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Praise for
THE NEW TESTAMENT IN ITS WORLD

Two of today’s most prolific evangelical New Testament scholars have now com-
bined their expertise to produce an amazing volume: part introduction and sur-
vey, part ‘cliff notes’ on Wright’s four volumes to date in his Christian Origins
and the Question of God series, part a sneak preview of what he might say in his
remaining two volumes, and part showcase for Bird’s always sensible judgments,
often nicely alliterated prose, and now and then particularly funny humor. Spe-
cial features include the book’s lavish illustrations, sidebars quoting choice ancient
primary sources and hilarious ‘emails from the edge’ from a confused student to
his patient professor who always replies wisely. Overall, the genre, like the quality,

is one of a kind.

CRAIG L. BLOMBERG, distinguished professor

of New Testament, Denver Seminary

For all who have been anticipating a comprehensive and coherent reading of the
entire New Testament from N. T. Wright, the wait is over. Wright and Bird offer
their vision for the New Testament, with a lovely interplay of interpretative insights
from the world behind the text, the world of the text, and the world in front of the
text. Both look and content are energizing and engaging. This magisterial work pro-

vides an ideal textbook for courses on the New Testament.

JEANNINE K. BROWN, professor of New Testament,
Bethel Seminary, St Paul, Minnesota, USA

Masterful job by Wright and Bird, written with characteristic jauntiness and schol-
arly rigor. The numerous sidebars add spice to the substantial meal presented in the
text. The book’s power lies in its thorough historical study combined with its mis-

sional voice to the church today.

LYNN H. COHICK, provost/dean, Denver
Seminary, Denver, Colorado, USA



This is a distillation of Wright’s quarter-century, multi-volume project exploring
Christian Origins and the Question of God. Choice nuggets of Wright’s most
important discussions have been selected and blended with new material by both
authors, enhanced with visuals, teaching aids, and online resources. If you want
to introduce time-starved seminary students to the New Testament through the
eyes of N. T. Wright but can’t assign thousands of pages of reading, this is the book

you need.

DR J. P. DAVIES, tutor of New Testament and MA
course leader, Trinity College, Bristol, England

Those beginning to study the New Testament for the first time can casily become
overwhelmed by the sheer volume of what they need to know before they begin.
This splendidly clear but wide-ranging introduction is a brilliant way in to serious
study of the New Testament and will, deservedly, become the go-to textbook for a

large number of readers.

PAULA R. GOODER, Canon Chancellor,
St Paul’s Cathedral, London

Professors Wright and Bird have essentially given students and scholars alike two
books in one: a detailed introduction to the major historical and theological topics
of New Testament study, and a primer on each of the New Testament’s writings.
Their world-class scholarship (wonderfully peppered with images, excerpts from
ancient and modern writings, and more) rightly recognizes that the New Testa-

ment’s aim was—and is—to promote worship, discipleship, and mission.

MICHAEL J. GORMAN, Raymond E. Brown
Chair in Biblical Studies and Theology, St Mary’s
Seminary & University, Baltimore, Maryland, USA

Wright has proven himself a discipline-shaping scholar, Bird a master textbook
writer. When you put their minds and skills together, you get an excellent intro-
duction to the New Testament: witty, accurate, accessible, eye-catching. This is a

must-have resource for students.

NIJAY K. GUPTA, associate professor of New
Testament, Portland Seminary, Portland, Oregon, USA



This is the New Testament introduction of all New Testament introductions! Not
only is this a superb New Testament introduction from the keyboards of two of
today’s most prolific and balanced New Testament scholars, but more advanced
students will find here an accessible and mature synthesis of and primer for N. T.

Wright’s voluminous work.

CRAIG S. KEENER, F. M. and Ada Thompson
Professor of Biblical Studies, Asbury Theological
Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky, USA

Wright and Bird have done a great service to the church and the academy with this
volume. They introduce readers to the major historical, literary, and theological
themes of the New Testament in a way that is highly readable, yet they do not shy
away from the difficult questions. They manage to avoid the twin dangers of exces-
sive skepticism and uncritical pietism. It is the epitome of faith secking understand-
ing, and it will find a welcome home in many colleges and seminary classrooms as

well pastors’ libraries.

ESAU MCCAULLEY, assistant professor of New
Testament, Wheaton College, Wheaton, Illinois, USA

N. T. (Tom) Wright can’t write anything that is not interesting and suggestive and
even at times provocative. His shelf or two of books is now condensed, reworked,
and put in digestible form for even more readers. This is a lifetime of scholarship
and a landmark publication by one of the world’s leading New Testament scholars.
I’'m grateful too for the creative contribution Mike Bird makes in pullingall of this

into one final heap of fun.

SCOT MCKNIGHT, Julius R. Mantey Chair of New
Testament, Northern Seminary, Lisle, Illinois, USA

The big, bold theological interpretation of the New Testament that N. T. Wright
has been building, piece by piece, in monographs and commentaries over the years

now appears here in an accessible, single-volume New Testament introduction.

DR MATTHEW V. NOVENSON, senior
lecturer in New Testament and Christian Origins,

University of Edinburgh, Scotland



Tom Wright and Mike Bird give us the opportunity to appreciate the breadth and
detail of Wright’s vision of the New Testament—one of the most far-reaching of
recent times. The format of a New Testament introduction means that we also get
to fill in the gaps on New Testament books that have not featured extensively in
Wright’s major books. We also get to find the answers to many ‘So, what would
he say about . .. ?” questions. This book will be highly valued by students, scholars,

and churches.

PROFESSOR PETER OAKES, Greenwood Senior
Lecturer in Theology, School of Arts, Languages and
Cultures, University of Manchester, England

With inimitable verve and piquancy, two of this generation’s scholarly juggernauts
give us a New Testament introduction that unapologetically sets up shop at the all-

too-untraveled crossroads of history and theology.

