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Preface to the Second Edition 

Like the second edition of the first volume of the Introduction to the New Testa-
ment, the new edition of the "History and Literature of Early Christianity" is no 
longer dependent upon my earlier German book, Einführung in das Neue Testament. 
When my German work was written during the seventies—the first English edition 
was essentially a translation of that German book—I was, to be sure, very much 
aware of the newly discovered library of Nag Hammadi and I had already partic-
ipated actively in the efforts of publishing and evaluating these new documents 
with respect to their impact upon a fresh understanding of the history and literature 
of early Christianity. That effort was then only in its beginning stages. During the 
last two decades, however, all of the writings of the Nag Hammadi Library have 
been published in critical editions and numerous monographs and articles have been 
produced on these important texts, thanks to the efforts of my friend James M. 
Robinson and the group of scholars he brought together under the auspices of the 
Institute for Antiquity and Christianity in Claremont, California. Moreover, the 
subsequent renewed interest during the same period in the wide-ranging corpus of 
writings generally designated as the "New Testament Apocrypha" has resulted in 
a number of new editions and translations of these works and intensified the schol-
arly scrutiny of their intent and value. Finally, a large number of learned com-
mentaries on the books of the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers have since 
appeared both in the United States and abroad—not to speak of the new flood of 
books on the historical Jesus. All this made it necessary to reconceive large por-
tions of my book, although I have not been persuaded that I should change its per-
spective, approach, and overall structure. I remain committed to the methods of 
historical criticism, and to an interpretation of the early Christian writings and of 
the traditions that preceded them in the context of their own unrepeatable histori-
cal, theological, and social situations. 

I am again indebted to my former student Philip Sellew, professor at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, for his invaluable help in the arduous task of updating the 
bibliographies. He also graciously contributed the chapter "Narrative and Rhetor-
ical Criticism" (§1.4e). My colleague Marianne P. Bonz read the entire manuscript, 
making numerous suggestions for improvements, and gave valuable advice for the 
chapter on Luke-Acts (§ 12.3e), for which I am grateful. I have learned much from 
my colleagues at Harvard, especially François Bovon, David Mitten, and Gregory 
Nagy, and also from my students; the close contact with these students and espe-
cially with my teaching fellows, Mark Kurtz, Melanie Johnson De Baufre, Anne-
Marie Luijendijk, and Laura Nasrallah, was particularly valuable when I taught the 
course "Introduction to the New Testament" during my last semester of active ser-
vice at Harvard University in the spring of 1998.1 am, however, most indebted to 
the patience and moral support of my wife Gisela, who thought that I would fi-
nally retire and then had to discover that I was now devoting most of my time to 
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the completion of this volume. My thanks also go to the staff of Aldine de Gruyter 
for the congenial and expert efforts in the editing and production of the book. 

Looking back at the course that New Testament scholarship has taken over the 
now passing 20th century, there is little question that Rudolf Bultmann was the one 
who set its parameters and defined its tasks for more than a generation. It has been 
the most fortunate turn in the events of my life—be it called divine guidance or 
providence—that the U.S. army, in the fall of the year 1945, released me from a 
POW camp in Marburg, Germany. With no other place to go (of my parents, I knew 
only that they were somewhere in the Russian occupation zone), I decided to en-
roll for courses in the theological faculty at the Philipps-University of Marburg, 
the oldest Protestant university in the world, founded in 1527 by Duke Philipp of 
Hesse. It was there that I soon became fascinated by the lectures of Rudolf Bult-
mann, going to his seminars with fear and trembling, surviving his unrelenting crit-
icisms, and being revived by his faithful encouragement in my efforts to write a 
dissertation. What I owe to him is expressed in the continued dedication of this 
work to the memory of the unrivaled master in the art of interpreting the New Tes-
tament in its contemporary setting. 

Lexington, Massachusetts 
February 2000 

Helmut Koester 



Preface to the First Edition 

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 politi-
cal, cultural, and religious history of the Hellenistic and Roman imperial period, 
stems from the predecessor of this book, the Einführung in das Neue Testament by 
Rudolf Knopf (revised edition by Hans Lietzmann and Heinrich Weinel) in the 
series "Sammlung Töpelmann" (now succeeded by "De Gruyter Lehrbücher"). 
Thus, the Introduction presented here in its English version does not aspire to be 
an "Introduction" in the technical sense nor a "History of Early Christianity Lit-
erature" which treats the scholarship, date, integrity, and literary structure of each 
of the New Testament writings. To be sure, these questions 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 Christianity re-
quires one to relinquish some strictures of traditional introductions. 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 in fragments. These non-canonical works are wit-
nesses to early Christian history no less valuable than the New Testament. A his-
torical 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: traditionally scholarly debate has focused on 
the canonical literature, whereas the so-called apocrypha and other non-canonical 
writings have received only scant attention. Furthermore, quite a few of the latter 
have been discovered only recently, and their critical evaluation has just begun. 
Nevertheless, it is much better to advance scholarship, and thus our understanding, 
through hypothetical reconstruction than to ignore new and apparently prob-
lematic materials. 

