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What are the 
Gospels
What are the Gospels? At !rst glance, this might seem like a silly 
question. We know what the Gospels are"they’re histories of Jesus. 
#is is true, but when you look at the Gospels it becomes clear that 
they’re not mere history. #ey don’t seem to be straight-up-and-down 
accounts of ‘the facts’ about Jesus. So we need to take a more detailed 
look at this question of what the Gospels actually are. We’ll see, !rst, 
that the Gospels are carefully constructed stories that don’t try to say 
everything, and second, that they’re wri$en from a particular point of 
view"that is, they’re not ‘neutral’.

Carefully constructed stories that don’t 
try to say everything
When you read the Gospels, it becomes clear that they’re di%erent 
from each other. #ere are things in some Gospels that aren’t in the 
others, and each of them ‘sounds’ slightly di%erent from the others. 
For instance, Ma$hew, Mark and Luke all record Jesus telling a lot of 
parables (short stories designed to make a powerful point); but John’s 
Gospel doesn’t have any parables at all. And it looks like they have  
all le& things out. Unlike modern biographies, which normally try to 
cover a person’s whole life, the Gospels ignore most of Jesus’ !rst 30 
years. So it seems that, whatever the Gospels are, they weren’t designed 
to tell us everything about Jesus. Does this mean that the Gospels don’t 
qualify as history, or that we can’t trust them?

It’s important to realize that the people who wrote the Gospels were 
quite up-front about all this. John’s Gospel ends with these words:
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Now there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were 
every one of them to be wri$en, I suppose that the world itself 
could not contain the books that would be wri$en. ( John 
chapter 21, verse 25)

And just a li$le bit earlier it says this:

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 
which are not wri$en in this book … (John chapter 20, verse 30)

John didn’t pretend to be telling the whole story, so to speak. He knew 
he wasn’t saying everything there was to say and he made sure his 
readers were clear on that as well. We might have wanted him to pack in 
everything he knew about Jesus, but that’s not what he did.

Instead, John and the other Gospel writers thought carefully about 
what they would include and what they would leave out,4 constructing 
their accounts of Jesus’ life with great care and expertise. #e Gospels 
are cleverly wri$en pieces of literature. So, for example, in the !rst 
half of his Gospel, John has arranged various ‘signs’ or miracles done 
by Jesus, to highlight di%erent things about him. #ings Jesus did are  
placed next to things he said to bring out the point, such as when John 
records Jesus saying, “I am the light of the world” ( John chapter 8, 
verses 12-30 and chapter 9, verse 5) and then describes him healing  
a man who was born blind ( John chapter 9).

Equally interestingly, Ma$hew’s Gospel is wri$en partly to show how 
the story of the Old Testament came true in Jesus. It constantly draws 
a$ention to the ways in which Jesus ful!lled things the Old Testament 
said, inserting quotations to show that the whole story of Israel was 
coming to its climax in Jesus (see, for example, Ma$hew chapter 1, verses 
22-23; chapter 2, verses 1-6 and 14-18; chapter 12, verses 15-21).

Sometimes when we read the Gospels we can miss what intricate 
pieces of writing they really are. However, when we look closely, it’s 
clear that John and Ma$hew didn’t just whack things together in any 
old way. Like painters creating beautiful artworks, they chose what 
colours and textures to work with, and what to leave out.

Understanding this helps us to avoid some common traps. 
Sometimes, it can look like the Gospels contradict each other when  
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in fact they’re just not saying everything there is to say. A classic 
example of this is that Ma$hew records Jesus healing two blind men 
on the Jericho Road (Ma$hew chapter 20, verse 30), but Mark records 
him healing only one (Mark chapter 10, verse 46). At !rst glance, it 
looks like either Ma$hew or Mark has got it wrong. But actually, the 
accounts don’t contradict each other. Mark may simply have wanted  
to call a$ention to one of the men in particular, and not felt the need  
to mention both. If Mark and Ma$hew had been witnesses in a 
courtroom responding to detailed questions and they’d been asked, 
“How many blind men did Jesus heal?”, and they gave di%erent 
answers, then we’d have a problem. But the Gospels are not detailed 
witness statements; they are di%erent, carefully arranged accounts 
of the same incredible events. We shouldn’t expect the Gospels 
to agree on every detail. #e authors included some things and le& 
other bits out because of the story they were telling, not because  
they didn’t care about the truth.

So the Gospels are carefully constructed stories that don’t say 
everything, and don’t need to. #is is the !rst thing we need to see 
if we want to make sure we use them correctly. Just as important is  
the second thing we need to look at: the Gospels are all wri$en from  
a particular point of view.

