
What are the gospels?  What 

do they say and can we trust 

them?



GOSPEL 

=euangelion 

=GOOD NEWS

GOSPEL: secular use,  e.g. emperor’s birthday!



How beautiful are the feet of him 
who brings good news of peace  



The first Christians went around the 

world ‘proclaiming’ the good news of 

Jesus

And the written ‘gospels’ are doing the 

same…  telling the story of Jesus….  So

Mark 1:1  ‘The beginning of the 

gospel/good news of Jesus Christ the 

Son of God’

+ Matthew, Luke and John



Very early witness to Matthew, Mark, Luke 

& John as authors

Papias, bishop of Hierapolis (S Turkey) in 

early 2nd century:

‘Mark became Peter’s interpreter and 

wrote accurately all that he 

remembered’ Eusebius Hist Eccl III xxxix 12-

16

See Richard Bauckham’s Jesus and the 

Eyewitnesses



Exact dating unclear, but first 

century AD, eg Rylands 

papyrus ?AD 130



4 ‘canonical’ gospels on the 

approved list
Popular idea that the church 

suppressed accounts it didn’t like…                         

Eg gospels of Thomas, Peter, etc.

But different world of speculative fantasy 

and theology,unlikely stories (walking 

cross, or ‘Every woman who makes 

herself male will enter into the kingdom 

of heaven’)

2nd century or later



Evidence for the New 

Testament gospels as history

THEY PORTRAY 

THE REAL 

WORLD OF THE 

FIRST 

CENTURY



Non-Christian witness: Tacitus

Roman historian, lived AD56-120 approx. 

He describes the Christians as ‘a deadly 

sect’, and he refers to Jesus being 

crucified under Pontius Pilate. 

Ann XV.44.2-8



Josephus   

Jewish historian (b.AD37), lived in 

Palestine until 60s AD, then in Rome

Wrote about Herod, Pilate, Caiaphas, James, etc.

Eg ‘John, surnamed the Baptist…..

he was a good man and had exhorted the Jews to lead 

righteous lives, ….and so doing to join in baptism…..  

Herod had put him to death’ (Antiquities 

18.116-119)      also History of the Jewish War





Temple buildings



Destroyed AD70:Arch of Titus



Relief from Arch

http://holylandarchive.com/photos_src/YRMAT01_800.jpg


Galilee



Fishing boat found nr Magdala in 

1986,  9 meters long, 2.5 metres 

wide



Archaeology: Caiaphas ossuary 

(found 1990, refers to Joseph bar 

Caipha)



Archaeology: Pilate inscription  

found Caesarea 1961. 

(Pon)tius Pilatus, (Praef)ectus 

Iud(a)e(ae), 



Qumran



Dead Sea Scrolls

Found 1947 in caves near the Dead Sea

Dating from 1st century BC/AD, community 
living by the Dead Sea at Qumran

OT books & other Jewish writings

Writings coming out of the community 

Hugely informative about 1st century 
Judaism 



Some examples of Aramaic/Hebrew words & 

expressions in Mark

5:41  ‘Talitha cumi’ = ‘little girl, get up’ in 

Aramaic

7:34   ‘Ephphatha’  =  ‘be opened’ in Aramaic

14:36  ‘Abba’ = ‘Father’ in Aramaic (Gal 4:6; 

Rom 8:15)



Honesty!  Hopeless disciples

Judas betrays Jesus

Peter denies Jesus three times

James and John want top seats



Why mention the kids?

Mark 15:21  

They compelled a passer-by, Simon of 

Cyrene…the father of Alexander and Rufus

to carry his cross…’



Paul’s letters from AD49 

confirm the accounts
e.g. 1 Corinthians,  dated AD55

11:23  ‘I passed on to you what I also 

received that on the night that he was 

betrayed he took bread….’

7:10 ‘To the married I give charge – not I 

but the Lord – that the wife should not 

separate from her husband…’

+ lots of other examples



Oral tradition

Risky?    Anecdotal?   

It was the way people were taught (by 

heart) and information was passed on, 

and amazingly accurate!



Why did they write their 

gospels?
Because they were excited about Jesus and 

wanted other people to know about him…



Why four gospels?

Four individuals….

Each with something different to 

contribute!

Differences, yes but few very serious

Our knowledge of Jesus hugely enhanced by 

four different angles





Luke was excited about….

