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How Did the New Testament Reach Us?

Written by: His Grace Bishop Moussa
Bishop of Coptic Orthodox Youth

On descending to Heaven, the Lord commanded His dis-
ciples saying:

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, bap-
tizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit.”  (Matthew 28:19)

The Lord Jesus Christ also said to them:  “Behold, I send 
the promise of My Father upon you; but tarry in the city 
of Jerusalem until you are endured with power from on 
High.”  (Luke 24:49)  Thus, they stayed for ten days in 
the house of St. Mark the Apostle with one accord, until 
the coming of the Holy Spirit upon them on the day of 
Pentecost in the form of a great, rushing mighty wind, 
forked tongues, and numerous languages (Acts 2).  Three 
thousand souls believed in the Lord Jesus Christ that day.  
This comprised the seed of the Christian Church.

Following this, the Apostles reached out to the world, in 
the same order that the Lord had appointed to them:  Je-
rusalem, all Judea, Samaria, to the end of the earth (Acts 
1:8).  Thus, Christianity spread quickly in the various 
parts of the world during the first century A.D.

Initially, the Holy Gospel of Good News was oral.  The 
Apostles preached, people believed, and some of the be-
lievers became preachers who traveled throughout the 
world.  Believers, however, started to feel their need for 
two types of writing:  1) One to preserve for the pres-
ent and the future the biography of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and 2) Another to answer the questions and inquiries that 
reached them from their children in the different churches, 
to solve problems that they faced, or to refute the heresies 
that arose among them.

Therefore, with these needs in mind, the Apostles began 
writing through the Holy Spirit the four Holy Gospels.  
The first Holy Gospel is written by St. Matthew.  St. Mat-
thew wrote it for the Jews who believed in the Lord Jesus 
Christ in order to explain to them that He is the Messiah 
in whom all prophecies are fulfilled.

The second Holy Gospel is written by St. Mark.  St. Mark 
wrote it for the Romans, the men of war, in order to re-
veal to them that the Lord Jesus Christ is the powerful 
minister to the needs of humanity.  The third Holy Gospel 
is written by St. Luke.  St. Luke wrote it for the Greeks, 

Evangelism Emphasized
In the Holy Gospel of St. Matthew

“I have never been able to convince myself that someone could be saved,
if he has never done anything for the salvation of his brother.”  –St. John Chrysostom

In our Savior’s classic teaching on prayer we are told 
to make the following request of the Father: “your 
will be done on earth as it is in Heaven” (Matthew 
6:10). This request, which contains the fundamental 
guiding principle of the Lord Jesus Christ’ own life, 
should be foundational for Christian ethics: we are 
to do our Father’s will on earth (Matthew 7:21). The 
Holy Scriptures in general and our Savior’s teachings 
in particular reveal the essential contents of His will 
for us. 

Let us then examine several of the Lord Jesus’ pre-
scriptions for us in an effort to catch the flavor of the 
kind of thing our Father wants us to be about. For the 
sake of brevity, considering the vast amount of mate-
rial relevant to such a study in the Holy Scriptures, we 
will limit our exploration primarily to the Holy Book 
of St. Matthew, the Gospel of “the King.” 
	
We embark upon our exploration with reflections on a 
prescription much favored, the Great Commission of 
St. Matthew (28:17-20): 

All authority in Heaven and on earth has 
been given to Me. Therefore go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father, and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 
obey everything I have commanded you. 

The conclusion to the passage gives the following ef-
fect: that we should be winning others to the Lord 
Jesus Christ: that we must respond to our Savior’s 
“missionary” challenge; that we have been issued a 
commission by our Savior of the utmost importance 
and urgency. Although history does not uniformly re-
flect a proper response to this challenge, surely no one 
would gainsay this sort of conclusion being drawn 
from this passage. 

Ethics and
the Great Commandment

What then did He teach? At once we think of the 
other great pillar of the Lord Jesus Christ’ teaching, 
namely, the Great Commandment of St. Matthew 
22:35-40. In response to the Sadducees and Phari-
sees, the Lord Jesus Christ summarizes all the Law 
and Prophets in the command, first, to: 

Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with your 
entire mind (Matthew 22:37). 

And secondly, we are to: 
“Love our neighbor as our self 
(Matthew 22:39).” 

