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******

“I write of what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what 
we have looked upon and our hands have handled: of the Word of Life” (I Jn 1:1).

These words, written by the Apostle John to early Christians, express the simple truth about the New 
Testament that the Catholic Church has always held: that the writers of the Gospels and Epistles are 
reliable witnesses for the words and actions of Jesus Christ, and for the early history of his Church. 
John himself, "the disciple whom Jesus loved," was an eyewitness to the major events of Jesus' life, 
including the crucifixion. Matthew the tax collector had been associated with him from the earliest 
days of his ministry. The other two evangelists, Mark and Luke, were in close association with the 
Apostles themselves and spoke with eyewitnesses of Jesus' life.

Even by modern reporting standards, this is a reassuring and trustworthy foundation for the historic-
ity of any book.

With the four Gospels, however, the Catholic Church has gone further. Not only are these books reli-
able from a human standpoint, she teaches they are reliable from a divine standpoint. They have God 
as their main Author, and as such they should be received as canonical—that is, on the list (in Greek, 
kanon) of inspired books. This means that the ultimate guarantee of their truthfulness is not the accu-
racy and good will of the human beings who wrote them, but the accuracy and truthfulness of the Di-
vine Being behind them. This teaching was reaffirmed by the Second Vatican Council in the Dogmatic 
Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, n. 11 (November 18, 1965).

Historically true

Two essential consequences flow from the Church's belief. First, because they are based on divine tes-
timony, the four Gospels are truly evangelion, that is they proclaim the good news of eternal life to all 
men. Second, their historicity is certain, as the recent Council affirmed without any hesitation: "The 
four Gospels just named. . . faithfully hand on what Jesus, the Son of God, while he lived among men, 
really did and taught for their eternal salvation, until the day he was taken up (cf. Acts 1:1-2)."1

We should notice, carefully, that the Council speaks of all that Jesus did and taught among men for 
their salvation. The Gospels certainly give the historical facts about his life and works, but they are in-
terested in something more than the facts. Like all the books of the bible, the Gospels see history in 
terms of God's word and his saving action. It is humanly interesting, for instance, to know that one 
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day Jesus embraced and blessed little children; but it is supernaturally inspiring and edifying for us to 
know that before this he said:
________________________
1 Dei Verbum, n. 19, from Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, A. Flannery edition, 
New York, 1975, p. 761.

"Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them. For of such is the kingdom of God" (Mk 
10:14-15). It is impressive to see ten lepers cured with a word from Jesus; but it is more significant to 
see that one leper returned to give thanks and received Jesus' praise: "Go thy way, for thy faith has 
saved thee." (Lk 17:19).

The Gospels therefore are historical, but they are interested in more than history. If a modern journal-
ist, for instance, were to film the curing of the blind Bartimaeus at Jericho (Lk 18:35-43), it would be 
quite a spectacular news story. A blind beggar, shouting wildly, with many trying to silence him, fi-
nally running to Jesus and being cured—with hundreds of witnesses. If he were a good cameraman, 
he would pan the faces in the crowd, like in a modern football game, and above all would focus on the 
unbounded joy in the poor beggar’s face when he realized that he could see. As a conscientious re-
porter he might accurately tape all the words involved. . .of Jesus, the crowd, and the beggar. But if he 
did not understand, or believe, one particular phrase that the beggar was saying, he would miss the 
whole point of what he was taping. And that phrase was: "Jesus, son of David, have pity on me" (Lk 
18:38).

It takes faith to understand what is truly happening in the Gospels. Without faith our reporter friend 
would be like some other witnesses of this marvelous event, the Pharisees, who saw but didn't really 
see (cf Mt 13:14). He would see the excitement, the shouting, the curing—but he would miss the point: 
that Jesus was truly the Messiah come into the world, that Bartimaeus had unwavering faith in him, 
and therefore he was cured.

To paraphrase a text from Dei Verbum, the Gospels must be read with the same spirit with which they  
were written (cf. Dei Verbum, n. 12). To appreciate the Gospel truth, we must be in the Gospel truth, 
so to speak. And we must remain there while reading, or else nothing is really seen. Similarly, to grasp 
the inspired texts, we must be within the living Word revealed by Christ and transmitted to his disci-
ples. . .namely the Tradition and Magisterium of his Church. To depart from these is to depart from 
the very core of the Gospel's message. It would be very much like trying to study a cell without its nu-
cleus.

