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Aims and Content of the Module
This term’s work is designed to provide a thorough introduction to the New Testament,
to enable candidates to work with New Testament texts in a critical way and to interpret
them for today.  The Seminar Day investigates the world of the New Testament and
introduces candidates to a critical study of the texts.  The following eight sessions of the
Course introduce candidates to the Pauline Epistles and to the Gospels.  In particular,
candidates are required to undertake a detailed study of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians,
Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, the Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of John.

Module Aims:
● To provide students with a thorough introduction to the New Testament
● To enable candidates to work with New Testament texts in a critical way
● To enable students to explore the theology of the New Testament
● To enable students to interpret the New Testament text for today’s world
● To enable students to explore New Testament texts from the perspective of their

context and ministry.

Intended Learning Outcomes:
On successful completion of the module, students will be able to:
1. demonstrate a knowledge of the New Testament as sacred text
2. identify the issues raised by scholarly study of the New Testament literature
3. outline the main characteristics of the gospels and epistles
4. demonstrate knowledge of the theological themes of the New Testament
5. reflect on New Testament writings as a spiritual resource for understanding their
 Christian context and  ministry.
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The course works with the insights that are gained from a variety of critical approaches,
but this term is designed to enable candidates to work particularly with key New
Testament texts as literary compositions, as ‘stories’ with characters who interact with
each other in key contexts to create a plot which engages the reader.

Each week candidates are therefore required to:
 i) read the texts through out loud.  This can generate a more holistic

understanding of the work, help candidates to hear the unique voice of each
author and appreciate the work’s overall structure and rhetorical impact.

 ii) investigate the genre, context, intention and narrative strategies of the text.

This approach leads in turn to an investigation of the key theological themes of each
work.  In particular this centres on the author’s understanding of God, the person and
work of Christ, and the life and mission of the Christian Community.  This leads
candidates to address questions of how this theological thinking may support or
challenge (i) their discipleship and ministry as individuals and (ii) the life and mission of
the church today.

Because this approach may be new to candidates, it is supported by worked examples in
the supporting literature identified in each session.  In particular an exploration of Mark
as story is clearly referenced in WR Telford’s book  ‘Mark’ and John as story is
referenced in MW Stibbe’s book ‘John’s Gospel’.  Examples of this are provided in the
reading block.

Content
Each session has an introduction that outlines key areas of study and directs candidates
to further reading in the reading block.  Candidates are required to prepare for each
session by undertaking this reading and by writing a series of notes as instructed in each
session.

In every session candidates are required to reflect on how their critical study of each text
has impacted upon their current understanding.  This process of theological reflection
helps candidates to interpret the New Testament texts for the life and work of the church
today and is of key importance to their ongoing discipleship and ministry

Bibliography
The bibliography is designed for those students who would like to read widely around
the subject.  A reading block is provided for essential reading but further reading is
always beneficial.  The bibliography is divided into four sections.  Section 1 is entitled
‘Introducing the New Testament’ and includes books that will support the study of the
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New Testament as a whole.  Section 2 is entitled ‘Bible Commentaries’ and contains
those general commentaries that will be helpful in interpreting the texts.  Section 3 is
entitled ‘The Pauline Epistles’ and contains those books that could further resource
Sessions 1, 2 and 3.  Section 4 is entitled ‘The Gospels’ and contains those books
that could further resource Sessions 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8.

Assignments
The assignments at the end of this handbook contain three elements.  There will be
an essay on the Gospel of Mark or John,  an exegesis (critical interpretation) of a
New Testament text and a piece of reflective writing relevant to your study pathway.

Worship and Prayer
Please surround each session with worship and prayer.  Provision is made for wor-
ship at the beginning of each session and for prayer at the end.  Please be imagina-
tive and creative.
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All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training
in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to
God may be proficient, equipped for every good
work  (2 Timothy 3:16-17).

Before the first session.

1. Study the introduction to the Seminar Day

Seminar Day:
Introducing the New Testament
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Jew and Greek Together
When Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome about the universal scope of the
Christian message, he told them that the gospel was ‘the power of God for salvation
to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek’ (Rom 1:16).  In the
world of the New Testament, this distinction between Jew and Greek (‘Greek’ used
here as an equivalent for ‘Gentile’) was the most significant division between
people.  And this division was not just ethnic, it was religious and cultural, and had
deep historical roots.
Therefore, if we are to understand the New Testament, and appreciate why Paul
expressed wonder that the gospel brought Jew and Gentile together, then we need to
know something of both the Jewish and Gentile worlds of the first century.
The Jewish World
The Jewish homeland in Jesus’ day was, of course, Palestine. This homeland was
divided into different districts, each with its own character.  The heart of the Jewish
world was Judaea, the area around Jerusalem, including the hill country (Lk 1:39)
and stretching from the Mediterranean on the west to the Jordan and the Dead Sea
on the east.  Judaea contained the major concentration of Jews ‘zealous for the Law’
(Acts 21:20, see Rom 15:31).  Indeed, the English word ‘Jew’ is derived from the
Greek ioudaios, which means ‘inhabitant of Judaea’.

North of Judaea lay Samaria. Its inhabitants had developed beliefs and practices
which diverged from the Judaism of Judaea in several respects. In consequence,
Jews and Samaritans kept themselves separate as far as possible (Lk 9.52-3, Jn 4.9),
although they could co-operate when it was in their common interest.

North again lay Galilee. This region was administratively separate from Judaea.
Herod the Great’s son Herod Antipas inherited Galilee in 4BC and ruled the region,
under Roman overlordship, until his death in 39AD - in other words throughout
Jesus’ public ministry. Galilee seems to have been a relatively prosperous area,
whose population had grown in the century or so before the birth of Christ. The
Jewish population of Galilee largely lived in agricultural and fishing villages,
though there were also some Galilean towns with Gentile populations, notably
Sepphoris and Tiberias.

Not all Jews lived in Judaea or Galilee. By the New Testament period Jews had
been scattered by war or had moved for trading purposes around the Mediterranean
and further afield. The list of the home countries of the Jews in Jerusalem at
Pentecost (Acts 2:9-11) gives an idea of how far this scattering extended. Most
cities of any size in the Eastern Mediterranean had a Jewish population within them.
The community of Jews beyond Palestine is known as the ‘dispersion’ and
sometimes by the Greek word for dispersion, ‘diaspora’ (Jn 7:35).

