Review:

 Remember from previous study the four Gospels and the book of Acts is considered history.  The Gospels, however, are not simply historical records; they were written to persuade readers to believe in Jesus and form portraits of Jesus as the Messiah.  The gospels are not biography but testimony.   They bear witness to Christ and the good news of his salvation. The supreme purpose of the Bible, Paul writes to Timothy, is to instruct readers “for salvation.” Remember from our first lesson the Bible is a book of Salvation.   The fundamental relation between the Old Testament and the New Testament, according to Christ, is that between promise and fulfillment.  The very first word Jesus uttered in his public ministry (in the Greek text of the Gospel of Mark) indicates this.  It was the word fulfilled: 15and saying, "(A) The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; (B) repent and believe in the gospel."(Mark 1:15).  The long centuries of expectation were over; Jesus himself had ushered in the days of fulfillment.  So he could say to his apostles: 16But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. 17For I tell you the truth, many prophets and righteous men longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.(Matthew 13:16-17).
The Four Gospels:

First-generation Christians were in no hurry to establish a canon of sacred writings.  Their faith centered on Jesus:  his word and his actions.  Christians did not need books about him as long as there were people, such as apostles, who had known him.  Eyewitness stories, often including astonishing miracles, were far more convincing than any written document.  Besides, Jesus himself wrote none of his teachings, but spoke them instead.  Likewise, his commission to the disciples was not to write about what they had seen, but to travel the world, teaching and baptizing people.  15He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. 16Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned (Mark 16:15-16).  For several decades, this was enough to establish the Christian faith.  But as the church continued growing and the apostles began dying, Christians decided it was time to preserve in writing the best loved stories and sayings of Jesus, previously passed along by word of mouth; these became the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  

All of Paul’s letters are probably older than the four gospels.  Scholars believe that Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians, his earliest surviving letter, about A.D. 50, during his second missionary journey.  Paul continued writing to local congregations—answering their questions and trying to resolve their problems—until his death.  Neither Paul nor the other NT writers considered their work to be scripture, equal in status to the sacred Jewish Bible, the Old Testament.  Yet they firmly believed that their message about Jesus fulfilled prophecies from the Hebrew Scriptures.  Paul even appealed to the authority of the Jewish Bible by insisting that his teachings were “in accordance with the scriptures”  3For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance[a]: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures. (1 Cor. 15:3).  It is still not clear exactly when and how Christian writings began to emerge as scripture in their own right, distinct yet equal in divine authority to the Jewish Bible.
Although writings outside the Bible talk about Jesus teachings ( the Roman historian, Tacitus around 120 A.D. refers to Jesus’ being crucified under Pontius Pilate, and testifies to the existence of Jesus’ followers in many parts of the Roman Empire and the Jewish historian, Josephus around 85 A.D. mentions Jesus’ profound teachings and ability to perform miracles, and even reports that Jesus appeared to his disciples after his death), scholars have long considered the four New Testament gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John to be our most important sources for understanding Jesus’ life and teachings.
 Of the many gospels written in antiquity, only four gospels came to be accepted as part of the New Testament: the gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. The gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke are very similar to one another. These gospels often recount the same stories about Jesus, generally follow the same sequence, and use similar wording.

In contrast, it has long been recognized that the Gospel of John differs significantly from the other three canonical gospels in theme, content, time duration, order of events, and style. 

"Synoptic" is a Greek word meaning "one glimpse" or "one look", referring to the idea that the events seem to have been seen with one pair of eyes (hence the similarities between the gospels). In light of the many commonalities between the gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke, these three works are known as the "Synoptic Gospels".

The synoptic gospels feature an enormous number of parallels between them. About 80% of the verses in Mark have parallels in both Matthew and Luke.[2] Since this material is common to all three gospels, it is known as the Triple Tradition. The Triple Tradition is largely narrative but contains some "sayings material".

Additionally, a substantial block of material is found in both Matthew and Luke (but absent from Mark). About 25% of the verses in Matthew have parallels in Luke (but not in Mark). This material which is common to Matthew and Luke is known as the Double Tradition.

Synoptic problem:

The relationships between the three synoptic gospels go beyond mere similarity in viewpoint. The gospels often recount the same stories, usually in the same order, sometimes using the same words.

