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A GUIDED TOUR THROUGH THE BIBLE 

Fr. Bill O'Shea S.T.L., L.S.S. 

 

I. HISTORY AND LAW 

In recent years, many adult Catholics have come to discover the Bible really for 
the first time in their lives. They knew about the Bible, had heard selected 
passages read and explained in Church on countless Sundays, but had never 
actually become acquainted with it at first hand. 

Somewhat to their surprise, they found it to be a source of great richness, and 
a valuable guide for everyday living. 

The pity of it is that, for so many Catholics, the Scriptures remain unfamiliar 
territory. 

For some, the Bible is a book to be approached with extreme caution. 

Even the word "Bible" stirs up negative feelings, recalling the colourful 
description used by a former Prime Minister of a political rival. 

This common Catholic reaction to the Scriptures has its roots and explanation 
in history. We need not go into the reasons at any depth at this point.  

Suffice it to say that the Protestant reformation, and the stand which the early 
reformers like Luther and Calvin took on ''the Bible alone" as their rule of faith — 
which they opposed to the teaching authority of the Church — caused Catholics to 
be excessively wary of the danger of the Scriptures in the hands of the uninitiated. 

But the time is long past for this attitude to be justifiable. Recent Popes and the 
Second Vatican Council Fathers have strongly urged Catholics to read, reflect 
prayerfully upon, and become familiar with these precious documents which are the 
foundation of our faith. 

Liturgical reforms in recent years have been designed to reawaken interest in 
the Bible among Catholics. 

Not least, in the new Order of the Mass, the Liturgy of the Word has been placed 
alongside the Liturgy of the Eucharist. 

A source of great richness 

Both Word and Sacrament are emphasised as powerful means of spiritual 
nourishment. 

It is the purpose of this article to give people a better understanding of the 
contents of the Bible, and of the way it came into existence. 
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Out of such an understanding, it is hoped that there will arise a greater 
appreciation of its relevance to our own life situation. 

The most fundamental question of all to be posed and answered is: What is 
the Bible? 

Looking at it from a purely human point of view, seeing it simply as literature, we 
note that the Bible is not really one book at all, but a whole library of books — 
books of varying size, character and quality. 

To be exact, our Catholic editions of the Bible comprise 73 books, 46 of which 
make up what we call the Old Testament, and 27 the New Testament. 

In sheer volume, therefore, the Old Testament is much more extensive than the 
New. 

Also to be noted is the fact that these books represent the work of a vast 
number of writers, and their composition covers a great span of time. 

The oldest sections of the Old Testament were written about 1000 years before 
Christ, and the last New Testament book, probably St John's Gospel, about 100 
A.D. 

In some cases, even a single book took many centuries to reach its final, finished 
form, the form in which it appears in our Bible today. 

For example, the first five books of the Bible — Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers and Deuteronomy — make up what the Jews call their Torah or Law. 

Whereas it was once thought that these books were substantially the work of 
one man, Moses, it is now known that they did not reach their final and present 
shape until some 700 years after the time of Moses and about 500 years before 
Christ. 

Many of the traditions contained in these books do, indeed, go back to the time 
of Moses, i.e., to the 13th century before Christ. 

But the books contain different strands of tradition reflecting different 
religious outlooks — within the one Jewish faith, of course. 

In the early stages, and indeed for a long time, the stories about Abraham and 
Isaac and Jacob and Joseph and Moses, which are contained in these books, would 
have been handed on from generation to generation, by word of mouth, before 
they every came to be written. 

Later on, different editors gathered these ancient and more recent traditions 
together and forged them into a unity. 

But an untold number of people collaborated in their production, and the same 
goes for many of the other books of the Old Testament. 

This makes the Bible a difficult book to understand and interpret. 
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If we could say that each of the 73 books had an individual author, and if we 
could identify these 73 authors, and know exactly each one's environment and 
cultural background, then the task of interpreting and understanding the Bible 
would be much simpler. 

But unfortunately, such is not the case. 

Adding to the difficulty is the fact that the books were written by people of a 
completely different cultural background and mentality from our own — people 
who wrote in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek. 

This is not to say, however, that the lay person needs the time and energy and 
skill to study the Bible at great depth in order to profit from it. 

Spiritual profit and inspiration 

This contradicts all experience. The simplest and most unlearned can derive 
great spiritual profit and inspiration and consolation from reading and reflecting on, 
say, the Psalms, or the words and deeds of Jesus in the Gospels, or the teachings of St 
Paul in his letters. 

