The Gospels:  An Introduction

The Pentateuch and the Gospels - what do they have in common?   The Pentateuch tells us about beginnings: creation, our world, mankind created in God’s image, sin and judgment, salvation promised, a chosen people and God’s covenant relationship.

The Gospels tell us about new beginnings.  God is again creative - creating a body for His son, Jesus.  Later in the NT, Paul describes Jesus as the Second Adam, who was tempted and tested, yet without sin.  Jesus also brought a “new” mankind into God’s kingdom - publicans and sinners, even tax collectors and prostitutes!  Jesus gave lessons for living in the Sermon on the Mount; do you see the parallel with Moses on Mount Sinai?  The Gospels tell of redemption accomplished and applied through the sacrificial death of the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world; do you remember the OT sacrificial system?  Jesus sealed our pardon with His blood, the blood of the New Covenant, another parallel to the blood covenant that God made with Abraham.  

The term gospel means “good news” and it is!  The gospels might be considered biographies of Jesus.  In fact, without them, we wouldn’t know so much about Jesus’ coming, and what He taught and accomplished.  The gospels are often divided into the “synoptic” gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), with John standing more on its own.  Matthew, Mark and Luke “look together” (syn + optic) at Jesus, having much in common, yet with each having a particular perspective and emphasis (under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, of course!).  John appears to have a more developed theology and much of his material is unique (not in Matthew, Mark, and Luke).

The gospels were all written during the first century.  In fact, the oldest manuscript fragment we have today is from John’s gospel, and dated about 125 A.D.  This disproves the idea that the gospels represent ideas that accumulated around Jesus over several centuries after His death.  In fact, the gospels are filled with names of real people and places, they refer to times and events, and these things could all be verified.  The people were part of the communities during that time and they could verify what actually happened.  These provide good evidence for their reliability.  There are even a number of non-Christian writers who have written accounts of the basic outline of Jesus’ life and teachings from times that were very close to the recorded events themselves:  Tacitus, Suetonius and Pliny the Younger, among others.

One theme that runs through all the gospels is that Jesus is the Savior, the Messiah that the whole Old Testament looked forward to.  It is interesting to see how each gospel presents Jesus in a unique way.

John:  An Introduction

 

Author and Occasion 

Although the author is not mentioned by name, there are clear hints that point to John, the brother of James, and cousin of Jesus—the disciple whom Jesus loved (13:23, 19:26, 20:2, 21:7, 21:20). John was not only one of the Twelve apostles, but he was also one of the three members of Jesus’ inner circle—with Peter and James. 
John’s purpose: “These are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (20:31). John uses the words “know” and “belief” over 200 times, further indicating his twofold aim—evangelism (sharing the truth of Jesus’ life and words), and apologetics (giving a reasoned defense for faith in Jesus).  John’s book is usually dated from the final decade of the first century A.D. 

Outline 

1:1-18
Prologue

1:19—11:57

The Book of Jesus’ Signs (7 signs with spiritual lessons)

12:1—20:31  
The Book of Jesus’ Hour (Passion, Death and Resurrection)

21:1-25          
Epilogue

Themes
“In the beginning”—John’s first verse echoes Genesis 1:1.  This begins a theme of the 7 days of creation: 1:29—day 2; 2:1—day 3; 6:22—day 4; 12:12—day 5; 19:31—day 6; the Sabbath—day 7; 20:1—day 8.  Jesus says “It is finished” from the cross on day 6.  Jesus rests dead in the ground on the 7th day (the Sabbath), and the resurrection occurs on day 8.  This arc traces the flow of John’s narrative, and it indicates that the resurrection of Jesus “on the 8th day” is the first day of a new week.  The resurrection is the beginning of a new creation week, which will end with a completely restored and perfected Heaven and Earth.

John teaches us how to understand the Old Testament—John 1:17 says Jesus reveals “grace and truth.”  The idea of “true” and “truth” in John’s gospel refers to Reality vs. its Shadow (OT images).  John takes great pains to show over and over again that the Old Testament predicted and pictured the Savior who would come.  John is teaching us how to understand the Old Testament:

Can you make the following connections, putting the list below into the blank?

Jesus is like _______, only better.  

the tabernacle (1:14); the Passover lamb (1:29); Jacob’s ladder (1:51); the temple (2:13-22); the teacher of Israel (3:1-21); the old covenant (3:1-5); Jacob’s well (ch4); the Sabbath (ch5); the manna (ch6); the water of life (7:37-38); the burning bush (8:58); the good shepherd (ch10); the resurrection (ch 11); the Passover (ch12).  

John is teaching us that the whole of the Old Testament points to and helps us understand who Jesus is and what he does as Savior of the world.
The deity of Jesus.  Jesus is sent by God, but he is God in the flesh.  1:1-4, 14; 10:30-33; 8:58. This is also evident in the seven “I AMs” that John records Jesus as saying. In the original, this is an intensive form, reflecting the OT name of God, Yahweh, meaning “I AM who (or what) I AM.”

Jesus’ mission has been handed to the church.  20:21—”As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.”

The Holy Spirit is an even better blessing than Jesus’ living on earth with the disciples (16
