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Introduction: A Small Library, A Large 
Claim 

The New Testament is a strange thing to call a book. It is 

really twenty-seven small documents, most of them shorter 

than a single chapter of a modern novel, gathered together 

because the earliest Christians could not bring themselves to 

treat any of them as disposable. Some are letters written to 

solve an argument in a particular congregation on a particular 

afternoon. Some are narratives written to preserve what 

eyewitnesses remembered before those eyewitnesses died. 

One is a sermon. One is a vision. None of them were written 

with the knowledge that they would someday sit bound 

together in leather, translated into thousands of languages, 

read in courtrooms and hospital rooms and prison cells 

around the world for two thousand years. 

Nearly all of it was originally written in Koine Greek, the 

common trade and administrative language spoken across the 

eastern Mediterranean world ever since the conquests of 

Alexander the Great three centuries earlier, chosen not 

because it was considered a sacred tongue but because it was 

the language almost anyone in that world could read. Jesus 

himself almost certainly taught and spoke day to day in 

Aramaic, his native language and the everyday speech of first-

century Galilee and Judea, and traces of that underlying 
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Aramaic still surface here and there directly inside the Greek 

text, preserved rather than translated away: his words to a 

dead girl, Talitha cumi (Mark 5:41), his cry from the cross, 

Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani (Mark 15:34), the intimate word 

Abba he used for Father (Mark 14:36), and the early church’s 

own prayer, Maranatha, come, our Lord (1 Corinthians 16:22). 

These small untranslated fragments work almost like 

windows left open onto the actual sound of Jesus’s voice and 

the earliest Aramaic-speaking church, preserved inside 

documents written, for the sake of the widest possible 

readership, in Greek instead. That same instinct, to put the 

good news into whatever language its hearers could actually 

understand, has never left the church since. Within a few 

centuries the New Testament had already been translated into 

Latin, Syriac, and Coptic, and across the two thousand years 

since, it has been carried further still, into thousands of 

languages spoken in every corner of the world, very often at 

real personal cost to the translators who carried the work 

forward. That larger story, of scrolls and manuscripts and 

translators who gave years, and sometimes their very lives, to 

put these words into an ordinary reader’s own tongue, is told 

at length in this book’s companion volume, How We Got the 

Bible. 

What made these particular writings worth keeping, worth 

copying by hand at real cost and real risk, worth eventually 

calling Scripture alongside the Hebrew Bible their authors 
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had grown up reading? The answer the New Testament itself 

gives is not complicated, even if working out its implications 

has occupied the church for two millennia. Jesus of Nazareth, 

a Galilean teacher executed by Rome as a political criminal, 

was raised from the dead, and everything else follows from 

that claim. If it is true, the God of Israel has acted decisively 

in history, the long story that runs from Abraham through the 

exile and the prophets has reached the moment it was always 

straining toward, and a community of ordinary people, most 

of them nobody in particular, found themselves entrusted 

with the task of telling the world about it. 

This book follows that library in roughly the shape the New 

Testament itself takes: four accounts of Jesus, a history of the 

movement his followers built, letters written to churches and 

individuals working out what following him actually meant, 

and a closing vision of where it is all headed. It is not a 

technical introduction, and it does not try to settle every 

scholarly argument about dating or authorship along the way, 

though it will name the honest disagreements where they 

matter. It is written for a reader who wants to walk through 

these twenty-seven documents with some sense of what each 

one is actually doing, why it was written, and what it asks of 

the person reading it. 

One note on order before beginning. This survey follows 

the Gospels, Acts, and the thirteen letters that carry Paul’s 
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name through to the letter to the Hebrews first, the same core 

the earliest Christian communities gathered around most 

quickly and with the least dispute. It then turns to the seven 

remaining letters, James through Jude, often called the 

General or Catholic Epistles because most of them address the 

wider church rather than a single congregation, before closing 

with the book of Revelation, which stands apart from 

everything preceding it in both genre and tone. 
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The Four Gospels: One Story, Four Tellers 

Most readers who pick up the New Testament for the first 

time start where it starts, with the four Gospels. That instinct 

is sound. Whatever else the New Testament contains, it exists 

because of what these four books report: a life, a death, and a 

claim that the death was not the end. 

Calling them four different books rather than four copies 

of the same book matters. Each Gospel writer had his own 

sources, his own audience, and his own sense of which details 

carried the weight of the story he wanted to tell. Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John overlap heavily, especially the first 

three, close enough that scholars call them the Synoptic 

Gospels, literally the ones that can be viewed together, and yet 

each retains a distinct voice and a distinct argument. None of 

them set out to write a modern biography with exhaustive 

chronology. All four set out to answer a harder question: who 

was this man, and what did his life, death, and reported 

resurrection actually accomplish. 

Their common ground is this. Each Gospel presents Jesus 

against the backdrop of Israel’s own Scriptures, so that his 

story reads not as something arriving out of nowhere but as 

the point toward which the whole preceding narrative had 

been moving. Each Gospel takes seriously that opposition 

gathered against Jesus from multiple directions at once, 
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religious authorities anxious about their own position, a 

Roman occupation uninterested in local disturbances, even 

confusion among his own followers, and treats his death as 

something other than simple defeat. And each Gospel treats 

the resurrection not as a strange coda tacked onto an 

otherwise tragic story but as the hinge on which everything 

else turns. Scholars continue to debate the exact dates of 

composition, with Mark generally regarded as earliest, likely 

written in the years surrounding the Jewish war with Rome in 

the late 60s, and Matthew, Luke, and John following at 

various points across the following three decades, though 

none of this is settled with certainty and honest scholarship 

holds the dating loosely. 

What differs between them is what makes reading all four 

worthwhile rather than redundant. 
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Matthew: The Fulfillment 

Church tradition identifies the author as Matthew, also 

called Levi, the tax collector Jesus called away from his tax 

booth to become one of the twelve apostles, an identification 

that goes back to the earliest centuries of the church even 

though the Gospel itself never names its own author. If that 

tradition holds, the choice of author carries its own quiet 

irony, since a man whose profession made him a collaborator 

with Rome in the eyes of his own countrymen became the 

writer most insistent that Jesus fulfilled every promise made 

to Israel. Tradition places the book’s composition somewhere 

between the 70s and 90s AD, possibly written in or for the 

church at Antioch in Syria, a city with a substantial Jewish-

Christian population, for an audience that knew Israel’s 

Scriptures well enough to catch Matthew’s constant, 

sometimes subtle allusions to them. Some modern scholars 

have questioned whether an eyewitness apostle would need to 

rely so heavily on Mark’s earlier Gospel for so much of his own 

narrative, and suggest instead that the book preserves 

Matthew’s testimony and teaching within a wider circle of the 

early church rather than coming directly from his own pen, 

though the traditional ascription has never entirely lost its 

force and remains the simpler explanation. 

Matthew opens his Gospel with a genealogy, seventeen 

verses most modern readers skim past on the way to the 
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manger, and that instinct to skip ahead misses the point 

Matthew is making before he has told a single story. The list 

runs from Abraham to David, from David through the kings 

of Judah down to the Babylonian exile, and from the exile 

forward to Jesus. Matthew is telling his reader, in the driest 

possible literary form, that everything about to follow is the 

conclusion of a very long story that Israel has been living 

inside for two thousand years. 

