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0.

Introduction

0.1.

The Biblical Storyline So Far
CREATION
(Gen 1-2)

0.2.

̶> CORRUPTION ̶> COVENANT ̶> CHRIST
(Gen 3-11)

(Gen 12–Mal)

(Matt-John)

Development
a.

The biblical story is the story of God’s universal blessing-plan in CREATION (Genesis
1-2), which, having suffered CORRUPTION in the Fall (Genesis 3-11), will be restored through
God’s COVENANT program with specially called persons (notably, Abraham, Moses, David)
and a specially called people (Israel) (Genesis 12-Malachi), a program ultimately embodied and
fulfilled in the redemptive mission of CHRIST JESUS, Israel’s Messiah (Matthew-John).

b.

In Jesus, God fulfills all of his covenant promises, by which he redeems and restores the
creation which humans have corrupted. Jesus Christ is the father of a new humanity (“the last
Adam,” 1 Cor 15:45), the promised seed of the woman (Gen 3:15), and “the son of David, the
son of Abraham” (Matt 1:1), whose arrival we have awaited since the first chapters of the
biblical story and in whose form that entire story has been figured.
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0.3.

c.

Christ, we could say, is the apex, the pivotal point, “the center and heart” (CCC 112) of
the entire biblical revelation. In his birth, life, ministry, message, death, resurrection, and
ascension to the Father, Christ completes the story the Old Testament began, concludes the
drama the Old Testament left unfinished, reveals the God the Old Testament introduced, fulfills
the promise the Old Testament declared, accepts the roles the Old Testament defined (i.e.,
prophet, priest, king, wiseman, and suffering servant), endorses the ethic the Old Testament
taught, and accomplishes the mission the Old Testament announced–God’s blessing-plan for the
whole world, Creation redeemed in the Word made flesh.

d.

In this grand theo-drama of Scripture, the four New Testament Gospels occupy a certain
pride of place, even as reflected in the Church’s liturgy, but not in the sense that here is where
we first encounter the revelation of Christ. Indeed, the entire Bible is a two-Testament witness to
the Triune God–Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If we read the Bible correctly, we will have been
learning about Christ from Genesis 1 onward! We might think of the Gospels relative to the rest
of the Bible in a way that is analogous to how we regard the presence of God in the Tabernacle
or the presence of Christ in the Eucharist. Just as the omni- (everywhere) present God can
choose to “locate” his “full” or “special” presence in the Holy of Holies, and just as Christ who
is present and available everywhere chooses to be “really” present in the Eucharist, so the One
who is revealed in all the pages of Sacred Scripture is most fully and clearly encountered in the
pages of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John..

A Short Introduction to the Gospels
a.

We use the word ‘gospel’ (=good news, from L. evangelium and Grk. euangelion) in two
ways: as referring to the good news (the message or evangel) of God in Christ reconciling the
world to himself (lower case ‘gospel’), and the four Gospels (or fourfold Gospel, or one of the
four) as a subset of the Bible dedicated to telling the story of Jesus’ life, teaching, and saving
mission (upper case ‘Gospel’).

b.

Technically, all four Gospels are anonymous; the authors cover their tracks and do not
identify themselves by name. The names Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were attached in early
manuscript and Church tradition, by the end of the 2nd century.

c.

Because of their high degree of similarity in contents, order, language, and narrative
structures, the first three Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) are commonly referred to as the
“Synoptic Gospels” (from Grk. syn, together, + opsis, seeing => seen/read/viewed together).
These three are relatively easy to arrange side-by-side and examined in parallel columns. John
stands apart from the other three in both content and style.

d.

Each of the four Gospel writers (Evangelists) tells the story of Jesus from a particular
perspective. Essentially we have different versions of the same gospel message—a fourfold
Gospel—each driven by purposes that determined selection, structure, and application of the
material. (For a brief survey of the issues, see the discussion in ICSB:NT, xxi-xxiii.) Related,
contra a long-standing critical consensus, the Gospels almost certainly were not directed toward
specific original audiences, but were written and circulated for a general Christian audience
(Bauckham).

e.

The Gospels are manifestly selective in nature, as noted in differing details among them
as well as explicit mention (Jn 20:30-31; 21:25). Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount almost certainly
took longer to preach than the few minutes it takes to read.
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f.

Whether the Gospels were written temporally before or after the Letters, their canonical
location is interpretively and theologically foundational to what follows. Irrespective of the
original dating issue, the New Testament books are now read in conversation or engagement
with each other, where the Gospels depend on the Old Testament story which precedes even as
they inform the books that follow.

g.

