing it.

Evans, Craig A. Ancient Texts for New 
Testament Studies: A Guide to the Background 
Literature. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
2005. 

Comprehensive listing of extracanonical writ-
ings. Valuable bibliography.

Hill, C. E. Who Chose the Gospels? Probing 
the Great Gospel Conspiracy. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010. 

Advanced-level examination of conspiracy the-
ories regarding New Testament origins.

Jones, Timothy Paul. Misquoting Truth: A 
Guide to the Fallacies of Bart Ehrman’s 
Misquoting Jesus. Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Books, 2007. 

Popular-level analysis of an influential attack 
on the validity of our knowledge of the New 
Testament text.

Kruger, Michael J. Canon Revisited: Estab
lishing the Origins and Authority of the New 
Testament  Books. Wheaton: Crossway, 2012.

Updates and refines important arguments 
regarding the New Testament books as truly 
“holy” Scripture in part because Scripture is 
self-authenticating.

McDonald, L. M., and James Sanders, eds. 
The Canon Debate. Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 2002. 

Almost three dozen scholarly essays represent-
ing many points of view.

Metzger, Bruce, and Bart Ehrman. The Text 
of the New Testament: Its Transmission, 
Corruption, and Restoration. 4th ed. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005. 

A standard work covering all important areas 
of New Testament textual criticism at consid-
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erable depth. Technical in places, but generally 
readable.

Noss, Philip, ed. A History of Bible 
Translation. Rome: Edizioni di storia e let-
teratura, 2007. 

Scholarly but readable articles on history and 
theory. Treats translation not only into English 
but also into many other languages, and on 
various continents (e.g., Africa).

Sproul, R. C. Scripture Alone: The Evangelical 
Doctrine. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2005. 

A collection of articles defending the inerran-
cy and authority of the Bible.

Thompson, Mark. A Clear and Present Word: 
The Clarity of Scripture. Nottingham, UK: 

Apollos; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
2006. 

Explores and explains the proposition that the 
biblical text, as God’s communicative act, 
bears meaning that is accessible to all who 
come to it in faith.

Wegner, P. D. The Journey from Texts to Trans
lations: The Origin and Development of the 
Bible. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004. 

A history of how the Bible came into its pre-
sent form.

Wenham, John W. Christ and the Bible. 3rd 
ed. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1994. 

Brief compendium of why, given the authority 
of Jesus Christ, Christians are justified in hold-
ing a high view of the biblical text and canon.

Study Questions

	 1.	 What does “testament” mean in the titles “Old 
Testament” and “New Testament”?

	 2.	 What is the relationship of the Old Testament to 
the New?

	 3.	 What is cultural literacy? What part does the New 
Testament play in acquiring it?

	 4.	 What is a canon? What are the ancient divisions 
of the Old Testament canon?

	 5.	 Give three reasons for special study of the New 
Testament canon.

	 6.	 What are the bases of our high level of certainty 
regarding the text of the New Testament?

	 7.	 What other subjects have you found it necessary 
to study in order to master? What differences are 
there, if any, between study of those subjects 
and study of the New Testament?
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The Middle East  
in the Days of Jesus 2

Outline
•	 The Land of Palestine

•	 The History of Palestine from the 
Return to the Destruction of 
Jerusalem

The Maccabean/Hasmonean Period 
(166–63 BC)

The Domination of Rome  
(63 BC–AD 70)

–– The Rule of Herod the Great 
(37–4 BC)

–– The Rule of Herod’s Descendants 
(4 BC–AD 66)

•	 Archelaus (4 BC–AD 6)

•	 Philip (4 BC–AD 34)

•	 Antipas (4 BC–AD 39)

•	 Herod Agrippa I and II  
(AD 37–66)

–– The Jewish War and the 
Destruction of Jerusalem  
(AD 66–70)

•	 Jewish Religion in Jesus’s Day

The Unifying Factors in Judaism
Religious Groups

–– Pharisees
–– Sadducees
–– Essenes
–– Zealots
–– The Apocalyptic Movement
–– Other Groups in Palestine

The Samaritans

The Literature of the Jews
–– The Old Testament
–– The Old Testament Apocrypha
–– The Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha

–– The Dead Sea Scrolls
–– Rabbinic Writings
–– Other Writings

•	 Conclusion

Objectives
After reading this chapter,  
you should be able to

•	 Describe the essential geographical 
features of Palestine

•	 Outline the major historical events 
occurring in Palestine from 539 BC to 
AD 70