That concern with fulfillment runs through the whole 

book. Matthew quotes Israel’s Scriptures more often than any 

other Gospel writer, repeatedly pausing the narrative to note 

that some event in Jesus’s life happened in order to fulfill what 

had been spoken through the prophets. His Jesus is shaped, 

quite deliberately, to echo Moses: threatened as an infant the 

way Moses was threatened by Pharaoh, called out of Egypt, 

delivering his most famous teaching from a mountainside the 

way Moses delivered the law from Sinai. Matthew organizes 

that teaching into five major blocks scattered across the book, 

a structure many readers have connected to the five books of 

the Torah itself, whether or not Matthew intended the parallel 

that precisely. 

The book also carries a Jewish texture more pronounced 

than any of the other three Gospels, assuming a reader who 

already knows Israel’s story and cares about its outcome. And 

yet Matthew closes with the risen Jesus commissioning his 
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followers to make disciples of all nations, a deliberately 

universal ending to a deliberately Jewish book, as if to say that 

Israel’s story was never meant to stay Israel’s alone. 
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Mark: The Fast Road to the Cross 

Tradition identifies the author as John Mark, a figure who 

moves in and out of the New Testament’s own story in ways 

that make him one of its more human characters. Acts 

introduces him as the son of a woman named Mary, in whose 

Jerusalem home the early church gathered for prayer (Acts 

12:12), and Paul later identifies him as a cousin of Barnabas 

(Colossians 4:10). Many interpreters have long suspected that 

Mark makes a quiet, unsigned appearance in his own Gospel, 

in the strange detail found nowhere else in the New 

Testament, of an unnamed young man who fled naked into 

the night when Jesus was arrested in Gethsemane, leaving his 

linen garment behind in the hands of those who seized him 

(Mark 14:51-52), a small, embarrassing memory an author 

might include about himself but would have little reason to 

invent about someone else. 

Mark’s later record is no less human. He accompanied 

Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey, then 

turned back partway through and returned to Jerusalem, for 

reasons the text never explains (Acts 13:13). When Paul and 

Barnabas planned a second journey, Barnabas wanted to give 

his young cousin another chance, but Paul refused, and the 

disagreement grew sharp enough that two men who had 

worked side by side for years parted ways over it, Barnabas 

sailing for Cyprus with Mark while Paul chose Silas instead 
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(Acts 15:36-41). The story does not end there. Years later Paul 

names Mark among his valued companions, instructing the 

Colossians to welcome him if he comes (Colossians 4:10) and 

asking Timothy, near the very end of his own life, to bring 

Mark with him because he is useful for ministry (2 Timothy 

4:11). By that point Mark had also become closely associated 

with Peter, closely enough that the earliest tradition about this 

Gospel, traced to a writer named Papias in the early second 

century, describes Mark not as an eyewitness reporting his 

own memories but as Peter’s interpreter, writing down 

accurately everything he remembered of Peter’s preaching 

about Jesus, without attempting to arrange it in careful order, 

since Mark himself had never followed Jesus personally but 

had followed Peter, who shaped his teaching to whatever his 

hearers needed rather than delivering a tidy, sequential 

account. If that tradition is reliable, and it is old and specific 

enough that most scholars take it seriously even where it 

cannot be verified beyond doubt, then this Gospel preserves 

something close to Peter’s own voice, carried through the 

hand of a younger man who had once fled from Jesus in fear 

and later spent years beside the disciple who had denied him 

three times, two failures neither man tried to hide from the 

story they told. Tradition places the book’s composition in 

Rome, likely in the 60s, around the time of Peter’s own 

execution there, written for a largely Gentile readership 

unfamiliar with Jewish custom, which is why Mark pauses 
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more than once to explain practices a Jewish reader would 

never have needed explained. 

If Matthew is patient, Mark is in a hurry. It is the shortest 

of the four Gospels, and reading it straight through gives an 

almost breathless sensation, one event crowding into the next 

with little pause for extended teaching. Mark’s favorite word, 

appearing dozens of times, is a Greek term usually translated 

immediately, and the pace of the narrative matches the word. 

Mark opens by quoting the prophets Isaiah and Malachi, 

announcing that a messenger is coming to prepare the way, 

not for a coming teacher but for the return of Israel’s God in 

person. That opening frame matters for everything that 

follows. Mark wants his reader to watch Jesus’s healings, 

exorcisms, and confrontations with authority and draw one 

conclusion: this is what it looks like when God comes to rescue 

his people, even though almost nobody in the story, including 

Jesus’s own disciples, manages to recognize it while it is 

happening. 

The book turns on a single scene roughly halfway through, 

when Peter finally names Jesus as the Messiah, and Jesus 

immediately redirects the conversation toward Jerusalem and 

the cross. From that point forward Mark moves with grim 

determination toward the crucifixion, and it is only a Roman 

soldier standing at the foot of the cross, watching Jesus die, 
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who says aloud what the rest of the story has been building 

toward: this man really was God’s Son. Mark ends his account 

abruptly, with frightened women fleeing an empty tomb, and 

lets the reader sit with that unfinished tension rather than 

tying it into a neat bow. 
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Luke: The Careful Historian 

Luke’s Gospel and its sequel, Acts, are both formally 

addressed to a named reader, “most excellent Theophilus” 

(Luke 1:3, Acts 1:1), a title suggesting someone of real social 

standing, quite possibly the patron who had commissioned or 

funded the two-volume work, though the name itself, 

meaning something like friend of God, has led some readers 

to wonder whether Luke also intended it to describe any 

serious reader seeking reliable instruction. Early tradition 

names the author as Luke, a physician and travel companion 

of Paul, an identification resting chiefly on a single line in 

Paul’s letter to the Colossians, where Paul distinguishes Luke, 

described there as the beloved physician (Colossians 4:14), 

from the small group he calls the only Jewish believers 

currently with him, which is the main reason Luke is usually 

reckoned the New Testament’s one Gentile author. That 

impression is reinforced by a curious feature of Acts itself, the 

narrative’s occasional and unexplained shift from third 

person to first person plural, we sailed, we came to, at exactly 

the points where the author seems to have joined Paul’s 

travels in person rather than reporting secondhand. Tradition 

places the composition sometime between the 60s and 80s 

AD, though the exact date remains genuinely debated, and 

does not settle definitively where Luke was writing from, with 

Rome, Caesarea, and Achaia all proposed. 
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Luke tells his reader plainly, in his opening sentence, what 

kind of book he is writing. He has investigated everything 

carefully from the beginning and intends to set down an 

orderly account. That claim shows in the texture of the whole 

Gospel. Luke writes with a wider vocabulary and a more 

polished Greek style than either Matthew or Mark, and later 

tradition, picking up a passing reference in one of Paul’s 

letters, remembers him as a physician, a detail that would fit 

both his evident education and his careful attention to detail. 

Luke’s Jesus moves through a wider world than the other 

Gospels show. He reaches out to Samaritans, to the poor, to 

women whose testimony carried no legal weight in that 

culture, to tax collectors and to outright outcasts, again and 

again making clear that the good news he preaches has room 

in it for people the rest of society had already written off. Luke 

is also the Gospel of prayer, returning constantly to Jesus 

withdrawing to pray, and the Gospel of the Spirit, tracing a 

theme that Luke will pick up again immediately in his second 

volume. 

