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GREATER EXPECTATIONS Lent 16 SESSION 4: THE GOSPEL(S) 

I’d like to start with a question, which is reflected in my title today: should I be talking of one 

Gospel or four?  

And another question linked to that: what do I mean by “Gospel”? 

The basic answer to those questions is that originally there was only one Gospel, and it was 

very short; we probably find it most concisely expressed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15, “Now, 

brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on 

which you have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved…For what I received I passed 

on to you as of first importance, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that 

he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he 

appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.” Throughout Paul’s letters, he frequently refers to 

‘the gospel’- but he actually says very little about Jesus’ life and teachings, it is to that 

message of Christ and him crucified, and what that means for us, that he always returns and 

the meaning of which is developed in his writing, in the other Epistles, in the Books of Acts 

and Revelation.  

That is the “Good News” which is at the heart of the Gospel: what we are looking at today 

are the four books recording the events behind that message, that were originally regarded as 

one Gospel, in four parts “according to” Matthew, Mark, Luke or John; now, more usually, 

we refer to the four Gospels, and it is about those I’ll talk today. Their purpose is summed up 

in John 20:31 “These are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 

God, and that by believing you may have life in him.” 

I’d like to start with saying a bit about the books and the background against which they were 

written. Debate continues over how to classify them- they are not letters, nor are they 

manuals of instruction- though they serve very well for that; they are not biographies as we 

would normally understand them, they don’t cover lots of details and background about 

Jesus’ life that you’d usually expect from a biographer. However, they contain far more detail 

about the death of Jesus, the run-up to it and the aftermath, than you would otherwise expect. 

One commentator describes them as “Passion Narratives with an extended introduction.” 

Essentially they stand on their own, because their purpose is to tell out the Good News, the 

accounts of the life and death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus and what it means for us and 

for the world. 

They were all written very soon after Jesus’ death: if we locate that to 30 AD, they were all 

written within the next 50-60 years; most probably Mark first, John last. They were written 

against a very complex background, where religion and politics were deeply intertwined, for 

the Jews almost inseparable. The Jewish people were suffering under foreign rulers, the 

Herods, who owed their place to appointment by Julius Caesar and were held in place by the 

Roman occupying forces- that’s why Pontius Pilate and Herod both play such a prominent 

role in the Passion narrative. The religious rulers, the Pharisees and Sadducees who made up 

the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, maintained an uneasy alliance with these civil 

authorities- in John’s Gospel, after the raising of Lazarus, we hear that the Sanhedrin met 

fearing that the people would unite to follow Jesus, “and then the Romans will come and take 

away both our place and our nation”. That prompts Caiaphas, the high priest, to say “it is 

better for you that one man die for the people than the whole nation perish.”  

The nation was longing for the coming of the Messiah, whom the prophets had foretold: they 

were hoping for a king in the line of David, who would free them from foreign occupation 

and restore their independence. There were insurrectionists, rebels, like the zealots- but the 

Romans had the legions ready in Syria to step in and crush any uprising. And there were 
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exclusive religious sects, pursuing their own interpretation of the Jewish faith, sometimes in 

remote places, often very ascetic, like the Essenes at Qumran. 

Into that volatile brew came Jesus- and, as we know, after three short years of teaching and 

ministry, he was arrested in Gethsemane, passed between Herod, the Jews, and the Romans- 

and finally crucified to satisfy the demands of the people. That death and what followed were 

literally world-changing, the young Christian church grew and spread like wildfire, as we 

hear in the Acts of the Apostles. Then, into this mix, came Paul, with his challenging teaching 

that the good news, the Gospel of Christ, was not just for Jews- but also for Gentiles, a 

message that was accepted at the Council of Jerusalem, about 50 AD, 20 years after the cross. 

About this time, Paul started writing, the first of his letters almost certainly to the young 

church in Thessalonica. And also about this time, maybe soon after, the Gospels started to be 

written: they are usually dated to between AD 50 and AD70, with John probably a bit later. 

Certainly they were all written within the 1st century, so well within the lifetime of 

eyewitnesses. 

