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Chapter 1 

Introduction to the New Testament  

and its Context 

 
 

In this section of Chapter 1 we will discuss the interpretation of the 

New Testament from the time of the Church Fathers of the early 

church. We will present the fourfold sense of Scripture in detail and 

explain the positions of the Reformers on it. We will gain some 

initial insights into the textual history of the New Testament, 

become acquainted with modern Bible research, and present some 

important currents of inquiry of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.  

 

 

1.1  Interpreting and studying the New Testament 
 

1.  The early church, the Middle Ages, and the early modern period   

The theology of Christian antiquity is primarily one of Scriptural interpretation: the theologians of the 

time did not wish to engage in any speculation about faith, but rather made theological arguments by 

interpreting Bible passages.   

Even the early Christians read and interpreted the Old Testament—and later also the writings of the 

New Testament—in different ways. This interpretation presented them with a difficult task because 

the biblical writings are contradictory, in and of themselves, and first had to be interpreted. This led 

them to use, and further develop, various methods of Scriptural interpretation already available.   

The philosophically trained church teacher Origen recognised the inconsistencies and contradictions 

in the Bible. He found a way to resolve these difficulties in the allegorical—that is, the spiritual—
interpretation of the Bible text.   
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Things to know: Allegorical interpretation of Scripture 

 
An allegorical interpretation of Scripture means that, in addition to the literal 
meaning, a figurative meaning is ascribed to a particular passage. This figurative 

meaning is intended to surpass the purely textual meaning and provide the reader 

with greater clarity.   

 

Example:  

In Mark 4:13-20, Jesus interprets the parable of the sower in Mark 4:3-8 as a 

parable concerning the word of God.   

 

This kind of interpretation is known as allegoresis. The passage in Mark 4:13-20 is 
the allegory. 

 

 

 
2.  Different methods of interpreting Scripture   

 

In Greek antiquity, writings that were important for education (e.g. Homer and Plato) were 

interpreted, as a rule, so that people would be able to better understand them in their own time. This 

interpreting tradition led to the notion that there are differing levels of meaning in literary or 

philosophical texts. Ancient theologians adopted this notion from the philosophers and made use of 

the same methods that had already been in use and generally accepted for centuries.   

 

The interpretation methods of the early Christian theologians are thus not to be seen in isolation, but 

rather in the context of an interpreting tradition that encompasses the entire domain of ancient 

scholarship.   

 

2.1  Allegoresis  

 

2.1.1 Homer  

 

Homer is considered the author of the Iliad and the Odyssey. Many children knew his works by heart. 

It was with Homer that people learned to read and write.   

 

The interpreting method—allegoresis—that was applied to Homer had existed since the sixth century 
BC (first observed with Theagenes of Rhegium). The method of allegoresis was further developed into 

its golden age by the Stoics, an important school of philosophy at the time of the New Testament. This 
method was used to interpret Greek myths and philosophical texts.   

 

cf. Dogmatics, Chapter 1.1 What is Theology? 1.1 Key term ‘The Stoics’.  

 

Exegesis of Homer using allegoresis was popular well into the time of late antiquity. Homer was thus 

a recognised (“canonical”) authority to which people would frequently refer, and whose texts were 

interpreted using allegoresis.   
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2.1.2  Philo of Alexandria  

 

Philo of Alexandria (ca. 15-10 BC, † after AD 40) was an influential Jewish philosopher and theologian, 
and the best known thinker of Hellenistic Judaism. He applied the allegoresis (which is what this 

technique of interpreting a Scriptural passage is called) of Hellenistic philosophy to texts of the Old 

Testament, more specifically to the Septuagint. It is unlikely that Philo even knew Hebrew.   

 

Philo uses allegory to discover the lawgiver in the biblical person of Moses. He regards the latter’s 

writings (that is, the Pentateuch, sometimes referenced as the Five Books of Moses) as a testimony to 

the truth. In Philo’s understanding, Moses is the philosopher who surpasses all other philosophers. 
Indeed, he even arrives at the opinion that the Greek philosophers adopted their manner of thinking 

from Moses.   

 

Philo quite methodically equips the workshop of the theologians of the early church with the complete 

toolbox for Bible interpretation.   

 

2.2  The development of the fourfold sense of Scripture in theology and philosophy   

 

Since the time of the early church—that is, since the second century—a distinction is made between   

 

• the literal, or historical, meaning of a Bible text and  

• the spiritual sense, which cannot be deciphered independently of its historical sense, 

however.   

 

The literal and spiritual sense are thus to comprise a single entity. The literal interpretation, that is, 

the historical or literary sense (sensus literalis, where sensus means “meaning” and littera means 

“letter”) looks for the literal meaning of a linguistic expression or of a text.   

 

2.2.1  Clement of Alexandria († ca. AD 215)  

 

Clement of Alexandria endeavoured to link Hellenistic modes of thought and scholarship with 

Christian doctrine. He emphasised the objective unity of the Old and New Testaments, and thus 

already in his time made use of the allegorical method of Scriptural interpretation:   

 

• The Old Testament is to be interpreted Christologically—that is, from the perspective of Christ 

and the New Testament.     

cf. Learning Unit: Dogmatics, Chapter 1.2 What is exegesis?  

 

2.2.2  Origen (threefold sense of Scripture)  

 

The Alexandrian scholar Origen made allegoresis at home in Christendom. He developed a method of 

interpretation that worked out three levels of meaning.   

 

This is known as the threefold sense of Scripture.  
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It consists of:  

• the literal sense,  

• the allegorical-moral sense, and  

• the eschatological sense.   

 

Origen interpreted Scripture as the body, soul, and spirit of a person. He assigned the literal meaning 

(literal sense) of a given Bible passage to the body, and the allegorical sense to the soul and spirit (De 
Principiis IV, 2: 4-7).  

 

In the practical work of interpretation, Origen applied this in order to extract a literal and a figurative 
meaning from a Bible text, from which he would directly draw an application to the reader or listener 

(in the case of a sermon). 

 

Key term: Origen’s threefold sense of Scripture 

The physical (somatic) or historical sense edifies the simple believer. 

The soulish (psychic) sense edifies the advanced believer.   

The spiritual (pneumatic) sense edifies the perfect believer. 

 

 
Origen did his text research on the basis of the literal (historical) sense of a passage. He was the first 

scholar to intensively occupy himself with the question of how the text of the Bible was handed down, 

because he wanted to discover the literal meaning of the Bible texts.   

  

The Hexapla is a work that derives from Origen. This is a comparison of various Bible translations of 

the Old Testament consisting of the Hebrew consonantal text, the Hebrew text in Greek 
transliteration, three further independent Greek translations, and the Septuagint.   

 

 
Things to know: The Hexapla 

 
The ‘Hexapla’ is a six-fold comparison of various Bible translations of the Old 
Testament. It incorporates:   

 

The Hebrew consonantal text, the Hebrew text in Greek transliteration, three 
different Greek translations (Aquila, Symmachus, Theodotion), and the Septuagint.  
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2.2.3  John Cassian (Fourfold sense of Scripture)   

 

From the interpretation methods of Augustine of Hippo, John Cassian developed his doctrine of the 
fourfold sense of Scripture—a doctrine that defined exegesis until well into the early modern age.   

 

(Concerning the fourfold sense of Scripture cf. Dogmatics 1.2 What is exegesis? Key term ‘Fourfold 

sense of Scripture’).  

 

It was with John Cassian that the breakthrough to the fourfold sense of Scripture occurred. According 

to Cassian, the following pattern emerges:   

  

• literal sense = verbatim or historical interpretation  

• allegorical sense = spiritual or theological interpretation   

• moral sense = ethical interpretation  

• anagogical sense = eschatological interpretation 

 
An example for interpretation in the fourfold sense of Scripture: Jerusalem is ... 

 
literal sense = a city in Palestine   
allegorical sense = an image for the church  
moral sense = an image for the human soul  
anagogical sense = an image of heavenly glory or eschatological completion 

 

 

 
2.2.4  Counter-movement to the fourfold sense of Scripture – the Antiochians  

 

There was also a counter-movement against the exclusive application of allegoresis. A Christian school 

of thinkers emerged in Antioch (Syria) in the second century. This school referenced only the literal 

meaning to interpret Bible texts, and rejected any sort of allegorical interpretation.  

 

Beyond that, the Antiochian scholars turned their attention to text criticism.   

 

The scholars of the Antiochian school assigned special value to the literal meaning and to text 

transmission. They rejected the (sometimes very imaginative) allegorical interpretations of the 

Alexandrian school that developed around Origen and his disciples.   

 

For example, Theodore of Mopsuestia (AD 350-428) attempted to explain unclear Bible passages by 

applying other manuscripts. Beyond that, Theodore recognised the weak points in the Septuagint, 

which had been written in Greek, and correctly traced it back to an incorrect translation from the 

Hebrew text. The precise Bible text was of great importance to him. He paid strict attention to the 

historical circumstances under which a Bible passage had come into being.   
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2.2.5   Scholastic understanding of the fourfold sense of Scripture   

 

The fourfold sense of Scripture was taught and applied in the scriptoria of the monasteries and 
cathedral schools of the medieval period. Scholasticism, the teaching tradition of the Middle Ages, 

which was well represented at the early universities, systemised this doctrine and expanded upon it.   

 

Augustine of Denmark († 1285), an otherwise barely known Scholastic, developed the fourfold sense 

of Scripture into a Scholastic doctrine. It is from him that the following memory aid derives:   

 
Memory aid attributed to Augustine of Denmark: 

 
“The literal sense teaches what happened, => Exegesis  

the allegorical sense teaches what one is to believe, => Dogmatics  

the moral sense teaches what one is to do, => Moral theology  

the anagogical sense teaches what one is to hope.” => Eschatology 

 

 
 

During the medieval period there were also some who warned against taking allegoresis too far. For 

example, Hugo of St. Victor († 1141), a canon regular (secular priest) taught that one should pay 

sufficient attention to the literal sense and not be too hasty to allegorise everything.   

  

The famous scholar Thomas Aquinas († 1274) established an important rule, namely that no allegorical 

interpretation can contradict the literal sense. 

 

2.3  The significance of the fourfold sense of Scripture  

 

The doctrine of the fourfold sense of Scripture is not an arbitrary interpretation of Bible texts.  

 

Rather it always operates under the horizon of understanding of the Bible, which consists of the Old 

and New Testament. The fourfold sense of Scripture refers to the multidimensionality of biblical texts 

and thereby helps decipher salvation history. As a result, it exists in relationship to the belief of the 

church, which it must not contradict.   

 

3. Early modern Bible interpretation  

 

3.1  Humanism: back to the original   

 

During the medieval period, the original language of the biblical texts did not play a role for 

interpretation in Western Christianity.1 People simply interpreted a Latin text, namely the Vulgate 

(Vulgata), which was then the authorised Latin translation by Hieronymus. In the sixteenth century, 
however, scholars began to take an interest in reading and understanding these texts in their original 

languages (particularly Hebrew and Greek). 

 

                                                      
1 The Eastern Orthodox church, however, always made use of Greek manuscripts, especially what is known as 
the Byzantine or Majority Text.  
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Things to know: Humanism 

 
The word ‘Humanism’ derives from the Latin humanitas, which means “humanity”.  

In its narrower—and more important— meaning within church history, Humanism 

is an intellectual movement that gripped all of Europe during the fourteenth 

century, starting with the Italian Renaissance.   

 

Scholars were interested in looking for a template for education in antiquity, and so 

discovered—and began reading—ancient authors. The idea was to go “back to the 

sources”, in other words, to the original writings of antiquity (including the Bible). 
People were to develop independently, following the model of the ancient scholars, 

and thus cast off the paternalism and domination of the church. All of this—

especially the publication of Bible editions in their original text—undeniably paved 

the way for the Reformation. 