As for the actual contents of the Old Testament books, the Jews regarded the 
first five books of the Bible, the Law, as most sacred. They had the highest 
veneration for these books which record their own origins as God's chosen people. 

Not all of these books, or their parts, hold great interest for the Christian lay 
person or are of great spiritual value.  

The books of Leviticus, Numbers, and even large sections of Exodus, contain 
much material dealing with Israel's laws about temple sacrifice, ritual cleanness 
and other matters which are of no immediate relevance to the 20th century 
Christian reader. 

But the main religious truths in these books are as valid and important for us 
today as they were for our spiritual ancestors, the people of ancient Israel. 

The book of Genesis begins with an account of the creation of the world and the 
origin of the human race, then proceeds to trace the history of the patriarchs, 
Abraham (whom the Jews regarded as the father of their race), Isaac, Jacob and 
Joseph. 

The book of Exodus introduces us to Moses, and describes how God called him to 
lead the Hebrew people out of their condition of slavery in Egypt into the freedom of 
the promised land. 

Their exodus from Egypt was, and is, regarded by Jews as the birthday of their 
nation. 

It represented God's greatest intervention on their behalf and led to the 
making of a covenant, a treaty, between them and Yahweh, their God. 
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The making of this covenant is described in Exodus, ch. 19ff., and is the 
foundation of everything which follows in the Old Testament. As a result of this 
covenant, made at Mount Sinai with Moses as mediator, God — they believed — 
made them His special possession among all the nations of the earth. 

It is summed up in Yahweh's words: "You will be my people and I shall be your 
God." 

The people for their part contracted to be faithful to Yahweh, their God, and 
to observe His Law. 

The very word "Testament" means "covenant," and the Old Testament as a 
whole is a record of the history of Israel in the light of the covenant made at Sinai.  

It is often a sad tale of their continued violation of the Sinai covenant and of 
their persistent infidelity, alongside of Yahweh's continuing faithfulness to His 
promises despite their disobedience. 

We find running through the Old Testament this cycle of infidelity, punishment, 
repentance and new beginning. 

The covenant had hardly been sealed when their rebelliousness showed out, 
and this is the explanation given for the long delay before they reached the land God 
had promised them. 

 Their wandering in the wilderness for 40 years as a punishment for their sins 
is described in these first books (especially the book of Numbers), along with detailed 
codes of laws which they bound themselves to observe, and which set them apart 
from other nations. 

We should not neglect the book of Deuteronomy, one of the most beautiful 
books in the whole Bible. 

Not God of fear, but love 

It gives the lie to those who claim that the Old Testament God was a God of 
fear, in contrast to the New Testament God of love, and that the religion of Israel 
was a religion based on fear. 

With the possible exception of St John's Gospel, there is more emphasis on 
the love of God in the book of Deuteronomy, than in any other biblical writing.  

The first five books of the Bible take us to the point of Moses' death and to 
the eve of the people's entry finally into the land of promise. 

Other "historical" books take up the story. Joshua and Judges describe the 
conquest of the land of Canaan and the first period of occupation. 

The books of Samuel and Kings record the period of the monarchy, beginning 
with Saul, then passing through David and Solomon and a long line of kings down to 
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the time when the nation was destroyed by powerful and hostile neighbours and the 
people driven into exile. 

This happened in 586 B.C. 

The whole story is one of successive triumph and tragedy, and is told always in 
the light of the covenant. 

It is not history in our modern scientific sense of the term (the Israelites had no 
interest in history for its own sake), but the record is historical. However, events are 
always described and interpreted with reference to their situation as God's people. 

When they are faithful to God's law, they prosper; when they are unfaithful, 
they are punished. 

In the long run, God's patience is exhausted, so to speak and the final tragedy 
of the Exile puts an end to the monarch and to Israel's existence as an independent 
nation. 

But it wasn't really the end. Their faith told them that Yahweh could not 
renege on His promises, and after half a century of exile, the historical situation 
changed. 

The people (or some of them) began to return to salvage something from the 
remains of their shattered nation. The story of their return and of how they set 
about rebuilding their temple and the city of Jerusalem is told in the books of Ezra 
and Nehemiah. 

From these humble and inauspicious beginnings, a new community was created. 
The covenant was renewed, and this new community pledged itself to an even 
greater veneration and stricter observance of God's law. 

The profession of Scribes and later the party of the Pharisees were 
scrupulous in their devotion to the Law. 

