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.


Mark:  An Introduction
Author and Occasion 

Though the second Gospel in the Bible, Mark was probably the first one written.  Scholars have concluded that Matthew and Luke probably had Mark during their compositions.  Mark was probably written in the 50s-60s AD, before Matthew and Luke-Acts, and before the fall of Jerusalem.

We learn most about Mark (also known as John Mark) from the book of Acts.  He was a cousin of Barnabas who accompanied Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey.  It is quite probable that Mark was converted and disciple by Peter, for Peter calls him “my son.”  There are parallels between Mark’s gospel and Peter’s speech in Acts 10, so Peter may have influenced Mark.
General Outline: 

Ch 1-8:30
Identity:  Jesus is the Messiah, the Savior of All

Ch 8:31—12:44
Mission:  Jesus has come for us:  in life and in death
Ch 13-16
Call:  Jesus calls us to follow him

Detailed Outline

1:1-13  

A  In the desert

1:14-8:21
B   In Galilee (5 conflicts, Parable Speech)

8:22-26
C   Blindness to Sight 

8:27-10:45  
D  On the way (Galilee to Jerusalem)

10:46-52 
C’  Blindness to Sight 

11-15:41
B’  In Jerusalem (5 conflicts, Apocalyptic Speech)

15:42-16:8  
A’  At the tomb

Themes

Great Introduction to Jesus—Mark is the shortest of the four gospels. Mark focused on the words and actions of Jesus.  It may well be the best introduction to Jesus for people who do not know about Him.  

Jesus is God—Chapter 2:1-12 has a story where Jesus demonstrates that he has the authority to forgive sins.  His opponents rightly interpret this as a claim to be God.  When you meet Jesus in the Scriptures, you find that any description of him that is merely human falls short.  Jesus does things in Mark that only God can do. 
