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Preface

The concept of an “Introduction to the New Testament” in the form of
a history of early Christianity in its contemporary setting, including a
survey of the political, cultural, and religious history of the Hellenistic
and Roman imperial period, stems from the predecessor of this book, the
Einfithrung in das Neue Testament by Rudolf Knopf (revised edition by
Hans Lietzmann and Heinrich Weinel) in the series “Sammlung Téopel-
mann” (now succeeded by “De Gruyter Lehrbiicher”). Thus, the Intro-
duction presented here in its English version does not aspire to be an
“Introduction” in the technical sense nor a “History of Early Christian
Literature” which treats the scholarship, date, integrity, and literary
structure of each of the New Testament writings. To be sure, these ques-
tions are encompassed in the present work, but they are discussed within
the context of a reconstruction of the historical development of early
Christianity. My primary concern is to present the history of the early
Christian churches, since it seems to me that the student of the New
Testament must learn from the outset to understand the writings of the
earliest period within their proper historical context.

It is obvious that this attempt to reconstruct the history of early Christi-
anity requires one to relinquish some strictures of traditional introduc-
tions. I do not limit the discussion to the twenty-seven canonical books, but
treat also sixty other early Christian writings from the first 150 years of
Christian history, whether or not these writings are preserved fully or
only in fragments. These non-canonical works are witnesses to early
Christian history no less valuable than the New Testament. A historical
presentation of these materials requires that clear decisions be made about
authorship, date, and place of each writing; in other words, the results of
historical-critical inquiry have to be consulted fully in each instance. I
have also made an effort to discuss the problems in making such decisions.
If these issues remain controversial with respect to some parts of the New
Testament, they are even more difficult for non-canonical literature: tra-
ditionally scholarly debate has focused on the canonical literature, where-
as the so-called “apocrypha” and other non-canonical writings have re-
ceived only scant attention. Furthermore, quite a few of the latter have
been discovered only recently, and their critical evaluation has just begun.
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Nevertheless, it is much better to advance scholarship, and thus our
understanding, through hypothetical reconstruction than to ignore new
and apparently problematic materials.

In view of the present situation of New Testament scholarship, it would
be misleading to suggest to the students of early Christian history that they
can expect largely secure results. The New Testament itself furnishes
evidence that the history of early Christian communities was a complex
process, full of controversies and difficult decisions. Understanding this
process requires critical judgment as well as the construction of trajec-
tories through the history of early Christianity. The recent discovery of
even more early writings not only demands a basic reorientation of our
views, but will also enable the student to appreciate more fully the depths
and riches of this formative period, especially as it is seen in the context of
the general history of the culture in which Christianity began.

The scope of this book does not permit me to base my entire presenta-
tion upon the results of my own research. There are many topics in my
survey of the Hellenistic and Roman world on which the specialist will
have better insights and judgment. I am not only indebted to the published
works of many scholars, but also owe much to my students at Harvard
University, who have enriched this book in its various stages of writing
and re-writing with their suggestions and criticisms, and equally to my
colleagues, from whom I have learned a great deal during the last two
decades in seminars and in discussions. I wish to express my special
thanks to colleagues and friends: to Klaus Baltzer, of the University of
Munich, and to Frank M. Cross, Dieter Georgi, George MacRae, Krister
Stendahl, John Strugnell, and Zeph Stewart, all of Harvard University.

This book is the author’s own translation of the German Einfiihrung in
das Neue Testament, published 1980 by Walter De Gruyter, Berlin and
New York. Only in a few instances has the text been changed; one chapter
was added (§6.3d). However, a number of minor errors and a few major
mistakes were corrected. For this, I am particularly indebted to Eckhard
Pliimacher’s review of this book (Géttingische Gelehrte Anzeigen 233
[1981] 1-22) and to the extensive notes which he kindly made available to
me.