 
 

 

A new era in Bible interpretation began with Humanism.  

 

Although the medieval period had made the writings of Greek authors available in the Latin language, 
the Latin of the Middle Ages was a “monastic Latin”. The Humanists demanded a return to the sources 

and wanted   

• to read Plato in the Greek language   

• to read the original texts of Cicero   

• to read the Bible in its original languages of Hebrew and Greek   

3.1.1  Erasmus of Rotterdam   

 

In the year 1516, Erasmus of Rotterdam published the New 
Testament in Greek. The various revised editions it spawned 

came to be known as the Textus Receptus (“received text”), 

and thereby created the foundation for the King James Version 

and Luther (German) translation. This edition, which first 

appeared in Basel, competed with the Complutensian Polyglot 

Bible published by Grand Inquisitor Cardinal Francisco Jiménes 

de Cisneros—who was friendly with the Humanists—in 1514. 

The latter contained the Old Testament in Hebrew, the 
Septuagint and the Vulgate text, as well as the New Testament 

in both Greek and Latin text.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Erasmus  of   Rotterdam ( Source :   W ikipedia)    
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Things to know: Polyglot 

 
The term ‘polyglot’ means “multilingual”. A polyglot is a text that is printed in 
different languages. The Complutensian Polyglot contains the Bible text (Hebrew, 

Aramaic), the Septuagint version (Greek), and the Vulgate text (Latin), along with 

the New Testament in Greek and Latin text. It is named after its place of 

composition, Complutum, modern-day Alcalá, in Spain. 

 
 

 

Erasmus, who learned via his publisher in Basel that the Polyglot would be published sooner than his 

own work, hurried his work to such a degree that his edition ended up containing several errors. At 
this time, Erasmus only used six substandard medieval manuscripts (dating to the 12th century and 

later) of the New Testament in Greek—and where these manuscripts were lacking, he simply 

translated from the Latin. Erasmus published a second edition in 1519 with most typographical errors 
corrected. Erasmus published further editions in 1522, 1527, and a final addition in 1535. However, 

this was followed by further revisions by Stephanus (in 1546, 1549, 1550 and 1551), and then by 
Theodore Beza (who edited it nine times between 1565 and 1604).   

  

Nevertheless, the writings of the New Testament, at this time limited to what is known as the Textus 

Receptus,  had now become accessible to scholars in their original language (along with all the existing 
mistakes and shortcomings), and they were thus able to arrive at their own assessment of the New 

Testament.  

 

It has been demonstrated that Luther used the work published by Erasmus (the second edition of 

1519) for his translation of the New Testament in the Wartburg.   

 

The King James Version translators most directly relied upon the 1598 and 1588/89 Greek editions 

published Theodore Beza, but it was virtually identical with Stephanus' 1550 Greek text, which was 

virtually identical with Erasmus' 1522/1535 Greek editions. 

 

3.2  The Reformation period  

 

During the Reformation period, some Reformers rejected the fourfold sense of Scripture, and 

preferred the literal sense.   

 

3.2.1  Martin Luther  

 

The Reformer Martin Luther rejected the fourfold sense of Scripture. He assumed that it was possible 

to unlock the meaning of biblical texts using the literal sense, that is, by paying strict attention to the 

verbatim meaning. Owing to his professorship in Bible interpretation, Martin Luther was extremely 

familiar with Holy Scripture and its interpretation. The interpretation of the Bible is a central element 
of Luther’s theology.   

 

It was in his exegetical lectures on the Old Testament and the letters of Paul that Luther developed 

his hermeneutic key, namely:   
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• The Scripture is its own interpreter (“scriptura sui ipsius interpres”).   

Thereby Luther overcame the need for the fourfold sense of Scripture, since there was no longer a 

requirement to apply any kind of external interpretation principle to the Bible text.    

 

He undertook an assessment of New Testament texts:  

 

• he considered the letters to the Romans and Galatians, along with the Gospel of John to be 

writings of central importance  

• and considered the epistles of James and Jude to be writings of lesser importance.  

3.2.2  Other Reformers  

 

A great promoter of scriptural interpretation and the historical understanding of Scripture was John 
Calvin who interpreted Scripture frequently in his “Institutio”, while clearly rejecting the allegorical 

method. John Calvin rejected the fourfold sense of Scripture and attempted to interpret Holy Scripture 

on the basis of its literal meaning alone.   

   

The opposing pole to Luther was his close collaborator, Philipp Melanchthon, who sought to apply 

humanistic methodology to his exegesis: he emphasised the importance of allegory and typology in 
exegesis.   

 

3.2.3  Catholicism – The Council of Trent  

 

In the fourth session of its Concilium Tridentinum (Council of Trent) in 1546, the Catholic Church 
determined that, contrary to the positions of the Reformers, it was not possible to interpret Holy 

Scripture on its own, but that it could only be properly understood in the context of church tradition:    

  

• “The sacred and holy, ecumenical, and general Synod of Trent—lawfully assembled in the Holy 

Ghost […]—[keeps] this always in view, that this truth and discipline are contained in the 

written books, and the unwritten traditions [...] and receives and venerates with an equal 

affection of piety, and reverence, all the books both of the Old and of the New Testament—

seeing that one God is the author of both—as also the said traditions, as well those 

appertaining to faith as to morals, as having been dictated, either by Christ's own word of 

mouth, or by the Holy Ghost, and preserved in the Catholic Church by a continuous 

succession.”   
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Things to know: The Council of Trent 

 
The Council of Trent (Tridentinum) was convened over four sessions extending from 
1545 to 1563.  The main reason for the council was the need to formulate a reaction 

to the demands and teachings of the Reformation.   

  

The Catholic Church was thus forced to reform itself.  The council is named after the 
Northern Italian city of Trent (Italian: Trento, Latin: Tridentinum).  

 
 

 

3.3  Orthodoxy and Pietism  

 

3.3.1  Lutheran Orthodoxy  

 

It is in Lutheran Orthodoxy, which endeavours to preserve and reflect upon Luther’s legacy, that the 

concept of verbal inspiration arises:   

  

• The Bible was dictated by the Holy Spirit, and therefore all biblical books are of equal 

importance. All historical and natural scientific statements of the Bible are accurate.  

Verbal inspiration is advocated by the majority of Lutheran theologians, however, there have been 

some degrees of difference in the interpretation of this theory.   

  

3.3.2  Johann Gerhard  

 

Johann Gerhard (1582-1637), an important theologian of Lutheran Orthodoxy, is considered the prime 

advocate of verbal inspiration: according to him, the biblical authors—such as Moses or Mark—were 

nothing more than the minions of God and writing implements of the Holy Spirit.   

 

3.3.3 Abraham Calov  

 

Abraham Calov, a significant, strictly Lutheran theologian, clearly advocates for the doctrine of verbal 

inspiration. Calov even considers every Hebrew consonant and vowel marking of the Old Testament, 
as well as every letter of the New Testament, as having been inspired by the Holy Spirit.   
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Things to know: Lutheran Orthodoxy 

 
The term ‘Lutheran Orthodoxy’ is used to denote a movement within Lutheranism 
whose objective it is to preserve Luther’s legacy and interpret it in a manner 

appropriate to the times.   

 

The main centres of Lutheran Orthodoxy were the universities of Wittenberg, 
Tübingen, and Helmstedt. Lutheran Orthodoxy begins with the Book of Concord 

(1580), a collection of the most important Lutheran confessional writings, and ends 

in around 1730 with the increasingly powerful Pietist movement and the emergence 

of the Enlightenment in Germany.    

 
 

 

3.4  Pietism  

 

Johann Albrecht Bengel published a critical edition of the New Testament in which all variants and 
later additions were shown. He became the founder of modern textual criticism.   

  

Textual criticism aims to discover what the original text of the Bible is, since there are no original 

manuscripts of the Bible, but only copies. Modern textual criticism was established by the 

Wurttemberg Pietist Johann Albrecht Bengel (1687-1752), among others. In 1734 he published the 

New Testament in Greek and furnished this edition with a text-critical tool. Beyond that, Bengel 
advocated—very much in the spirit of Lutheran Orthodoxy—the verbal inspiration of this text, and 

believed to have before his eyes the only Greek text of the New Testament inspired by God through 
the Holy Spirit.   

 

Things to know: Pietism 

 
Pietism is a renewal movement that emerged within Lutheran and Reformed 

Protestantism in around 1670. Pietism rediscovered the importance of action for 

the individual Christian. The focal point here was not so much the proper doctrine, 
as was the case with Orthodoxy, but the proper kind of conduct.   

  

Derived from the Latin word pius (pious), the word ‘Pietism’ originally describes the 

exaggeratedly devout, the “pious ones”.    

  

Between 1690 and 1730, the Pietist movement in Germany developed into a 

powerful force that left its mark on society. Thereafter, however, it was increasingly 

suppressed and marginalised by the Enlightenment. Nevertheless, it remained 

significant in certain pockets of society, even in the eighteenth century.    
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4.  The intellectual-historical era of the Enlightenment   

 

The Enlightenment brought with it the view that faith was accountable to reason, and that the word 
of God was not identical with the Bible. People began reading the Bible as a historical document. 

Among the early proponents of this notion were the theologian, philosopher, and historian Richard 

Simon (1638-1712) and the philosopher Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1577). These two men are 
considered the actual founders of modern Bible interpretation.  

  

The Catholic priest Richard Simon advocated against the Protestant doctrine of verbal inspiration.  He 

maintained: the Bible is not itself the word of God, but contains it. He explained that it is not possible 
to believe in the Bible itself, but rather only in the revelations of God it contains. Beyond that, he was 

of the opinion that faith could not be based on Holy Scripture alone. The reason for his way of thinking 
was the fact that the Bible was handed down in numerous different manuscripts that deviate from 

one another.   

 

Things to know: The Enlightenment   

 
The “Enlightenment” is understood as an intellectual-historical movement, whose 

goal it was to reflect upon faith with reason. Human reason thus became the 
standard for thought and belief.   

  

The Enlightenment came into being in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in 

France and England. The French Revolution of the year 1789 was considered the 
zenith of the Enlightenment in France.    

 
 

The Jewish philosopher Baruch de Spinoza disputed the idea that the Pentateuch had actually been 

authored by Moses. Spinoza, a forerunner of the Enlightenment with Jewish ancestors, anonymously 

published a book entitled Tractatus theologico-politicus.   

 

In it, Spinoza reflected upon the Bible by means of reason and sought to interpret Holy Scripture based 
on its historical nature. On the basis of his teachings, he was excommunicated from the Jewish 

congregation in Amsterdam.  

 

Like Richard Simon, Spinoza insisted that faith and reason could not contradict one another. Faith 

would have to account for itself before reason.   

 

4.1  Discovery of the historical nature of the New Testament writings   

 

In his work entitled “An apology for, or some words in defence of, reasoning worshippers of God”, the 

Hamburg Gaymnasium Professor for Oriental Languages, Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768) 

demanded a kind of faith that would correspond to the standards of reason.    
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To him it was clear that the Gospels contradicted one another 

and did not reflect a coherent picture of Jesus.   

 

The writings of Reimarus were only published after his death 

by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the great poet of the  

Enlightenment.   

This publication triggered quite a dispute among the 
theologians of the day.   

The Protestant theologian Johann Salomo Semler (1725-1791) 
emphasised that the New Testament canon was the result of an 

historical development and had not simply “fallen from 

heaven”. From this he concluded that, while the writings of the 
New Testament certainly contained the word of God, they were 

not identical with it.  After all, these writings had come into 
being over a relatively lengthy period of time in history, and 

only in the course of time was collected into a canon.   

 

The thinking of these two supporters of the Enlightenment became the foundation for an entirely new 
perspective of the Bible. Now Bible interpretation entailed regarding Holy Scripture as a collection of 

historical documents and understanding them with the help of reason and intellect.   