But why these four, what’s the relationship between them, who were the authors? Well, we 

know from Acts that after the crucifixion and Pentecost, with the coming of the Holy Spirit 

the Apostles, led by Peter, started preaching; there is also Stephen, later Paul, as well as 

James, Philip, Thomas and others. Their early preaching was set very much in the context of 

the history of the Jewish people and the prophecies of the Jewish scriptures- Peter in Acts 

Chapter 3, “The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified his 

servant Jesus…You disowned the Holy and Righteous One…You killed the author of life, 

but God raised him from the dead.” A body of oral tradition around Jesus will have rapidly 

built up, people remembering his words and his actions, sharing them and passing them on: 

such oral traditions can be astonishingly accurate, in Australia aboriginal traditions going 

back no less than 11000 years about changes in sea levels can be very closely and accurately 

linked to the formation of the Great Barrier Reef. 

As the Gospels came to be written, two things to mention. The first is that Matthew, Mark 

and Luke have a great deal in common, you can set them down in three parallel columns and 

see the strong similarities and work on the differences: for this reason they are known as the 

Synoptic Gospels. John stands quite apart with its own very different content and style and 

theology, probably the latest one written. It’s usually thought that Mark was written first, as a 

record of Peter’s teachings; Luke and Matthew both borrow very heavily from Mark, but 

have pruned him down in places, he can be quite wordy at times. And they’ve then 

incorporated additional material that they’ve drawn from a common source, now unknown 

but called Q, a collection of about 200 verses recording Jesus’ teaching- as well as adding 

material they’ve gleaned for themselves, from other sources. Luke is very emphatic about his 

historian qualifications, he starts his Gospel “since I myself have carefully investigated 

everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to give an orderly account for you, 

most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been 

taught.” One slight warning: there are a few passages about which there are some doubts, 

whether they are authentic- for instance, the last 11 verses of Mark’s Gospel have the 

comment “The most reliable manuscripts and other ancient writers do not have Mark 16:9-

20”; one verse reads “they will pick up snakes with their hands, they will drink deadly 

poison, it will not hurt them at all.”- the doubts may not be surprising! More regrettably, there 

are similar doubts about the opening verses of John 8, casting the first stone against the 

woman taken in adultery- but I’ll always regard that as something Jesus would have said, he 

would have done! 
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The second is the question, why these four Gospels? We know that there were various other 

Gospels floating around in the early years, we have some of them in written form; there’s a 

Gospel of Thomas, another of Peter, one of Mary, another of the Hebrews; it’s from these 

that nonsenses like “The da Vinci Code”, supposedly looking back to Jesus married to Mary 

Magdalene, are drawn. But only these four made it into the Canon of the New Testament 

Scriptures: anything else was weeded out very early on, perhaps dismissed as owing more to 

imagination than the generally accepted facts, or out of keeping with the faith as its doctrines, 

the understanding of the events of our Lord’s life, the crucifixion and resurrection, became 

established. It’s usually reckoned that the four were accepted as the only ones to be 

considered as reliable and trustworthy very early on in the second century, and by the end of 

that century one of the early church fathers, Irenaeus, was quite clear that only these four 

were uniquely authoritative.  It was said that just as there were four winds and there were four 

corners of the earth, so there were the four Gospels as the four pillars of our faith.   

But as the young church spread, it became increasingly important to have accurate written 

records of the events so as to sit alongside developing understanding of what they had meant, 

and so we have growing together and interacting with each other the Gospels, the Epistles 

and the events recorded in Acts. You can understand a young church building up a collection 

of these records as they were copied and shared. The Gospels are all very strongly rooted in 

Jewish faith and life and the Scriptures of the Old Testament: the authors were all steeped in 

their understanding of those writings, there was only one God who had a special covenant 

relationship with his people; he was the Creator of the universe and the Lord of history. His 

qualities were spelt out in the Old Testament, holiness, merciful, just, forgiving, a God of 

steadfast love who looked to people to follow him in their hearts. To follow the Law and 

observe its requirements was important, but what really counted was what went on peoples’ 

hearts, we’re having that message come over in our evening series on Amos, it of course 

features very strongly in Jesus’ teaching. And they looked forward to the coming of the 

kingdom of God as foretold by the prophets. 

But each of the Gospel writers bring their own perspective to that history, and to how Jesus’ 

life and teaching fulfilled the message of the prophets and brought in the kingdom of God, 

and guided by Paul and the Council of Jerusalem, the revelation of that message being for all 

peoples. What I’ll do now is look at each of the Gospels, just briefly sketch out something of 

the writer and the particular slant they give in their writing, and suggest a particular passage 

for you to think about and pray about- though I’m going to point you all to one passage for 

the main part of your conversation and prayer today. In the second part, I’ll highlight three 

aspects of Jesus’ life as revealed in the Gospels, concluding with the earth-changing events of 

that first Easter. 

