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	 Church curriculum for Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John gener-
ally follows a harmony approach. This method reconstructs the life of 
Jesus Christ by merging all the Gospel accounts and hypothesizing a 
chronology.1 This approach has ancient roots: Tatian, an early Chris-
tian apologist, used the four Gospels to create one single harmony, the 
Diatessaron (c. AD 175).2 This text was very influential in Syria during 
the third and fourth centuries. 
	 A harmony approach has some advantages, including providing 
a comprehensive view of what the Gospels record of the Savior’s life 
and teachings. This approach, however, also has some limitations. For 
example, no harmony of the Gospels can provide a complete account of 
Christ’s life because the Gospels were essentially individual testimonies 
written for different audiences and were not intended to be all-inclusive 
accounts of Christ’s life and teachings. Significantly, the Joseph Smith 
Translation designates the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of John 
as “testimonies” rather than “gospels.”3 Elder McConkie stated, “It is 
apparent . . . that each inspired author had especial and intimate knowl-
edge of certain circumstances not so well known to others, and that 
each felt impressed to emphasize different matters because of the par-
ticular people to whom he was addressing his personal testimony.”4

	 Another limitation of the harmony approach is illustrated by 
Papias, a second-century church leader who quoted John the presby-
ter’s statement that Mark “wrote down accurately, but not in order, all 
that [Peter] remembered of the things said and done by the Lord.”5 
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As a further complication, the Gospels of Matthew and Luke some-
times record a different order of events than does the Gospel of Mark. 
Because the Gospels occasionally differ in their order of events, scholars 
have a difficult time establishing a precise chronology for a harmony.6

	 A third limitation is that a harmony approach obliterates the unique 
emphases of the individual Gospel writers. While there is much that the 
Gospel authors agree upon, each has written to a different audience, 
with a different purpose in mind. John’s Gospel, in particular, contains 
an abundance of material not found in the other Gospel accounts. Yet 
even the synoptic Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which relate 
many of the same events and teachings—present their shared material 
in ways that are unique to their Gospels. In other words, each Evan-
gelist wrote his account for a specific purpose and expected that his 
portrait of the Savior would be seen as complete in itself.7

	 Modern readers can learn much from the Gospels by examining 
what they chose to include and how they chose to write it. In this arti-
cle, we will examine some of the ways that each author has presented 
the life and teachings of the Savior. Such a study will allow teachers and 
readers to appreciate better the distinctive contributions of each Gospel 
to our understanding of the life and teachings of our Savior.8

	 This article will discuss dating, authorship, and provenance of each 
Gospel and then summarize the distinctive witness of Jesus Christ 
that each account provides. The scope of this article does not allow 
a complete, detailed examination; instead, we will focus on some of 
the general themes. The notes contain additional sources that will aid 
readers who wish to investigate further. This study will begin with 
Mark’s Gospel because it is likely the earliest of the synoptics.9 We will 
then continue with Matthew and Luke, who are likely dependent upon 
Mark’s account, noting some ways that they have edited the Gospel of 
Mark and included their own unique material. Finally, we will conclude 
with the most unique Gospel, written by John. 

The Gospel of Mark

	 Of the four Gospel writers, Mark is the only one to call his work 
a “gospel”: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God” (Mark 1:1). The identification of the first four books of the New 
Testament as Gospels, therefore, originates from Mark’s introduction. 
The word Gospel comes from the Greek word euangellion, which means 
“good news.”10 The good news of Jesus Christ is that He came to earth 
to perform His mission for us (see 3 Nephi 27:13–21).
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	 Dating, authorship, and provenance. Most scholars date the Gospel 
of Mark to the time of the Jewish War (c. AD 66–73). This dating is 
due, in part, to the Savior’s reference to the destruction of Herod’s 
Temple (see Mark 13:2) that occurred in AD 70. For scholars who do 
not accept the possibility of prophecy, Mark’s Gospel could not have 
been written before that event. But as Joel Marcus has concluded, “In 
favor of a pre-70 dating is the probability that Jesus actually prophesied 
the Temple’s destruction, as did other Jewish prophets down through 
the centuries; . . . a prophecy of its end, therefore, would not require a 
post-70 date.”11 Some early Christian traditions claim that Mark wrote 
his Gospel around the time of the death of Peter, which occurred in 
Rome in AD 64 or 65.12

	 Mark is often identified with “John, whose surname was Mark,” the 
missionary companion of Paul during the Apostle’s first mission (Acts 
12:25). According to the book of Acts, John Mark left that mission 
early to return to Jerusalem (see Acts 13:13). The cause for John Mark’s 
early departure is unknown, but it later caused a temporary rift between  
Barnabas and Paul when, in preparation for their second mission, 
Barnabas wanted to bring along John Mark but Paul refused (see 
Acts 15:37–38). Whatever the reason, later tradition claims that 
Mark continued faithful in the gospel. Papias preserved the following 
information concerning Mark’s later relationship with Peter: “Mark 
became Peter’s interpreter and wrote down accurately, but not in 
order, all that [Peter] remembered of the things said and done by the 
Lord. For [Mark] had not heard the Lord or been one of his follow-
ers, but later, as I said, a follower of Peter. Peter used to teach as the 
occasion demanded, without giving systematic arrangement to the 
Lord’s sayings.”13