NICHOLAS PERRIN, president, Trinity
International University, Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School, Deerfield, Illinois, USA

From beginning to end, Tom Wright and Mike Bird relentlessly orient the study
of the New Testament to questions of faith, transformation, worship, and mission.
Not only does the book assemble Tom’s massive scholarship in one volume, but also
integrates it with the concern of his ministry as Bishop of Durham, to serve the
church. If you are invested in the development of theological students, pastors, and
congregations, you should get this book. In fact, no matter what your view, you will

find much to benefit you, from discussions of primary texts to practical examples.

ELIZABETH E. SHIVELY, University
of St Andrews, Scotland

Interpreting the New Testament is a complex task and Wright and Bird work at it
with customary passion and a commitment to clarity and coherence. These qualities
make it an ideal starting-point for anyone who wants to understand early Christi-

anity and its canonical texts.

DR SEAN WINTER, Pilgrim Theological College,

University of Divinity, Melbourne, Australia
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Preface

he eminent British New Testament scholar C. H. Dodd (1884-1973) was
once asked if, supposing all written copies of the Greek New Testament were
either lost or destroyed, he could reproduce the whole thing from memory.
Dodd replied that, having lived with the Greek New Testament for so long, he was
confident that he could indeed remember it all. In one account of the same story,
the questioner responded with utter amazement: how could someone possibly claim
to be able to recall the whole thing, in Greek no less? “Well,” Dodd is said to have
replied, with a comical mixture of humility and coyness, “it’s only a little book.
The New Testament might only be small, but it is a strange and powerful book.
At one level, it tells the history of Jesus and the early church; at another level (and
these two go closely together, as we shall see) it is regarded by churches around the
world as inspired scripture, normative for the life of faith. For this to become a
reality, for the New Testament to come alive, each generation of readers, and espe-
cially teachers and preachers, needs help, particularly in the form of thorough, user-
friendly, and creative introductions to Jesus, his first followers, and the literature
that emerged from that movement. That is what this book is hoping to provide.
The idea for this book came duringa conference in 2010. Michael Bird suggested
to Philip Law of SPCK that someone ought to work with N. T. Wright and try con-
densing his massive and still incomplete Christian Origins and the Question of God
series into a single volume, thus forming a kind of introduction to the New Testa-
ment. Law loved the idea and suggested that Bird himself should be the one to do it.
Bird was reluctant at first — preferring to be the progenitor rather than the executor
of the idea — but when Wright agreed to the project, Bird signed up enthusiastically.
In the following nine years, Bird’s idea would soar and grow in scope and

1 The written source is Dillistone 1977, 221 who refers to this event during Dodd’s career in a parenthetical
remark, and the oral source is Prof. D. A. Carson.
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expression—and not least because Wright kept producing new writings during this
time. Both authors also filmed lectures throughout the Holy Land, Greece, and
Rome to complement the book, while careful attention and research was given to
the book’s rich visual and pedagogical features.

Michael Bird was first responsible for working through Wright’s substantial
corpus of work, selecting key passages, summarizing, and supplementing material.
N. T. Wright has been involved at all stages, directing its planning, writing new
material, editing, offering manifold suggestions, and affecting the construction of
the volume from beginning to end. This New Testament introduction is very much
ajoint effort.

This book is unique in several ways. First, it is something of an N. T. Wright
‘reader’ or ‘sampler’, written up in the genre of an introduction to the New Testa-
ment. Several sections of the Christian Origins volumes are directly incorporated,
as are various paragraphs from Wright’s popular-level books like Surprised by Hope
and the New Testament for Everyone commentaries. The present book thus serves
as an introduction not only to the New Testament but also to Wright’s corpus; we
hope it will function as a gateway to explore his wider academic and popular works.

Second, this volume is a robust and user-friendly introduction to the New Testa-
ment, complete with a derivative workbook, online course, video and audio lectures,
as well as a church-based video curriculum. A large proportion of the book has been
freshly written for this very purpose. What is more, the volume is distinctive in that
it aims to introduce the New Testament within the context of the study of early
Christianity. Our primary purpose — which we cannot express forcefully enough —
is not merely to add knowledge to the things that readers already believe about the
New Testament. Rather, we aim to provide the scaffolding for a fully orbed and fully
fledged historical description and theological account of Jesus and the early church.
We want to cultivate a commitment to a specific account of Christian history, liter-
ature, theology, and mission.

Third, the book seeks to avoid some of the standard problems with a ‘New Testa-
ment introduction’. There is so much to teach, so many debates to explain, so many
charts, pictures, and titbits of background a teacher wants to include, that the task
might appear endless and the book impossibly cumbersome. We have tried to be
reasonably thorough, but in the most precise and pictorial way possible. The chap-
ters that discuss each individual New Testament book proceed by means of a quick
thematic introduction. They then discuss critical and contextual matters, provide
an outline of the book, offer a miniature commentary, and finish off with some
thoughts about application and suggestions for further reading.

In terms of acknowledgments, volumes like this stand on the shoulders of others.
While the present volume is clearly based on Wright’s work, it would be remiss not
to acknowledge the many writings beyond Wright that have deeply shaped the
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formation and composition of the book as a whole and its several sections. Among
these are the erudite works of Richard Hays, Martin Hengel, Morna Hooker, Luke
Timothy Johnson, James Dunn, Richard Bauckham, David deSilva, and Ben With-
erington. These scholars have proved to be notable modern interpreters to whom
we have turned time and again for interpretative decisions on various portions of
the New Testament.

Several other people need to be thanked for their assistance in the completion of
this project. We are indebted to several scholars who read portions of the text and
offered constructive feedback. Among them are David A. deSilva, Patrick Schreiner,
Sarah Harris, Brian Rosner, Hefin Jones, Sean du Toit, Stephen Carlson, Michael
Holmes, George Guthrie, Joshua Jipp, Brandon Smith, and Nijay Gupta. This book
would never have happened without the joint co-operation of SPCK (Philip Law
and Alexandra McDonald) and Zondervan Academic (Katya Covrett, Jesse Hill-
man, Christopher Beetham, T. J. Rathbun, and so many others).