The deviation

From the fifth century onwards, the historicity of the Gospels (that they truly reveal the words and ac-
tions of Christ on Earth), and their authenticity (that they were truly written by Saints Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John) were not doubted. As a matter of fact, the declaration of canonicity in 492 
A.D., called the Decree of Gelasius, was the Church's way of weeding out spurious texts once and for 
all—and of settling doubts.
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But with the rise of rationalism in the eighteenth century, the historical and spiritual unity of the Gos-
pel was attacked. Since rationalism claims that the ultimate foundation of truth is the human mind; it 
will immediately doubt anything that claims to come from a divine mind. It will understand history 
only in a material or political way, and will dismiss miracles as impossible or mythical. In a word, for 
a rationalist any connection between a historical event and God must be left in the vaguest terms. . .as 
if God were some distant principle, with no real effect on human lives.

Such was the thought of Hermann Reimarus (professor of languages in Hamburg, died 1768), who 
considered Christ to be only a political figure who preached
liberation from the Romans. According to him there were never any miracles such as the Gospel de-
scribes; these were posterior inventions made by his disciples to gain acceptance.

That line of thought, which puts into doubt even the human credibility of the evangelists, has not left 
the field of biblical commentary to this day. There would only be variations of it. David Strauss (1808-
1874), for instance, would hold that not only the miracles but all the extraordinary events of the New 
Testament are a series of myths created by pious believers afterwards; he rejects, a priori, that Jesus 
could have done any of them as they were written.

The influence of Hegel

Some biblical commentators, who had widespread impact in Europe and the United States, connected 
the ideas of Frederick Hegel and other German idealists with biblical studies. F. C. Bauer for instance, 
of the Tuebingen School in Germany, viewed the entire New Testament in Hegelian terms. The phi-
losopher Hegel had described history as an endless process of dialectic (thesis—antithesis—synthesis), 
which is also the basis for the Marxist view of history, namely class struggle.

His disciple Bauer transferred the same view to the Gospels. For him it is not a question of individual 
saints faithfully recording a God-given revelation, immutable for all times; rather, it was a struggle 
between various factions, one liberal representing Paul's theology, the other conservative representing 
Jewish legalism. The various New Testament epistles are in his opinion the result of this human con-
flict, with each author defending his own theology. The four Gospels would simply be a second-
century synthesis of these struggles.

Bauer's theory was amply disproved by the nineteenth-century discovery of many New Testament ref-
erences in the letters of St. Ignatius of Antioch and St. Clement of Rome (both of whom wrote be-
tween 90 and 106 a.d.). But the unfortunate idea of posterior tampering with the Gospels remained, 
casting doubt on their authenticity and integrity. This doubt in effect implied that the Gospels did not 
tell the real story, that there was a "Gospel behind the Gospel" so to speak.
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A "hidden agenda"

What Reimarus' and Bauer's theories did to serious biblical studies is what a false news article can do 
to a reputation today. Once published and spread, the scandalous story remains in people's minds, 
with all its innuendos, even though clearly disproven. Rationalist writers refused to take the Gospel 
narrations simply and straightforwardly, but continued to look for a "hidden agenda" behind every 
narrative. The first to be suspected were any passages dealing with miracles, whether that be the cure 
of a leper or even the resurrection of Christ himself.

The notion of invented texts began to be used more and more, though at times a more pious-sounding 
term like "faith creation" was used. According to this theory the evangelists did not really write the 
Gospel texts, but some unknown representative of different Christian groups used the evangelists' 
names to add credence to their works. These anonymous writers supposedly had access to earlier sto-
ries, either verbal or written, and transformed them to suit community needs.

This gradual interpolation of documents was called "Formgeschichte" in German, or "form develop-
ment." The Gospels were supposed to be a result of artfully shifted texts, with new meanings. As a 
consequence, in the nineteenth century there began to appear a spate of books claiming to give the 
facts about the "real Jesus" or the "historical Jesus"—who could no longer be known by a plain read-
ing of the New Testament.

In the twentieth century, a recent development of this rationalist approach was the work of Rudolph 
Bultmann, whose articles and books cover a span of fifty years, and have had enormous impact on 
Protestants and Catholics alike. A common thread throughout many of his works is the concept of 
demythologizing; that is, in order to make them relevant to modern man, the Gospel accounts must 
be stripped of mythical elements. Since he assumes a priori that they don't present an accurate view of 
Christ or his works, one must work through the man-made myths and try to discover the real Christ. 
In this way, as he states in his book The New Testament's Theology, (1941), modern man can receive 
the real kerygma of the Word—that is, its true message—and make a personal decision to follow it.