•	 Explain how various factors unified 
Judaism

•	 Identify the differences among the 
major religious groups of this 
historical period

•	 Contrast the writings of the Old 
Testament, the Apocrypha, and the 
pseudepigrapha

•	 List the various rabbinic materials and 
what they teach
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We search for personal meaning in 
a world that sometimes seems 
bent on denying it. Cosmology 

reveals that the universe is vast and we are 
fly-specks by comparison. World population 
tops seven billion; what is one person? By 
many measurements, our name is Statistic: 
a Social Security number, debit card number, 
cell phone number, student ID number, stu-
dent loan number. And that is if we are lucky 
enough to have been allowed into this world: 
with developments in medical technology 
hundreds of millions have been aborted in-
ternationally during the past century (and 
especially since the 1970s). The self struggles 
for identity, a voice, a reason to get up and 
face things each day. No wonder one of the 
most penetrating statements to emerge from 
World War II and the Holocaust was Viktor 
Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning (original 
German title: Ein Psycholog erlebt das Konzen-
trationslager [A psychologist experiences the 
concentration camp]). It remains worth read-
ing today. The human search for personal 
validation is acute in every generation.

Could a sense of personal meaning 
emerge from study of Scripture? Perhaps, 
but it is tempting to pick up the Bible, es-
pecially when it is slickly packaged with the 
latest and greatest study aids, and succumb 
to the suspicion that this is just church hype. 
What does some old book have to do with 
me, really? But the biblical documents, like 
God himself, appeal “to every nation and 
tribe and language and people” (Rev. 14:6 
ESV). They are particular, not impersonal, 
in nature. They have the potential to lift souls 
swimming in dehumanizing anonymity and 
to confer on them dignity and personhood.

The New Testament especially is striking 
in its personal tone. Out of twenty-seven doc-
uments, twenty-four are personal letters,1 and 
the remaining three Gospels are personalized 
accounts of the life and work of Jesus Christ.

The apostle John begins his Gospel by 
telling us that the eternal Word of God, 
Jesus Christ, “became flesh and made his 
dwelling among us” ( John 1:14); in his first 
epistle John says that he and the other apos-
tles saw Jesus with their eyes and touched 
him with their hands (1 John 1:1–2). The 
Christian doctrine of the incarnation as-
serts that the Son of God became a human 
being and shared our human life with us. 
This means, of course, that he had to ap-
pear at a certain time, in a certain place. 
To enter history meant that Christ became 
a particular person ( Jesus of Nazareth), 
at a particular time (during the reigns of 
Augustus [27 BC–AD 14] and Tiberius 
Caesar [AD 14–37]); and in a particular 
place (Palestine, on the Mediterranean 
Sea). When the apostle Paul spoke to the 
philosophers in Athens, he portrayed his-
tory as a prelude leading up to the coming of 
Christ, before whom we all must someday 
stand (Acts 17:22–31). This idea caused 
some of the early church fathers to speak of 
the history before Christ as a praeparatio 
evangelium (preparation for the gospel). 
Contemporary theologians speak of the 
“scandal of particularity”—the fact that 
Jesus is available for all but was to be found 
only in one place. All of this is important for 
New Testament students because it speaks 
of the significance of the particular history 
of which Jesus was a part and of the place 
he filled in it.
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For this reason any study of the New 
Testament must begin with a look, however 
brief, at the circumstances that led up to and 
surrounded the major events that constituted 
the beginning of the Christian faith. Other-
wise, it would be difficult to get a clear picture 
of Jesus and how his time on Earth brings 
personal meaning to us today.

The Land of Palestine

The land of Palestine has always been very 
important to the Jews and to the Middle East 
in general.2 About one-third the size of Illi-
nois, it is approximately 45 miles wide (east–
west) and 145 miles long (north–south). 
The region as a whole divides into basically 
five longitudinal regions,3 with several sub-
regions of varying importance. The main re-
gions, going from west to east, are the coastal 
plain, the Shephelah or foothills, the central 
mountain range, the wilderness and the Jor-
dan Valley, and the eastern mountain range. 
The striking ruggedness of the territory pro-
duces marked changes of climate from place 
to place, so that snow might be found in one 
place while a few miles away there are palm 
trees and sunshine. The “West–East” map 
provided (p. 24) shows something of this 
contrast by slicing into the land from west 
to east roughly through Jerusalem. As you 
look at this map, imagine yourself stand-
ing in the desert to the south of Jerusalem, 
looking north.