 

5.  Analysis of the Gospels  

 

5.1  The two-source hypothesis – Heinrich Julius Holtzmann  

 

In his “Textbook of historical-critical introduction to the New Testament”, the Strasbourg New 
Testament scholar—and teacher of Albert Schweitzer—Heinrich Julius Holtzmann (1832-1910) 

drafted a summary of insights into the New Testament. According to him, the objective of New 

Testament research is to explain the compilation and emergence of the New Testament writings in 

historical terms.   

  

Holtzmann describes a main area of New Testament research in model form: the two-source 

hypothesis (“The Synoptic Gospels, their origins and historical character”; Leipzig, 1863). The two-

source hypothesis endeavours to answer the question of how the three Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, 

Mark, Luke) are connected.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He rman n   Samuel  Reimarus   ( Sourc e:   
W ikipedia)   
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Things to know: The two-source hypothesis according to  

Holtzmann 

 
The two-source hypothesis states that Matthew and Luke made use of two sources, 

namely:   

  

• the Gospel of Mark   

• the Logia source, a collection of sayings of Jesus   

Beyond that, Matthew and Luke each have their own special content (for example, 
Luke contains many parables, including the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son).  

 
 

 

5.2  Historical Jesus research   

 

Historical Jesus research is the attempt to arrive at a reconstruction of Jesus’ life on the basis of 
historical information (this is also known as the quest for the historical Jesus). To this end, the method 

of literary criticism is used in order to determine which written sources are incorporated into a 

particular text.   

 

This movement in research, which was very popular in the nineteenth century, was described by 

Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) in his book “The Quest of the Historical Jesus”. As a result of his 
research, Schweitzer concluded that it was impossible to write a biography of Jesus. Schweitzer 

revealed that researchers always interpreted their own reconstructed image of Jesus, or other 

chronologically typical content, into their research.   

  

The question of the significance of the historical Jesus for faith was only posed again in the 1950s—

and it was answered in the affirmative: without some kind of connection to the historical Jesus, it is 

impossible to proclaim the risen Christ.   

  

The Tubingen exegete Ernst Käsemann (1906–1998) stated:   

 

Jesus Christ must have lived as an historical person, otherwise He would have been a purely 
mythological being, in which case it would be pointless to believe in Jesus Christ.   

 

6.  Currents of inquiry within Protestant exegesis in the twentieth century   

 

Various currents of inquiry developed in the German-speaking Protestant exegesis of the twentieth 
century. These “schools” are described according to the methods they used. In the following we will 

briefly describe the most important of them. A more precise discussion of these methods can be found 

in section 4 of this chapter.  

 

6.1  The religious-historical school   

 

The term ‘Religious-Historical school’ denotes a group of German Protestant theologians who taught 
in Göttingen toward the end of the nineteenth century. These researchers consistently interpreted 
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the biblical texts within the cultural and religious-historical context in which they came into being. 

Parallels between biblical notions and those of the pagan environment were drawn.   

  

These scholars advocated the view that biblical texts are dependent on texts from other religions. For 

example, the Babylonian religion also records a great flood story. This method is called religious-

historical comparison.   

  

6.2  The form criticism school   

 

As an exegetical method, form history—or form criticism—aims to discover the “original” unit of oral 

tradition behind the current text we have in the gospels, how that tradition developed, what form or 
genre it entailed, and the function it served in the life-setting of the early church. The idea was to 

discover the occasion for which the unit of tradition was formulated and what it was intended to 
express.   

  

Among others, the form criticism school was comprised of the New Testament scholars Karl Ludwig 

Schmidt (1891-1956), who taught in Basle, Martin Dibelius (1883-1947) in Heidelberg, and Rudolf 
Bultmann (1884-1976) in Marburg.  Their studies emerged between 1919 and 1921.   

 

6.3  The redaction criticism school   

 

Redaction criticism inquires primarily into the literary and theological performance of the evangelists 

(= gospel authors). The conclusion reached here was that the evangelists were not merely collectors 

of oral and written records, but also authors, who structured their material in accordance with certain 
theological perspectives.   

 

Every Gospel has a theological tendency and interprets the person of Jesus in its own particular 

manner.   

 

In the 1950’s redaction criticism made considerable headway in New Testament scholarship. The most 

important researchers in this area were Willi Marxsen, Günther Bornkamm, and Hans Conzelmann. 

Hans Conzelmann was the first to examine the Gospel of Luke using redaction criticism. In the process, 

he discovered that the Gospel of Luke envisages salvation history on three levels of time:    

  

• the time of Israel (the Old Testament right up to John the Baptist)   

• the time of Jesus as the middle of time (the life of Jesus and His death/resurrection)   

• the time of the church (ordination of the apostles)   

7.  More recent trends of inquiry  

 

7.1   Socio-historical research   

 

New methods of exegesis have arisen in scholarship over the last few decades. Of note here is the 

socio-historical quest for Jesus and the social history of early Christianity, which is advocated by the 

Heidelberg New Testament scholar Gerd Theissen (born 1943).   
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Gerd Theissen attempts to identify the bearers of the Jesus-tradition based on social historical aspects. 

In the process, the political conditions of the time also play a weighty role (local flavour of Palestine, 

that is, the historical-topographical-biographical conditions prevailing there).   

 

Using the insights of social history, his aim is to discover how the people of Palestine lived in those 

days. Here the contrast between poor and rich, urban and rural, plays a large role. He makes use of 
political, philosophical, and religious texts from both the Judaic and the Greco-Roman environment of 

the period as information sources. In so doing it is possible to gain an impression of the conditions of 

the time of Jesus and the early apostles.   

  

His successor in the Heidelberg Chair, Peter Lampe (born 1954), has expanded this socio-historical 

research to include all of the early Christian period. Thus his examinations have included the social 
conditions prevailing in the city of Rome and the Jewish congregations there.   

  

7.2  Psychological research   

 

Eugen Drewermann (born 1940) attempts to interpret the Gospels using depth psychology. According 
to him, the biblical narratives are the expression of a collective unconscious. The starting point for 

depth-psychological exegesis is the theory of archetypes proposed by psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung 

(1875-1961).   

  

The biblical accounts are modes of expression of a collective (general) unconscious. The collective 

unconscious is comprised of suprapersonal psychic content, experiences, and symbols common to all 
human beings. It is a kind of “common heritage” or “genotype” of human evolution that is part of 

every individual (that is, every individual unconscious mind).   

  

Shapes, images, and symbols that derive from this collective unconscious are known as archetypes 
(primal images, proto-images, or basic images). These are common to all human beings. They include 

the “wise old woman”, the “hero”, or the “young man”. Primal fears, such as the fear of snakes, 

spiders, fire, or water (cf. the calming of the storm or “sinking Peter”), are likewise part of this 

unconscious.   

 

The most conspicuous archetype in the New Testament is that of the betrayer, namely Judas. He 
stands in contrast with the archetype of the young man, that is, John.   

 

7.3  Literary Criticism (Narrative Criticism) 

 

A current method that has in the meantime also become incorporated into exegesis is literary 

criticism, especially a branch of it called narrative criticism. It is based on the insights of literary 

scholarship and linguistic science.   

 

This method identifies the Bible text as a literary entity and analyses it in this manner. The literary 

form, or narrative of a text is analysed in detail on the basis of formal, content-related, and linguistic 

aspects. At the same time, it endeavours to work out the relationship between biblical texts and other 

literary texts.  
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The monopoly of historical-critical Bible interpretation, which explores the texts in their historical 

setting (“diachronically”), has for some decades now been supplemented by literary criticism which 

examines a given text in its current form (“synchronically”).   

 

With the historical-critical method, a holistic view of the Bible text itself was lacking, since it was often 

only fragments of text—which were themselves only produced through interpretation—that were 
interpreted.   

 

It was the Bonn theologian Erhardt Güttgemann (1935-2008), who provided the impetus for this 

method of exegesis already in the 1970s. The Heidelberg New Testament scholar Klaus Berger (born 
1940) had, already for decades, likewise demanded attention to methods of literary scholarship. 
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1.2 The development of the New Testament canon 
 

 

Before we turn to the actual writings of the New 

Testament, we must first of all know what the New 

Testament actually encompasses. In other words, what 

books are to be found in the New Testament? What is the 

‘canon’, to use the technical word for it, anyway—and 

how did it come into being? In order to answer such 

questions we will look at some of the early stages in the 

emergence of the New Testament canon itself, and then 

explore its development into the complete canon. We will 

then pursue the question of what the canon signifies for us 

today.  

 

 

 
1.  The term ‘canon’  

 

The term ‘canon’ is a loan word from the Semitic language group, of which Hebrew is also a member. 

It originally referred to a tube or pipe used as a tool within the building trade. There it served as a 
scale or ruler.   

 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle borrowed the term from the building trade and applied it to the 
domain of ethics. The word ‘canon’ was from then on understood as the standard for proper conduct, 

the bar for proper ethical behaviour. This meaning came to be the norm for centuries in ancient 

philosophy.   

 

In the middle of the fourth century, that is, at a time in which Christianity had not only acquired state 

recognition, but even sponsorship, the Church Father Athanasius began to apply the term ‘canon’ to 

the sacred writings of the Old and New Testament.   

  

Today the term ‘canon’ has thus come to denote that collection of sacred writings that are binding for 

the faith and teaching of the Christians.   

  

2.  The Christian canon  

 

The Christian canon consists of two parts, namely the Old and New Testaments.   

• The first and more comprehensive part of the Bible, which we call the Old Testament, is 

comprised of the sacred writings of the Jews. It was by many in the early Christian church in 

the form of the Septuagint, and was regarded as the standard for their faith. In the temple 

and in the divine services of the synagogue, people read from the Hebrew Bible (but 

accompanied by a translation into Aramaic). Thus both Jews and Christians share a common 

element of Holy Scripture.   



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

23 New Testament | Introduction to the New Testament and its Context 

 

• The second, and significantly shorter, part of the Christian canon is the New Testament. 

Naturally, it is not recognised as Holy Scripture by the Jews. At best, the New Testament is 

regarded by some Judaic researchers (Pinchas Lapide, David Flusser) as part of the Judaic 

religious literature of antiquity.   

The designations ‘Old Testament’ and ‘New Testament’ are first found in the writings of the 

Church Father Irenaeus of Lyon in around AD 180.  
 

2.1  The Old Testament canon  

 

The writings of the Old Testament came into being over a period of about 1,000 years. They represent 

only a small portion of the wealth of Israelite-Judaic literature. Outside of the Old Testament, there is 
barely anything left of the most ancient writings (other than pottery fragments and graffiti). However, 

the early Judaic literature of the first and second centuries BC alone far surpasses the scope of the 

Jewish Bible.   

 

After the first Jewish War (between 70-100 AD), the school of Jamnia, in which Jewish scribes (that is, 

rabbis) were at work, the canon of texts that were binding for Judaism were established.  The Torah 

was understood in its actual sense as the “instruction of God”. The Prophetic books were (and are still) 

considered the first commentary on the five books of Moses. The other texts are considered a 

commentary on the Torah and the Prophets.   

 

2.2  The New Testament canon  

 

The New Testament canon is a collection of 27 early Christian writings that were composed in the 

Greek language and came into being between approximately AD 50 and AD 130.   

 

The individual writings were not written in the awareness that they would one day form part of a 

greater work.   

 

For the early Christian church it was the Jewish Bible—our Old Testament—that at first served them 

as Holy Scripture. Jesus Himself had left no written works. His words and parables, the accounts of His 

deeds, His suffering and death, as well as His resurrection and ascension, were at first passed along 
orally.   

 

Soon, however, the orally transmitted “sayings of the Lord” were regarded as being of equal value as 
the Old Testament—and later written down. These “sayings of the Lord” included, for example, the 

parables of Jesus or His proverbs (logion = saying).    

