The New Testament – Historical Facts

Jesus died about 30 AD. Very soon, large numbers of people began to become Christians. They were persecuted; many had to leave home, taking their new faith with them.

Paul was turned round from persecuting Christians into joining them. He, and others, travelled, telling people about Jesus. By 50 AD there were Christian communities in towns in Israel, Palestine, Turkey, Greece and also in Rome.

Questions and disputes arose. The advice of Paul, Peter and others was sought. They wrote letters in response, beginning in 49AD, giving both specific answers and general principles. Letters were passed around, and kept to be referred to at other times, especially after Paul had died, about 67AD. These letters are The Epistles.

One letter written by Paul between 54 and 57 AD (1 Corinthians) contains a short summary of Christian belief about Jesus: that he died ‘for our sins,’ that he was seen alive after his death, that, at a meal before he died, he took and shared round bread and wine and told his followers to remember him by doing the same.

More and more people were becoming Christians without having known Jesus. People who had known Jesus were dying. Jesus had told his followers to remember him so it was important to preserve memories of Jesus. The different Christian communities wrote down the memories of those who had known Jesus, and of those whose parents or neighbours had encountered Jesus. A few people collected these memories, checked them, and put them in order, making small biographies of Jesus. These are the 4 Gospels.
Mark	The first to be written, about 65AD. This probably contains many of the memories of Peter, Jesus’ leading follower.

Matthew Written about 75AD. The writer included what he had read in Mark as well as other people’s memories. This probably includes many of the memories of Matthew, one of Jesus’ original 12 close followers.

Luke	Written about 80AD, Luke also included what he had read in Mark, as well as other material. He probably included the memories of Mary, Jesus’ mother.

(Both Matthew and Luke seem to have read another ‘book’ of Jesus’ sayings as they both include many of the same sayings which are not in Mark.)

John	Written about 90AD, probably to fill in the story told by the others. This probably includes many of the memories of John, another of Jesus’ original 12 close followers. John concentrates more on the meaning of Jesus’ life.

25 years after Jesus died, the central understanding of Christian faith was clear, widely accepted, and written down.

Less than 40 years after Jesus died, there was a written compilation of people’s memories of Jesus. This is less time than between now and the Second World War. The memories may have become stretched a little, but there was not enough time for major falsification. When the Gospels were written, there were still people alive who could say ‘No, it wasn’t at all like that.’

(The ‘Gospel of Thomas’ and some similar ‘Gospels’ were written about 120 years after Jesus’ death, by people who wanted to argue that the original Gospels did not have the true picture.)