JESUS ………..….AND HIS RELEVANCE



Special things about Luke…

Lots of the Christmas stories, shepherds, 

angels…… and resurrection story of road 

to Emmaus

1. He was really interested in history and 

the history of Jesus and the Christian 

movement…. in their historical and 

Roman context



The prologue

• Luke 1:1 Many have undertaken to draw up an 
account of the things that have been fulfilled 
among us, 2 just as they were handed down to 
us by those who from the first were 
eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 3 
Therefore, 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, 4 
so that you may know the reliability of the 
things you have been taught.



Vol 1 on Jesus, vol 2 on the 

Jesus movement
Acts 1:1 The first account I composed, 

Theophilus, about all that Jesus began to 

do and teach, 2 until the day when He was 

taken up, after he had by the Holy Spirit 

given orders to the apostles whom he had 

chosen.

We don’t know who ‘Theophilus’ is - ? A 

wealthy Gentile?



References to Roman officials – the 

context of the story of Jesus and the 

church
• Luke 2:1 In those days a decree went from 

Emperor Augustus that all the world be 
registered ….while Quirinius was governor of 
Syria.

• Luke 3:1 In the 15th year of the reign of 
Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was 
governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of 
Galilee, & his brother Philip ruler of the 
region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, & Lysanias 
ruler of Abilene, 2 during the high priesthood 
of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came 



The Roman world: Tiberius the 

emperor



We came into Rome

• He  (Paul) lived there for two whole years 

at his own expense and welcomed all who 

came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of 

God and teaching about the Lord Jesus 

Christ with all boldness and without 

hindrance. (Acts 28:30-31)





Is Luke a good historian?

Some historical problems….

‘In those days a decree went out from Caesar 
Augustus that all the world should be registered.  
This was the first registration when Quirinius as 
governor of Syria’:  Josephus says Quirinius
governor in AD6

But Matthew & Luke say that Jesus was born in 
days of Herod the Great….. who died 4BC



Can we believe all the miracle 

stories???
• Ancients in NT world not all gullible or 

uneducated!

• Gospel writers not uneducated or 

unintelligent:   Luke’s prologue 

(eyewitnesses…)

• Yes extra-ordinary, but that’s why tell 

the story of Jesus!



The prologue

• Luke 1:1 Many have undertaken to draw up an 
account of the things that have been fulfilled 
among us, 2 just as they were handed down to 
us by those who from the first were 
eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 3 
Therefore, 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, 4 
so that you may know the reliability of the 
things you have been taught.



ILLYRICUM

AFRICA

Evidence from his description 

of Paul and his travels in Acts



Paul in Corinth
• Acts 18:1-3  After this he left Athens and went to 

Corinth.  And he found a Jew names Aquila, a native 
of Pontus, lately come from Italy with his wife 
Priscilla, because Claudius had commanded all the 
Jews to leave Rome……he stayed with them…they 
were tent-makers

Also Suetonius  Roman historian writing around 100AD refers 

to Claudius the emperor expelling the Jews from Rome, 

because they were ‘rioting at the instigation of Chrestus’

Date AD49



Acts 18:12 But when Gallio was proconsul of 

Achaia, the Jews made a united attack on Paul 

and brought him before the tribunal

•Holy Land Photos by permission



Local officials

• 13:7 Cyprus ‘first man’

• 16:19 Philippi ‘archons’

• 17:6 Thessalonica ‘politarchs’

• 18:12 Corinth ‘proconsul’

• 19:31-5 Ephesus ‘Asiarchs’, ‘town 

clerk’

• 28:7 Malta ‘first man’



Who was author? The ‘we’ passages

• Acts 16:10 After Paul had seen the vision, 
we got ready at once to leave for 
Macedonia, concluding that God had 
called us to preach the gospel to them. 
11 From Troas we put out to sea and 
sailed straight for Samothrace, and the 
next day on to Neapolis. 12 From there 
we traveled to Philippi, a Roman colony 
and the leading city of that district of 
Macedonia. And we stayed there several 
days.



Where did ‘we’, including Luke,  

go?
Acts 21:15  ‘After these days we made 

ready and went up to Jerusalem…’

Paul incarcerated in Caesarea (Palestine 
coast) for several years

Acts 27:1  ‘It was decided that we should 
sail for Italy…..’



Luke goes with Paul to 

Jerusalem
Where Paul meets James brother of Jesus 

and others….

Paul incarcerated in Caesarea for several 
years. Luke seems to be with him

Acts 27:1  ‘It was decided that we should 
sail for Italy…..’





Luke excited about Jesus  

shares his excitement!



