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T H E  F O U R  G O S P E L S  

Have you ever looked at a photograph of someone you know and say, “This doesn’t look like the 

person I know?” The camera can be deceitful. Many times, it takes many “snapshots” to get the real 

image of a person. When trying to piece together the personality and likeness of a person, you need to 

look at them from many pictures, to see them in different environments to produce the correct image of a 

person. In a nutshell, that is the object of the Gospels. Four Gospels. Four audiences. Four messages. Four 

characterizations of the Christ. 

THE GOSPELS ARE NOT TRUE BIOGRAPHIES OF JESUS  

The first four books of the New Testament are grouped together as “the Four Gospels.” Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John give us great insight into a small portion of the life of Jesus. However, they are not 

true biographies. Within the four Gospels we learn very little about Jesus. His birth and heredity are 

covered. There are huge timeline gaps in his life. We know almost nothing about His family, His early 

childhood or teen years. We know nothing about whether he was trained as a priest as a youth. We learn 

very little about Jesus’ family. Unlike other Bible figures, we know nothing about His physical 

appearance.  

Instead, the Gospels focus are His ministry years. Most of the Gospels center on only about three to 

three and a half years in His life. And yet, there are still too many blanks that are not filled in to make the 

Gospels biographies. 

The Gospels are filled with the character and teachings of Jesus. While His birth is only covered by 

two of the Gospels, all of them focus on his death, burial, and resurrection. 

SYNOPTIC GOSPELS 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke are sometimes referred to as the “Synoptic Gospels.” “Synoptic” means “of 

or forming a general view, summary or having a common view.” These Gospels view the life of Jesus 

from a common perspective. It has been said that 80% of the material of Matthew, Mark and Luke are 

synonymous. Only 20% of the material is “new” between them. 

The Synoptic Gospels each contain the main events in Jesus’ ministry. They record the birth, life, and 

ministry of John the Baptist. You can find Jesus’ baptism and the forty days of temptation that followed. 

Jesus’ calling of the Twelve, His ministries in both Galilee and Judea, His triumphant entry to Jerusalem, 

His final week and preparation, His death and resurrection.  

In the Synoptic record, you will find Jesus favorite term for himself as the “Son of Man”, and they 

contain the central message of Christ’s ministry; “Repent for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.” (Mt 

4:17) 

Each of the Gospels tells the life of Jesus, however, they are not in true chronological order. Each will 

vary according to the events they cover and how they are arranged within the book. While the general 

order of birth, ministry, trials, death, and resurrection are covered in that order, the individual events may 

be presented in a different order. 

THE GOSPEL OF JOHN  

The “non-synoptic” Gospel is the Gospel of John. It is said that it contains only about 20% of the 

material and events of the Synoptic Gospels. Some of the major differences are found in the early years of 
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Jesus Judean ministry. The Gospel of John, Jesus refers to Himself as the “Son of God”, He speaks of 

salvation and eternal life. The Gospel of John gives a more personal role of Jesus’ life, death and 

resurrection. 

WHY ARE THE GOSPELS DIFFERENT? 

While 80% of the writings are similar, they vary in what material they include and in the arrangement 

of specific events. On further examination, the bible student understands that each Gospel was written to a 

specific audience, specific role of Christ, and focuses on different aspects of Jesus’ Person and work. 

• Matthew is written primarily to the Jews, emphasizing that Jesus fulfills the prophecies 

concerning the true Messiah and the one true King. He is shown as the object of Old 

Testament prophecy and expectation. The Jews loved the Old Testament Scriptures and 

prophecies of the Lord. They would only listen to one of their own. 

• Mark is written to appeal to the “Roman Christians”, it is fast and staccato in its delivery. This 

audience would know very little of the Old Testament Scriptures. This Gospel is full of action 

as Jesus is portrayed as the “Servant of the Lord.” Consequently, Mark contains more miracles 

than Matthew, Luke and John. 

• Luke is written to the intellectual Greeks (Gentiles), stressing Jesus as the Savior of the whole 

world. Luke is not written from an “eyewitness” point of view. The Greeks pursued Truth and 

joy and this Gospel gives insight, interviews and details for their inquiring minds. Luke 

stresses Jesus’ humanity. 

• John is perhaps written to the largest audience, everyone. His is an “eyewitness” account of 

the life of Christ. The focus of this Gospel then is to establish Jesus as the eternal God who 

became Immanuel. In this Gospel we meet God in human form who is the creator, sustainer, 

savior, and ruler of the universe. 

Why Four Gospels? 1 

Gospel Matthew Mark Luke John 

Audience Jews Romans Hellenists Greek World 

Portrait of 

Jesus 

Jesus is the 

Messiah/King 

who fulfills Old 

Testament 

prophecy and 

expectations 

Jesus is the 

authoritative 

Son of God 

Jesus is the 

perfect Son of 

Man who came 

to save and 

minister to all 

people through 

the power of the 

Holy Spirit and 

prayer 

Jesus is the fully 

divine Son of 

God in whom 

we should 

believe to 

recieve eternal 

life (the “I AM” 

of God) 

Key Verses Matthew 1:1; 

16:16; 20:28 

Mark 1:1; 8:27; 

10:45; 15:34 

Luke 19:10 John 20:31 

Key Words Fulfilled Immediately Son of Man Believe; Eternal 

Life 

 

 
1 Thomas Nelson Publishers, Nelson’s Complete Book of Bible Maps & Charts: Old and New 

Testaments, Rev. and updated ed. (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1996). 
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GAINING A PERSPECTIVE  

Many years ago, I attended a bible study in Virginia Beach. We would drive sixty miles, one-

way just to be a part of this group. The teacher was gifted. His name is Dick Woodward. 

When discussing the Gospels, he used the term, “the crises in the life of Jesus.” I was struck 

by that term and the way he used it in teaching the life of Christ. The gospels tell us about 

certain “crisis” in the life of the one to whom they are writing, Jesus. The definition he used 

was “a decisive moment.” He then defined, what he considered were the seven “crises” in the 

life of Christ: 

• His birth 

• His baptism 

• His temptation in the wilderness 

• His transfiguration 

• His death 

• His resurrection 

• His ascension  

We gain perspective on the importance of these as well as other important events if 

we consider the amount of space given in the four gospels to cover these events. 

For example: 

• there are 89 chapters in the four gospels 

• four chapters covered the first 30 years of his life 

• 85 chapters cover the last three years of his life 

• 27 chapters covered the last week of his life 

• 58 chapters cover his ministries of teaching healing and recruiting of the 

disciples 

It is not hard to see that the last three years of his life are far more important than 

his birth and the first 30 years of his life. 

Obviously, the last week of his life is about 7 times more important than his birth 

and the first 30 years of his life. 

We can see the important emphasis the inspired record places upon his ministries 

of teaching healing and recruiting of disciples which was in the beginning and in 

the essence is first thrust into building his church.2  

IN SUMMARY  

In summary, we can identify the testimony of Jesus in each of the four gospels in the following way. 

• In Matthew, Jesus is the Son of David (Isaiah 11:1; Matthew 1:1) 

 
2 Woodward, Dick, New Testament Handbook, 1995, Mini Bible College, Williamsburg, VA, pg 18 
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• In Mark, Jesus is the Son of Man (Zechariah 3:8; Mark 8:36) 

• In Luke, He is the Son of Adam (Zechariah 6:12; Luke 3:38) 

• In John, Jesus is the Son of God (Isaiah 4:2; 7:14; John 3:16) 

 


