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KNOWING CHRIST THROUGH THE GOSPELS 
 

I. Overview 
 

 
Rose Chronological Guide to the Bible 
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II. Background 
 

A. The Roman Empire 
 

63 B.C.- A.D. 395 During this period, which included Christ’s birth in approximately 5 B.C., 
Judea was under Roman control. 

 

 
 
63 The Romans first made Syria a Roman province; then they captured the Jerusalem temple 

under the leadership of Roman General Pompey.  Judah, now called Judea, came under the 
control of the Roman proconsul of Syria.   

 
63 - 40 B.C.   Palestine was ruled by various Roman governors of Syria. 
 
40 - 4 B.C. Palestine was ruled by King Herod the Great.  He was famous for his building programs.  

In 19 B.C., he began the expansion and rebuilding of the Second Temple (the one that 
had been completed in 516 B.C.).  This rebuilding of the Second Temple is known as 
Herod’s Temple. 
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5 B.C. approx.  Jesus was born in Bethlehem. 
 
4 B.C. – A.D. 6 Upon the death of Herod the Great, Palestine was divided to three of Herod’s sons as 

follows: 
 

Archelaus ruled Judea, Samaria, and Idumea (until A.D. 6) 
Philip ruled Ituraea and Trachonitis (until A.D. 34) 
Herod Antipas ruled Galilee and Perea (until A.D. 39) 

 
 

6-41 Archelaus was replaced was replaced by a Roman procurator.  Procurators ruled the area 
until 41.  The procurator during Jesus’ ministry was Pontius Pilate (A.D. 26-36).   
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Rose Chronological Guide to the Bible 

 
Herod the Great: 

• Father was an Edomite who converted to Judaism 

• Raised as a Jew 

• Rebuilt and expanded the Second Temple (the one built in 516 B.C.) 
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B. Jewish Religious Leaders 
 

 
Rose Chronological Guide to the Bible 

 

C. Dates171 
 

6 B.C. John the Baptist is born 
5   Jesus is born 
4   Jesus’ family flees to Egypt, returns to Nazareth 
A.D. 8 Jesus, age 12, talks with teachers in the temple 
8-30  Jesus works as a carpenter in Nazareth 
29  John the Baptist begins his ministry 
30  Jesus begins his ministry 
33  Jesus is crucified and resurrected 
 
The Latin term anno Domini (A.D.) and the English term before Christ (B.C.) are used when 
designating years in the Gregorian (A.D.1582) and Julian (46 B.C.) calendars. Anno Domini 
means “in the year of our Lord.” The Latin phrase which means “before Christ” is “ante Christum.” 
 
This dating system was devised by the Scythian (modern Romania) monk Dionysius Exiguus. His 
system dated Jesus’ birth as A.D. 1. However, scholars after the time of Dionysius have more 
accurately calculated (studying the Biblical and historical clues) the date of Jesus’ birth to be in 
B.C. 6 or 5 (in other words, 5 or 6 years earlier than Dionysius had calculated).  
 
For the purposes of this class, we will use the date of Jesus’ birth as B.C. 5 according to the 
research accomplished by Andreas Köstenberger. We will also use the dates of Jesus’ life and 
death calculated by Köstenberger. Other reputable scholars have calculated slightly different 
dates. These dates are all within the range of possible dates listed in the ESV Study Bible. 

 
171 Andreas Köstenberger, senior research professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology at 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary. https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2014/04/april-3-
ad-33. “This coheres with Luke’s mention that ‘Jesus, when he began his ministry, was about thirty years 
of age’ (Luke 3:23). If he was born in 6 or 5 B.C., as is most likely, Jesus would have been approximately 
thirty-two to thirty-four years old in late A.D. 28 until A.D. 30, which falls well within the range of him being 
‘about thirty years of age.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gregorian_calendar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julian_calendar
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2014/04/april-3-ad-33
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2014/04/april-3-ad-33
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III. Reading the Gospels172 
 
Purpose and Design of the Gospels 
 
The Gospels were designed to be read as complete accounts, each with its own 
emphasis and structure, yet all unified in telling the story of Jesus and His 
followers. Their central concern is to reveal who Jesus is, what He taught, and 
how people responded to Him. 
 