As fulfilment of the OT story and as 

the Jewish Messiah

The Nazareth manifesto  -programmatic

Luke 4:17 The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to 
him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: 
18 "The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has 
anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has 
sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and 
recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, 
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour."

20 Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the 
attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the 
synagogue were fastened on him, 21 and he began by 
saying to them, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in 
your hearing."



The Easter-day walk to Emmaus

Now that same day two of them were 
going to a village called Emmaus, about 
seven miles from Jerusalem. 14 … talking 
about everything that had happened. 15 
…Jesus himself came up and walked 
along with them; 16 but they were kept 
from recognizing him. 27 And beginning 
with Moses and all the Prophets, he 
explained to them what was said in all 
the Scriptures concerning himself.



But also interested in how the 

Christian movement went from 

Jerusalem into the Gentile world

1:8 you shall receive power when the Holy 
Spirit has come upon you; and you shall 
be my witnesses 

both in Jerusalem, 

and in all Judea 

and Samaria, 

and even to the remotest part of 
the earth."





Not just the Gentiles, but other 

outsiders..and people on the 

edge of society

Eg the Samaritans



Samaritans – hated by the Jews

Eg modern Islamic sects, but hero in Jesus’ parable –
going down the Jerusalem (2500ft above sea level) to 
Jericho(770ft below sea level), 17 miles of wild rocky 
country



Women,    eg
8:1  ‘The twelve were with him and also 

some women who had been healed …Mary 

called Magdalene, Joanna wife of Chuza 

Herod’s household manager, Susanna and 

many others, who provided for them out 

of their means…’ 

10:38-42  Mary and Martha.  ‘Mary sat at 

the Lord’s feet and listened to his 

teaching.  Mary has chosen the good 

portion..’



Zacchaeus a tax collectorLuke 19

he …climbed a sycamore-fig tree … 5 When Jesus 
reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, 
"Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay 
at your house today." 6 So he came down at once 
and welcomed him gladly. 7 All the people saw this 
and began to mutter, "He has gone to be the guest 
of a 'sinner.'" 8 But Zacchaeus ….said to the 
Lord, "Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of 
my possessions to the poor, and if I have 
cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay 
back four times the amount." 9 Jesus said to 
him, "Today salvation has come to this house, 
because this man, too, is a son of Abraham.
10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save 
what was lost."



Other ‘sinners’ and spiritually 

lost people
Luke 15

Parables of the lost sheep, lost coin and 

lost son

‘Father I have sinned…’  The Father ran and 

embraced him ‘This my son was dead and 

is alive again, was lost and is found.’ 

They began to celebrate



Jesus’ saving death

• Crucifixion:  ‘Father, forgive them 

for they know not what they 

do’ (23:34)

Outrageous prayer?  



Good news for a dying criminal

• Luke 23:40 But the other rebuked him. 
"Don't you fear God," he said, "since you 
are under the same sentence? 41 We are 
punished justly, for we are getting what 
our deeds deserve. But this man has done 
nothing wrong." 42 Then he said, "Jesus, 
remember me when you come into your 
kingdom." 43 Jesus answered him, "I tell 
you the truth, today you will be with me 
in paradise."



Also the poor

‘Blessed are the poor’ (6:20)

Good news for the poor,  and teaching for 

the rich



How to repent according to John 

Baptist

• Luke 3:10 "What should we do then?" the crowd 
asked. 11 John answered, "The man with two 
tunics should share with him who has none, 
and the one who has food should do the 
same." 12 Tax collectors also came to be 
baptized. "Teacher," they asked, "what should 
we do?" 13 "Don't collect any more than you 
are required to," he told them. 14 Then some 
soldiers asked him, "And what should we do?" 
He replied, "Don't extort money and don't 
accuse people falsely-- be content with your 
pay."



Parables

• Rich fool

• Rich man & Lazarus

• Unjust steward 

(Luke’s other great parables include  Good 

Samaritan, Prodigal Son)



A sharing community

• Acts 4:32 All the believers were one in heart 
and mind. No one claimed that any of his 
possessions was his own, but they shared 
everything they had. 33 With great power the 
apostles continued to testify to the resurrection 
of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon 
them all. 34 There were no needy persons 
among them. For from time to time those who 
owned lands or houses sold them, brought the 
money from the sales 35 and put it at the 
apostles' feet, and it was distributed to anyone 
as he had need.



Mark Powley



Purpose of Luke

‘I am bringing you good news of great joy 

for all the people: to you is born … a 

Saviour’  (2:11)

- to point people to the grace of God through 

Jesus, to be received with joy, to be lived and 

shared practically, through the Spirit