Though Bultmann's work is quite systematic, he never departs from the rationalist tenet that some-
how the Gospel narrative is flawed, and is not truly authentic or historical. Authenticity and historicity  
must be created by an appropriate faith response which he hopes to provoke in the reader. The phi-
losophy of existentialism has a strong role to play in Bultmann's work, since ultimately it is personal 
decision that creates religious truth.

The reader may recall that this last idea already existed in the works of Martin Luther, namely that 
personal interpretation is more important than objective content when reading the Bible. The writers 
referred to above were not far from that viewpoint since they tried to limit Scripture to a rationalistic 
framework, thereby confining its truth to what their own minds could discover or accept.
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The effect on Catholics

Such writers had an overwhelming impact. Since they had vast knowledge of ancient languages and 
archaeology, published a large number of esoteric books, and occupied prestigious chairs of European  
universities, Catholic scholars felt dwarfed. To view Scripture as an immense puzzle, as an ancient 
power struggle or creative literary game, must have been tantalyzing: since there was no permanent 
doctrine to defend, a person could blaze whatever trail he wished. Some Catholics made a weak de-
fense of the Church's teaching on historicity, but ended up absorbing many Protestant ideas. One of 
them (A. Loisy, 1857-1940) even reached the point of contrasting the “historical Jesus” with the “Je-
sus of faith,” and of denying that Jesus had awareness of his own divinity.

Many Catholic biblical authors today have accepted the old rationalist dichotomy between history and 
faith. As a point of departure, they hold that the Jesus of faith, the Jesus of miracles, cannot be the Je-
sus of history. The Jesus of faith is a later creation, produced by pious believers.

One very popular author and speaker at Catholic universities and seminaries, Father Raymond 
Brown, openly questioned the historicity of Gospel narratives of Jesus' infancy and boyhood. Accord-
ing to him these early events in Christ's and Mary's life are a kind of scriptural confabulation, or a col-
lection of pious myths based on Old Testament prophecies. In Father Brown's view, the author of St. 
Luke's gospel, for instance, probably invented the story of Jesus’ being born in Bethlehem since it is in 
line with the Old Testament prophecy in Michah 5:1-4, and since people were anxious to know details 
of Jesus' birth. Joseph's dream, he feels, was probably invented also, to make him look more like the 
patriarch Joseph of the Book of Genesis. Though not totally denying the historicity of the infancy nar-
ratives, Father Brown's method continually puts them in doubt.

Like Bultmann, many Catholics have a strong desire to make the Gospels relative or acceptable to 
modern man. While this is praiseworthy in one sense, it has often led to biblical translations that 
oversimplify or reduce the level of mystery in the Gospels. For instance the word "happy" is used to 
show the results of the beatitudes, instead of the more spiritual term "blessed"; Mary is called "highly 
favored daughter," which is thought to be more acceptable to people than "full of grace." There is also 
a consistent tendency to neglect or overlook Gospel passages that challenge people's complacency or 
sensuality—passages for instance on hell, sacrifice, chastity, and obedience. These texts are consid-
ered to be alienating and threatening, and therefore they are not emphasized in preaching. Some 
groups of people, such as radical feminists, actually force the texts of Scripture and change their 
grammatical meaning in order to promote their views. Liberation theologians insist on interpreting 
many passages, such as the Magnificat (Lk 1: 46-55), in a temporal or political way, emphasizing a 
supposed clash between rich and poor classes.

All the above errors among Catholics today in some way stem from the basic rationalist deviation of 
three centuries ago. Since, according to this view, the Gospels were not really given to men but rather 
fabricated by men. . . they can be relativized, divided, changed, even made to contradict each other. 
Often there is little effort to see one biblical text in relation to another, from a doctrinal point of view. 
Personal experience, or reaction, becomes the ultimate norm for determining the meaning of a text. 
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For example, a typical question in some Bible discussion groups, before which there is often an awed 
silence, is "what does this mean to me?"

At times these informal groups can give the impression that the Gospel's meaning is based on some 
kind of poll: "What does the group say about this?" "How many are in favor of this interpretation?" 
Such a way of reading the Bible may seem very open and democratic, but it suffers from a basic mis-
conception: that somehow individuals create the Gospel truth, they don't learn it.

