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Bible 101 
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and 
Introduction to the New Testament 

September 28, 2022 
 

 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
 

Time period between the Protestant/Catholic Old and New Testaments 
 
Malachi, the last book of the Protestant/Catholic Old Testament, was written around 397 BCE.  
Jesus was born 400+ years later and John the Baptist began his ministry in the next 25-30 years.  
Those 400+ years are called the “intertestamental period” but also the “silent years” because 
no new prophets called by God appeared and God didn’t otherwise speak to His people. 
 
Some thought God was silent because the people had become too sinful. Others believed that 
the people’s lack of faith in God had caused Him to no longer speak to His people. 
 
What happened during those 400+ years? 
 
Just as happened during the Old Testament time period, the area between Egypt and Israel’s 
northern neighbors was overrun and occupied by powerful conquerors. Six eras can be 
identified; some of the occupations granted the Jewish people more political and religious 
freedom than others. Each ended when another conqueror was more powerful and took over 
the area. 
 

• Persian Era (553-336 BCE) 
o The Persian Era began before the intertestamental period and lasted for the first 

60 years of that period.  
o It was after the Persians conquered Babylon in 539 BCE that the Jews who had 

been exiled there beginning in 597 BCE were allowed in 538 BCE to return to 
Jerusalem and the Southern Kingdom of Judah and observe their own religious 
beliefs. The stories of the people who returned are told in the Old Testament 
books of Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, and Zechariah. 

o Persia is now modern Iran. 
 

• Greek Era (336-323 BCE) 
o Alexander the Great conquered an extensive area from Egypt to western India.  

Hellenization (the adoption of Greek language, culture, and religion) spread 
throughout that area. The worship of the many Greek gods was a threat to the 
faith of the Jews. 

o Although the time span of the Greek era was short, its impact was long-lasting. 
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• Egyptian Era (323-198 BCE) 
o After Alexander’s death, his empire was divided. Egyptian leaders ruled Israel but 

allowed the Jews freedom of worship. It was during this time that the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint) was produced.   

o Within the Jewish community, the Orthodox Jews -- known in the New 
Testament as the Pharisees (“separatists”) -- appeared. 

 

• Syrian Era (198-165 BCE) 
o The Syrians conquered Egypt and at first allowed the Jews some local rule under 

their High Priest. But disagreements within the Jewish community about who 
should be the High Priest caused the Syrians to try to destroy all aspects of the 
Jewish faith (copies of the Scriptures, Sabbath worship, circumcision, dietary 
restrictions, etc.) and forced the Jews to worship idols. Many Jews were killed. 

 

• Maccabean Era (165-63 BCE) 
o After a rural Jewish priest named Mattathias killed both a Syrian official who 

ordered a sacrifice to an idol and the Jew who made that sacrifice, the priest and 
his son Judas Maccabee and three other sons fled for their safety. They were 
joined in their revolt by thousands of faithful Jews; they employed guerilla 
tactics in the attacks on the Syrians. They retook Jerusalem; the Jewish festival of 
Hanukkah celebrates the cleansing/rededication of the Temple.  

o Although there were almost 70 years of independence for the Jewish people, 
there were serious disagreements within the community. Those opposing the 
Pharisees became known as the Sadducees (“righteous”). 

 
 

Empire of Alexander the 
Great 
 
[Map from Wikimedia 
Commons -- in the public 
domain] 
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• Roman Era (63 BCE-) 
o The Roman general Pompey conquered Syria, moved on into Israel, and captured 

Jerusalem. Rome appointed rulers for Israel. Herod the Great, a Jewish Roman 
citizen, who became the king of the Jews in 37 BCE, was still the king when Jesus 
was born sometime between 6 BCE and 4 BCE. 