Introduction
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The remarkable thing about the Jewish diaspora was the way in which Jews in these
scattered communities kept their identity and retained a sense of connection with
Judaea (see Acts 28:21). This was possible because of the distinctive observances
and institutions which Judaism had developed (see below).

Jews in the Hellenistic World
The reason why St Paul was able to use the word ‘Greek’ as a general description
for all Gentiles was largely due to the empire that had been built by Alexander of
Macedon (‘the Great’, 356-323 BC). Alexander’s military campaigns between 334
and 331 overthrew the Persian Empire, and in 325 his armies reached as far as the
River Indus. By the time of his death in 323, Alexander had founded dozens of
cities throughout his vast empire, and these cities became centres of Greek language
and culture.
Alexander’s empire split after his death into competing monarchies, but Greek
language and culture endured, forming the common heritage of peoples around the
Eastern Mediterranean.  This common Greek culture of the post-Alexander period is
known as ‘Hellenistic’ (‘Greekified’) culture. Because most of the Gentiles they
dealt with were Greek speakers, the Jews came to use the word ‘Greek’ for all
Gentiles.

The Jews stood out in this Hellenistic culture because they did not assimilate into it
- or at least to a lesser extent than other peoples. Their Greek rulers for the most part
tolerated this Jewish separateness, or did little more than offer positive inducements
to adopt a Hellenistic way of life. But one ruler tried to do more than this: in 167BC
Antiochus Epiphanes, ruler of Syria, sent an army into Judaea to defile the Temple,
to destroy copies of the Law, and to compel the Jews to offer sacrifices of pigs and
other unclean animals.

It was an attempt to bring the Jews into line with other peoples of the Hellenistic
world, but it failed. Antiochus’ action provoked a rebellion, the rising of the
Maccabees. Against expectation, the Maccabees succeeded in repulsing Antiochus’
armies, and in 164BC the Jews were able to re-consecrate the desecrated temple.

The Arrival of the Romans
Following the Maccabean success Judaea was able to establish a degree of
independence, and for eighty years was ruled by a succession of priest-kings, the
Hasmoneans, descended from the family of Judas the Maccabee who had initiated
the rebellion. But the Jews were not united in support for these Hasmonean rulers,
and the ruling elite of Judaea was itself divided into factions, often squabbling for
power.  It was such factional fighting which opened the door for the Romans to
enter Judaea. In 63BC one faction invited the Roman general Pompey to come to
Jerusalem to help them. This he did, finding the city gates opened by his supporters,
but the Temple was occupied by his opponents, who held out for three months
before being overcome. Pompey initially shocked the Jews by entering the Holy of
Holies – and surprised Romans by revealing that it was empty – but had the good
sense to order that it be re-consecrated afterwards.
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Herod the Great
Judaea was brought into the Roman orbit at a turbulent time: civil war shook
Rome’s dominions in the middle years of the first century BC. But order was
restored after the victory of Octavian at Actium in 31BC. The Senate awarded him
the name Augustus (‘the exalted one’), and the title ‘leading citizen’ (princeps),
effectively recognising him as the first Emperor of Rome.

One of Augustus’ most useful supporters was a half-Jewish warlord from Idumaea –
Herod (‘the Great’). As a reward, Augustus made Herod the vassal king of Judaea
in 37BC. Herod was able to add further territories to his domain: Samaria, Galilee
and lands across the Jordan. Augustus gave him permission to levy taxes and a wide
freedom to govern his lands as he saw fit.

Herod the Great’s rule (37-4BC) had two faces. One face was its outward success:
he began, for instance, an ambitious rebuilding of the Temple (Jn 2:20) which was
only completed in 64AD. He constructed several palaces and fortresses, and even a
new port at Caesarea. The other face was darker. He was ruthless towards his
enemies, even those among his own family. Great public works called for high
taxes, and these were resented. The levying of taxes was delegated to tax-farmers,
who could profit from their work. A small elite grew richer, but for many ordinary
Jews Herod’s rule was burdensome.

The Jewish People in the First Century AD
On Herod’s death in 4BC his son Archelaus inherited Judaea, but Archelaus ruled
poorly and was deposed by the Romans in 6AD. His place was taken by a Roman
prefect or procurator. Although the removal of Archelaus solved an immediate
problem, it also brought Romans and Judaeans into direct contact, and so created
possibilities for conflict in the future.

In Judaea, people found themselves paying new taxes to the Romans. They had paid
a tax on agricultural produce since Roman annexation in 63BC, but after the
Romans took direct control Judeans were also obliged to pay a poll tax which was
profoundly unpopular (Mk 12:13-17). The greed and corruption of the Roman
procurators added to the difficulties experienced by the inhabitants and fed a
growing resentment towards the Romans.

There is some evidence that economic conditions in Judaea and in Galilee were
favourable to the creation of large landholdings.  However, many small farmers
were forced to sell their possessions to cover their debts, eventually obliging them
to sell their land and reducing them to the status of day labourers, if not to outright
slavery.  It is an economic picture reflected in several of Jesus’ parables (Matt 18:
23-35, 20:1-16)

The discontent came to a head in 66AD, when the Jews of Judaea and Galilee rose
up in rebellion against Rome. The immediate causes were an apparently minor
dispute over land near a synagogue in Caesarea, and the blundering actions of the
procurator Gessius Florus. But these were merely the sparks which lit the tinder of
Jewish resentment and hostility.
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The War began successfully for the Jews, but once the Romans were able to bring
the full force of their military power to bear in Galilee and Judaea, the Jewish forces
were unable to resist.  In 70AD Jerusalem fell, and both the city and the Temple
were sacked. Some fortresses held out for a while. The last, Masada, fell only in the
Spring of 74AD. The destruction of Jerusalem in 70AD is usually taken to be a
major turning-point in the social and religious life of Judaism.

Diversity in Judaism
After the defeat of the Jews in the war of 66 to 70, Judaism underwent some radical
changes. Leadership fell to the scholars and interpreters of the Law, the Rabbis. The
form of the religion which emerged is often called Rabbinic Judaism. However,
modern scholarship has come to believe that Judaism before 70AD looked rather
different and was more diverse than the Rabbinic Judaism which developed after
that date.