 

The so-called logia-source that resulted from these records—most often denoted as ‘Q’—no longer 
exists as an independent text. It can, however, be partially reconstructed from the Gospels according 

to Matthew and Luke.   

 

It is likely that individual statements of Jesus for the purposes of preaching the gospel had already 

been gathered between AD 40 and AD 50—in other words, at a point in time that was very close to 

the actual events. This means they were assembled at a time in which those who had seen and heard 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

24 New Testament | Introduction to the New Testament and its Context 

 

Jesus were still alive. Those who wanted to spread the glad tidings and win people for Christ collected 

these sayings of Jesus, very likely for the purposes of using them for their own sermons.    

  

A reconstruction of the logia-source—as far as can be concluded from Matthew and Luke—can be 

found in the following work:   

  

Robinson, James M., Paul Hoffmann, and John S. Kloppenborg Verbin, The Sayings Gospel Q 

in Greek and English with Parallels from the Gospels of Mark and Thomas. Hermeneia 

Supplements. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002. 

 

Robinson, James M., Paul Hoffmann, and John S. Kloppenborg Verbin (eds), The Critical Edition 
of Q. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000.  

 

3.  The epistles of Paul  

 

The oldest early Christian writings handed down to us are the epistles of Apostle Paul. They likely came 

into being between AD 50 and AD 60.  

  

The Apostle would have likely dictated most of his epistles. Only the letter closing was written by his 

own hand (cf. Romans 16:22, Galatians 6:11-18).   

 

In antiquity, a private letter would only comprise a single sheet of papyrus, as a rule. The epistle to 
Philemon is the only one of this scope. All the other epistles are significantly more comprehensive, 

and were most likely written on papyrus rolls.   

  

The epistles were read aloud to the congregation (cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:27). According to the 
statement in Colossians 4: 16, they would also be sent along to neighbouring congregations. Apostle 

Paul enjoyed such high esteem in early Christianity that his letters were collected very early on. It is 
assumed that this process had already begun during his lifetime.   

 

The first collection of Pauline letters likely came about in Ephesus. Some New Testament scholars 

assume that the letter to the Romans, the two letters to the Corinthians, and the letter to the Galatians 

would have comprised the core of the first collection of letters by Apostle Paul.   

  

In addition to the “sayings of the Lord”, the epistles of Paul thus enjoyed special authority, and were 

repeatedly cited by the Apostolic Fathers (Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp of Smyrna, 

and Papias of Hierapolis).   

 

4. The Gospels  

 

4.1 The Gospel of Mark  

 

The Gospel of Mark likely came into being in around AD 70. The evangelist put together the most 

important records on the life and activity of Jesus accessible to him at the time. However, he most 
probably did not make use of the logia-source. The Gospel of Mark, along with the letters of Paul, are 

thus among the oldest written testimonies of the early Christian faith.   
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4.2 The Gospel of Luke  

 

The Gospel of Luke and the Acts comprise a unit. Not only do they derive from the same author, but 
they came into being in close chronological proximity to one another, likely between AD 80 and AD 

90. Luke understands himself as an historian.   

 

This is something we can infer from the prologue to his gospel:   

  

• “Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those things which have 

been fulfilled among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 

ministers of the word delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having had perfect 

understanding of all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most 

excellent Theophilus, that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were 

instructed” (Luke 1:1–4).  

Quite in the tradition of the Greek historian, the evangelist gives an account of his actions. He has 
gathered, so he emphasises, all those records concerning Jesus Christ that can be traced back to 

reliable witnesses. In addition, we learn that there were already several written accounts of the gospel 

in existence when Luke wrote his account. For his Gospel, Luke, who was writing for the benefit of the 

Gentile Christians, used the logia-source—the Gospel of Mark—and in addition, presented a 

considerable number of other texts not found in the other Gospels (for example, the parable of the 
Prodigal Son; Luke 15: 11-32).   

 

4.3 The Gospel of Matthew  

 

The Gospel of Matthew probably came into being in Syria in approximately AD 80. Matthew used the 
Gospel of Mark, the logia-source, and a number of other sources only accessible to him. The elements 

taken from these sources are described as distinctive Matthean material.   

 

4.4 The Gospel of John  

 

The Gospel of John follows its own unique path. In both language and structure, it distinguishes itself 

conspicuously from the three older Gospels. The Gospel of John probably came into being somewhere 

between AD 90 and AD 110, perhaps in Ephesus. This Gospel was also addressed to Jewish and/or 

Gentile Christians, and at the same time endeavoured to combat heresies that denied the actual 

incarnation of the Son of God (Docetism).  

 

However, the author must have been acquainted with the gospel genre developed by Mark, as well 

as significant motifs from Mark (cleansing of the temple, the passion).   

  

5. The Marcionite and Montanist conceptions of the canon   

 

5.1 The canon of Marcion / the Marcionites 

 

The development toward the New Testament canon in effect today was accelerated significantly by 

the gnostic Marcion around AD 144. He rejected the Old Testament, considering it to be the record of 
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an evil God, and created a canon of his own. This canon consisted of an abridged Gospel of Luke and 

ten letters from Paul.   

 

Marcion, who founded a community (the Marcionites) that existed until well into the fifth century, 

thus adopted a significant portion of those texts that also enjoyed great esteem in the Christian 

congregations. Through these texts he tried to propagate his ideas about an “evil God” of the Old 
Testament and the “good God” of the New Testament.   

 

Things to know: Marcion 

 
Marcion was a ship owner from Sinope (modern Sinop) on the coast of the Black Sea 

in Asia Minor. He lived from approximately AD 85 - AD 160. Marcion went to Rome, 

and was there excommunicated by the Christian church for his teachings in around 
AD 144. Marcion travelled extensively, and so his teachings quickly spread 

throughout the ancient world. The theologians of the early church were not overly 

fond of Marcion.   

 

For example, Eusebius of Caesarea, the great church historian of antiquity, 

considered Marcion to be the firstborn of Satan.  The theologian and church 
historian Adolf von Harnack had a different assessment: he saw Marcion as a 

reformer.  

 
 

 

5.2 The canon of Montanus / the Montanists  

 

Some decades later, a prophetic movement came into being among the Christian congregations in 

Asia Minor. This movement came to be known as Montanism, after its founder, Montanus, and 

claimed to be in possession of the current revelations of the Holy Spirit.   

 

The Montanists primarily based their faith on the Gospel of John and the book of Revelation. It was 

because the Montanists made such special use of these two biblical books that doubts arose among 

the other Christians as to the binding nature of these two writings.   

 

Things to know: Montanus / Montanism / Montanists 

 
Montanus founded Montanism in around the middle of the second century. Before 
becoming a Christian, Montanus served as a priest of Apollos. He also understood 

himself as the mouthpiece of the Paraclete, as the Holy Spirit is called in the Gospel 

of John, and proclaimed the imminent end of the world. Montanus demanded strict 

asceticism of his followers, which included fasting and sexual abstinence.   

 

Two women emerged among his followers, namely Prisca and Maximilla, who 

understood themselves as prophetesses.  

 

After the death of Montanus and the two prophetesses, Montanism spread 
throughout Syria and into the Balkan region. Montanist congregations were also 
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established in Northern Africa, but already began to die out in the early third 

century. By the sixth century, there were no more Montanists left. 

 
 

 

6. The further development of the canon  

 

The canon of Marcion and the disputes with the Montanists and the Gnostics caused the theologians 
of the early church to assemble their own canon—as a response intended to refute these arbitrary 

compositions and interpretations of the New Testament writings.   

 

So it was that, in their arguments with the Gnostics, Marcionists, and Montanists, theologians such as 

Irenaeus and Tertullian were able to invoke those writings that they considered holy and apostolic. 

This is not to say that these documents were necessarily composed by an apostle, but rather that their 
contents were in agreement with the apostolic doctrine propagated in the early Christian 

congregations.   

 

By around AD 180, the Greek theologian Irenaeus considered Holy Scripture to be comprised of the 

four Gospels, the thirteen epistles of Paul, and the book of Acts. Beyond that, he also made references 

to the First Epistle of Peter, the First and Second Epistles of John, and the book of Revelation. He also 

included the First Epistle of Clement and the Shepherd of Hermas in his canon. Irenaeus did not 

mention the Epistle to Philemon, the Epistle of Jude, the Second Epistle of Peter, and the Third Epistle 

of John. It is assumed that Irenaeus’ inclusion of the four Gospels in the canon was a reaction to the 
canon of Marcion.   

  

In his treatise Adversus haereses [“Against heresies”] Irenaeus wrote as follows concerning the four 
Gospels:   

  

• “It is not possible that the Gospels can be either more or fewer in number than they are. For, 

since there are four zones of the world in which we live, and four principal winds, while the 

church is scattered throughout all the world, and the pillar and ground of the church is the 

gospel and the spirit of life; it is fitting that she should have four pillars, breathing out 

immortality on every side, and vivifying men afresh. From which fact, it is evident that the 

Word, the Artificer of all, He that sits upon the cherubim, and contains all things, He who was 

manifested to men, has given us the gospel under four aspects, but bound together by one 

Spirit. [...] Such, then, as was the course followed by the Son of God, so was also the form of 

the living creatures; and such as was the form of the living creatures, so was also the character 

of the gospel.   

For the living creatures are quadriform, and the gospel is quadriform, as is also the course 

followed by the Lord. For this reason were four principal covenants given to the human race: 

one, prior to the deluge, under Adam; the second, that after the deluge, under Noah; the 

third, the giving of the law, under Moses; the fourth [... is] the gospel [of our Lord Jesus 

Christ].”  (Irenaeus of Lyon: Adversus haereses [Against heresies], III 11: 8)  
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In around AD 200, the Latin theologian Tertullian mentions nearly all the books included in the New 

Testament in his writings:   

• the four Gospels   

• the book of Acts   

• the letters of Paul  

He is lacking any reference to the First and Second Epistles of John, as well as to the Second Epistle of 

Peter. Even this compilation of the writings of the New Testament is to be understood as a reaction 
to Marcion.   

 

By around AD 200, the four Gospels, the book of Acts, and the thirteen epistles of Paul are 

considered undisputed Holy Scripture. 

  

The status that was to be accorded the remaining epistles, the so-called Catholic Epistles, was not yet 

clear. The book of Revelation and the Epistle to the Hebrews were also in dispute.   

  

A list that likely came into being in Rome has been handed down to us from the late second century. 

It is known as the Muratorian Canon (or Canon Muratori) and is one of the most important 

testimonies for the canon history of the New Testament. It contains a list of those New Testament 

writings that are binding for the Christian faith.   

 

Things to know: Muratorian Canon 

 
The Muratorian Canon derives from the last decades of the second century. This text 

is a translation of a Greek original into the Latin language.  

 

It contains a list of New Testament writings that includes the Gospels of Luke and 

John, the Acts, the epistles of Paul, the first and second epistles of John, and the 

epistle of Jude. The first two Gospels (Matthew and Mark) are not included since 

the beginning of the text fragment is missing.   

 

The book of Revelation is still mentioned as a text in dispute. Beyond that, the 

Muratorian Canon also includes other—nonbiblical—writings.   

 

The designation “Canon Muratori” derives from an Italian archivist by the name of 

Ludovico Antonio Muratori, who discovered the manuscript in a convent and 

published it in the year 1740. 

 
 

 

7. The completion of the canon  

 

In his 39th Easter letter, which was composed in the year 367, the Church Father Athanasius (ca. 295 

- 373) put together a list of those writings that were to be considered “sources of salvation”. This list 
was valid for the domain of the Eastern Church—the present-day Orthodox Churches—at least. This 

register mentioned all the writings present in the New Testament today.  Athanasius’ conception that 
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the New Testament was to consist of 27 texts ultimately also persisted in the West, that is, in the 

region of the later Catholic Church.   

