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Interpreting Genres:

The Gospels

1.
What is a gospel?

A. Where would a first century librarian have filed it?

1. Not under “Lives of famous men”

2. Not under “Acts of famous people”

3. Not under “Memoirs of famous people”

4. These writings didn’t fit any existing genres.

“Rather, these books were preaching materials, designed to tell the story of God's saving action in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. They were called gospels because they gave the substance of the gospel, declared in Rom. 1:16 to be God’s power to salvation to all who believe.”

“[T]he gospels simply cannot be forced into the confines of an existing genre.  The uniqueness of the Person on whom they focus has forced the evangelists to create a literary form that is without clear parallel.”

B. “Gospel” is a new category.

1.
Gospel (euangelia) means “good news.”

Mark 1:1  “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”

2.
A gospel is a passion narrative with a long introduction.

ex: Mark 1-10: Jesus’ life and ministry before the triumphal entry


Mark 11-15: Jesus’ passion week after the triumphal entry 

ex: John 1-11: Jesus’ life and ministry before the triumphal entry


John 12-19: Jesus’ passion week after the triumphal entry

3.
A gospel is a proclamation of the saving work of Christ on the cross.

2.
Why four gospels?

A. Photographs or portraits?

1. A photograph intends to be an exact representation.

2. Even photographs have limits.

3. Gospels are not photographs; they are more like portraits.

B. Varying needs in a growing church 

1. Gentile converts: oral traditions unfamiliar

2. Need for instructing new believers (Matthew, John)

3. Need to explain to non-Christians who Jesus was (Luke, John)

4. Need to encourage/strengthen existing Christians (Mark)

5.
Need to prove from the Old Testament that Jesus is the Messiah (Matthew)

3.
The Synoptic Gospels

A. There are many obvious similarities between Matthew, Mark and Luke.

1.
Ex: Matt. 10:22  “… and you will be hated by all for my name's sake. But 
the one who endures to the end will be saved.”

Mark 13:13  “And you will be hated by all for my name's sake. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.”

Luke 21:17  “You will be hated by all for my name's sake.”

2.
Statistics:

91% of Mark is contained in Matthew.

53% of Mark is contained in Luke.

B. 3 Synoptics

1. Synoptic comes from syn (together) + optic (seeing).

2.
Matthew, Mark and Luke are called the Synoptic Gospels because of the large amount of material they share in common.
C. Is this a synoptic ‘problem’ or a synoptic ‘gift’?

4.
Overview of the gospels
A. Matthew

1.
Tradition unanimously points to the disciple Matthew (a.k.a. Levi) as the author

2.
Possibly written A.D. 64-70 in Antioch

3.
His purpose is to present Jesus as the one whose life and teaching fulfill God's promises in the OT
4.
Orders his material around five sections of Christ’s teaching, perhaps modeled after the Torah

a. Ethics (chapters 5-7)

b. Discipleship (chapter 10)

c. Kingdom of heaven (chapter 13)

d. The church (chapter 18)

e. The end of time (chapters 24-25)

B. Mark

1.
Tradition points to John Mark as the author

2. 
Likely addressed to Christians in Rome who were suffering persecution, written in the late 50’s or early 60’s


3.
He presents Christ as the true Israelite, the model disciple who denied himself, suffered persecution, obeyed the Father and so brought salvation to all who follow Him.

4. He is the Son of God whose true identity was hidden for a time 


5.
He presents the gospel as the power of God, even to Gentiles

C. Luke

1.
The gospel is part one of two, the second half being Acts

2.
Luke, the companion of Paul, is the author

3.
The gospel and Acts likely were completed before Paul’s martyrdom ~A.D. 63

4.
“His main interest is salvation history, the story of what God has done in Jesus to bring salvation to sinners.  Luke makes it clear that salvation is available for sinful people.  He has a strong concern for the disreputable, who were neglected in contemporary religion but could find peace in God's salvation.”

