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PREFACE

With so many textbooks on the New Testament
from which to choose, it seems only fair to begin
this one by indicating some of its distinctive fea-
tures. While there are several outstanding intro-
ductory texts, most of them approach the New
‘Testament from a theological or literary perspec-
tive. I have no trouble with these vantage points
per se; they do not, however, happen to be mine.
In this text, I am first and foremost interested in
questions that pertain to the history of early
Christianity and to the early Christian writings as
they reflect that history and as they helped to
shape it.

I am interested, for example, in the life of the
historical Jesus (a matter surprisingly left
untouched in a number of introductory treat-
ments), in the history of the traditions that circu-
lated about him, in the ways that the authors of
our New Testament documents agreed and dis-
agreed with one another (which I treat as a histor-
ical question), in the missionary practices of the
apostle Paul and others like him, in the ways early
Christians differed from their Jewish and pagan
neighbors, in the rise of Christian anti-Semitism,
in the social opposition evoked by the earliest
Christians, in the role of women in the early
church, and in a wide range of other questions that
are more the province of the historian than of the
theologian or literary critic. My historical orienta-
tion has led me to situate the early Christian liter-
ature more firmly than is normally done in the
social, cultural, and literary world of the early
Roman Empire. Thus, for example, I do not discuss
Greco-Roman religion, the sociopolitical history
of Palestine, and other related issues merely as
background (for instance, in a kind of introducto-
ry appendix, as is commonly done). I have instead
evoked the context of the early Christian writings
at critical junctures throughout the book, as a way
to help beginning students unpack the meaning
and significance of these writings. Thus, for exam-
ple, the discussion of religion in the Greco-Roman
world sets the stage for reflections on the tradi-
tions about Jesus that were being circulated and

sometimes modified within that world. The dis-
cussion of the social history of Palestine is reserved
for a later chapter on the historical Jesus, since
knowing about first-century Palestinian Judaism is
presumably of greatest relevance for understanding
a first-century Palestinian Jew. Reflections on the
philosophical schools appear (principally) in the
discussion of the missionary activities of Paul, for
which they are particularly apropos. Justifications
for these and other decisions are made en route.

Four other features of the presentation derive
more or less from its fundamentally historical ori-
entation. First, since the books of the New
Testament represent only some of the writings pro-
duced by the earliest Christians, I have taken
pains to situate them within their broader literary
context. Thus, students are introduced, at least
briefly, to other surviving pieces of early Christian
literature through the early second century (e.g.,
the Apostolic Fathers and some of the Gnostic
texts from Nag Hammadi).

Second, I have taken a rigorously comparative
approach to all of these texts. The discussions focus
not only on who wrote the various books of the
New Testament and on what they have to say but
also on how these authors relate to one another.
For example, do Mark, John, and Thomas under-
stand the significance of Jesus in the same way? Do
Matthew, Paul, and Barnabas see eye to eye on the
Jewish Law? Do the authors of 1 Corinthians, 1
Timothy, and Revelation share the same views of
the end times? Do Jesus, Paul, and Luke all repre-
sent fundamentally the same religion?

Third, unlike most authors of introductions to
the New Testament, I not only mention a variety
of methods for the study of ancient literature, I
actually model them. Students typically have dif-
ficulty understanding how genre analysis and
redaction criticism, to pick just two examples,
actually work. [ introduce and apply these and sev-
eral other methods, explaining what I am doing
along the way, to show not only what we can know
about these ancient Christian writings but also
how we can know what we know.



xx PREFACE

Finally, rather than simply state what scholars
have said about various critical issues involved in
the study of early Christian literature and history
(an approach that never makes for the most scin-
tillating reading), I have tried to engage the read-
er by showing why scholars say what they say. In
other words, I provide the evidence and mount the
arguments that strike scholars as compelling and
allow readers to decide for themselves whether or
not they agree.

Teaching should engage students and reading
should stimulate them. Yet most textbooks, in
most fields, are so dreadfully boring. I hope that
this, in particular, will not be among the faults of
the present book.

Notes on Suggestions for Further Reading

The bibliographical suggestions at the end of each
chapter are meant to guide beginning students who
are interested in pursuing one or more of the issues
raised in this book. To avoid overwhelming the stu-
dent with the enormous quantity of literature in the
field, for most chapters I have limited myself to
seven or eight entries (more for longer chapters,
fewer for shorter ones). All of the entries are books,
rather than articles, and each is briefly annotated.
Some of the entries are more suitable for advanced
students, and these are indicated as such. For most

chapters | have included at least one work that
introduces or embraces a markedly different per-
spective from the one that I present. I have not
included any biblical commentaries in the lists,
although students should be urged to consult these,
either one-volume works such as the Harper’s Bible
Commentary and the Jerome Biblical Commentary or
commentaries on individual books, as found in the
Anchor Bible, Hermeneia, Interpretation, and the
New International Commentary series.

For some of the issues that I discuss, there are
no adequate full-length treatments for beginning-
level students to turn to, but there are excellent
discussions of virtually everything having to do
with the New Testament in Bible dictionaries that
are readily available in most college libraries.
Students should browse through the articles in
such one-volume works as the Harper’s Bible
Dictionary and the Mercer Dictionary of the Bible. In
particular, they should become intimately familiar
with the impressive six-volume Anchor Bible
Dictionary, which is destined to be a major
resource for students at all levels for years to come.
(Just with respect to Chapter 1 of this text, for
example, the Anchor Bible Dictionary presents full-
length treatments, with bibliographies, of early
Christianity, Christology, the Ebionites, Marcion,
Gnosticism, Nag Hammadi, heresy and orthodoxy,
and the New Testament canon.)
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