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1 Introduction

Billions of people throughout the world today practice the religion of
Christianity. It consists of three primary divisions: Eastern Orthodoxy,
Roman Catholicism, and Protestantism. It can be further subdivided into
thousands of distinct denominations and sects, each differing to some
degree in belief and practice. Though none of these Christian groups
existed in the beginning of Christianity, all look back to that time as having
fundamental significance for their own tradition. It is this foundational
period of Christianity that we will study in this book. We will examine
the history, literature, and religion of Christianity in its earliest stages.

Our study will focus on the years from about 30 to 150 of the present era,
from the beginning of Christianity through the first half of the second
century. Occasionally, we will take a look beyond those years. At the
beginning of that period, a Jewish man named Jesus of Nazareth went
about Palestine preaching and attracting followers. After his crucifixion
by the Roman governor, his Jewish followers continued to preach in his
name, proclaiming him as the Jewish Messiah or Christ. Christianity thus
emerged as a sect of Judaism in Roman Palestine. It quickly developed
into various competing factions. Some of these factions remained primarily
Jewish, while others opened the door to Gentiles (non-Jews). Some of these
factions disappeared from history, while others survived and developed
into forms of Christianity that still exist today.

In studying the origins of Christianity, we will examine numerous
writings relating to the foundational period, some Christian and some
non-Christian. Much of the Christian literature from this period has
been preserved in various collections: the New Testament, the Apostolic
Fathers, the New Testament Apocrypha, and the Nag Hammadi Library.
Since much of our study will focus on the writings in these collections,
we will begin by discussing the nature of this literature and our method
of studying it.
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4 Historical and religious background

the new testament

Some of the earliest Christian writings, dating from the first and second
centuries, have been preserved in a collection called the New Testament.

The New Testament as Christian scripture

The New Testament has special significance for the Christian religion. Like
many other religions – such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, and Islam –
Christianity has scriptures, sacred writings that members of the religion
consider especially authoritative or important. The Christian scriptures
have two main divisions. (1) Like Judaism, Christianity has traditionally
viewed the Hebrew Scriptures as sacred writings. These are a collection
of documents pertaining to the history and religion of ancient Israel and
Judaism. Because Christianity developed out of the Jewish religion, early
Christians took over the Jewish scriptures as their own. Christians gen-
erally call the Hebrew Scriptures the Old Testament. (2) In addition,
Christian scriptures include the New Testament, a collection of twenty-
seven writings pertaining to Jesus and the early Christian church. The
story of how these writings came to be considered scripture is told in
Chapter 8. Together the Old Testament and the New Testament make up
the Christian Bible, a word that literally means “books.”

The New Testament as testament

The term “testament” in the title of these two collections would be trans-
lated more accurately as “covenant,” an agreement between two parties.
In the Christian religion, the terms “old covenant” and “new covenant”
express the idea that God entered into two covenants or agreements. Ac-
cording to this idea, in the old covenant he entered into an agreement
with the nation of Israel: “I will be your God and you will be my people”
(Leviticus 26:12). In the new covenant he entered into a similar agreement
with people from all nations. According to this view, the Old Testament
contains the writings that relate to the old covenant, while the New Tes-
tament contains those that relate to the new.

From the Jewish perspective, God made only one covenant, a covenant
with the people of Israel. For Judaism, therefore, there is neither an “old
covenant” nor a “new covenant,” but simply the covenant. There is no
“Old” Testament, but simply the Hebrew Scriptures.
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Introduction 5

Contents of the New Testament

The New Testament contains the following books in the order given.
Frequently the names of these books are abbreviated, as indicated.

books abbreviations
Gospels
Matthew Matt
Mark Mark
Luke Luke
John John

Acts
Acts of the Apostles Acts

Letters ascribed to Paul
Romans Rom
1 Corinthians 1 Cor
2 Corinthians 2 Cor
Galatians Gal
Ephesians Eph
Philippians Phil
Colossians Col
1 Thessalonians 1 Thes
2 Thessalonians 2 Thes
1 Timothy 1 Tim
2 Timothy 2 Tim
Titus Titus
Philemon Philem

Non-Pauline letters
Hebrews Heb
James James
1 Peter 1 Pet
2 Peter 2 Pet
1 John 1 John
2 John 2 John
3 John 3 John
Jude Jude

Apocalypse
Revelation Rev
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6 Historical and religious background

Types of literature

The New Testament contains twenty-seven different writings or “books.”
Four types of literature are represented: Gospels (4), a book of Acts (1),
letters (21), and an apocalypse (1).

