
Introduction to the Bible [Series 2]

The New Testament Books [Canon]


Jesus was born a Jew, his disciples and most of the people who followed him were 
Jews. The first Christians were, naturally, Jewish people. Before Paul’s letters and the 
gospels the bible of the early Christians was the Old Testament. They studied Old 
Testament and understood it as books of prophesies about Jesus the Messiah. It was 
used for preaching at Christian gatherings for ‘breaking of the bread’ [Eucharist-Acts 
2:42]. At least in the first two decades of Christianity, the Apostles and their disciples 
[eye witnesses of Jesus’ life and ministry], narrated Jesus’ death and resurrection in 
Christian gatherings and later these accounts were compiled into gospels.


Luke begins his gospel saying [Luke 1:1-4] that he consulted many earlier writings and 
spoke to eyewitnesses of Jesus’ ministry to write his gospel; we can assume that 
Mathew, Mark and John did the same. Gospels are, in a certain sense, biographical 
accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry. Early centuries did not have today’s system to 
preserve documents written on parchments or papyrus, consequently many earlier 
writings on Jesus did not survive! The New Testament is twenty seven [27] first century 
Christian writings, mainly written for primitive Christian communities. Approximate year 
gospels were written: Mark about 65-70 AD, Mathew about 80-85 AD, Luke&Acts 
about 85-90 and John about 90-100 AD. Earliest writings in New Testament are Paul’s 
letter to 1&2Thessalonians written around 50 AD.


New Testament writings can be divided into: 1. Historical narratives [five]: Gospels of 
Mathew, Mark, Luke, John and Acts of the Apostles. Gospels of Mathew, Mark and 
Luke are called Synoptic gospels because they have a lot of common materials that 
they share [Synoptic=seen together]. John’s gospel is distinct due to its extensive 
theological discourses by Jesus. Acts of the Apostles give accounts on missionary 
activities of early church. Luke is the author of both Luke’s gospel and Acts of the 
Apostles.


2. Letters: there are thirteen [13] letters in New Testament known as letters of Paul 
including Pastoral letters: 1&2 Timothy and Titus. 2. Catholic letters [these are 
attributed to the Apostles]: James, 1&2 Peter, 1,2,&3 John, Jude and Hebrews. 3. 
Apocalypse: book of Revelation that has character of a prophetic literature as in Old 
Testament. Church historian Bishop Eusebius and Athanasius of Alexandria [4th 
century AD] mentioned these 27 writings as universally accepted books of New 
Testament. Three criteria were applied for New Testament canon: 1. Orthodoxy: basic 
doctrines considered as norms by churches, 2. Apostolic origin: books written directly 
or indirectly by apostles or their disciples, 3. General acceptance by churches: these 
27 books were used in churches, attested by early bishops and theologians. The 
Council of Trent [1546] gave final authoritative declaration that these 27 writings are the 
New Testament canon.
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