
An Overview of the New Testament

We should begin by looking at a basic “table of contents” for the New Testa-
ment. There are twenty-seven books, ranging in length from the Gospel of 
Luke (the longest) to 3 John (the shortest). The books are arranged into seven 
categories:

 1. The Gospels. There are four of these (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John), and 
they are named for the individuals who traditionally have been identified 
as their authors. All four report on the life, ministry, death, and resurrec-
tion of Jesus; thus they provide four different versions of the same basic 
story, and there is a good deal of overlap in their content.

 2. The book of  Acts. This book is actually “part two” of the Gospel of Luke, 
but it has been put in its own section in the New Testament (following 
the four Gospels) because it is the only book that relates the history of 
the early church—that is, what happened after the events reported in the 
Gospels.

 3. Letters from Paul to churches. There are nine of these (Romans, 1 Co-
rinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 
1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians). If you are unfamiliar with the New
Testament, the names of these books may strike you as odd or difficult 
to pronounce; they are geographical references to the people in various 

Box 3.1

Christian Worship in the Second Century
In chapter 67 of his First Apology, the Christian theologian Justin Martyr (110–65) provides us with 

our earliest account of Christian worship outside the New Testament itself:

On the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one place, and the 

memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the 

reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things. 

Then we all rise together and pray, and . . . when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and water are 

brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, 

and the people assent, saying Amen; and there is a distribution to each, and a participation of that 

over which thanks have been given, and to those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons. 

And they who are well to do, and willing, give what each thinks fit; and what is collected is deposited 

with the president, who succors the orphans and widows and those who, through sickness or any other 

cause, are in want, and those who are in bonds and the strangers sojourning among us, and in a word 

takes care of all who are in need. But Sunday is the day on which we all hold our common assembly, 

because it is the first day on which God, having wrought a change in the darkness and matter, made 

the world; and Jesus Christ our Savior on the same day rose from the dead.

Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, 10 vols. (1885–96; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986–89), 1:186.
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