Presumably the Gospels were written from oral and written sources, at least some of
which may have been Aramaic in origin (the language of Galilean Jews at the time of Christ),
although the Gospels themselves were composed in Greek.

h.

Especially from the famous Emmaus Road story (Luke 24:13-49), we learn that true and
personal knowledge of Jesus comes by way of the Scriptures and the Sacraments. We could say
that knowing Jesus is both cognitive and performative, both Scriptural and Eucharistic, which
explains why the Mass encompasses both.

i.

The Gospels are not written along modern biographical lines as a continuous and
complete “life of Christ.” The Gospels invite us to take a seat in the presence of four distinct yet
complementary voices, listening attentively as each portrays the life, ministry, and Passion of
Jesus Christ. In the end, the message of the fourfold Gospel will be heard in the form of a
canonical harmony–the blending of strong voices that together witness to the self-same God in
Christ, each “singing” its own distinct “part,” enhancing the overall effect and far exceeding
what each on its own would accomplish. Essentially we have different versions of the same
gospel, which explains why they are called “The Gospel according to. . . .” Each is driven by
purposes that determined selection, structure, adaptation, and application of the material. A
simple comparison of the first chapter in each of the four illustrates the point at once.

j.

The location and order of the four are fixed both externally and internally. For example,
Matthew and Luke flank Mark, to which each bears both significant similarities and
dissimilarities. Matthew ties most fittingly to the Old Testament. John, itself separated from the
three Johannine epistles, separates Luke-Acts for a variety of reasons both literary and thematic,
thereby keeping the four Gospels together, with John 21:25 functioning as a closer to the whole,
and establishing a context for reading Acts other than, or in addition to, Luke.

k.

As for the peculiar contributions of each Gospel, one popular proposal suggests that they
are intended to present a “balanced” portrait of Christ: Matthew portrays Jesus the King, in the
language of the Old Testament, and so is especially appropriate for a Jewish readership; Mark
portrays Jesus the Servant, and so should be considered by those looking for lessons on
servanthood (especially if they are in a hurry, since Mark is short and everything happens
“immediately” or “at once” [c. 40x]); Luke portrays Jesus as Son of Man, and so might be
attractive to those who relate well to a human Jesus (perhaps a Bible study in a fitness club, or
with medical doctors since Luke was a physician); and John portrays Jesus as Son of God, and
so should definitely be used with unbelievers, especially of the skeptical bent. These suggestions
doubtless have some merit, but they probably do not get to the heart of the matter, as we shall
see.
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MATTHEW
1.

Where We Are in the Story: Getting Our Bearings
The Gospel according to Matthew tells the story of Jesus as the fulfillment of all that came before, the
long-awaited final chapter of the Old Testament. It highlights historical and theological continuity and
coherence–between the Testaments, between God’s covenant program for Israel and its fulfillment in
Jesus as Israel’s Messiah, between Israel (and so Jesus) and the Church, between YHWH, God of
Creation and Covenant, and the exalted Son who invites worship and witness and lays claim to the earth
(28:16-20). “Matthew actualizes the gospel in terms of the presence of the exalted Lord of the church
who fulfilled the promise of Israel’s Messiah in his words and deeds. By his teaching of the will of God
he opened the way to the kingdom of heaven whose eschatological reality is already manifest among
those doing the will of God.”1

2.

The Story Unfolds: The Revelation of God in Matthew

2.1.

How it’s shaped: The author’s plan
I.

THE MESSIAH’S PREPARATION: INTRODUCTION TO JESUS AND HIS KINGDOM
MINISTRY,
1:1-4:16
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

II.

THE MESSIAH’S PROCLAMATION: REVELATION OF THE KINGDOM IN WORD AND
ACTION, 4:17–16:20
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.

III.

Narrative: The Gospel of the Kingdom in Jesus’ Early Galilean Ministry, 4:17-25
Discourse #1: Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount–The Kingdom Manifesto, 5:1–7:29
Narrative: The Kingdom on Display in Jesus’ Miracles, 8:1–9:38
Discourse #2: Jesus’ Sermon on Mission and Martyrdom–Co-workers in the Kingdom,
10:1-42
Narrative: The Kingdom in Conflict, 11:1–12:50
Discourse #3: Jesus’ Sermon in Kingdom Parables, 13:1-52
Narrative: The Kingdom in Progressive Polarization–Controversy and Confession,
13:53–16:20

THE MESSIAH’S PASSION: ANTICIPATION OF THE KINGDOM THROUGH
SUFFERING TO GLORY, 16:21–28:20
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

1

Jesus’ Origin, 1:1-17
Jesus’ Infancy, 1:18–2:23
Jesus’ Baptism, 3:1-17
Jesus’ Temptation, 4:1-11
Jesus’ Withdrawal to Galilee, 4:12-16

Narrative: The Kingdom by Way of Suffering, 16:21–17:2
Discourse #4: Jesus’ Sermon on Community Life Under Kingdom Authority, 18:1-35
Narrative: The Kingdom and Its Core Values, 19:1–23:39
Discourse #5: Jesus’ Sermon on Kingdom Discipleship and the Shape of the Future,
24:1–25:46
Conclusion: The Kingdom Established, Vindicated, and Advanced in Jesus’ Death,
Resurrection, and Commission, 26:1–28:20

Brevard S. Childs, The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 78.
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2.2.

