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A Survey Of The New Testament
Posted on July 24, 2022

Introduction
The New Testament is a collection of twenty-seven writings that includes four Gospels, Acts, letters
associated with Paul and other early Christian leaders, and Revelation. Christians describe these
books as Scripture and interpret them as testimony to Jesus Christ and the life of the early church.
Historically, however, the collection did not appear as one bound book immediately after the apostolic
period. Individual writings circulated among communities, were copied, read in worship, compared
with inherited Jewish Scripture, and gradually recognized as authoritative. (Bruce, 1988)

The original reflection correctly explains that the word canon developed the meaning of a rule or
standard and that debates continued through the early centuries. It inaccurately implies that one
bishop and a group of councils simply selected the books in a single final act. The process was
gradual and decentralized. Athanasius’s Festal Letter of 367 provides the earliest surviving list that
exactly matches the current twenty-seven-book New Testament, but churches were already using
most of these writings long before that letter, and regional councils later confirmed rather than
invented the collection. (Metzger, 1987)

The Meaning of Canon
The Greek word kanōn could refer to a measuring rule and developed metaphorical meanings such as
norm, standard, or authoritative list. A canonical book is not merely a book containing
commandments. Narratives, poems, letters, apocalyptic visions, and theological arguments can all
function canonically when a community receives them as authoritative Scripture.

The phrase “New Testament” can refer both to the Christian understanding of a new covenant and to
the collection of writings that witnesses to it. The books differ in genre and purpose, so the canon
should not be treated as one continuous text written by a single human author.

Jesus, the Apostles, and Oral Tradition
Jesus did not leave a written New Testament. His teachings and actions were remembered,
proclaimed, interpreted, and transmitted by followers. Early Christian communities relied on oral
testimony, inherited Jewish Scriptures, worship, and apostolic instruction.

Oral transmission was not necessarily careless improvisation. Ancient teachers and communities used
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repetition, memorization, formulaic summaries, and public correction. At the same time, tradition was
interpreted in different settings, which helps explain variation in emphasis among the Gospels.

Early Christian Writings
Paul’s letters are among the earliest surviving New Testament writings. They addressed particular
congregations and problems but were exchanged and collected. The Gospels were composed later in
the first century to preserve and interpret the story of Jesus for communities facing new questions
and the loss of eyewitness generations.

Acts presents the movement from Jerusalem into the wider Mediterranean world. Catholic or General
Epistles address broader audiences or different communities, while Revelation uses apocalyptic
imagery to encourage faithful witness under imperial pressure.

Why a Collection Became Necessary
As Christianity spread, communities needed reliable texts for teaching and worship. Distance from the
apostolic generation made questions of authority more urgent. Different writings claimed insight
about Jesus, and some offered sharply different cosmologies or teachings.

Persecution, public reading, theological controversy, and the practical need to copy books encouraged
churches to distinguish texts that carried broad authority from those useful only locally or judged
inconsistent with apostolic faith.

Marcion and Competing Collections
In the second century, Marcion promoted a restricted collection consisting of an edited Gospel
resembling Luke and selected Pauline letters. He rejected the Old Testament and sharply separated
the God of Israel from the Father proclaimed by Jesus.

Marcion did not single-handedly cause the New Testament canon, because Christian communities
already valued apostolic writings. His collection nevertheless made the issue more visible and
encouraged church leaders to articulate the relationship between the Gospels, Paul, and Israel’s
Scriptures.

The Fourfold Gospel
By the late second century, influential Christian writers defended four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John. Irenaeus treated the fourfold collection as established and opposed alternative accounts.
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The choice preserved multiple perspectives rather than harmonizing everything into one narrative.

Other gospels existed, including texts attributed to Thomas, Peter, or other figures. Their exclusion
cannot be explained only by a late political conspiracy. Questions included date, apostolic connection,
theological content, geographic use, and consistency with the worship and teaching of many
churches.

Criteria of Recognition
Early Christians did not use one formal checklist everywhere, but several recurring considerations can
be identified. Apostolicity asked whether a writing came from an apostle or the apostolic circle.
Orthodoxy considered consistency with the church’s received rule of faith. Catholicity referred to
broad use across communities. Liturgical use considered whether the text was read publicly in
worship.

These criteria interacted. A book might be ancient yet disputed, theologically respected yet local, or
widely read but not considered apostolic Scripture. Recognition was a historical judgment made within
communities rather than a laboratory test that eliminated all disagreement.

Books Recognized Early
The four Gospels, Acts, most Pauline letters, 1 Peter, and 1 John received broad recognition relatively
early. Evidence appears in quotations, manuscript collections, church orders, and lists. This continuity
challenges the idea that fourth-century bishops created an entirely new Bible.

Recognition did not mean every congregation possessed every book. Hand copying was expensive,
travel was slow, and regional traditions differed. A church could accept a writing without having
immediate access to a complete collection.

Disputed Books
Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and Revelation were disputed in some regions. Hebrews
circulated without a named author and was associated with Paul differently across traditions.
Revelation was highly valued in some churches and questioned in others because of interpretation
and authorship.