Because Luke wrote that second volume, the book of Acts, 

as a direct continuation of his Gospel, the two are best read as 

a single two-part work by a single author tracing a single story: 

what Jesus began to do and teach in the Gospel, and what his 

followers continued to do and teach, empowered by the same 

Spirit, in Acts. 



The New Testament 

16 

  



The New Testament 

17 

John: The Book of Signs 

Church tradition from a very early date identifies the 

author as John the son of Zebedee, one of the original twelve 

apostles and, alongside Peter and his own brother James, part 

of the small circle Jesus kept closest to himself. The Gospel 

never names its author directly, referring instead, with a kind 

of shy reticence, to the disciple whom Jesus loved, a phrase 

many readers have taken as its author’s own quiet way of 

identifying himself without quite naming himself outright. 

Tradition places the book’s composition late in that apostle’s 

long life, from the city of Ephesus on the western coast of Asia 

Minor, where he was remembered as having spent his final 

years leading the church, writing for a broad Christian 

readership though scholars continue to debate whether the 

Gospel’s final form was shaped further by a circle of the 

apostle’s own disciples after him. Estimates for its date range 

as widely as the 60s to past the year 100, with a majority of 

scholars settling somewhere in the 90s as the likeliest 

window, though the question remains genuinely open. 

John stands apart from the other three so noticeably that 

readers have long debated how best to describe the difference. 

It will not do to say that the other Gospels give us a human 

Jesus while John gives us a divine one, since John’s Jesus 

weeps at a friend’s grave, grows tired at a well, and dies in real 

agony, and the other Gospels are no less convinced that Jesus 
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embodies God’s own presence. The real difference is closer to 

this: where Matthew, Mark, and Luke let their theological 

convictions about Jesus emerge gradually through narrative, 

John states his convictions outright in a soaring opening 

passage and then spends the rest of the book showing what 

those convictions mean in practice. 

That opening passage, In the beginning was the Word, 

deliberately echoes the first words of Genesis, and John 

intends the echo. His Gospel is telling the story of a new 

creation, with the resurrection in chapter twenty framed in 

language that recalls the first day of the world. John also 

structures much of his book around a series of miracles he 

calls signs, not simply to prove Jesus’s power but to point 

toward who Jesus actually is, and around a set of long 

discourses in which Jesus explains himself with an intimacy 

the other Gospels rarely attempt. Nowhere is that intimacy 

more evident than in the extended farewell conversation 

Jesus holds with his disciples on the night before his death, 

chapters that read less like historical reporting and more like 

a father preparing his children for a departure he does not 

want to make. 

Tradition attributes this Gospel to John the apostle, one of 

the inner circle of three closest to Jesus, though the book itself 

never names its author directly, referring instead to an 

unnamed disciple whom Jesus loved. Whatever its precise 
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date of composition, a question scholars continue to debate 

without full resolution, John’s Gospel has shaped Christian 

devotion as deeply as any book in the New Testament, not 

least through its insistence that eternal life is not a distant 

future reward but a present relationship with God, available 

now, to anyone willing to believe. 
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Acts: The Story Keeps Moving 

Acts carries the same dedication as Luke’s Gospel, 

addressed once again to Theophilus (Acts 1:1), confirming that 

the two books were conceived from the start as a single 

continuous work in two parts by the same hand. The book’s 

own ending, breaking off with Paul under house arrest in 

Rome around AD 62 without reporting the outcome of his 

appeal, has led some to conclude that Luke finished writing at 

roughly that time, simply because that was the most recent 

news he had. Others place the composition later, into the 70s 

or beyond, treating the abrupt ending as a deliberate literary 

choice, Luke’s way of saying the story was not actually 

finished, rather than evidence of exactly when he stopped 

writing. 

Luke’s second volume opens by reminding the reader that 

his Gospel told what Jesus began to do and teach, which 

means Acts is the story of what Jesus continued to do and 

teach through his followers, empowered by the Spirit he had 

promised them. That framing shapes the whole book. Acts is 

not primarily a biography of the early church’s leading figures, 

however much space it gives to Peter in its first half and Paul 

in its second. It is the story of a movement spreading outward 

in exactly the pattern Jesus predicted at its outset: from 

Jerusalem, into the surrounding region, and finally to the 

ends of the earth. 
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The book’s centerpiece in its opening chapters is the day of 

Pentecost, when the Spirit descends on the gathered believers 

in Jerusalem and Peter stands up to explain what has just 

happened by way of the prophet Joel. From there Acts traces 

the gospel’s advance through controversy and persecution, 

through the dramatic conversion of a Pharisee named Saul 

who becomes the apostle Paul, through hard arguments 

within the young church itself over whether Gentile believers 

needed to adopt Jewish law and custom, and finally through 

Paul’s own missionary travels across the eastern 

Mediterranean world. Luke does not shy away from recording 

the movement’s internal disagreements alongside its external 

opposition, which is part of what makes Acts feel like history 

rather than propaganda. 

The book ends, somewhat abruptly to modern taste, with 

Paul under house arrest in Rome, preaching the kingdom of 

God openly and without hindrance. Luke seems less 

interested in telling us what happened to Paul next than in 

making a final point: the gospel that began in an upper room 

in Jerusalem has now reached the capital of the empire itself, 

unstopped. 
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Paul’s Letters: Correspondence, Not 
Systematic Theology 

Paul himself was a Jew of the tribe of Benjamin, trained in 

Jerusalem under the widely respected teacher Gamaliel, who 

had at first persecuted the followers of Jesus with real violence 

before his own encounter with the risen Jesus on the road to 

Damascus reversed the entire direction of his life. Every letter 

that follows carries the marks of that reversal somewhere in 

it, whether stated outright or simply assumed. 

Thirteen letters in the New Testament carry Paul’s name, 

and no other single figure shaped the early church’s theology 

and expansion as thoroughly as he did. It helps, before 

reading any of them individually, to remember what a letter 

actually was in the ancient world: the best available substitute 

for showing up in person, written by hand or dictated to a 

scribe, carried by a trusted courier over roads or sea lanes that 

might take weeks to cover the distance. Nobody wrote a letter 

like this to compose a timeless theological treatise. Paul wrote 

to solve problems, answer questions, correct errors, and 

encourage congregations he could not currently visit, and 

each letter bears the fingerprints of the specific situation that 

produced it. 

That does not make the letters theologically thin. It makes 

them theology worked out under real pressure, for real people, 
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which is arguably more useful than theology composed in the 

abstract. Scholars continue to debate the authorship of a 

handful of the thirteen, particularly the three addressed to 

Timothy and Titus, but the majority, including all the letters 

this survey will examine most closely, are treated by most 

scholars as substantially or entirely Paul’s own work. What 

follows moves through them roughly in the order most 

scholars now assign to their composition, beginning with 

Galatians in the late 40s and closing with the letters written 

from Roman imprisonment. 
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Galatians: No Other Gospel 

Paul wrote this letter, likely in the late 40s AD, which 

would make it his earliest surviving letter, to the churches he 

had planted across Galatia, a Roman province in central Asia 

Minor, from a location scholars still debate, with Antioch, 

Corinth, and Ephesus all proposed depending on how one 

reconstructs the sequence of Paul’s travels. 