Unique Contributions to the Revelation of Christ in Matthew
A.

B.

3.

Matthew’s relationship to the Old Testament: continuing the narrative and formula citations

•

Roughly more than 200 times Matthew cites, alludes to, or parallels the Jewish Scriptures
(i.e., the Old Testament). Within that number, approximately 60 times Matthew is explicitly
citing an OT passage.

•

Formula Citations in Matthew (1:23f.; 2.5f., 15, 17f., 23; 4.14ff.; 8:17; 12:17ff.; 13:35;
21:4f.; 26:56; 27:9f.)

The Kingdom of Heaven in Matthew

•

Kingship and Kingdom become foundational themes treated throughout the Gospel of
Matthew. As Sri and Mitch observe, “the word ‘kingdom’ appears over fifty times in the
Gospel, with its keynote expression, ‘the kingdom of heaven,’ accounting for more than
thirty occurrences.”2

•

The first discourse, the Sermon on the Mount (5:1-7:29), is the great manifesto of the
kingdom. The second discourse (10:1-42) has to do with expansion of the kingdom, or
missionary work in the kingdom. The third discourse of Jesus (13:1-52) gives seven
parables about the kingdom, where the kingdom of heaven is likened to a sower with seed
(vv. 1-23), a field of wheat intermixed with weeds (vv. 24-30), a mustard seed (vv. 31-32),
leaven (v. 33), a hidden treasure (v. 44), fine pearls (v. 45), and a fishing net (vv. 47-50). The
fourth (18:1-35) and fifth (24:1-25:46) discourses deal with community life, discipleship,
and the abiding witness of the kingdom.

Inhabiting the Story: Making It Our Own
Matthew invites us to see Jesus as our Lord and King. If I do not allow Jesus to be King of all, then He
cannot be King at all. To live in his kingdom, we are invited to participate in his character of blessedness
(cf. 5:3-10) and live in his light. In this way we share in his righteousness and extend his reign to “all
nations” (28:19).

MARK
1.

Where We Are in the Story: Getting Our Bearings
Who is Jesus, and why did he come to earth? Mark answers this question by portraying Jesus as a
servant who came to show us what God’s kingdom looks like through his humble serving and suffering
and self-giving. To understand Jesus’ true identity and mission, in other words, we have to see him not as
one who came to be served, but to serve and to give his life for others. And this, according to Mark,
defines as well the character of Jesus’ true followers or kingdom citizens–they look like him, not as
those who measure greatness in terms of winning or conquering or high position, but in Jesus’ own
words, as those who deny themselves and take up their cross and follow him (Mark 8:34). In Mark’s
Gospel we meet Jesus the servant and we learn to imitate him.

2

Curtis Mitch and Edward Sri, The Gospel of Matthew, Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture, (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2010), 23.
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2.

The Story Unfolds: The Revelation of God in Mark

2.1.

How it’s shaped: The author’s plan
I.
II.
III.
IV.

2.2.

PROLOGUE: THE BEGINNING OF THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST, 1:1-15
THE PROCLAMATION OF THE GOSPEL IN JESUS’ WORDS AND WORKS, 1:16–8:26
THE PROCLAMATION OF THE GOSPEL IN JESUS’ PASSION, 8:27–15:47
EPILOGUE: THE ONGOING WITNESS TO THE GOSPEL IN JESUS’ RESURRECTION
AND COMMISSION, 16:1-20

Unique Contributions to the Revelation of Christ in Mark
A.

Some unique literary features in Mark:

•
•
•

The fast-paced narrative of Mark and the use of “immediately” (euthys)
The “historical present” in Mark (see Mark 1:40-44)
The “Markan sandwich”: intercalations in Mark
Jesus’ family sets out to seize him (3:21)
Religious leaders accuse Jesus of using the power of Beelzebul (3:22-30)
Jesus’ family arrives and is rejected by him (3:31-35)
Jesus goes to heal the daughter of Jairus, a synagogue ruler (5:22-24)
A woman with hemorrhages is healed by touching Jesus’ garment (5:25-34)
Jesus raises the daughter of Jairus from the dead (5:35-43)
Jesus sends his disciples out on a mission (6:7-13)
The account of John the Baptist’s death at the hand of King Herod (6:14-29)
The disciples return with a report of their mission (6:30)
Jesus curses a fig tree for not bearing fruit (11:12-14)
cleanses the Temple in Jerusalem (11:15-19)
The fig tree that Jesus cursed had withered and died (11:20-21)

B.