A major theme that runs through the Gospels is that many in Israel rejected the 
message and promise originally intended for them. Understanding this rejection—
and the way God continues to draw people to Himself despite it—is key to 
interpreting the Gospel narratives. These accounts reveal both human responses 
to God’s revelation and God’s gracious persistence in offering salvation. 
 
The Literary Genre: Ancient Biography (Bios) 
 
The Gospels belong to a literary form in the ancient world known as bios, or 
ancient biography. Unlike modern biographies, which emphasize detailed 
physical descriptions, psychological analysis, and personal development, a bios 
focuses on the significant events, teachings, and character of a person’s life. 
The Gospels follow this pattern. They highlight the key events and teachings that 
define Jesus’ ministry, showing how His words and actions reveal His identity. The 
central figures throughout are Jesus and God the Father, with Jesus carrying 
out the Father’s redemptive plan. 
 
Historical Nature and Organization 
 
Although the Gospels are historical writings, they do not always follow a strict 
chronological order. Instead, the evangelists sometimes organize material 
topically or thematically to emphasize particular truths. 
 
For example, Mark 2:1–3:6 presents five controversy episodes in succession, 
while Matthew spreads those same events over chapters 8–12. This 
demonstrates that the Gospel writers arranged their material with theological 
intent, not merely as sequential history. 
 
 

  

 
172 ESV Study Bible, 1811. 
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Unity and Diversity Among the Four Gospels 
 
Each Gospel presents a distinct portrait of Jesus, yet they all agree that He is 
the promised Messiah, uniquely related to God, and the bringer of salvation. 
Three of the Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—are called the Synoptic 
Gospels (literally, seeing together,” i.e., having the same viewpoint) because they 
share a similar perspective and often overlap in content. They tell the story of 
Jesus “from the earth up,” allowing readers to gradually discern His divine nature 
and relationship with the Father. 
 

• Mark begins with the ministry of John the Baptist. 
• Matthew and Luke start with Jesus’ miraculous birth. 

 
In contrast, John’s Gospel tells the story “from heaven down.” He opens with 
the preexistent Word becoming flesh, presenting Jesus’ divine Sonship more 
directly and explicitly. 
 
This difference in approach does not represent conflicting accounts, but rather 
complementary perspectives on the same truth—each Gospel highlighting 
unique aspects of who Jesus is and what He has done. 
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IV. Distinctives of the Four Gospels173 
 

A. Matthew 
 
Purpose and Audience 
 
The Gospel of Matthew presents Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah and King 
promised in the Old Testament. Writing primarily to a Jewish audience, Matthew 
emphasizes how Jesus fulfills Hebrew prophecy, establishes God’s kingdom, and offers 
salvation through His life, death, and resurrection. He highlights Jesus’ teachings, 
miracles, and authority, showing Him as the new Moses and the ultimate fulfillment 
of the Law. 
 

Matthew’s purpose is to confirm Jesus’ divine identity, to call His followers to genuine 
discipleship, and to commission believers to spread His message to all nations. 
 
Structure and Major Concerns 
 
Matthew focuses on Jesus’ relationship to Israel and explains Israel’s rejection of 
Him. Although Jesus is the promised King of the Jews, fulfilling the Old Testament, 
Israel’s rejection did not stop the fulfillment of God’s promises. Instead, it raised the 
stakes of discipleship and led to the creation of a new entity—the Church. 
The Gospel’s message extends beyond Israel to include the whole world. Its structure 
centers on five major discourse sections, often considered the backbone of the book: 
 

1. Sermon on the Mount (Chs. 5–7) 
2. Missionary Discourse (Ch. 10) 
3. Parables of the Kingdom (Ch. 13) 
4. Community Discourse (Ch. 18) 
5. Eschatological Discourse and Parables (Chs. 24–25) 

 

Throughout Matthew, Jesus’ words and deeds interact seamlessly—His actions 
validate His teaching. His death fulfills God’s divine plan, leading to His vindication 
and ongoing mission. True disciples are those who come to Jesus in personal 
relationship and trust, seeking forgiveness and the righteousness that God graciously 
provides. 
 
