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REL 252-A: INTRODUCTION TO THE NEW TESTAMENT 

 

Semester: Summer session 2018 

Credits: 3 

Class Meetings: Tuesday and Thursday, 6:00pm to 9:30pm.  

Location:  

Instructor:  Dr. Nélida Naveros Córdova, CDP 

Office:  

Office Hours:  Thursday 5:30pm or by appointment 

E-Mail:  nenaco@aol.com 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION: 

 

Literature of the New Testament in its religious and historical context. Life and ministry of 

Jesus, origins of earliest Christianity, the role of Paul, and the development of the Church. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The primary goal of this course is to investigate the history and development of the earliest 

Christianity.  We will discuss the major Christian literature of the New Testament produced 

during the first and second centuries CE. The purpose is to critically engage these writings in an 

effort to understand the practices, beliefs, and experiences of the first and second century 

communities that produced them.  

Through close reading of the individual books of the New Testament we will be able to 

understand their structure, major themes, and historical-cultural backgrounds.  Our study will 

primarily focus around a series of important questions that will enable us to uncover the 

influences that shaped these earliest Christian writings.  These include: what did Christianity 

offer socially and ethically that other religions did not? Why did Christianity include/exclude 

women, slaves, and those of lower classes? In what ways did biblical texts contribute to the 

development of Christian morality, ritual, and belief? In examining these issues we will be able 

to assess the lasting influence that these events have had on modern Christianity.  

Since it is impossible to cover the enormous range of literature on this subject, we will focus on a 

series of representative approaches to the material that can provide new insight into the texts.  



 

2 
 

These include studies on ancient letter writing, education, moral philosophy, and social history. 

We also will use various critical and historical methods in our examination of the texts including 

archaeology and literary criticism. By reading the individual texts and applying these methods, 

we will be able to understand the structure, major themes, and the historical-cultural 

backgrounds that contributed to their formation.  Furthermore, such an approach will also shed 

light on the beliefs, practices, and experiences of the earliest members of the church.  

While this course does aim to recover historical Christianity of the early centuries, discussions 

also will center on the New Testament’s continued contributions to western ethics. In particular 

the class will examine how the twenty-seven books greatly influenced Christianity’s views on 

the value of the human body, the nature of sin, and the role of women in the church among many 

other issues. Students will be required to articulate verbally and in writing the ways that these 

works continue to influence moral formation and decision making in modern society. 

 

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT: 

 

Students are expected to be active learners, taking responsibility for their learning as evidenced 

by staying current with class work.  It is presumed that the student is a self-motivated, 

independent learner.  Classes will be a combination of lecture and discussion based on a reading 

of the Christian Scriptures themselves and collateral sources provided by the instructor. 

 

Policy on Email 

The best way to ask me questions is to do so in class or at my office hours. Students may also 

contact me via email and can typically expect a response within 24 hours during the week. I will 

not reply to non-emergency emails over the weekend or after 5:00 pm through the week. In those 

cases, you should expect a response on the next weekday. 

POLICY ON ATTENDANCE, CLASS PARTICIPATION, ABSENCES, LATE PAPERS 

and CELL PHONES:   

• Students are expected to attend class, have reading assignments completed, and 

participate in class discussions and group work. More than One class absence will result 

in a lower grade.   

• Students are responsible for submitting assignments if they are absent.  Students who 

miss class are expected to obtain class notes from their classmates.   

• Make-up exams will be given only for reasons of ill health or personal emergency.   

• No extensions for participation assignments or paper assignments. 

• Cell phones must be SILENCED BEFORE entering the classroom. Students may use 

laptops, but use them only for notes or class activities. 

 

STATEMENT REGARDING LEARNING DISABILITIES 
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Stonehill College is committed to providing all students equal access to learning opportunities.   

The Center for Academic Achievement is the campus office that works with students who have 

disabilities to provide and/or arrange reasonable accommodations. Students registered with 

Office of Accessibility Services, who have a letter requesting accommodations, are encouraged 

to contact the instructor early in the semester.  

 
Students who have, or think they may have, a disability (e.g. psychiatric, attentional, learning, vision, hearing, 

physical, or systemic), are invited to contact The Center for Academic Achievement for a confidential discussion at 

508-565-1208.  