1. The term “Gospel” (“good news”) refers to a type of writing that
contains stories about Jesus and/or sayings that are attributed to him. Early
Christians wrote many works called Gospels, but only four made their
way into the New Testament. These are traditionally called the Gospels
of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, after their supposed authors.

2. The term “Acts” refers to a type of literature that relates the deeds
of some particular person or group. The one book of Acts in the New
Testament is called the Acts of the Apostles, a work that describes the
beginning of the Christian church and its spread in the Roman world.

3. The twenty-one letters in the New Testament, also called epistles,
were written by early Christian leaders to various churches and individuals
to give instruction and exhortation. Thirteen of these letters claim to be
written by one man, the apostle or missionary known as Paul.

4. An “apocalypse” (“revelation”) is a type of literature that claims to
give secret information from God, often about the end of history. Many
apocalyptic writings survive from the centuries before and after Jesus,
but only one apocalypse, the book of Revelation, is included in the New
Testament.

Chapters and verses

The books of the Bible are divided into chapters, and the chapters are
divided into verses. When we wish to refer to a particular passage in
the Bible, we give the book, the chapter, and the verse (or verses) in a
conventional form. For example, Matthew (or Matt) 5:3–10 refers to the
book of Matthew, the fifth chapter, verses 3 through 10 of that chapter.

the apostolic fathers

Early Christians wrote numerous works besides those that eventually be-
came the New Testament. Before the New Testament came to be consid-
ered the only scripture, some of these other works were read in churches
and esteemed just as highly as those in the New Testament. Gradually,
as church leaders limited the contents of the New Testament to twenty-
seven books, these other writings declined in importance. New copies were
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Introduction 7

seldom made and the old copies wore out or were destroyed. As a result,
some of the works have disappeared while others are preserved in only a
few copies.

In the modern period, as some of these writings were rediscovered, a
new interest arose in the early literature that did not make it into the
New Testament. In 1672 an editor named J. B. Cotelier assembled a
collection of early Christian writings that he called “Works of the holy
Fathers who flourished in apostolic times.” In 1699 the next editor renamed
the collection a library of “Apostolic Fathers,” a title that it has borne
since that time.

Most of these writings are letters from church leaders to various churches
instructing them in what the author considers to be true faith and practice.
The Didache is a church manual that gives directions for the rituals and
organization of the church. The Shepherd of Hermas, an apocalypse,
consists of a series of visions and revelations that a Christian prophet
claimed to receive.

Contents of the Apostolic Fathers

Letters of Ignatius Other letters
Ephesians 1 Clement
Magnesians Epistle of Barnabas
Trallians Polycarp to the Philippians
Romans
Philadelphians Manual of church order
Smyrnaeans The Didache (Teaching of the Twelve Apostles)
To Polycarp

Apocalypse
The Shepherd of Hermas

Three other writings in this collection are later than the period we are study-
ing and will not be considered here: 2 Clement, Martyrdom of Polycarp,
and Epistle to Diognetus.

other relevant literature

New Testament Apocrypha

The writings of the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers do not
exhaust the literary output of early Christianity. In the second century
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8 Historical and religious background

and afterward, Christian writers turned out other letters, Gospels, Acts,
and apocalypses. Some of these disappeared. We know they existed ei-
ther because later writers quoted from them or because small fragments
of them survived. Other works survived in more complete form. Such
quotations, fragments, and more complete works have been collected and
published under the heading “New Testament Apocrypha.” Originally
the term “apocrypha” meant “hidden writings,” but it has come to refer
to the writings that belong to neither the New Testament, nor the Apos-
tolic Fathers, nor the collection of later authors known as the “Church
Fathers.”

Some of these apocryphal writings develop the portrayal of Jesus found
in the New Testament. For example, the Infancy Gospel of James and
the Infancy Gospel of Thomas provide further stories about Jesus’ birth
and childhood. The Gospel of Peter has an account of Jesus’ trial, death,
and resurrection that differs somewhat from those in the New Testament.
Other apocryphal writings preserve legends about Jesus’ earliest followers,
the apostles. The Acts of John, the Acts of Paul, and the Acts of Thomas,
for example, tell various stories about these apostles. Still other apocryphal
writings claim to be revelations of heaven or the afterlife. In the Apoca-
lypse of Peter, for instance, Jesus describes to the apostles the rewards and
punishments of the final judgment.

The Nag Hammadi Library

Christianity in the second century came in several varieties, one of which
has come to be called “Gnostic.” In 1945 an Egyptian digging in the sand
at a place called Nag Hammadi discovered a large sealed jar that contained
forty-five different writings in the Coptic (ancient Egyptian) language, the
contents of a Gnostic Christian library. Though in their present form these
texts date from the fourth century, some are translations of earlier Greek
texts from the second century or at least reflect ideas that were current in
the second century. These texts have now been translated and published
in English as The Nag Hammadi Library.