Galatians reads like a letter written in genuine alarm. Paul 

had planted churches across the region of Galatia, and shortly 

after he left, other teachers arrived insisting that Gentile 

converts needed to be circumcised and take on the full 

requirements of the Jewish law in order to belong properly to 

God’s people. Paul’s response is immediate and furious. He 

opens by expressing astonishment that the Galatians are so 

quickly deserting the gospel he preached to them, and the rest 

of the letter argues, at times with real heat, that adding 

anything to faith in Jesus as the basis of belonging to God’s 

family is not a minor adjustment but a betrayal of the gospel 

itself. 

His central argument reaches back to Abraham, insisting 

that the promise God made to Abraham always anticipated a 

worldwide family united by faith rather than a family defined 

by circumcision and law-keeping, and that the law given at 

Sinai was always meant as a temporary custodian rather than 
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a permanent condition of belonging. What matters now, Paul 

insists, is not circumcision or its absence but new creation, a 

phrase he uses to summarize everything God has done 

through the cross. The letter closes with Paul noting, in his 

own hand rather than his scribe’s, that he bears the marks of 

his suffering for Christ on his own body, a fitting close to a 

letter written entirely in defense of a gospel he considered 

worth suffering for. 
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Ephesians: The Church as God’s New 
Household 

Paul wrote this letter during a Roman imprisonment, 

likely in the early 60s AD. Most manuscripts address it to the 

church at Ephesus, though the earliest and most reliable 

manuscripts actually lack the phrase in Ephesus from the 

opening line, which has led many scholars to conclude the 

letter was composed as a circular document meant to travel 

among several churches in the region of western Asia Minor, 

Ephesus simply being the most prominent stop on its route. 

Ephesians reads more like a meditation than an argument, 

opening with an extended burst of praise for everything God 

has accomplished in Christ before settling into its central 

theme: that God’s eternal plan was always to unite all things 

in heaven and on earth under Christ, and that the church, 

made up of Jew and Gentile together in a single family, is the 

present sign of that plan already underway. Where Galatians 

fights to establish that Gentiles need not become culturally 

Jewish to belong to God’s people, Ephesians assumes that 

battle won and explores what it means, practically and 

spiritually, for such a mixed family to actually live together. 

The letter’s second half turns from theology to daily life, 

addressing marriage, family relationships, and work with the 

conviction that how believers treat one another is itself a 
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testimony to the watching world. It closes with the well-

known image of the Christian life as spiritual warfare, urging 

its readers to put on the full armor God supplies, not as a call 

to aggression but as a call to stand firm against opposition that 

is often more spiritual than visible. 
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Philippians: Joy From a Prison Cell 

Paul wrote this letter from prison, most traditionally 

identified as Rome in the early 60s AD, though a number of 

scholars argue for an earlier imprisonment in Ephesus that 

would place the letter closer to the mid-50s. Its recipients 

were the church at Philippi in Macedonia, the first 

congregation Paul had planted anywhere on European soil. 

Philippians is a thank-you letter with far more depth than 

that description suggests. The church in Philippi, the first 

congregation Paul planted on European soil, had sent him a 

gift while he sat in prison awaiting an uncertain outcome, 

possibly execution, and Paul writes back overflowing with 

gratitude and, remarkably, with joy. He is honest about not 

knowing whether he will live or die, and equally honest that 

either outcome is, in its own way, gain. 

At the letter’s center sits one of the most quoted passages 

in the entire New Testament, a poem describing Christ’s 

descent from equality with God to the death of a criminal, and 

his subsequent exaltation to the highest place. Paul offers this 

not as abstract doctrine but as the pattern he wants the 

Philippians to imitate in their own relationships, choosing 

humility and others’ interests over self-assertion. The letter’s 

famous confidence, that Paul can do all things through the one 

who strengthens him, comes not from comfortable 
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circumstances but from a prison cell, which is part of why it 

has comforted so many readers in difficult circumstances of 

their own ever since. 
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Colossians: Christ Is Enough 

Paul wrote this letter from prison as well, likely around the 

same time and place as Ephesians and Philemon, to a church 

in the Lycus Valley of Asia Minor that Paul had never 

personally visited, planted instead by his coworker Epaphras, 

who had apparently traveled to update Paul on the 

congregation’s condition and its troubles. 

Colossians addresses a church Paul had not personally 

founded or visited, responding to reports that some kind of 

alternative teaching, blending elements of Jewish practice 

with speculative ideas about spiritual powers, was gaining 

ground among the Colossian believers. Paul’s answer is not to 

catalog and refute every detail of this teaching but to present, 

in one of the most exalted passages in his entire 

correspondence, the supremacy of Christ over absolutely 

everything, visible and invisible, so complete that no 

supplementary teaching or additional practice could possibly 

add anything to what believers already possess in him. 

The practical instructions that follow flow directly from 

that conviction. Because believers have already died and been 

raised with Christ, Paul argues, their daily lives should reflect 

that new identity rather than reverting to old patterns of 

behavior or unnecessary religious regulation. The letter closes 

with personal greetings that connect it directly to the shortest 
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letter in the New Testament, Paul’s private note to a man 

named Philemon about a runaway slave named Onesimus, 

whose story unfolds in that companion letter. 
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First and Second Thessalonians: Faith 
Under Pressure 

Paul wrote the first of these letters together with his 

coworkers Silvanus and Timothy, from Corinth, likely around 

AD 50 to 51, making it among the very earliest of his surviving 

letters, addressed to the young church he had planted in 

Thessalonica in Macedonia before being forced to leave the 

city suddenly. The second letter follows soon after, from the 

same authors and to the same congregation. 

Paul’s first letter to the young church in Thessalonica 

overflows with relief and affection. He had been forced to 

leave the city quickly after a hostile crowd caused a 

disturbance, and he had genuinely worried whether the new 

believers he left behind would survive the pressure of ongoing 

hostility from their neighbors. When his coworker Timothy 

returned with good news that the church was standing firm, 

Paul wrote back in gratitude, encouraging them to keep 

growing in love and holiness and addressing a specific 

pastoral concern: believers were anxious about friends and 

family who had died before Jesus’s expected return, 

wondering whether they had somehow missed out. Paul 

reassures them that the dead in Christ will be raised, and that 

the living and the dead alike will share fully in that future 

together. 
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The second letter addresses a related worry that seems to 

have grown out of the first: some in the church had apparently 

concluded that the day of the Lord had already arrived, or was 

on the verge of arriving so imminently that ordinary life could 

be set aside. Paul corrects the misunderstanding, describing 

events that must occur first, and returns to a theme he insists 

on throughout both letters: believers are to keep working, 

keep watching, and keep living ordinary, disciplined lives 

while they wait, rather than treating the hope of Christ’s 

return as an excuse for disorder. 
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First Corinthians: A Church Divided 
Against Itself 

Paul wrote this letter from Ephesus, likely around AD 53 

to 55, to the church he himself had founded in Corinth during 

an earlier stay in that city. 

Corinth was a booming, status-obsessed port city, and the 

church Paul planted there absorbed more of that culture’s 

competitive instincts than was healthy. First Corinthians 

works through a long list of problems: factions forming 

around rival leaders, a lawsuit between believers, confusion 

about sexual ethics, disputes over food offered to idols, chaos 

in worship gatherings, and disagreement about the 

resurrection itself, all addressed in turn with patient, 

sometimes pointed, pastoral argument. 

