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 Here is a comprehensive guide to the New Testament as received by the Orthodox Church. 

 

THE ORTHODOX NEW TESTAMENT CANON 

 

The Eastern Orthodox Church, in agreement with Roman Catholics and most Protestants, accepts 

a canon of 27 books for the New Testament. This canon was confirmed through the universal 

witness of the Church, including early lists from St. Athanasius the Great and St. Cyril of 

Jerusalem, and the local Council of Carthage in 318. The early Church father St. Athanasius, for 

instance, described these books as "the beginnings, the anchors and pillars of our faith, because 

they were written and transmitted by the very Apostles of Christ the Savior". 

 

1. The Four Gospels 

 

The name "Testament" comes from the Latin testamentum, used to translate the Greek diatheke. 

This word was employed by the translators of the Septuagint (the Greek Old Testament) as the 

equivalent of the Hebrew berith, meaning a pact or alliance. In the New Testament, this refers to 

the new alliance between God and humanity established by Jesus Christ. The Gospels are the 

fourfold presentation of a single Gospel, with the compiler of the four books intending them to 

be regarded as one work in a fourfold presentation. The titles "according to Matthew," 

"according to Mark," etc., mean "The Gospel according to Matthew's own description," and they 

can be traced back to the person who first brought these four books together. 

 

• Matthew 

 

o Author: The Apostle Matthew. He is referred to as "the tax collector" in Matthew 

9:9 and his Gospel reflects a particularly Jewish focus, suggesting it was written 

by someone with deep knowledge of the Jewish scriptures. 

 

o Date: Traditionally written around the year 70 AD. 

 

o To Whom: Primarily written for a Jewish-Christian audience. 

 

o Theme: Emphasizes that Jesus is the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. 

 

• Mark 

 

o Author: Mark, a disciple of Peter and companion of Paul and Barnabas. Early 

Church tradition associates Mark with Peter, viewing his Gospel as the account he 

heard Peter preach. 

 

o Date: Around 70 AD. 

 

o To Whom: Likely written for a Gentile audience. 

 

o Theme: Focuses on Jesus' actions and portrays Him as the suffering servant. 



2 

 

• Luke 

 

o Author: Luke, a Gentile physician and companion of the Apostle Paul. He was 

not an eye-witness to the Gospel events but conducted careful research, 

interviewing those who were, as he states in the opening of his Gospel. 

 

o Date: Around 70 AD. 

 

o To Whom: Written for the "most excellent Theophilus" and a wider Gentile 

audience. 

 

o Theme: Portrays Jesus' compassion and focuses on the universality of salvation. 

 

• John 

 

o Author: The Apostle John, son of Zebedee. This is a strong tradition, supported 

by internal evidence (the Gospel refers to an "eyewitness" account) and the 

testimony of early Church fathers. 

 

o Date: Written considerably later than the other Gospels, around 90-110 AD. 

 

o To Whom: Written for the whole Church, but with a strong theological purpose. 

 

o Theme: Presents Jesus' divine nature and deep theological teachings, often called 

"a spiritual gospel" by Clement of Alexandria. 

 

2. The Acts of the Apostles 

 

• Author: Luke, the same author as the Gospel of Luke. Some scholars place its 

composition at the time of the Gospel, with Harnack even thinking it was composed 

closer to 60 AD. 

 

• Date: Around 70 AD or earlier. 

 

• To Whom: Written for Theophilus, the same individual as the Gospel of Luke. 

 

• Theme: Relates the history of the early Church, the foundation of Churches, and the 

missionary journeys of the apostles, particularly Peter and Paul. 

 

3. The Catholic (General) Epistles 

 

These are called "Catholic" because most of them were addressed to the faithful in general, 

rather than to a specific person or church. 
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• James 

 

o Author: James, the brother of Jesus. 

 

o Date: Possibly the very beginning of Christian literature, as early as 40-50 AD. 

 

o To Whom: "To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion" (i.e., Jewish Christians). 

 

o Theme: Emphasizes that faith must be accompanied by good works. 

 

• 1 & 2 Peter 

 

o Author: The Apostle Peter. 

 

o Date: The late 1st century. Some scholars delay 2 Peter until around 120-130 AD. 

 

o To Whom: To the faithful in various regions. 

 

o Theme: Exhortations to holiness and warnings against false teachers. 

 

• 1, 2 & 3 John 

 

o Author: Orthodox tradition attributes all three to the Apostle John, though some 

scholars debate this, suggesting they may have come from the same community 

that produced the Gospel of John. 

 

o Date: Likely the late 1st century, around 90-110 AD. 

 

o To Whom: General audiences. 

 

o Theme: Love, truth, and warning against the teachings of false prophets 

(particularly in 1 John). 

 

• Jude 

 

o Author: Jude, "a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James." 

 

o Date: Late 1st century. 

 

o To Whom: "To those who are called, beloved in God the Father and kept for 

Jesus Christ." 

 

o Theme: A warning against ungodly persons who had crept into the Church. 
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4. The Pauline Epistles 

 

These are the letters of the Apostle Paul, which are addressed to specific churches or individuals. 

St. Paul's undisputed letters are generally dated between 52-58 AD. 

 

• Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 & 2 

Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon. The Apostle Paul wrote these letters. 

Some doubts have historically been raised about the authorship of Ephesians and the 

Pastoral Epistles (1 & 2 Timothy, Titus), but the tradition is strong. 

 

• Epistle to the Hebrews – This letter is included among Paul's letters in the Orthodox 

canon, though its authorship has been a subject of much debate in antiquity and modern 

times. The style differs significantly from Paul's other letters, leading many to question its 

Pauline origin. 

 

• Theme of Paul's Letters: They provide detailed theological instruction, address specific 

issues in early Christian communities, and offer guidance on Christian living and church 

order. 

 

5. The Book of Revelation (Apocalypse) 

 

• Author: The Book of Revelation was written by a separate author named John of 

Patmos, who is traditionally identified with the Apostle John. The name comes from the 

Greek apokalypsis, meaning "unveiling." It is addressed to the seven Churches of Asia 

Minor. 

 

• Date: Around 95 AD, during the reign of the Emperor Domitian. 

 

• To Whom: To the seven Churches of Asia Minor (Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamus, Thyatira, 

Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodicea). 

 

• Theme: A vision of the struggle between the Church and the powers of evil, and the final 

victory of God. Its canonicity was questioned in the Middle Ages but it remains part of 

the Orthodox canon. 
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SUMMARY TABLE FOR CATECHUMENS 

Section Books (27 Total) 

4 Gospels Matthew, Mark, Luke, John 

History Acts of the Apostles 

7 Catholic 

Epistles 
James, 1 & 2 Peter, 1, 2 & 3 John, Jude 

14 Epistles of 

Paul 

Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 & 2 

Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Hebrews 

Apocalypse Revelation 

 