 

The synods of Hippo Regius (AD 393) and Carthage (AD 397) adopted Athanasius’ list and expressly 

identified the book of Hebrews as canonical.   

  

The present-day canon was ultimately defined at the Synod of Carthage in the year AD 397. 

 

8. The canon in the period of the Reformation  

 

The New Testament canon, as it was accepted in the Latin Western Church, also maintained its validity 

for the Reformers. In his prefaces to the Bible, Luther provided different theological evaluations for 
the various books:   

 

• he was relatively critical of the Epistle to the Hebrews, the Epistle of James, and the book of 

Revelation. He positioned these texts at the end of the New Testament.  

• however, he had great esteem for the Gospel of John, the Epistle to the Romans, and the First 

Epistle of Peter, because these depicted Christ most clearly.   

• Luther did not altogether reject the Apocrypha, but positioned them at the end of the Old 

Testament.   

The Swiss and French Reformers, Zwingli and Calvin, respectively, did not offer any such assessments 

or differentiations. According to them, the New Testament as a whole was the most binding document 

for faith and preaching.    

  

Heinrich Bullinger, the most important Reformed theologian after Zwingli and Calvin, even 
contradicted Luther’s attitude toward the Epistle of James. So it is that the Zurich Bible—the most 

important Reformed Bible edition—has the following sequence:    

  

• the Gospels   

• the Acts  

• the Epistles of Paul  

• the remaining Epistles, starting with the letter to the Hebrews   

• and in conclusion, the book of Revelation.  

The Catholic Church has held fast to the Canon of the Vulgate since the Council of Trent (1545-1563), 
and designates the Old Testament Apocrypha as deuterocanonical (that is, “belonging to the second 

canon”).   

 

The Catholic Apostolic Church likewise accepted the entire New Testament canon as it was handed 

down, without any evaluation.  

 

Since its inception, the New Apostolic Church has done the same, and considers the 27 books of the 
New Testament to be foundational for both doctrine and faith.   
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Things to know: The canon of the New Testament today 

 
The present-day New King James Version of the Bible, which is used in the New 
Apostolic Church, contains the following writings:  

 

• Gospels   

o Matthew   

o Mark   

o Luke   

o John  

• Acts  

• Epistles  

o Romans  

o First and Second Corinthians   

o Galatians  

o Ephesians   

o Philippians   

o Colossians   

o First and Second Thessalonians   

o First and Second Timothy   

o Titus   

o Philemon   

o First and Second Peter   

o First, Second, and Third John   

o Hebrews   

o James   

o Jude  

• The Revelation of Jesus Christ 
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1.3  The context for the emergence of the New 

Testament   
 

 

The New Testament came into being some 2,000 years in 

the past, at a time that is completely foreign to us, and in 

an environment that would also be strange to us, namely 

the region of Palestine, Syria, and Asia Minor. We will now 

endeavour to illustrate the prevailing circumstances in 

which the New Testament emerged, specifically the 

historical, cultural, intellectual-historical, and socio-

historical preconditions. We will also examine the spiritual 

movements prevalent at the time of the New Testament, 

including Gnosticism.  

 

 

 
1. Language 

 

Various languages were in use at the time of Jesus and the early apostles. The most widespread 

language of the Roman Empire was Greek. In addition to Greek, the Romans also used the Latin 

language. The Jews of Palestine spoke Aramaic in daily life, and Hebrew in divine service.   

 

1.1 Greek  

 

The most significant philosophers (for example, Plato, Aristotle) spoke and wrote Old Greek in its 
classical form. As a result of the conquests of Alexander the Great—which extended as far as Central 

Asia—this Greek language came to be mixed with Greek dialects and other languages. This mixed 
language was known as Koine. Koine was the language that connected the various nations of 

Alexander’s Empire, and served as the common language in the Roman Empire. In the Hellenistic 

period, this Koine continued to develop into a world language all the way into late antiquity. It is in 
this language that the New Testament was originally composed.   

 

Things to know: Koine 

 
Koine is a hybrid language consisting of various Greek dialects. This hybrid tongue 

was in widespread use.   

 

It is assumed that Jesus also spoke this language. Koine came into being in around 
300 BC and was still spoken in AD 600.    
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1.2 Aramaic  

 

The language of Jesus and the early apostles was Aramaic, the colloquial language of the day in 

Palestine. Aramaic is a north-western Semitic language that is closely related to the Hebrew language, 

which was by then only ever spoken or read aloud in divine services of the time.    

 

After the Babylonian exile in 539 BC, Aramaic eventually began to take the place of Hebrew as the 

colloquial language of the Jews living in Palestine.   

 

In the synagogue services, the Old Testament was translated into Aramaic. These translations were 

known as “Targumim”. Such translations were also found in the writings of Qumran (Dead Sea Scrolls).   

  

Some examples of Aramaic words include:  

  

• Abba, meaning “father”.   

• Jesus’ statement on the cross: Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani, meaning “My God, my God, why 

have You forsaken Me?”   

• Talitha, cumi, meaning “Little girl, arise”.  

Jesus and the early apostles spoke Aramaic, and that in a Galilean dialect. They were probably able to 

make themselves fairly well understood in Greek, and they would also have been fairly familiar with a 

few words of Latin.   

 

1.3 Speech register in the New Testament  

 

The literary register in the individual writings of the New Testament differs from text to text:  Mark 
writes in simple Greek with a simple sentence structure (parataxis: main sentences are most often 

connected using the conjunction “and”).   

 

Luke uses the greatest linguistic care, especially in the two prologues to the Gospel of the same name 
and the book of Acts. The author of these texts was an accomplished writer.   

  

The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews also writes in a superior form of Greek, whereas the 

Johannine writings (Gospel of John, the Epistles of John, Revelation) are composed in a kind of Greek 

permeated with Hebraic idioms and expressions (“translated Greek”). These authors were not native 

Greek speakers.  Apostle Paul writes in a cultivated Greek and is confident in his style.   

A 3rd-century AD Greek papyrus of the Gospel of Luke 
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2. Contemporary history  

 

The contemporary history of the New Testament generally begins with Alexander the Great. The entire 
world known at the time was transformed by the campaigns of Alexander:  

  

• the Greek way of life and way of thinking was transported to Asia.   

• oriental notions were imported to Greece.   

2.1 Hellenism: Alexander the Great and his successors  

 

The term ‘Hellenism’ (denoting the Greek way of life) was coined in the nineteenth century, and it was 

used to describe the period extending from Alexander the Great to the conquest of Egypt by the 

Romans in the year 30 BC. In terms of religion, this era was also distinguished by the fact that the 
classical Roman and Greek religions began to mix with Oriental religions. In addition, oriental religious 

practices and rituals began to spread throughout all of Central, Eastern, and Southern Europe.   

  

After the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC, his empire disintegrated into the Diadochi states 

(successor states). The generals of Alexander founded independent empires, among them:   

  

• the Middle Eastern Ptolemaic Empire in Egypt,   

• the Seleucid Empire in Syria.   

For a long time, Palestine was a disputed region between these states because it was considered a 

strategically important area and land bridge between Egypt and Syria.   

 

2.2 Maccabees and Hasmoneans  

 

Around the year 200 BC, Palestine—and therefore the “Jewish country”—found its way into the hands 

of the Seleucids. The religious politics of the Seleucids were characterised by Hellenism, which was an 
unparalleled affront to a devout Jew. Even the Greek way of life met with resistance among many of 

the Jews: for example, the idea that young men would engage in sporting activities in the gymnasiums 

(sports facilities) in the nude—which made it easy to recognise who was circumcised and who was 

not—already caused quite a stir.   

  

After an uproar caused by a sacrifice to Zeus in the Jerusalem temple, the only course of action was 

insurrection (the Maccabean revolt, 167-164 BC; cf. the first two books of the Maccabees in the 
Apocrypha of the Old Testament).   

 

The rebels succeeded in establishing an independent Jewish kingdom, namely the kingdom of the 
Hasmoneans.   

 

The Hasmonean dynasty ruled in Jerusalem until the occupation of Palestine by Pompey (63 BC).  From 

this point on, the Romans held sway in Syria and Palestine. Herod the Great († 4 BC) still ruled over 

Judea as an independent king until the Romans took over the administration.  After several 

insurrections by the Jews against the Romans, the “First Jewish War” ensued in AD 66-70. This conflict 

ended with the destruction of the rebels and the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem by the Roman 

general Titus, the later emperor. Judea as an independent state had now ceased to exist.   
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2.3  Roman rule  

 

It was the Romans who filled the power vacuum left behind by the Seleucids and Ptolemies. 
Inexorably, Roman armies made their way from Italy into the entire Mediterranean region:   

  

• in 197 BC, Macedonia, the ancestral land of the family of Alexander the Great, was conquered.   

• in 146 BC, the North African city of Carthage was conquered. That same year, Corinth was also 

conquered in Greece.   

• in 64 BC, Syria, then a year later, Palestine was incorporated into the Empire as the Roman 

province of Syria.   

The foreign policy successes of the Romans on the one hand were thus juxtaposed with domestic 
political crises:   

  

• the Republic of Rome disintegrated into civil wars from which Octavian, who later came to be 

called Augustus, emerged as victor and emperor.   

• the republic became a monarchy led by an emperor.   

Augustus was a very adept ruler. He reigned in a humane manner, avoided war, and sought to grant 

his subjects peace and wellbeing. Already during his lifetime—and against his express will— he came 

to be venerated as a god.   

 

This cult of the emperor flourished particularly in the eastern part of the empire, which included the 

regions of Judea, Galilee, Asia Minor, and Syria.   

 

2.4  Roman emperors  

 

• Tiberius  

After the death of Augustus in the year AD 14, the latter’s stepson Tiberius († AD 37) became his 

successor on the imperial throne. Thus it was under the reign of Tiberius that Jesus emerged in public, 

proclaimed his message of the coming kingdom of God, performed miracles, and healed the sick. It 
was also under Tiberius that He was crucified by the Romans.   

 

• Caligula  

Tiberius, who was popular with his subjects, was succeeded by his great nephew Galigula († AD 41). 

The latter had a completely different idea of what it meant to rule than his two predecessors. He had 
himself venerated as Jupiter and reigned as a despot. He was murdered four years later.   

 

• Claudius  

He was followed by Emperor Claudius († AD 54). The latter’s time of rule was characterised by both 

domestic and foreign peace. Claudius was a man of balance between the political and religious parties 

in the kingdom. Claudius issued an edict that ordered the expulsion of the Jews from Rome (and is 
mentioned in Acts 18: 1-2). He was poisoned by his wife Agrippa, the mother of his son and successor, 

Nero.   
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• Nero  

Nero († AD 68)—under whose reign the city of Rome burned, the Christians were persecuted, and the 
apostles Peter and Paul likely died a martyr’s death in Rome— ultimately descended into madness 

after an initially happy reign: he had the people venerate him as a god, and elevated the cult of 

emperor worship to an obligatory law.  In the end, Nero was murdered by his Praetorian Guard.   

 

• The Flavians  

In AD 68/69, the Year of the Four Emperors, Nero’s generals fought for succession to the throne. One 

of their number was the Flavian Vespasian, who was proclaimed emperor after waging war against 

insurgents in Judea. It was his son Titus who ended the First Jewish War with the conquest and 
destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.   

 

• Vespasian  

Vespasian († AD 79) was successful both politically and militarily, and established the Flavian Dynasty.   

 

• Titus and Domitian  

Titus († AD 81) became his successor—and was an enormously popular ruler among the people. He 

was the complete opposite of his brother and successor Domitian († AD 96), who, like Nero, ultimately 

succumbed to megalomania.  Domitian made people address him as “lord and god”. He was 

murdered. With his death, the dynasty of the Flavians was extinguished.   

 

It was then that the happy period of the adoptive emperors began: the ruling emperor would adopt 

a suitable successor, instead of simply making his more or less capable son emperor.   