The forming of the Gospels

The following description of how the Gospels were written is based on the introduction to St. Mark's 
Gospel in the Navarre Bible series (Four Courts Press, 1985). It takes into account modern research 
on literary forms and ancient styles, which was encouraged by Pope Pius XII in the encyclical Divino 
Afflante Spiritu (1943). It also takes into account the unity and diversity of the four Gospels, and 
hopes to point towards the real meaning of the expression “Gospel Truth.” Finally it tries to show the 
real relationship of the Gospel narratives to the faith of the early Christians. . .which is not a relation-
ship of myth or literary dependence, as modern rationalists teach, but of a true proclamation with gift 
of tongues.

In the last resort, the Gospel's truth rests on the words and actions of Jesus of Nazareth. It is based on  
the thirty-three years he lived on Earth, eating, sleeping, speaking, and working as other men do. He 
existed in time and space like any other person. He was so tall, weighed so many pounds, had hair of a  
certain color, and his voice had a certain pitch. If video tapes had existed in his time, he could have 
been filmed and tape recorded like any other inhabitant of first-century Galilee.

But the Gospels are based on something more, and this became particularly evident after his thirtieth 
year. This man from Galilee began to do things that no man had ever done before. . . like reading 
hearts and minds, curing lepers and cripples in an instant, raising people from the dead, commanding 
storms to stop with a single word. Never before had such things been seen. Isolated miracles and 
wondrous happenings were recorded in the Old Testament, like Elijah’s raising a boy from the dead, 
but never with such abundance nor with the power that this man had.

The same applied to his words. When the Pharisees sent officers to arrest him, they could only return 
to say that no man had ever spoken in such a way before. He spoke of ordinary things and divine 
things in a perfect unity. He could compare a sublime reality such as the Kingdom of God to a mus-
tard seed or to a bit of yeast in bread. His sermon on the mount elevated the Mosaic Law to unimag-
ined heights. His words about his own identity were profound and shocking; he openly declared that 
he had existed before Abraham, that he was the way and the truth, and that men had to eat his flesh to 
obtain eternal life. He spoke constantly of God as his Father, from whom he had come and to whom 
he was going. Some people said that he was crazy, others that he had a devil, and others that he was 
the Messiah.
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But he did not choose to act alone. He formed a small group of disciples around him, and a larger 
community of believers, both men and women. With these he would share intimate thoughts of his 
heart, and the meaning of the parables that he would tell the multitudes. It was with the apostles that 
he used to rest, as with Martha, Mary, and Lazarus at Bethany. To some of them he gave special 
authority, like Peter whom he made the head of his Church, and the other apostles to whom he gave 
the power of forgiving sins. Finally, after the greatest miracle that he ever performed. . .his own resur-
rection. . .he gave them the task of making disciples of all the nations, baptizing them and teaching 
them all that he had commanded.

The above three paragraphs, all of which come from the Gospels (though not one Gospel text was 
quoted), attempt to show how Jesus’ life might have appeared to a first-century observer living in Pal-
estine. They even assume that this observer had seen the risen Christ. All the future teachings of the 
Catholic Church, both written and unwritten, will somehow depend on what Jesus said and did during 
these thirty-three years. All the writings of the New Testament—the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, 
the Epistles, the Book of Revelation—will depend on his life and draw from his life. They will draw 
from the historical facts of Jesus' life. . .his words, his actions, his miracles. . .but above all from the 
one central fact that had occurred, and that could be accepted only through faith: that he was truly the 
son of God who had become flesh and had dwelt among men.

The oral preaching of the disciples

Despite the astounding example of Jesus' life and teachings, the disciples felt helpless after his ascen-
sion. They remained hidden in an upper room of a house in Jerusalem, mainly for fear of the Jewish 
authorities. For ten days they were praying intensely, and probably trying to recollect with each other 
all that the Master had said or done and to understand its real meaning in the light of what they knew 
about Scripture and the history of Israel.

They must have felt a great joy and thankfulness for all that they had been able to see or hear, while at 
the same time they lacked understanding and confidence. They could hear Jesus' words ringing in 
their hearts. . . "Go and teach all nations" . . . but they did not have the courage or the knowledge to do 
so. The world was so big and complex, and they were so small and ignorant.

The coming of the Holy Spirit would change all of that, instantly and completely. On Pentecost Sun-
day he opened their minds to the truth that Jesus had been teaching them all along. He helped them 
to see Christ's life in terms of the Old Testament prophecies concerning the Messiah. He resolved any 
individual doubts or problems that they might have had. He allowed them to see what had happened 
during the previous three years with great harmony and unity, in which all the details, even the small-
est ones, fit perfectly.