Finally, we pray and hope that this book will benefit university students, semi-
narians, church people, and interested readers by providing them with an in-depth
introduction to the context, message, and significance of the early Christian writ-
ings. The New Testament, as C. H. Dodd pointed out, may be small. But in our
view it remains the greatest and most important book ever produced.

N. T. Wright and Michael F. Bird

Preface
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1QpHab . ... Pesher Habakkuk
1QS......... Rule of the Community
1QSa........ Rule of the Community (Appendix a)
2 Apoc. Jas. . . . (Second) Apocalypse of James
2Bar. ....... 2 Baruch

2 Clem. .. ... 2 Clement

2Esd. ... 2 Esdras

2 Mace. ... .. 2 Maccabees
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4 Ez.

4 Macc.
4Q176
4Q246
4Q405
4Q473
4Q521
4Q‘Amram
4QMMT
11Q13
Aclian
Aesch.
Apoc. Mos.
Apoc. Pet.
Arist.
Athanasius
Aug,

Bar.
bHag,
bPesah.
bSanh.
bShab.
CD
Chrys.

Cic.
Clem.

Did.

Dio Cassius
Dioscorides
Ep. Apos.
Ep. Arist.
Ep. Barn.
Ep. Diog.
Epiphanius
Eurip.

Eus.

4 Ezra

4 Maccabees

Consolations

Apocryphon of Daniel

Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice

The Two Ways

Messianic Apocalypse

Visions of Amram

Halakhic Letter

Melchizedek

Aclian (Hist. Misc.=Historical Miscellany)

Aeschylus (Eumen.=Eumenides)

Apocalypse of Moses

Apocalypse of Peter

Aristotle (Nic. Eth.=Nicomachean Ethics)

Athanasius (Ep. Fest.=Festal Letters)

Augustine (Civ. Dei=City of God; Conf=Conféssions;

Doctr. Chr.=Christian Doctrine; Fid. Op.=Faith and Works)
Baruch

Babylonian Talmud, Hagigah

Babylonian Talmud, Pesahim

Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin

Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat

Cairo Genizah copy of the Damascus Document

John Chrysostom (Hom. Rom.=Homilies on Romans; Pracf. Hom.
Rom.=Preface to the Homilies on Romans)

Cicero (Flac.=Pro Flacco; Acad.=Academicae Quaestiones)
Clement of Alexandria (Paed.=Paedagogus; Quis Div.=Quis Dives
Salvetur; Strom.=Stromata)

Didache

Dio Cassius (Hist.=Historia Romana)

Dioscorides (Mat. Med.=Materia Medica)

Epistula Apostolorum (Epistle to the Apostles)

Epistle of Aristeas

Epistle of Barnabas

Epistle to Diognetus

Epiphanius (Pan.=Panarion)

Euripides (Alcest.=Alcestis)

Eusebius (Chron.=Chronicle; Hist. Ecc.=Ecclesiastical History;
Vit. Const.=Life of Constantine)

30 The New Testament in Its World



Gos. Heb.
Gos. Thom.
Hippolytus
Iamblichus
Ign.

Iren.

Jer.
Jos.

Jub.

Just.

Juv
Libanius
LXX
mAboth
Mart. Isa.
Mart. Pol.
mSanh.
MT
Origen

Philo

Pliny
Pliny
Plut.
Polybius
Polycarp
Porphyry
Ps.-Phoc.
Ps. Sol.
Sen.

Sib. Or.

Gospel of the Hebrews

Gospel of Thomas

Hippolytus (Antichr.=De Antichristo; Ref=Refutation of All Heresies)
Iamblichus (Life=Life of Pythagoras)

Ignatius (Eph.=10 the Ephesians; Magn.=To the Magnesians;
Phld.=To the Philadelphians; Rom.=To the Romans;

Smyrn.=To the Smyrneans; Trall.=To the Trallians)

Irenaeus (Adv. Haer.=Adversus Haeresis)

Jerome (Ep.=Epistle; De Vir. Ill.=De Viris Illustribus)

Josephus (Ant.=Jewish Antiquities; Ap.=Against Apion;

Life=The Life of Josephus; War=The Jewish War)

Jubilees

Justin Martyr (I Apol.=First Apology; Dial.=Dialogue with Trypho)
Juvenal (Sat.=Satires)

Libanius (Ep.=Epistle)

Septuagint version of the Old Testament

Mishnah, Aboth

Martyrdom of Isaiah

Martyrdom of Polycarp

Mishnah, Sanhedrin

Masoretic Text (of the Hebrew Bible)

Origen (C. Cels.=Contra Celsum; Comm. Jn.=Commentary on
John; Comm. Matt.=Commentary on Matthew)

Philo of Alexandria (4br.=De Abrahamo; Leg.=Legum Allegoriae;
(De) Praem.=De Praemiis et Poenis; (De) Spec. Leg.=De Specialibus
Legibus; Heres=Quis Rerum Divinarum Heres Sit; Gai.=Legatio
ad Gaiums; Hypoth.=Hypothetica; Omn. Prob. Lib.=Quod

Omnis Probus Liber Sit; Quaest. Gen.=Quaestiones in Genenin;
Vit. Mos.=De Vita Mosis; Sac.=De Sacrificiis Abelis et Caini;

De Vit. Cont.=De Vita Contemplativa)

Pliny the Elder (NH=Natural History)

Pliny the Younger (Ep.=Epistulai)

Plutarch (Mor.=Moralia)

Polybius (Hist.=Histories)

Polycarp (Phil.=To the Philippians)

Porphyry (Life=Life of Pythagoras)

Pseudo-Phocylides

Psalms of Solomon

Seneca the Younger (Ep. Mor.=Moral Epistles)

Sibylline Oracles

Abbreviations
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Sir.
Strabo
Suet.