Running underneath all of it is a single conviction Paul 

keeps returning to: the message of a crucified Messiah looks 

like foolishness by the world’s normal standards of wisdom 

and power, and a church that has genuinely absorbed that 

message should stop measuring itself by those same worldly 

standards of status and rhetoric. That conviction produces the 

letter’s most celebrated passage, an extended meditation on 

love as the only adequate measure of any spiritual gift, and its 

most theologically dense chapter, a sustained argument for 

the reality and nature of bodily resurrection that closes with 
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Paul insisting that because of that future, the work believers 

do now is never wasted. 
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Second Corinthians: Ministry Through 
Weakness 

Paul wrote this letter from Macedonia, not long after the 

first, likely around AD 55 to 56, again to the church at Corinth, 

following the visit from his coworker Titus that finally brought 

him news of how the congregation had responded. 

Where the first letter to Corinth finds Paul working 

confidently through a list of problems, the second finds him 

personally raw, having survived some unnamed crisis in Asia 

severe enough that he despaired of his own life, while facing a 

Corinthian church that had grown cold toward him and warm 

toward rival teachers who questioned his credentials. Paul’s 

response is not to produce better credentials but to reframe 

what apostolic ministry actually looks like: a life marked by 

suffering that nonetheless displays the life of Christ, treasure 

carried in the ordinary clay pots of frail human bodies so that 

the power on display is unmistakably God’s rather than the 

messenger’s own. 

The letter moves through real emotional range, from 

painful confrontation to relieved gratitude when his coworker 

Titus returns with better news, to a careful appeal for the 

Corinthians to contribute generously to a relief offering for the 

Jerusalem church, to a final, sharp defense against opponents 

who had been undermining him. Its most personal moment 
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may be Paul’s account of pleading three times for God to 

remove some persistent affliction, only to be told that God’s 

grace was sufficient, and that God’s power is made complete 

in weakness rather than despite it. 
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Romans: The Argument in Full 

Paul wrote this letter from Corinth, likely around AD 56 to 

57, to a church in Rome he had neither founded nor yet 

visited, as he prepared for a journey that would take him first 

to Jerusalem and then, he hoped, on to Rome itself and 

beyond it to Spain. 

Romans is different in kind from Paul’s other letters, 

written not to fix an urgent crisis in a church he had founded 

but to introduce himself to a church he had never visited, 

ahead of a planned visit and an appeal for support toward 

further mission work in Spain. Freed from having to respond 

to one specific emergency, Paul instead lays out his 

understanding of the gospel more fully and carefully than 

anywhere else in his surviving letters, and the result is widely 

regarded as his masterpiece. 

The letter’s opening movement establishes that both 

Gentiles and Jews stand equally in need of God’s rescue, and 

that God has provided that rescue through the faithfulness of 

Jesus, available to anyone who believes regardless of ethnic 

background. From there Paul explores what this means for 

how believers now live, no longer under condemnation and 

increasingly transformed by God’s Spirit, before turning to a 

question the letter cannot avoid: if God has done all this in 

Jesus the Messiah, what has become of God’s ancient 



The New Testament 

39 

promises to Israel, the very people who by and large have not 

embraced their own Messiah. Paul wrestles with that question 

at length, refusing easy answers, and insists that God has not 

abandoned his people even as he warns Gentile believers 

against any arrogance toward Israel’s place in the story. The 

letter closes with extended practical instruction about how a 

community made up of both Jews and Gentiles, strong and 

weak in conscience alike, should actually live together in love. 
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First and Second Timothy and Titus: 
Passing On the Charge 

First Timothy and Titus, if written by Paul directly, most 

likely date from the mid-60s, after a release from the 

imprisonment described at the end of Acts that most scholars 

assume must have happened for these later travels to fit 

anywhere. Timothy is addressed as the coworker Paul had left 

in charge of the church at Ephesus, and Titus as the coworker 

left to organize the churches scattered across the island of 

Crete. Second Timothy is different in both mood and 

circumstance, written from what reads like a final and more 

severe imprisonment in Rome, likely shortly before Paul’s 

execution there sometime between AD 64 and 68. 

These three shorter letters, traditionally grouped together 

and addressed to two of Paul’s closest coworkers, focus less on 

doctrinal argument than on the practical work of establishing 

and maintaining healthy churches. First Timothy addresses 

Timothy’s responsibility for teaching sound doctrine in 

Ephesus, resisting false teaching, and appointing qualified 

leaders. Titus addresses a similar situation on the island of 

Crete, with particular attention to the kind of leaders who can 

address the specific cultural challenges of that setting, and to 

the conviction that a Christian community’s credibility in its 

wider neighborhood depends substantially on the quality of 

its everyday conduct. Second Timothy, written from what 
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reads like a final imprisonment, carries a more personal and 

urgent tone, as Paul, aware that his own race is nearly 

finished, urges Timothy to guard the gospel he has received 

and to carry the work forward without him. 

Scholars remain genuinely divided over whether Paul 

wrote these three letters directly or whether they were 

composed by a close associate working within his tradition 

and authority after his death, a question this survey does not 

attempt to resolve, though it notes the disagreement honestly 

rather than passing over it. 
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Philemon: A Private Appeal 

Paul wrote this letter during the same imprisonment that 

produced Colossians and Ephesians, addressed personally to 

Philemon, a believer of some means in Colossae whose home 

apparently served as a meeting place for the local church, 

concerning Philemon’s runaway slave, Onesimus. 

The shortest of Paul’s letters addresses the most personal 

situation of any of them. Philemon was a Colossian believer 

whose slave, Onesimus, had run away and somehow found his 

way to Paul, apparently in prison, where he became a 

Christian under Paul’s guidance. Roman law gave Philemon 

every right to punish a returned runaway severely, and Paul’s 

letter is a careful, even artful, appeal on Onesimus’s behalf, 

asking Philemon to receive him back not as property but as a 

brother in Christ. Paul stops short of directly demanding that 

Philemon free Onesimus outright, but the logic of the letter, 

that the two men now belong to the same family through the 

same Lord, presses hard in exactly that direction, planting a 

seed that the church would take many centuries to fully act 

upon. 
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Hebrews: A Better Covenant 

The letter never names its own author, and the early 

church itself could not settle on one. Paul, Barnabas, Apollos, 

Luke, and even Priscilla have all been proposed at various 

points across the centuries, but the book’s polished Greek 

style and its distinctive manner of citing Scripture differ 

enough from Paul’s acknowledged letters that most scholars 

today doubt he wrote it, whatever its close connection to his 

circle and thought. Its intended readers were evidently Jewish 

Christians, whether in Rome or elsewhere remains unclear, 

and its date is equally uncertain. The letter never mentions the 

Jerusalem temple’s destruction in AD 70, which some take as 

evidence it was written before that event, while others point 

out that an author making an argument entirely from the old 

tabernacle described in the Torah, rather than the standing 

temple of his own day, may simply have had no occasion to 

mention a building that was, by the time he wrote, already 

gone. 

