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.


Luke:  An Introduction

Author and Occasion 

The third Gospel does not name its author, but church tradition supporting Luke as the author is early (from the mid 100s AD) and unanimous (it was never doubted until the 1800s).  The author was from the second generation of the early church, not an “eyewitness” of Jesus' ministry (Luke 1:2), and he was a Gentile.  Because Luke traveled with Paul (Acts 16; 20-21; 27-28; Col 4:14; 2Ti 4:11), this Gospel was received as having apostolic endorsement and authority from Paul and as a trustworthy record of the gospel that Paul preached.

The earliest possible date of Luke–Acts is immediately after the events that Luke recorded in Acts 28, around 62AD. Luke could have been written slightly earlier. Luke makes no mention of the terrible persecution under Nero in 65AD but shows Paul preaching the gospel in Rome for two years “with all boldness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:31), so it was likely written prior to 65AD. 

Both Luke (1:3) and Acts (1:1) are addressed to “Theophilus,” a Gentile Christian.  It continues to serve as a powerful presentation of Jesus as the King of Israel and Savior of the World.  

Outline

Ch 1:1—9:50

Ministry in Galilee (Prologue, Infancy, Prep for Ministry)

Ch 9:51—19:27
Journey to Jerusalem (Preaching, Miracles, Conflict)

Ch 19:28-24:53
Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus 

For those familiar with the Old Testament, Luke clearly echoes 1Samuel.  The pair of John the Baptist and Jesus clearly parallels Samuel the prophet and King David.  This helps us understand how Luke presents Jesus:  Jesus is the king who will reign on David’s throne forever and the leader of a new people.

 

Parallels Between Luke/Acts and 1Samuel/1Kings
	1Sa 1:1—2:11  Samuel’s infancy
	«»
	Lu 1:5-80  John the Baptist’s infancy

	1Sa 3—Judgment on house of Eli
	«»
	Lu 3—Judgment on house of Israel

	1Sa 16:13—David is anointed
	«»
	Lu 3:21-22—Jesus is baptized, anointed by Holy Spirit

	1Sa 17—David defeats Goliath
	«»
	Lu 4:1-13—Jesus defeats Satan

	1Sa 18:6-16—David gets praise and opposition
	«»
	Lu 4:14-44—Jesus gets praise and opposition

	1Sa 19-30—David w/followers, fleeing persecution
	«»
	Lu 9:51—19:28—Jesus w/followers, fleeing persecution 

	1Ki 4:20-34—David’s son brings Israel’s glorious kingdom
	«»
	Ac 2:17-47—Jesus’s resurrection brings a more glorious kingdom

	1Ki 10:1-25—Glory of Kingdom spreads to all the earth
	«»
	Ac 28:30-31—Paul freely spreads gospel from Rome to all


Themes

Reliable History—Luke is giving his readers assurance of what they had been taught. He demonstrates his credentials as a historian (see 1:1–4). The material he is sharing is well known (24:18; Acts 26:26) and it is based on eyewitness testimony (Luke 1:2; 24:48; cf. Acts 1:8) further establishes Luke’s credibility. 
Fulfillment of the Old Testament—Luke gives assurance also by demonstrating that Jesus fulfilled both ancient prophecy (e.g., Luke 1:1; 3:4–6; 4:17–21; 7:22–23) and Jesus’ own prophecies (e.g., 9:22, 44; 11:29–30; 13:32–34; 17:25; 18:31–33).

Inclusion of the Gentiles—Israel's rejection of Jesus and the Gentiles' entrance into the kingdom of God are part of God’s divine plan. Luke emphasizes that Christianity is not a new religion but rather the fulfillment and present-day expression of the religion of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

Jesus is for the poor—As God’s Messianic king, Jesus comes to deliver the poor and needy and downcast (4:18–19). His heart is always for those who cannot help themselves.  This is part of the heart of the gospel.  