Major Themes 
 

Matthew’s Gospel contains a rich variety of theological and ethical themes. His 
Christology presents Jesus as the royal, messianic Son of God, the revealer of 
God’s will, and the bearer of divine authority. As the promised King of the Jews, 
Jesus: 
 

• Heals the sick and broken, 
• Teaches the true meaning of the Old Testament, 
• Calls for practical righteousness, 
• Inaugurates the Kingdom of Heaven, and 
• Explains the mystery elements of God’s promises. 

 
173 ESV Study Bible, 1811-1813.  
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The Kingdom of Heaven—a central theme unique to Matthew—is both present and 
future (12:28; 13:1–52; 24:1–25:46). Jesus proclaims its hope to the lost sheep of 
Israel, calling for repentance, confronting hypocrisy, demonstrating authority over 
sin and the Sabbath, and interpreting the Law with mercy. 
 
Although most of Israel rejects the message, the mystery is that God’s promise 
advances despite that rejection. One day, the Kingdom will encompass the entire 
world (see the parables of ch. 13). At the consummation, Jesus’ authority will be 
universally revealed in a final judgment over all creation (chs. 24–25). Thus, in 
Matthew’s Gospel, the Kingdom, eschatology, and salvation history are tightly 
woven together. 
 
Key Passages 
 
Matthew concludes with two defining commands of Jesus: 
 

• The Great Commandments, calling believers to love God and neighbor. 
 

Matthew 22:37-39 
37 And he said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your mind. 38 This is the great and first 
commandment. 39 And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” 

 
• The Great Commission, sending disciples to make disciples of all nations. 

 
Matthew 28:18-20 
18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And 
behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
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B. Mark 
 

Purpose and Audience 

 
The purpose of the Book of Mark is to present Jesus as the powerful yet suffering Son 
of God, whose life, death, and resurrection reveal the true nature of the Messiah. Aimed 
at a Roman audience, Mark emphasizes action, urgency, and authority, showing Jesus 
as a man of power and purpose through His miracles and service. 
 
Mark portrays Jesus as the servant who came to give His life as a ransom for 
many, calling His followers to a path of discipleship marked by faith, sacrifice, and 
endurance. The Gospel serves to encourage believers—especially those facing 
persecution—to remain faithful to Christ, who ultimately triumphs through suffering. 
 
Authorship, Composition, and Structure 

 
Mark is widely regarded as the first Gospel written, though a minority of scholars still 
propose that Matthew came first. Because of its early composition, Mark’s outline of 
Jesus’ ministry has become the foundational structure for tracing the life of Christ in the 
other Gospels. 
 
While Mark’s account is historical, it is not always chronological; many sections appear 
to be arranged topically, such as the conflict episodes in chapters 2–3. The Gospel’s first 
major section (1:16–8:26) follows a recurring pattern: 

 
-  A story about the disciples opens each segment (1:16–20; 3:13–19; 6:7–13). 
-  A summary statement or rejection scene closes each (3:7–12; 6:1–6; 8:22–26). 
 
The turning point of the Gospel comes in 8:27–31, where Peter confesses that 
Jesus is the Christ. From that point forward, Mark shifts his focus toward Jesus’ 
journey to the cross, with nearly half of the book covering the events leading up to the 
final week and a full quarter devoted to that week itself. For Mark, the Passion narrative 
is the heart of Jesus’ story. 
 
Themes of the Kingdom and the Gospel Message 

 
Mark begins by declaring that what follows is “the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God.” Though not as detailed in kingdom teaching as Matthew or Luke, Mark still traces 
the unfolding of the Kingdom of God as a major theme. 
 