A look at the land as it lies north to south is 
also revealing, showing it to be almost impass-
able, except for the Plain of Esdraelon 
that cuts east to west between Samaria and 
Galilee. In the “South–North” map pro-
vided (p. 25) you are standing on the eastern 
side of the Jordan River looking west. Sea 
level is the straight line that cuts horizontally 
through the land.

In Jesus’s day the land consisted of several 
administrative districts governed by the Ro-
mans. Three were on the western side of the 
Jordan River: Galilee, Samaria, and Judea. 
East of the Jordan to the north was a collec-
tion of smaller districts, ruled by Herod’s 
son Philip. Another, called the Decapolis, 
was a sprawling area encompassing ten cit-
ies that were given a rather large measure of 
self-government. South of this was Perea, 
an area ruled along with Galilee by Herod 
Antipas. Let’s take a brief look at these 
districts.

The district of Galilee to the north, where 
Jesus grew up, is of great physical diversity, 
an area about thirty-three miles wide and 
sixty miles long (north–south), bordered 
by Phoenicia on the northwest, Syria on 
the north, the Jordan Valley with the Sea 
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West-East 
Cross Section 
of Palestine

of Galilee on the east, and the Plain of Es-
draelon on the south—Galilee, surrounded 
by the gentiles (Matt. 4:13–16).4 The Sea of 
Galilee, which Jesus knew so well, is not really 
a sea at all but rather a medium-sized lake 
about twelve miles long by eight miles wide. 
It supplied the region with an abundance 
of fish. On its northwestern edge was the 
marvelous Plain of Gennesaret, which 
produced fruits and vegetables almost all year 
long, even in the dead of winter. This was pos-
sible because it was more than six hundred 
feet below sea level and was not subject to 
the temperature extremes of higher altitudes.

Samaria stands between Galilee and 
Judea. Its northern boundary is the Plain of 
Esdraelon. On the west is the Mediterranean 
Sea, and on the east is the Jordan River. To 
the south, it merges into Judea. The exact 
boundaries have always been somewhat fluid, 
so it is difficult to fix them precisely. Samaria 
was a mountainous area of rounded hills and 
fertile plains, where agriculture flourished, 
yielding fruits and grains of every sort. Large 
herds of sheep and goats also found pasture 
among its hills. It has remained so down to 
modern times. As William Thomson long ago 
observed, “One may be excused for becom-
ing somewhat enthusiastic over this pretty 
vale of Nablus, sparkling with fountains and 
streams, verdant with olive groves and fig 
orchards, interspersed with walnut, apple, 

apricot, orange, quince, pomegranate, and 
other trees and shrubs.”5

Judea is directly to the south of Samaria, 
and extends from the Mediterranean Sea on 
the west to the Jordan River and the Dead 
Sea on the east down to the desert on the 
south, including the old area of Edom, or 
Idumea as it was called in New Testament 
times. Its major city was, of course, Jerusalem, 
but it also included many other ancient holy 
sites.

The physical features of Judea show the 
basic divisions of the land most clearly. The 
coastal plain and foothills were noted for their 
crops and pasturage. The west winds blow-
ing off the sea provided enough moisture 
for everything to grow well, and throughout 
history these regions have been wonderfully 
productive. Up in the hills, olives and figs can 
grow, but the rough and stony land makes it 
difficult to farm. Flocks of sheep and goats 
abound. On the eastern side of the mountains 
lies the wilderness, a wild and barren area, 
utterly desolate, where little was to be found 
other than scorpions, jackals, and bandits. 
It was here that Jesus went to be tempted 
by the devil.

The eastern boundary of both Samaria 
and Judea is the Jordan River. In many ways 
it forms a region unto itself. It takes its rise in 
the mountains to the north, passes through 
the Sea of Galilee, and wanders through 

gentiles

Coastal plain

Shephelah (foothills)

Hill country of Judea

Jerusalem

Judean wilderness

Jordan Valley

West East

Dead SeaMediterranean Sea

ft
2500
2000
1500
1000

500

–500
–1000
–1500
–2000
–2500

–1290 ft

0	 5	 10	 15	 mi

0	 5	 10	 15	 20	 25	km

Sea Level

2600 
feet

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—
—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—

m

800

600

400

200

–200

–400

–600

–800

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbough, Encountering the New Testament
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1998, 2005, 2013 Used by permission.