And in addition to his infinite light, he gave them the gift of tongues, which enabled them to preach 
about Jesus convincingly to people of all different languages, races, and mentalities. In the words of 
St. Josemarίa, the founder of Opus Dei, in a Pentecost homily: "The strength and power of God lit up 
the face of the Earth. The Holy Spirit is present in the Church of Christ for all time, so that he is, al-
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ways and in everything, a sign raised up before the nations, announcing to all men the goodness and 
love of God” (cf. Is. 11:12).

It was the same Spirit that Jesus had promised them, who was to teach them all things and bring to 
mind whatever he had said to them (cf. Jn 14:26). It is the Spirit of Truth, who not only had brought 
about the birth of the Church, but would be her constant guide throughout the centuries to come. 
With the help of the Holy Spirit and his gift of tongues, Peter was able to convert three thousand peo-
ple in one day (cf. Acts 2:41). The other disciples and apostles followed his example, and launched 
themselves (this seems to be the right expression) into preaching about Jesus of Nazareth—beginning 
in Judaea and Samaria, and then moving very quickly to the lands of the Gentiles, especially Asia Mi-
nor and Africa.

From what we can see there was a great spontaneity in this early catechesis, and most of it was by 
word of mouth. The apostles and disciples were relying on their eyewitness experience of Jesus and 
his teachings, and the powerful guiding influence of the Holy Spirit who guaranteed the truth and 
forcefulness of their words. While there may have been minor variations in their verbal accounts, be-
cause each was an individual with his own memory and experience, their message was substantially 
the same. The basic outline of Christ's life was given accurately and faithfully, from the beginning of 
his ministry in Galilee to his final command to his disciples. (For an outline of what this first oral 
catechesis must have been, see Peter's speech to Cornelius and his family in Acts 10:34-43). The life of 
Jesus Christ and his disciples' oral preaching are the first two phases of the Gospels' formation. The 
third phase, the actual writing of the Gospels, is more difficult to determine.

The writing of the Gospels

Some time after the preaching or “verbal catechesis” (as it is sometimes called) scholars have no way 
of giving a precise date. We know that people began to write down the words and actions of Christ as 
transmitted by his disciples. Given the rapid spread of Christianity, we can surmise that within ten or 
fifteen years every community would have access to some written records. We don't know how many 
of these existed, or who wrote them, but they seem to have been numerous (cf. Lk 1:1).

Some of these texts may have been only one page long, describing a miracle of Christ or his words on a 
given topic that had particular significance for the people of that area. Other narrations were probably  
longer and included a combination of Christ's words and deeds. Though Jesus himself left nothing in 
writing, the first believers needed something written for the sake of completeness and accuracy. This 
would also prevent people from inventing "other" words or deeds of Christ which were not historical.

Contrary to the nineteenth century rationalist hypotheses, there is no evidence that the early groups 
of Christian believers wanted to invent anything: they were simply interested in a faithful account of 
Jesus' life and words. This is substantiated in the epistles of Saints Peter, Paul, James, and John. . .as 
well as in the writings of St. Ignatius and St. Clement of Rome.
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Some time during the years 40 to 70 A.D. three of the evangelists wrote their works. We don't know if 
they were asked to do so by the people, or whether they volunteered to do so. One of them, St. Luke, 
addresses his book to a certain "Theophilus" (cf. Lk 1: 1-4), but we are not sure if this was one individ-
ual or an entire community; the Greek name "Theophilus" simply means "beloved of God."

Another writer, St. Matthew, used his personal memories of Jesus' life, since he had been one of his 
disciples from the beginning and had personally witnessed his unforgettable words and deeds. Ac-
cording to a second century writer, Papias,5 it was Matthew that wrote the first account of Jesus' life—
in Aramaic, Jesus' native tongue. . .though this has been lost to us. We only have a later Greek text of 
Matthew's Gospel, although we can be sure of its accuracy.

After Matthew's original Aramaic work, St. Mark probably wrote his. From what we can gather, Mark 
was closely associated with Peter during his stay in Rome, and probably helped him personally in his 
apostolate. Apart from other witnesses that Mark could have spoken with, Peter was most likely his 
main source, and Mark arranged the words and deeds of the Savior based on St. Peter's teaching in 
Rome. Many modern scholars think that St. Mark's Gospel was a common text used by the Greek 
translator of St. Matthew's Gospel, and by St. Luke. . .since many verses of these three writings coin-
cide remarkably, and Mark's seems to be the earliest of the three.