 

The Center for Writing and Academic Achievement (CWAA) provides academic support services in a welcoming, 

professional environment that emphasizes collaborative learning and peer tutoring, supplemented with professional-

level support. The CWAA offers a variety of academic support services, including peer tutoring in writing, math, 

and foreign languages. The CWAA is located in MacPháidín Library, Room 314. Drop-in hours are offered Sunday-

Thursday. Students can visit the CWAA website to view schedules, make appointments, or request a tutor. 

 

My expectation is that you will adhere to the Stonehill Academic Honor Code and Academic Integrity Policy found 

in the 2017-2018 Hill Book under Academic Policies and Procedures. As we will discuss in class, plagiarism 

pertains not only to using the exact words of another writer without quotation marks or attribution but also to 

paraphrasing that writer without attribution or presenting that writer's idea or argument as if it were your own.   

 

Students with Disabilities: Stonehill College is committed to providing a welcoming, supportive and inclusive 

environment for students with disabilities. The Office of Accessibility Resources (OAR) provides a point of 

coordination, resources and support for students with disabilities and the campus community. If you anticipate or 

experience physical or academic barriers based on disability, please let me know so that we can discuss options. You 

are also welcome to contact OAR to begin this conversation or to establish reasonable accommodations for this or 

other courses. OAR is located within the Academic Services & Advising Suite in Duffy 104. For additional 

information please call (508) 565-1306 or email accessibility-resources@stonehill.edu. 

Stonehill College embraces the diversity of students, faculty, and staff, honors the inherent dignity of all individuals, 

and welcomes their unique cultural and religious experiences, beliefs, and perspectives. We all benefit from a 

diverse living and learning environment, and the sharing of differences in ideas, experiences, and beliefs helps us 

shape our own perspectives. Course content and campus discussions will heighten your awareness of these 

differences. 

 

The Office of Intercultural Affairs (Duffy 149; x1409) serves as an accessible resource to anyone seeking support or 

with questions about diversity and inclusion at Stonehill. If you would like to learn more on bias incident prevention 

and response, or submit a report please visit: http://www.stonehill.edu/offices-services/intercultural-affairs/bias-

response-protocol/ 
 

Academic Integrity 

You are expected to adhere to the Academic Honor Code and Academic Integrity Policy that are 

provided in the current edition of The Hill Book. When in doubt, always verify with one of your 

professors if something is being done properly or is allowable in this class rather than simply 

make an assumption based on the fact that it was or is currently allowable in another class 

POLICY ON PLAGIARISM:  Be careful never to copy directly or directly adapt from another 

author without crediting the source.  General sources must be listed in a bibliography; any direct 

http://www.stonehill.edu/x23548.xml
http://www.stonehill.edu/x9367.xml
http://www.stonehill.edu/x23548.xml
http://www.stonehill.edu/offices-services/cwaa/
mailto:accessibility-resources@stonehill.edu
http://www.stonehill.edu/offices-services/intercultural-affairs/bias-response-protocol/
http://www.stonehill.edu/offices-services/intercultural-affairs/bias-response-protocol/
http://catalog.stonehill.edu/content.php?catoid=5&navoid=138#stonehill_college_academic_honor_code_policy_procedures
http://catalog.stonehill.edu/content.php?catoid=5&navoid=138#stonehill_college_academic_honor_code_policy_procedures
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quotation or paraphrase must be footnoted.  Any unacknowledged copying will receive a Zero 

for the paper.  Students working together on a project or paper must submit their own work. 

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS and GRADING PERCENTAGES:  

The students’ final grade will be determined by the students’ assessment scores.  The numerical 

value of the assessment components for the term is: 

 

• Attendance 5% 

• Map quiz and short quizzes 5% each 

• Participation Assignments in class (total: 50%) 

• Short paper (25%) 

    

 

Further Explanation of Course Requirements 

 

1.  Short Quizzes will feature ten questions which will address the material since the last quiz; 

that is, they are not cumulative (If you make a mistake, you will lose ½ a mark). At the end of 

the session, students will be allowed to drop the lowest grade. But in order to have this privilege, 

students MUST take the map quiz and the four quizzes. 