Scholars note that the similarities between Mark, Matthew, and Luke are too great to be accounted for by mere coincidence.[4] Because multiple eyewitnesses reporting the same events never relate a story using identical words, scholars and theologians have long assumed that there was some relationship between the three synoptic gospels that was based upon common literary sources.

The precise nature of the relationships between the gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke is known as the Synoptic Problem. The recognition of the question, and attempts to resolve it, date to antiquity. For example, Augustine of Hippo tried to explain the relationships between the synoptic gospels by proposing that perhaps Matthew was written first, then Mark was written using Matthew as a source, and finally Luke was written using Matthew and Mark as sources. Although this specific solution has fallen out of favor among modern scholars, it represents one of the earliest and most influential proposed solutions to the synoptic problem.

The most common view currently is that the Gospel of Mark and a hypothetical document, called Quelle (German for “source”) or Q, were used by Matthew and Luke as sources for most of the materials included in their Gospels.

Stott says “strictly speaking they are not biography, but testimony.  They bear witness to Christ and to the good news of his salvation.  Therefore their authors select, arrange and present their material according to their purpose as “evangelists.”  

Meeting the Gospel writers:

Some Bible trivia—the names attached to the gospels were not part of the original works, but were added later by the early church based on traditions about who wrote them, as well as from evidence deduced from the gospels themselves.  The gospels were originally written as anonymous documents—a common practice in the ancient world.  One reason for writing anonymously, which likely applies to the New Testament gospels, was to focus attention on the subject of the work, and not the author.
The four evangelists were early leaders within Christianity.  Matthew and John belonged to the inner circle of Jesus’ closest followers, the twelve disciples.  Mark and Luke although not among “The Twelve” were traveling companions of the apostle Paul, who was arguably the most influential Christian of the first century.  In addition, tradition holds that Mark knew Jesus personally, even being present when Jesus was arrested just prior to his crucifixion.
Even for all their similarities they have different perspectives on the life of Jesus.