In these few centuries before the coming of Christ, there arose the religion and 
way of life we know as Judaism. 

Israel would no longer be a powerful and independent nation, as it had been 
in the days of David and Solomon. In fact, it passed under the political government 
first of Greece, and later of Rome. 

But it had not abandoned its hopes of world dominion. Israel still understood 
God's promises to mean that it would one day triumph over other nations. 

One of the features of Judaism in the last few centuries before Christ was a 
lively revival of the hope that God would soon send His Messiah to set them free 
again. 

Though the descendants of David no longer sat upon the throne of Israel, the 
Jews believed the future Messiah would be a royal person of David's line. 
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He would prove to be a great national and political leader who would liberate 
them from their oppressors and establish an unending kingdom of justice and 
peace. 

It was into the midst of this people, with its passionate attachment to the Law 
and its unshakeable faith in a coming messianic age, that Jesus would be born. 

This then, in a nutshell, is the story told by the historical books of the Old 
Testament. It is not a scientific historical record, but rather a theological 
interpretation of historical events. 

It is a record of the history of salvation, of God's intervention into human 
history — primarily on behalf of themselves, His chosen ones. 

The biblical authors wrote their story from a profound faith that the hand of 
God was present in every event. 

 

II. MANY BOOKS BUT ONE MESSAGE 

In Part I we have done a brief survey of the contents of what we might call the 
historical books of the Old Testament. 

The Jews themselves, however, did not classify the books of their Bible (our Old 
Testament) as we do. They did not, for example, consider the historical books as 
making up one category of their sacred writings. 

For them, the Law (the first five books) was the most important part of the 
Scriptures. Another section they called "the prophets," to designate the writings of 
men like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, etc. 

Prophecy is indeed a most important part of the Old Testament. 

A prophet was one who was believed to have a special vocation or call from 
Yahweh to interpret His will for the people: the prophet was God's spokesman. 

We tend to think of prophecy as the art of foretelling the future, but it would be 
wrong to restrict the function of Israel's prophets to this. 

Their task was to interpret for the people as a whole the signs of the times: they 
were called and enlightened by God to reveal His will for Israel. 

"The word of Yahweh was addressed to me, saying 'Before I formed you 
in the womb I knew you; before you came to birth I consecrated you; I have 
appointed you as prophet to the nations'." (Jeremiah 1:4-5). 

Prophet a spokesman for God 

Sometimes this involved predicting the future, but generally their sights were 
fixed on the present situation. They often had the unenviable task of pointing out to 
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kings and people their infidelity to God's law. For this they were often persecuted, but 
they had an enormous influence on the history of the nation. 

Jeremiah, one of the greatest of the prophets, has come to be regarded as the 
voice of doom, because it was he who, just before the exile, was called to warn the 
people of the tragedy which threatened them as a result of their breaking God's 
covenant. 

The book of Jeremiah is a particularly moving document. He often cries out in 
protest against the responsibility that God has placed on his shoulders, but his fidelity 
to his vocation will not allow him to lay aside this burden. 

"You have seduced me, Yahweh, and I have let myself be seduced: you 
have overpowered me: you were the stronger. I am a daily laughing-stock 
. . . "  (Jeremiah 20:7). 

The book of Isaiah is another magnificent contribution to Old Testament 
literature. It is, in fact, a combination of three separate writings from three 
different periods in Israel's history. 

The first 39 chapters document the prophecies of the original Isaiah who lived 
in the eighth century before Christ. Chapters 40-55 are the work of an 
anonymous prophet, often simply dubbed as Second Isaiah. 

This section contains some of the most important material in the Old Testament 
— for example, ch. 53, on the subject of God's suffering servant. 

Finally, chapters 56-66 come from a different hand again. The oracles and 
pronouncements of these great figures and several other minor prophets like 
Joel, Amos, Hosea, etc., were gathered together and written down, to make up 
the collection of books which the Jews called "the prophets".  

Finally, (here was a third group of books which they called simply "The 
writings," a very general term to cover what was left. 

Not that we should think of these books as unimportant "left-overs", but they 
include a wide variety of writings. 

There is, for example, in this section the book of Job, one of the real 
masterpieces of the Old Testament. It tackles the perennial problem of evil, and 
contains some magnificent insights into the relationship between God and 
man. 

"This I know: that my Avenger lives, and he, the Last, will take his stand 
on earth. After my awakening, he wilt set me close to him, and from my flesh I 
shall look on God" (Job 19:25-26). 

