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About The Second Testament: Texts, Contexts, Interpretive Histories 

The “New,” or Second, Testament1 is a collection of 27 individual texts that comprise roughly 
the latter third of the canonical Christian Bible.2 These texts were originally written in Greek by a variety 
of authors between circa 50 and 150 CE. They were chosen from among many writings by a group of 
authorities to represent an official “anthology” of Christian scriptures near the end of the fourth century 
CE. This extremely complex body of literature betrays different orientations and perspectives. Not all 
authors use the same rhetorical strategies, nor do they emphasize the same characters, practices, and ways 
of knowing and being, and as a whole these writings do not exemplify internally consistent approaches to 
questions of justice, truth, or power. 

As a product of its socio-historical context, the Second Testament reflects three intersecting 
ancient worlds: Jewish, Greek, and Roman. The texts were written by Jewish people, both in the province 
of Judea and elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean. This world was a Greek-speaking one, echoing a 
larger process of cultural influence, appropriately termed “Hellenism,” that had flourished as a result of 
Alexander the Great’s (d. ~323 BCE) conquests. The world of the Second Testament was additionally, 
and importantly, one that was under Roman rule. The early Roman empire provided the dominant 
economic, military, geographical, and ideological setting that the ethnically mixed communities of Jews 
and “Gentiles” who eventually became known as “early Christians” negotiated and to which they 
responded—particularly after the Romans destroyed Jerusalem, the Jewish nation’s center, in 70 CE.  
 It is difficult to overestimate the influence of the Second Testament on western culture.3 By 
means of its history of interpretation, and particularly through its deployment as Christian scripture, the 
Second Testament, as part of the Bible, has endured innumerable afterlives beyond the ancient worlds that 
produced it. It could be said that the Bible is a foundational collection of texts that has shaped (and been 
shaped by) our cultures of origin indelibly, whether we acknowledge it or not, both in terms of what we 
might call organized religion and outside of it. An understanding of the Bible enhances a comprehension 
of religion as a cultural phenomenon, especially in the United States. However, engaging the Bible also 
enriches understandings of the paintings of masters like Rembrandt and Caravaggio, the music of the 
likes of Bach and Mozart, the works of Shakespeare and Darwin, the circumstances around scientific 
discoveries like those of Copernicus, Galileo, and Mendel, the architecture of some of the world's great 
buildings, histories of major wars and patterns of colonialism...and so on.  
 As liberally-educated people in our socio-historical context, it is important to engage the Bible’s 
content and function. Major aspects of western culture and history—western heritage—are even more 
comprehensible if we try to understand how the Bible is related to them. In other words, the idea that the 
                                                 
1 Many modern biblical scholars use the designation “Second Testament” as a small means of addressing the 
persistent anti-Judaism in Christian biblical interpretation and theology that is embedded in the term “New 
Testament.” Using “Second Testament” is also an acknowledgment that the “First Testament”—in a Christian 
context, also known as the “Hebrew Bible,” and of slightly different composition than the Jewish Tanakh—is not an 
insignificant part of the canon or rendered irrelevant by Christianity. In fact, there is very little material in the 
Second Testament that is not quoting or alluding to First Testament themes, traditions, and texts. This designation, 
then, betrays a consciousness of Christianity’s Jewish scriptural heritage.     
2 Among Christians worldwide, there are three Bibles: Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant. All include the Second 
Testament. The main differences between them lie in their respective arrangements of and emphases upon First 
Testament texts. In this course, we use the New Revised Standard Version, a scholarly translation of the Protestant 
Bible that includes an awareness of the contours of Jewish and Christian scriptures. 
3 The Bible has also influenced the Eastern world, initially through colonial contact and various forms of Christian 
missionary activity. Such activity should be recognized as part of the Bible’s intricate political history. 



Second Testament is solely for religious devotion, and therefore should only be read by certain groups of 
Christian believers, and only has one correct interpretive option, denies the complexity of the contents, 
legacies, and meanings of these texts. In addition to being acknowledged as scripture for those who make 
such claims, the Second Testament must also be recognized as a monumentally significant document, a 
response to the worlds in which it was written and compiled, that the world has in turn been interacting 
with and responding to for much of the last 2000 years. Simply put, the Second Testament’s production 
and interpretation has been an integral part of “how we got to this place,” and it continues to play a 
critical role as a site for the production of narratives about truth, humanity, and the cosmos.  
 
About the Second Testament’s Canonical Gospels 

Within the Second Testament’s canon, the first four texts are concerned with the life, execution, 
and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth as retold approximately 40 years after his death. These texts are 
called “gospels;” that contemporary English word is from the old English “god-spell,” which is an 
interpretation of the Greek euangelion, “good-message.” Originally, “gospel” referred to oral traditions, 
and later was applied to written materials. Three gospels—those according to Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke—are called the “synoptics.” This is the case because when “seen together” these texts have some 
core material in common, suggesting a set of oral and written sources behind their final forms. The 
Gospel according to John is referred to as the “fourth gospel;” though about the life of Jesus like the 
synoptics, it is substantially divergent in content and style.  

The gospel writers were profoundly conscious of Israel’s scriptures and traditions, and the texts 
wrestle with the figure of Jesus as a messiah, or “anointed one”  (Hebrew: mashiach; Greek: christos) 
who proclaims the “release of the captives” from foreign rule. Dissimilarities in the ways each gospel 
represents Jesus and his work reflect the specific experiences of the communities for whom the authors 
wrote their texts. Each gospel has a particular emphasis and way of presenting the “truth” of Jesus’ life 
and death. The four gospels are documents that offer responses to the widespread crisis of Jerusalem’s 
destruction and captivity. The texts narrate a negotiation of the Roman imperial world from the position 
of ethnic and “religious” minorities and outsiders—Jews and other conquered nations—who were in 
discord with one another as well as with Roman state power. The Gospels, along with the rest of the 
Second Testament, display reactions to social crisis and oppression, and offer differing ways of 
navigating, resisting, and resolving deep conflicts. 
 
About the Gospel according to Mark: Trauma and Truth-telling 

The Gospel according to Mark is widely considered to be the oldest canonical gospel, written 
soon after the destruction of Jerusalem. It is thought to be closest in content to the most authentic Jesus 
traditions. This gospel sets a literary outline for the other synoptics as well as John. It opens with Jesus 
already as an adult man, and focuses on various aspects of his activity—especially healings, miracles, and 
teachings—before an extended narrative on his arrest and crucifixion.  

Mark attempts to make sense of Jesus’ life and work in light of the catastrophic events of 70 CE. 
After a protracted war, the Romans entered the city of Jerusalem and burned the Temple—the God of 
Israel’s house—to the ground, effectively “killing” the deity and enslaving the nation of Judea. This 
gospel’s immediate community, then, is one exemplified by crisis and trauma. Accordingly, its 
representation of truth is that which is surrounded by secrecy, misunderstanding, and fear. The “truth” of 
Jesus’ identity as the messiah who will save Israel, and die to do so, must be kept secret from the public, 
when it is understood at all. Throughout Mark it is rarely comprehended by the people closest to Jesus, 
i.e. his disciples, but is readily noted by the likes of demons. Furthermore, the Markan Jesus teaches using 
unintelligible sayings, and often in private, which obscures the truth. When people do come to understand 
the truth as stated by Jesus, as well as that of his identity and destiny, they are usually afraid or otherwise 
puzzled. The end of Mark, full of horror, fear, and world-altering prophecy, demonstrates the weighty 
tension between the truth of Jesus and the truth of imperially-sanctioned violence. 