25The Middle East in the Days of Jesus 

South-North 
Cross Section 

of Palestine
dense thickets for about sixty-five miles. It 
ends in the Dead Sea, so called because it is 
so salty from the evaporation of water that 
nothing can live there. Jericho and its fer-
tile plain are nearby, in stark contrast to the 
barrenness that surrounds it. The Dead Sea 
is the lowest natural place on Earth (more 
than 1,290 feet below sea level) and is sur-
rounded by wilderness. A monastic group 
called the Essenes built a community here 
to get away from civilization and hid their 
precious library in its caves when the Romans 
attacked in AD 66. These documents were 
found in the mid-twentieth century and are 
called the Dead Sea Scrolls.

The area to the northeast of the Sea of Gali-
lee was ruled by Herod Philip (4 BC–AD 
34). It consisted of some smaller districts that 
included Batanaea, Trachonitis, Auranitis, 
Gaulanitis, and the territory surrounding 
Panias, a city Philip rebuilt and named Cae-
sarea Philippi. The entire area was excel-
lent for farming and herding. Jesus traveled 
infrequently in the area but did cross it on 
more than one occasion. Best remembered 
is his extraordinary self-revelation of divine 
sonship and his messianic mission of suffer-
ing and death at Caesarea Philippi (Matt. 
16:13–28). Bethsaida was also in Philip’s 
territory, and it was here that Jesus performed 
some of his mighty works (Matt. 11:21–22).

The Decapolis was an extended area, 
mostly on the eastern side of the Jordan 
River, that contained ten Greek cities and 
their surrounding areas. They were probably 
organized at the time Pompey invaded Pales-
tine (66–64 BC). The area was rich in farm-
ing and herding, renowned in antiquity for 
its dairy products. Jesus made no extended 
trips through the area but did cross it on occa-
sion (Mark 7:31). People from the Decapolis 
came to hear Jesus preach in Galilee (Matt. 
4:25). Jesus’s memorable healing of an out-
cast demoniac took place in the Decapolis, on 
the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee. The pigs 
that rushed into the sea are evidence of the 
region’s gentile population (Mark 5:1–20).

Perea was a rather large area east of the 
Jordan River and the Dead Sea that was ruled 
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along with Galilee by Herod Antipas. Jose-
phus, a first-century Jewish writer whom we 
will say more about at the end of this chapter, 
described it in this way:

The greater part of it is desert, and rough, 
and not much disposed to the production 
of the milder kinds of fruits; yet a moist soil 
[in other parts] produces all kinds of fruits, 
and its plains are planted with trees of all 
sorts, while yet the olive tree, the vine, and 
the palm tree, are chiefly cultivated there. 
It is also sufficiently watered with torrents, 
which issue out of the mountains, and with 
springs that never fail to run, even when 
the torrents fail them, as they do in the dog 
days. ( Josephus, J.W. 3.3.3 [Whiston])6

There was a large Jewish population in 
Perea, and many Jews from Galilee preferred 
to detour through it when traveling to Jeru-
salem rather than go through Samaria. John 
the Baptist preached and baptized in Perea 
( John 1:28; 10:40), and Jesus traveled exten-
sively there in the six months prior to his death 
and resurrection. Jesus probably sent the sev-
enty-two disciples into Perea to preach about 
the coming kingdom of God (Luke 10:1–17). 
Machaerus was a major fortress city of Perea. 
It was here that Antipas had his regional palace 
and that John the Baptist was imprisoned and, 
according to Josephus, executed for denounc-
ing Herod’s illegal marriage ( Josephus, Ant. 
18.5.2; see also Mark 6:17–29).

Overall, Palestine is a small land, but it has 
been of immense value historically because 
of its strategic location as a land bridge be-
tween the mighty nations surrounding it. It 
has been fought over throughout history. But 
its significance is not just geographical. For 
Christians, it stands as the land promised to 
Abraham and the land of fulfillment for the 
Lord Jesus Christ. It was here that God chose 
to effect his great plan of salvation through 
the incarnation, death, and resurrection of 
his only Son.