Most of the books in this section were written late, in the last few centuries 
before Christ, but as in the case of the five books of the Law, often the material 
in them was much older. 
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Thus, the Book of Psalms, Israel's book of prayer containing 150 psalms or 
hymns of praise and lament, was completed relatively late. 

It used to be thought that King David was the author of the psalms. Now it is 
known that many of them were written only during and after the exile, many 
centuries after David. 

Some of them, however, probably do go back to David and the 10th century 
before Christ. 

Though they were written so long ago, and each was composed to fit in 
with some particular situation at the time, the psalms remain a most valuable 
book of prayer for Christians today. 

They have traditionally comprised the greater part of the Church's official 
prayer book, the Roman Breviary or Office recited by priests and religious. 

Today, more and more laity are discovering the power and beauty of the psalms, 
and find that they can identify with the timeless emotions and attitudes of praise, 
thanksgiving, petition and lamentation which this precious collection contains. 

Be a sheltering rock for me, a walled fortress to save me. For you are my rock, 
my fortress; for the sake of your name, guide me, lead me!" (Psalm 31:2-31) 

Just as the name of David has been associated with the psalms, so too another 
group of writings, known as the wisdom literature, has traditionally been 
associated with King Solomon, the proverbial wise man of Israel. 

Again, these books — like Proverbs and Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth) in their final 
form were compiled a long time after Solomon, though many of the wise sayings 
contained in them, no doubt, go back to his period. 

Law, Prophets and Writings — this was how the Jews classified this 
extraordinary variety of religious compositions which go to make up the Old 
Testament. 

As we have seen, its production and formation was a complex process. But 
new light is thrown on the individual books when we see where they fit against the 
background of Israel's overall history. 

The Old Testament is, of course, the Christian way of referring to these books, 
not the Jewish way. For the Jews, they constitute the complete Bible. 

Psalms a valuable prayer 

Christians, on the other hand, refer to these books as the Old Testament or the 
record of life under the old covenant, because they believe it has been superseded or, 
better perhaps, fulfilled by a new and perfect covenant. 

Whereas the old covenant, made at Mt Sinai with Moses as mediator, was 
sealed by the sprinkling the blood of sacrificed animals (Ex. 24:8), the new covenant 
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has been made by God with a new people, and sealed by the shedding of the blood of 
Christ His Son. 

To what extent then does the Old Testament retain permanent value for 
Christians living under the new covenant; The Exodus, for example, was obviously an 
important even for Israel. 

There are, however, many Christians who find it difficult to accept that it has 
anything to do with them. 

Perhaps one of the reasons why the Old Testament is neglected is that many 
Christians see the Jews as the people who rejected Jesus. There is little more to be 
said about them. 

Even the existence of the Old Testament as part of the Christian Bible is, for 
some, more a source of embarrassment than anything else. 

More commonly, lack of interest in the Old Testament is due to the feeling 
that the events it relates are very remote from us in time. 

And besides, has the Old Testament, with its many rules and regulations, its 
animal sacrifices and so on, not lost its face with the coming of Christianity? 

As we have seen, the Bible is not really one book, but a collection of writings 
which the Church has recognised as sacred, and inspired by God. 

This is to view the Bible from the human angle. 

But there is another vantage point from which to view the Bible. And it is an 
essential part of the Christian faith that, ii we see the Bible from God's viewpoint, it 
is a single book, having Him as its author. 

If we look at it from this angle, then both Old and New Testaments are very 
closely linked. The Old leads up to the New, while the New is the fulfilment of the 
Old. Taken together, they present to us God's unified plan of salvation for the 
human race. 

"At various times in the past and in various different ways, God spoke to 
our ancestors through the prophets; but in our own time, the last days, he has 
spoken to us through his Son . . . "  (Hebrews 1:1). 

The act of the redemption of mankind, looked at from God's point of view, is 
one single process. 

From our point of view, it is a complex process, and we see it working itself out 
in stages. 

Our faith tells us that God's plan reached its climax and its completion in 
Christ, but events like the Exodus recorded in the Old Testament are truly a 
part of His plan of salvation. 
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We Christians can look back on the history of salvation, and see that the 
Exodus was only the first of a whole series of interventions by God, but this does 
not make it any less real or important. 

It is as real an act of God's redemption as the death and resurrection of 
Christ, so we must not neglect its importance and significance for our Christian 
faith. 