· Matthew: whose name means “gift of the Lord,” was a tax collector who left his work to follow Jesus.  In Mark and Luke he is called by his other name, Levi. His gospel was written in Greek, so his readers were obviously Greek-speaking.  They also seem to have been Jews.  Many elements point to Jewish readership: Matthew depicts Jesus as “the Fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets.”  He seeks to demonstrate that, far from being a break from the Jewish faith, Jesus’ life and teachings were consistent with, and even brought completion to, the Hebrew Bible’s message.  Matthew’s main purpose is to prove to his Jewish readers that Jesus is their Messiah. The OT prophets were convinced that God intended to set up an earthly kingdom under the Messiah, a descendant of David, who would lift Israel to glory and establish God’s righteous rule worldwide.  The death of Jesus on the cross raised a critical question.  If Jesus is the Messiah, what happened to the kingdom?  Matthew tells us.  He does this primarily by showing how Jesus in his life and ministry fulfilled OT Scriptures.  Although all the Gospel writers quote the OT, Matthew includes nine proof texts unique to his Gospel (1:22-23; 2:15; 2:17-18; 2:23; 4:14-16; 8:17; 12:17-21; 13:35; 27:9-10) to drive home his basic theme: Jesus is the fulfillment of the OT predictions of the Messiah.  Matthew also emphasizes Jesus’ Davidic lineage.  Look for Matthew to include more prophecies than the other gospels, as well as to present Jesus as a kind of new Moses and prefect Israel. Date hard to establish A.D. 40-60. 
· Mark: the shortest and the first to be written. It is generally agreed that Mark was not himself an eyewitness of most of the scenes he describes.  Early tradition tells us that Mark is the “interpreter” of Peter, whose accounts are actually summaries of Peter’s preaching about Jesus.  Drawing on the stories he heard over and over again as Peter preached about his Lord, Mark provides us with a special vision of Jesus.  He reminds us over and over again that “gentle Jesus” was no weakling, but a man of courage, commitment, and complete, active dedication to carrying out His mission here on Earth. The first mention of him is in connection with his mother, Mary, who had a house in Jerusalem that served as a meeting place of believers: 12When this had dawned on him, he went to the house of Mary the mother of John, also called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying.(Acts 12:12).  Mark portrays Jesus as “the Suffering Son of God.”  In particular, Mark attempts to show that, although Jesus should have been received with honor as God’s Son, he was destined to die a humiliating death to pay for humankind’s wrongdoing. One of the most important things that Mark did was to stress the events around the crucifixion of Jesus.  Therefore, look to Mark to emphasize that Jesus was often misunderstood, and that Jesus wanted to keep his identity as God’s Son a secret to those who didn’t believe in him.  Mark’s Gospel is a simple, succinct, unadorned, yet vivid account of Jesus’ ministry, emphasizing more what Jesus did than what he said.  Mark moves quickly from one episode in Jesus’ life and ministry to another, often using the adverb “immediately” (used 47 times).
· Luke: of the four gospels, only Luke is accompanied by a second volume, the Acts of the Apostles. The two books unfold a great vision of how the Spirit of God worked both in the life of Jesus and in the lives of the early believers to bring the message of salvation to the world.  Together the Gospel of Luke and Acts form about a quarter of the NT. Unlike the other Gospels, whose content can be traced back to eyewitness accounts o Jesus’ life shared by His disciples Matthew, John, and Peter (the source of Mark’s Gospel), Luke’s account is developed through what we today call “investigative reporting.”  Luke tells us in his introduction that his work is the result of careful research, that he has written an “orderly account,” and that his purpose was to enable the reader “to know the certainty of the things that have been taught.” 1Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled[a] among us, 2just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 3Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, 4so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught (Luke 1:1-4).   It is most likely that Luke did most of his research during the years Paul was held in Ceasarea awaiting trial.   Luke was probably a Gentile by birth, well educated in Greek culture, a physician by profession, a companion of Paul at various times from his second missionary journey to his final imprisonment in Rome, and a loyal friend who remained with the apostle after others had deserted him: 11Only Luke is with me. Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry (2 Ti 4:11). Luke’s Gospel presents the works and teachings of Jesus that are especially important for understanding the way of salvation.  Its scope is complete from the birth of Christ to his ascension, its arrangement is orderly, and it appeals to both Jews and Gentiles.  The writing is characterized by literary excellence, historical detail and warm, sensitive understanding of Jesus and those around him.  Luke emphasizes the humanity of Jesus, as illustrated in his care for the despised “outsiders” of contemporary Judaism—women and children, publicans and sinners, leprosy sufferers, Samaritans and Gentiles.  Luke presents Jesus as “the Savior of the World.”  Look for Luke to include more stories about Jesus interacting with outsiders, the poor, and women.
· John:  Most believe John’s is the last Gospel written, (sometime between A.D. 45 and 100). John was a business man of some means.  He was one of five partners in a fishing business that employed “hire servants,” 19When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a boat, preparing their nets. 20Without delay he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him (John 1:19-20).  Besides his fishing business in Capernaum, he had a house in Jerusalem, and was a personal acquaintance of the high-priest. The Gospel of John takes a radically different approach to the story of Jesus than do the other gospels.  While the other three gospels are called the Synoptic Gospels, John’s is sometimes called the Spiritual Gospel because it does more than report the events in Jesus’ life—it explains what those events reveal about him.  Whether or not John knew the other gospel writers is still debated.  John carefully chooses only incidents that help answer the question, “Who is Jesus?”  The reason lies in the purpose stated near the conclusion of John:31But these are written that you may[a] believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.(John 20:31).  Guided by this objective, Johns recounts only seven miracles, which he calls “signs,” that prove the divinity of Jesus.  The Gospels also records long conversations between Jesus and others about who he is and why God has sent him.  John admits he has left out much Jesus did; 25Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.(John 21:25).  Events in the other gospels but left out of John, include the birth of Jesus, his baptism and temptation, his casting out of demons and teaching in parables, his blessing of bread and wine at the Last Supper, and the trial before the Jewish council.  What John has that are not in the other gospels:  the wedding at Cana, the meeting with the Samaritan woman, the raising of Lazarus for the dead, the washing of the disciples’ feet, the charge to take care of his mother after his death and the post-resurrection confrontation with a doubting Thomas.  So look to John’s Gospel to be more theological and philosophical than the others.
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