1. Dan
T. Job
1. Mos.
Tac.
Tert.

Tob.

Trim. Prot.
Wis.
ySanh.

Sirach/Ecclesiasticus

Strabo (Geogr.=Geographica)

Suetonius (Claud.=Divus Claudius; Dom.=Domitianus;
Ner.=Nero; Tib.=Tiberius; Vesp.=Vespasianus)

Testament of Dan

Testament of Job

Testament of Moses

Tacitus (Agric.=Agricola; Ann.=Annals; Hist.=Histories)
Tertullian (Adv. Marc.=Adversus Marcionem; Apol.=Apology;
Carn. Chr.=De Carni Christi; Prae. Haer.=De Praescriptione
Haereticorums; Scorp.=Scorpiace; Spect.=De Spectaculis)

Tobit

Trimorphic Protennoia

Wisdom

Jerusalem Talmud, Sanhedrin

Secondary sources, etc.

AB
ABC
ABD
ABRL
ACCS
ANF

ANTC
BBC
BBR
BECNT
BETL
BIS
BNTC
BTC
BTNT
BZNW
CBGM
CBR
CCEL
CCSS
CEB
CITM

Anchor Bible

African Bible Commentary

Anchor Bible Dictionary

Anchor Bible Reference Library

Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture

The Ante-Nicene Fathers. Edited by A. Roberts, J. Donaldson et al.
10 vols. Buffalo, N'Y: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887.
Abingdon New Testament Commentaries

Blackwell Bible Commentaries

Bulletin for Biblical Research

Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium
Biblical Interpretation Series

Black’s New Testament Commentary

Belief Theological Commentary

Biblical Theology of the New Testament

Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fiir die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft
Coherence-Based Genealogical Method

Currents in Biblical Research

Christian Classics Ethereal Library

Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture

Common English Bible

Christianity in the Making
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ConBNT
ConBOT
COQG
CRBS
CRINT
CSNTM
ECC
ECM
E]T

ESV

Exp. T.
FRLANT

ES

GH

ICC
INTF
IVPNTC
JS

JSNT
JSNTSup
JT1

KJv
KNT

LCL

LHJS
LNTS
LPS
MSG

NA (25)
NAC
NCB
NCBC
NCCS
NIB
NIBC
NICNT

Coniectanea Biblica: New Testament Series

Coniectanea Biblica: Old Testament Series

Christian Origins and the Question of God

Currents in Research: Biblical Studies

Compendia Rerum Iudaicarum ad Novum Testamentum
Centre for the Study of New Testament Manuscripts
Eerdmans Critical Commentary

Editio Critica Maior

European Journal of Theology

English Standard Version

Expository Times

Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen
Testaments

Festschrift

Gorgias Handbooks

International Critical Commentary

Institut fir Neutestamentliche Textforschung

IVP New Testament Commentary

Johannine Studies

Journal for the Study of the New Testament

Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplements
Journal of Theological Interpretation

King James [‘Authorized’] Version

N. T. Wright, The Kingdom New Testament. San Francisco:
HarperOne, 2011 [US edn. of NTE].

Loceb Classical Library (various publishers, currently Cambridge,
MA and London: Harvard University Press).

Library of Historical Jesus Studies

Library of New Testament Studies

Library of Pauline Studies

Eugene H. Peterson, The Message. Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress,
2009.

Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Graece (25th edn.)

New American Commentary

New Century Bible

New Cambridge Bible Commentary

New Covenant Commentary Series

New Interpreter’s Bible. 12 vols. Nashville: Abingdon, 1994-2002.
New International Biblical Commentary

New International Commentary on the New Testament

Abbreviations
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NIGTC New International Greek Testament Commentary

NIV New International Version

NovISup Novum Testamentum Supplements

NRSV New Revised Standard Version

NSBT New Studies in Biblical Theology

NT New Testament

NTC New Testament in Context

NTE N. T. Wright, The New Testament for Everyone. London: SPCK,
2011 [UK edn. of KNT.

NTL New Testament Library

NTR New Testament Readings

NTS New Testament Studies

NTT New Testament Theology

OGIS Orientis Graecae Inscriptiones Selectae. Edited by W. Dittenberger.

2 vols. Leipzig: Hirzel, 1903-5; repr. Hildesheim: Olms, 1960.
oT Old Testament

orpP The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Edited by J. H. Charlesworth.
2 vols. New York: Doubleday, 1983, 1985.

PAST Pauline Studies

PCNT Paideia: Commentaries on the New Testament

PNTC Pillar New Testament Commentary

RSV Revised Standard Version

SBL Society of Biblical Literature

SBLGNT . ... Society of Biblical Literature Greek New Testament

SBT Studies in Biblical Theology

SD Studies and Documents

SGBC Story of God Bible Commentary

SNTSMS. ... Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series

SP Sacra Pagina

SRC Socio-Rhetorical Commentary

THGNT The Greek New Testament Produced at Tyndale House
THNTC Two Horizons New Testament Commentary

TNTC Tyndale New Testament Commentaries

TSAJ Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism

TTC Teach the Text Commentary

TynBul Tyndale Bulletin

UBS (5) United Bible Society Greek New Testament (Sth edn.)
WBC Word Biblical Commentary

WUNT Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament
ZECNT Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
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ECL......... Early Christian Letters for Everyone, 2011.

HGBK. ...... How God Became King, 2012.
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Beginning Study of
the New Testament

The New Testament is the very best book that ever
was or ever will be known in the world.!

?
VY THE NEW TESTAMENT:

Why should anyone spend time studying the contents

This chapter describes how of the New Testament? Why invest so much time in
the New Testament consists a relatively small collection of Greek texts? More pre-
of history, literature, and cisely, exactly what is the New Testament for and what
theology.

does that tell us about how we should study it?