While each book of the Bible, therefore, is a separate composition, produced 
by different people at different periods of history, there is also a real sense in 
which they are links in one great chain, separate chapters in the one record of 
God's revelation. 

Some knowledge of the Old Testament, at least, is necessary for a proper 
understanding of Jesus Christ and of the new covenant which he established. 

We tend to emphasise the newness of the revelation brought by Jesus and 
rightly so, because his religion is a new religion, his law a new law, and his 
covenant a new covenant. 

But we must not forget the other aspect, the continuity with what went 
before. Jesus the man was himself a Jew, and his Bible was the Old Testament.  

He was well aware that his mission did not involve the overthrow or rejection 
of what his Father had done before him. 

If anyone were to have any doubt about the importance of this idea of 
continuity, he need only read the Gospel of St Matthew, and take note of the 
numerous quotations in it from the Old Testament. 

This is Matthew's way of showing that Jesus and his work were the fulfilment 
of everything that the Old Testament prophets proclaimed. 

One book, with God the author 

"Do not imagine that I have come to abolish the Law of the prophets. I 
have come not to abolish but to complete them" (Matthew 5:17). 

When we read of His loving care for Israel, the wonderful deeds He worked on 
their behalf, and the promises which He made, we are reading of His eternal love 
for us, His wonderful deeds on our behalf, His promises to us. 

His choice of Abraham, His deliverance of Israel from Egypt, His gift to them 
of the promised land are acts of love performed for us. The climax of that love 
came with the sending of His only Son. 

It is a pity that, for so many Catholics, the Old Testament is a closed book. 
Certainly there are parts of it which are difficult, mysterious, and not so 
relevant to our life situation. 
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But God has demonstrated His love for us in so many different ways, and 
we shall not be indifferent to any of them. 

"Put this question, then, to the ages that are past, that went before you, 
from the time God created man on earth: Was there ever a word so majestic, 
from one end of heaven to the other? . . . Because he loved your fathers and 
chose their descendants after them, he brought you out from Egypt . . . and 
brought you into (the) land to give it to you for your heritage . . . Keep his 
laws and commandments as I give them to you today, so that you and your 
children may prosper and live long in the land that Yahweh your God gives you 
for ever." (Deut 4:32, 37:40). 

As Christians, we are the spiritual descendants of Abraham, and the heirs of the 
promises made to him and to Israel.  

We may rejoice in our vocation as the new people of God, but we are the 
direct descendants of the old. 

We must not imagine that God's love for Israel means nothing to us, or that all 
God did for Israel in no way concerns  

 

III. THE NEW TESTAMENT 

Already in this guided tour we have seen something of the composition of the 
Old Testament, and the process of its formation. 

We noted that it was a very complex process, and that the end product was a 
collection of books, quite different from one another in character, and covering a 
vast period of time. 

Despite the complexity, however, there is also a unity, since it is a record of 
God's one plan of salvation leading up to its climax — the coming of Christ. 

In a way, the New Testament does not pose the same problems as the Old, 
mainly because all 27 books of the New Testament were composed over a much 
shorter time span. The exact year of Jesus' death is debated, but probably it took 
place in 30 AD. 

We can safely say that the last New Testament book had been written before 
the end of the first century. So the New Testament was complete within 70 years of 
the death of Jesus. 

The Apostles preach 

During his ministry, Jesus of Nazareth gathered around him a group of disciples 
who were to be the nucleus of the Church which he established. To them he gave 
instructions to carry his message to the world. 
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And this is precisely what they did. They preached or proclaimed Jesus as the 
Christ and the Son of God, and on their word the Church grew. 

"Go therefore, make disciples of all nations: baptising them in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teach them to observe all 
the commands I gave you." (Matthew 28:19, 20). 

They never received (as far as we know) any instructions about writing an 
account of his life, his words and deeds. Probably the first written records were 
compiled as an aid to preachers and catechists, as the Church spread further 
afield. 

And as the original 12 apostles began to disappear from the scene, it was no 
doubt felt to be desirable and necessary that their preaching not be lost, but be 
preserved in written documents. 

There thus appeared, in due course, versions of the apostolic preaching which 
were later called gospels. 

The word "gospel" actually means good news, glad tidings. Strictly speaking, 
there is only one Gospel — namely, the message of salvation brought by Jesus, the 
good news of man's redemption, which was proclaimed orally in the early years of 
the Church. 

Later the word would be applied to the written records of that preaching, 
and the Church came to accept four such records as inspired and authoritative.  