Hebrews reads unlike any other document in the New 

Testament, closer to an extended sermon than a letter, and its 

author never identifies himself, leaving a question the early 

church itself debated without resolving. Its argument is 

sustained and cumulative: everything valuable in Israel’s old 

covenant, its priesthood, its sacrifices, its sanctuary, pointed 

forward to something greater that has now arrived in Jesus, 
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who serves as both the perfect sacrifice and the great high 

priest who offers it, superior to the angels, superior to Moses, 

superior to the entire Levitical priesthood because his 

priesthood, in the pattern of the ancient figure Melchizedek, 

has no end. 

The letter’s driving pastoral concern seems to be a 

community tempted to drift back toward the greater social 

safety of continuing Jewish practice rather than face the costs 

of an identity built entirely around Jesus. Its answer is not to 

disparage Israel’s Scriptures but to read them more deeply, 

insisting that the old arrangements were never meant to be 

permanent but were always signposts toward the reality Jesus 

has now brought. The letter’s eleventh chapter surveys the 

great figures of Israel’s history as a single procession of faith 

leading toward Jesus himself, and its closing chapters press 

hard on a single exhortation: having come this far, do not turn 

back now. 
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James: Faith That Works 

Tradition identifies the author as James, described in 

Galatians as the Lord’s brother (Galatians 1:19) and 

remembered elsewhere as the leader of the Jerusalem church, 

the figure Paul consults, alongside Peter and John, as one of 

that church’s recognized pillars (Galatians 2:9). This James 

was apparently not a believer during Jesus’s lifetime, since 

John’s Gospel notes plainly that Jesus’s own brothers did not 

believe in him (John 7:5), but something changed after the 

resurrection. Paul records a resurrection appearance to James 

specifically (1 Corinthians 15:7), and by the time the book of 

Acts opens, James has become the settled leader of the 

Jerusalem believers, presiding over the council that decided 

how Gentile converts should be received into the church (Acts 

15). The Jewish historian Josephus records that this same 

James was later stoned to death in Jerusalem around AD 62 

at the instigation of the high priest, a death several early 

Christian writers connect directly to the author of this letter. 

James writes to Jewish believers scattered outside the land 

of Israel, addressed simply as the twelve tribes in the 

dispersion (James 1:1), likely from Jerusalem itself, and 

probably quite early, possibly even before the Jerusalem 

council described in Acts fifteen, which would make it among 

the very earliest documents in the New Testament. The letter 

reads less like an argument and more like a string of practical 
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wisdom, echoing the Sermon on the Mount so closely in places 

that James seems to be assuming his readers already know 

Jesus’s teaching by heart and simply need to be pressed 

toward living it out. He writes about trials and patience, about 

the danger of favoring the rich over the poor, about 

controlling the tongue, about the folly of quarreling and the 

value of humble wisdom, and, most famously, about the 

relationship between faith and works, insisting that a faith 

which produces no visible change in how a person lives is not 

really faith at all, but a corpse wearing faith’s clothing. Read 

carefully alongside Paul rather than against him, the two are 

not actually in tension. Paul insists that a person is declared 

righteous by faith and not by earning it through law-keeping. 

James insists that the faith which does that saving is never 

alone, since real trust in God always shows itself in a changed 

life. They are answering different questions, not contradicting 

each other’s answer to the same one. 
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First Peter: Hope in Exile 

Tradition identifies the author as the apostle Peter himself, 

writing, as the letter states directly, through Silvanus, almost 

certainly the same Silas who had traveled with Paul (1 Peter 

5:12), which likely means Silvanus served as Peter’s secretary, 

shaping the letter’s polished Greek under Peter’s direction 

and authority. Peter closes the letter with greetings from the 

church in Babylon (1 Peter 5:13), a name few scholars take 

literally, since the ancient city of Babylon held little relevance 

to the early church by this point. Most read it instead as a 

coded reference to Rome, the same kind of veiled label 

Revelation will later use for the same city, which would place 

Peter’s writing from the heart of the empire, likely in the early 

to mid-60s AD, in the years shortly before his own martyrdom 

there under Nero. 

The letter is addressed to scattered Christian communities 

across five Roman provinces in Asia Minor, Pontus, Galatia, 

Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia (1 Peter 1:1), believers Peter 

calls exiles and sojourners, language that captures both their 

social displacement, many were likely facing real hostility and 

suspicion from their neighbors for abandoning the old gods, 

and their deeper theological status as people whose true home 

lies elsewhere. Peter’s central concern throughout is how to 

endure suffering without either compromising or despairing. 

He points his readers again and again to Christ’s own 
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example, a man who suffered unjustly and entrusted himself 

to God rather than retaliating, and calls his readers to the 

same combination of quiet endurance and unshaken hope, 

confident that present suffering is neither pointless nor 

permanent. 
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Second Peter: A Final Warning 

This letter identifies its author as Simeon Peter, a servant 

and apostle of Jesus Christ (2 Peter 1:1), and describes its 

writer as aware that his own death is approaching soon, 

language that echoes Jesus’s own prediction of how Peter 

would die recorded in John’s Gospel (2 Peter 1:14). If the letter 

is genuinely Peter’s own final testament, it would date from 

the same imprisonment and the same approximate years as 

his death under Nero in the mid-60s. A considerable number 

of scholars, however, note how differently this letter reads 

from First Peter, in vocabulary, style, and tone, and observe 

that its second chapter overlaps so closely with the short letter 

of Jude that one writer must have drawn on the other, leading 

many to conclude that Second Peter was composed somewhat 

later by someone writing within Peter’s authority and memory 

rather than by Peter’s own hand, possibly making it among 

the latest documents in the New Testament to reach its final 

form. The letter does not name a specific audience, addressing 

itself broadly to believers who have received a faith of equal 

standing with the apostles’ own. 

Where First Peter faces outward hostility, Second Peter 

faces a danger from within, false teachers who mock the very 

idea that Christ will return and who use that mockery as 

license for immoral living. Peter answers by insisting that 

God’s apparent delay is not slowness but patience, giving 
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more people opportunity to repent before a day of reckoning 

that will certainly come, and by urging his readers to grow in 

the knowledge of Christ so that they are not swept along by 

teaching that flatters their appetites rather than forming their 

character. 
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First John: Walking in the Light 

Church tradition attributes this letter to the same John 

who wrote the fourth Gospel, a connection the letter’s own 

style makes easy to believe, since its distinctive vocabulary 

and rhythm, light against darkness, truth against lies, love as 

the test of genuine faith, abiding in Christ, echo the Gospel so 

closely that most readers sense the same hand and the same 

mind at work in both. Tradition places its composition from 

Ephesus, likely in the 90s AD, around the same general period 

as the Gospel itself, addressed not to a single named 

congregation but broadly to a community, or a network of 

related communities, that John clearly knew well and loved. 

The letter’s occasion seems to be a painful split. Some who 

had been part of the community have left it, apparently 

teaching a version of the faith that denied Jesus had truly 

come in the flesh, a distortion John treats not as a minor 

disagreement but as a departure from the truth altogether. 