Wri!en from a point of view (they’re not 
‘neutral’)
#e Gospels are quite up-front about the fact that they’re coming from 
a particular perspective. Mark’s Gospel begins with these words:

#e beginning of the gospel [or ‘good news’] of Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God. (Mark chapter 1, verse 1)

Mark wants everyone who reads his story to be in no doubt about  
who he thinks Jesus is. He believes that Jesus is the Son of God and 
he makes it the !rst thing he says. John’s Gospel has a similar kind of 
statement near the end of the book. It says:
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Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the  
disciples, which are not wri$en in this book; but these are  
wri$en so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son  
of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.  
( John chapter 20, verses 30-31)

John is open about why he’s writing. He wants to convince people 
that Jesus is the Son of God. #e Gospels were all wri$en by people 
who believed that Jesus was the Son of God and that his life, death and 
resurrection were incredibly important. #ey don’t try to hide this  
and pretend they’re neutral; they 'y their 'ag for everyone to see.

Some people might throw up their hands at this point and say, 
“Look, I don’t care if they’re open"they’re biased! How can we trust 
them? How can we treat them as history?” #ere are two important 
things to say here.

First, neutral perspectives are actually pre$y hard to !nd. #e  
reality is that everyone has a point of view. Everyone comes from a 
certain perspective that colours the way they see the world. Whether 
they’re talking to you about a football match or writing someone’s 
biography, people are coming "om somewhere. In fact, it’s a good idea  
to be a bit careful about anyone who claims to be ‘just telling the  
facts’. It should make us ask questions like, “Which facts?”, and “Why 
these facts and not other facts?” Rather than pretending to be neutral, 
it’s best if people are up-front about where they’re coming from.

#e Gospel writers don’t try to pretend to be neutral and then 
sneak in their opinions while you’re not looking. #eir point of view 
is wri$en down for everyone to see, and this should encourage us to  
think they’re being honest.

Second, bias can be a helpful thing. #ink for a moment about 
cricket. If you knew nothing at all about cricket, and you wanted to !nd 
out how it worked, what went on, and what made it a good game, then 
you could do a number of things:

1. You could go to a cricket rulebook. #is would have the advantage 
of giving you ‘the facts’ very clearly. Yet, it’s unlikely that this would 
inspire you to take up a bat and ball.
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2. Alternatively, you could talk to someone who basically doesn’t  
like cricket. #is means the information you get won’t be clouded 
by any positive feelings about the game. However, there are good 
reasons to question whether they will really give the game a fair  
go, or even know about the details of the game.

3. Finally, you could talk to someone who loves cricket"a cricket 
fan. Now, their opinion will obviously be biased and you’ll have  
to be aware of that, but at least you’ll get to know the game from  
the inside out. You’ll get a sense of why people like it and what 
makes it interesting. #e fact that you’re talking to a fan won’t 
mean you have to distrust everything they say. I might be the 
biggest cricket fan in the world, but that doesn’t mean I’m lying if 
I say that when a batsman hits the ball over the boundary on the 
full, he scores six runs. #at would just be silly. A fan will know 
the rules and the history of the game a whole lot be$er than  
someone who hates cricket.

It’s sort of the same with the Gospels. When we read them, we have 
to be aware that they’re coming from the perspective of ‘a fan’. We 
need to remember that the authors of the Gospels believed Jesus 
was the Son of God and wrote their stories to tell people about 
him. But that doesn’t mean we can’t trust what they say. In fact,  
sometimes talking to a fan can be the best way to !nd out about 
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something! And we also need to remember that the Gospel writers 
only became ‘fans’ in the !rst place because of the historical events  
they saw and words they heard spoken.

Conclusion
In Part 1 we saw that the Gospel writers were on about history and 
were interested in the truth about Jesus. However, the Gospels aren’t 
mere history. #ey’re not the ‘bare facts’, like a cricket rulebook. 
Instead, they’re carefully constructed stories about Jesus that don’t 
say everything and don’t pretend to; they’re wri$en from a particular  
point of view"the point of view of someone who trusts in Jesus.

We’ve got to remember these things when we read the Gospels, 
otherwise we’ll end up using them in the wrong way. Ma$hew, Mark, 
Luke and John are four ‘takes’ on Jesus. #eir authors clearly believed 
that they were good takes, and that they show us Jesus as he really 
was. From what we’ve seen so far, we’ve got every reason to think this 
would be true. But the question is: can we check? Is there any way we  
can work out whether the Gospels really are good takes on Jesus?
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