                    NEW TESTAMENT OVERVIEW

The New Testament is a collection of 27 books centered on the figure of Jesus of Nazareth. Each of these books has its own author, context, theme, and persuasive purpose. Combined, they comprise one of history’s most abundant, diverse, complex, and fascinating texts. The books of the New Testament are traditionally divided into 4 categories : the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, the Epistles, and the Book of Revelation.

The Gospels

The word “gospel” means good news, and it is best defined as the message of forgiveness for sin through the atoning work of Jesus Christ. It is essentially God’s rescue plan of redemption for those who will trust in His divine Son in order to be reconciled to a just and holy God.

There are four books known as the Gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke are known as the synoptic – meaning “at one look” Gospels because each one tells a similar story, differing only in some additions, special emphases, and particular omissions according to the interests of the author and the message the text is trying to convey. 
Each of the synoptic Gospels tells the story of Jesus, including His ministry, gathering of the disciples, trial, crucifixion, and, in the case of Matthew and Luke, His resurrection. John is not placed with the synoptic Gospels because his story is different. Rather than recording many of the facts about Jesus’ life, the Gospel according to John focuses on the mystery and identity of Jesus as the Son of God.

There are four elements to the Gospel message : the sin of all humans; the death of Christ on the cross to pay for those sins; the resurrection of Christ to provide life everlasting for those who follow Him; and the offer of the free gift of salvation for all.
First, the reality of sin needs to be acknowledged by all who approach the throne of God for salvation. A sinner must acknowledge the hopelessness of his guilt before God in order for forgiveness to take place. Without this foundational truth, no gospel presentation is complete.
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Second, the person and work of Christ are indispensable components of the Gospel. Jesus is both God and man. Jesus lived the sinless life that we could never live and, as such, He is the only one who could die a substitutionary death for the sinner.
 Sin against an infinite God requires an infinite sacrifice. Therefore, either humans, who are finite, must pay the penalty for an infinite length of time in hell, or the infinite Christ must pay for it once. Jesus went to the cross to pay the debt we owe to God for our sin and those who are covered by His sacrifice will inherit the kingdom of God as sons and daughters of the King.

Third, the resurrection of Christ is an essential element of the Gospel. The resurrection is the proof of the power of God. Only He who created life can resurrect it after death. 
Unlike other religions, Christianity alone possesses a Founder who transcends death and who promises that His followers will do the same. All other religions were founded by men and prophets whose ends were the grave.  
Fourth, Christ offers His salvation as a free gift that can only be received by faith, apart from any works or merit on our part. If we declare with our mouths and believe in our hearts that God raised Him from the dead, we will be saved.
Acts of the Apostles

The Acts of the Apostles follows John, although it was intended to be the second volume of a single unit beginning with Luke. The same author wrote Luke and Acts consecutively. While Luke is a Gospel about Jesus, Acts picks up the story at the resurrection, when the early disciples are commissioned to witness to the world. Acts is a chronological history of the first church of Christ.
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The Epistles
The 21 books following Acts are epistles, or letters, written from church leaders to churches in various parts of the then known world. The first 14 of these letters are called the “Epistles of Paul”. These are correspondences by 
the Apostle Paul with the earliest churches in the first and second century. Paul was Christianity’s first theologian and successful missionary.

The seven letters following the Epistles of Paul are traditionally called the Catholic Epistles because they are addressed to the church as a whole rather than to particular church communities. These letters identify as their authors original apostles, biological brothers of Jesus, and John the Evangelist.

 The first of these Catholic Epistles is the Letter of James, the brother of Jesus and leader of the Christian church in Jerusalem. Next are the First and Second Letters of Peter, which identify themselves as letters from the Apostle Peter. The First, Second and Third Letters of John attribute their authorship to John the Evangelist. The Letter of Jude attributes itself to Jude, the brother of James, who is elsewhere identified as one of Jesus’ brothers.
The Revelation to John

The last book of the New Testament is the Revelation to John, or Book of Revelation. It is the New Testament’s only piece of literature in the apocalyptic genre. It describes a vision by a leader of a church community in Asia living under the persecution of the Roman Empire.