The New Testament gives us some information about two significant groupings, the
Pharisees and the Sadducees. Luke distinguishes them by their beliefs: Pharisees
accepted the existence of angelic beings and the prospect of resurrection after death,
while the Sadducees rejected both of these (Acts 23:8). The Jewish historian
Josephus mentions these groups, but distinguishes them by pointing out the
Pharisees’ concern with Torah interpretation, and by observing that the Pharisees
believed in an overruling providence or fate, while the Sadducees emphasised
human free will. It is likely that the two groups were distinguished socially, too,
with the Pharisees being drawn from the ranks of the small farmers, craftsmen and
merchants. The Sadducees represented the ruling families of Jerusalem.
Josephus also informs us about a third group, whom he calls Essenes, and who, he
says, lived a very strict life which included communal living and sharing of
possessions. Many scholars believe that the documents found in the caves of the
Dead Sea near Qumran since 1947 came from such an Essene community, though
this is not proven. These documents, the famous ‘Dead Sea Scrolls’ certainly reveal
the outlook of a group of Jews who were neither Pharisees nor Sadducees.

The Law and Purity
In their struggle against the cultural influence of Hellensim and the political
pressures of Roman rule, the Law was of primary importance to the Jews. It was the
central expression of God’s will, and faithful following of the Law would ensure the
‘holiness’ of the people - that is, their being marked out and set apart for God.  The
devout Jew of the New Testament period saw the world as divided into ‘clean’ and
‘unclean’, ‘holy’ and ‘common’. Because the ‘unclean’ could contaminate the
‘clean’ and the ‘common’ defile the ‘holy’, it was vital to maintain the boundaries
between these fundamental categories. Certain foods (such as meat with blood still
in it, Lev 17:10-13) were unclean, and certain activities, such as work on the
Sabbath, could contaminate ‘holy’ time or space. People who broke these
boundaries were themselves unclean - Gentiles of course, but also Jews careless of
the commandments.
The Temple was the physical embodiment of holiness, and Gentiles were warned
not to profane it by their presence. Even the non-violent entry of Gentiles called for
swift remedial action (Acts 21:26-30), so the violation of the Temple’s holiness by
the Roman army in 70AD was the most profound blow imaginable to the system of
purity.
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The Pharisees seem to have been particularly zealous about maintaining these
boundaries of purity, on which also the distinctive identity of Judaism depended.
They looked to the Law, not just for the explicit rules contained there, but also for
principles which could be extended to cover new cases. The regulations with which
devout Jews structured their lives were not arbitrary - they were intended to
maintain the ordered pattern of purity and holiness. Nor were they intended to be a
legalistic burden - they were meant to make the Law comprehensible in everyday
life.  As these rulings were passed down from one teacher to another, certain
‘traditions’ grew up which governed how one maintained purity. Paul tells us that
he was zealous, in his younger days, to maintain these traditions (Gal 1:14). In the
gospels, Jesus is depicted arguing with the Pharisees about the ‘tradition of the
elders’ to do with defilement (Mk 7:1-23). Many followers of Jesus did not mark
‘purity’ or holiness in the same way as the Judaism out of which they had come,
and this was something which conservative Jewish Christians, as well as non-
Christian Jews, found hard to accept (Gal 2:11-14; Acts 20:20-21; Rom 15:30-31).

Hellenism and Local Cultures
The Jews were not the only people to be engulfed by Hellenistic culture and then
absorbed by Roman rule. The Eastern Mediterranean into which the Christian
gospel spread was a patchwork of local cultures, each with its own characteristics,
overlaid by a Greek and Roman cultural and political superstructure.  Different
languages were still spoken throughout the region. Greek was the language of
exchange, but not everyone could speak it (Acts 14:11; 21:37-38). Although the
New Testament was written in Greek, which facilitated its use especially in the
cities of the Eastern Mediterranean, it was very soon translated into some of the
more significant of these other languages: Syriac (for the people of Syria), Latin
(for the Western part of the Empire, including North Africa), and various dialects of
Coptic (for Egypt).

City and Country
Alexander’s establishment of Greek cities has been noted above. The distinction
between city and country remained significant in the first century. A Greek city was
an economic centre, the focus of political administration, a cultural centre, and also
the focus of religious cults.

Hellenistic Greek cities varied in size from relatively small towns to great
metropolitan centres such as Syrian Antioch whose population was around 300,000.
A typical city would contain a gymnasium – not only a centre for athletic and other
training, but a major social focus - a market place (agora) and temples, perhaps
including a particularly imposing one to a local deity, such as the temple of
Artemis/Diana at Ephesus (Acts 19:27). Its other public buildings would have
included a theatre which served as a convenient place for public assembly (Acts
19:29).

Even under Roman rule cities retained a measure of independence in managing their
own affairs. Philippi, for instance, had special status as a Roman colony, regarded
as an outpost of Italy and governed by two ‘praetors’ (‘magistrates’ NRSV, Acts
16:20). Wherever the early Christians went, they found cities, each with its own
character and institutions.
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The countryside was less politically significant. Rural settlements did not
participate in the power structure of the Empire, which was built around the cities.
Paul contrasts the city, not with the countryside, but with the ‘wilderness’ (2 Cor
11:26) - the countryside disappears from view. The countryside was the location for
the villas of the wealthy such as the ‘leading man’ of Malta, who received Paul and
his companions on his estate (Acts 28:7), but otherwise was of little political
significance.  It is noticeable that virtually all the Christian activity we know from
the New Testament was focused in, or even confined to, the cities.  In contrast to
the ministry of Jesus in Galilee (Mk1:45), early Christianity was an urban
phenomenon.

Communication
The cities of the Empire were connected by the celebrated Roman road system. We
should not, though, underestimate the barriers which stood in the way of travel in
New Testament times.  Roman roads were built principally for the movement of
troops. If they also served the purposes of trade and travel, this was incidental.  No
police force ensured their safety, and attack by brigands was a very real possibility
for any traveller. There were no banks as we understand them in the ancient world.
Travellers needed to carry money with them, and any money to be remitted had to
be carried in physical form (Acts 11:29-30; 1 Cor 16:3; Phil 4:18) - a fact which
must have increased travellers’ vulnerability.  In mountainous country, such as
Galatia, floods and snow could block roads quickly and treacherously.  Paul’s list of
his hardships in 2 Cor 11:26-27 is probably only too realistic.
Land travel was in any case slow. For merchants, it was also inefficient, since
carriage of heavy loads was very difficult. Sea travel was the only way to move
large quantities of goods over long distances. The city of Rome drew its grain
supply, not from the Italian countryside, but from Egypt - it was easier to transport
the great quantities needed across the Mediterranean by sea than a relatively few
miles over land. Sea travel, though, brought its own difficulties, as Paul also
reminds us in 2 Cor 11:25.  It is no wonder that letters were so significant in the
early Christian communities. In a world in which travel was far from easy the letter
enabled apostolic figures such as Paul to project their presence (1 Cor 5:3) when
they were unable to travel in person.