Doubtless these are commands sufficient to chal-
lenge the energies and resources of any disciple for 
a lifetime, even the power of the Lord Jesus Christ 
Himself.  The question of the disciples’ energies and 
time, however, is this: does the Great Command-
ment appear to suggest that “evangelism” and “car-
ing for others” are properly seen as competitors, 
with the latter inevitably losing out to the former? 
Surely not! 

The neighbor is, by definition, social: the neighbor 
is the “other”; he or she is the essence of my existing 
not as an isolated atom but as a member of society. 
In this broad spectrum of responsibilities the whole 
ethic of the Holy Scriptures come into play from the 
individual gestures of love that are meant to meet a 
personal or family need, to the sharing of the Holy 
Gospel and the prophetic call to justice and fairness 
in social structures. 

According to the Lord Jesus Christ, love of the 
neighbor is indeed secondary, not to evangelism 
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you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.”  
(Ephesians 4:1)  Even while he was a prisoner in jail, St. 
Paul was concerned for the salvation of others.

Furthermore, his concern for the salvation of others 
surpassed his concern for himself.  Thus in his amazing 
love for his compatriots he was able to say that the very 
moving phrase, which is so full of love and zeal… “For I 
could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from 
Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own 
race.”  (Romans 9:3)

So St. Paul’s zeal was based on a deep love which made 
him want to save everyone, and which made him fear lest 
anyone should fall.  He said to the Corinthians, “I am 
jealous for you with a godly jealousy.  I promised you 
to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you 
as a pure virgin to Him.  But I am afraid that just as 
Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your mind 
may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure 
devotion to Christ,” (II Corinthians 11: 2-3).

Out of zeal for the Kingdom, St. Paul was constantly 
traveling, and enduring hardships in order to spread the 
faith.

He said about his ministry:  “…three times I was ship 
wrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, and 
I have been constantly on the move.  I have been in 
danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger 
from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in 
danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger 
at sea…I have labored and toiled and have often gone 
without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst, and have 
often gone without food; I have been cold and naked.  
Besides everything else…”  (Corinthians 11:25-27)  And 
what else could there be?  

He says, “Besides everything else, I face daily the 
pressure of my concern for all the churches.”  (II 
Corinthians 11:28)  This is really zeal, and before this 
we can only stand and marvel, when we are more used to 
seeing a youth fight with vain glory just because he has 

been selected to teach a Holy Bible chapter in the Church 
Sunday School classroom or delivers a sermon in Church!  
How trivial such things seem in comparison to the zeal 
showed by St. Paul!

Besides his preaching in various new fields, St. Paul was 
also concerned for the existing Churches, that they should 
be organized, visited, and cared for, even while he was 
in prison.  How great were the sufferings which St. Paul 
endured because of his zeal for the Kingdom of Heaven!

He described them with the words “I have worked much 
harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged 
more severely, and been exposed to death again and 
again.  Five times I received from the Jews the forty 
lashes minus one.  Three times I was beaten with rods, 
once I was stoned…” (II Corinthians 11: 23-25)

And concerning his problems, and those of his colleagues in 
the ministry he wrote, “as servants of God we commend 
ourselves in every way:  in great endurance; in 
troubles, hardships, and distresses; in beatings, 
imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless 
nights and hunger… genuine, yet regarded as 
imposters…dying and yet we live on…sorrowful, yet 
always rejoicing…” (II Corinthians 6: 4-10)

In the ministry of St. Paul and his fellow workers, ZEAL 
was never in anyway separated from the Cross.

For this reason when St. Paul describes his life and theirs in 
the ministry he says, “We are hard pressed on every side, 
but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted 
but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.  We 
always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so 
that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.”  
(II Corinthians 4:8-10)

Meditation:  Is the life of the Lord Jesus Christ revealed 
with in our existence today?  Are we filled with the same 
fearlessness and zealousness exhibited by the apostles 
and St. Paul in telling others about our love for the Lord 
Jesus Christ?
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but rather to the love of the Lord our God. And this 
secondary love of the neighbor is the powerful mo-
tive both for sharing the Holy Gospel with him or her, 
and for the kind of caring behaviors the Lord Jesus 
Christ so powerfully prescribes. On the basis of the 
Great Commandment, therefore, it appears unlikely 
that an individual responding to the Lord Jesus Christ 
and becoming a disciple would be counseled to avoid 
social ethics and social reform. 