Relation to the Old Testament

Each of the books of the New Testament has a unique relationship to the Old Testament and to Judaism as a whole. This ranges from the very Jewish Gospel of Matthew to the Gospel of Luke, which makes little or no reference to the Jewish scriptures. This range is largely due to the location and audience of the different authors of the New Testament. 
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Matthew’s Gospel was written for a largely Jewish group to convince them that Jesus was the hoped for Messiah. Hence, he interprets Jesus as someone who relives the experience of Israel. 
For Matthew, everything about Jesus is prophesied in the Old Testament. The Old Testament narratives to which Matthew refers served as ways in which early followers of Jesus could make sense out of His birth, death and resurrection. In contrast, Luke makes little or no reference to the Hebrew scriptures because they would have not been familiar to his largely Greek audience.
Paul introduces yet another perspective on the Hebrew scriptures with his theology of “faith versus works”. This theology states that through Christ we are saved through grace alone, not through doing good works. Paul contrasts Christianity’s emphasis on the grace of God and the faith of the believer with the Jewish insistence on the law as the necessary means for salvation. 

Thus, Paul’s theology is that the New Testament, in essence, supercedes the Old Testament. The laws laid down in the Old Testament are external, in the sense that they regulate human behavior rather than spiritual states, and that these laws became essentially unnecessary through Christ, particularly because they make no distinction between faith and works.

In his final letter to the new churches in Romans, Paul summarizes his lifelong question about the relationship between Jewish law, which requires certain observances and actions, and faith in the grace offered by God through Jesus Christ, which is freely given and without regard for good works. This issue was particularly problematic in Rome because the early church consisted both of Jewish followers of Christ, who observed the law, and Gentile followers, to whom the law was relatively unknown.

Paul concludes that the law is a gift from God, and can help people become more faithful, but ultimately we are justified by faith alone, and the grace of God is available to both Jews and Gentiles. In the end, Paul declares that only minimal observance of Jewish law is necessary to be a follower of Jesus – who himself, interestingly enough, was a law abiding Jew.
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Another facet that distinguishes the New Testament theology from that of the Old Testament is the New Testament’s emphasis on salvation for social outcasts. The New Testament reference to sinners actually referred to those who were marginalized, poor, cast out, orphaned, diseased, or widowed. 
Jesus not only promises salvation to such “sinners”, but goes so far as to call their poverty “blessed” throughout the Gospels. At many points in Jesus’ ministry, He shocks mainstream Jews by associating with, ministering to, and healing people who are cast out, poor, and sick. 
New Covenant

The Gospels proclaim a new covenant, or contract, between God and all people. The new covenant, unlike the Old Testament one, includes both Jews and non-Jews (Gentiles). 

Its facets are: that it is written in our minds and hearts; all who believe in Jesus are forgiven by Jesus Christ’s sacrifice (by His blood) to take away our sins; it is the one and final necessary sacrifice; we have, therefore, the promise of eternal life in heaven with the Father. See: Jeremiah 31:31-33 (Old Testament reference); Matthew 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; Romans 8:3; Philipians 3:9; Hebrews 8:10; Hebrews 9:15; Hebrews 10:9-10; and John 3:16.

                               Books of the New Testament

Matthew 

 This book gives the birth of Christ, His baptism, temptation, and ministry. The Sermon on the Mount is included in chapters 5-7. The Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer are found in 6 : 9 – 13. Also includes passages on future events.

Mark

Written for Gentile and Roman readers. It centers on Christ and the service of the believer to Him.
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Luke

The theme is also Christ. Christ is spoken of as the Son of Man, and gives us a view of the Christ’s compassion.

John

This book deals mostly with the nature of Christ. It is about Him and about having faith in Him. He is the Son of God, yet He is hungry, thirsty, weary, felt pain, suffered death, and rose alive. John shows seven miracles of Christ  - water into wine; the healing of the nobleman’s son; healing of the paralyzed person; feeding of the multitude; walking on water; opening the blind eyes and the rising of Lazarus from the dead. The Holy Spirit is spoken of and the new birth.
Acts

This book talks of the Gospel of Christ and its deliverance to the world. It talks of Christianity in Jerusalem, Palestine and Syria. This is a record of the apostles as they journeyed to various parts of the world to deliver the message of the Gospel. 

