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Week One – How the Gospels Became “the Gospels” 

Introductory Comments 

- People are saying (and imaging!) all sorts of things about Jesus. 
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- What does that say about the Gospels? 

o Take a look at this video clip from The DaVinci Code 

o Are these claims true? How would you refute them? 

- Can We Trust the Gospels? (outline of the next six weeks) 

o Week 1 – How the Gospels Became “the Gospels” 

o Week 2 – Building a Case for the Gospels’ Reliability  

o Week 3 – Objection #1: Gospels Weren’t Intended as History 

o Week 4 – Objection #2: The Gospels Contradict Each Other 

o Week 5 – Objection #3: The Jesus Story is Based on Common Ancient Myths 

o Week 6 – Did Jesus really rise from the dead? 

o Blog – Extra teaching as well as Q&A (http://lifegroupsblog.wordpress.com) 

- Today’s Question: How did the Gospels become “the Gospels”? 

 

Stage 1 – Eyewitnesses tell the story/stories of Jesus (AD 30-95) 

- Here are some examples from the preaching and writing of the early church: 

You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, announcing the good news of peace 
through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. You know what has happened throughout the province 
of Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached—how God anointed Jesus 
of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and healing 
all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him. We are witnesses of 
everything he did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed him by hanging him 
on a cross, but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused him to be seen. He 
was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us who 
ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. He commanded us to preach to the 
people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the 
dead. (Acts 10.36-43) 

For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he 
was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my 
body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took 
the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in 
remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the 
Lord's death until he comes. (1 Corinthians 11.23-26; compare with Luke 22.17-20) 

- Remember that most characters in the stories are still around to verify or correct 

See 1 Corinthians 15.3-8 

- Named persons in Gospel stories are likely official tradition-police or “tradents”  

- The Apostle Paul uses the official language of formal transmission of tradition. 

o Notice certain key words in the above quotes: received... passed on... 

o Oral tradition is much more reliable than we might think. 
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Stage 2 – Friends/editors collect testimony and compose gospels (AD 50-90) 

- This process began as eyewitnesses (including official “tradents”) passed away. 

- Mark was probably written first and based on Peter’s preaching. 

o Papias (AD 110-130): The Elder used to say: Mark, in his capacity as Peter’s interpreter, 
wrote down accurately as many things as he recalled from memory – though not in an 
ordered form – of the things either said or done by the Lord. For he neither heard the 
Lord nor accompanied him, but later, as I said, Peter, who used to give his teachings in 
the form of anecdotes, but had no intention of providing an ordered arrangement of the 
reports of the Lord. Consequently Mark did nothing wrong when he wrote down some 
individual items just as he related them from memory. For he made it his one concern not 
to omit anything he had heard or to falsify anything. (Quoted in Eusebius)  

o “inclusio” – Peter is the first and last person mentioned in Mark.  

- Matthew and Luke came later (c. AD 60-80) and then John (c. 90). 

- Take a look at Luke’s description of the process in Luke 1.1-4. 

Stage 3 – Gospels circulate through churches for use in worship (AD 80-125) 

- This had been happening with Paul’s letters from very early on. 

I charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers and sisters. The grace 
of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. (1 Thessalonians 5.27-28) 

After this letter has been read to you, see that it is also read in the church of the Laodiceans 
and that you in turn read the letter from Laodicea. (Colossians 4.16) 

Bear in mind that our Lord's patience means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul also 
wrote you with the wisdom that God gave him. He writes the same way in all his letters, 
speaking in them of these matters. His letters contain some things that are hard to 
understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do the other Scriptures, to 
their own destruction. (2 Peter 3.15-16) 

- Using the Gospels in worship testifies to their status as sacred Scripture.  

o Notice 1 Timothy 5.18 – Paul seems to quote Luke 10.7 as Scripture 

o Have you ever thought to ask why they didn’t just pick one Gospel? 

- We find many quotes from NT books in other Christian (and heretical) literature.  

o Early (pre-120) Christian authors and writings that quote our New Testament 
include The Epistle of Barnabas, Didache, 1 Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp. 

o By mid- to late- 2nd century (AD 180 at the latest) the fourfold Gospel is an 
established and recognized fact. 

o This is one of the primary reasons we know the Gospels were written earlier.  

o Even “heretics” tried to base their ideas on the writings in our New Testament. 
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Stage 4 – External factors demand official recognition (AD 125-312) 

- The problem of heresy: Which books line up with apostolic teaching? 

o From its birth the church was committed to the apostles’ teaching (Acts 2.42). 

o Teachers like Marcion began to challenge recognized church doctrine. 

- The problem of persecution: Which books should we die for? 

o AD 64-98 – Unorganized, irregular persecution from Nero to Domitian 

o AD 98-250 – “Christianity is illegal but don’t seek them out.” 

o AD 250-311 – Planned, systematic empire-wide persecution 

- So people began to draw up lists (or “canons”) of books they considered sacred. 

- The church is not acting from a position of social power or privilege. 

Stage 5 – New Testament is exclusively canonized once and for all (AD 325-367) 

- These decisions were ratified at Councils – Nicea in 325 and Constantinople in 381. 

o The divinity of Christ was never in question among mainstream Christians.  

 At Nicea they were fighting over how to describe the sameness and 
differentness of the Father and the Son (which assumes Jesus’ deity).  

 At Chalcedon they were fighting over how to describe the relationship 
between Jesus’ humanity and divinity (which, again, assumes his deity). 

o The Emperor Constantine had a very small role in this whole process. 

- The “canonization” process actually ended with Athanasius’ Easter Letter of AD 367.  

- The church did not decide but rather acknowledged which books were sacred.  

 

Final Thoughts 

- What do we learn from this picture of how the Gospels became “the Gospels”? 

- Simply put, our media presents an inaccurate and misleading picture of this process. 

- We must take the Gospels seriously. We can reject their Jesus, but not flippantly. 

- This week’s upcoming blog entries:  

o Have the Gospels been reliably preserved throughout the centuries? 

o What about the other so-called “Gospels”? 

o Any other questions? 

 