  

After the interlude with Nerva, Emperor Trajan came to power and ruled from AD 98-117. Militarily 
successful and politically positive, Trajan was also an educated and clever man.  Trajan maintained 

correspondence with Pliny, his governor in Asia Minor, in which he discussed the matter of how the 

Christians were to be treated (the so-called Letters of Pliny).   

  

Trajan’s successor Hadrian (117-138) was similarly successful. It was under the latter’s rule that the 

empire reached its greatest expansion.   
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The Roman Empire 

 

2.5  Political conditions in Syria-Palestine and Judea  

 

Starting in the year AD 6 Rome subordinated the province of Judea and surrounding regions to a 

governor who was responsible to a legate in Syria. The province was restless and, according to the 

Roman authorities, in need of a firm hand, which meant that the post of governor was often occupied 

by men who were not exactly tender-hearted. Nevertheless, there was still a form of Jewish self-
governance under the high priest.   

  

Other smaller states dependent on Rome also emerged. These were ruled by the family of Herod. 
These client rulers (dependent on Rome) from the house of Herod were known as the Tetrarchs (rulers 

of four divisions) because the kingdom of Herod was divided among his three sons (and grandson, in 

the case of Philip) by Augustus after Herod’s death in 4 BC.   

 

• One of these was Archelaus († AD 18; Matthew 2: 22), who ruled Judea, but was banished in 

AD 6—after ten years in office—for brutal and unjust administration.   

• Then there was Herod Antipas, who was Tetrarch from 4 BC to AD 39 and ruled in Galilee (he 

was thus the sovereign over Jesus; Luke 3: 1).   

• Philip (cf. also Luke 3: 1) ruled until AD 34 over the northern part of Eastern Jordan, which was 

barely inhabited by Jews, however.   

• Agrippa I was awarded the tetrarchy of Philip in AD 37, and became successor to Herod 

Antipas in AD 39. In AD 41 he was appointed ruler over Judea and Samaria by Claudius, and 

received the title of king. It was under his power that Apostle James, the son of Zebedee, was 

executed (around AD 43/44; Acts 12: 1-2).   

• Agrippa II (the son of Agrippa I) began his reign in Eastern Jordan in approximately AD 50, and 

is mentioned in Acts 25 et seq.   
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Pontius Pilate descended from a high-ranking family in Rome, namely the family of the Pontii. Not 

much has been handed down to us about Pilate. For example, neither the year of his birth nor the year 

of his death are known. Pontius Pilate was governor (praefectus) of the Roman emperor in Judea from 
AD 26-36, and was that representative of the Roman authorities who condemned Jesus to death.    

  

An inscription from Caesarea Maritima (Caesarea on the Sea) found in 1961 attests that Pilate bore 
the title of Prefect. Thus he did not bear the title of Procurator by which he became known. Later 

historians (for example, Tacitus) had designated him with this title, a title that only began to emerge 

in the second half of the first century AD.   

  

Pilate was dismissed from his post in the year AD 36 by his superior, Lucius Vitellius, who was legate 

in Syria, owing to his brutal way of dealing with Samaritan pilgrims. He was convened to give account 
of his actions before the emperor (which never happened, since Emperor Tiberius had already passed 

away). 

 

Since Pilate had also been accused of other crimes, as the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria 
relates, Vitellius replaced him with Marcellus.   

  

Other governors of the emperor mentioned in the New Testament include:   

  

• Publius Sulpicius Quirinius (Luke 2:2), governor of Syria starting in AD 6 († AD 21)   

• Antonius Felix, AD 52-56, procurator of Palestine (Acts 23 et seq.)   

• Porcius Festus, successor to Felix, governor from AD 56-60 (Acts 25 et seq.)  

3. Groups within Judaism  

 

• The Sadducees  

The Sadducees were a community of important aristocratic families who had banded together (the 

Jerusalem temple aristocracy). They often determined who the high priest would be, and worked 

together with the Romans, whereby they were able to strengthen their influence in Judea. The 

Sadducees rejected notions such as the resurrection of the dead, of angels, and the devil. The 

Sadducees disappeared from view after the First Jewish War in the year AD 70 and the destruction of 

the Jerusalem Temple, which was the focal point of their religious orientation.   

 

• The Pharisees  

The Pharisees formed as a group in the second century BC. They were theological laymen, artisans, or 

peasants, but were led by scribes, as a rule. The Pharisees applied to themselves the same strict rules 

of temple worship to which the priests subjected themselves, in which the prescriptions of cleanliness 

and purity played an important role: they behaved like priests in daily life.  They stood in opposition 

to the Sadducees and the Romans allied with them, although they shied away from violence and 

efforts to overthrow the government. They believed in the resurrection of the dead. After the First 

Jewish War, Pharisaism survived in the form of rabbinic Judaism.   

 

• The Essenes (of Qumran)  

The Essenes must be understood as a countermovement to the temple aristocracy in Jerusalem. They 

established their theological centre in Qumran on the Dead Sea, where a great many manuscripts 

dating back to the time of Jesus were found after the Second World War. These documents provide 

good insight into the Qumran community. What is of particular note in them is their double 
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expectation of the Messiah: they were waiting for two salvation-bringers in the end time. One of these 

would be responsible for religious matters, while the other would be responsible for political matters. 

The Essenes were quite passive in their attitude toward the Romans, believing that God would 
ultimately intervene in their favour. The Essenes and the people of Qumran (who were presumably 

also Essenes) are not explicitly mentioned in the New Testament.   

 

• Zealots and the Sicarii  

There were others who did not wish to wait for God to intervene, and who sought to achieve liberty 
from Roman rule through active resistance. Among them were the Zealots who, like the Pharisees, 

were faithful to the Mosaic Law. God alone was to rule over the Jews, therefore they felt justified in 

resorting to violence to shake off their foreign oppressors. The Sicarii themselves were members of 
the ruling upper classes, albeit with an anti-Roman bent. Through terror attacks they endeavoured to 

stoke fear and dread among collaborators, and scare people away from working together with the 

Romans.   

 

Far more Jews lived in what came to be known as the diaspora (“the scattering”) than in Palestine 

itself. The diaspora incorporated the whole of the then known world, but there were particularly 
dense centres in Alexandria in Egypt (where Philo lived) and Babylon (where the Babylonian Talmud 

came into being), each of them with large Jewish communities. In Acts 2: 9-11 we find a list that gives 

us a good idea of all the places where Jewish congregations existed. In addition to those who were 
born Jewish, there were two distinct Gentile groupings who attached themselves with the Jews of the 

diaspora, which can be distinguished by their differing approaches toward Judaism.   

  

On the one hand, there were the proselytes (“those who have joined”), who had converted to 

Judaism, had allowed themselves to be circumcised, and kept the law, and on the other hand, there 

were the God-fearers, who professed the one God of the Jews, but did not allow themselves to be 
circumcised.   

 

4. Philosophy in the Roman Empire  

 

During the early period of philosophy, the teachings of Plato and Aristotle were of great significance. 

The objective of the philosophers was to provide an overall interpretation of the world and all reality. 

The individual human being and his fate stood apart from philosophical thought at first. This changed 
with the philosophical leanings of the imperial period.    

 

By that time the wellbeing of the individual had become more of a consideration, and the idea was to 

make philosophy accessible to all people. One of the focal points here were ethical reflections on how 
a human being should conduct himself in harmony with philosophy and how the individual could lead 

a fulfilled life.   

 

4.1 Platonism  

 

Platonism is characterised by the distinction between a world of opinion and appearance, and a world 

of knowledge or “forms”. The Platonism of antiquity ended with the closing of the Platonic academy 
in Athens in the year AD 529. Nevertheless, the teachings of Plato continued to have an impact until 

well into the medieval period and even the early modern period.   
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Other schools such as Middle Platonism and Neo-Platonism emerged in the imperial period, but these 

did not have much of an impact on the world of the New Testament. They did, however, have a 

powerful impact on church history, the development of its dogmas, and theological history.   

  

Likely the best known (Middle-) Platonist in the early church period is Plutarch (AD 50-120), who, in 

addition to moral writings, also wrote the famous and often read “parallel biographies” of important 
Greeks and Romans. Philo of Alexandria is also considered a Middle Platonist.  

 

4.2 Aristotle and his school  

 

The Academy, the school of Aristotle, emphasised empirical research, in other words, the 
investigation of what was given and real. The Academics placed great value on logic and ethics as their 

classical disciplines. Ethical notions from the Academy can be found in the so-called “household codes” 
of Colossians 3 and Ephesians 5.   

 

4.3 The Stoics  

 

Stoicism (third century BC to the third century AD) was a movement in Greek philosophy that really 

began to have special influence in the first centuries after Christ. Stoicism is characterised by an 

emphasis on composure even when confronted with difficult circumstances of life.  Elements of Stoic 
philosophy can also be found in the New Testament, as well as among the Christian thinkers of 

antiquity. The famous Roman philosopher Seneca, for example, was one of the Stoics. Stoic and 

Christian teachings on virtue are often identical. In Acts 17: 18, there are Stoics among the crowd 
listening to Apostle Paul in Athens.  

  

The Stoics can be further subdivided into the following groups:   

• early Stoa (Zeno of Citium, ca. 300 BC, Cleanthes of Assos, Chrysippus, third century BC),   

• middle Stoa (Panaetius and Posidonius, second century BC)  

• late Stoa (or imperial period Stoa) (Seneca, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, first and second 

centuries AD).  

4.4 The Epicureans  

 

The Epicureans traced their roots to the philosopher Epicurus, and maintained that the gods had no 

contact with the world or with mankind at all. According to them, it was thus pointless to pray or 

sacrifice to them. Epicureans were likewise present at the Areopagus when Paul gave his speech there 

(Acts 17: 18).   

 

5. Religion in the Roman era  

 

Religion flourished in the Hellenistic-Roman period. The philosophers were very critical of the 

traditional religions that had been handed down over the years. They understood religion as an 
invention of the poets. The philosophical ethics of the Stoics and other schools provided no support 

in the shallows of mortal life nor any outlook on eternal life.   

Religions from the eastern part of the empire became more and more popular over time: the mystery 

religions. These offered believers a personal deity, whom they could worship and implore for help. 

Here the fate and salvation of the deity could be understood by way of a religious drama. Initiates into 
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the mystery were to be reflected in this drama. Practitioners were introduced to secret rituals, which 

they were not allowed to reveal to anyone. The idea here was to overcome death.   

 

5.1 The cult of Dionysus  

 

The most significant and widespread of these religions was the cult of Dionysus. This cult surrounding 

the god Dionysus offered the mystes (initiates) immortality by reliving the cult drama.  After the cult 

was forbidden by the state, these mystery celebrations moved into private homes, where the cult was 

celebrated at night. After intensive enjoyment of wine (Dionysus is also the god of wine!) and orgiastic 

dance, the myste would enter a state of ecstasy. New mystes were only adopted once a year: after 
several days of abstinence from wine and food, a mystery consecration takes place, in which a meal 

(!) and a baptismal rite (!) are performed. Women were also admitted into this cult.    

 

The mystery religions or cults originally came from Greece, hence the worship and celebration of 

Greek gods such as Dionysus. They made their way into the oriental world through the campaigns of 

Alexander the Great. The eastern populations of Alexander’s kingdom and its successor states began 
to adapt their own deities to match those of the Greeks.     

 

5.2  Other significant religions  

 

In the Roman Empire there was a great diversity of such mystery cults, the most significant of which 

bear mentioning here:   

 

• The Eleusinian mysteries   

These incorporate a salvation drama revolving around the goddess Demeter, her daughter 

Persephone, and Hades, the god of the underworld. The initiates are ordered to maintain strictest 

secrecy. The cult served to overcome death.   

 

• The cult of the great mother goddess Cybele and Attis   

The heavenly Attis unites with Cybele—or Mother Earth—which causes the world to come into being. 