A Hierarchical Society
For all its diversity Gentile society was everywhere layered and stratified.  At the
head of the hierarchy was the Emperor (1 Pet 2:13). Below him were various
structures of authority and power, whether political and delegated from the
Emperor, or social and exercised by virtue of personal authority in a particular
community.  The pervading sense of hierarchy and social subordination is very
clear – and indeed is affirmed - at several points in the New Testament (Rom 13:1-
7; Titus 3:1; 1 Pet 1:13-17). But people did not always fit neatly within the
hierarchies of power in the New Testament world.

Women, for example, usually occupied a lower social place than men. But some
women achieved a higher status than many men. An example would be Lydia,
whose business interests seem to have given her an independence and a degree of
freedom which few men could have matched (Acts 16:14).
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Similarly, slaves normally occupied the lowest social place. They were entirely
subject to the whim of their masters and vulnerable to ill-treatment for which they
had no redress in law (1 Pet 2:18-20). Ever since the rebellion of Spartacus in 73-
71BC Roman slave-owners were sensitive about the possibility of slave revolts and
runaway or rebellious slaves could expect harsh punishment.

Yet, despite the restrictions under which slaves lived, some were well-educated and
influential people. Numbers of teachers and doctors were slaves, as were the
managers of many large estates. The possibility of freedom was a real one, which
must have made the yoke of slavery bearable for the fortunate. Some slaves
therefore occupied positions of responsibility which placed them higher in the
ladder of status than large numbers of free people, and gave prospects for
advancement which would have been denied to the majority of the free population.

Gods, Ancestors and Spirits
Gentile religion operated on several different levels. The gods of Greece and Rome
are still well known to us through their representation in art, such as the famous
Venus de Milo, a statue of the goddess of love (Venus to the Romans and Aphrodite
to the Greeks). But they are only part of the religious picture.  People also
worshipped gods of purely local significance. Often such worship was quite
businesslike and consisted in requesting the deity for help with very practical
matters, for instance winning a bet at the races.
These local deities, such as gods of springs or natural features, were frequently
identified with the ‘major’ gods, and were regarded as manifestations of that god.
At Ephesus for instance, there was a magnificent temple to Diana (in Greek
Artemis), which was reckoned one of the seven wonders of the world. Generally
Diana/Artemis was regarded as a huntress. However, ‘Artemis of the Ephesians’
(Acts 19:34) seems to have been a goddess of fertility, whose image, which fell
from heaven (Acts 19:35), was probably a meteorite. It seems most likely that here,
as elsewhere, a local deity had become identified with one of the major gods, while
still keeping some of her original local characteristics.

At a more intimate level, the Romans believed it necessary to respect household
gods. A well-to-do household would have a small cupboard, in which were kept
statues of the household gods (Lares and Penates) and perhaps busts of ancestors
and of the head of the household (paterfamilias) whose spirits (genius) would
protect the family. Particular significant parts of the house (such as the hearth or the
threshold) would have their own protective spirits or minor deities.  Regular family
rituals would ensure that these various beings were kept favourable to the family.

Civic and household religious observance was generally designed to uphold the
order of society by the performance of proper rituals. The most obvious form of this
civil religious observance was the requirement to offer sacrifice, typically a few
grains of incense, to the genius of the Emperor. This requirement did not become
general until after the New Testament period, but when it did, it caused huge
difficulties for Christians.

In the New Testament period many Gentiles were looking for something more in
religion than the maintenance of social order or success in day to day affairs. They
were concerned for personal salvation. Some Gentiles turned to Judaism. It was
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from among these ‘God-fearers’ that the Christians had their greatest initial success.
Many Gentiles looked to the mystery religions which spread from Egypt and other
parts of the East. These religions promised to initiate their followers into a secret or
mystery, through esoteric teaching and specific rituals, and so enable the
worshipper to escape from fate to freedom. These mystery religions became rivals
of Christianity, and to some pagan observers Christianity itself appeared to be just
another form of Eastern mystery religion.  To many critics, Christianity seemed to
be detaching people from rituals which ensured family piety, civic cohesion and
imperial stability. Christian apologetic had to counter these fears (eg Titus
2:5,18,10).

The Gentiles of the New Testament period lived in a world in which spiritual beings
were everyday realities. Recognition of these beings was part of everyday life. But
these gods, spirits and ancestral figures were not exclusive, and worshippers who
offered respect to a god or spirit in a particular context were not necessarily denying
the effectiveness of another god for other purposes. The scandal of the gospel of
Christ was precisely the exclusive claim of Christ over against the other ‘lords’ and
‘gods’ of the pagan world (1 Cor 8:4-6).

Two Worlds
It is clear from the preceding section that the New Testament was written in a world
that was very different from our own.  Words and concepts often sound familiar to
us, but mean very different things in the very different cultural setting of the New
Testament world.  Texts also come down to us through many centuries of
interpretation and association with doctrine and liturgy and this can further colour
the way in which we read and respond to them.

Therefore, in order to be able to understand the New Testament writings and to
interpret them for today, it is important to ask a series of questions about the nature
and context of the text.  When was it written?  Why was it written?  What kind of
writing is it?  How is that writing structured and why?  What story is it telling?
What sources has the writer used?  Who was it written to?  What was the intention
of the writer?

The reader also needs to ask a series of questions about the present and to
investigate the context into which the text is being interpreted.   What are my own
pre-understandings of this text that may influence my reading?  What church
tradition do I come from and how might this affect my understanding?  What
church community am I interpreting this text for and how might this affect the way
that I proceed?  How might this text challenge my understanding of myself?  How
might this text challenge me and my church community to action?