The History of Palestine from 
the Return to the Destruction  
of Jerusalem

When Cyrus became the king of Persia 
(modern Iran) in 559 BC, his vast empire 
spread from Greece to India and from the 
Caucasus to Egypt. His enlightened policy 
allowed conquered peoples who had been 
sent into exile to return to their native lands 
and reestablish themselves as semiautono-
mous units under his benevolent leadership. 
Numerous Jews living in exile in Babylon 
since the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC were 
eager to return to their homeland. A series of 
emigrations brought many of them back to 
Palestine for a new start. This was the “time 
of restoration,” as it is usually called in sur-
veys of the Old Testament. Life was far from 
easy for these returnees, and as the decades 
went by it was hard not to become thoroughly 
discouraged. In time, however, the walls of 
Jerusalem were rebuilt, the temple was re-
dedicated, homes were established, and an 
uneasy existence was begun. The Jews had 
come to realize that they were no longer in 
charge of their own destiny but were part of 
the larger world scene, subject to the chang-
ing fortunes of the large nations around them.

During the fourth century BC, Cyrus’s 
Persian Empire began to crumble and Euro-
pean might was felt for the first time in Middle 
Eastern history. It came in the form of Alex-
ander the Great. A century earlier, the Per-
sians had attempted to extend their borders 
into Greece. A seemingly invincible force, 
they burned and pillaged Athens; a disas-
trous naval defeat at the Sea of Salamis in 480 
BC, however, forced their withdrawal back 
into Asia Minor. To avenge the desecration 
of the temple of Athena, Alexander pushed 
east to establish the rule of Greek civiliza-
tion in what was formerly Persia’s domain. He 

incarnation

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbough, Encountering the New Testament
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1998, 2005, 2013 Used by permission.



27The Middle East in the Days of Jesus 

died in 323 BC, and it was left to his military 
successors, called the Diadochi, to fight bit-
terly among themselves as they carved up 
his empire. Antigonus Cyclops seized the 
whole of Asia Minor, including Syria and 
Palestine; Ptolemy took Egypt and North 
Africa; Seleucus Nicator took the enor-
mous territory stretching from Mesopotamia 
east to India; and others took smaller, insig-
nificant portions. In 301 BC, at the Battle of 
Ipsus, Antigonus was defeated and his terri-
tory was added basically to that of Seleucus, 
who founded the city of Antioch in Syria in 
300 BC and made it his capital. Meanwhile, 
Ptolemy had gained control of the Holy Land 
to the south of Syria. This set the stage for the 
bitter struggles over Palestine that raged until 
Roman military might made its presence felt 
there about a hundred years later.

In 198 BC Antiochus III, the Great, 
ruler of the Syrian (Seleucid) Empire, de-
feated his Ptolemaic rival at the Battle of Pa-
nias and annexed Palestine to his territory. 
Later at Magnesia in Turkey, Antiochus was 
defeated by Scipio of Rome. The destiny of 
the region was in Roman hands for the next 
five hundred years.

Antiochus IV, Epiph-
anes, was allowed by 
Rome to become the 
ruler of the Seleucid 
Empire in 175 BC. 
He set about helle-
nizing (forcing Greek 
ways on) all his terri-
tory. This program in-
cluded the worship of 
the Greek god Zeus (the 
Roman Jupiter). A series of 
outrages over two years—in-
cluding murder, treachery, the 
ravaging of Jerusalem, and the 
establishment of a pagan citadel in Jerusalem 
called the Acra—finally culminated in the 
establishment of an altar to Zeus in the tem-

ple. Swine’s flesh was offered there in Decem-
ber 167 BC (1 Macc. 1:54, 59; 2 Macc. 6:5). 
Daniel had mentioned this sacrilege earlier in 
his prophecy (Dan. 11:31; cf. Matt. 24:15).

The Maccabean/Hasmonean Period 
(166–63 BC)

In the small town of Modein, about seven-
teen miles northwest of Jerusalem, an aged 
priest named Mattathias resisted Antio-
chus’s attempt to force pagan worship on all 
of Israel by killing the king’s representative 
(1 Macc. 2:19–26). He then fled into the 
hills with his five sons, John, Simon, Judas, 
Eleazer, and Jonathan. From there, with 
the help of the Hasidim, a group of pious 
warriors, they waged war against the Syr-
ians. Leadership was exercised by this fam-
ily, called the Hasmoneans, for the next 103 
years until Pompey conquered Jerusalem 
in 63 BC.