	 If this tradition is accurate, Mark did not actually witness the events 
he included in his Gospel but rather wrote down the things he heard 
Peter teach about the Savior’s ministry. The importance, therefore, of 
Mark’s Gospel is that it may record the memories of the leader of the 
fledgling post-resurrection Church. 
	 Internal evidence strongly suggests that the Gospel of Mark was 
written for a Gentile, or non-Jewish, audience. For example, Mark 
interprets Aramaic phrases for his readers, such as “Talitha cumi” 
(Mark 5:41) and “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” (Mark 15:34). Mark 
also explains Jewish customs and ideas.14 If Mark’s audience were Jew-
ish and spoke Aramaic, there would be no need for such explanations. 
Significantly, Matthew, who was indeed writing to a Jewish audience, 
omits Mark’s explanations of these Jewish concepts in his Gospel.15
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	 Eusebius, a Christian historian from the fourth century, reported a tra-
dition that Mark wrote his Gospel in Rome.16 Internal evidence from the 
text also supports this tradition. First, Mark mentions Roman customs,17  
which Matthew omits.18 In addition, although Mark’s Gospel was com-
posed in Greek, he often employs Latin terminology.19 He twice interprets 
Greek terms with Latin explanations.20 These features seem to indicate that 
Mark wrote his Gospel to a Gentile, possibly a Roman, audience.
	 Noteworthy themes and perspectives on Christ. Overall, the Gospel of 
Mark emphasizes that even though Christ’s enemies opposed Him, His 
mortal ministry was misunderstood (even by His disciples and relatives) 
and that although He died a humiliating death upon the cross, the Sav-
ior ultimately triumphed over all things. Although a number of themes 
recur throughout this Gospel, we will mention just four prominent 
examples. A large portion of the Gospel of Mark deals with the theme 
of Jesus’s authority, as well as opposition to that authority. 
	 1. Rather than opening with a birth narrative, the Gospel of Mark 
begins with the Savior’s baptism by John the Baptist (see Mark 1:9–
10). Thus, early in his Gospel, Mark establishes the Savior’s identity by 
quoting God the Father’s divine approval: “Thou art my beloved Son, 
in whom I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11). This approval is the founda-
tion from which Mark can demonstrate Jesus’s authority over Satan and 
his forces when Jesus casts out an unclean spirit (see Mark 1:23–26), 
cures the fever of Peter’s mother-in-law (see Mark 1:30–31), and heals 
the leper (see Mark 1:40–42). As the Savior asserts His authority, He 
meets intense opposition from Satan and his forces (Mark 1:12–13), 
the scribes and Pharisees (Mark 2:16–17), and eventually the chief 
priests (Mark 14:1). Examples of this theme of opposition are repeated 
throughout Mark’s Gospel.21

	 2. The Gospel of Mark shows that misunderstanding affected Jesus 
on a deeply personal level. Although the Savior demonstrates His author-
ity to the house of Israel, they do not completely understand His identity 
(see Mark 1:27; 4:11–12; 8:27–28). Notwithstanding the Savior’s com-
mission to the Apostles to teach His message and use His authority (see 
Mark 3:14–15), His own disciples do not entirely comprehend His true 
identity, nor do they fully grasp the scope of His earthly mission (see 
Mark 4:36–41). When Jesus returns to His hometown of Nazareth, 
instead of receiving Him with open arms, the townspeople reject Him 
(see Mark 6:1–4). Perhaps most disturbing of all is that apparently mem-
bers of Jesus’s own family rejected Him (see Mark 3:21).22 The Savior, of 
course, knew that such rejection would be the reaction to His message 
and mission. Just as John was “handed over” (paradid∆mi) because of 
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his preaching, so would the Savior suffer the same fate (Mark 1:14; see 
also 14:41, where “betrayed” is also paradid∂mi). The parable of the 
sower also emphasizes the idea that most people would indeed reject the 
Savior (see Mark 4:3–8).23

	 3. The Gospel of Mark emphasizes the idea of secrecy surround-
ing the Messiah’s mission. From the inception of His ministry, Jesus 
commands those that He encounters to keep quiet about Him. For 
example, when the Savior cast out an evil spirit, He declared, “Hold 
thy peace, and come out of him” (Mark 1:25).24 After Jesus heals 
the leper, He commands, “See thou say nothing to any man” (Mark 
1:44). Mark hints that Jesus is intentionally keeping people in the dark 
about certain aspects of His mission (see Mark 4:11–12). Even when 
Peter finally declares by inspiration Jesus’s true identity as the Mes-
siah, the Savior “charged them that they should tell no man of him” 
(Mark 8:30). In addition, after the sacred experience upon the Mount 
of Transfiguration, the Savior again “charged them that they should 
tell no man what things they had seen” (Mark 9:9). Scholars since the 
early twentieth century have called this theme in Mark “the Messianic 
Secret.”25

	 Why would Jesus command others to keep quiet? One reason is 
logistical—that is, if too many people crowded around the Savior, He 
simply could not accomplish His work as effectively. When the healed 
leper was commanded to keep quiet, he disobeyed “and began to pub-
lish it much, and to blaze abroad the matter” (Mark 1:45). The result 
of this disobedience was that “Jesus could no more openly enter into 
the city, but was without in desert places: and they came to him from 
every quarter” (Mark 1:45). A more important reason for the secrecy 
is apparent, however, because neither the disciples nor Jews in general 
understood what kind of Messiah Jesus was. Rather than being a power-
ful military or political figure, Jesus was to be a suffering Messiah. When 
Jesus started to teach His disciples about His messianic mission, their 
reactions demonstrate why Jesus kept it a secret for so long. After Peter’s 
famous confession, Jesus taught, “The Son of man must suffer many 
things, and be rejected of the elders, and of the chief priests, and scribes, 
and be killed, and after three days rise again” (Mark 8:31). Peter’s reac-
tion is unexpected by modern readers: “And Peter took him, and began 
to rebuke him” (Mark 8:32). Even when Peter understood by revelation 
that Jesus was the Messiah, Peter still did not know what kind of Messiah 
Jesus was. Later, when Jesus told the disciples He would suffer and die 
(see Mark 9:31), still “they understood not that saying, and were afraid to 
ask him” (Mark 9:32).26 According to Mark, nobody fully understood the 
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mission of the Savior before the suffering of Gethsemane and the cross.
	 4. Mark’s culminating theme is the Savior’s final vindication in spite 
of opposition, misunderstanding, and suffering. Each time Jesus taught 
His disciples that He would suffer and die, He included the important 
reality that He would also rise from the dead (see Mark 8:31; 9:31; 
and 10:34). Ironically, following Mark’s narration of the Crucifixion, 
the Roman centurion gives readers a glimmer of hope by declaring, 
“Truly this man was the Son of God” (Mark 15:39). The women take 
the body of Jesus and wrap it in linen (see Mark 15:46), but when they 
return to the sepulcher after the Sabbath, they find the stone already 
rolled away and a man inside dressed in white—but they do not find 
the body of Jesus (see Mark 16:4–5). The messenger confirms that 
Jesus’s prophecy is indeed fulfilled: “He is risen; he is not here” (Mark 
16:6). The Savior of the world, who was opposed and misunderstood 
by all who knew Him and suffered and died a humiliating death, has 
triumphed over all things and has risen again!27 He appeared as a resur-
rected being to Mary Magdalene, two unnamed disciples, and finally 
to the Apostles (see Mark 16:9, 12, 14). The triumph of the Savior in 
the Gospel of Mark reaches its completion as “he was received up into 
heaven, and sat on the right hand of God” (Mark 16:19). 
	 In the early days of the New Testament church, Christian mis-
sionaries such as the Apostle Paul struggled to deal with the scandal 
caused by the Crucifixion: “But we preach Christ crucified, unto the 
Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks foolishness” (1 Corinthi-
ans 1:23). Why didn’t more people readily accept Jesus the crucified 
Messiah? Mark’s Gospel offered an explanation—from the beginning, 
people completely misunderstood the nature of the Savior’s mission. 
Mark’s Gospel also offered hope—in spite of continued misunder-
standing and opposition to the message of the Savior, Jesus Christ has 
risen from the dead and rules, vindicated, in heaven. In these respects, 
the Gospel of Mark is as relevant today as ever.