Of all the Evangelists, St. Luke was the only non-Jew. He was from Antioch, and was probably con-
verted by one of the first disciples traveling to that area, perhaps even by St. Paul himself. Having a 
studious temperament, and being of a scientific bent (he was probably familiar with the writings of 
the famous Greek historians Herodotus and Thucydides), he took special care to check his sources. As 
he states in his prologue, he tried to follow up on those things that had been transmitted by those who 
were eyewitnesses so that he could write an orderly account. We assume that he spoke with as many 
of them as possible, and examined written documents up to that time.

Although written some years after Christ's resurrection, and after Pentecost, the Gospels share in the 
same charism of truth and power that was communicated to the apostles at Pentecost. Their language 
seems more restrained, compared to the emotion that must have accompanied some of the earliest 
sermons of Saints Peter and Paul. (Peter's address to the crowds about the Risen Christ, for instance, 
must have been delivered with magnificent fervor: see Acts 2:14-37.) But inspiration in itself is fidelity  
to the facts and to the truth behind the facts; emotional language is not essential. What was necessary, 
the evangelists did; they delivered an absolutely faithful account of all that Christ had said and done 
for our salvation.

The Gospels and early Christian communities

Though the outline of Jesus' life was basically the same in all four accounts, the evangelists did stress 
different aspects. This must have been due to each one's sources, to his own memories, and—most 
importantly—to his personal relationship with the Holy Spirit. It was also due to his audience; since 
the Gospels were written in the Church and for the Church, each evangelist needed to take careful ac-
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count of the people whom he was writing to. And certainly one of the results of the gift of tongues is to 
be able to move the minds and hearts of the people being evangelized.

With the help of the Holy Spirit, each evangelist would desire to present Christ in the most challeng-
ing yet appealing way to his people. (In this they were imitating the Master himself, who also chose 
the clearest and most appealing metaphors to describe the kingdom of God.) St. Matthew for example, 
writing for Christians newly converted from Judaism, has more quotations from the Old Testament 
than any other evangelist; with them he showed that Jesus' life was not only historical, but a fulfill-
ment of what had been prophesied in the Old Testament. Similarly his writing contains the greatest 
number of Jesus' words, especially from the Sermon on the Mount, where he revealed the ultimate 
refinement of the Mosaic Law: on charity, on chastity, on oaths, on prayer. He also recorded a large 
number of Jesus' sayings on the kingdom. . .which is above all spiritual and interior, not political or 
temporal. This is something that converts from nationalistic Judaism especially needed to hear.

St. Mark, writing to Roman converts, would be more interested in stressing the power of Christ. The 
Romans, masters of the world militarily, would be more attracted to the power of Christ over nature 
and over evil spirits. Mark's Gospel therefore includes the largest number of Christ's miracles, though 
it is the shortest of the four in length. Because he was writing for non-Jews, he included descriptions 
of Jewish customs and geographical details, and used Latin expressions such as denarius, centurion, 
speculator, and sextarius.

St. Luke, writing for gentile Greeks (many of whom had led immoral lives before their conversion), 
recorded words and deeds that particularly show the Savior's mercy and forgiveness. He gave them 
the moving parable of the Prodigal Son, which must have reminded some readers of their own lives. 
He recorded the parable of the Good Samaritan, a non-Jew, and traced the origin of Jesus not only 
back to Abraham (as Matthew did), but to Adam himself, the father of mankind. He reminded people 
that even in the moment of death there is a chance to encounter Jesus if they repent, as the good thief 
repented on the cross. With a great refinement and delicacy, he described the extraordinary role that 
women played in Jesus' life, along with facts about his infancy and childhood. The most likely source 
for this kind of information was of course Jesus' mother, Mary of Nazareth; it is quite probable that 
Luke spoke with her before writing his Gospel, or at least with people who had known her or her 
cousin Elizabeth.

The fourth evangelist, St. John, wrote his Gospel towards the end of the first century and was faced 
with different circumstances. Jerusalem had already been destroyed by the troops of Titus (70 A.D.), 
and the first heresies had arisen which denied Christ's divinity. John therefore began his Gospel with 
a striking prologue that refers to Christ as the Eternal Word in his divine existence: "In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God." (Jn 1:1). St. John wanted to make 
clear that Jesus was not a mere man, but was the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, the Son of the 
Eternal Father. He also included several of Jesus' statements that clearly reveal his divinity, along 
with a large part of his discourse to his disciples at the Last Supper, where he prayed for unity and 
promised them the Holy Spirit (Jn 14:17).
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Since the first persecutions of Christians had already begun by the end of John's life, he called to mind 
many of Jesus' predictions about persecution, and shared with his readers the consoling truth that Je-
sus had once called himself the Good Shepherd with a self-sacrificing love for his sheep (Jn 10). Fi-
nally, writing after the other three evangelists, he was able to complete and supply details of Jesus' life 
that they had not covered: the first miracle at Cana, the raising of Lazarus, the conversion of the Sa-
maritan woman, the appearance in Galilee to the apostles while they were fishing after the Resurrec-
tion.

