
9. Stuff that did not make the New Testament 
 
Before we get into a discussion about what did not make the New Testament it is 
probably worth looking at what did make it and why it made it.  And the answer for 
that is not terribly easy, largely because it was a fairly organic process.  There was no 

committee on New Testament content that met and emerged with the New Testament, despite what Dan 
Brown or other conspiracy nuts propose.  We know that by around 130 A.D. that in at least some parts of the 
church the 13 Epistles of Paul plus the four Gospels were seen as “authoritative witnesses to the Apostolic 
teaching…Towards the end of the second century these New Testament writings came to be regarded as 
‘Scripture’ on the same footing as the Old Testament”1  It took a while longer for the other writings to be 
accepted as authoritative especially Hebrews, Jude, 2 Peter, 3 John and the Revelation of John.  The earliest 
list we have of the current New Testament comes in 367 when St. Athanasius in his Festal Epistle presented a 
comprehensive list.  This list appears a few more times in early Church history showing up both in 392 and 
495.  As I mentioned this was a somewhat organic process and so there are no minutes or criterion by which to 
see how they were arrived at this particular group, so we have to get a little Great Carnac on the whole thing.  
The main thing we can deduce is that what is found in the New Testament represents some of the earliest 
writings in the Church and was written by people with first hand knowledge of the events.  Now I realize that 
some try and date what is found in the New Testament later than has been historically understood which 
makes my previous assertion controversial, but there is really not space to enter into that discussion so we will 
go with the historical witness of the Church.  And so most of the early writings that we have, which are not 
found in the New Testament, come after the first century (except for Clement’s first letter which was written in 
96 A.D.)  While these are a little more removed from the time of Jesus than what is found in the New 
Testament they still provide a glimpse of what early Christians did and thought.  What follows are a few of the 
highlights of those early writings not found in the New Testament:   
 
Clement’s First Letter:  This letter does not bear an inscription but, “Very ancient tradition ascribes the 
letter to a certain Clement who, according to the early episcopal lists, was the third Bishop of Rome.”2  The 
themes of this letter are actually fairly similar to Paul’s letter addressed to the same audience.  It would appear 
that they were still a lot of problems with this church and there appears to have been something of a coup.  
Clement does not mince words when he describes it writing, “And so ‘the dishonored’ rose up ‘against those 
who were held in honor,’ those of no reputation against the notable, the stupid against the wise.”3  The 
interesting thing that this letter illustrates is that early on in Christian history, “local churches did not conceive 
of themselves as isolated and autonomous units.  They were part of a wider Church, and were not 
unconcerned with what happened in other congregations.”4 
 
The Letters of Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch:  This is actually a collection of seven letters written by 
Ignatius around the beginning of the second century.  We do not know a whole lot about Ignatius.  The 
traditional account of his life is that he converted to Christianity at a young age and was a student of the 
Apostle John.  He was chosen to be Bishop of Antioch (a very important place in early Christianity).  He was 
arrested and transferred to Rome.  It was in the time of his transfer that he wrote these seven letters and they 
are written to various churches, like Ephesus and Rome except for the one sent to Polycarp (who we will learn 
about later).  There are three main topics that repeat themselves throughout the seven letters.  The first is his 
impending martyrdom, which he very excited about so that he could be with God. The second is his desire for 
unity within the church.  He is very annoyed with schismatic behavior.  The last of his concerns is the heretical 
behavior that leads to schisms.  So basically he could have been writing to us today.    
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The Letter of Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna:  Contrary to popular belief his name does not translate as a 
multitude of carp.  Polycarp’s life spanned a rather incredible time in the history of Christianity.  He was born 
somewhere 70 A.D. and died around 156 A.D.   Like Ignatius he was a student of John the Apostle and would 
instruct many of the greats to follow like Tertullian and Irenaeus of Lyon.  He was martyred by being burned 
at the stake and when the fire did not touch him he was stabbed to death.   His letter to the Philippians, like so 
many other Church letters, warns against apostasy and encourages them to persevere in good works.   
 
The Didache (AKA The Teachings of the Twelve Apostles):  This is one of the harder early writings to 
pin down because it was “discovered” in 1873.  The exact dating of it has been something of an area of 
contention with some believing it originated as early as 70 A.D while others put it as far back as the late 2nd 
century.  The document itself contains two main themes.  The first half is called the “Two Ways” and it has to 
do with the two ways of living or as it states in the opening, “There are two ways, one of life and one of death; 
and between the two ways there is a great difference.”5  The second part of the book is basically a manual of 
church order discussing such things as baptism, fasting and the Eucharist.  One interesting note is the Didache 
contains a version of the Lord’s Prayer, which is very similar to the version we use because it contains the 
doxology (for thine is the…) which is not in Matthew or Luke’s version.      
 
The Apology of Justin Martyr:  A few things to clear up.  Yes Justin Martyr was martyred in 165 A.D. by 
Roman officials, but I don’t know what his parents expected by giving him a name like that.  Second an 
apology in this sense in an explanation and justification for the Christian faith, it is not him saying that he is 
very sorry for it.  One of the most fascinating parts of this is the description of Sunday worship and how it 
demonstrates the continuity with today.  He writes: 
 

And 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, as we before said, 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.6 
 

Questions: 
 
1.  Do you think that what is in the New Testament was directed by God, a work of humanity or a 
combination of both?  Does it matter? 
2.  Were you aware of how much early Christian writing there was?  Does it change anything for how you 
think about things? 
3.  Why do you think the church is always having problems? 
4.  Why do you think a lot of early writers spent time on explaining what the church should be doing? 
5.  Do you think it is important that our services look so similar to early Church services?   
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