Mattathias died shortly after the revolt 
started. His son Judas (nicknamed “Mac-
cabeus,” probably meaning “the Hammer”) 
assumed leadership of the revolt. After 

defeating the Syrians at Emmaus 
(166/165 BC) and Beth-Zur 

(165/164 BC), the temple 
mount was cleansed and 

rededicated on Kislev 25, 
164 BC, three years after 
it had been desecrated 
by Antiochus. The cel-
ebration lasted eight 

days and became known 
as the Feast of Dedication 

or of Lights (present-day Ha-
nukkah) because the lamps in 
the temple were relit (see John 
10:22). Judas won yet another 
decisive victory against a Syr-

ian general, Nicanor, in 161 BC but was then 
killed in battle near Elasa that same year by 
the Syrian Bacchides.
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Bacchides returned to Syria, and an un-
easy peace prevailed, despite sporadic civil 
unrest. Jonathan, Judas’s brother, assumed 
leadership and extended his authority to nu-
merous areas of Palestine. Jonathan was wise 
enough to reestablish relations with Rome 
but in the end was foolish enough to trust a 
Syrian general named Trypho, who massa-
cred a thousand of his unsuspecting troops 
and eventually Jonathan as well in 142 BC 
(1 Macc. 12:46–48; 13:20–24).

Simon followed Jonathan as leader, and 
from 142 BC until his death in 135/134 BC 
things were relatively calm.

He established peace in the land,
	 and Israel rejoiced with great joy.

Each man sat under his vine and his 
fig tree,

	 and there was none to make them 
afraid.

No one was left in the land to fight 
them,

	 and the kings were crushed in those 
days.

He strengthened all the humble of his 
people;

	 he sought out the law, and did away 
with every lawless and wicked 
man. (1 Macc. 14:11–14 RSV)

The people were so grateful to Simon that 
they bestowed the high priesthood on 
him and his family in perpetuity. Thus was 
founded the Hasmonean dynasty of priest-
hood. Simon also renewed his alliance with 
Rome, which no doubt strengthened his 
position against Syrian attack.

Simon’s son, John Hyrcanus I, ruled 
over the land from 135/134 to 104 BC. He 
secured his position by appealing to Rome for 
support, but he also hired a professional mer-
cenary army rather than relying on a volunteer 
force of farmers and tradesmen. Because he 
was a good general and Syria’s power was in 
decline, Hyrcanus was able, by a series of vic-
tories, to extend his territory through Samaria 
northward and Idumea southward until he 
ruled over a kingdom almost as large as that 
of David and Solomon. Hyrcanus had a falling 
out with the Pharisees (descendants of the 
Hasidim mentioned earlier). But his reign was 
generally remembered as a time of peace and 
prosperity. Josephus says, “He lived happily 
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and administered the government in the best 
possible manner for thirty-one years. . . . He 
was esteemed by God worthy of three privi-
leges—the government of his nation, the dig-
nity of the high priesthood, and prophecy, for 
God was with him” (Ant. 13.10.7 [Whiston]).

The disastrous reign of Hyrcanus’s son 
Aristobulus lasted only one year (104–103 
BC), and was followed by the turbulent 
twenty-seven years of Alexander Jan-
naeus, his brother. Alexander was constantly 
embroiled in war, turmoil, and internal 
political dissension. He was unprincipled and 
ruthless and is said to have had hundreds of 
captives crucified in the center of the city to 
entertain himself and his mistresses during 
a drunken party. The falling out that Alexan-
der’s father, Hyrcanus, had with the Pharisees 
became an outright break during Alexander’s 
reign. They considered him totally unworthy 
to be the high priest because of his evil ways. 
At one point Alexander had six thousand 
Jews massacred because they ridiculed him 
when he was officiating as the high priest 
( Josephus, Ant. 13.13.5).

When Alexander died in 76 BC, his widow, 
Alexandra, became the queen. She was well 
liked by the people, but the Pharisees at this 
time basically dominated the country. After 
the death of Alexandra in 67 BC, a war broke 
out between her two sons, Hyrcanus II and 
Aristobulus II. Aristobulus II managed to 
stay on top until 63 BC, when the Roman gen-
eral Pompey, who by this time had conquered 
virtually all the territory in Asia Minor up to 
Syria, arrived and conquered Jerusalem. In 
this way, the new power that was to control 
the area for centuries established its domi-
nance, and a new era had effectively begun.