For Mark, the kingdom is both present and future—already active through Jesus’ ministry 
but awaiting its full realization. It begins small and hidden, like a seed, yet grows into 
a full harvest according to God’s purpose. This “mystery of the kingdom” reveals that 
God’s redemptive work advances quietly but irresistibly. 
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A Gospel of Action and Authority 

 
Mark’s narrative moves with remarkable speed, often using the word 
“immediately” to convey a sense of urgency. It is more a Gospel of action than of 
teaching. Mark records only two extended discourses—the Parables of the Kingdom 
(4:1–33) and the Eschatological Discourse (13:1–37). 
 
By contrast, he emphasizes miracles and deeds of power: there are 20 miracle 
accounts, and when combined with summary statements of healing, these occupy about 
one-third of the entire Gospel and nearly half of the first ten chapters. These displays of 
power highlight Jesus’ divine authority—authority over sin, nature, disease, demons, and 
even death. 
 
Mark’s Christology centers on Jesus as “the Christ, the Son of God” (1:1; 8:29; 15:39). 
His claims of divine authority bring Him into conflict with Jewish leaders, particularly 
concerning purity laws, the Sabbath, and the temple, setting the stage for His eventual 
arrest and crucifixion. 
 
The Suffering Servant and the Call to Discipleship 

 
While Mark underscores Jesus’ authority, he equally stresses His suffering. More than 
the other Gospels, Mark presents Jesus as the Suffering Son of Man and Servant who 
fulfills His mission by giving His life as a ransom for many (10:45). 
 
Because the true meaning of Messiahship involves suffering, Jesus often commands 
silence from those who recognize Him (e.g., 1:44; 3:11; 5:43; 9:9). Without 
understanding His path of suffering, the title “Messiah” would be misunderstood. 
 
This theme of suffering extends to discipleship. Mark calls believers to follow Jesus in 
self-denial, humility, and service (8:31–38; 9:33–37; 10:35–45). Like Matthew, Mark 
teaches that suffering precedes glory—the Son of Man must suffer first but will return in 
glory to judge the world (ch. 13). 
 
Mark does not hide the failures of the disciples, emphasizing the need to listen carefully 
and depend fully on Jesus. Their weaknesses illustrate that true discipleship is a 
continual call to trust, humility, and perseverance. 
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C. Luke 
 

Purpose and Audience 
 
The purpose of the Book of Luke is to provide an accurate and orderly account of 
Jesus’ life and ministry, demonstrating that He is the Savior for all people, not just for 
the Jews. Writing primarily to a Gentile audience, Luke emphasizes Jesus’ 
compassion, humanity, and universal mission to seek and save the lost. 
 
Luke highlights God’s love for the outcast, the poor, women, and sinners, presenting 
a portrait of a Savior who welcomes all who come in faith. His Gospel aims to 
strengthen faith and inspire discipleship marked by humility, grace, and joy. Luke 
invites readers to trust in Jesus and to follow His example of mercy and service. 
 
Structure and Literary Characteristics 
 
As the longest of the four Gospels, Luke combines teaching, miracles, and 
parables in a balanced and engaging narrative. He includes more parables than any 
other Gospel writer. Whereas Matthew organizes Jesus’ teaching into large discourse 
sections, Luke distributes teaching throughout his narrative, usually in smaller, 
self-contained units. 
 
Many of Jesus’ key teachings occur during meal scenes (7:36–50; 11:37–52; 14:1–24; 
22:1–38; 24:36–49). These moments resemble Greek symposia, where “wisdom” was 
shared in conversation over a meal. Through this pattern, Luke highlights Jesus’ table 
fellowship and hospitality, central expressions of God’s grace toward all people. 
 
The Divine Plan and the Theme of Fulfillment 
 
A defining feature of Luke’s Gospel is its focus on God’s sovereign plan. Throughout 
the narrative, Luke uses the Greek word dei (“it must be”) to emphasize that events 
unfold according to divine necessity (2:49; 4:43; 9:22; 24:7, 26, 44–47). 
 