The Gospel of Matthew

	 The Gospel of Matthew was very influential among early Chris-
tians.28 Tertullian, one of the early church fathers (c. AD 155–230), 
describes Matthew as the “most faithful chronicler of the Gospel.”29 In 
this dispensation, the Prophet Joseph Smith often used the first Gospel 
in his sermons.30

	 Dating, authorship, and provenance. Because of Matthew’s depen-
dence on Mark’s Gospel, the Gospel of Matthew is normally dated after 
about AD 75.31 Most scholars date it to sometime between AD 80 and 
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95.32 In spite of the fact that modern scholars have debated the author-
ship of this Gospel, ancient Christian writers are unanimous in ascribing 
it to the tax collector named Matthew identified in Matthew 9:9.33

	 Although we may never be able to identify a specific community in 
a specific city as Matthew’s intended audience, clues from both external 
and internal evidence help us draw some broad conclusions. Although 
we do not know his source, Eusebius says, “Matthew at first preached 
to the Hebrews, and when he planned to go to others also he wrote 
his Gospel in his own native tongue for those he was leaving.”34 Inter-
nal evidence from the Gospel itself seems to confirm that the intended 
audience was Jewish.35 Unlike Mark, Matthew does not explain Jewish 
concepts for his audience, such as the washing of hands (15:2) and the 
use of phylacteries (23:5); he uses Aramaic terms such as raka (5:22) 
and korbanas (27:6, translated as “treasury”), without any explanation; 
and he prefers Jewish phrases such as “kingdom of heaven” (thirty-two 
times) instead of “kingdom of God.” In addition, Matthew begins his 
work with a genealogy that links Jesus with the royal Davidic line and 
with Abraham, the father of the covenant (see Matthew 1:1–17).
	 In the text, three characteristics of Matthew’s editorial hand sug-
gest that his audience was in tension with, or had recently split with, 
the synagogue. Matthew is the only Gospel author to include Jesus’s 
sayings where he referred to the “church” (ekklēsia; Matthew 16:18; 
18:17), and in his editorial passages, the synagogue is always referred 
to as “their” or “your” synagogue (Matthew 4:23; 9:35; 12:9; 13:54; 
23:34).36 Additionally, Matthew referred to “their scribes” (authors’ 
translation of grammateis aut∂n; Matthew 7:29), whereas Mark used 
“the scribes” (hoi grammateis; Mark 1:22). All these Matthean charac-
teristics point to an “us” and “them” situation for Matthew’s audience. 
Some scholars have argued that this situation reflects a time during the 
Jamnian period (AD 70–100) when Judaism was seeking to define itself 
after the destruction of the temple.37 Rifts within Judaism, however, 
were not exclusive to this period and may reflect an earlier period.38

	 The tension with the synagogue may account for an important 
element of Matthew’s Gospel: the tension over the role of the Gentiles 
within the Christian community. Matthew is the only Gospel author 
to mention two of Jesus’s sayings that restrict missionary work among 
the Gentiles. The first is in the apostolic commission in Matthew 10 
where Jesus specifically directs the Twelve, “Go not into the way of 
the Gentiles and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not: But go 
rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (vv. 5–6). The second 
is Jesus’s response to the Syro-Phoenician woman who pled with him 
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to heal her daughter in chapter 15. He told His disciples, “I am not 
sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (v. 24). These say-
ings, however, are offset in the Gospel with a number of places that 
emphasize the positive qualities of the Gentiles: Matthew includes four 
Gentile women in his account of Jesus’s genealogy (Thamar, Rachab, 
Ruth, and Bathsheba, or “the wife of Urias,” 1:3–6); he portrays the 
Wise Men as Gentiles who recognize and worship the Christ child 
when Herod and the chief priests and scribes do not;39 and he is the 
only Gospel writer to emphasize the great faith of two Gentiles—the 
centurion (8:10–12) and the Syro-Phoenician woman (15:28). These 
instances, along with the final commission to go and teach “all nations” 
(28:19), suggest that Matthew’s Gospel was written to encourage his 
Jewish audience to accept and embrace the Gentile mission.40 This 
reading of Matthew makes good sense of Eusebius’s statement that 
Matthew wrote his Gospel “when he planned to go to others also.”41