So to begin with Mark. He wasn’t one of the apostles, and the only probable mention of him 

in the Gospels isn’t very glorious: he’s usually thought to be the young man referred to in 

Chapter 14 of his own Gospel, who was following Jesus at the time of his arrest: the soldiers 

tried to seize him as well, but he was only wearing a linen garment out of which he wriggled 

and fled, naked.  His mother Mary was probably quite a wealthy woman, a widow, related to 

Barnabas, and very much part of the Jerusalem Christian community: it was to her house that 

Peter went after his miraculous escape from prison, recounted in Acts Chapter 12.  Mark 

started out on the mission journeys with Paul and Barnabas, but he left them part way through 

and returned to Jerusalem, an act Paul regarded as desertion and which led to estrangement 

between him and Barnabas. However, at some point Paul and Mark were reconciled, he is 
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there when Paul is in prison in Rome, and in 2 Timothy Paul asks for Mark to be sent back to 

him, “because he is helpful to me in my ministry.” 

Mark’s Gospel is the shortest and simplest of the four, and was probably written soon after 

Peter’s death, in Rome, for the church there. It doesn’t contain any details of Jesus’ birth, it 

leaps straight in with John the Baptist and the start of Jesus’ ministry; it describes more 

miracles than any of the other Gospels. A key message is that despite Jesus being the Christ, 

the Messiah, the Son of God he came to this earth as a servant, Chapter 10 verse 45- “For 

even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and give his life as a ransom for 

many.” 

An interesting feature of Mark’s Gospel is an emphasis on secrecy: the passage I’d like to 

pick from his Gospel is Chapter 8, starting at verse 27: 

“Jesus and his disciples went on to the villages around Caesarea Philippi (that’s right up in 

the North, beyond the Sea of Galilee). On the way he asked them, ‘Who do people say I am?’ 

They replied ‘Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, one of the 

prophets.’ ‘But what about you?’ he asked. ‘Who do you say I am?’ Peter answered, ‘You are 

the Christ.’ Jesus warned them not to tell anyone about him.” 

And now to Luke. In Luke’s Gospel we start to find much more of the author himself coming 

across- whereas Mark is on the whole a straightforward narrative, in Luke and the two other 

Gospels there is much more apparent input of the writer’s views and understanding of what is 

happening, what it means- as I said in the first of these talks, the Bible writers weren’t just 

stenographers taking down dictation, they were individual humans writing under the common 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and their individuality comes across in their writing. Luke was 

Greek, a Gentile Christian; a well-educated man, a doctor; his Gospel is very comprehensive 

with a wide vocabulary, very well written, lots of detailed descriptions of medical events. He 

starts by emphasising his concern for the facts- “Many have undertaken to draw up an 

account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us 

by those who from the first were eye-witnesses…Therefore since I myself have carefully 

investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed also good for me to write an orderly 

account for you…” 

Luke was very close to Paul, travelling with him on his missionary journeys- Luke also wrote 

Acts, and at one point the language in that book changes, in talking about Paul’s travels it 

changes to “we” and “our”.  He was very faithful to Paul, in 2 Timothy when Paul is in prison 

in Rome and listing those who have left him or deserted, he adds “Only Luke is with me.” 

Luke’s Gospel has a special and very high regard for women and children, something very 

counter-cultural for the times; it’s interesting to put that alongside Paul’s teaching, they must 

have discussed it at great length. He probably wrote his Gospel, along with Acts, in Rome; it 

contains a very great deal of material unique to it, including all the events around the births of 

Jesus and John the Baptist- it is sometimes thought that in his historical quest Luke was able 

to talk to Mary the mother of Jesus, and it was from her that we get the inclusion of the 

Magnificat, the shepherds and angels, the full Christmas story. 

Luke’s concern for children can be found in Chapter 18:15, my passage for you: “People 

were also bringing babies to Jesus to have him touch them. When the disciples saw this, they 

rebuked them. But Jesus called the children to him and said ‘Let the little children come to 

me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the 

truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.’” 