5.
Luke takes special note of the songs that accompanied the Savior’s birth (chapters 1-2) and the Lord’s journey to Jerusalem and death on the cross (chapters 9-19).

D. John

1.
Author is John the apostle

2. 
Date is likely A.D. 85-90

3.
Purpose is provided:

John 20:31 but 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.

4.
John’s goal is to present Christ so that his readers may believe in Him:

· Son of God

· Son of man

· Messiah/Christ

· Lamb of God 

· King of Israel

· Word

· God

5.
Keys for interpreting the gospels

A.
The gospels are about Jesus Christ

B.
Find your face in the crowd 
C.  The gospels have genres within genres.

D.
The gospels present two levels of history.

1.
The life-setting for Jesus

2.
The life-setting for the gospel

E.
The gospels often offer parallels:

1.
To highlight distinctives and differences

2.
This helps us appreciate our author’s purpose and main point.

“I personally doubt that even two or three percent of the sermons today on the various sayings and stories found in Mark actually deal with what Mark, himself, sought to teach by them.”

“I, Mark, have told you this account because ___________.”

3.
Not to fill out the story you are studying

4. Use a synopsis.


F.
The kingdom of God is a prominent message from Jesus in the Synoptics.

1.
 Statistics

The phrase “kingdom of God” appears:

· 0x in Old Testament

· 4x in Matthew

· 14x in Mark

· 31x in Luke

· 2x in John

· 6x in Acts

· 8x in the rest of the New Testament 

2.
Examples:

Matt. 4:17  “From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, `Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’”

Mark 1:15  “…and saying, `The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.’" 

Luke 4:43  “… but he said to them, `I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God to the other towns as well; for I was sent for this purpose.’"  

John 3:5  Jesus answered, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.”
3.
Definition: The kingdom of God is the reign or rule of God

4.
Now or not yet?

a.
The kingdom come (i.e., “now”)

· Matthew 3:2 "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."

· Mark 12:34 And when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." And after that no one dared to ask him any more questions.

· Luke 11:20 But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.
b.
The kingdom coming (i.e., “not yet”)

· Matthew 25:34 Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.

· Matthew 26:29 I tell you I will not drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father's kingdom."

G.
The atoning work of Jesus Christ is the central message of the gospels.

1.
The structure of the books reveals their emphasis.

“Read the four Gospels and calculate, in terms of proportion, the amount of space given to our Lord’s death. Though they are very brief records, look how much space is given to the account of the death.”

2.
The content of the books reveals their emphasis.

Matt. 16:21  “From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.”

Matt. 20:28  “…even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." 

Mark 10:33  “saying, `See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles.”

Luke 22:19-20  “And he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, `This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’  And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, `This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.’”

John 12:32-33  “`And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.’  He said this to show by what kind of death he was going to die.”

3.
Quotes

“The fact that a cross became the Christian symbol, and that Christians stubbornly refused, in spite of the ridicule, to discard it in favour of something less offensive, can only have one explanation. It means that the centrality of the cross originated in the mind of Jesus himself. It was out of loyalty to him that his followers clung so doggedly to this sign.”







John Stott

“The preaching of the cross, the preaching of the death of the Lord Jesus Christ on that cross is the very heart and centre of the Christian gospel and the Christian message.”







Martyn Lloyd-Jones

“The Gospels are basically books about the cross. They make the cross the climax to which all else leads up. If their interest were primarily biographical or the like, they would not give such a disproportionate amount of space to the events associated with the cross. And if it were the fact of the death and not its significance, they would have devoted more space to details, to the physical agony and the like. In point of fact they treat the physical sufferings of Christ with great reserve. They are not concerned to portray agony for agony’s sake (in the manner of the modern horror story). They are concerned with God’s provision for our salvation, and they see the death of Christ as the very central thing.”







Leon Morris

“The death of Christ is the central thing in the New Testament and in the Christian religion as the New Testament understands it.”







James Denney

“Scripture converges on the doctrine of the atonement…The cross dominates everything. It interprets everything. It puts all things in their true relations to each other.”







James Denney 
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