	 Noteworthy themes and perspectives on Christ. Matthew wrote his 
Gospel to testify that Jesus is a tangible manifestation that God has not 
abandoned His people. Matthew is the only Gospel author to provide 
an inclusio—two bookends that tie together the theme of his Gospel. At 
the beginning, he records the angel’s declaration that the Christ child 
should be called “Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us” 
(Matthew 1:23). It is through the coming of this child that God will be 
manifest among His people. The Savior’s teachings and miracles are man-
ifestations of God’s love and power. Then the Gospel’s concluding verse 
records His final words to the disciples, “I am with you alway, even unto 
the end of the world” (Matthew 28:20). Even though He was physically 
leaving them, He, as God, would continue to be with them. Everything 
within Matthew’s Gospel must be understood within this framework. We 
will briefly discuss just two aspects of Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus: His 
fulfillment of the Old Testament and His role as the Messiah.
	 1. Matthew uses a number of literary techniques to show that Jesus 
was the fulfillment of the Old Testament. For example, he goes to great 
lengths to demonstrate that Jesus fulfills Old Testament prophecy.42 
In some cases, he employs a specific quotation formula—variations 
of which were “to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet.”43 In each 
of these cases, the quotation is either inserted into Markan passages 
or is found in unique Matthean material.44 He also records numerous 
other scripture references without the quotation formula.45 During the 
description of Jesus’s arrest, Matthew specifically records Him saying, 
“But all this was done, that the scriptures of the prophets might be 
fulfilled” (Matthew 26:56; emphasis added).
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	 Matthew portrays Jesus as the new Moses. He does so in three 
ways. First, he is the only Gospel author to include the account of 
Joseph taking his family into Egypt (see Matthew 2:13–23). Second, 
he is the only author who records that Jesus, like Moses, gave a new 
law on a mountain (see Matthew 5:1). In contrast, Luke records the 
sermon that is given on a plain (Luke 6:17). Third, just as Moses wrote 
five books of the Torah, Matthew records Jesus giving five sermons: 
the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5–7), the Apostolic Commission 
(chapter 10), the Parable Discourse (chapter 13), the Community Rules 
Discourse (chapter 18), and the Olivet Discourse (chapters 24–25). It 
is evident that Matthew intended his audience to link these speeches 
together because at the end of each of the first four sermons, he writes, 
“and when Jesus had ended these sayings/parables . . .” (7:28; 11:1; 
13:53; 19:1); but at the end of the final speech, he writes, “when Jesus 
had finished all these sayings . . .” (26:1; emphasis added).46

	 In addition to these carefully developed ties with the Old Testa-
ment, Matthew makes numerous allusions to Old Testament themes 
and practices. The testing of Jesus in the wilderness after His baptism 
reminds readers of Israel’s testing in the wilderness in Deuteronomy, 
and His discussions on the Sabbath and responses to the Pharisees in 
chapter 12 are all rooted in the Old Testament. As one New Testament 
scholar notes, in all of this, “the fuller [the readers’] knowledge of the 
Old Testament, the richer will be their understanding of the signifi-
cance of Jesus as he is presented in Matthew’s pages.”47

	 Matthew also shows that Jesus is the fulfillment of the law of 
Moses—not in a way that negates or minimizes the law but in a way 
that “raises the bar.”48 Here we must be careful to differentiate between 
the law and the “fences around the law”—or the oral tradition that the 
Pharisees developed. Matthew records numerous occasions when Jesus 
denounces the oral traditions. The most scathing is found in Matthew 
23.49 But Jesus’s teachings about the law itself are very different. In the 
Sermon on the Mount, Jesus emphasizes that He expects a higher level 
of righteousness. Two verses again act as bookends. In Matthew 5:20, 
Jesus declares, “For I say unto you, That except your righteousness 
[dikaiosunē ] shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Phari-
sees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.” Then, in 
the first verse of chapter 6, we read, “Take heed that ye do not your 
righteousness [dikaiosunē ] before men, to be seen of them: otherwise 
ye have no reward of your Father which is in heaven” (authors’ transla-
tion). In between these two verses, we have the six antitheses: “Ye have 
heard . . . but I say unto you . . .” (Matthew 5:21–48). In each of these 
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antitheses, the “ye have heard” portion refers to the teachings of the 
law, whereas the “but I say unto you” portion refers to the “raising of 
the bar” that Jesus expects from His disciples. Righteousness, there-
fore, is not a product of Pharisaic legalism; rather, it is in the “weightier 
matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith” (Matthew 23:23).
	 2. Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the Messiah is complex. He uses 
titles such as “Christ,” or “anointed one,” “the Son of Man,” “King 
of the Jews [or Israel],” and “Son of God.” Each of these titles has 
powerful ties with Old Testament expectation. One title, however, 
is particularly important in the first half of his Gospel, although this 
title was not prominent in Jewish messianic expectation: Jesus is the 
“Coming One.” This title influences the way Matthew composes 
chapters 3–11. The title “Coming One” is closely tied to two impor-
tant passages dealing with John the Baptist. The first, in Matthew 3, 
describes John preaching and baptizing in the Judean wilderness. After 
some Pharisees and Sadducees request to be baptized, John condemns 
them as a “generation of vipers” because they believe that salvation is 
assured by their lineal descent from Abraham. John, however, declares 
that unless they bring forth fruits of repentance, they will be “hewn 
down, and cast into the fire” (Matthew 3:7–10). Then John declares, 
“I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but the coming one 
[ho erxomenos] [who is] after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am 
not worthy to bear: he shall baptize with the Holy Ghost, and with 
fire” (v. 11; authors’ translation). In contrast to Matthew, Mark (1:7) 
and Luke (3:16) do not use ho erxomenos in their accounts.50 Matthew 
makes no explicit mention here of the identity of the “Coming One,” 
although he implies that it refers to Jesus by following the prophecy 
with the description of Jesus’s baptism. 
	 The next reference to John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel is 
found in chapter 11. By this time, John was in prison and sent his 
disciples to Jesus to inquire if He was the Coming One (ho erxomenos) 
(v. 3). Immediately, the reader is reminded of Matthew’s account of 
John’s earlier prophecy to the Pharisees and Sadducees. Jesus did not 
answer John’s disciples directly. Instead, He told them, “Go and shew 
John again those things which ye do hear and see: The blind receive 
their sight, and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached 
to them” (verses 4–5).51 Jesus’s response is significant for a number of 
reasons. First, it portrays the “Coming One” in a different light than 
John’s expectation in Matthew 3:10 where He is an axe who will hew 
down any tree that does not bring forth good fruit. In Matthew 11, 
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however, Jesus is the “Coming One” who heals and preaches. This 
outcome was not a common messianic expectation in Jesus’s day.52