o The Roman Empire brought a period of peace, a generally stable government, 
and massive building projects (including a new temple in Jerusalem) that 
imposed crippling taxation on many citizens. Sea routes in the Mediterranean 
and an extensive road system throughout the empire encouraged trade and later 
the spread of the Gospel. But Rome also brought worship of its many gods, 
inconsistent enforcement of laws, and slavery (often as the result of victory in 
wars although slaves were protected by Roman law). 

o The Pharisees and Sadducees continued to disagree. The Pharisees were aligned 
with the Scribes (local teachers) and stressed strict obedience to the Scriptures.  
The Sadducees were aligned with the High Priest who, with other priests, were 
more involved with the political aspects of their roles.   

o The Roman Empire did not fall until 476 CE, long past the time period of the New 
Testament. 
 

 
 
 

What institutions played important roles for the Jews during those years? 
 
Two institutions in place before 536 BCE were a consistent presence in the lives of the Jews 
during this period. 

• The Jews taken to Babylon had to find a different way to worship because there was no 
Temple. They still could not offer sacrifices in any other location. But, they could gather 
in other buildings in Babylon for worship and instruction. When some of the exiles 
returned to Jerusalem and other areas of Israel, they brought with them this practice of 
preaching and teaching in such buildings, called synagogues. 

Roman Empire 
 
[Map from Wikimedia Commons 
-- in the public domain.]  
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• The Sanhedrin, consisting of the High Priest and 70 other religious leaders, was the 
ruling authority for Jews in civil and religious matters. It was reconstituted by Ezra when 
some of the exiles began returning from Babylon in 538 BCE. 

 
Is there any religious literature connected to those years? 
 
Two collections have connections to those 400 years. 

• The Apocrypha (Greek word meaning “hidden things”) is a collection of 17 books written 
during that time period. Those books are not part of the Hebrew Bible. Some 
translations of the Christian Bible include them as a separate section.   

• The Dead Sea Scrolls are manuscripts of religious texts (some in the Hebrew/Christian 
Bible and some that are part of the Apocrypha) copied during those years but not 
discovered until 1946/47 in caves near Qumran on the north shore of the Dead Sea. 
 

= = = = = = = 
 

Introduction to the New Testament 
 
Over the 400 years between the Old and New Testaments, the Jews were constantly adjusting 
to changes in political, social, economic, and religious situations. During the time period of the 
New Testament, they were still living within the Roman Empire. Languages spoken were 
Aramaic and Greek. The Pharisees and Sadducees were still competing groups within the Jewish 
community. The Gospels and Acts tell of people brought before the Sanhedrin. 
 
Because the Jews had been conquered by so many different groups during the 400 years, the 
interpretations of who the longed-for Messiah would be had coalesced around the expectation 
of a victorious military leader. God had another surprise for His people! 
 
God had been silent during those 400 years. Now God is no longer silent! He spoke to the 
people then and speaks to us now in the person of His Son. The sacrificial death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ fulfilled the promises of the Old Testament and established the New 
Covenant between God and His people. 
 
The 27 books of the New Testament tell of (1) the life and ministry of Jesus Christ and (2) the 
early history of Christianity. The order of the books does not reflect the order in which the 
books were written. The notes for each book of the New Testament will include the time frame 
when it was written and its context. 

• 4 Gospels (the story of Jesus Christ) 

• Acts of the Apostles (history of the early Church) 

• 21 epistles (letters from Peter, Paul, and other leaders of the early church to local 
churches and individuals)   

• Book of Revelation 
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Because the Old Testament books were the scriptures for Jesus, his disciples, and other Jews, 
there are many references in the New Testament to Old Testament verses and concepts. 
 
The two testaments can be compared/contrasted in these ways: 

• OT = written in Hebrew; NT = written in Greek. 

• OT = covers thousands of years; NT = covers about 100 years. 

• OT = tells the history of a nation; NT = tells how the history of a nation led to Jesus 
Christ and the beginning of the church.   

• OT = focus on the Law but also on grace; NT = focus on grace but also on Law. 

• OT = points to who is coming; NT = focus on the One who came and will come again. 
 
 