St. Paul, a great theologian 

But before we look at the four gospels, we should remember that the first New 
Testament writings in order of time are the letters of St Paul. 

Although not one of the original 12, Paul was the greatest apostle or 
missionary in the early years of Christianity. He, more than any other person, was 
the one who, under God, set Christianity on the road to becoming a Catholic or 
world wide faith. 

Paul (or Saul, his Jewish name) was a Pharisee and a strong opponent of the 
new religion in his younger days. Then, probably about the year 36, some six 
years after the death of Jesus, he was miraculously converted to Christ. He 
received the revelation that God had chosen him to be the bearer of the Gospel to 
the Gentiles. 

In the course of several missionary tours, he established numerous local 
churches on two continents, Asia and Europe. 

An important part of his apostolic activity was the correspondence which he 
carried on with these churches. 
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Several of Paul's letters to his churches have been preserved, and recognised by 
the Church as authentic expression of the Word of God. Hence their inclusion in 
the New Testament. 

Traditionally, 14 New Testament writings have been attributed to Paul. Of 
these, the epistle to the Hebrews has long been recognised as not coming from 
the hand of Paul. 

Probably too, the two letters to Timothy and the letter to Titus were written 
by one of his disciples. 

The Pauline letters widely accepted as genuine compositions of the apostle 
himself were written probably in the following order: 1 Thessalonians, 2 
Thessalonians, Galatians. Philippians, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Romans, 
Colossians, Ephesians and Philemon. This correspondence covered a period of some 
13 years — between 50 and 63 AD Paul was martyred for the faith in the year 67.  

Paul was the first great Christian theologian. From his letters we can 
construct a profound theological synthesis, embracing a great number of themes. 

At the same time, we must be careful not to forget that he was a pastor and a 
missionary, before he was a theologian. He certainly did not set out to compile a 
comprehensive theology of the Christian faith.  

His letters were written in response to concrete situations. Their purpose was 
to answer questions raised in the various church communities, or to correct 
abuses; to encourage, to console, or to rebuke. 

For this reason it is better to call Paul's writings "letters" than epistles. The 
word "epistle" suggests a more formal, less personal composition. 

But Paul's writings are personal, powerful, often emotional letters, full of urgent 
appeals to his "spiritual children." The figure that emerges from his letters is not 
a detached systematic theologian, but a zealous pastor, filled with love and 
concern for the spiritual welfare of the people he has brought to Christ. 

"When I wrote to you, in deep distress and anguish of mind, and in tears, 
it was not to make you feel hurt, but to let you know how much love I have for 
you." (2 Cor. 2:4). 

Even Romans, the most comprehensive sample of Paul's theological thought, is 
still very much a letter. 

Although the only letter that Paul wrote to a Church which he had not himself 
founded, it was still written for a particular purpose connected with his missionary 
activity. 

He wrote to introduce himself to the Church of Rome, which he planned to 
make his point of departure for a missionary journey to Spain. Sadly, this was a 
journey that Paul was not destined to make. 
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The good news 

Not long before Paul's death, a man called Mark took it upon himself to 
compile a written record of the "good news" which had been preached for more 
than a generation. 

It was long thought that the first of our four gospels to be written was that of 
Matthew. 

Now, however, it is generally recognised that Mark was the first to compose a 
"gospel", and that he wrote about the year 65 AD. 

Like all the gospel writers, or evangelists, Mark wrote for a particular purpose 
and to meet a particular need of the Christians of his time and place. 

A likely location for his church and gospel is Rome itself, where the disciples of 
Jesus had come to experience persecution under the emperor Nero. Peter had 
been martyred there in 64. 

Certainly Mark wrote for a church which was either actually experiencing 
persecution, or under serious threat of it. Just as clearly, the community for which 
he wrote was largely composed of Gentile Christians, that is, converts from 
paganism rather than Judaism. 

His aim was to emphasise the cross of Christ, and show his beleaguered fellow 
Christians and fellow sufferers that there could be no crown without the cross. 

For Jesus, the path to glory led through the vale of suffering. Could the true 
disciple expect to travel any other road? 

The real message of Mark is crystallised in that section of his gospel which runs 
from 8:27 to 10:52. In this section Mark spells out what it means, what it takes, what 
it costs, to be a disciple of Jesus. 

Following a crucified Christ meant modelling oneself on his life of service and self-
sacrifice, even to death — if this was how it had to be. 

“If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and 
take up his cross and follow me.” (Mark 8:34). 

