
5. Unto Us a Child is Born 
 
The main sources for what we know about the life and times of Jesus of Nazareth 
come from the four Gospels in the New Testament (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John).  
In modern times a fifth Gospel sometimes gets inserted which is known as the Gospel 
of Thomas.  However, this Gospel was never adapted by the Church and does not 
have a narrative structure like the other four and for our purposes we will ignore this 
and so back to the four Gospels that everyone knows.  Three of these Gospels 

(Matthew, Mark and Luke) are known as the synoptic Gospels because they follow roughly the same 
narrative path.  The theory most in vogue these days is that Mark was written first with Matthew and 
Luke coming later but sort of cribbing information from Mark while adding things from something 
called Q.  The theory is that there was this other source known as Q (which stands for Quelle which is 
the German word for source, not the guy who comes up with cool inventions in the James Bond 
movies).  This Q supposedly contains sayings of Jesus, however the existence of it is all speculation as no 
one has ever found a copy of Q.  The Gospel of John is thought to have been written after these three 
Synoptic Gospels, with some speculating that John was meant to be something of an addendum to the 
synoptic Gospel.  It should also be noted before we proceed that most scholarship surrounding the 
origins and authorship of the Gospels and the rest of the New Testament is largely speculative.  That is 
there is not a document which has been found that says Mark came first and was followed by Matthew 
and Luke.  This is not to say that these theories are not built on some evidence, but rather that they are 
built on clues that are open to interpretation.  The other thing that should be noted is that the Gospels 
for the most part concern themselves with the roughly three years of Jesus’ earthly ministry.  Two 
(Matthew and Luke) have a birth narrative and a bit about Jesus growing up, but the lion’s share is 
devoted to these three years.  Mark does not have an infancy narrative and John starts with the 
beginning of the cosmos but then very quickly gets to Jesus.   
 
The other thing to consider when thinking about the life and times of Jesus is the geographic scope of 
the narrative found in the Gospels.  In Matthew’s Gospel we hear that Jesus, Mary and Joseph flee to 
Egypt because Herod was going to try and kill all of the newborn children in the Bethlehem area.  But 
the actual ministry of Jesus took place in a very small area, roughly 2,000 square miles.  This may 
sound like a lot but it is smaller than Metropolitan Chicago and about the same size as Delaware.  The 
only city of any importance that Jesus spent time in was Jerusalem and even then it probably only had a 
population of around 100,000, although estimates vary widely.  This is roughly the population 
Davenport, Iowa.  I say all of this to point out that the world Jesus inhabited was relatively small and 
fairly sparsely populated.  Furthermore, Jesus came from Nazareth, which was even something of a 
backwater by the standards of the day.  In the Gospel of John we hear the (future) disciple Nathanael 
ask, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”   
 
In the synoptic Gospels as well as John the beginning of the ministry of Jesus is all prefaced by the 
appearance of John the Baptist preparing the way for what is to come. However, the temptation in the 
wilderness, which also happens early on only occurs in the synoptic Gospels.  All of the Gospels locate 
the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in the north of this relatively small geographic area that we discussed, 
not far from the Sea of Galilee.  In Matthew’s Gospel we hear, “He left Nazareth and made his home 
in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali… Jesus began to proclaim, ‘Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’”  In Mark’s Gospel it is fairly similar and we hear, “Now 
after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The 
time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’”  In 
Luke he states, “Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about 
him spread through all the surrounding country. He began to teach in their synagogues and was 
praised by everyone.”  John, as might be expected takes a different tack as to what constitutes the 
beginning of Jesus’ ministry.  It is still around the Sea of Galilee, but he is in the town of Cana 



attending a wedding feast.  Mary approaches him because they have run out of wine and after 
protesting that his time has not yet come he changes the water into wine.  John summarizes this by 
saying, “Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples 
believed in him.”  And just as a quick note, John terms the miracles of Jesus as signs, as in they are the 
things that reveal who he is.   
 
Now, depending on which Gospel you are using what happens next varies, but the basics are similar – 
Jesus goes out teaching, preaching and performing miracles (or signs if you want to be all Johannine 
about it).  After the passages about the beginning of the ministry Jesus calls the disciples, of which there 
are twelve, except in John where it appears to be a bit more fluid and inclusive.  We hear this fluidity in 
verses Like John 4:1 which states, “Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples than John.”  But 
whatever the number of disciples what follows has a somewhat similar pattern.  That is there is much 
overlap in the synoptic Gospels and much unique material in John, but it must be emphasized that the 
overall sweep of the story is the same. – i.e. ministry, miracles, betrayal, crucifixion and resurrection.  
There are obviously things that appear in all four Gospels, like the cleansing of the Temple even 
though this story occurs at the beginning of John’s Gospel while it appears near the end of all the other 
Gospels.  Many of the miracles only occur in the three synoptic Gospel like the healing of Peter’s 
Mother in Law and the cleansing of the Leper, while the healing of the paralytic and the Centurion of 
Capernaum appear in all four.  The Sermon on the Mount only takes place in Matthew while a sort of 
abbreviated version of it takes place in Luke but is called the Sermon on the Plain and some bits and 
pieces of the admonishments contained therein make there way into Mark.  The Lord’s Prayer is in the 
synoptic Gospels (but in slightly different forms) but does not occur in John.   
 
When we get to the end of Jesus’ ministry and the Crucifixion and Resurrection all of the Gospels tend 
to tell roughly the same story.  The only major difference is that John has Jesus talk a lot more before 
his arrest.  All of the Gospels have the triumphant entry, the arrest, Peter’s denial, the trial before Pilate 
and the bit about Barabbas being released instead of Jesus.  The specific details come in different 
Gospel accounts.  For example, Jesus only appears before Herod in Luke, only John records the 
piercing of Jesus’ side and only Matthew gives the detail of a Guard being placed at the tomb after 
Jesus has been buried.  All four Gospels record Jesus appearing to the women after his resurrection, but 
only Matthew records the words of the Great Commission – “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”   
 
Some of these differences have led people to doubt the validity of the Gospel account, but such a game 
of gotcha seems to be not terribly interesting.  For it to work we must believe that those who brought 
the scriptures together were unaware of the differences and had to wait until we modern folk figured it 
all out.  What is most likely is that just like humans people remembered things a bit differently, but the 
overall message stays the same.  For example, there is not a Gospel account where Jesus skips out on 
the crucifixion and moves to Barbados.  In all four Jesus is the Son of God who is crucified, dies and 
rises again.  In all he performs miracles and urges people to repent and return to God.   
 
Questions 
1.  Do you think Biblical scholarship is necessary or is just the result of a bunch of people with PhD’s 
needing something to do? 
2.  Why do you think the different Gospel writers decided to focus on different things? 
3.  Why do you think God chose to come to such a relatively small area in a somewhat unimportant 
area of the world? 
4.  Do you prefer to think of Jesus performing miracles or signs?  Is there a difference? 
5.  Have you ever had an experience where you remembered something differently than someone else?  
How significant were the differences?   