This cult was also widespread throughout the Mediterranean region, especially in Asia Minor.   

 

• The cult of Isis and Osiris   

Originally from Egypt, it made its way throughout the entire Roman Empire and as far as Germania 
and Britannia. Here the goal was likewise to overcome death.   

 

• The cult of Mithras   

In the second century AD, the cult of Mithras emerged from Persia to become the greatest rival of 

Christianity. It was spread throughout the whole empire by soldiers and merchants. Religious acts such 

as a supper and baptism are similar to those of the Christians. Secrecy is the uppermost duty of all 

participants of this cult, which is restricted to men.   

 

6. Overview of Gnosticism   

 

Gnosticism began to emerge at approximately the same time as Christianity. Gnosticism is the 

Redeemer religion of later antiquity. Here it is knowledge (gnosis) that plays an important role. Those 
who possess this knowledge are on the path to redemption. Gnosticism is a syncretic (“blending”) 

religion and philosophy. There are Judeo-Christian influences as well as traditions from both Greek 
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philosophy and Egyptian and Iranian religion in Gnosticism. Gnosticism encompassed the whole of the 

ancient world and was well represented everywhere (as far as Central and East Asia) until late 

antiquity.    

 

Things to know: Gnosticism 

 
In translation from the Greek, the term gnosis means “knowledge”. This refers to a 
religious-philosophical movement of the first three centuries AD. The adherents of 

this movement were called Gnostics. One well known Gnostic was Marcion. As a 

movement, Gnosticism disappeared in the third century, but Gnostic ideas have 

stood the test of time and are still present, for example, in the teachings of Rudolf 

Steiner.    

 

 

 

The earliest attestations of Gnosticism are handed down to us from the second century AD by church 

authors such as Justin and Irenaeus, and later on by Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria. We only 
begin to see doctrinal systems emerge in the middle of the second century AD with Basilides and 

Valentinus (see below). Their basic ideas come from Christianity but are underpinned by Gnostic 

elements.   

  

Already in the New Testament, there are texts that endeavour to refute gnostic tendencies. For 

example, the first Epistle to Timothy refers to “what is falsely called knowledge (gnosis)”, without, 
however, defining exactly what was meant.   

  

Many Christian theologians of the first centuries AD, such as Justin, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, 

and Origin, argue against Gnosticism. The great councils of early Christianity demonstrate a 

(somewhat) anti-gnostic character, when they define the doctrines of the Trinity or of Hypostatic 

Union (Dual Nature of Christ).   

 

6.1  Basic features of Gnostic doctrine   

 

Gnosticism teaches that there is a distant, perfect, transcendental, supreme God. The creation is not 

a work of this supreme God, but rather that of an artisan-god (the demiurge). The latter is at times 
depicted as ignorant, or even evil at times. Often this demiurge is equated with the God of Israel, but 

in this scenario Jesus is not his Son, but rather the Son of the distant supreme God.   The focal point 

of Gnostic doctrine is the dualism between the material, evil world, and the spiritual, perfect world. 
However, this dualism can be bridged, since there is still a spark of the perfect divinity in the material 

world. Recognising (hence the term ‘gnosis’) this spark shows the way to redemption or to the 
transition into the world of light. The Gnostic is a divine (soul-) spark, who was once in the presence 

of the supreme god. This divine spark can be redeemed by knowledge, which was supposedly brought 

by Jesus.   

  

Religious consecrational acts or sacramental rituals do not play a role in Gnosticism.   
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6.2  The early Gnostics  

 

Justin Martyr and Irenaeus of Lyon, both theologians of the early church who argued against 
Gnosticism, pointed out that Gnosticism had derived from the sorcerer, Simon, mentioned in Acts 8: 

9-17. This Simon was worshipped as a god by his followers in Samaria.   

 

• Acts 8: 9-17  

“But there was a certain man called Simon, who previously practiced sorcery in the city and 

astonished the people of Samaria, claiming that he was someone great, to whom they all gave 

heed, from the least to the greatest, saying, ‘This man is the great power of God.’ And they 

heeded him because he had astonished them with his sorceries for a long time. But when they 

believed Philip as he preached the things concerning the kingdom of God and the name of 

Jesus Christ, both men and women were baptised. Then Simon himself also believed; and 

when he was baptised he continued with Philip, and was amazed, seeing the miracles and 

signs which were done.  Now when the apostles who were at Jerusalem heard that Samaria 

had received the word of God, they sent Peter and John to them, who, when they had come 

down, prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit. For as yet He had fallen upon 

none of them. They had only been baptised in the name of the Lord Jesus. Then they laid 

hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.”  

 

Simon’s disciple, Menander, whom both Justin and Irenaeus describe, understood himself as a 

redeemer whose followers would not die.   

  

Saturninus (also known as Satornil) of Antioch in Syria was a proponent of early Gnosticism. He 

maintained that the supreme God had prepared the creation through seven angels. With any 

description of early Gnosticism it must always be considered that the sources are scarce, that 

comparisons with neutral sources are impossible, and that the early Christian theologians were writing 

from the Christian perspective and thus not neutral.   

 

6.3  The major Gnostic doctrinal systems in the second and third centuries   

 

6.3.1 Basilides  

 

Basilides—of whose activity we have evidence that has been handed down to us by Justin and 
Irenaeus—was a Christian teacher from Alexandria in the second century AD. Like many other 

Christian teachers in the scholarly city of Alexandria, he published sections of the Bible and 

commented on them. For example, he commented and edited the Gospel of Luke, publishing his work 
under the title “Interpretations”.   

  

This work contains typical Gnostic ideas: there is a supreme god, who is separated from the god of this 
world. There is the actual soul of man on the one hand, and the evil body and its characteristics on 

the other. In addition, Basilides taught Platonic transmigration of the soul.   
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6.3.2 Marcion  

 

We were already acquainted with Marcion when we were introduced to the canon. His teachings are 
also somewhat Gnostic in nature. In addition to the publishing the Gospel of Luke and the epistles of 

Paul with the objective of creating a pure gospel, Marcion also wrote his “Antitheses”. These are 

explanations and commentaries on the Bible that have only been preserved in fragments. In them he 
teaches a dual deity concept that distinguishes between the good, supreme, and foreign god, and the 

Old Testament’s God of creation. The latter is equated with the Demiurge.   

 

Accordingly, the foreign god is revealed through Christ, who is an incorporeal being (and who was 
never incarnate!). However, there is no soul-spark doctrine in the teachings of Marcion. Marcion’s 

teachings resulted in various schools, and the Marcionites named after him continued to exist until 
well into the sixth century.   

 

6.3.3 Valentinus  

 

Valentinus, who came from Egypt and was likely educated in Alexandria, was also active in the second 
century AD. He settled in Rome as a teacher (a Christian teacher, to boot!) in around the middle of the 

second century.   

 

Valentinus and the Valentinian school named after him were already constructing a system of Gnostic 

thought, while the previous thinkers had proceeded in a rather fragmented manner (which is naturally 

also owing to the poor records available). Here there was a supreme god, whose name was Bythos 
(Greek for “depth”), a reference to his inscrutability.   

 

He was only revealed through the revelation of his Son Christ, who was more of a spirit being than an 

incarnate Son of God. This Christ is divided into four figures emanating from themselves in succession, 
thus representing so-called emanations, which are eventually revealed as follows:   

• the “firstborn”   

• “Sophia”, actually “wisdom”, which to the Valentinians represented “the fullness of divine 

eternities”    

• from this, the creator of the world, in other words, the Demiurge, emerges   

• and last but not least, the Paraclete—who is actually the “comforter, consoler”, but here 

represents the “redeemer”.   

In this form of Gnosticism, the doctrine of redemption has classical leanings: the souls recognise that 

they come from God and are separated from Him. This knowledge leads them to redemption. 

Witnesses of the Valentinian school—a far-flung Gnostic Christian sect—can still be found until well 

into the seventh century.   

  

Note:  

In the third century AD, a Gnostic sect deriving from the Persian Mani emerged, namely, the 
Manichaeans. This group existed until well into the fourteenth century in China, and was on the way 

to becoming a world religion. Manichaean ideas were often and repeatedly adopted in church history, 

for example, by the Bogumiles in the tenth century or the Cathars in the twelfth century. The term 
‘Manichaean’ had already become a synonym for ‘heretic’ by late antiquity.    
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1.4  Exegetical methods   
 

 

To conclude Chapter 1 we will turn our attention to 

“methods of exegesis”. To begin with, we will describe the 

historical-critical method as a scholarly instrument of 

exegesis. We will then introduce the methodological steps 

of classic historical-critical exegesis.    

 

 

 
1. The historical-critical method of exegesis  

 

1.1 Terms: historical-critical, exegesis  

 

The historical-critical method is a scholarly method of interpreting historical texts. The objective is to 

critically examine what the author was trying to tell his listeners/readers in the environment of his 

time.  The words ‘critical, historical, exegetical’ might unleash prejudices and fears among our Church 

members, who are not accustomed to dealing with these terms. Therefore we must take great care 

to explain these words.   

  

Let us now clarify these terms.   

  

• The term ‘critical’ is used in different ways in casual speech.   

The word ‘critical’ can mean ‘disparaging’, ‘reprimanding’, or ‘disapproving’, but also 

‘dangerous’, ‘concerning’, or ‘threatening’ (“a critical situation”).  But ‘critical’ study of Biblical 

texts mean nothing of this sort. Critical examination simply means to do the most objective 

and accurate examination of the text.  

• In our context, the term ‘historical’ means that one examines one’s object of research to 

determine its origins, its historical emergence and development.  

• The term ‘exegesis’ means interpretation (in general), that is, the interpretation of historical 

texts, and (in particular) the interpretation of Bible texts, to understand its original meaning.   

Things to know: The historical-critical method   

 
The historical-critical method is a scholarly method of interpreting historical texts. 

The objective is to work out what the author was trying to tell his listeners/readers 

in the context of his time.  This method is critical because it assumes that there are 
some generally clear criteria for textual examination. This method is characterised 

by the fact that its results are verifiable and traceable (the methods are therefore 
intersubjective). This method is historical because it assumes that the text to be 

analysed has a “history”, which means that the text has undergone changes 

resulting from oral or written delivery over the course of time.  The historical-critical 
method is also applied in the historical sciences, in philology, and in philosophy.    
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2. Steps in exegesis – an overview  

 

In section 1.1 we learned the methods employed to research the New Testament. The various 
methodological steps have developed since the Humanist period. This chronological sequence is 

reflected in the order of the methodological steps themselves.   

  

• Textual criticism came into being in the Humanist period, with Erasmus of Rotterdam as its 

leading academic. Textual criticism is also the first step in the exegetical analysis of a Bible 

text.  It endeavours to reconstruct the most accurate “original” text of the New Testament 

using all the manuscripts available. 

• Source criticism came into being in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (during the 

Enlightenment), and had its golden age in the nineteenth century. It is also the second step in 

exegesis. It endeavours to discover whether the author made use of any other written 

sources.   

• Form criticism came into being after the First World War in Germany. It is the next step in 

exegesis and inquires into the oral traditions associated with a given text.  

• Redaction criticism likewise emerged in Germany after the Second World War. It endeavours 

to discover how the authors incorporated (redacted, or edited) their sources into their own 

work.   

Understand the above is not an exhaustive list of exegetical methods, but represent only some 

important historical developments.  

 

2.1 Textual criticism  

 

We will begin with the first step in exegesis, namely textual criticism. The most important New 
Testament manuscripts were handed down to us in Greek, and in many different, ancient manuscripts 

of various levels of importance.   

  

Thus the following questions arise:  

• If we want to interpret a passage, what is the most accurate textual content possible?    

• Are there variants that may come closer to the presumed original text?   