Various tools and approaches have been developed in the modern era to address
these questions and are mostly gathered together under the generic heading of
‘Biblical Criticism’. Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries there
had been an interest in uncovering, as objectively as possible, the original historical
context of the New Testament text and a hope had been cherished that the Gospels
texts would reveal a clearly identifiable ‘historical Jesus’.  A major presupposition
of this approach had been the assumption that the Gospels represented a reasonably
accurate account of the events and chronology of Jesus’ ministry.
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However, scholars began to understand that the New Testament writings were both
literary creations and the end-product of a complex process in which traditions
about Jesus, initially transmitted orally and influenced by the religious communities
that treasured and collected them, were gathered into coherent narratives.  They
therefore developed a series of literary critical approaches to the scripture that could
investigate these areas in a systematic way.  Source, form and redaction criticism
were chief among these approaches.

Source Criticism has been concerned with discovering the sources which an author
has used in producing his work. Form Criticism has supplemented this work by
investigating the form or genre of the various sources in the biblical text. Redaction
Criticism is concerned with discovering information about the author from the way
in which sources are used and the story is told.  More recently Literary Criticism
has tended to stress the literary character of the text and to demand that each writer
is taken seriously as an author and that the text is treated holistically. This has in
part led to an interest in the nature of the arguments used by biblical authors to
persuade their readers of the strength and truth of their arguments.  This is called
Rhetorical Criticism.  In turn, this has led to attempts at describing the sorts of
reading skills required by particular texts and to an interest in Reader Response
Criticism.

In the past few years Feminist, Liberationist, Gay and Black theology has
approached the scriptures through the experience of groups who feel marginalised
or excluded in order to promote social action and liberation for those oppressed.

A Rich Tapestry
All forms of criticism can combine together to illuminate a text from different
perspectives, all of which are valuable and informative in their interpretation.  As
the early Christian writers understood, each text contains a rich tapestry of truth that
gives its riches slowly to the seeker and can never be exhausted.
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Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an
apostle, set apart for the gospel of God (Romans
1:1).

1. Read the Introduction

2. Read Chapters 1, 2, and 4 of the textbook Boxall
(2007) The Books of the New Testament.

3. Optional additional readings is Chapter 4 of Horrell
(2000) in the Reading Block.

This session is designed to introduce students to the
Epistles of St Paul.

Session One: The Pauline Epistles
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The Text
Of the twenty seven books of the New Testament, almost half have Paul’s name
attached to them and all of these are in letter form (and so are called 'epistles').
Seven of the letters ascribed to Paul have never had their authorship seriously
questioned.  These are often called the proto-Pauline letters and are Romans, 1
Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians and Philemon.
There is a great deal of dispute among scholars whether the deutero-Pauline corpus
was written by Paul himself or was the product of writers who were applying Paul’s
thought to later contexts.  These are 2 Thessalonians, Colossians, Ephesians, Titus
and 1 & 2 Timothy.  Most commentaries offer a discussion about the Pauline
authorship of these later books and a brief discussion of authorship also
accompanies each epistle in the commentary.
The first four Epistles (Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians and Galatians) have been
referred to as the Hauptbriefe, the major letters, and these have often been the most
influential in forming views of Paul and his theology.  However, care needs to be
taken to recognize that Paul’s thought is developed in a series of letters that are each
set in an individual context, deal with a series of concrete problems and are written
with a particular intention.  Indeed, Paul was a theologian who worked out much of
his thinking in response to major debates and disputes in the early church.
Genre
Paul wrote letters, and letters, even official letters, are rooted in a particular context.
Each is part of a dialogue between a specific writer and specific recipients.  To
abstract the message from that dialogue is to lose something of its quality as a
response to actual questions or problems. Letters also follow a particular literary
pattern and style that needs to be understood if they are to be interpreted accurately.

Context
Each of the Pauline letters is rooted in a particular set of contexts.  The first is the
historical context that has given birth to Paul’s communication, although it is
virtually impossible to reconstruct this context with any degree of completeness.
However, it is usually possible to create a fairly accurate picture of the situation of
the community to whom the letter is addressed, although nuances and allusions may
sometimes be missed and therefore the reconstruction will be sketchy.  Also,
although our knowledge of the towns or cities to which the letters are addressed can
often be supported from external sources, we are usually reliant on the epistle itself
for an appreciation of the context in which the recipients are working out their
Christian lives.  .

Paul’s letters were also addressing the issues encountered in the spread of
Christianity in the Graeco-Roman world of the first century AD.  The great issues

Introduction
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for Paul were therefore played out against this broader backdrop.  What did it mean
for Jew and Gentile to be ‘in Christ’?  How was a person saved?  How should those
‘in Christ’ behave?  What relationship should the church have with the Roman
authorities?

Paul
Behind the letters of St Paul stands the missionary and the man.  His writing reveals
many personal traits and a lot of information about his life.  A man full of passion
and fire, wit and charm, pride and humility, speaks through the texts.  A man not
frightened to assert the authority of his own apostleship, or argue the case for his
life’s work, yet a man acquainted with suffering who stood in fear and trembling
before the living God.  A Jew from Tarsus in Asia Minor, a Pharisee who once
persecuted the followers of Jesus, converted either on the road to Damascus (as in
Acts) or in Damascus (inferred from Galatians 1) he answered a call to be the
Apostle to the Gentiles.  He travelled extensively preaching the Gospel and
founding church communities.  Much of what we know about Paul’s life and travels
comes from the Acts of the Apostles.  However, caution needs to be exercised in
using Acts as if it was an historical guide to Paul’s life.  Luke’s narrative calls upon
traditions about the Apostle but weaves them into a theological account of the early
church that provides a systematic picture that is sometimes at odds with the way
that Paul presents his life and mission in his Epistles.

From an urban and cosmopolitan background, speaking both Aramaic and Greek,
Paul was a Roman citizen and was well suited to travel the Graeco-Roman world on
his missionary journeys.  Although the Acts of the Apostles tells us that he was a
tentmaker by trade, it was likely that he was initially trained for ownership or
management.  E.P. Sanders in his book Paul (page 14) therefore describes him as
follows, ‘Paul combined zeal with sobriety, good judgment and administrative
skills; an innovative and challenging theology with social practicality; and religious
fervour with concrete planning.  He was the ideal apostle for a new religion in the
Graeco-Roman world’.

Paul’s Thinking
In order to understand Paul’s thinking it is necessary to understand the culture and
religious traditions in which he stood as well as the particular issues that he was
addressing.  As was noted in the Introduction to the Seminar Day, the
Mediterranean world was permeated by a phenomenon that is often referred to as
Hellenism; an essentially Greek culture that had been influenced by oriental ideas
and practices.  Many generations of Jews who had lived in the Graeco-Roman
world had been influenced by this way of understanding the world.  Even
Palestinian Judaism, which saw itself as more conservative, rigorous and faithful to
the historic traditions of the faith, was not exempt from its pervasive influence.