(Mark’s Gospel adds that Jesus was ‘indignant’ when he saw what the disciples were doing; 

he took the children in his arms and blessed them.) 
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Turning now to Matthew: like Luke he draws heavily on Mark and “Q”, and again on his own 

researches. There is some suggestion that just as Luke got evidence from Mary, Matthew got 

evidence from Joseph’s perspective, the account of the angelic visitation persuading Joseph 

to take Mary as his wife even though she was with child. Once again we see Matthew’s own 

personality and concerns coming across. He was one of the twelve apostles, the tax- collector 

called from his booth by Jesus; his Gospel has an especially Jewish flavour and was very 

probably written in Jerusalem for the Jewish Christian believers there. It has a particular role 

as the link between the Old and the New Testaments: Matthew is at great pains to show how 

the events in Jesus’ life are the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecies- right at the outset, 

Chapter 1:22, “All this took place to fulfil what the Lord has said through the prophets: ‘The 

virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him ‘Immanuel’- 

which means ‘God with us’”, and at other points in his narrative he highlights such prophetic 

fulfilments. Matthew is also seen to have a wider interest in the Gospel spreading to non-

Jews, to the Gentiles- hence at the start of the Gospel the inclusion of the Magi, wise men 

from the East, non-Jews, visiting at the birth of Jesus; and at the end of the Gospel, the Great 

Commission- “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and 

make disciples of all nations…And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 

The book is very carefully arranged into five main blocks of ethical discourse, each of which 

ends with “when Jesus had finished saying these things…”, already adding at the end of 

Chapter 7 “the crowds were amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had 

authority, and not as their teachers of the law.” The most famous of these discourses is of 

course the Sermon on the Mount, with the Beatitudes, the Lord’s Prayer, teaching on murder, 

divorce, adultery- all going beyond the formal letter of the law to strike at the heart within, 

very much in the tradition of the Old Testament prophets. Some of these discourses are not 

easy, the last one in particular on the return of the Son of Man (chapter 24), and the parables 

of the talents, the wise and foolish virgins, and the sheep and the goats are known as “the 

difficult teachings.” Matthew’s was always a popular Gospel in the Church’s teaching 

ministry, because it is presented in this way and has such a high ethical stance. 

The passage I’d like to leave with you comes from one of those difficult discourses, 24:41 

“Then he will say to those on his left, Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal 

fire prepared for the devil and all his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to 

eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink…They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did 

we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison and did not 

help you?’ He will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of 

these, you did not do for me.’” 

And so to the Fourth Gospel, John- which is very different from the others. John was the son 

of Zebedee and brother of James, they were fishermen; the family was sufficiently prosperous 

to afford hired hands. John was quite probably related to Jesus, a cousin: you can infer from 

the other Gospels that his mother’s name was Salome, as the third woman who accompanied 

the two Mary's to the tomb is designated Salome by Mark, and "the mother of Zebedee's 

children" by Matthew. Salome is usually regarded as the sister of Mary the mother of Jesus, 

because in Jn 19:25 four women are said to have stood near the cross, the two Mary's 

mentioned in Mark and Matthew, the mother of Jesus, and his mother's sister. If this 

identification is correct, John was a cousin of Jesus on his mother's side. He and his brother 

were known as “the Sons of Thunder’, probably because they were impetuous high-spirited 

Galileans whose zeal was somewhat undisciplined and sometimes misdirected. Nonetheless 

he was especially close to Jesus, he was “the disciple Jesus loved” who lay close to the Lord 
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at the Last Supper; he was one of the inner three with Peter and James who for instance were 

present at the Transfiguration. John’s Gospel has some interesting differences in timing from 

the Synoptics, especially exactly when the Last Supper took place, whether on Passover or 

the night before, but I suggest you join me in leaving that to the academics! The Gospel was 

probably (but not certainly) written last, towards the end of the 1st century, before John was 

exiled to Patmos; he also wrote three Epistles which have come down to us; and I am of the 

school that believes he also wrote Revelation. 