 The questions will feature true and false and fill in the blank. 

 

 The material to be assessed will be based on the readings as well as the classroom 

lectures and discussions.   

 

2. Participation Assignments: Participation assignments are designed to promote (a) active 

engagement with course material and (b) achievement of the course’s designated learning 

outcomes. Participation assignments typically involve students working in small groups to 

answer a specific question or set of questions, with each group turning in a record of their work 

at the end of class. But a variety of other assignments may be given, such as responding in 

writing to a particular question or idea. The participation assignment, while always completed in 

class, may at times be based on work done outside of class—in other words, “homework” may 

be assigned in preparation for an upcoming participation assignment. Because the emphasis is on 

participation, assignments will in general receive full credit for being completed, although the 

instructor reserves the right to give only partial credit to an incomplete assignment.  

 

3. Short Paper: This is a four-page paper in which students will choose a topic from a list 

provided by the instructor to conduct a research. The assignment gives students an opportunity to 

explore a particular topic related to the New Testament and the Greco-Roman world of interest 

to them. Further details will be provided on the second week on classes.  

 

• The papers will have three basic parts: a) introduction and thesis statement; b) body 

paragraphs; and c) conclusion. 

• All papers will use double spacing, Times New Roman font, letter size 12, and use the 

usual format, with proper margins as in a usual paper. 

• Papers are handed in on August 13.  
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Grading Scale 

Ideally, a liberal arts education cultivates a passion for learning and an inquisitive, discerning 

mind.  Grading in this course accords with this approach to education. 

An “A” applies to outstanding student work, which features not simply a command of the 

material and excellent presentation (grammar, organization, writing style, spelling, etc.) but 

sustained intellectual engagement with the material.  This engagement takes such forms as 

shedding original light on the material, investigating patterns and connections, posing questions, 

and raising issues.   

A “B” is given to work of high quality that features a command of the material and excellent 

presentation but lacks sustained intellectual engagement with the material. 

Work receiving a “C” is of good overall quality but exhibits a lack of intellectual engagement, 

deficiencies in the student's command of the material, or problems with presentation. 

The grade of “D” indicates major problems with the student's work, such as a shallow 

understanding of the material, little engagement with the material, or poor writing.   

An “F” is given when a student fails to write coherently, demonstrate an adequate understanding 

of the material, or follow the directions in an assignment.                             

 

REQUIRED TEXTBOOKS: 

 

• The Catholic Study Bible. 

• Ehrman Bart D. A Brief Introduction to the New Testament. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2004. ISBN 0-19-516123-8. 

• Reed L. Jonathan. The HaperCollins Visual Guide to the New Testament: What 

Archaeology Reveals about the First Christians. New York: HarperOne, 2007. ISBN 

978-0-06-084249-9. 

• There will be several texts on the eLearn site for this course. 

 

 

COURSE OUTLINE: 

 

WEEK ONE (July 10 and 12) Early Christianity in Its Jewish and Hellenistic Contexts 

Reading: 

Ehrman, A Brief Introduction to the New Testament, 1-63 

Reed, The HaperCollins Visual Guide to the New Testament, 2-15 
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NOTE: All the questions written on the course outline are NOT to be answered by students 

before classes. In other words, the questions are not homework. The purpose of the questions is 

to guide students when they read the assigned reading materials. We will cover them in class. 

Questions: 

1. What is the “New Testament”? How is this different from the “Old Testament”? 

2. How do we know that there was a lot of diversity in early Christianity? What were some 

of the groups? 

3. What is a canon? Outline at least four steps between Christians not having a canon and 

the acceptance of the canon of the New Testament. 

4. What are the differences between how books were published in the ancient world and 

those published in modern times? 

5. What is an “autograph”? What are some of the important characteristics of the NT 

manuscripts that we have? How does this affect your understanding of the NT? 

Questions: 

1. What is meant by the term “Greco-Roman”? What does the term Hellenization mean? 

How does understanding the Greco-Roman world help us understand early Christianity? 

2. What are some of the distinct characteristics of Greco-Roman religions in contrast to our 

modern concepts of religion? Give at least two examples. 

3. What is the difference between “magic” and “religion” in the Greco-Roman world? How 

do you think this might impact the understanding of Jesus’ miracles in the NT? 

