
The Gospels



What are the Gospels?

The gospels are stories 
of Jesus drawn from the 
personal experience of 
the apostles.



TheGospels

GOSPEL STARTS WITH ENDS WITH

Matthew Jesus’ Birth Devote large space to 
last week of Jesus’ life

Mark Jesus at the Jordan Devote large space to 
last week of Jesus’ life

Luke Jesus’ Birth Devote large space to 
last week of Jesus’ life

John Before Time Devote large space to 
last week of Jesus’ life
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psychological analysis of 
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psychological analysis 
of characters.

ANCIENT 
Biographies 

• Began with birth account 
or arrival of main 
character. 
• Included stories and 
sayings to tell something 
important about the 
character. 
• Devoted large portion to 
character’s death since 
the way a person dies 
says a lot about them.

CHRIST-
CENTERED 
Biographies 

• More than historical 
facts. 
• Writers wanted readers 
to learn about the person 
and mission of Jesus. 
• Material selected and 
arranged to communicate 
theological truth to 
audience. 
• Stories about Jesus told 
for a particular purpose.



The Synoptics and John

Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke are called the 
Synoptic Gospels. 

John is more like a family 
album in which each 
photo tells a particular 
story. 
See John 20:30-31.



Harmony of the Gospels

A harmony weaves together the 

material in Matthew, Mark, Luke, 

and John into one continuous 

account that includes everything 

but does not repeat anything, and 

as far as possible, puts everything 

in chronological order, including 

places and dates.



Too Much To Tell

The gospels are not an 
exhaustive biography of 
the life of Jesus. The 
writers could not tell all 
there was to tell about 
Jesus.

“Jesus 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



How To Read Gospels

Ask two interpretive 
questions: 

A. What does this small 
story tell us about Jesus? 

B. What is the gospel writer 
trying to say to his readers 
by the way he puts the 
smaller stories together?



Context
⬇ Episode 1 ⬇ Episode 2 ⬇ Episode 3

What is this episode  
telling us about Jesus?

What is this episode  
telling us about Jesus?

What is this episode  
telling us about Jesus?

➡ Episodes 1, 2, and 3

What is the gospel writer trying to communicate to his readers 
by the way he connects these stories together?

Ask Questions

• What is the main idea of each story?  
• What does this story teach me about Jesus?

• What does Jesus teach in this story?  
• What do I learn from Jesus’ actions in this story?



Reading Individual Stories

Ask the standard 
questions that you 
should ask of any story.

• Who?

• What?

• When?

• Where?

• Why?

• How?



Reading Individual Stories

Ask the standard 
questions that you 
should ask of any story.

• Who?

• What?

• When?

• Where?

• Why?

• How?

Look for interpretive 
instructions from the 
author himself.
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Be alert for where the 
story shifts to direct 
discourse.

Direct discourse occurs 
when the characters 
speak directly, that is, 
when their words 
appear in quotation 
marks in the text.

Example:

Read only what is in 
quotes in Mark 4:35-41, 
the story of Jesus’ 
calming the storm.



Reading a Series of Stories

Ask: What is the writer 
trying to say by the way he 
strings together the 
individual stories? 
 
Remember: The most 
important thing to do when 
reading a series of stories 
is to look for connections.



Reading a Series of Stories

Mark 4:1-34 Mark 4:35-41 Mark 5:1-20 Mark 5:24b—34
Mark 5:21-24a  

Mark 5:35-43

A series of 
parables 

“by the lake.”

Note change in 
location.

Jesus exerts his 
power over the sea 
and responds with 

faith during a 
difficult situation.

Jesus casts out a 
legion of demons, 
restores a man to 
his right mind, and 
sends him out as a 

faithful follower.

Jesus heals the 
woman with the 

hemorrhage who, 
because of faith, 

touched him, then 
confessed him 

publicly.

Jesus raises the 
daughter of Jairus 
from the dead in 
the presence of 
Peter, James, 

John, and the girl’s 
parents.

Common Themes:
   • Life is hard.
   • Jesus is sovereign over forces hostile to God.
   • Trust Jesus in the midst of hard and desperate times.



Apply the Message

Remember to move 
beyond theological 
principles and truths to 
application.



Special Literary Forms
EXAGERRATION  

or Hyperbole

 
Defined: Overstating a truth for the sake of effect to such an extent that a 
literal fulfillment is either impossible or completely ridiculous.

Example: Matthew 5:29-30 regarding gouging out your eye and throwing 
it away 
 
Caution: Do not force a literal interpretation. 
 
Ask: What’s the real point here?



Special Literary Forms

METAPHOR  
and Simile

 
Defined: These literary vehicles make comparisons. With metaphor it is 
implicit and with simile it is explicit (“like” or “as”).

Example: Matthew 5:13 “You are the salt of the earth.” 
 
Caution: Do not press the details of the comparison too far. 
 
Ask: What’s the intended point of the comparison?



Special Literary Forms

NARRATIVE IRONY 

 
Defined: Irony is grounded in the principle of contrast between what is 
expected and what actually happens.

Example: Luke 12:16-21 — Rich man decides to build bigger barns and 
live a life of leisure. Man dies before he can fulfill his plans. Set aside 
treasures for himself but was not rich toward God. 
 
Ask: What contrasts are present? What is things had actually turned out 
as expected? 



Special Literary Forms

              RHETORICAL QUESTIONS  
 
 
Defined: Questions designed to make a point rather than to retrieve an 
answer.

Example: Matthew 6:27 — “Can any one of you by worrying add a single 
hour to your life?” 
 
Try This: Turn rhetorical questions into statements. This can help you to 
clearly see what the speaker intended to communicate.

Example: Matthew 6:27 — You can’t add a single hour to your life by 
worrying. 



Special Literary Forms

                       PARALLELISM  
 
Defined: An expression used to describe a relationship between two or more lines of text.

Synonymous: 
Ask and it will be given to you; 
seek and you will find; 
knock and the door will be opened to you. (Matthew 7:7) 
 
Contrastive: 
Whoever has will be given more; 
whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them. (Mark 4:25)

Developmental: (second line repeats part of first line then advances thought of first line) 
Anyone who welcomes you welcomes me, 
and anyone who welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. (Matt. 10:10) 



Special Literary Forms

                       PARABLES  
 
Defined: A story with two levels of meaning, where certain details in the story represent something 
else.

Difficulty: Knowing how many details in the story should stand for something else. The danger 
here is allegorization. 
 
Principles for Interpreting Parables: 
A. Look for one main point for each main character or group of characters. 
B. The main points you discover must be ones that Jesus’ original audience would have 
understood. 



"Nobody ever mastered the Bible by 
occasionally opening it and reading a random 
verse or two. Nobody ever mastered it by 
listening to someone else preach, no matter 
how gifted that person might be. The only way 
to master this Book is to study it as diligently as 
a doctor studies medicine or as an astronomer 
studies the stars." 
                John Phillips