By the end of this chapter I (N. T. Wright, henceforth NTW) own many dif-

ferent kinds of books. I have a lot of history books, and

you should:

. understand that the I love to find out more and more not only about what
New Testament drives happened in the past but what it was like being there
us towards worship and and the ways in which people thought and felt. I want
mission; to know what motivated them. I have a good many nov-

- appreciate the importance els and books of short stories, and though they don’t
of the interrelationship describe things that actually happened they encourage

between history, literature,
and theology for New
Testament studies.

me to think about why people behave the way they do,
not least why they get into the messes they do and what
might be done about it. I even have quite a few books
of plays—Shakespeare of course, but lots of others too:
I enjoy the theatre, and if you let your imagination loose

you can read the play at home and see it going on in your

1 Charles Dickens, The Life of Our Lord, cited in Howard 2012, 21.
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mind’s eye. It would be quite different, of course, if  knew I was going to be acting in
a play: I would be reading it not just to learn my lines but to think into the different
characters and get a sense of what it would be like to ‘be’ the person I'd be playing,
and how I would relate to the others.

So we could go on, with poetry high on the list as well, and biography too. But
there are plenty of quite different books which are really important to me. I have
several atlases, partly for when I'm planning travel but also because I'm fascinated
by the way different parts of the world relate to one another. Since my work involves
different languages, I have several dictionaries which I use quite a lot. I enjoy golf,
even though I'm not much good at it; I have quite a few books about the game, and
how to play it better. I read these books but don’t usually manage to obey them, or
not thoroughly. I have a couple of books on car maintenance, a few books about how
to make your garden look better, first-aid books for health emergencies, and so on.

Where do we fit the New Testament into all that? For some people, it seems to
function at the level of car maintenance or garden tips, or even first-aid: it’s a book
to turn to when you need to know about a particular issue or problem. ("What does
the Bible teach about x, y, or 22”) For some, it’s like a dictionary: a list of all the things
you're supposed to know and believe about the Christian faith, or an atlas, help-
ing you to find your way around the world without getting lost. This is what some
people mean when they speak of the Bible being the ultimate ‘authority’, and so they
study it as you might study a dictionary or atlas, or even a car manual.

Now that’s not a bad thing. Perhaps it’s better to start there than nowhere at all.
But the puzzle is that the New Testament really doesn’t look like that kind of book.
If we assume, as I do, that the reason we have the New Testament the way it is is that
this is what God wanted us to have—that this is what, by the strange promptings of
the holy spirit, God enabled people like Paul and Luke and John and the others to
write—then we should pay more attention to what it might mean that #his sort of a
book—or rather these sorts of books, because of course the New Testament contains
many quite different books—is the one we've been given. Only when we do that will
we really be living under its ‘authority’, discovering what that means in practice.

When we rub our eyes and think about this further, we discover that the New
Testament includes all those other kinds of books as well: history, short stories
which didn’t happen but which open up new worlds (I'm thinking of the parables
of Jesus in particular), biography, poctry, and much besides. And though none of the
New Testament is written in the form of a play to be acted on stage, there is a strong
sense in which that is precisely what it is.

Or rather, it’s part of a play, the much larger play which consists of the whole
Bible. The biblical drama is the heaven-and-earth story, the story of God and the
world, of creation and covenant, of creation spoiled and covenant broken and then
of covenant renewed and creation restored. The New Testament is the book where
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all this comes in to land, and it lands in the form of an invitation: this can be and
should be your story, my story, the story which makes sense of us, which restores us
to sense after the nonsense of our lives, the story which breathes hope into a world
of chaos, and love into cold hearts and lives. The New Testament involves history,
because it’s the true story of Jesus and his first followers. It includes poetry, because
there are some vital things you can only say that way. It contains biography, because
the key to God’s purposes has always been the humans who bear his image, and
ultimately the One True Human who perfectly reflects his Image, Jesus himself.
And yes, there are some bits which you can use like a dictionary or a car manual or a
how-to-play-golf kind of book. But these mean what they mean, and function best
as a result, within the larger whole. And when we study the New Testament it’s the
larger whole that ought to be our primary consideration.

So how do we fit into that larger whole? How do we understand the play, the real-
life story of God and the world which reached its ultimate climax in Jesus of Naz-
areth and which then flows out, in the power of the spirit, to transform the world
with his love and justice? How do we find our own parts and learn to play them?
How do we let the poetry of the early Christians, whether it’s the short and dense
poems we find in Paul or the extended fantasy-literature of the book of Revelation,
transform our imaginations so we can start to think in new ways about God and the
world, about the powers that still threaten darkness and death, and about our role
in implementing the victory of Jesus?

One central answer is that we must learn to szudy the New Testament for all
it’s worth, and that’s what this whole book is designed to help us do. Jesus insisted
that we should love God with our minds, as well as our hearts, our souls, and our
strength. Devotion matters, but it needs direction; energy matters, but it needs
information. That’s why, in the early church, one of the most important tasks was
teaching. Indeed, the Christian church has led the way for two thousand years in
makingeducation in general, and biblical education in particular, available to people
of all sorts. A good many of the early Christians were functionally illiterate, and
part of the glory of the gospel then and now is that it was and is for everyone. There
shouldn’t be an elite who ‘get it’ while everybody else is simply going along with the
flow. So Jesus’ first followers taught people to read so that they could be fully con-
scious of the part they were to play in the drama. That’s why the New Testament
was and is for everyone.

By contrast with most of the ancient world, early Christianity was very much a
bookish culture. We sometimes think of the movement as basically a ‘religion’; but a
first-century observer, blundering in on a meeting of Christians, would almost cer-
tainly have seen them initially as belonging to some kind of educational institution.
This is the more remarkable in that education in that world was mostly reserved for
the rich, for the elite.
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What’s more, Jesus’ first followers were at the forefront of a new kind of textual
technology. From quite early on they used the codex, with sheets stuck together to
comprise something like a modern book, rather than the scroll, which couldn’t hold
nearly so much and which was hard to use if you wanted to look up particular pas-
sages. In fact, though the codex had been in use already, the type the early Chris-
tians developed was more user-friendly than the earlier models. They really did want
everyone to be able to read this vital and life-giving text.