The Domination of Rome (63 BC–AD 70)

After conquering Jerusalem, Pompey ap-
pointed Hyrcanus II as the high priest, but 
without any royal title, and sent Aristobu-

lus II to Rome as a prisoner. Hyrcanus II’s 
years of limited religious rule were filled with 
intrigues and political ups and downs, and 
culminated in his humiliation. He was taken 
prisoner by the Parthians, mutilated by hav-
ing his ears cut off to disqualify him for the 
priesthood, and replaced by Aristobulus II’s 
ineffective son, Antigonus II, in 40 BC. 
Antigonus remained only a turbulent three 
years until the Romans confirmed Herod as 
the ruler in 37 BC, after a series of military 
victories, even calling him king.

The Rule of Herod the Great (37–4 BC)

As we saw, when Pompey captured Je-
rusalem in 63 BC, the fortunes of Palestine 
became tied up with those of Rome. During 
those uncertain years a new dynasty was aris-
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ing in the person of Antipater, an Idumean 
(from the ancient kingdom of Edom, just 
south of Judea), who was astute enough to 
support Julius Caesar when he was in 
need of help in Alexandria, Egypt, in 48 BC. 
For this, Antipater was rewarded by being 
made ethnarch (local governor or prince) 
of Palestine. In 47 BC Antipater appointed 
his son Phasael governor of Jerusalem and 
his son Herod as governor of Galilee. The 
assassination of Caesar on the Ides of March 
(March 15), 44 BC, threw the Middle East 
into turmoil. Two factions were vying for 
power: Cassius and Brutus against Anthony 
and Octavian (later Caesar Augustus). 

After Cassius and Brutus were disposed of, 
Anthony and Octavian fought for supremacy; 
Octavian ultimately triumphed. The Parthi-
ans had made Antigonus II the ruler of Pal-
estine in 40 BC, but in that same year the 
Roman Senate had made Herod the king of 
Judea. War followed, and after a stubborn de-
fense Jerusalem fell in 37 BC to the Romans; 
Herod was now the sole ruler of the territory. 
When Octavian became the supreme ruler 
(Caesar) of the Roman world after defeating 
Anthony in the Battle of Actium on Septem-
ber 2, 31 BC, Herod switched his allegiance 
to Octavian; he was accepted by Octavian 
as a loyal subject in 30 BC and confirmed 
as the king of Judea.

Herod had married Mariamme, Hyr-
canus II’s granddaughter, to legitimate his 
claim to royalty, but he was also profoundly 
in love with her. His jealousy caused him to 
listen to court gossip started by his sister. 
Eventually he executed Mariamme and her 
mother, Alexandra. He had already had Aris-
tobulus II and Hyrcanus II killed. After his 
ill-advised murder of Mariamme (she was 
innocent), Herod’s none-too-stable mental 
condition deteriorated. His reign was filled 
with political intrigue, plots, murders, wars, 
and brutality until his death in April 4 BC.

In spite of his many obvious shortcom-
ings, Herod accomplished some good for his 
territory. He could be quite generous when 
the occasion demanded it. He was often 
sensitive to the religious feelings of the Jews 
and was a master builder of cities. He rebuilt 
the temple in Jerusalem, built a port city at 
Caesarea, beautified and refortified other 
important cities, and kept Rome satisfied, 
thus providing a stability that Israel would 
not otherwise have known.

Herod died an agonizing death, perhaps 
from colon cancer, universally unmourned, 
“a man of great barbarity towards all equally 
and a slave to his passions” ( Josephus, Ant. 

ethnarch

Chronology of Herod the Great’s Rule

BC

37 Herod conquers Jerusalem
Executions

31 Earthquake in Palestine
Herod defeats the Nabateans

30 Hyrcanus II executed
Herod confirmed king by Octavian

29 Mariamme executed
ca. 29 Alexandra executed
ca. 25 Herod rebuilds Samaria and names it Sebaste

Famine and pestilence

ca. 22 Herod starts to build Caesarea 
19 Herod starts to build the temple
14 Herod’s sons, Alexander and Aristobulus, fall out
12 Augustus settles quarrel between Herod’s sons
10 Dedication of Caesarea

Increasing discord in Herod’s family

ca. 7 Alexander and Aristobulus executed at Sebaste
Antipater all-powerful at Herod’s court

5 Antipater tried for conspiracy
Herod falls ill

4 Herod puts down popular uprising led by rabbis Judas 
and Matthias 

Herod’s health deteriorates 

Antipater executed 

Herod names Archelaus king and Antipas and Philip 
tetrarchs

Herod dies five days after Antipater’s execution
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17.8.1 [Whiston]). It is ironic that during 
the reign of this brutal, inhumane ruler, the 
Prince of Peace was born.