"Anyone who wants to become great among you must be your servant, and 
anyone who wants to be first among you must be slave to all. For the Son of man 
himself did not come to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many." (Mark 10:44-45). 

Some years later, Matthew and Luke composed their faith-interpretations of the 
life and work of Jesus. A comparison of their gospels with that of Mark indicates 
clearly that they used Mark as a foundation to build on. 
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But they included in their work a lot of traditions about Jesus and additional 
material not found in Mark, e.g., the stories of the birth and childhood of Jesus 
(Matthew 1-2 and Luke 1-2). 

Although they both used Mark, it appears that they wrote quite independently 
of each other. The signs are that neither was aware of the work of the other. 

Which gospel was written first we do not know, though both probably appeared 
in the 80s. Their common use of much material not found in Mark suggests that they 
had access to another source, probably a written collection of sayings and parables 
of Jesus compiled earlier by an anonymous author. 

Mark's gospel is the shortest of the four, comprising just 16 chapters. Matthew 
(28 chapters) and Luke (24 chapters) are much longer, and the added length is due to 
their inclusion of large slabs of Jesus' teaching. 

Mark is the gospel of action, containing very little in the way of the teaching of 
Jesus but concentrating on his activity, especially his miracles. 

Matthew and Luke use Mark as a framework, but incorporate such 
precious material as the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew chapters 5-7) and 
beautiful parables like the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son (Luke 10:29-37; 
15:11-32). 

Although the first three gospels, Mark, Luke and Matthew, each has its own 
distinctive character, there is a substantial agreement about the way they present 
the life and work of Jesus. 

This can be explained by the fact that Mark was a basic source for Matthew 
and Luke. 

Because of this agreement between them, they are often called the "Synoptic 
Gospels". This description comes from the Greek word "synopsis", meaning "unified 
vision". They present a unified vision of the person and work of Jesus.  

Like Mark, Matthew and Luke also wrote for particular Christian communities, in 
response to particular problems and needs. Whereas Mark wrote for a 
predominantly Gentile-Christian Church, Matthew's gospel was directed at a 
community which was mainly Jewish-Christian in its composition. 

In the early years of the Church, the Jewish-Christians continued to observe the 
Law of Moses, and to follow the traditions and religious practices of their fathers.  

They still saw themselves very much as Jews, who differed however from their 
fellow Jews in that they recognised Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah. 

Now, Matthew's little community, probably somewhere in Syria, found itself 
ostracised by its fellow-Jews. The Jewish attitude against Christians hardened after 
the destruction of Jerusalem in 70. 

Jewish-Christians were rejected from the mainstream of Judaism, and accused of 
departing from the true faith of their fathers. 
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Faced with this identity-crisis in his church, Matthew set out to strengthen the 
faith of his fellow Jewish-Christians by demonstrating that Jesus was indeed the 
Messiah whom the Law and Prophets had foretold. 

He begins his gospel with a family-tree of Jesus, showing that Jesus was 
descended from Abraham and David. 

Throughout his gospel, he frequently quotes the Old Testament to show that 
the words and deeds of Jesus, and the events that befell him, were truly the 
fulfilment of Old Testament promises. 

One of Matthew's favourite phrases is "This happened to fulfil what was 
spoken through the prophet". 

In this way, Matthew reassured his community that Jesus was the true 
Messiah and that they were the true Israel.  

Far from being an aberration or a splinter group, they were in God's plan of 
salvation the true heirs of everything that the Old Testament had proclaimed. 

It was their compatriots who had failed to recognise Jesus as the Church, who 
had departed from the faith of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

At the same time, Matthew portrays Jesus as the Lord of the Church, the one 
who remains with them to sustain them. 

At the beginning of the gospel, Jesus is depicted as "Emmanuel (God-is-with-
us)" (1:23) and the last words of the risen Lord to his disciples are: "And know that I 
am with you always; yes, to the end of time." (28:20).  

Luke is the most sophisticated of the evangelists, and his gospel surpasses the 
others as a literary work. He aimed his gospel at an educated audience, and can lay 
strongest claim to the title "historian". 

Indeed his gospel is the first volume of a two-volume work which he composed, 
the second being the book of the Acts of the Apostles. 

The two writings, Luke's gospel and Acts, must be seen together, for they are 
intended to reveal the place of Jesus and the Church in the history of salvation. 

They trace the story from the birth of Jesus to the arrival of the Gospel in Rome, 
the centre of the world. 