Four portraits

One can see why the Gospels have often been compared to four compelling portraits of the same per-
son. All four of them blend together to present the earthly life of the God-man with a great simplicity 
and power. Unlike many twentieth-century preachers and commentators, the evangelists did not 
cover up or pass over the hard sayings of Jesus. There was no attempt to "water down" his life or his 
words. St. Mark, writing for new converts, did not hide Jesus' clear words on hell (Mk 9:41-49) or on 
the evil of divorce (Mk 10:2-9). St. Matthew, writing to the Jews, did not overlook that Jesus predicted 
the kingdom would be taken from them (Mt 21:43-44). St. Luke, writing for new gentile converts, re-
corded Jesus' words about taking up their cross heroically (Lk 9:23-27). St. John spoke clearly of 
man's rejection of the Light (Jn 1:5) and of the world's hatred for Christ and his disciples.

It should also be clear, by now, that the evangelists were not mere compilers of traditions, or public 
opinion agents, in writing their accounts. Rather than being determined by the community, they were 
formers of the community. Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and by their own industrious work, 
they carefully selected their materials and presented them in a way that would both challenge and en-
lighten their readers. This is completely opposed to the nineteenth-century rationalist theory that the 
Gospels arose from a kind of community dialectic, or from a faith creation of pious invented stories 
about Jesus and his actions.

There is no question of myths either, which would later need to be "demythologized." The evangelists’ 
whole purpose—whether explicit as in St. Luke and St. John, or implicit as in St. Matthew and St. 
Mark—was to dispel any myths or misconceptions, and to present Jesus as he really was, in both his 
humanity and his divinity. If such was the way he acted on Earth, such is the way he is presented in 
the Gospels. The notion of a “Jesus of history” as opposed to a “Jesus of faith” would have been totally  
absurd to the evangelists, and to the communities which they wrote for. On the contrary, each writer 
obviously took pains to be absolutely faithful to what he had received, or seen and heard with his own 
eyes and ears, without altering anything.

The whole truth

But there is more to the Gospels than the inspired testimony of the four saints who wrote within sev-
enty years of Christ's death. These men were writing, we must not forget, within the Church and for 
the Church. In the words of Dei Verbum: "Sacred Tradition, Sacred Scripture, and the Magisterium of 
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the Church are so connected and associated that one of them cannot stand without the others. Work-
ing together, each in its own way under the action of the one Holy Spirit, they all contribute effectively  
to the salvation of souls." What do these words mean in terms of what we have looked at so far? They 
mean, quite clearly, that the four Gospels are part of a larger revelation that God had brought to the 
world, and which the Holy Spirit preserves and propagates until the end of time. This larger revelation 
was entrusted to the Church, and is called Tradition, or the Word of God not consigned to writing but 
existing within her. This is to say that Jesus Christ revealed a body of truth to his Church which was 
not contained in the written word, and which was previous to the written word. Certainly many writ-
ings of the Fathers, and other early Christian documents, would be drawn from this Tradition—but 
they could in no way exhaust it. It is to this reality that St. John refers when he says that if all the 
things that Jesus did could be written, "not even the world itself. . . could hold the books that would 
have to be written" (cf. Jn 21:25).

Perhaps we can understand St. John's words, which refer to an unwritten source of knowledge, by an 
analogy from common experience. If a dear friend or relative of ours dies, or moves to a distant place, 
we may set ourselves to write all that he or she has meant to us. As much as we write, we will probably  
reach the conclusion that it is hard to write everything or truly to do justice to that person. If this con-
clusion is true of an ordinary human being, it would be much harder to write an account of a person 
who was not only a human being, but who was God.

For this reason the notion of “sola scriptura” has never been accepted by the Catholic Church. This 
notion would limit Christ's truth, and his word, to just 27 written documents. Jesus himself never 
wrote a book, and his teaching is infinitely extended in time and space through his Church. All four 
Gospels then must be seen within the context of the universal truth about Jesus and his Mystical 
Body; the Scriptures themselves are limited.