Unique thematic developments in Mark

•
•
3.

YHWH has come to dwell among his people in the person of Jesus
The Markan Mystery: the secret identity of Jesus and the disciples’ failure to understand

Inhabiting the Story: Making It Our Own
A.

The mission and identity of Jesus: The Son of God and the Suffering Servant

•

Of all the Gospels, Mark introduces us to the theme of suffering and rejection at the earliest
stage in Jesus’ ministry. Already at the onset in chapter 2 we see conflict and hostility arise
between the ministry of Jesus and that of the Pharisees (cf. 2:1-12). By 3:6 we read, “The
Pharisees went out, and immediately held counsel with the Herodians against him, how to
destroy him.” A plot to kill Jesus isn’t introduced in Matthew until chapter 12, and even later
in Luke (ch. 19).
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•

The theme of rejection and a suffering Messiah is apparent from the onset in Mark—
reminiscent of the suffering servant figure we find in the latter half of Isaiah. In addition to
the plots made to destroy him, the first eight chapters of Mark are riddled with conflict and
opposition from the religious and civil authorities, even Jesus’ own family and friends
(3:21). Then at the turning point in chapter 8 onwards, Jesus is constantly predicting his
upcoming rejection and death.

•

But this is how Mark wants us to see Jesus, “the Son of God” (1:1). This isn’t simply Mark
recounting the troubled or even failed public ministry of Jesus. Rather it is Mark’s way of
saying “You are not going to understand who Jesus is—who God is—if you do not
understand that he was rejected, he suffered, and he died.”

LUKE
1.

Where We Are in the Story: Getting Our Bearings
From Jesus’ contemporaries to our own, everyone seems to have an opinion about who Jesus is and why
he came to earth. The four Gospels, we might say, give us God’s opinion about Jesus, each from a
particular angle. Luke’s portrait answers a question lots of people ask: “What does this man Jesus, who
lived a long time ago in a faraway place, have to do with us, here and now?” Luke responds by going
straight to the heart of the Bible and showing how the God of Scripture and the salvation he offers in
Jesus are not confined to the past or to just certain people. For according to Luke, Jesus is the Son of
Man who came to seek and to save all who are lost—past, present, and future, Jews and Gentiles, those
in the middle and those on the margins of society. In this way, reading Luke also helps equip us to love
and to serve all people in Jesus’ name.

2.

The Story Unfolds: The Revelation of God in Luke

2.1.

How it’s shaped: The author’s plan
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.
VII.

2.2.

Unique Contributions to the Revelation of Christ in Luke
A.
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THE PROLOGUE, 1:1-4
THE INTRODUCTION OF JOHN AND JESUS (THE INFANCY NARRATIVES), 1:5–2:52
THE PREPARATIONS FOR JESUS’ MISSION, 3:1–4:13
THE MISSION OF JESUS IN GALILEE, 4:14–9:50
THE MISSION EXPANDS TO JERUSALEM, 9:51–19:27
THE PASSION NARRATIVES: JESUS’ REJECTION, DEATH, AND BURIAL, 19:28–23:56
THE REVELATION OF THE RISEN LORD TO HIS FOLLOWERS, 24:1-53

The impact of Luke on the life and liturgy of the Church
“Because of Luke, hymns of praise such as the Gloria and the Magnificat were introduced into
Christian worship, prayers such as the Hail Mary were developed, St. Francis of Assisi began
the custom of the Christmas manger, and painters such as Rembrandt and Caravaggio produced
some of their great works of art.”3

Pablo T. Gadenz, The Gospel of Luke, Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018),
15.
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B.

The universal message of salvation

C.

God’s care for the poor and marginalized

•
•
•
•
•
3.

Calling and dining with tax collectors, 5:27-32
Forgiving the sins of the “woman of the city”, 7:36-50
Parable of the Good Samaritan, 10:29-37
Parable of the Prodigal Son, 15:11-32
Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus, 16:19-31

Inhabiting the Story: Making It Our Own
“Have this mind among yourselves, which was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God,
did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant,
being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form he humbled himself and became
obedient unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him
the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on
earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the
Father.” Philippians 2:5-11