There are some quite outstanding features of John’s Gospel, some 95% of it stands alone and 

is not found in the other Gospels. It has a profound theological depth, for instance the 

amazing Prologue setting out the Mystery of the Incarnation, the Word made flesh making its 

dwelling among us. It has the wonderful “I am” sayings- the true vine, the good shepherd, the 

bread of life. It has a near-unique but very restricted account of just eight miracles or ‘signs’, 

6 of which- like changing water into wine or the raising of Lazarus- are not found in the other 

Gospels. It has the wonderful Upper Room discourse, Chapters 13-17, when Jesus washes the 

disciples’ feet, promises the Holy Spirit, the Comforter; offers the image of the Vine and the 

branches; prays for himself, for the disciples, for all believers. John records significant 

resurrection appearances, to Mary Magdalene, Thomas, the disciples, and to Peter and the 

other apostles. A very strong feature of John is his emphasis on love, 3:16 “God so loved the 

world that he gave his one and only Son…”; his First Letter, “Dear friends, let us love one 

another, for love comes from God…This is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us 

and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.” 

But the passage I’d like to highlight for you is the Vine, Chapter 15- “I am the true vine, and 

my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every 

branch that does bear fruit he prunes, so that it will be even more fruitful…Remain in me, 

and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself, it must remain in the vine. 

Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.” 

I’ll now ask you to take time out to look at one of the most famous images from John’s 

Gospel- Jesus as the Good Shepherd 

(Remember our guidance on Prayer: Meditating on the passage; Praise and Thanks; 

Reflection and Confession; Petition; and Contemplation.) 

QUESTIONS 

1. Read John 10:7-21. Take time quietly to think about it, maybe making notes of 

anything that particularly strikes you. 

2. Why does Jesus speak of being both the gate and the shepherd? 

3. Who is being referred to as “the hired hand”? 

4. To whom might verse 16, “other sheep that are not of this sheep-pen” refer? 

5. What do verses 17 and 18 tell us about the resurrection? 

Part 2. 

My aim in this part is to look at three aspects of Jesus’ life described in the Gospels that 

many people, Christians or non-Christian, struggle to accept or believe- the Virgin Birth, the 

miracles, and the resurrection. 

I remember being told in no uncertain terms by a very regular churchgoer that no way could 

they accept the Virgin Birth- there is only one method of conceiving a child and we all know 

what that is! And in strict accuracy we should talk about virgin conception, as it appears 

Jesus was born in the normal way, and that thereafter Joseph fully became her husband (Mt. 

1:25, “but [Joseph] had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the 
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name Jesus.”) And four brothers of Jesus are named, Mt.13.55, James, Joses, Simon and 

Judas, as well as un-named sisters. 

But the virgin conception is quite separately set down by Matthew, 1.18 “His mother Mary 

was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together she was found to be with 

child through the Holy Spirit”, something attested to Joseph in an angelic vision (Mt.1:20, 

21); and by Luke 1:34, “How will this be” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin.” There 

is indirect support in Mark 6:3 where he records people saying “Isn’t this the carpenter? Isn’t 

this Mary’s son” (no mention of Joseph as might normally be expected). Paul implies it was 

common belief amongst early Christians, for instance Galatians 4:4 “But when the time had 

fully come God sent his Son, born of a woman…”- again no mention of Joseph. The virgin 

conception was accepted very early on by the first church fathers, little over 100 years after 

the event. 

The virgin birth was foretold by the prophets, notably Isaiah- quoted in Matthew 1:22 “All 

this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the prophets, The virgin will be with 

child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him ‘Immanuel’- which means ‘God with 

us’.” 

The practical objection with which I started is easily met: if God is the creator of everything 

and has the power to heal, to give manna in the desert, to part the Red Sea and still the storm, 

even to raise the dead- then arranging for a woman’s egg to be fertilized and have a full set of 

male chromosomes so as to start a new life is hardly going to offer much of a challenge. The 

God of all creative power is well able to bring this about.  

And there are compelling theological grounds for believing the virgin conception is sound 

doctrine: it is captured in the wonderful introduction to John’s Gospel, “The Word became 

flesh and dwelt among us.” At the heart of our faith is God coming to earth to show himself 

to us as fully and completely as he could, by becoming one of us, by sharing completely in 

our lives. At no time did Jesus cease to be the Son of God, fully divine- but equally he 

became fully human, a complete dual nature in the physical presence on earth of Jesus Christ- 

the Mystery of the Incarnation. It had to be part of this that he was born and raised as one of 

us- but without sacrificing anything of his divine nature. His own attestation, that God is his 

Father, conveys the divine mystery of the Trinity (“I and the Father are One”) and the power 

of the Holy Spirit, bringing about the conception in Mary’s womb. Hebrews sums it up, 4:14- 

“we have a high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God…one who 

has been tempted in every way, just as we are- yet was without sin.” 

