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INTRODUCTION

The Gospels Today: Challenging Readings of John, Mark, Luke & Matthew and its companion volume, Paul Today: Challenging Readings of Acts and the Epistles, have arisen out of my teaching New Testament Studies in various institutions in England and to groups in the Holy Land, Greece, and Turkey over a period of more than twenty-five years. Both volumes are designed to enable students and other interested readers to get a quick overview of a number of issues or problems in the areas concerned. Together, the chapters present a profile or silhouette of issues that arise in studying a text or theme from Paul or the Gospels. They show the range of concerns that arise from a particular New Testament text or theme to give you, the reader, a working knowledge of what’s at stake in trying to understand and interpret a particular text or problem, and, I hope, to stimulate you to do further reading on topics and texts that interest you particularly. But there is more than this. Taken together, the chapters demonstrate different ways of approaching New Testament texts and issues. For example, they show how historical and theological questions play a part in understanding a text; how exegetical issues can make serious differences; how matters relating to ancient Judaism and the Greco-Roman world have a place in interpreting these texts for us today; how questions of language are crucial; how archaeology can illumine a text; and how patristic and other interpretations of texts might have obscured an author’s intentions. So together the chapters show how a number of academic disciplines and concerns are appropriate and indeed necessary to the interpretation of New Testament texts and themes. It is in this sense of providing overviews of important texts and issues in New Testament studies that the two volumes are introductory; they are not introductions to the New Testament or to their respective areas as such.

This second volume focuses on the Gospels. I discuss and challenge popular interpretations of familiar Gospel texts and themes and quickly present overviews of important controversies and debates. Thus: although the Prologue to St. John’s Gospel is widely read, it is frequently misunderstood. Above all, its message of incarnation should be seen as rooted in the notion of God as creator; the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem is frequently either affirmed or denied without much knowledge of the issues at stake, but it remains reasonable to believe that he was actually born there; Jesus is seen as a “prophet” in the New Testament but this is mostly overlooked and needs to be recovered as an essential part of christology; the expressions “Son of Man” and “Son of God” are used by modern Christians without much understanding of where they come from or what they originally meant; the so-called “messianic secret” in Mark’s Gospel is widely misunderstood and is much better interpreted in terms of “mystery” and “apophatic theology” than of “secrecy”; the words of Jesus concerning the Bread of Life in John’s Gospel are usually taken to be about the eucharist, but understanding them as referring metaphorically to Jesus himself is much more in keeping with the text; the so-called parable of the Unjust Steward raises numerous problems concerning the identity of the steward and should be renamed “the parable of the Prudent Steward”; the story of the Stilling of the Storm should be read in the light of ancient near eastern creation myths and is more to do with Jesus bringing order out of chaos in the processes of creation than with him breaking the laws of nature in a so-called “miracle”; the Transfiguration of Jesus is more than a pointer to the Resurrection—it reflects a specific theology of suffering and glory; and the accounts of the Resurrection themselves indicate that Jesus’ resurrection body was simultaneously physical and spiritual. In all these chapters, I critique familiar interpretations and at the same time provide overviews of major issues.

Most of the issues dealt with in these chapters are very well known to scholars working on the Gospels but remain largely unknown outside academic circles. Many people who think they know the Gospels well remain unaware of the critical problems discussed in college New Testament classes. And many who might be interested would perhaps be at a loss to know how or where to begin to deal with such critical problems if they were faced with them. The fruits of recent critical study of the Gospels deserve much wider general discussion than they usually receive and are still unknown to people who would be seriously interested if they were alerted to them. Looking closely at the theology of the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel, for example, in the light of its original background and of modern critical methods, can be an exciting and informative adventure for general readers, both Christian believers and skeptics alike.

In general, these chapters make constructive, critical approaches to the Gospels available to a wider circle of interested readers. They also provide examples of how the study of the Gospels proceeds as a discipline and how it can be a stimulating, informative, and constructive area in which to work. As readers from different backgrounds and disciplines, you will be able to see the sorts of problems raised by serious study of the Gospels, and have an opportunity to dip into the world of Gospel studies, to see what goes on there and what some of the concerns of New Testament scholars are in this area. The chapters are also useful to students wanting a quick overview of a subject in Gospel criticism for an assignment or an examination. And finally, they are useful in sermon preparation because they show how critical and theological concerns can come together in healthy and constructive interpretations of Gospel texts and themes. Overall, these ten chapters on the Gospels will be of interest not only to serious-minded general readers, but also to undergraduate and postgraduate college students and to teachers and clergy.

Each chapter is complete in itself and can be read independently of the others, and the individual chapters can be read in any order. The views expressed here are my own and do not represent any institution or organization.

I would like to thank Professor Leslie Houlden for reading an early draft of this book and my wife Jill Dampier for checking the final manuscript. Any remaining errors are my own responsibility.

Stephen W. Need
Jerusalem
June 2006
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