Much of the letter offers reassurance to those who remained, 

urging them to test claims to spiritual insight against the plain 

historical confession that Jesus Christ came in the flesh, and 

to measure genuine faith by love for other believers rather 

than by claims to special knowledge. John writes with unusual 

warmth and directness, repeatedly calling his readers little 

children, and closes with one of the most quoted lines in the 
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whole New Testament, that perfect love casts out fear, because 

whoever fears has not been perfected in love. 
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Second John: A Warning Kept Short 

The author identifies himself simply as the elder (2 John 

1), a title early tradition again connects to the apostle John, 

writing in his old age with the authority of long experience 

rather than the formal title of apostle. This is the shortest book 

in the New Testament, addressed to a woman the author calls 

the elect lady and her children, a phrase some readers take as 

a literal woman and her family and others take as a warm, 

coded way of addressing a particular local church and its 

members. 

Whichever reading is correct, the letter’s concern is 

identical to First John’s: deceivers have gone out into the 

world who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the 

flesh, and the elder urges his reader not to extend hospitality 

or support to traveling teachers spreading that denial, since 

welcoming them into one’s home would mean sharing in their 

harmful work. It is a brief letter, but its message, that love for 

fellow believers does not require indiscriminate welcome for 

teaching that undermines the truth about Christ, carries 

weight well beyond its length. 
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Third John: Hospitality and Its Absence 

Also written by the elder, likely the same author and from 

the same general period as Second John, probably Ephesus in 

the 90s AD, this letter is addressed to a specific individual 

named Gaius, otherwise unknown to us, whom the elder 

commends warmly for his faithful hospitality toward traveling 

missionaries passing through his area. The letter’s real 

interest, though, lies in a contrast. A man named Diotrephes, 

evidently a leader in Gaius’s own church, has been refusing to 

welcome these same traveling workers, speaking maliciously 

against the elder himself, and even expelling from the church 

anyone who does welcome them, a portrait of ambition and 

small-scale tyranny the elder names plainly, remarking that 

Diotrephes loves to put himself first. Against that example the 

elder sets a third figure, Demetrius, of whom everyone speaks 

well, closing the letter with the hope of a personal visit rather 

than more that needs to be said by letter. 

  



The New Testament 

55 

Jude: Contending for the Faith 

The author identifies himself as Jude, a servant of Jesus 

Christ and brother of James (Jude 1), almost certainly the 

same James who led the Jerusalem church, which would 

make Jude another of Jesus’s own brothers, a detail the letter 

itself never draws attention to, mentioning his relationship to 

James rather than to Jesus directly. Its date and place of 

writing are both genuinely uncertain, with proposals ranging 

across several decades in the middle and later first century, 

and its close overlap with the second chapter of Second Peter 

has left scholars divided over which letter came first and 

borrowed from which. 

Jude writes because false teachers have crept in unnoticed 

among his readers, twisting the grace of God into a license for 

immorality, and he responds with a rapid, vivid barrage of 

warning, drawing comparisons to rebellious angels, to the 

destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, and to Israel’s own 

history of unbelief in the wilderness. Along the way Jude does 

something no other New Testament writer does so directly, 

quoting a prophecy attributed to Enoch, drawn from a Jewish 

writing outside the Hebrew Bible itself, treating it as a 

genuinely authoritative word about coming judgment (Jude 

14 through 15), a detail that has occupied readers and scholars 

for centuries without fully settling what Jude meant to claim 

about that source’s status. The letter closes, after all its 
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warning, with one of the most beautiful benedictions 

anywhere in Scripture, a blessing to the one who is able to 

keep believers from stumbling and to present them blameless 

before God’s glory with great joy. 
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Revelation: The Last Word 

The author names himself simply as John, a servant of 

Jesus Christ who received this vision while on the island of 

Patmos, banished there, he says, because of the word of God 

and the testimony of Jesus (Revelation 1:9). Tradition has 

long identified this John with the apostle and the author of the 

fourth Gospel, though a number of ancient and modern 

readers alike have noted that Revelation’s Greek is 

considerably rougher than the Gospel’s, and have proposed 

instead that a different John, sometimes called John the Seer 

or John of Patmos, otherwise unknown to us, wrote this final 

book. Most scholars place its composition in the mid-90s AD, 

during the reign of the emperor Domitian, a period of sporadic 

but real pressure on Christians to participate in the imperial 

cult, though a minority view dates it earlier, to the reign of 

Nero in the late 60s, based on a different reading of the book’s 

numerical and symbolic clues. It is addressed to seven specific 

churches scattered across the Roman province of Asia, 

Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, 

and Laodicea, each of which receives its own brief, pointed 

letter in the book’s opening chapters before the larger vision 

begins. 

Revelation belongs to a genre called apocalyptic, a style of 

writing common in Jewish literature of the period, dense with 

symbol, number, and vision, meant not to be read as a literal 
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news report from the future but as a disclosure, which is what 

the word revelation itself means, of realities usually hidden 

from ordinary sight. John sees a heavenly throne room, a 

scroll sealed with seven seals, trumpets and bowls of 

judgment poured out on a world in rebellion, a great beast that 

demands worship on pain of exclusion from ordinary 

economic life, and a corrupt city called Babylon, almost 

certainly a veiled reference to Rome, whose eventual fall the 

book describes with something close to relief. But judgment is 

not the book’s last word. Its closing chapters describe a new 

heaven and a new earth, a holy city called the New Jerusalem 

descending from God to dwell among his people, and the 

removal of every tear, every death, and every curse, an ending 

that reaches back, quite deliberately, to Genesis and the 

garden that opened the whole biblical story, now restored and 

expanded beyond anything the first garden contained. The 

book, and the entire New Testament with it, closes on an 

invitation rather than a warning, the Spirit and the bride 

together saying Come, and the promise, answered in hope, 

that Jesus is coming soon. 
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The Whole Counsel of God 

Having walked through all twenty-seven of these 

documents one at a time, it is worth pausing before closing to 

draw together the single doctrinal thread that runs 

underneath every one of them. Paul once told the elders of the 

church at Ephesus that he had not shrunk from declaring to 

them the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27), the entire shape 

of what God had revealed, not merely the parts that were 

comfortable or convenient. The New Testament’s twenty-

seven books were written by different hands, to different 

churches, across different decades and different crises, and 

yet they hold together around a small number of convictions 

so consistent that any one writer could have signed off on what 

any other had written. What follows is an attempt to state 

those convictions briefly, in the plainest possible terms. 

The starting point is a hard one. Every human being, 

without exception, is a sinner. Paul states it as flatly as 

language allows: all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God (Romans 3:23). This is not a claim about a few 

particularly bad people while the rest of humanity gets by 

more or less decently. It is a claim about the human condition 

itself, inherited from the very beginning of the race and 

confirmed by the daily conduct of everyone who has ever lived. 

And sin carries a wage, a payment it earns whether or not 

anyone wants to collect it. That wage is death (Romans 6:23), 
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and death in Scripture means more than the stopping of a 

heartbeat. It means separation, a severing of the relationship 

human beings were made for in the first place. The prophet 

Isaiah had already said as much centuries earlier: it is your 

iniquities that have made a separation between you and your 

God (Isaiah 59:2). Sin does not merely break rules. It breaks 

communion with the source of life itself, which is why death, 

in the Bible’s own accounting, is best understood as 

separation from God rather than simple biological ending. 

