
Brown Bag Bible Study : Episode 4

Hello there, I'm Simon Rafe and welcome to Brown Bag Bible Study, the Bible study you can do in 
your lunch break! This is an introduction to Scripture, which will give you some information you might 
not have known and encourage you to read the Bible. Most importantly it is presented in bite-size 
pieces, perfect to fit in with our busy lifestyles!

Every week, I'll be concentrating on a small part of Scripture – either one of the seventy-three books of 
the Bible, or a group of related books – and will bring you interesting facts and information to help you 
understand it. I'll also be including links to further reading, articles, books and so forth which will help 
you learn to love Sacred Scripture even more.

Following on from last week's discussion of the division of the Old Testament, I'm going to talk about 
the way the New Testament is divided up. The majority of books in the New Testament are epistles, or 
letters; of the 27 books in the New Testament, 21 are epistles.

The remaining books consist of 4 Gospels, 1 historical book and 1 apocalyptic book.

The historical book is the Acts of the Apostles, also known as Acts. It is written by the same author as 
the Gospel of Luke, and many people consider it a sequel or continuation of the story. Certainly, it 
picks up where the Gospel of Luke ends. It tells the history of the early Church, and focuses very 
strongly on the preaching of Saints Peter and Paul.

The 4 Gospels are historical books also, but they are a special kind of history. They tell the story of the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ – but they are not mere biography. Gospel means “good 
news” and the focus of the books is NOT the narrative of Jesus's life, but rather the good news of 
salvation and redemption which comes through the person of Jesus Christ. If we read the Gospels just 
as history we will be disappointed and miss the central message. The Gospels lack many details we 
would expect in a modern biography, although they are packed with information about Jesus Christ. 
The Gospels are the only place where we see and hear Jesus' own words and actions, and an 
understanding of what these historical events mean to us is what is important, not minute biographical 
details.

Another book which cannot be read simply as a narrative is the single apocalyptic book, Revelation. 
This is a very misunderstood book. Apocalyptic literature is very difficult to fully grasp and 
understand. It presents spiritual truths in a symbolic way, and often has much in common with the 
visionary episodes of the Prophetic works in the Old Testament.

The epistles are letters written by Christian leaders to specific congregations, individuals, or even to the 
Church as a whole – a sort of “open letter”. They can be divided up a number of different ways. Firstly, 
they can be divided by author – a majority are written by Saint Paul, two by Saint Peter, one by Saint 
James and so forth. This is often a good way of dividing the letters, as similar themes appear in the 
work of a single Saint.

A further way of dividing them is by recipient. Saint Paul's letters to Churches are grouped together, 
and appear in the Bible in descending order of length, NOT organized by their date of composition. 
Saint Paul's letters to individuals are grouped together, and the remaining letters – often called the 
Catholic or General Epistles – make up the final group.



When we read the epistles, it is important to remember they were written at specific times, to specific 
people, for specific purposes. While there is certainly divine wisdom within them, we must always take 
care not to over-apply that wisdom. The letters are specific, individual compositions, not necessarily 
blanket instructions for the whole Church at all times and places. As I said earlier, we must always read 
the Bible in the light of the Church's teaching.

That's it for this time – make sure you check out the additional reading which will give you more 
information about the New Testament. And don't forget you can also check out the Where Did The 
Bible Come From? series and also my Basic Training Biblical Context class. Next time, we're going to 
take a more in-depth look at the Gospels. Until then, I'm Simon Rafe and God bless.