• Is it possible to better explain unintelligible passages using other manuscripts?   

2.1.1 Functions of textual criticism  

On the basis of surviving manuscripts of the Bible, text criticism endeavours to...  

  

• determine the original text   

• identify and eliminate copying errors  

• shed light on unintelligible and obscure passages.   

2.1.1.1 The original wording   

 

Since there are no originals, the function of textual criticism is to restore the original wording. To this 

end, it is necessary to compare manuscripts. In the process, manuscripts of differing age and 
importance are compared with one another with the objective of determining the wording of the 

oldest possible text.   
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The complicated procedure of manuscript comparison far surpasses the normal competences of the 
student. However, New Testament scholarship has provided them with a tool that facilitates this work, 

namely    

  

• A scholarly Bible publication of the New Testament in Greek, the so-called “Nestle-Aland”. 

Under the text are the comments of the publishers indicating which text was used from which 

manuscript. Thus there is no more need to pore over the ancient manuscripts oneself (which 

would hardly be accessible anyway) in order to arrive at the possible original text.   

2.1.1.2 Copying errors and restoration of original text  

 

The Bible texts were copied by trained scribes. In antiquity these were most often slaves, however, by 

the Middle Ages, this work was frequently performed by monks. Despite a high level of 

professionalism on the part of the writers, there were nevertheless ongoing reading, writing, or (in 

the case of dictations) hearing errors.   

  

In order to reproduce the original text of a particular passage, the method of textual criticism takes 
into account the age of manuscripts, the number of them in existence, and their geographical 

distribution. It then goes on to correct reading, writing, and hearing errors, and in many cases also 

corrects by conjecture (assumption) sections where the original text was completely corrupted. Such 

errors are possible in Greek because of:   

  

• confusion with similar looking and similar sounding letters,   

• simplification of two identical or similar-looking words or letters,   

• doubling of a letter and the like.   

2.1.2 Example of a result deriving from textual criticism   

 

Do the verses of Mark 16:9-20 really belong to the original text of the Gospel of Mark?  

  

By comparing the manuscripts, it was noticed already in antiquity (by Eusebius and Hieronymus) that 

the conclusion of the Gospel of Mark was missing in the oldest codices (manuscripts). The original text 
of the Gospel of Mark ends with Mark 16:8.   

 

Mark 16:9-20 was only appended to the Gospel of Mark during the second century.  

 

2.2 Source criticism  

 

2.2.1 Function of source criticism  

 

The texts of the New Testament were not written all at once. Again and again, scholars stumble across 

breaks, divergences, and inconsistencies. This means that the texts would have been revised on 

several occasions or that one author may have simply combined several different copies into one. The 

function of source criticism is to unveil literary layers and distinguish literary sources from one 
another. It is in this manner that literary processes and development phases are uncovered. Source 

criticism asks:   
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• whether the text is based on other sources, that is, upon written manuscripts  

• whether the author or an editor—of even a copyist—has expanded on the text   

• whether there is any evidence to indicate the use of earlier sources, for example:   

o linguistic inconsistencies   

o factual inconsistencies   

Duplications, for example:    
o duplications occur when the same thing is narrated twice, or when two differing 

elements have been juxtaposed within the same narrative. Replications are literal 

repetitions of words, expressions, or entire sentences.   

o Breaks in the rhythm of the text.  

2.2.2 The Synoptic Problem  

 

The Synoptic Problem or the Synoptic Question is:   

  

• What is the connection between the three Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke? 

After all, they coincide in structure, content, language, and often even in wording.   

• How are the differences between the Gospels to be explained? Here it is clear that the Gospel 

of John has completely different themes, difference content, but especially, that it adheres to 

a different structure and uses completely different language.   

The main field of activity of source criticism has always been, and still is, to come up with proposed 
solutions for the Synoptic Problem.   

 

In church and theological history, there have been repeated attempts to solve this dilemma right up 

until the nineteenth century.   

  

• According to Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the evangelists drew from a proto-gospel, which has 

since been lost.   

• According to F.D.E. Schleiermacher, they were quoting from collections of old Jesus episodes   

• J.G. Herder suggests that they were quoting from sermons in Jerusalem.   

 

In the exegesis of the New Testament, however, it is the two-source hypothesis that has really 
persisted. (We already introduced this theory in section 1, “An overview of scholarly research into the 

New Testament”).   

 

This hypothesis best explains the commonalities and differences between the Synoptic Gospels, albeit 

without providing answers for every possible question.   

 

2.2.3 Source criticism outside of the Gospels  

 

Source criticism is not only limited to the Gospels, however, but is also applied to the letters of the 

New Testament. Normally, people dictated or wrote letters all at once. This was also the case with the 

majority of the epistles of the New Testament. However, there are some exceptions.   
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For example, there are the so-called partition hypotheses on the letters of Paul. The term ‘partition 

hypothesis’ refers to the idea that a letter may have been comprised of several pieces. This is especially 

conspicuous in 2 Corinthians and (albeit less clearly so) in Philippians.  

 

2.3 Form criticism / Forms and genres  

 

Form criticism analyses the smaller narrative units within the Gospels or epistles. This method of study 

was introduced at the start of the twentieth century. The starting point for this were some inquiries 

into the Old Testament but was also adopted by New Testament scholarship shortly thereafter. Form 

criticism attempts to recover the oral traditions that underlie a written Bible text. More specifically,   

  

• it inquires into their original “forms” = “genres”.  

Examples of “forms/genres” are: 

 
• miracle narratives   

• parables   

• hymns and prayers  

• creeds.  

Forms and genres are designations that originate in literary scholarship and are now also being applied 

by the form critical method to the Bible texts of the Old and New Testaments. The term ‘form’ 

generally refers to the smaller units of text, while the term ‘genre’ can also be used in reference to 

larger texts:  

  

• examples of forms: parables, miracle narratives   

• examples of larger forms or genres (four are encountered in the New Testament): epistle, 

Gospel, historical monograph (Acts), and apocalypse (Revelation).  

Both forms and genres are subject to certain criteria such as form-related and content-related 

agreement of the same kinds of texts, that is, they follow similar patterns:   

  

• for example, a prayer will always contain an address, an expression of praise, petitions, and 

intercessions   

• a Latin letter will always have a formal introduction containing the following elements:  

o address: name of the author in the nominative case, name of the addressee in the 

dative case   

o greeting formula: “salutem dicit”   

o an indication of the place and date: dates (“given on”) will correspond to the Roman 

calendar.  

In the Gospels we will encounter different patterns in terms of form and content for:   

  

• controversy stories, miracle narratives, parables, etc.   
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These forms or units of tradition were at first handed down orally and used in what is believed to be 

specific “life settings” (German Sitz im Leben), that is, used to address the needs of various specific 

contexts in the early church.  

 

Form criticism also developed “laws” of the transmission of tradition. As these units of tradition were 

passed on orally, it is believed they tended to get longer and unhistorical detail were added, and given 
explanatory clarifications and interpretations.  

 

So to summarise, the overall goals of form criticism is  

1) to classify and analyse forms,  

2) to investigate the early church contexts where these forms originated and were used, and  

3) to trace the development and modification of these units as they were passed on. 

Form critics believed these oral units of tradition, although no longer accessible, could still be analysed 

in their written forms. (Today, however, an increasing amount of scholars are questioning both the 

methods and results of form criticism and are correcting its shortcomings by Orality and Social 

Memory studies.) 

 

2.4 Redaction criticism  

 

Redaction criticism picks up on the results of source criticism. Source criticism distinguishes the 

written sources and their editing or processing, which is known as redaction. Now redaction criticism 

asks the question of how the various New Testament authors—in particular, the evangelists—

incorporated the traditional material into their writing, from what perspective they selected certain 

parts, and what they left out.   

  

This step in exegesis was first elaborated on the Gospels. In the case of Luke and Matthew, tradition 

and redaction are easy to distinguish. The tradition of both Gospels, that is to say, their sources, are 

the Gospel of Mark and the Logia (“Q”) source. Now redaction history functions to examine how the 

evangelists Matthew and Luke incorporated these sources into their respective Gospels.   

  

Example: redaction history will ask, “Why is the Great Commission only to be found at the conclusion 

of Matthew’s Gospel?”   

  

2.5 Other aspects of exegesis 

 

In addition, exegesis endeavours to discover what the historical context—with all its social, cultural, 

political, intellectual, and religious-historical elements—of a particular book or passage looks like. In 
so doing it draws from the entirety of the history of the ancient Mediterranean world.   

 

Example: the emperor cult:   

In antiquity—and especially in the Hellenistic period—there was a tremendous amount of ruler-

worship, as these individuals often saw themselves as gods or were regarded as gods by others. This 

type of ruler-worship became a problem in early Christendom: whoever refused to worship the Roman 

emperor (or his statue) thereby professed they were Christian—and could suffer persecution and 

martyrdom.   
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Historical-critical exegesis also includes determining the dating of a given text. When and where did 

certain events take place?  When was the text actually written? By whom? For whom? Why was it 

written? Or to what events is the text referring? Can these events be dated? Can archaeology assist 
us? Exegesis will also include a verse by verse literary analysis or commentary of the text.  

  

Examples for determining the historical place and dating:   

  

• Apostle Paul’s speech at the Areopagus is not easy to pin down in history: it happened in 

Athens, at the Areopagus—that is, the hill dedicated to the god Ares—where the high council 

of the Athenians would assemble.   

• The murder of Apostle James, the son of Zebedee, can be dated to the year AD 44, or shortly 

before, with a fair degree of certainty, according to the information recorded in Acts (Acts 

12:1-2).   

2.6  Reception history and effect history  

 

Reception history (interpretation history, effect history) is not an actual work phase in exegesis. 

However, it is after an interpretation that the reception and effect—but also the changing 

understanding—of a significant Bible text or passage can be described.   

  

Example:  

The ode to love in 1 Corinthians 13 has an enormous reception and effect history. The Christian 

cardinal virtues of faith, love, and hope set forth therein were continually transmitted throughout all 

of church history. 

 

Note:  

  

After such a theoretical digression into the field of exegesis, one will naturally ask the question:   

  

• “Why do we need any of this?”   

It does not suffice to merely be aware of the insights gained from exegesis. One should also know how 

it was possible to arrive at these results. Otherwise it would be impossible to review the exegetical 

results or comprehend any ensuing exegetical discussions. In the following we will provide an example 
of a simple exegetical analysis in which nearly every step in exegesis has been applied:   

  

How is it that we can come to regard the hymn in Philippians in Philippians 2:6-11 as an actual hymn, 

as an early Christ-hymn?   

 

In response to this question, exegesis yields the following insights:   

  

• The insight that this passage is a hymn is a result of form criticism. Form-historical 

comparisons establish that this piece of text has the character, or genre, of a hymn.   

• Textual criticism reproduces the likely original text (here there are no text-critical problems).   

• Source criticism can establish the scope of the hymn (namely from verse 6 to verse 11) and 

show—with confidence bordering on certainty—that the words “even the death of the cross” 
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are an interpolation on the part of the apostle. It establishes that Paul inherited this hymn, 

and did not compose it himself.   

• Study of the historical context identifies the ancient practice of ruler-worship with proskynesis 

(falling to one’s knees) as the tradition behind verse 10.  Tradition history also endeavours to 

discover who composed this hymn and which congregations sang it. 

• Redaction criticism can determine why Paul has specifically incorporated this hymn here, 

namely as an example for the mind and spirit of Christ, by which the members of the church 

are to orient themselves.   

• Also, terminological research (or commentary on the Greek text) will pounce on the Greek 

word morphe (“form”) in verses 6 and 7, which is indeed in need of explanation, and will 

recognise it as a reference to the Lord’s mode of being, and not necessarily His outward form.   

There we have not a few enlightening insights that can be acquired with respect to a short Bible 

passage using exegetical methods.     

 

 

 

 

 