Into that condition comes the New Testament’s central 

claim, the hinge on which the whole collection turns. Jesus of 

Nazareth is the Messiah Israel had been waiting for across all 

the centuries this book’s companion volume on the Tanakh 

has already traced, the promised son of David, the fulfillment 

of what the Law and the Prophets had been pointing toward 

from the beginning. And this Messiah did not come merely to 

teach or to inspire. He came to die, and his death was not a 

tragic accident that overtook a good man but a payment, 

offered in the place of sinners who owed a debt they could 

never pay themselves. Isaiah had described a servant who 

would be pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our 

iniquities, bearing a punishment that brought us peace (Isaiah 

53:5). Peter later applies that same servant song directly to 

Jesus, saying he himself bore our sins in his body on the tree 

(1 Peter 2:24). Paul puts the exchange as sharply as it can be 

put: God made him who knew no sin to be sin for us, so that 
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in him we might become the righteousness of God (2 

Corinthians 5:21). This is why the cross stands at the center of 

every Gospel, every letter, and the whole shape of the New 

Testament’s story. It is where the wage of sin was actually 

paid, by someone other than the ones who owed it. 

That payment does not leave the story of the world 

unfinished, drifting without direction. A day of judgment is 

coming. It is appointed for every human being to die once, and 

after that comes judgment (Hebrews 9:23), and Paul told the 

philosophers at Athens that God has fixed a day on which he 

will judge the world in righteousness by a man he has 

appointed, a claim he grounds in that same man’s 

resurrection from the dead (Acts 17:31). Nobody escapes this 

reckoning by being overlooked or forgotten. But the outcome 

of that judgment is not the same for everyone. Those who 

belong to Christ, who have trusted him rather than their own 

righteousness, possess something the New Testament calls 

eternal life already, not merely a future hope but a present 

possession. Whoever hears my word and believes him who 

sent me has eternal life, Jesus says in John’s Gospel, and does 

not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life 

(John 5:24). The gift of God, Paul says, setting it directly 

against the wage sin pays, is eternal life in Christ Jesus our 

Lord (Romans 6:23). Where sin’s wage is separation, God’s 

gift is restored, unbreakable communion. 
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Belonging to Christ, in fact, does not simply adjust a 

person’s legal standing while leaving everything else the same. 

Paul insists that anyone in Christ is a new creation, that the 

old has passed away and the new has already come (2 

Corinthians 5:17), language that echoes the very opening of 

Genesis, as though each believer becomes a fresh act of 

creation rather than a repaired version of an old one. That 

newness carries a settled freedom from guilt along with it. 

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus, Paul tells the Romans (Romans 8:1), a verdict 

already rendered and never to be reopened, because the one 

who bore the condemnation on the cross has already satisfied 

whatever the law could still bring against them. 

That freedom does not produce complacency. It produces 

longing. John writes that believers are already God’s children 

now, even though what they will fully become has not yet been 

shown, but he promises that when Christ appears, they will be 

like him, because they will see him as he actually is (1 John 

3:2), and everyone who holds that hope purifies himself, just 

as Christ himself is pure (1 John 3:3). The Christian life is lived 

toward a future certainty that shapes present conduct, not 

passive waiting but active becoming. And because that walk is 

never kept perfectly, even by those most eager to keep it, John 

supplies the New Testament’s own remedy for the stumbling 

that happens along the way. If we confess our sins, he writes, 

God is faithful and just to forgive those sins and to cleanse us 
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from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9), a promise that treats 

honest confession not as a danger to be avoided but as the very 

channel through which forgiveness keeps on flowing, for as 

long as the walk continues. 

This whole drama is not played out in isolation. The New 

Testament assumes a populated spiritual world working 

alongside the visible one. Angels appear throughout its pages 

as ministering spirits, sent out to serve for the sake of those 

who are to inherit salvation (Hebrews 1:14), God’s own 

messengers and agents rather than independent powers 

acting on their own authority. Standing against them is a 

figure the New Testament names Satan, the accuser of the 

brothers, who accuses them before our God day and night 

(Revelation 12:10), a title that captures his basic character 

better than any other single word could. He is not pictured as 

God’s rival in some contest of equal strength, but as a defeated 

accuser whose case is already lost, an adversary Peter warns 

believers to resist, prowling like a roaring lion looking for 

someone to devour (1 Peter 5:8), dangerous still but operating 

on borrowed time. 

That time has a stated end. Jesus, who ascended visibly 

into heaven, will return the same way his disciples watched 

him go (Acts 1:11), and his return is not pictured as a quiet, 

private event but as a public, decisive one, the Lord himself 

descending with a cry of command, and the dead in Christ will 
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rise first, followed by those still living, to meet him together (1 

Thessalonians 4:16-17). He returns to reign, establishing the 

kingdom his first coming inaugurated and his own teaching 

announced everywhere he went, bringing to full and visible 

completion what had, until then, been present only in seed 

and promise. And that reign includes a final reckoning for the 

accuser himself. The devil who had deceived the nations is 

thrown into the lake of fire, where he will be tormented day 

and night forever and ever (Revelation 20:10), joined there by 

every power aligned against God that refused, to the very end, 

to bend the knee. This is not cruelty for its own sake. It is 

justice finally and completely done, evil finally and completely 

unable to touch what God has redeemed. 

That is the whole counsel of God, compressed into the 

space of a few paragraphs: sin, universal and real; death, its 

wage and its true meaning; Christ, the promised Messiah, who 

paid that wage himself; judgment, certain and coming; eternal 

life, freely given to those found in him; a new creation and a 

settled freedom from condemnation for everyone in Christ, 

together with a hope that keeps purifying itself while it waits, 

and a confession that keeps that walk clean when it stumbles; 

angels, faithfully serving; Satan, already defeated though still 

dangerous; and a returning King, who will finish what he 

started and shut the door, at last, on everything that opposed 

him. Every one of the twenty-seven books this survey has 
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walked through assumes some part of this story, and together 

they tell the whole of it. 
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Closing: A Library Still Being Read 

Twenty-seven documents, most of them born out of 

specific crises, specific congregations, and specific pastoral 

emergencies that no longer exist in the form they once did, 

have somehow continued to speak with undiminished force to 

readers in circumstances their original authors could never 

have imagined. That durability is itself worth pausing over. 

Paul was not trying to write Scripture when he dictated a letter 

to a divided, status-obsessed congregation in a Roman port 

city. He was trying to solve a Tuesday afternoon’s worth of 

very specific problems. And yet nearly two thousand years 

later, that letter still reorganizes how ordinary readers think 

about love, about resurrection, about what a community owes 

to its most vulnerable members. 

The four Gospels remain the natural entry point for a 

reason: everything else in this library depends on the claim 

they make, that a crucified man was raised from the dead and 

that his resurrection has already begun to remake the world. 

Acts shows what that claim did once it left the tomb and 

started moving through real cities and real controversies. 

Paul’s letters and Hebrews show a community working out, 

often under real pressure, what that claim actually required of 

ordinary life. The seven letters that follow them, James 

through Jude, show that same working-out continuing in 

voices other than Paul’s, a persecuted church leader, a dying 
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apostle, an elder writing in his old age, a brother of Jesus 

fighting off corrosive teaching, each facing the same basic 

question from a different angle: now that the resurrection has 

happened, how should we actually live. And Revelation closes 

the whole collection by pulling the camera back as far as it will 

go, showing that the story these twenty-seven documents tell 

in fragments and letters and hard-won pastoral wisdom is, in 

the end, heading somewhere: toward a garden restored, a city 

descended, and a God who makes his home with the people he 

has rescued. 
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