Paul was of course a Jew and a Pharisee and he never stopped seeing himself as part
of Israel.  He simply takes much Jewish thinking for granted.  He assumes belief in
the one God who creates the world and works in history to bring his plans to
fruition.  He shared the hope that God’s Kingdom would be established, that the old
order would be swept away and be replaced by a new heaven and a new earth
characterised by righteousness, peace and truth.  As a Pharisee he had always
believed in the resurrection of the dead.  With the resurrection of Jesus, Paul
believed that the new age had begun and he was working towards its fulfilment.
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Paul assumes that God’s activity in history is channelled through the agency of a
particular people.  As a Jew, Paul believed that Israel had been chosen by God to be
this channel and, as a convert to Christ, that Jesus was the Messiah who had come
to herald in the Kingdom for all the nations.  Israel’s rejection of Jesus raised
problems for Paul, and his mission to the Gentiles made him face some difficult
questions about the status of Jews and Gentiles within the church.  Should Gentile
converts be circumcised as Jews and be made to keep the law?  What was the status
of the law in the church?  Were the followers of Jesus, Jew or Gentile, saved
because they kept the Jewish law or because of their faith in Jesus Christ?

Though a working Jew in a Hellenistic environment, Paul also belonged to a
Christian tradition.  He inherited the practices of baptism and eucharist and on
occasion quotes from early Christian tradition (1 Cor 11: 23ff & 1 Cor 15: 3ff).  An
early Christian hymn is quoted in Philippians 2: 6-11, yet Paul rather surprisingly
shows little knowledge, or even interest, in the traditions and teachings of Jesus.  He
rather concentrates on the Christ who was crucified, risen and exalted, and is now
the reigning and saving Lord who is active through the Spirit.

Christ is central to the thought of Paul.  He is the one who calls and the one who
brings in the Kingdom.  He is the wisdom of God, the Lord and the Son of God.  He
is the centre of a new people who both fulfil historical Israel and replace those in
contemporary Israel that have rejected Christ.  The new community are in Christ
and are his body and to talk about the church is to talk about Christ.  Salvation is for
those who have faith in Jesus Christ.  It liberates them from sin, the flesh, the
principalities and powers and the law.  Dying and rising with Christ, they become
part of the new creation and need to behave accordingly.

Paul is not a systematic theologian.  Sanders in his book, Paul (page 32) argues that
we owe it to the difficulties in Paul’s churches that he became a theologian.  Much
of his thinking is formed in response to the issues that confront him and his
churches.  Many of these central issues have been revisited by the church over the
ages and have been used in the formulation of church doctrine in many different
periods.  This was true of Augustine in the fifth century, Luther in the sixteenth
century and Barth in the twentieth century.  For this reason, Paul’s letters have often
been read in the light of these theological interpretations and to the detriment of the
original text.  Scholars today are therefore keen to rediscover Paul’s text and to
work with it in fresh ways.
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Arrive and worship
As a group
Reflect on the seminar day.
Worship together.

Project 1
Using the work you have prepared for this session, examine:
    Galatians 1: 13-17
    1 Corinthians 15: 3-11
    2 Corinthians 11

Explore how Paul understood his life and work in the light of these passages.

Project 2
Raymond Brown, in his book An Introduction to the New Testament, identifies a more or
less standard format detectable in most New Testament epistles (compare with the similar
format in Boxall p63).

He argues that generally four parts of the letter are distinguished.
1. The Opening Formula containing
  i) The sender
  ii) The addressee
  iii) The greeting
  iv) The remembrance or Health Wish

2. Thanksgiving

3. The Body of the Letter or Message containing
  i) Body opening
  ii) Body closing or recapitulation

4. Concluding Formula.

Using Study Sheet 1 examine the opening formula, thanksgiving, message and concluding
formula in 1 Thessalonians, 2 Corinthians and Philemon.

Explore the ways in which these reveal who Paul was writing to, why he was writing and
what the letters are about.

Project 3
Discuss the statement: Paul was writing to his time and not to ours.

Prayer and preparation
Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for the next session.

Group Session One
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You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?
(Galatians 3:1).

1.  Read the Introduction.

2. Read the Letter to the Galatians out loud, or listen to
the online version at
http://www.biblegate.com/resources/audio/

3. Read pages 79 - 82 of the text book Boxall (2007) The
Books of the New Testament.

4. Read chapter 19 of Brown (1990) in the Reading
Block.

5. Write a short introduction to the Epistle (about 250
words) identifying

● The context that gave rise to the Epistle

● Paul’s intention in writing to the Galatians

● The way in which Paul structured the letter

This session is designed to introduce students to Paul's
first Epistle to the Church in Galatia.

Session Two: Paul’s
Letter to the Galatians



34

The Letter
In the preface to his book The Theology of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, J.D.G. Dunn writes
(page xiii) ‘Anyone who is interested in the doing and making of theology could hardly find a
better starting place than the letter of Paul to the Galatians.  For here is Christianity’s first great
theologian – arguably its greatest theologian – in full blood.  Here we can never lose the sense
that issues of profound significance are in the balance, to be argued for, and defended as though
life itself was at stake – as, for Paul, it was’.

It appears from Paul’s letter to the Galatians that a group of Jewish Christians were persuading
Paul’s converts that they needed to be circumcised as Jews in order to become full members of
the church.  This raised key issues for Paul about the nature of the church and about God’s work
of salvation.  More than that, the demand that Gentile Christians should keep the Jewish law
undermined much of the work that he had done as an apostle to the Gentiles and put the very
nature of the Gospel that he preached under threat.  He therefore wrote a letter to Galatians that
is very personal in tone and full of fierce polemic and prophetic fervour.  The theology of the
Epistle to the Galatians is therefore not written as an academic treatise, but is constructed under
fire and in the heat of debate.