This bookish culture, by the way, is why Christi- ~ Coptic fragment
2 Cor. 6:5-7 and 2 Pet. 2:4-5

anity was a translating faith from the beginning. The
and 7-9, Louvre Museum

movement went out very early on from circles where
Aramaic was the main language into the larger Greek-speaking world. From there,
it quickly moved north-west into Latin-speaking areas, and south and east into
regions where Coptic or Ethiopic were dominant. And so on. So those dictionaries
remain important too.

But, behind and beyond all that, the reason there’s a New Testament at all is
because of Jesus himself. Jesus never wrote anything, so far as we know. But what
he did and said, and particularly his claim to be launching God’s kingdom on earth
as in heaven, and his vocation to die a horrible death to defeat the powers of dark-
ness and bring God’s new creation into being with his resurrection—all this meant
what it meant within its original setting. And that setting was the ancient story of
Israel, and the ongoing hopes and longings of the Jews of Jesus” day for God’s com-
ing kingdom that would bring that ancient story to its long-awaited conclusion.
But, from quite early in the movement, most of Jesus’ followers were not from that
Jewish world. They needed to be told not only that Jesus died for your sins’, but also
that Jesus was Israel’s Messiah and that the meaning of his death was the messianic
meaning, to be found in the long story of Israel’s scriptures: in other words, as Paul
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puts it, summarizing the very early ‘gospel’, that the Messiah died for our sins in
accordance with the scriptures.” And to explain what that meant, and how it worked
out in practice, four people took it prayerfully upon themselves to tell the story of
Jesus in such a way as to bring out its different aspects. Several others, and one per-
son in particular, namely Paul, wrote letters to churches which discussed particular
issues but which did so by focusing that same larger story onto whatever needed to
be addressed. And one man, out of persecution and prayer and a mind and heart
soaked with the scriptures, was granted a breathtaking vision of heaven and earth
coming together and Jesus at the middle of it all. Welcome to the New Testament.

So, from very early on, the followers of Jesus discovered that two things were
happening. First, when they read these books they were drawn into a life of wor-
ship and prayer. The books are self-involving: like plays and poems they say, “This is
what’s going on, these are the many dimensions that are drawn together; now come
up on stage, learn your lines, and join in.” And the first thing to join in with is wor-
ship, the worship rooted in the worship of ancient Israel, not least the Psalms, but
now reworked around Jesus and re-energized by his spirit. We can see this going on
from many angles, whether it’s Thomas saying ‘My Lord and my God’ (Jn. 20.28)
or Paul framing one of his most difficult and painful discussions (Rom. 9—11) like
a psalm, with lament at the start, praise at the end, and intercession in the middle.
There are, in other words, specific elements of worship. But what really counts is the
whole thing: the whole story of the gospels and Acts, the letters as wholes, the book
of Revelation as a whole. This is God’s story, and we ought to praise him for it and
in it; to praise him by reading it, individually and together; to praise him by allow-
ing it to shape our minds and hearts. The whole New Testament invites its readers
to praise the God of creation and covenant for renewing the covenant and restoring
creation through Jesus, Isracl’s Messiah and the world’s rightful lord.

After all, the phrase ‘New Testament’ is simply a way of saying ‘new covenant’.
And a covenant isn’t something you study at a distance. It’s something you sign on
for, or rather, something God calls you to be part of. The whole New Testament is
written, not exactly to create the new world and the new-covenant relationship—
God has done that in Jesus and is doing it in the spirit—but to tell the story of that
new world, that new relationship, in such a way that we, the readers, are drawn into
that relationship and that world. It is the world of worship: of lament, yes, of inter-
cession, yes, but always and ultimately of praise. The New Testament exists because
God wants to involve real humans, thinking, breathing, loving humans, in the
ongoing work and life of the kingdom. If praise is to be directed aright—because
there are many false trails, many misunderstandings, which can easily arise—then
it is vital that we szudy the New Testament for all it’s worth, the history, the maps,

2 1Cor.15.3.
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the dictionary, the gardening manual, the lot. And especially the play. How does
God’s great drama work, and what part are we called to play in it? You'll only dis-
cover that as you study the book on the one hand, and, on the other hand, learn to
worship God with your mind as well as your heart.

As we do this, a strange thing happens. Paul says in Colossians 3.10 that the
gospel of Jesus will renew us in kzowledge according to the creator’s image. When
we worship the true God, with that worship shaped by the story of Jesus seen as
the fulfilment of Israel’s scriptures, we find that we are being made into image-
bearers, called to reflect God’s love and purposes into the world. The first letter of
Peter speaks of us being rescued from sin and death so that we can become ‘a royal
priesthood’ (2.9), an ancient biblical way of summarizing the whole human voca-
tion. We are to reflect the praises of creation back to the creator in worship; that’s
the ‘priestly’ bit. We are thereby becoming polished mirrors, set at an angle so as to
reflect the powerful and healing love of the creator back into the world. That’s the
‘royal’ bit.

The New Testament is therefore designed—designed, I would say, by the holy
spirit!—to be the book which, when we read it, shapes and energizes and directs us
not only for worship but also for mission. Worship and mission go hand in hand.
Readingand studying the New Testament is the vital and non-negotiable means by
which both are given their pattern and their power.