	 This portrayal of a healing and preaching Messiah influenced the 
Matthean order in chapters 5–9. Matthew identified these chapters as 
a single literary unit by using verse 23 of chapter 4 and verse 35 of 
chapter 9 as bookends. The language of both verses is almost identi-
cal. These chapters, in chiastic format, provide the evidence for Jesus 
being the expected “Coming One.” The evidence that Jesus taught 
the gospel to the poor is the Sermon on the Mount, where the open-
ing line is “Blessed are the poor” (Matthew 5:3). Prior to Matthew 
11, the opening beatitude is the only verse that uses the word “poor” 
(pt∆xoi).53 Likewise, Matthew 8–9 offers specific examples of Christ 
healing the blind, the lame, the lepers, and the deaf (see Matthew 
11:5).54 It appears that Matthew arranged the material in chapters 5–9 
to provide evidence for his readers that Jesus was indeed the “Coming 
One.”
	 Matthew, therefore, highlights the truth that God is with His peo-
ple. Jesus’s coming to earth was the fulfillment of a plan that had been 
in place from the very beginning. Israel may have rejected their God, 
but He had not rejected His people, even though the Gentiles would 
have a place in His kingdom. Instead of coming as a judge, which He 
will do at the end of time, God first sent His Son to teach and heal His 
people, both physically and spiritually.

The Gospel of Luke

	 The longest Gospel account is written by Luke. This Gospel is 
actually the first volume of a two-volume set, and the two volumes 
were meant to be read together—the Gospel of Luke and the book of 
Acts. Luke addresses both books to a person by the name of “Theophi-
lus” (Luke 1:3 and Acts 1:1). Because the name Theophilus was 
common among both Jews and Gentiles in the Greco-Roman world, 
most scholars conclude that Theophilus was a real person whom Luke 
knew personally.55 However, because the Theophilus means “friend of 
God,” we can also apply it to ourselves as we read Luke’s writings—we 
are also friends of God who are being invited to seek the truth about 
the Savior in Luke’s Gospel. 
	 Dating, authorship, and provenance. The dating of the Gospel of 
Luke, like that of Matthew, depends on the dating of the Gospel of 
Mark. If Mark wrote his Gospel sometime between AD 66 and 73 and 
if Luke used the Gospel of Mark as a source, then Luke must have writ-
ten his Gospel after AD 75. Many scholars, therefore, date the Gospel 
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of Luke to sometime between AD 80 and 90.56 Scholars do not agree 
on the place where Luke composed his Gospel, although various cities 
outside of Palestine have been proposed.57

	 Early Christian tradition preserved in the Muratorian Canon 
fragment of the second century states that Luke was a doctor and a 
missionary companion of the Apostle Paul: “This physician Luke, after 
Christ’s ascension, since Paul had taken him with him as a companion of 
his travels, composed it in his own name according to his thinking. Yet 
neither did he himself see the Lord in the flesh.”58 Because of this tradi-
tion, the Gospel writer is normally identified with Luke the physician 
who is mentioned in Paul’s letters (see Colossians 4:14; see also Phile-
mon 1:24; 2 Timothy 4:11). Like the Muratorian Canon, Luke himself 
says that he was not an eyewitness to the mortal ministry of the Savior 
(see Luke 1:1–3)59 but apparently was a disciple who converted after the 
Resurrection. A few sections in the book of Acts are narrated in the first 
person rather than the third person.60 Some scholars conclude that these 
first-person accounts are evidence that Luke was personally present dur-
ing parts of Paul’s second and third missionary journeys.61

	 The Gospel of Luke, like the Gospel of Mark, seems intended for a 
predominantly Gentile audience. Luke shows an interest in those things 
that may have been a concern in a non-Jewish culture. For example, 
whereas the genealogy of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew begins with 
Abraham, the father of the Jews, the genealogy of Jesus in the Gospel 
of Luke goes all the way back to Adam, the father of humanity. Luke’s 
contrast emphasizes that Jesus was the Savior for all the world and not 
just for literal descendants of Abraham. Luke also commonly omits ele-
ments in the Markan source that would have been of interest primarily 
to a Jewish audience, including some Jewish religious traditions as well 
as some Hebrew or Aramaic names or titles.62

	 Further evidence that Luke was writing for a Gentile audience is his 
geographical terminology and emphases. First, sometimes Luke uses the 
term “Judea”—not in the specific sense of the province south of Galilee 
and Samaria but in a generic sense of the whole of Palestine, including 
Samaria and Galilee.63 Judea was the most famous area in Palestine. 
This wording may indicate that Luke’s intended audience was not as 
familiar with the less-well-known geographical areas. In addition, Luke 
seems to emphasize the most famous city of Judaism, Jerusalem. For 
instance, both the Gospels of Matthew and of Luke include the three 
temptations of the Savior in the wilderness. But whereas Matthew con-
cludes the Savior’s triumph over the temptations on a high mountain 
in the wilderness (see Matthew 4:8–10), Luke’s account culminates 
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with the Savior at Herod’s Temple in Jerusalem (see Luke 4:9–12). 
The ending of the Gospel of Luke contains another example. Whereas 
the three other Gospels all narrate the final appearance of the Savior in 
Galilee (see Matthew 28:16; Mark 16:7; John 21:1), Luke concludes 
his Gospel in the city of Jerusalem (see Luke 24:49–53).
	 Noteworthy themes and perspectives on Christ. The Gospel of Luke 
possesses a number of striking themes. 
	 1. One of Luke’s most important motifs is that Jesus Christ is the 
universal Savior of all mankind.64 He stresses that the gospel is for every-
one, not just for the privileged of society or the literal descendants of the 
house of Israel. One of the most noteworthy examples of this theme is 
Luke’s emphasis on the importance of faithful women who played essen-
tial roles as disciples of the Savior. Comparing Matthew’s and Luke’s 
birth narratives, we can observe that Matthew emphasizes Joseph’s 
point of view (see Matthew 1:19–25). Luke’s version, however, includes 
sacred experiences from the perspective of His mother, Mary (see Luke 
1:26–38), as well as the testimonies of Elisabeth (see Luke 1:39–45) 
and Anna (see Luke 2:36–38). Luke is the only Gospel writer to men-
tion that faithful women disciples accompanied Jesus and His Apostles 
and “ministered unto him of their substance” (Luke 8:1–3). Both the 
Gospels of John and Luke contain important information about Jesus’s 
disciples Mary and Martha, but Luke is the only one who includes the 
Savior’s praise of Mary for choosing the “good part” by carefully listen-
ing to the teachings of the Master (Luke 10:42). Like the Gospel of 
Mark, the Gospel of Luke also shows that faithful women disciples were 
witnesses of the Savior’s death (Luke 23:49) and the ones who were 
entrusted to declare to the Apostles the wonderful news that He had 
risen from the dead (Luke 23:55–56; 24:1–10).65