4. What is a mystery cult? What is an example of one of these cults? What was its focus? 

5. List the characteristics of Stoic and Epicurean philosophies. Do you think Christianity 

was a mystery religion or a philosophical movement? Why? What impact might these 

movements have had on early Christianity? 

Questions: 

1. Ehrman indicates that Judaism was a type of Greco-Roman religion. In what ways was 

Judaism similar to and distinct from other Greco-Roman religions? 

2. Distinguish the Sadducees and Pharisees. Which party controlled the Jerusalem Temple 

and was on better terms with the Romans, and why? 

3. Identify at least two beliefs held in common by the Pharisees, Essenes, and Christians.  

4. What are the Dead Sea Scrolls? Who do scholars say wrote these documents? What were 

some of their beliefs (at least what we can tell from the scrolls)? 

5. How did Jesus’ actions and teachings fit into the Jewish context? How might first-century 

Jews have understood Jesus? 

 

 

WEEK TWO (July 17 and 19) Paul and His Letters in a Hellenistic Jewish and Greco-

Roman Contexts 

MAP QUIZ/ QUIZ ONE 

Reading: 

Ehrman, A Brief Introduction to the New Testament, 195-211, 213-217, 227-243, 244-251, 261-

274 

Reed, The HaperCollins Visual Guide to the New Testament, 100-121 
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Galatians 1:1-24 

Romans 1:1-32 

Romans 3:19-4:25; 6:1-14 

1 Thessalonians 4:1-18 

1 Corinthians 15:12-24 and 15:35-52 

 

Questions: 

1. What are the genuine letters written by Paul the apostle? How do scholars determine that 

these are genuine? What are some of the characteristics of pseudonymous letters? (Be 

sure you know how to define the term in italics) 

2. What are the characteristics of ancient letters? How were letters used? Why did early 

Christians retain Paul’s letters and publish them?  

3. Compare the regular form of the ancient letter to the opening of Galatians (1:1-10). What 

is missing? What do you think that this says about Paul’s mood and message as it is 

expressed in his letter to the Galatians? Compare this to the opening of Romans (1:1-15). 

What is different? 

4. How does Paul describe his experience of the risen Christ in Galatians 1? Be specific 

about how he “changed his mind” about Jesus being the messiah. How is this different 

than other stories you may have heard about Paul’s “conversion”? 

 

Questions: 

1. Why is the letter to the Romans placed first in the biblical canon? What is the occasion, 

audience, and focus of the letter? How does it differ from the other letters that we have 

studied? Outline the flow of his argument. 

2. What are the models for salvation that are presented in Romans? Give examples from the 

biblical text. Why does Paul include both models? 

 

Group work: Read the passages from 1 Thess. And 1 Cor. closely.  

a. 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

i. Why does Paul write to them? What is the problem? 

ii. How does Paul comfort them? 

iii. How does he characterize the end times? 

b. 1 Cor. 15:12-24: 

i. Paul begins with a feisty attack. What seems to be the problem?  

ii. How does Paul put these criticizers in their place in v. 12? Do you 

understand the argument he leads with? 

iii. For the rest of vv. 13-24, see if you can trace his arguments. What does 

he mean by saying that Jesus is the “first fruit”? In what way is Jesus 

another Adam? Why does his rising from the dead prove to us that he 

has overridden Adam’s sin? 

iv. How does he characterize the end times here? Is it different from 1 

Thess.? 

c. 1 Cor. 15:35-52 
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i. v. 35 tells you an element of Paul’s teaching that is really being 

ridiculed. What is it? How does Paul defend himself? 

ii. In vv. 50-52 Paul speaks about those who have not died. What does he 

explain will happen to those who do not die before Christ comes? How 

does he describe the character of that teaching? 

 

 

WEEK THREE (July 24 and 26) The Synoptic Gospels and Their Formation 

QUIZ TWO 

Reading: 

Ehrman, A Brief Introduction to the New Testament, 64-99 

Reed, The HaperCollins Visual Guide to the New Testament, 34-53 

 

Group work: Mark 1:9-11; 9:2-8; 15:33-39 

Look for a pattern in the elements of these three stories. What is the same? What element keeps 

growing? What happens in the climactic story in 15:33-36? What point might the author be 

trying to make? 

