


Introduction

The content of this article is meant to give Christians are clearer background of the New 

Testament. There is a 400-year gap between Malachi and Matthew and many don't know 

what happened in that period. We end the Old Testament with Jews returning from exile 

and Persia being the world power and open the New Testament with Rome being the 

world power and loads of Jewish factions such as the Pharisees, Sadducees, Zealots and 

more. Knowing the history of the New Testament probably won't change any of your 

interpretations regarding any Bible passages, but it will make you grateful towards God 

and stand astonished as his guiding hand throughout history. 

How we got the New Testament

The New Testament picks up where the Old Testament leaves off to complete God’s

plan of redemption by revealing Jesus Christ as the Messiah promised in the Old

Testament. It focuses on the first and second coming of Christ and the response that

God desires each person to make to the revelation of Himself in the person of Christ.

Facts about the New Testament for us to understand it better:

• It was written over a period of about 50 years (AD 45-95)

• It was written by at least eight (8) different human authors.

• It consists of twenty-seven books (27) with a unifying theme.

• The autographs (hand written manuscripts) were written in common Greek (Koine)

• By AD 397, the church council of Carthage recognized all the 27 books as being 

inspired. The manuscripts accepted as inspired and authoritative were those written

either by the disciples of Jesus (Apostles) or groups of people who worked and 

walked with Jesus personally. - An important note, the counsels never decided 

which books were inspired, only ever recognized and declared them as such 

(contrary to modern conspiracy theorists).

• Scribes made copies of the New Testament until the invention of printing press by 

Gutenberg in the 15th century.

• In the 3 rd century Jerome was requested to translate the manuscripts into Latin. 

Then the Latin Vulgate was a translation of the Bible, which became the Bible of 

Christianity in the western world for over 1000 years. - This is still the main 



translation used by the Catholic Church. This translation had mistakes such as 

translating the word repentance as penance. 

• The King James Version was translated from Textus Receptus and was the most 

widely used Bible in the Protestant churches since 1611. Contrary to King James 

Onlyivsts, we have more reliable and older Greek New Testament texts that are 

used for most of our modern translations. 

• The present day translations are the exact and reliable translation drawn from 

Greek texts of the Bible.

The Factions

The Sadducees: The Sadducees were the party in power and the Pharisees were in 

opposition. Powerful as they were, however the Sadducees appear to have been confined 

to a few wealthy families, especially the leading priestly families, while the Pharisees

enjoyed the esteem of the people. They were the heirs of the inter-testamental

Hasmoneans. Their contacts with foreign overlords tended to diminish their religious

devotion and carry them farther in the direction of Hellinization (becoming more Greek 

than Jewish).

• This group controlled the temple and the Sanhedrin.

• They were seen as the true interpreters of the Bible. They sold at the temple and 

changed money so that they would get it right because they were so concerned with

purity. Yet Jesus rebuked them because in their pursuit for purity they sinned.

• These were the aristocrats (upper class people).

• Though they were fewer than the Pharisees, they controlled the priesthood.

• They regarded only the five books of Moses (the Pentateuch or Torah) to be

• authoritative.

• They did not believe in divine foreordination (predestination), that God planned

• everything before existence.

• They did not believe in angels, spirits and immortality of the soul.

• They did not believe in the resurrection of the body (Matt. 22:23-33; Acts

• 22:30-23:10).

• The Sadducees partly disintegrated when the temple was destroyed in AD. 70.



The Pharisees (The separated ones or the separatist; a derogatory term):

The Pharisees originated shortly after the Maccabean revolt as an outgrowth of the

Hasidim. They were the largest Jewish religious sect, but still only about 6000 strong

in the time of Herod the Great. This movement declined when they started

questioning the claims of the Maccabean to the high priesthood. That’s where the

Pharisees and the Essenes sects evolved.

• They influenced what took place in the synagogue. The Pharisees and the 

Sadducees did not get along (but did when they wanted Jesus murdered).

• Pharisees saw themselves as guardians of the law with the proper interpretation. 

This was a lay movement; they were concerned with a proper interpretation of the 

law so that they may practice it in their lives.

• They were the teachers and the guardians making sure people live by the law. It 

was the Pharisees sect that made sure the temple was run in a right way; thus they 

had problems with Jesus.

• They observed the rabbinic as well as the Mosaic laws.

• They observed the Sabbath.

Some of their man made laws include:

• The Pharisee could not eat in a house of a sinner (one who did not practice 

Phariseeism), but might entertain a sinner in his own house.

• They could not wear sinner’s clothes but could give their clothes to sinners. This 

was done for purity reasons.

• Some rabbis of the Pharisees forbade spitting on the bare ground during the 

Sabbath lest the action disturb the dirt and thus constitute ploughing which will be 

regarded as working on the Sabbath.

• A woman was not permitted to look on the mirror on Sabbath lest she see a grey 

hair and be tempted to pluck it out and thereby work on the Sabbath.

• The Pharisees devised legal loopholes for their convenience. Though one could not

carry his clothes in his arms out of a burning house on the Sabbath, he could put on

several layers of clothing and bring them out by wearing them.

• They regarded the whole Old Testament canon of scripture to be authoritative.

It was over this artificiality of legalism that Jesus and the Pharisees repeatedly clashed.

The Scribes: 



• Scribes were neither a religious sect nor a political party, but a professional group, 

though later on during Jesus’ time, many of them joined the Pharisees.

• The terms Lawyer, Scribe and teacher of the law are synonymous in the New 

Testament.

• They were very skilled in interpreting the Law (Matthew 2).

The Herodians:

• This was the name of a dynasty like Pharaoh.

• These were the Jews who supported Herod and the Romans.

• They were a political party.

• They joined efforts with the Pharisees to kill Jesus.

There is some confusion regarding how the New Testament speaks of King Herod and 

Agrippa and then later mentions Emperors of Rome. It should be made clear that all of 

Western Europe, excluding Southern parts of Germany and all of Scotland, was under 

Roman control, as well as the whole North Africa, as far as Modern day Morocco all the 

way to Egypt. The Roman state also controlled all the territories from the west all the way 

to the Black Sea and downwards towards modern day Syria, Lebanon and Israel. The 

Emperor of Rome was considered the emperor of the world. He would sometimes assign 

kings of tribes and territories that willingly submitted to his rule. 

So although we read of a 'King Herod' in the New Testament, he was only a king as long 

as he paid taxes to the Emperor of Rome. These kings would often times be replaced or 

changed around by whatever Roman governor was appointed to oversee them by the 

Emperor. 



Sources:

Sources for this study mainly include but are not limited to study material from Christ 

Seminary and F.E. Bruce's New Testament History. At this stage I want to give a special 

thanks to my New Testament History lecturer, Joseph Mahlaola. It was truly one of my 

favorite classes at Sem.

I forgot to mention the sources for the articles up until now, but will include them in 

future versions of the PDF's.