The Author
The Epistle to the Galatians provides us with more personal and autobiographical information
than any other of Paul’s letters.  In chapters 1 and 2 we learn of the way that he understands his
work as an ‘apostle’, his previous life and his conversion to the faith.  We also learn of his
previous encounter with the Christian leadership in Jerusalem and a subsequent confrontation
with Peter in Antioch.  He also gives some very personal reminiscences about his evangelising
work in Galatia (4:12-20) that enable us to build up a picture of his life and work.  However,
these autobiographical narratives are also essential to the theology of the letter.  Chapters 1 and
2 of the Epistle are intended to introduce the principal theological argument of the following
chapters and are integral to the letter’s intention and strategy.  Paul saw his own experience as
an epitome of the Gospel and his dispute with the Galatians as a test of the Gospel that he lived
and proclaimed.

The Galatians
There is some dispute among scholars about exactly who the ‘foolish Galatians’ (3:1) actually
were.  It is clear that they belonged to the region that was known as Galatia, (now modern
Turkey) and that the region derived its name from the Gallic tribes who migrated into Asia
Minor in the third century BC.  The church communities addressed in Paul’s letter were either
situated around Ancyra in ethnic Galatian territory to the North of the province (the North
Galatia Theory) or to churches at Antioch, Lystra and Derbe in the South (the South Galatia
Theory).  The former were evangelised in AD 50 and 54 and the latter in AD 47-48 and 50.

Introduction
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Paul’s Opponents
After Paul had left Galatia, Christians of Jewish origin (6:13) had come, probably from
Jerusalem, preaching another Gospel (1:7) that was clearly different from Paul’s.
Indeed, they appear to be enjoying considerable success in persuading Paul’s converts
that they needed to be circumcised.  Paul acknowledges (1:6-9) that they claimed to
preach the ‘Gospel of Christ’.  They also seemed to agree with Paul on the importance
of faith in Christ (2:16) and of the cross of Christ (6:12).  Indeed, Paul and his
opponents would have shared much in common.  They would have shared the story of
Israel, the story of Christ, and the experience of being ‘in the Spirit of Christ’.
However, by wanting the Gentile Christians to be circumcised as Jews and to keep the
Jewish law, they represented a different way of understanding the Gospel and raised key
questions for Paul about the purposes of God in salvation and the nature of the church.
How do Gentile and Jew relate to each other within the purposes of God?  How should
Gentiles relate to the God of Israel?  How can Gentiles participate in the blessings God
promised through Abraham?  Who belongs to Israel now, and on what terms?  Is
circumcision to be the key factor of the new community’s identity?

Jew and Gentile
When Paul visited Peter, James and the other Apostles at Jerusalem, it appears that
Paul’s plea that Gentile converts be recognised as belonging to Christ without needing
to fulfil the requirements of the Jewish Law had won the day.  However, it is likely that
this consultation had in fact produced a compromise that had masked a variety of
different understandings within the Christian community.  Therefore at Antioch (2:11-
14), Paul needed to confront Peter on the issue again.  This incident was clearly of
enormous importance for Paul because it appears to have marked the beginning of his
distinctive thinking on the subject.  Dunn argues that this disagreement may also have
resulted in a breach between Paul and the Jerusalem leadership.  Either way, Paul ends
the biographical section of Galatians with a description of this incident.  His intention
may well have been therefore to re-establish the ground that he had won at Jerusalem
and to put his arguments on a firmer theological footing.

The Structure of the Epistle

1. The Opening Formula : 1:1-5 – but note how Paul describes himself in verse 1

2. Thanksgiving: None – but note what he says in 1: 6-10 instead

3. The Body of the Letter: 1:11 - 6:10

Content analysis
1. Biographical section

1.1 Narration of his life and experience   1:11 - 2:14
1.2 Debate with opponents    2:15-21

2. Proofs for justification by faith and not law  3:1 - 4:3
3. Ethical exhortation     5:1 - 6:10
4. Concluding Formula (note there are no personal greetings)  6:11-18
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Arrive and worship
As a group
Reflect on  any issues that have arisen from the last session.
Worship together.

Project 1
Using the work that you have prepared for this session

  Examine
  i) the context that gave rise to the Epistle
  ii) Paul’s intention in writing this letter to the Galatians

iii) the way in which Paul structured his letter

Project 2
2 a)  Study chapters 1 and 2 of Galatians.
  Identify and examine
  i) how Paul understands his Apostleship and the authority this gives him
  ii) details of his previous life and experience
  iii) his experience in Jerusalem and at Antioch with Peter and the other
  Apostles
  iv) how this experience has shaped his thinking

2 b)  Divide into 2 groups.

 First group:  Study verses 3:1 to 4:20
 Examine the arguments that Paul uses against his opponents in Galatia.
 i) How does Paul express the relationship between Christians and the Jewish
 Law?
 ii) How does Paul express the role of Jesus in this relationship?

 Highlight any key verses.

         Second Group: Study verses 4:22-5:26
 i) What does Paul claim that Christians have been set free from and how has
 this been achieved?
 ii) What are the implications of this for Christian life?

            Highlight any key verses.

 Bring the groups back together and share your findings.

Group Session Two
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Project 3
Discuss the statement: Jews, Christians and Muslims are all heirs of Abraham.

Prayer and preparation
Offer the evening’s  work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for the next session.
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Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in
agreement and that there be no divisions among you
(1 Corinthians 1:10).

1. Read the Introduction.

2. Read the First Letter to the Corinthians out loud, or
listen to the online version at
http://www.biblegate.com/resources/audio/

3. Read pages 72 - 77 of the text book Boxall (2007) The
Books of the New Testament.

4. Read chapter 11 of Hooker (2003) in the Reading
Block.

5. Write a short introduction to the Epistle (about 250
words) identifying

● The context that gave rise to the Epistle

● Paul’s intention in writing to the Corinthians

● The way in which Paul structured the letter

This session is designed to introduce students to Paul's
first Epistle to the Church in Corinth.

Session Three: Paul’s First
Letter to the Corinthians
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The Letter
Paul’s known contacts with the Corinthian church lasted for nearly a decade and
traces of as many as seven letters between the two have been detected by scholars.
Attempts to live the Gospel in a prosperous, multiethnic and multiracial society
caused the Corinthian church many problems.  Because of the tensions and
difficulties that had surfaced within the community, J.D.G. Dunn can write in his
Study Guide 1 Corinthians (page 9) that this letter, ‘takes the lid off the New
Testament Church in a way that no other writing does…It is a fascinating picture,
one very far removed from the ideal of the pure New Testament church which still
influences many people’s thinking about New Testament Christianity’.