Ethics and Discipleship
What other sorts of things did the Lord Jesus Christ 
command? What priorities did He call His disciples to 
adopt?   In His ministry of preaching the Good News 
of the Kingdom and healing the sick, the Lord Jesus 
Christ saw the crowds as sheep without a shepherd in 
the Holy Gospel of St. Matthew 9:35-38. Then, dra-
matically changing metaphors, He calls for leadership 
in the image of the harvest which was plentiful and 
the laborers who are few. We are then commanded to 
“ask the Lord of the harvest... to send out workers 
in his harvest field” (Matthew 9:38). Clearly and 
most emphatically the disciple ought to be paying 
heed to such a command as this: just as clearly, on 
such a command the call to missions, evangelism and 
the life of full-time ministry are properly based. 

Along with the “harvest reaping,” however, there are 
in the Lord Jesus’ teaching commands which go in 
another - not competing but complementary - direc-
tion. Think of the parable of the sheep and the goats 
of Matthew 25, a parable which has as it’s very setting 
the image that the King has come: “When the Son of 
Man comes in his glory ....” (Matthew 25:31). Now 
surely He will tell us in this parable the things we 
ought to have been about until He returned, and we 
are not disappointed; in a striking way He goes so 

far as to claim that these are the sorts of things that 
will be of decisive significance for the King’s judge-
ment. What are they? 

We know the answer; simply doing the Father’s will 
on earth: feeding the hungry, giving drink to the 
thirsty, taking in the stranger, providing clothing, 
looking after the sick and visiting those in prison. 
All are matters of social ethics and to anyone famil-
iar with the Great Commandment they should come 
as no surprise whatsoever: each is only an outwork-
ing of loving our neighbor and treating him or her as 
if they were the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. Again, 
the disciple will surely be about such a business as 
this, and the closer the return of the King appears to 
be, the more zealously he or she will pursue such 
tasks. 

The parable of the sheep and the goats also addresses 
the issue of the eternal worth of loving the neighbor. 
However things may appear to work out according 
to our tables of calculation, and however confident 
we are of our own perspicuity in the matter, accord-
ing to the King acts of love are of eternal conse-
quence; the dichotomy we feel so strongly between 
the eternal value of the “decision for the Lord Jesus 
Christ” over against the fleeting value of the “cup 
of water” is quite foreign to the Lord Jesus Christ’s 
teaching. Perhaps the answer to our confusion is to 
be found in our failure to see that a “decision for 
the Lord Jesus Christ” necessarily is a decision to 
become the sort of person who will offer the cup of 
water: viz. to become a genuine disciple. 

Evidently then, both the Holy Gospel of St. Mat-
thew chapter 9 passage about the harvesters and the 
St. Matthew chapter 25 passage about the sheep and 
goats represent the kind of thing that the Lord Je-
sus Christ, in the Great Commission, intended to be 
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Out of and due to this zeal, the apostles 
were imprisoned, flogged, and released.  
“The apostles left the Sanhedrin, 
rejoicing because they had been 
counted worthy of suffering disgrace 
for the Name.”  (Acts 5:41)  And when 
they were brought before the assembly 
the chief priest said to them, “We gave 
you strict orders not to teach in this 
name…Yet you have filled Jerusalem 
with your teaching and are determined 
to make us guilty of this man’s blood.”  
(Acts 5:28)

And when they were expelled from 
Jerusalem following the martyrdom 
of St. Stephen, the Holy Bible says of 
them, “Those who had been scattered 
preached the word wherever they 
went.”  (Acts 8:4)

They were like pieces of coal ignited by 
the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, and who sparks 
flew in all directions to the ends of the earth, and set the 
whole world on fire.
Thus they carried out the Lord’s command when He had 
said to them, “…you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 
and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 
earth.”  (Acts 1:8)

They bore witness to the Lord Jesus Christ and thus 
obtained the crowns of martyrdom and witnessing.