	 In addition to the special notice paid to women, Luke empha-
sizes the universal nature of the Savior’s ministry by highlighting His 
concern for the poor and outcast. Whereas Matthew’s Sermon on 
the Mount presents Jesus’s teaching, “Blessed are the poor in spirit”  
(Matthew 5:3), Luke’s Sermon at the Plain reads, “Blessed be ye poor” 
(Luke 6:20). In another comparison, Matthew records, “Neither do 
men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and 
it giveth light unto all that are in the house” (Matthew 5:15; empha-
sis added). The statement “in the house” may be a veiled reference 
to Jewish converts, who are already literally in the house of Israel.  
In contrast, Luke contains the following: “No man, when he hath 
lighted a candle, putteth it in a secret place, neither under a bushel, 
but on a candlestick, that they which come in may see the light” (Luke 
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11:33; emphasis added). The conclusion, “they which come in,” may be 
a veiled reference to Gentile converts who, although not literal descen-
dants of Israel, “come in” to the fold by baptism.66 Whereas the other 
Gospels include the Savior’s commission of His Apostles to teach the 
gospel, only Luke also includes the commission of the Seventy to fur-
ther the work of teaching the gospel to everyone (see Luke 10:1–12).67 
This theme is continued throughout the book of Acts as the disciples 
become witnesses of the Savior “both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea, and 
in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 1:8).
	 2. Luke further emphasizes the fact that the spreading of the mes-
sage of the Savior was not left to chance but was the will of God carried 
out through the power of the Holy Spirit. Luke’s is the only Gospel 
that begins with prophecies that John the Baptist will prepare the way 
before the Messiah and that the Savior Himself would be born—all by 
the power of the Spirit (see Luke 1:15, 35). Elisabeth was filled with 
the Spirit at the salutation of Mary (see Luke 1:41). Both Zacharias and 
Simeon were filled with the Spirit when they prophesied concerning 
John and Jesus respectively (see Luke 1:67; 2:25–27). The Savior, who 
was filled with the Spirit (see Luke 3:22), came to baptize others with 
that same Spirit (see Luke 3:16). The Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness 
to triumph over Satan (see Luke 4:1). The mighty deeds of the Savior 
are continually performed by the power of the Spirit (see Luke 4:14, 18). 
Jesus powerfully proclaims that God is willing to give the Spirit to His 
children (see Luke 11:13) but also warns of the serious consequences for 
those who speak blasphemy against the Spirit (see Luke 12:10).
	 3. The Gospel of Luke places a heavy emphasis on Jerusalem and 
the temple as focal points of the Savior’s life and ministry. Luke is the 
only Gospel writer to include the important events that take place 
at the temple in Jerusalem just prior to and after the birth of John 
the Baptist and Jesus. While Zacharias was performing his priestly 
duties in the temple, the angel Gabriel appeared to him to announce 
that Zacharias and his wife would have a son in their old age (Luke 
1:5–22). After Jesus was circumcised, Jesus’s parents brought Him to 
the temple, where Simeon and Anna testified concerning the Savior 
(Luke 2:22–38). When Jesus was twelve years old, His parents brought 
Him to Jerusalem for the Passover, and in the temple, the young boy 
astonished the doctors of the law with His understanding (see Luke 
2:42–48).68 As mentioned above, whereas Matthew culminates the 
triumph of Jesus over the temptations of the devil in the wilderness 
(see Matthew 4:8–10), Luke does so at the temple in Jerusalem (see 
Luke 4:9–13). Like the other synoptic Gospels, Luke includes Jesus’s 
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admission to His disciples that He must suffer and die and rise again 
(see Luke 9:22; 9:44), but only Luke also includes the teaching that 
these things “he should accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:31). 
	 4. Although the bulk of the Savior’s ministry occurred in Gali-
lee, Luke shows how the attention of Jesus is riveted on the mission 
He must accomplish in Jerusalem. After Jesus taught His disciples 
concerning His death, “he stedfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem” 
(Luke 9:51). Luke’s narrative from chapter 9 onward concentrates 
the reader’s attention on the holy city. As Jesus continues His mis-
sion, preaching and performing miracles, Luke reminds readers that 
the Savior never lost focus as “he went through the cities and villages, 
teaching, and journeying toward Jerusalem” (Luke 13:22).69 When He 
arrives in Jerusalem, the Savior teaches the people in various ways. 
	 More than any other Gospel, Luke shows that the Savior of the 
world met His foreordained fate with dignity and bravery.70 Luke pres-
ents Jesus Christ as the Savior of the world, just as the prophet Jacob 
testified: “He cometh into the world that he may save all men if they 
will hearken to his voice; for behold, he suffereth the pains of all men, 
yea, the pains of every living creature, both men, women, and children, 
who belong to the family of Adam” (2 Nephi 9:21).