The New Testament, in other words, isn’t there to tell us simply ‘how to get
to heaven’. Indeed, to the surprise of many people, that isn’t what it’s saying at all.
That’s why some theories about the New Testament and its authority don’t work
as well as they should. If you try to read it as a ‘how-to’ book, which sadly is how
some people approach it, you may end up frustrated, thinking it would be better if
the spirit had given us something more like a car manual or a railway timetable. No:
the New Testament is designed to draw us into the story of God’s plan, to rescue
the world from chaos and idolatry and to launch his new transformative creation.
This rescue, and this launch, have happened in Jesus; now, by the spirit, they are to
be put into operation through people who are shaped by the biblical vision itself, by
the stories of Jesus and his first followers, with ourselves joining in the movement
those first followers began. The first Christians found themselves being formed
into a community of generous love, bringing healing and hope to the poor and the
sick, confronting the bullying powers of the world with a new way of being human.
As we get to know the world of the first Christians, and the urgent things that Paul
and the others wrote to them, we find ourselves being addressed and our faith built
up. We find ourselves called to face suffering and challenges as they did themselves.
Above all, we find ourselves called to shine like lights in the world of our own day.

The New Testament, then, is the manual of mission because it is first the manual
of worship. We do not worship a distant or remote deity, but the God who made the
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world and is remaking it. Our mission is not to rescue souls away from the world, but
to bring God’s rescuing love and glory into every corner of creation. The New Testa-
ment tells the story of how, in Jesus, God reclaimed the ultimate saving sovereignty
over the world. It tells this story in such a way as to draw us, too, into celebration and
gratitude so that we cease to be passive spectators, and become part of that saving
purpose in our own right (though always dependent on God’s spirit).

This huge purpose and promise is itself vulnerable in the same way that a great
work of art is vulnerable. People misunderstand it; they distort it for their own ends,
or in the service of other forces and agendas. That happened in the first century, and
it’s happened ever since. The worship can become stale or self-congratulatory. The
mission can become a mere religious veneer on a cultural or personal power-trip.
And so on. That is why study, constant study, is vital. Every generation needs to be
renewed in knowledge. Every part of the church needs to wake up to the whole larger
story of what the New Testament is actually saying. That is why, we believe, a book
like the present one is so important.

WHAT IS THE NEW TESTAMENT?

We've just discussed why the New Testament matters. Next, we have to ask: what is
the New Testament made of? At one level, the answer is easy. The New Testament
is made up of twenty-seven books, including various different genres. It was writ-
ten by several different authors, and quite possibly edited by others as well. It came
into existence in the historical period of the second half of the first century of the
present era. It is seen by Christians of all sorts as, in some sense, inspired scripture.

Of course, knowing those facts about the New Testament does not really mean
that you actually ‘know’ it in any meaningful sense. You might know that your
mother’s eyes are blue, her hair is auburn, she was born in 1965, she likes to drink
Earl Grey tea, and she lives with two playful corgis in Newcastle. But telling that
to a stranger on the bus will not enable the stranger really to 4zow your mother.
Really knowing her is far more than listing a lot of facts about her. Similarly, it is
one thing to know what the New Testament is in a strictly material sense, but it is
quite another to know what the New Testament is really about. Once we ask that
question, some people might say it is a ‘religious” book; some might say it is ‘theo-
logical’. Others might want to use words like ‘myth’; others again would insist that
it is ‘divine revelation’. These words can introduce all kinds of muddles. ‘Religion’,
for instance, meant something quite different in the ancient world from what it
means today. Many people in the first century might have thought the New Testa-
ment was teaching a kind of philosophy; that it was a sort of ‘community manual’
for a new kind of human life and lifestyle. “Theology’, too, has changed its meaning
over time. Certainly the New Testament has some remarkable, even shocking and
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dramatic, things to say about God, and about God’s relationship to the world and
particularly to humans. The word ‘myth’ has so many senses that it’s probably no
use to us at the moment, though we may come back to it. And anyone who sees the
New Testament as ‘divine revelation’ is bound to face the question: in what sense
can these first-century stories, letters, and visions be seen that way?

In fact, the question “What is the New Testament?” would probably need an
expert panel of authorities to answer it properly. Supposing we could use a time
machine to go back in history and assemble together several prominent Greeks,
Romans, and Jews from antiquity. Supposing we got them to sit around a large
table for a group discussion on these questions. Let’s make it a serious discussion;
we wouldn’t snatch just anyone from the streets of Rome or Athens. We would want
people with known expertise, related to the fields of ancient history, literature, and
discussions of ‘the gods” and their relation to the world.
We would need people who could reflect meaningfully,
discuss vigorously, and debate passionately.

We could put together quite an interesting list of
such participants. On the Greek side, we would want
Homer, the author of the epic works the I/iad and Odys-
sey. We would find the Athenian general-cum-historian
Thucydides a marvellous candidate to include. We
would want philosophers like Plato, Aristotle, Diogenes,
and Plutarch for some intellectual spice. Coming to the
Romans, we are again spoiled for choice. We would have
to insist on picking Virgil, who was lauded for his Latin
poetry and his literary masterpiece the Aeneid which
provided the mythical story about the founding of .

Plato, Vatican Museum
Rome and the advent of the Augustan dynasty. Almost
as fine a poet, but very different in his worldview, would
be the Epicurean Lucretius. From among Roman histo-
rians, we would want both Tacitus and Suetonius for
their perspectives on the empire and its leaders. Then
also Cicero and Seneca, powerful men who shaped the
political, literary, and philosophical worlds of their day,
and who met their ends by being too close to political
power when things turned bad.

Many Jewish representatives would be pressing for a
place on our list. The scribe and sage Ben-Sirach would
be high on the list for his love of God, Torah, and Wis-

dom. You would have to include the Alexandrian phi-

losopher Philo, and the historian Josephus; they are in  Aristotle, National Museum of Rome
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fact among our best sources for the Jewish world of the first century. The “Teacher of
Righteousness’, who founded (or perhaps refounded) the sectarian group at Qum-
ran where the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, would have plenty to say. So would
Rabbi Akiba, one of the greatest Jewish teachers of all time, known for his mono-
theistic piety and famous martyrdom in the early second century.