Romans

This is a book of justification by faith and what happens if faith is not present. The righteousness of God is shown and many things are discussed relating to Christianity. The confession of Christ as the Son of God grants salvation.

1st Corinthians

This is a letter written by Paul to the Corinthians. It deals with spirituality and morality. It speaks of the judgment seat of Christ, the temple of the Holy Spirit, the Lord’s Supper, love, gifts and resurrection.

2d Corinthians

This letter written by Paul to the Corinthians is to show the joy Paul had at the church’s acceptance of his ministry and to give us some insight into Paul’s life. This letter also talks about giving.
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Galatians

Paul’s letter to the Galatians talks about justification by faith. There is only one way for man to come to God – accept the death, burial and resurrection of Christ.

Ephesians

This letter was written while Paul was in prison. It speaks of God’s purpose in establishing the Church of Christ. Christ is spoken of as the head of the Church. The church is spoken of as the building and temple of God and the church as the bride of Christ.

Philippians

Paul was also in prison at the writing of this letter also. It speaks of self denial, giving up self for Christ. It also speaks of the importance of prayer… praying always, and in all things giving thanks.
Colossians

Paul also wrote this book from prison. It talks about the importance and supreme nature of Christ. We can find all things in Christ. In Christ, we are drawn into union.

1st Thessalonians

Paul speaks of his thankfulness to the church and talks about the rapture of the church, the last days, and the day of the Lord.

2d Thessalonians

This letter by Paul was written because it seems that the church had misunderstood Paul’s first letter pertaining to the coming of the day of the Lord. Paul speaks out against the idle talkers and clears up the message pertaining to the day of the Lord in its relation to the present, the believers and unbelievers. He exhorts the people to pray and stand in faithfulness and obedience.

1st Timothy

The main idea of this book is for the believer to fight the good fight. We are told how to act in the house of God. Rules and structure is given for bishops, elders, and deacons of the church. The book speaks also of the last days and of caring for others and how to use money.
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2d Timothy

We are told how to be a good and faithful soldier of Christ. It speaks of the last days, the inspiration of the Words of God and the crown of righteousness. It calls us to be courageous, faithful, strong, and loyal servants to God.

Titus

Here we have the qualifications for elders, operation of the church and the duties of the minister. It also contains an exhortation to be wary of false teachings about working of the Holy Spirit.

Philemon

This letter is also one that was written while Paul was in prison. This is a very personal letter. It gives praise to Philemon, a plea, and pledge and speaks of personal things concerning Philemon.

Hebrews

It speaks of the greatness of Christ. A great salvation is given to us, as are the throne of grace and the intercession of Christ for the believer. This book also describes faith and gives a roll call of the heroes of faith.

James

This is about the conduct of the believer. We are told how faith can work in our everyday life. Faith and works are the two main points of the book followed closely by the tongue and prayer for the sick.

1st Peter

This book was supposedly written in Babylon (Rome) and is the depiction of the “true grace of God” in the believer. It tells us that grace includes security, submission, obedience, suffering, service, growth and love.

2d Peter

Here we see the inspiration of the scriptures and the assuredness of Christ’s second coming. It talks of faith and false teachings. It gives the characteristics of false teachers and looks at the future.
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1st John

This is devoted to the welfare of the spiritual life of the believer. It is full of comparisons of dark to light, the love of the world and the love of God. It speaks of the children of God and the children of Satan. It speaks of the spirit of the antichrist and the Spirit of God.

2d John

The main idea of this book is to walk in the commandments of Christ. We are told to love one another, be cautious about false teachings and to walk in truth and love.
3d John

This is a personal letter addressed to Gaius. It speaks of Godly living, the treatment of traveling ministers, and the selfishness of Gaius.

Jude

Jude says he is the author of this book, the brother of James, and half brother of Jesus. Its purpose is showing a defense of the faith developed by the apostles against the false teachings springing up in the churches. Jude exposes the false teachers and exhorts the believers.
Revelation

Jesus is the center of this book, and this book is his revelation written by John. The book has four principal views or interpretations : 1) Preterist, which is a view of prophecy as already being fulfilled; 2) Historical, - a portrayal of church history from the days of John to the end of time; 3) Idealist – which is a picture of events as they are unfolding and in conflict; 4) Futurist – which is a view of the majority of the book having not yet happened. 
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