Group work: Mark 8:22-10:56 

You will be asked to go through this section and identify the ways the disciples are portrayed. 

What are your impressions of the disciples? What do you think that the author might be saying 

about the demands of discipleship for early Christian followers? 

Group Work: 

Matthew 3:1-17//Mark 1:1-11 

Matthew 8:28-34//Mark 5:1-20 

Matthew 14:22-33//Mark 6:45-52 

Matthew 27:45-56//Mark 15:33-41 

**You will examine each of these parallels noting in detail Matthew’s changes to Mark. See if 

you can see what was at stake for each author in terms of his Christology (how they thought of 

Jesus). 

 

Questions: 

1. How does the gospel of Mark begin? Is this similar to other ancient texts? In what way? 

2. What are some important characteristics of the gospel of Mark? What might this tell us 

about the author and audience of the gospel? 

3. Ehrman says that the traditions of the gospel of Mark are “thoroughly” rooted... “in the 

Jewish worldview.” (65) How do you reconcile this with the description of the Jewish 

leaders in the gospel?  
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4. Why does Ehrman characterize the gospel as portraying Jesus as the “suffering Son of 

God”? Give specific examples of this characterization in the gospel. Do you agree with 

this assessment? Why or why not? 

5. What is the “messianic secret” in Mark? How does this function in the gospel and what 

important theme does it support? 

 

Questions: 

1. Why do scholars think it is unlikely that the apostle Matthew wrote this gospel? 

2. What does this gospel suggest about the author, his background, and his placement in the 

cultural context of early Christianity? What was the author’s/reader’s relationship to 

Judaism? 

3. What does Matthew add to the Markan material that shows his special themes and 

tendencies? 

4. What is the role of John the Baptist in this gospel? Contrast this with the role that JBap 

plays in Mark’s gospel? (You may want to review Mark 1:1-14) 

5. How does the author explain the relationship between Christianity and Jewish law, cultic 

practices and Jewish leadership? Give examples from the biblical text. 

 

Group work: Luke 3:1-6//Mark 1:1-11 

Note all the changes that Luke makes to Mark 1:1-11. How might this suggest his focus and 

authorial tendencies? 

Group work: Luke 4:16-32//Mark 6:1-6 

Compare the story of Jesus’ return to his hometown in Luke and Mark. What does Luke change 

that then shows us something about Jesus’ mission? Then, choose two attributes of the messiah 

from the Isaiah reading (Luke 4:17-19). What do these say about Jesus’ mission? 

Group work: Luke 7: 36-50; 19:1-10; (special material only found in Luke) 

• How would you describe the Jesus of this story?  

• What is the message of each story? 

 

Group work: 10:25-37; 15:11-32 

• Since parables are meant to instruct the reader about how to live a virtuous life, what 

issue does Jesus’ parable address? 

• What is your response to this parable? 

 

Questions: 
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• Salvation is an important theme in the gospel of Luke. What is the author’s 

perspective on the salvation of Jews and Gentiles (non-Jews)? Is salvation the same 

for these two groups or different? 

• What are some of the thematic emphases in Luke’s gospel? How does this compare to 

Mark and Matthew? 

• How does the narrative of Jesus’ death (Luke 23:44-49) compare to the same 

narratives in Mark (15:33-41) and Matthew (27:45-56)? What does this suggest about 

the author of the Lukan gospel? 

• What material does Luke add to the end of his gospel? Why might the author have 

added this and what does it suggest about discipleship? 

 

WEEK FOUR (July 31 and August 2) The Book of Acts and the Gospel of John/the 

Johannine Epistles 

QUIZ THREE 

Reading: 

Ehrman, A Brief Introduction to the New Testament, 116-132, 133-157 

Reed, The HaperCollins Visual Guide to the New Testament, 54-77, 78-99 

 

Group work: Acts: 1:1-5 

1. After reading this section, why do you think that people have generally regarded Luke to 

be the author of both the gospel and Acts?  

2. Compare Luke 1: 1-5 with the opening of Acts. Are you convinced that they are the same 

author? Why or Why not? 