God’s plan centers on reaching and rescuing the poor, the oppressed, and those 
under Satan’s power (4:16–18; 11:14–23). This plan follows a promise-and-
fulfillment pattern, as key figures—such as John the Baptist, Mary, and Jesus—fulfill 
Old Testament expectations (7:28; 16:16). 
 
The infancy narratives express this theme vividly through hymns and songs rich in 
scriptural language, introducing a recurring tone of joy that runs throughout the Gospel. 
Luke also underscores the immediacy of salvation by using the word “today” in key 
moments (2:11; 4:21; 5:26; 19:9; 22:34; 23:43). 
 
Geographically, the Gospel traces a journey from Galilee to Jerusalem (9:52–19:44), 
symbolizing the steady forward movement of God’s redemptive purpose. 
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Jesus’ Identity and Mission 
 
Luke portrays Jesus as the Messiah, Servant, and Lord. His identity is first revealed in 
messianic terms (1:31–35; 3:21–22; 4:16–30; 9:18–20), but as the story progresses, 
His authority expands to include titles such as the Son of Man and the Lord (5:24; 
20:41–44; 21:27; 22:69). 
 
These titles reveal His role as the divine judge and fulfiller of God’s covenant 
promises. Luke also presents Jesus as a prophet like Moses—a leader, deliverer, 
and teacher who must be heard (4:20–30; 9:35). His miracles attest to the 
inaugurated presence of the Kingdom of God, which brings liberation from Satan’s 
power (11:14–23; 17:20–21). 
 
Though the Kingdom is already active, it also has a future dimension: Jesus will return 
to reign over Israel and the nations (ch. 21). Through Him, God fulfills His 
covenantal promises to Abraham, David, and Israel (1:45–54), displaying His 
faithfulness across generations. 
 
Israel’s Rejection and God’s Continuing Plan 
 
The national religious leadership remains steadfast in its rejection of Jesus’ 
message. Yet the divine plan continues to advance. Luke records Jesus’ lament over 
Jerusalem (19:41–44) and predicts judgment and destruction upon the city (21:20–
24). These events serve both as a warning of final judgment and as an assurance 
that God’s redemptive program is unfolding just as He ordained. 
 
Despite Israel’s unbelief, the invitation to faith and repentance remains open. God 
continues to call His people to return to Him through the message of His Son. 
 
Formation of a New Community 
 
In the wake of rejection, Jesus forms a new community of believers—those who 
embrace His message and follow Him in faith. This emerging community later becomes 
known as “the Way” in the Book of Acts. 
 
Acts, written by the same author, serves as Luke’s second volume, continuing the 
story of God’s work through the Holy Spirit. It shows how the Gospel spread from 
Jerusalem to the heart of the Roman Empire, overcoming persecution and 
opposition through the boldness of Spirit-filled witnesses. 
 
Together, Luke–Acts presents the continuing mission of God, demonstrating that His 
salvation is not confined to one nation but extended to all people everywhere. 
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D. John 
 
Purpose and Audience 

 
The purpose of the Book of John is to reveal Jesus as the eternal Son of God and the 
source of eternal life. Written to inspire faith, John emphasizes Jesus’ divine nature, 
His intimate relationship with the Father, and His mission to bring salvation to the 
world. 
 
Through signs, teachings, and personal encounters, the Gospel demonstrates that 
believing in Jesus leads to true and lasting life. Unlike the Synoptic Gospels, John 
focuses on deep theological themes—light, truth, love, and belief—inviting readers 
to know Jesus personally and to trust Him as the Word made flesh, the Lamb of God, 
and the Savior of all. 
 
The audience of the Gospel of John appears to be a broad mix of Jewish and 
Gentile readers, likely a Christian community facing questions about faith, identity, 
and the nature of Jesus. 
 
Structure and Distinctive Features 

 
The fourth Gospel emphasizes Jesus as the One sent from God, acting in perfect 
unity with the Father. John opens with the majestic declaration of the incarnation 
and continues through a sequence of seven signs (miracles and healings) and 
extended dialogues or discourses that reveal who Jesus is. 
 