Many different types of literature are found among these texts. For
instance, the Gospel of Thomas is a collection of sayings attributed to
Jesus. The Apocryphon (secret book) of John purports to be a revelation
given by Jesus to John concerning the origin of the world from a Gnostic
perspective. The library also includes other such revelatory discourses,
sermons or treatises on religious subjects, and accounts of otherworld
journeys. To examine all of this literature would require a separate book,
but I have included a discussion of one such work, the Gospel of Thomas.
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Introduction 9

the historical-critical method

In our study of early Christianity, some of the writings we will exam-
ine belong to the Christian Bible and are thus considered scripture by
Christians. Since most Christians are accustomed to studying these writ-
ings from a religious perspective, as scripture, it is important to stress from
the beginning that we will be taking a different approach.

The New Testament can be studied either confessionally (i.e. religiously,
theologically, devotionally) or academically. In the confessional approach,
the reader is a Christian who takes these writings as scripture, as a norm or
standard for Christian belief and practice. The reader seeks guidance for
life, edification, and instruction in the Christian faith. This is how most
Christians read the New Testament, either in private devotion or as part
of a believing community.

In an academic setting, we approach the New Testament in such a way
that both Christians and interested non-Christians can participate. We
seek to understand the New Testament without necessarily ascribing nor-
mative status to it. This approach is like that of a Christian student who
wishes to study the scripture and religion of Islam or Hinduism. The stu-
dent may want to have a description of these religions without necessarily
adopting them. In an academic setting, then, we treat Christianity, Islam,
Hinduism, and all other religions in the same way: we seek to understand
them, not necessarily to adopt or practice them.

Since the period of Christianity that we are studying belongs to the
ancient past, the method that scholars use to understand it is the same as
that used to understand any period of ancient history. The method used
to understand the documents from that period, including the New Testa-
ment, is the same as that used to understand any other documents from
the past. This method, called the historical-critical method or historical
criticism, has been the primary method by which scholars have studied the
New Testament academically for the last two hundred years. Today this
method is employed not only in secular colleges and universities, but also
in many religious institutions – seminaries, divinity schools, and schools
of religion. It is a method of studying the New Testament that can be em-
ployed by Jews, Christians, and people of other or no religious persuasion.
It is the primary method that will be employed in the present textbook.

Differences from the confessional approach

As the two parts of its name suggest, the historical-critical method has two
aspects. First, the scholar who uses this method is concerned with history;
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10 Historical and religious background

and second, the scholar exercises his or her critical faculties, the faculties
of reason and judgment. This historical-critical method differs from the
confessional approach in several ways.

1. The confessional approach transports a text out of the past into the
present. The reader is concerned not so much with what it meant then
but with what it means now – what guidance or encouragement it gives
to the reader in the present. In contrast, the historical method transports
the reader out of the present into the past. It is concerned with what the
text meant then, to the person who wrote it and the people to whom it
was originally written. The goal of historical study is to understand and
explain the past, to find out what happened and why. This involves locating
events in time and space and understanding them in the context of the
culture and beliefs of that time and place. The scholar of early Christianity
working with the historical method therefore seeks to understand the
political, cultural, and religious climate of the lands where Christianity
originated and spread: first-century Palestine and the Greco-Roman world.
The scholar then uses this background knowledge to interpret particular
texts from that time, to help understand the events, ideas, and customs
expressed in these texts. In this approach, one seeks to understand how
the New Testament came about, who wrote it, why it was written, when
it was written, what historical circumstances led to its writing, what the
original writers intended to say, and what literary forms they used to
express themselves.

2. The confessional approach is a theological approach. That is, a per-
son who takes it often speaks about the activities of God: what God
thinks, says, does, or intends. By contrast, the historical approach is non-
theological. The historian speaks only about history, and since God would
be outside of history, the historian cannot speak about the activities of
God. History, as historians understand it, consists of the events in the
world that could be observed by anyone, whether religious or not, who
stood in the right place at the right time. What historians are able to
observe in history is not divine activity but human activity. For example,
a person speaking from the confessional perspective might make a state-
ment of faith about what God did: “God came to earth in the person of
Jesus.” The historian, however, can only observe and state what human
beings did or said: “Many early Christians claimed that God came to
earth in the person of Jesus.” A historian who is also a Christian might
make a statement of faith such as “God came to earth in the person of
Jesus”; but if so, he or she would be speaking as a Christian, not as a
historian.
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