The Gospel of John

	 The Gospel of John is unique among the four Gospels. In antiq-
uity, it was the last of the Gospels to be recognized by the orthodox 
church, and scholarship once doubted its historical reliability as a pur-
veyor of Jesus’s words and deeds, preferring the synoptic Gospels.71 
In recent years, however, the scholarly pendulum has swung in favor 
of the reliability of the fourth Gospel. Archaeology has found and has 
excavated the pool of Bethesda with its five porches (see John 5:1–2).72 
The Dead Sea Scrolls show that John’s use of dualism between light 
and darkness (see John 1:5; 3:19; 12:35–36), which some scholars 
attributed to second-century philosophy, is at home in the Palestinian 
milieu of the first century.73 In addition, John’s knowledge of Samari-
tan beliefs, of worship on Mount Gerizim, and of the site of Jacob’s 
well are all accurate.
	 Dating, authorship, and provenance. In its present form, John’s Gos-
pel probably dates from AD 90 to 110. The terminus ad quem (the latest 
possible date) can be fairly accurately calculated because of the discovery 
of a small piece of papyrus containing parts of John 18:31–33, 37–38. 
This papyrus, known as p52, was discovered in Egypt in 1935 and dates 
to circa AD 125.74 It is the earliest New Testament manuscript fragment 
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discovered thus far. Scholars believe that p52 is a copy rather than the 
original document. Therefore, they have arrived at the terminus ad quem 
by factoring in time for the original document to have been copied and 
taken to Egypt. However, we should note that the Gospel of John also 
contains material that dates to a much earlier period.
	 The fourth Gospel received its name because the majority, but not 
all, of the early Christian witnesses understood the author to be the 
unnamed disciple who leaned upon the Savior’s breast during the Last 
Supper (see John 13:23). The Gospel itself makes this claim in John 
21:20–24. The early Christians identified that disciple as the Apostle 
John.75 Modern readers, however, should realize that John’s Gospel, 
like the synoptic Gospels, shows that others also took part in shaping 
our present version. For example, John the Baptist, rather than John the 
Apostle, seems to have been responsible for much of the material con-
tained in John 1. Verse 19 states that what follows in verses 20–34 is the 
record of John, and the context clearly identifies John as the Baptist, not 
the Apostle. In addition, Doctrine and Covenants 93 strongly suggests 
that the prologue (see John 1:1–18) also belongs to John the Baptist (vv. 
6–18).76 It is not unusual that the Apostle included the account of John 
the Baptist given that he was first a disciple of the Baptist’s.
	 Others may possibly have had a hand in the final form of the Gospel as 
it has come down to us in the New Testament. For example, John 21:24 
reads, “This is the disciple which testifieth of these things, and wrote these 
things: and we know that his testimony is true” (emphasis added).77