They had absolutely no fear of death, and their difficulties, 

Fearless and Zealous 

The Honored Apostles Incurred

 Beatings, Insults, Torture, and Imprisonment

Written by: His Holiness Pope Shenouda III
117th Pope and Patriarch of Alexandria and the See of St. Mark

“Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they (the apostles) never stopped teaching and 
proclaiming the Good News that Jesus is the Christ.”  (Acts 5:42)  “And the Lord added to their number daily those 

who were being saved.”  (Acts 2:47) and “more and more men and women believed in the Lord and
were added to their number.” (Acts 5:14)

sufferings, trials, and prison neither 
troubled them nor deflected them from 
their purpose.  The important thing was 
that they witnessed for the Lord and let 
whatever would be taking its course.

Besides the twelve disciples with their 
zeal, we must put the name of the apostle 
St. Paul. 

St. Paul was on of the most outstanding 
human examples of holy zeal, if not THE 
most outstanding.

When St. Paul was converted to 
Christianity, an amazing energy of 
fervor and power entered him, so that 
he was able to testify to the Lord in 
Jerusalem and in the country of Judea, 
in Cyprus, and in Asia Minor, before 
going on to Greece and Italy.  It was St. 
Paul who founded the Church of Rome, 

in addition to which he wrote fourteen epistles which were 
important in laying the basis of the Christian faith and in 
its spread.  Some of these epistles were written while he 
was in prison.

What zeal was this, that a person proclaimed the Good News 
of the Lord Jesus Christ even when in prison!  And what a 
lovely thing he said about Onesimus, that he “my son…
whom I have begotten while in chains.”  (Philemon 10)

From prison St. Paul wrote to the Ephesus, telling the 
people there:  “As a prisoner for the Lord, then I urge 
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Out of past history, His Holiness brings into light an astounding thought pertinent for evangelism today….

St. Matthew wrote “The Great Commission” which states
“All authority in Heaven and on earth has been given to Me. Therefore go and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 
them to obey everything I have commanded you. 

H.H. Pope Shenouda III
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taught to disciples. Do we still dare to play off the one 
against the other? It is our decision to do so. His in-
tention was clearly quite to the contrary: both harvest-
ing and caring and sharing are part of discipleship. 
How out of character with our Savior’s teaching to 
render them competing interests! Moreover, the har-
vesting in and of itself should result not only in even 
more harvesters, but also in more caring and sharing, 
at least if disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ are being 
harvested. 

There are, of course, numerous other passages and 
themes which illustrate similar commands for the 
disciple (of the Great Commission), and thus prin-
ciples of a truly Christian ethic: think of the impor-
tance of the one lost sheep, leaving the ninety-nine 
on the hills to search for it, and the implications of 
this parable for evangelism (Matthew 18:10-14); al-
ternatively, consider the social implications of: “Love 
your enemies” (Matthew 5:44), “Do not store up 
for yourselves treasures on earth” (Matthew 6:19), 
“Blessed are the merciful” (Matthew 5:7), “You 
cannot serve both God and money” (Matthew 
6:24), “So when you give to the needy, do not an-
nounce it with trumpets” (Matthew 6:21), and “... 
unless you forgive your brother from the heart” 
(Matthew 18:35). The picture that emerges of the 
disciple is one of a transformed person, a member of 
a New Humanity, who will both share his or her faith 
boldly and, in the whole network of his or her social 
relationships, reflect the new life that the Lord Jesus 
Christ has wrought. 

Conclusions
What then is the conclusion of the matter? Sim-
ply that in so far as we endeavor to fulfil the Great 
Commission, to make disciples and to be disciples, 
to teach His commandments and to do them, there 
is profound implications both for evangelism and 
social action. Consequently, the prophetic reading 
of the “signs of the times” should serve as a pow-
erful motive to undertake the whole mission, not 
a reason to abandon half of it. Eschatology does 
not provide the substance of ethical principles and 
priorities, but it can provide motivation for ethi-
cal action. The knowledge that the King is coming 
challenges us to accomplish the ethical mission He 
has given, not to alter it.  As people who believe in 
the imminence of the “coming King” we have the 
responsibility of teaching and doing everything that 
the King commanded us when He lived upon earth 
in the form of a Servant:

“...let your light shine before men, that 
they may see your good deeds and praise 
your Father in Heaven (Matthew 5:16).”
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