 

Group work: Acts 9:1-19//22:1-14//26:12-21 

1. Each of these passages represents a version of Paul’s “conversion.” Make a list of 

similarities and differences between the accounts. 

2. Compare the account of Paul’s “conversion” in Acts 9:1-30 and Galatians 1:15-18. What 

is different between these two accounts? Which should we take to be the authentic 

version? Why?  

3. Why do we say that Paul had a “conversion” on the road to Damascus? What changed for 

Paul after he had a vision of the risen Christ? What is problematic about the designation 

“conversion”? 

 

Questions: 

1. Ehrman discusses the genre of Acts? What does he mean? What are the different 

suggestions he makes? Which makes the most sense to you? Why? 

2. What are the different types of speeches in Acts? How do they function in the narrative? 

3. What are some of the major themes in Acts? 

4. Many scholars have suggested that there is an anti-Jewish tone to Acts. After reading the 

passages above, do you think this is an accurate way to look at Acts? Why or Why not? 

What evidence convinces you of your position? Be specific. 
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Group work: John 1:1-18 (read through carefully) 

• In John 1:1-18, the term “logos” is used many times. What does this term mean? 

Who is the logos? What might this say about John’s Christology? 

 

Group work: John 3:1-21; 19:31-42 

• Go through this narrative verse-by-verse. How is Nicodemus being portrayed? Is 

this typical of the gospel themes? 

• What changes about Nicodemus in 19:31-42? Was there anything in 3:1-21 that 

foreshadowed this? 

• What does the author want to say about discipleship? What is your response to 

this story? 

 

Group work: John: 9:1-41 

• Draw a line down the center of a piece of paper page, then follow the progression 

of the man born blind on one side, and the Pharisees on the other. 

• What typical Johannine dynamic is being played out here? What does Jesus mean 

when, he tells the Pharisees, “If you were blind, you would have no sin, but now 

that you say that you see, your sins remain”? What is your response to this? 

 

Questions: 

1. What are the two major blacks of material in the gospel of John? What types of material 

are contained in each of these blocks? What are the similarities between the stories in 

these blocks? What is the final block of material that is unique to this gospel? 

2. Who is the Beloved Disciple? How does the gospel portray this person? 

3. What are the proposed sources of John’s gospel? Are there any similarities between John 

and the synoptic gospels? What are they? 

4. What are some of the historical situations that might have influenced the gospel? 

 

WEEK FIVE (August 7 and 9) The Epistle to the Hebrews and Revelation 

QUIZ FOUR (August 9) 

Reading: 

Revelation 4:1-11; 12:1-17 

Ehrman, A Brief Introduction to the New Testament, 307-323, 337-351 

Reed, The HaperCollins Visual Guide to the New Testament, 122-155 

 

Questions: 

1. Who wrote the book of Hebrews, and to whom did he write? 

2. How is Christ portrayed as superior to the Jewish religion in Hebrews? 

3. What are the two ways that the author uses the Jewish Scriptures to show Jesus’ 

superiority? 
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4. Why does the author want to stress Jesus’ superiority to his readers? 

 

Group work: Heb 1:1-14; 2:5-18; 4:14-5:10; 7; 8-10 

 

• How is Jesus presented as the High Priest? Explain 

 

Group work: Read Heb 1:2 and Philo, Cher. 127; Heb 1:3 and Philo, Det. 83; Opif. 146; Heb 

5:10; 7:3 and Philo, Fug. 108; Leg. 3.82; Heb 4:12-13 and Philo, Her. 130, 140; Cheer. 17. 

 

• What parallels do you see? 

• How are they similar to, or different from, John’s Prologue? 

 

Questions: 

1. What is an “apocalypse”, and what is its purpose? What are the features that one can 

expect in an apocalypse? What are the two common literary features present in an 

apocalypse? 

2. What circumstances seem to explain this kind of writing/belief? What are some of the 

specific socio-political circumstance that may have prompted the author to write 

Revelation? When was it written? What is the audience of the book? 

3. How is the book organized? What are some of the features specific to this apocalypse? 

What is the universal struggle that will be resolved in the end time? 

4. What characteristic of an apocalypse is missing in Revelation? Why do you think this is 

the case? 

 

 

Final paper Due August 13 
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