In view of the present situation of New Testament scholarship, it would be mis-
leading to suggest to the students of early Christian history that they can expect 
largely secure results. The New Testament itself furnishes evidence that the his-
tory 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 trajectories through the history of early Christianity. 
The recent discovery of even more early writings not only demands a basic reori-
entation of our views, but will also enable the student to appreciate more fully the 
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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 presentation upon 
the results of my own research. There are many topics in my survey of the Hel-
lenistic 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 rewriting 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 Einführung in das Neue 
Testament, published in 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). How-
ever, a number of minor errors and a few major mistakes were corrected. For 
this, I am particularly indebted to Eckhard Plümacher's review of the book (Got-
tingische 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 or texts 
are quoted first in order to encourage the student to read further in primary mate-
rials. English translations of texts are cited in the bibliographies wherever avail-
able. I am grateful to my colleague Albert Heinrichs 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 be best lead to further study. 
I have, however, 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 (especially its recently 
published supplement), Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum, Der Kleine Pauly, 
Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 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 fin-
ished in such a brief time without the patience and interest of my wife and my chil-
dren. 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 grate-
ful 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, Montana. 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. 
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my teacher Rudolf Bultmann. He en-
couraged 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 the early Christian literature in the context of the history of 
religions must remain basic commitments of New Testament scholarship. 

Helmut Koester 
Harvard University 
Cambridge, Massachusetts 
May 1982 
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Volume Two 

HISTORY AND LITERATURE 
OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

The writings that are now included in the twenty-seven books of the New Testa-
ment are the product of the early Christian churches in the countries of the eastern 
Mediterranean world and, eventually, in Rome. They are, however, not the only 
Christian writings from the earliest period of Christian history. Numerous other 
writings from the same period have at least partially survived. They 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 ex-
pansion and growth of the Christian communities from their beginnings to the 
middle of the second century CE. 

The political, religious, cultural, and economic factors that constituted the set-
ting for early Christian history have been discussed extensively in the first volume, 
including the history of Israel in the Hellenistic and Roman imperial periods. What 
has been said in that volume is essential for the understanding of the development 
of early Christianity; cross references in this second volume will point to the im-
portance of understanding the historical environment. 

The sources for early Christian history, which are almost exclusively Christian, 
present significant problems that have been the subject of 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. The first chapter of this volume 
(§7) is therefore devoted to the various problems and methods of the investigation 
of the New Testament and other early Christian writings. 

Although Christianity emerged from the ministry of Jesus and from the first 
communities in Palestine, soon spreading to other parts of Syria and Egypt, its 
most significant literature, which was to determine the future of this new religious 
movement, developed in the urban cultures of the eastern Mediterranean, princi-
pally in Antioch and the cities of the Aegean Sea. Thus the history of the Christian 
churches will be treated not only in chronological order, but also with respect to 
the different regions in which the establishment of the churches in the major cen-
ters of the Hellenistic world (Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, and even Rome) marks the 
end of the formative period of early Christianity and thus concludes the produc-
tion of most of the New Testament writings. 





§7 

THE SOURCES FOR THE HISTORY 
OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

Ι . S U R V E Y OF T H E S O U R C E S A N D THEIR T R A D I T I O N S 

(a) The Formation of the Earliest Christian Writings 

Early Christian writings, including all the documents incorporated in the New 
Testament, are highly problematic literary sources for our understanding of the be-
ginnings of Christianity. It is important to recognize why the surviving written ma-
terials from that period yield only very tenuous information. During the first two 
centuries, the only Holy Scripture that Christians accepted was the Bible of Israel, 
the "Law and the Prophets"; only much later was it called the Old Testament. It was 
mostly used in its Greek translation, the Septuagint, which had been produced by 
the Jews of Alexandria (§5.3b). This is what is meant when early Christians spoke 
generally of "Scripture" or when they used the quotation formula, "It is written." 

Side by side with this "Scripture" stood from the beginning an oral tradition, 
which was transmitted under the authority of the "Lord." This second authority 
comprised the sayings of Jesus as well as short narratives about him. The words of 
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2 The Sources for Early Christianity §7 

the Lord were by no means restricted to the sayings of Jesus of Nazareth, but also 
contained words of the risen Lord (§7.4a-c). Some traditions under this authority 
may have been transmitted in written form at an early date—the earliest Christian 
missionaries and church leaders were by no means uneducated people who could 
neither read nor write. The culture of the Hellenistic and Roman period was to 
some extent a literary culture. This is certainly true for the people of Israel, espe-
cially for its Greek-speaking synagogue of the Jewish diaspora, which became the 
matrix for the formation of early Christianity. However, that which was written 
down still was part of the realm of oral communication in preaching, instruction, 
and common celebration. Whatever was written was designed to be read aloud and 
thus to return into the medium of oral communication—"oral literature." There-
fore the earliest writings were collections of oral materials that were written down 
for ecclesiastical use, such as collections of Jesus' words in the form of catechisms 
and church orders, or series of parables and miracle stories. Some of these were 
later incorporated into larger writings, for example, the parables that were first 
written down in Aramaic and then translated into Greek and incorporated in the 
Gospel of Mark (chap. 4), or the early Eucharistie prayers and church orders used 
in the composition of the Didache (§ 10.1c). 

The oldest written documents that are preserved, however, are not materials 
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