Some writings outside the final New Testament, such as the Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, 1
Clement, or the Apocalypse of Peter, were read and respected. Their eventual exclusion does not
mean they were considered worthless. The boundary between edifying literature and canonical
Scripture became clearer over time.
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Eusebius and Fourth-Century Evidence
Early fourth-century historian Eusebius classified writings as recognized, disputed, or rejected,
showing that substantial agreement coexisted with remaining uncertainty. His account is valuable
because it records variation rather than presenting a fictional unanimous decision.

The conversion of Constantine and the legalization of Christianity changed conditions for copying and
institutional coordination, but Constantine did not personally choose the twenty-seven books. Political
support affected the church’s resources and councils, not the entire origin of the canon.

Athanasius’s Festal Letter
In 367, Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, listed the twenty-seven books familiar today and
distinguished them from other useful Christian readings. This is the earliest surviving exact list of the
present New Testament.

Calling Athanasius the person who “finalized” the Bible exaggerates his role. His list reflected an
emerging consensus and influenced later reception, but it was a pastoral letter for his region, not a
universal decree accepted instantly by every Christian.

Regional Councils
Councils at Hippo and Carthage in the late fourth and early fifth centuries endorsed lists
corresponding to the current canon in the Latin West. They were regional councils rather than a single
worldwide meeting that selected books from scratch.

The councils formalized practice for teaching and liturgy. The process continued differently in Syriac,
Ethiopian, and other Christian traditions, reminding readers that “the Bible” has a complex textual
and ecclesial history.

Arrangement of the New Testament
The New Testament is arranged mainly by genre and perceived function, not strict chronology. The
Gospels come first, followed by Acts, Pauline letters, General Epistles, and Revelation. Within the
Pauline collection, letters are generally arranged by length and audience rather than date.

This arrangement creates a theological reading path: Jesus’s ministry, the church’s expansion,
apostolic instruction, and apocalyptic hope. Readers should still use historical study to recognize that
composition order differed.
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Textual Transmission
No original manuscript is known to survive. The text is reconstructed from thousands of Greek
manuscripts, ancient translations, and quotations by early writers. Copyists introduced spelling
changes, accidental omissions, harmonization, and occasional explanatory additions.

Textual criticism compares evidence to identify the earliest recoverable wording. Variants do not
mean that every passage is uncertain. Most are minor, while a small number involve substantial
passages and are marked in modern translations. Honest footnotes strengthen rather than destroy
informed reading.

Inspiration and Historical Process
For believers, divine inspiration and human history are not necessarily opposites. A Christian may
believe that God worked through authors, communities, copying, debate, and recognition. Historical
scholarship describes those processes without being able to prove or disprove theological inspiration
by historical method alone.

The statement “men wrote the Bible” is true at the human level but incomplete as a theological
judgment. Conversely, saying the Bible is inspired does not erase genre, authorship questions,
editing, language, or historical setting.

Relationship to the Old Testament
New Testament authors repeatedly quote and interpret Israel’s Scriptures. They understand Jesus
through themes such as covenant, kingdom, exodus, wisdom, prophecy, sacrifice, and messiah. The
New Testament cannot be understood as simply replacing an irrelevant Old Testament. (Gundry,
2012)

Christian interpretation has sometimes treated Jewish Scripture in ways that contributed to anti-
Judaism. Responsible study recognizes the Jewish context of Jesus and the apostles and avoids
presenting Judaism as merely a failed religion awaiting replacement.

Could More Books Be Added?
The original reflection asks whether additional writings could enter the contemporary Bible. For most
major Christian traditions, the canon is considered closed as a normative collection. Discovery of an
ancient manuscript can deepen knowledge of early Christianity but does not automatically make the
text apostolic or canonical.
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A newly found genuine letter by an apostolic figure would create important scholarly and theological
discussion, but communities would evaluate provenance, content, and tradition. Historical interest is
not identical to canonical status.

What I Learned from the Survey
The study of canon formation changed my understanding from a simple picture of one council
choosing books to a long process of use, debate, copying, and recognition. It also showed that
uncertainty at the margins did not prevent substantial early agreement about the Gospels and many
apostolic letters. (McDonald, 2017)

This history encourages a more mature faith and reading practice. Questions about manuscripts or
authorship do not need to be treated as attacks. They can clarify how religious communities preserve
authority across time.

Conclusion
The New Testament canon developed gradually from writings produced and circulated within early
Christian communities. Apostolic connection, theological consistency, widespread use, and public
reading influenced recognition. Most core books were accepted before the fourth century, while
several remained disputed. Athanasius’s letter of 367 is the earliest surviving exact list of twenty-
seven books, and regional councils later confirmed similar collections.

No single bishop, emperor, or council simply invented the New Testament. The canon is the result of a
historical process that believers interpret theologically and scholars investigate through manuscripts,
quotations, and institutional history. Understanding that process does not require choosing between
blind belief and cynical suspicion. It invites careful attention to how authority, memory, worship, and
interpretation shaped the collection Christians continue to read.
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