Let us imagine, then, that we could give each member of our colloquy a copy of
the New Testament to read and ponder for a few days, and then bring them back
together for an evening of energetic discussion on what they think they have been
reading about. What would they say?

We can picture Thucydides, Josephus, Tacitus, and Suetonius all being mesmer-
ized by the gospel of Luke and the parallel book we call Acts, with their striking
biographical accounts of Jesus and Paul and their scenic historiography of the early
church. They would understand the idea of
‘history with a purpose’. Josephus in partic-
ular would see the point of documents that
claimed to be drawing the long history of
Israel to a glorious climax—though he would
be sceptical about the idea of a crucified and
risen Messiah. We can overhear Plato, Philo,
and Cicero discussing the meaning of ‘equal
with God’ in Philippians 2.6, and whether a
phrase like that could apply to a human being
besides the emperor and if so what it might
mean, politically as well as theologically. Dio-
genes might be fascinated with Jesus’ com-
mand to his disciples to take nothing with
them in their missionary travels other than a

staff; it would remind him of how the Cynic
Tacit.us, senator and historian of the Roman philosophers used to look (Mk. 6.8-9/M:.
Empire, ¢. AD 56-120 . .
10.9-10/Lk. 9.3). The “Teacher of Righteous-
ness’ from Qumran might oscillate between delight and rage as he read through
the gospel of John, encouraged by the indictment of the Pharisees, but affronted by
the depiction of Jesus as the son of God. Homer (who, being reputedly blind, would
have had to have someone read to him) might be seen sitting in a corner scratching
his head over the book of Revelation, understanding the idea of a ‘war in heaven’
(Rev. 12.7) from his own writings, but puzzled over the theology and cosmology
with which John the Seer has framed his account of heavenly discord. Seneca might
well regard Paul’s ode to love in 1 Corinthians 13.1-13 as one of the most sublime
pieces of rhetoric he’d ever read—but he wouldn’t understand what Paul meant
when comparing the present and the future worlds.
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The conversations would go on. And if these illustrious figures of antiquity were
asked about what kind of book they were reading, what kind of writing it was, or
what the thrust of its contents was, I suspect that their answers would be mixed. In
the end, however, their conclusions would probably converge around three things:
history, literature, and theology. These writings, they would recognize, claim to be
based on real people and real events. They employ different styles and genres which
have at least partial analogues in the wider worlds of their day. And they all assume
the existence and living activity of a creator God, the God of Israel, claiming that
this God has now acted decisively and uniquely in the man Jesus. There might be
other categories, too: philosophy, politics, and even economics come to mind. ‘Reli-
gion’, to repeat, is too muddled a category to be much use. History, literature, and
theology, held together in a new kind of creative tension, are the best starting-points
to help us understand what sort of thing the New Testament actually is.

KEEPING HISTORY, LITERATURE, AND THEOLOGY TOGETHER

These three elements comprising history (‘the past), literature (‘the text’), and the-
ology (‘understanding God and the world’) are all sewn together into the fabric of
the New Testament. And yet, what we find as whole cloth in the text—a histori-
cally situated discourse about God and the world, in various literary forms—can be
violently torn asunder by readers who are afraid that too much history, or too much
literature, or too much theology might prove that their mighty edifices of scholar-
ship and piety have been built on a foundation of sand. It has been all too easy for
some interpreters to highlight one of the trio: history or literature o7 theology—and
to discard the rest.

Those focused on historical truth as the only real truth would happily sell the-
ology and literature into slavery in the same way that Judah and his brothers sold
Joseph to the Ishmaelites. Some, however, care neither for history nor for theol-
ogy, and simply want to gaze at the literary beauty of the text, blissfully insulated
from the torrid debates of historicity and theology, much as David gazed upon
Bathsheba while shutting out the realities of the world and his wider responsibil-
ities. Others, unwilling to face the possibility that the truth about a transcendent
God might be uniquely unveiled in the accidental facts of history, cling to their
theology like the Sadducees holding on to their dogmas, and eject history and lit-
erature in much the same way that Paul and Barnabas were ¢jected from Antioch,
Iconium, and Lystra.

Thus, as with any other academic discipline these days, the guild of New Tes-
tament studies has more cliques than a Hollywood Oscar party. A-list historians
don’t want to be seen alongside B-list literary theorists; nobody wants to appear on
the cover of People magazine standing next to a theologian, not that the theologians
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would want to be there anyway. Unfortunately, even
when interdisciplinary studies are all the rage, there
isakind of methodological snobbery which remains
firmly in place. New Testament scholars can be
notoriously dismissive of other sub-disciplines, and
tend towards microscopic specialization within their
own fields. As Markus Bockmuehl puts it, ‘Scholars
tend to concern themselves with primary and sec-
ondary literature only in their own postage-stamp-
sized bailwick.”?

It is better, though riskier, to see history, liter-
ature, and theology as belonging together. To con-
tinue our whimsical biblical parellels, we might liken
this to the three friends in Daniel 3 who testified
together to God’s kingdom in the face of a megalo-
maniac monarch. The New Testament 7s history and
literature and theology, all at once, and we should
not try to reduce it to any one of these at the expense
of the others. A close reading and thick description
of the New Testament will necessarily involve the
messy business of history, the hard work of liter-
ary criticism, and the arduous task of theological
reflection.

As such, an informed reading of the New Testa-
ment, especially for a believing audience, will involve
pursuing three main questions. First, the historical
one: how did Christianity begin, and why did it
take the shape that it did? Second, the literary one:
why did the early Jesus-followers write the way they
did, and what does this tell us about their world-
view? Third, the theological question: what did the
carly Christians believe about God and the world,
and about humans in general and Jesus in particu-
lar within that, and what kind of sense might their
beliefs make? This volume will not answer all those
questions in full. But, as we survey the New Testa-
ment writings, the present book offers a first guiding
step on how to think about them.

B Bockmuehl 2006, 35.
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