Along the way, it is the Holy Spirit who is the guiding hand and driving force 
behind both the birth and ministry of Jesus, and the birth and expansion of the 
Church. 

It has been said of Acts that it is misnamed, and indeed the only apostles whose 
activities it catalogues in any detail are Peter and Paul. The "Acts of the Holy Spirit" 
would appear to be a more appropriate title. 

Luke's gospel is a beautiful composition. It is the favourite gospel of many 
people, who appreciate the atmosphere of peace and joy which it radiates.  
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As one would expect from an author of such gentle spirit as Luke evidently is, the 
portrait of Jesus which he paints is of a compassionate, forgiving Christ. Jesus the 
Saviour is the figure who dominates the pages of his gospel. 

Luke's work has been called the gospel of mercy. He alone of the evangelists has 
preserved many of the most beautiful of Jesus' parables which highlight this aspect 
of his saving mission. 

Luke chapter 15 contains the essence of the good news, with the three parables 
which praise God's delight in forgiving: the lost sheep, the lost corn, and the lost 
son. 

"For the Son of man has come to seek out and save what was lost" (Luke 
19:10). 

St. John 

Finally, towards the end of the first century, the fourth gospel appeared, the 
Gospel according to St John. 

This is a different style of work from the synoptic gospels, and gives a portrait of 
Jesus which differs in some respects (though not in essentials) from that found in 
the first three gospels. 

Although each of the evangelists was a theologian, John's gospel is the most 
theological of the four. The author reports only seven miracles or "signs" of Jesus, 
and his interest in them is as springboards or launching pads for length) 
discourses of Jesus. 

In these discourses, Jesus develops aspects of his saving work which John 
summarises under such expressions as: the bread of life; the way, the truth and the 
life; the resurrection and the life; the light of the world; the good shepherd, etc.  

John's interest in the words of Jesus follows from his understanding of Jesus 
himself as the Word of God. 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God . . ., the Word was made flesh, and lived among us." (John 
1:1-14). 

For John, it is the Word of God which saves and gives life, provided it is accepted 
with faith. 

As the Word incarnate, Jesus' mission from the Father consists in revealing 
the truth. 

"For this I was born, for this I came into the world — to bear witness to 
the truth." (John 18:37). 
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And the supreme truth which Jesus reveals is the love of God which stands 
exposed in all its clarity when he is "lifted up" on the cross. God's last word is spoken 
from the cross of Christ. 

"The Son of man must be lifted up, . . . so that everyone who believes may 
have eternal life in him. Yes, God loved the world so much that he gave his only 
Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not be lost but may have 
eternal life." (John 3:14-15). 

"A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends." 
(15.13). 

As well as the letters of Paul, the four gospels, and the book of the Acts of the 
Apostles, there remain other New Testament writings. Though perhaps of lesser 
importance, each in its own way throws further light upon the mystery of Christ. 

This series of articles has been designed to give readers some understanding of the 
contents of the Bible, and its process of formation. 

No amount of knowledge about the Bible can, of course substitute the 
familiarity with God's Word itself.  

It is hoped that more people will be encouraged by these introductory articles to 
make first-hand acquaintance with this source of spiritual wealth placed by God in 
our possession. 

 The three short letters of John emphasise, in a simple but profound way, the 
themes of love of God and love of neighbour. The two letters of Peter and the 
letters of James and Jude contain further valuable practical advice for Christian 
living. 

The Book of Revelation 

The Apocalypse or Book of Revelation is a difficult book because of its style and 
imagery. 

It is a book which holds a particular fascination for those adventist sects which are 
unduly concerned with the time of the end of the world and the signs which will 
precede the end. 

But like all biblical writings, the book of Revelation too was primarily written for 
the people of the time, and not to foretell the remote future. 

It was written during a period of turbulence and bitter persecution to increase 
the hope and determination of the infant Church. 

The conflict between the Church and the pagan Roman Empire at the end of 
the first century was uppermost in the author's mind. It would be wise when reading 
the book of Revelation to have as one's companion a good, reliable commentary. 
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Finally the epistle to the Hebrews celebrates the priesthood of Christ, an aspect 
of the mystery which is not treated at any depth in other New Testament writings. 

The one perfect sacrifice of Christ is contrasted with the ineffectual sacrifices of 
the Old Law, and emphasis is placed on the risen Lord's continuing, permanent 
exercise of his priesthood on behalf of believers. 

"He is living forever to intercede for all who come to God through him." (Heb. 
7:25). 

 

 

 

******************* 