This Gospel’s explicit portrayal of Jesus’ divine identity gives it a distinctive literary 
and theological power. Each episode, conversation, and miracle unfolds the reality that 
Jesus is God’s self-revelation—the Word who became flesh and dwelt among us. 
 
Christology and the Theme of Eternal Life 

 
John’s primary focus is Christology—the person and work of Christ. Unlike the Synoptic 
Gospels, John speaks little about the kingdom of God. Instead, he expresses that 
same promise through the theme of eternal life. 
 
This life is not merely unending in duration but also divine in quality—a life of genuine 
fellowship with the Father and the Son (17:3). Eternal life is available now to those who 
believe (5:24–26), while those who reject it face judgment (3:16–21, 36). 
 
Thus, John presents the gospel as a present invitation to share in God’s life and as a 
warning to those who turn away from His offer. 
 
The Word Made Flesh and the “I Am” Sayings 

 
The Word (Logos) sent from God became human flesh to bring this promise to 
fulfillment. John’s famous “I Am” sayings reveal different dimensions of Jesus’ divine 
mission and identity. 
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Each image—the Bread of Life, the Light of the World, the Good Shepherd, the 
Gate for the Sheep, the Resurrection and the Life, the Way, the Truth, and the Life, 
and the True Vine—portrays how Jesus uniquely provides life, guidance, and salvation. 
As the Son, Jesus does only what the Father shows Him, underscoring their perfect 
unity in mission. He is both the hoped-for Messiah and the Son of Man who descends 
from heaven and ascends again (3:13; 6:27). In this role, He will judge (5:27), be lifted 
up (3:14), and mediate salvation between God and humanity. Even when viewed as a 
prophet, Jesus surpasses all others, fulfilling the role of a leader-prophet like Moses 
(6:14; 7:40). 
 
The Seven Signs and Their Meaning 

 
The seven signs (turning water into wine at Cana, healing the royal official’s son, 
healing the paralytic at Bethesda, feeding the 5000, walking on water, giving sight to the 
man born blind, and raising Lazarus from the dead) dominate the first two-thirds of the 
Gospel and illustrate how people respond to Jesus—with reactions ranging from 
rejection (12:37–39) to faith (9:25). 
 
Unlike the Synoptics, John records no exorcisms. Instead, he focuses on healings, 
restoration, and provision, each signifying Jesus’ superiority over Jewish 
institutions (1:17; 2:19–21; 7:37–39; 9:38; 10:1–18). Many of these miracles occur 
during Jewish feasts, showing that Jesus fulfills what those feasts represent. 
Ultimately, John declares that blessing belongs to those who believe even without 
seeing the signs (20:29). 
 
Jesus as the Revealer of God 

 
John presents Jesus as the revelator of the Father—the One who makes God known 
(1:14–18). As the Light of the World, He illuminates the truth of who God is and how He 
loves His people. 
 
Jesus’ death demonstrates the Father’s love for His own and serves as an example for 
disciples to follow in loving one another (13:1, 11–17). His death also gathers God’s 
people into one flock (10:1–18) and becomes the means by which the Son and the 
Father are glorified, as life and salvation flow from His sacrifice (3:14–16). 
 
The Role of the Holy Spirit 

 
A major theme unique to John is the role of the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus calls the 
Helper (Paraklētos) (14:16–18, 26; 15:26; 16:7–14; 20:22). 
 
After Jesus’ death and resurrection, the Spirit continues His ministry—teaching, 
guiding, and empowering the disciples for mission. The Spirit leads believers into all 
truth, convicts the world concerning sin, righteousness, and judgment (14:25–31; 16:8–
11), and sustains spiritual life (4:8–10; 7:37–39). 
 
Through the Spirit’s presence, Jesus remains with His followers, enabling them to live 
out the eternal life He came to give. 
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V. The Life of Jesus174 
 

 

 
174 Rose Chronological Guide to the Bible, unless otherwise noted. 
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Jesus’ Twelve Disciples (“Apostles,” Luke 6:13) 
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VI. Harmony of the Gospels 
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  Prophecies Fulfilled by Jesus
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