The bibliography has been redesigned so that editions and translations
of texts are quoted first in order to encourage the student to read further in
primary materials. English translations of texts are cited in the bibliog-
raphies wherever available. I am grateful to my colleague Albert Hen-
richs of Harvard University for suggestions regarding the revision of the
bibliography. The bibliography is not meant to be exhaustive, but is
designed to emphasize what is, in my opinion, the most valuable and more
recent material, and what will best lead to further study. I have, however,
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included the most important “classics” which are still basic guides for
scholarship today. For further reference, the reader should consult the
standard reference works: The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (espe-
cially its recently published supplement), Reallexikon fiir Antike und
Christentum, Der Kleine Pauly, Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegen-
wart, and The Oxford Classical Dictionary (specific references to these
works are normally not given in the bibliographies).

The English edition (as already the German work) would scarcely have
been finished in such a brief time without the patience and interest of my
wife and my children. Numerous persons have given their help in the
various stages of translation and production of this work: Philip H. Sellew
(editing, bibliography), Jonathan C. Guest (editing, copyediting, and
proofreading), Gary A. Bisbee (maps), Pamela Chance (typing), Robert
Stoops and Douglas Olson (bibliography). I am very grateful for their
expert and untiring help. Rarely does an author enjoy such experienced
and congenial production assistance as I had from my friends Charlene
Matejovsky and Robert W. Funk of Polebridge Press at Missoula, Mon-
tana. Their dedication, care, competence, and advice accompanied every
step of the book’s production.

Inter Nationes, an agency of the government of the Federal Republic of
Germany in Bonn, made a major grant to offset the cost of assistance for
this translation. Thanks are due for this generous help.

This book is dedicated to the memory of my teacher Rudolf Bultmann.
He encouraged me more than thirty years ago to deal more intensively
with the extra-canonical writings from the early Christian period. His
unwavering insistence upon the consistent application of the historical-
critical method and his emphasis upon the investigation of early Christian
literature in the context of the history of religions must remain basic
commitments of New Testament scholarship.

Harvard University
Cambridge, Massachusetts
May 1982

Helmut Koester
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Volume Two

HISTORY AND LITERATURE
OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY

The writings which are now included in the twenty-seven books of the
New Testament are the product of the early history of the Christian
churches in the eastern countries of the ancient Mediterranean world and,
eventually, in Rome. In addition, numerous other writings from this early
Christian period belong to the same historical developments. This book
endeavors to introduce the student of the New Testament to all of these
writings in the context of a reconstruction of the expansion and growth of
the Christian communities from their beginnings to the middle of the
second century CE.

The political, cultural, religious, and economic factors that constituted
the setting for early Christian history have been discussed extensively in
the first volume, including the history of Judaism of the Hellenistic and
Roman imperial periods. What has been said in that volume is essential
for the understanding of the development of early Christianity. The
importance of this is indicated by the cross references in this volume, for it
is difficult to understand Christian history without studying its
environment.

The sources for early Christianity, which are almost exclusively
Christian writings, present significant problems that have been the subject
of the specialized works of many scholars. Some acquaintance with the
scholarly approaches to these ancient writings and with the present status
of their learned investigation is prerequisite to the study of this literature
in its historical context. Therefore, the first chapter of this volume (§7) is
devoted to the various problems of the investigation of the New Testament
and other early Christian literature.

Although Christianity emerged from the ministry of Jesus and in the
first communities in Palestine, soon spreading to other parts of Syria and
to Egypt, its most significant literature, which was to determine the future
of this religious movement, developed in the urban culture of the eastern
Mediterranean, particularly the cities around the Aegean Sea. Thus, the
history of the Christian churches will be treated not only in chronological
sequence, but also with respect to the different regions in which the



XXX Introduction to the New Testament

establishment of the churches in the major economic centers of the
Hellenistic world (Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, and even Rome) marks the
end of the formative period of early Christianity and thus concludes the
production of most of the New Testament writings.