	 Noteworthy themes and perspectives on Christ. In antiquity, Clem-
ent of Alexandria wrote that John, “aware that the external details had 
been recorded in the Gospels, was urged by his disciples, and divinely 
moved by the Spirit, to compose a spiritual Gospel.”78 Scholars like-
wise acknowledge that Gospel of John has a “high Christology,” a 
term indicating that the divine element of Jesus is emphasized. We see 
Jesus making frequent, specific declarations of His divine nature and 
messianic responsibilities. The brevity of this article does not allow a 
discussion of all the noteworthy themes in the fourth Gospel, so we 
have highlighted just four. 
	 1. Unlike the synoptic Gospels, John includes a prologue with an 
account of Jesus in the premortal existence (see John 1:1–14). In the 
premortal existence, Jesus was the logos, the Word of God. As such, 
he was with God and, in fact, was God (1:1; see also Abraham 3:24); 
He was the creator of the world and the source of life and light for 
mankind (John 1:4). Why does John use the metaphor of the “Word” 
to introduce his Gospel? Doctrine and Covenants 93:8 defines the 
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Word as “the messenger of salvation.” In John’s Gospel, however, the 
emphasis of how Jesus brings salvation is different from the synoptic 
Gospels. For example, John does not include a description of the sacra-
ment. His sacramental teachings come in the Bread of Life discourse 
in chapter 6. Neither does John give a description of the Gethsemane 
experience. Rather, he includes a description of Jesus’s washing of the 
Twelve’s feet (John 13; cf. D&C 88:137–141) as the symbol of His 
sacrifice on our behalf. 
	 The point of the prologue is that the logos was made flesh; He 
condescended to come to earth.79 Although He is the one who comes 
“from above” and does not belong to this world (see John 3:31; 8:23), 
His ministry on earth is to help those who belong to this world to raise 
their sights and see as He sees. Throughout John’s Gospel, therefore, 
we find Jesus in numerous conversations with those who belong to this 
world: His mother (see John 2:1–4), Nicodemus (see John 3:1–13), 
the Samaritan woman (see John 4:7–25), and the Pharisees (see John 
8:12–59). In each case, He uses the conversation to help His earthly dia-
logue partners raise their sights to recognize who He is and also to help 
them come to know the Father. When He speaks, He reveals the words 
of God (John 8:40; 14:10, 24); when He acts, He performs the will of 
God (see John 4:34; 5:30; 6:38). Thus, as Doctrine and Covenants 93 
notes, He becomes the messenger of salvation because He reveals the 
Father to us (see D&C 93:8, 19). “And this is the will of him that sent 
me, that every one which seeth the Son, and believeth on him, may have 
everlasting life: and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:40). 
	 2. A second theme introduced in the prologue is the contrast 
between light and darkness, appearing first in John 1:4–5. “In him [the 
Word] was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth 
in the darkness; and the darkness comprehendeth it not.” We have 
already noted that the dualism between light and darkness is important 
for John’s Gospel. Jesus is the source of all light, and because light is 
essential for life to exist, He is also the source of all life. Darkness, by 
definition, is the absence of light, so if Christ is represented by the 
metaphor of light, Satan is represented by the metaphor of darkness. 
Therefore, when John records that Nicodemus came to Jesus “by 
night,” he is making a statement about Nicodemus (see John 3:2; 
7:50)—one that Jesus calls attention to in John 3:19, “And this is the 
condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved dark-
ness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” Therefore, we 
should not be surprised when John emphasizes that when Judas left to 
betray Jesus, “it was night” (John 19:39).
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	 In contrast to the darkness, the Gospel of John records poignant 
statements about light. At the Feast of Tabernacles, Jesus publicly 
declared, “I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not 
walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life” (John 8:12). Later, He 
taught the people, “Yet a little while is the light with you. Walk while 
ye have the light, lest darkness come upon you: for he that walketh in 
darkness knoweth not whither he goeth. While ye have light, believe 
in the light, that ye may be the children of light. . . . I am come a light 
into the world, that whosoever believeth on me should not abide in 
darkness” (John 12:35–36, 46).
	 3. A third theme introduced in the prologue builds on conflict 
between light and darkness. This theme is not readily apparent in the 
King James Translation of John 1:5. The word translated into English 
as “comprehendeth” is the third singular aorist active indicative verb: 
katalamban∆. In its most basic sense, it means to “overcome” or to 
“seize.” If verse 5 is read with this translation, it describes the conflict 
between light and darkness before the world began: “And the light 
shineth in darkness; and the darkness did not overcome it [that is, the 
Light].” Thus, John begins his Gospel with a description of the War in 
Heaven. One of his major emphases here and in the book of Revela-
tion is that although Satan has power to wage war with the Light in 
the premortal life and here on earth, he could not overcome it there, 
and neither will he be able to do so in mortality.
	 4. The fourth theme we will mention is Jesus’s declaration that 
He is the “I AM.” The most significant declaration is in John 8, where 
Jesus has been in conversation with the Jews over the issue of the seed 
of Abraham. The Jews claimed Abraham for their father, but Jesus 
denied their claim: “If ye were Abraham’s children, ye would do the 
works of Abraham. But now ye seek to kill me, a man that hath told 
you the truth, which I have heard of God: this did not Abraham”  
(vv. 39–40). Rather, He continues, “Ye are of your father the devil, 
and the lusts of your father ye will do. He was a murderer from the 
beginning and abode not in truth because there was no truth in him” 
(v. 44). In contrast, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and 
he saw it, and was glad” (v. 56). 
	 This conversation is another example where the one from above 
has a conversation with earthly dialogue partners who have a very 
limited perspective. When the Jews challenged Jesus by saying, “Thou 
art not fifty years old, and hast thou seen Abraham?” Jesus responds 
with the famous statement, “Before Abraham was, I am [eg∆ eimi]”  
(vv. 57–58). Jesus claims that He was the Jehovah of the Old Testa-
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ment (see Exodus 3:11–14). This time it is clear that His dialogue 
partners understood exactly what He was saying because “then took 
they up stones to cast at him.” Declaring Himself to be Jehovah was 
tantamount to blasphemy in their eyes, and they responded accord-
ingly. The only other time they try to stone Him in John’s Gospel is 
when He declares, “I and my Father are one” (John 10:30–31).
	 In John’s Gospel, however, are found several other places where 
Jesus identifies Himself as the I AM. Some of the sayings, like 8:58, 
use eg∆ eimi in an independent sense without a predicate but are not 
translated as such in the King James Version. For example, when Jesus 
converses with the Samaritan woman at the well, she declares, “I know 
that Messias comes, which is called Christ: when he is come, he will 
tell us all things” (John 4:25). The King James Version translates His 
response as, “I that speak unto thee am he” (John 4:26). This trans-
lation, however, does not do justice to the eg∆ eimi. A more literal 
translation is, “I am, the one who speaks to you.” Likewise, when 
Jesus walked on the water toward His disciples, He says, “It is I; be not 
afraid.” But the literal translation is, “I am; be not afraid” (John 6:20). 
In a number of other sayings, eg∆ eimi is used with a predicate. Scholars 
have long suggested that in these, Jesus uses eg∆ eimi to make a state-
ment of His divinity. Thus, Jesus declares eg∆ eimi “the Bread of Life” 
(6:35), “the light of the world” (8:12; 9:5), “the door” (10:7, 9), “the 
good shepherd” (10:11), “the resurrection and the life” (11:25), “the 
way and the truth and the life” (14:5), and “the true vine” (15:1).
	 The Gospel of John is very different from the synoptic Gospels, 
but it provides a powerful witness of the identity and ministry of 
Jesus Christ. The prologue provides the platform from which John 
builds his testimony of the Savior. In addition, we have seen how the 
numerous “I AM” references bear frequent testimony that Jesus is the 
Jehovah of the Old Testament. There is no messianic secret in John’s 
Gospel. Rather, it was written that all of us “might believe that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing [we] might have life 
through his name” (John 20:31).

Conclusion

	 Students and teachers have much to gain by considering how each 
Gospel highlights individual aspects of the Savior’s ministry and paints 
an individual portrait of the Savior. When the authors sat down to 
compose their texts, they fully intended that each would be read as a 
complete and independent document, not just one part of an amalga-
mation of Jesus’s life. Although the creation of a harmony of Jesus’s life 
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is a useful aid, it has significant limitations. Concerning this, Richard 
Neitzel Holzapfel made the following analogy:

If we had four mosaics giving different representations of the same 
scene, it would not occur to us to say, “These mosaics are so beautiful 
that I do not want to lose any of them; I shall demolish them and use 
the enormous pile of stones to make a single mosaic that combines all 
four of them.” Trying to combine the pieces would be an outrageous 
affront to the artists. Because the four Gospels are different from each 
other, we must study each one for itself, without demolishing it and 
using the debris to reconstruct a life of Jesus by making the four Gos-
pels into one Gospel.80

	 We cannot, given the limitation of space, describe in detail all the 
nuances of each Gospel writer’s testimony of Christ. Rather, we have 
endeavored to focus a spotlight on a few of the individual contributions 
of each of the Gospels, hoping that readers will have the desire to add 
an additional dimension to their study of Christ in the New Testament. 
We submit that, even in classes that use a harmony approach, an under-
standing of the distinctive testimonies of the four Gospel authors will 
reward both the teacher and the students.
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