I’ll now turn to the miracles- which came under heavy fire during the 19th and 20th century, 

the effects of the Enlightenment and its growing reliance on human intellect and reason (at 

the expense of the spiritual dimension) developing into Modernism, the confidence in science 

and technology, that it is only the physically and scientifically demonstrable that matters. 

Miracles are not compatible with that. However, maybe like me you’ve been trying to follow 

the recent evidentiary proofs- black holes in space colliding 1 billion years ago creating the 

tiniest ripples in space- for gravitational waves, and so giving added veracity to Einstein’s 

Theory of Relativity. I certainly don’t doubt the science, I just add that believing in miracles 

alongside that isn’t actually that difficult, if you follow my train of thought below. 

Miracles are well attested in the Old Testament, Moses with the Plagues and the Red Sea are 

good early examples; likewise Elijah calling down fire from heaven on his drenched burnt 

offering. Daniel with the lions’ den or the burning fiery furnace are further examples. And in 

the New Testament, there are parallel references to miracles being performed by others: for 

Jesus to be performing miracles is not regarded as actually providing conclusive proof: in 
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John 11, after the astonishing miracle of Lazarus being raised from the dead, the response of 

the Sanhedrin is “Here is this man performing miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, 

everyone will believe in him and then the Romans will come…” The miracles seem almost 

by-the-by, their performance does not seem to be questioned: it is their impact that matters. 

We can’t know how many miracles Jesus did: Luke 4:40,41 right at the very outset of his 

ministry records “…the people brought to Jesus all who had various kinds of sickness, 

and…he healed them. Moreover, demons came out of many people…” 35 specific miracles 

are recorded across the Gospels; only one, the Feeding of the 5000, is common across all 

four; curiously, Luke doesn’t record Jesus walking on the water which the other three do; 

John has only eight, “signs”, six peculiar to his Gospel, such as water into wine, giving sight 

to the man born blind (not unique, but given special depth); the raising of Lazarus. 

The miracles illustrate Jesus’ power, just who he is: as “through him, all things were made; 

without him was not anything made that has been made” all things are subject to him, 

Hebrews reminds us that he sustains all things by his powerful word; as Colossians reminds 

us, “He is before all things and in him all things hold together.” We need to keep that very 

high view of Jesus which we find in those letters. And so he can cure diseases, a product of 

the Fall, the healing of the man born blind; all material problems are under his control, water 

into wine and the feeding of the 5000; he has complete command over nature, he can still the 

storm or walk on the water; he can defeat all the powers of evil, the demons know who he is 

and obey his commands, he is the Lord of life, raising Lazarus from the dead. 

And that leads me to the last area of challenge that I want to cover, the Resurrection. This is 

perhaps the event which people are perhaps most reluctant to accept, because it is the 

convincing proof that Jesus is who he said he is, the Son of God. But I’d argue the evidence 

is overwhelming, all four gospel writers deal with it in great depth, and in unlikely ways- the 

first and most compelling witness is a woman, Mary Magdalene, if the gospel writers were 

making this up they would’ve chosen a far more “credible” witness in the eyes of the times. 

We have doubting Thomas, “My Lord and my God.” We have Peter, ignominiously denying 

Jesus, a few days later speaking out eloquently and in defiance of the authorities, to proclaim 

the Gospel. We have Stephen, the first martyr ready to die for telling the truth of the Gospel- 

the first of millions, you don’t die in the arena or on the cross or in all the other horrible ways 

people have invented down the centuries for the sake of a myth.  

Paul gives the eye-witness evidence in 1 Corinthians 15, “For what I received I passed on to 

you as of first importance, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he 

was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he 

appeared to Peter and then to the Twelve. After that he appeared to more than five hundred of 

the brothers at the same time…to James, to the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me 

also.” And he adds what it means: “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile, you are 

still in your sins.” The most compelling evidence for the truth of the Resurrection is the 

growth and spread of the church, the faith that billions have held and still hold, the guidance 

it gives in people’s lives, the continuing willingness of people to hold to their faith even in 

the face of persecution and death. So let’s give John the last words on the Gospels, the truth 

that they proclaim: “these are written 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.” 