The Rule of Herod’s Descendants  
(4 BC–AD 66)

Immediately after the death of Herod, 
riots broke out in Jerusalem that had to be 
put down by force. These riots continued 
while three of Herod’s sons, Archelaus, 
Philip, and Antipas, made their way to Rome 
to present their case before Caesar Augustus. 
Each wanted to be the sole ruler. After much 
scheming and intrigue, Augustus divided the 
land three ways. He gave Archelaus Idumea, 
Judea, and Samaria, and the title of ethnarch 
rather than king ( Josephus, Ant. 17.13.5). 
Antipas was given Galilee and Perea and the 
title of tetrarch (local ruler). Philip received 
Batanaea, Trachonitis, and Auranitis, as well 

as other territories to the northeast, and was 
also titled tetrarch. The riots that were occur-
ring all over the country were brutally put 
down; Sepphoris in Galilee was destroyed, 
the temple in Jerusalem was burned and 
looted, and thousands were crucified by 
the Romans.

Archelaus (4 BC–AD 6)

The rule of Archelaus was “brutal and 
tyrannical” (Ant. 17.13.2) and was strongly 
resisted from the very beginning. His evil 
reputation forced Joseph and Mary to take 
Jesus back to Nazareth, rather than return 
to Bethlehem, which was in Archelaus’s 
territory (Matt. 2:22–23). He constantly in-
terfered with priestly matters, caused great 
offense by his illegal marriage to a brother’s 
widow, and treated his subjects harshly. 
When the Jews could stand it no longer, they 
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sent a delegation to Rome, where they bit-
terly complained of Archelaus’s misrule. He 
was summoned to Rome and in AD 6 was 
banished to Vienne in Gaul, where he spent 
the rest of his life.

Archelaus’s territory was placed under di-
rect Roman rule that lasted from AD 6 to 41, 
when the nation was unified under Agrippa I. 
There were six or seven Roman governors, 
mostly called procurators, during this time, 
but only the fifth one is of importance for New 
Testament studies: Pontius Pilate, who 
was in control from AD 26 to 36. As procu-
rator he would have resided in Caesarea. Yet 
he visited Jerusalem for festivals and notable 
events. He was a harsh and insensitive ruler, 
with little consideration for his subjects. His 
excessive and brutal behavior caught up with 
him in the end. He was deposed and then 
exiled by Tiberius Caesar in AD 36.

Philip (4 BC–AD 34)

We know little about the reign of Philip 
except that he was universally praised. He 
limited personal ambition and kept extrava-
gant building to a minimum. He rebuilt the 
ancient city of Panias, north of the Sea of 
Galilee, renaming it Caesarea Philippi in 
honor of Caesar and himself. It was here 
that Peter made his great confession 
of Jesus’s messiahship. Here too 
Jesus explained how he must 
go to Jerusalem to die and 
rise again (Matt. 16:13–27). 
Bethsaida, on the northeast 
coast of the Sea of Galilee, 
was also rebuilt and renamed 
Julias in honor of Augustus 
Caesar’s daughter. Philip died a 
natural death (unusual for Herod’s 
family) in AD 34 after ruling for 
thirty-seven years. Josephus 
describes his reign in this 
fashion:

He had shown himself a person of modera-
tion and quietness in the conduct of his 
life and government: he constantly lived 
in that country which was subject to him; 
he used to make his progress with a few 
chosen friends; his tribunal also, in which 
he sat in judgment, followed him in his 
progress; and when any one met him who 
wanted his assistance, he made no delay, 
but had his tribunal set down immediately, 
wheresoever he happened to be, and sat 
down upon it, and heard his complaint: 
he there ordered the guilty that were 
convicted to be punished, and absolved 
those that had been accused unjustly. (Ant. 
18.4.6 [Whiston])

Antipas (4 BC–AD 39)

Herod Antipas received the territories of 
Galilee and Perea and hence was ruler of two 
areas where Jesus ministered extensively. He 
was a vain, arrogant ruler who was also weak 
in times of moral crisis. He was married to 
the daughter of Aretas, the Nabatean king, 
but fell in love with Herodias, his niece, 
who was at that time the wife of his brother, 
Philip. He set plans in motion to marry her. 

Excavated remains of Herod’s 
palace-fortress at Herodium
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