Can't canonize themselves

For instance, even though all four Gospels are inspired, they are not enough to canonize themselves. 
This may seem a strange way of speaking, but the point is that only an authority outside of them, 
which is also infallible, can declare them to be inspired. For this reason the Church, after many years 
of prayerful study and with the help of the Holy Spirit, declared in 492 A.D. that the four Gospels of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—along with twenty-three other books—were to be considered in-
spired, and therefore canonical. This declaration was formally ratified by the Council of Trent over 
1,000 years later, when some of these books began to be attacked by the first Protestants.

Though inspired, the Gospels are not enough to explain themselves. Though so simple and direct that 
a child can read and understand them, there are some passages so mysterious that the greatest minds 
have faltered in explaining them: for instance, when Jesus says to the rich young man: "Why do you 
ask me about what is good? Only one is good, God" (Mt 19:17), or when he states that the Father is 
greater than he (cf. Jn 14:29), or when he speaks of the unforgivable sin of blaspheming against the 
Holy spirit (cf. Mk 3:28-30). It is only by seeing these passages within the context of other passages, 
and of revelation as a whole, that we can begin to understand them.
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Though inspired, the Gospels do not contain all the truths that Jesus revealed. There is no reference 
to Jesus' instituting several of the sacraments in the Gospels, and yet we know through other sources 
that Jesus truly instituted them and passed them on to his disciples. The same applies to many Mar-
ian truths. Though some are strongly implied in the Gospels, like Mary's Immaculate Conception and 
her perpetual virginity, others like the Assumption do not appear at all. And yet all these truths were 
held and believed in the Church from the earliest times.

A simple principle emerges from these considerations: since the truth of the Gospel was first en-
trusted to a community of faith, there it should be preserved and interpreted. In the Catholic Church, 
which is the worldwide community of believers directly discended from the apostles, the Gospel truth 
continues to be communicated in a number of ways today: in ministerial preaching and reading of the 
Scripture; in the word and example of the faithful in their daily lives; in the interior life of each be-
liever, as he or she prayerfully considers the Gospel; and in the Magisterium of the Church which has 
the specific task of preserving and interpreting the sacred truths left by Christ.
 
Of these, only the last is infallible, since only the teaching authority of the Church has the guaranteed 
assistance of the Holy Spirit promised by Jesus to the first twelve (cf. Jn 14:26-27). It is true that the 
Church has rarely used her authority to give definitive meanings to Gospel texts. Only a few, like the 
primacy text of Matthew 16:16, or the necessity of Baptism text of John
3:5-6, have actually been defined. Since the Gospels give direct access to the life and person of Christ, 
the Church has prudently limited her interventions to only a few key texts, thus ensuring great free-
dom for the development of the interior life of the faithful. But she has given general orientation on 
the true meaning of many others, especially through encyclicals and conciliar decrees.

It would be rash, therefore, for a Scripture scholar (or any reader, for that matter) to rely on his or her 
insights alone to determine the meaning of the Gospel. No matter how hard he works, no matter how 
many languages he knows, or how many books he has read, if his opinion opposes the Magisterium he 
is no longer within the Gospel truth. He would be in the same situation as those men who saw and 
heard Christ but did not understand him (cf. Mt 13:14).

Isolated or individualistic views of the Bible, obtained without regard for the total context of Scripture 
and Tradition, have lead to many errors. The Gnostics in the second century interpreted texts in their 
own way, and even invented their own Gospel to substantiate their opinions: in the twelfth century 
the Albigensians (who believed that all matter was evil) organized their own Bible study groups to 
prove their point, without regard for the Church's Magisterium. In the sixteenth century Martin Lu-
ther concentrated too much on personal insights in interpreting many texts of St. Paul, without regard 
for the totality of the Church's teaching. As a result he exaggerated the role of faith in the process of 
salvation, to the exclusion of good works. He even went to the point of denying that some books of the 
Bible were inspired, despite the fact that they had been declared canonical 1,000 years before his 
time.

In summary, then, the Gospel Truth consists of those truly historical words and deeds recorded in the 
four accounts, with their message for people of all times, and which are evident to every reader. But at 
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a deeper level, the Gospel Truth consists of those same words and deeds as living within the Church's 
Tradition and Magisterium, since both of these form part of the complete revelation which the Holy 
Spirit brought to Earth in apostolic times, and which he preserves whole and entire in the Church 
throughout the centuries.
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