Corinth
Corinth was situated on the south-western extremity of the isthmus that connects the
mainland of Greece with the Peloponnese.  A newly dug canal linking the Gulf of
Corinth to the Aegean further made Corinth a natural crossroads for both North-
South and East-West traffic.  Re-established as a Roman colony in 44BC, its
population was cosmopolitan and included freed slaves of Greek, Syrian, Jewish,
and Egyptian origin.  Many were keen to use their skills in manufacturing and
commerce to make their fortunes in this new environment and a good number grew
rich and powerful.

Archaeology has enabled scholars to undertake an accurate reconstruction of the
city.  There is evidence of numerous shrines dedicated to different Gods and the
Egyptian cult of Isis and Serapis is represented.  The city centre had a prominent
bema (podium) in the centre of the market place, demonstrating the importance of
public speaking in the city.  Numerous small shops opened onto the market place
giving Paul many opportunities for contact and conversation as he plied his trade.

Corinth enjoyed a reputation for moral laxity and words derived from the name of
the city were used for whore-mongering and prostitution.  However, Corinth was
probably no better and no worse than any other commercial city at the time.

Author and Date
The authorship of the letter is not in doubt.  It was written by Paul from Ephesus in
response to information brought to him by two sets of visitors and possibly by
Apollos himself (16:12).  A letter has been written by the Corinthians (7:1)
outlining questions, or putting forward a viewpoint from the church and it is
possible that Paul uses the sequence of issues raised in that letter to furnish a
response in the Epistle.

Introduction
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In order to date the letter it is necessary to draw upon the Acts of the Apostles.  Paul
had met Priscilla and Aquila in Corinth (Acts 18:2) shortly after the expulsion of the
Jews from Rome by Claudius in 49 AD  There is a reference to Gallio as Roman
Proconsul in Acts 18:12-17 and he held this post between 51-52 AD.  The
Corinthian church was therefore likely to have been founded by Paul between 50-52
AD  There was a lapse of time before the letter was written.  Paul had made his base
at Ephesus, Apollos had arrived in Corinth and conducted a substantial ministry
there and had moved on.  Paul had written a previous letter (lost to posterity) and
there had been some coming and going between Paul and Corinth.  1 Corinthians
was therefore likely to have been written in the period 54-57 AD

The Letter
Because of some rather awkward links and jumps in the letter, some scholars have
argued that two or more separate letters have been interwoven.  Indeed, some have
sought to find Paul’s previous (lost) letter to the Corinthians woven into the text.
However, most modern scholars argue that 1 Corinthians is a single letter, possibly
composed in disjunctive stages as the information came to Paul from Corinth.  The
unity of the letter is further reinforced by scholars who study its rhetorical strategy
and sense an Epistle that is a living dialogue between Paul and the Corinthian
church in which his argument is bent in different directions to appeal more
effectively to different interests and individuals.  Some argue that 1 Corinthians is
essentially an appeal for unity and Paul therefore wrote the letter in order to
persuade the Corinthian church to end their factionalism and be reconciled to one
another.

The Structure of the Epistle

 1. The Opening Formula     1:1-3

 2. Thanksgiving        1:4-9

 3. The Body of the Letter    1:10 – 16:18

Content analysis
Divisions in the Corinthian Church 1:11 – 4: 21
Issues between Church and World 5-10
Issues between Church and God  11-16:18

 4. Concluding Formula      16:19-24

Social Status
Chapter 1: 26-29 tells us that the majority of the members of the Corinthian church
came from the lower social classes.  However, it is clear from here and elsewhere in
the Epistle that there were a few influential members who came from the upper
classes.  The ‘wise’ that Paul refers to would belong to the educated classes, the
‘powerful’ and the ‘nobly born’ would be influential in the church and community.
Though a minority, the social status of this small group would give them a dispro-
portionate influence.  Indeed, it is likely that those Christians who are named by
Paul, and those that he baptized himself, belong to this group.  They were also like-
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ly to have been the most active and influential members of the congregation. It is
therefore important to recognize that the Corinthian church was marked by signifi-
cant social stratification and that this will be a factor in the issues that Paul address-
es.
Also, and in addition to the tensions that may have existed between the different
social groupings at Corinth, there were also likely to be patron-client obligations
affecting the way that the church community operated.  Society at the time was
structured around a graduated hierarchy of patron-client ties.  These obligations
would be at work inside and outside the church.  The new Christian community was
therefore being formed within a society that was organised around different social
groupings and patron-client relationships.  It was in this complex social context that
the Corinthians were attempting to work out what it might mean to live ‘in Christ’.
This was further exacerbated because the church normally met for its Eucharistic
Meal in a private home, more particularly the home of one of the more prominent
members.  Public gatherings were therefore happening in private space and the role
of church members ‘in Christ’ was difficult to discern from their more familiar roles
in the household and in the world.

This tension is at the heart of most of the issues in the Epistle, including the
problem of church factions, sexual behaviour, food offered to idols, the role of
women, and the community’s behaviour at the Eucharist.
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Arrive and Worship
Reflect on  any issues that have arisen from the last session.
Worship together.

Project 1
Using the work that you have prepared for this session, examine
i) the context that gave rise to the Epistle
ii) Paul’s intention in writing this letter to the Corinthians

      iii)   the way in which Paul structured his letter

Project 2
2 a)  Study Corinthians Chapters 1-4

 Address the following questions
 i) What is the nature of the divisions in the church at Corinth?
 ii) Where does true wisdom lie for Paul and how is it best expressed?
 iii) How does Paul describe his own ministry and what is he hoping this
  will achieve?

2 b)  In Two Groups

 Group 1
 Study Corinthians Chapters 5-7

 Divide a piece of paper into three columns

 List in the columns
 i) the issues
 ii) Paul’s judgment in each case
 iii) The reasons that Paul gives for his judgment

Group 2
 Study Corinthians Chapters 11-13

 Divide a piece of paper into three columns

 List in the columns
 i) the issues
 ii) Paul’s judgment in each case
 iii) The reasons that Paul gives for his judgment

Group Session Three



46

As a Group
Share the results

  Identify any common themes or values in Paul’s response to the issues.

Project 3
Discuss the question: Is anything more important than the unity of the church?

Prayer and preparation.
Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for the next session.



47

And he said to them, ‘Therefore every scribe who
has been trained for the Kingdom of Heaven is like
the master of a household who brings out of his
treasure what is new and what is old’
(Matthew 13:52).

1. Study the Introduction.

2. Read Chapters 2, 5, and 13 of the text book Boxall
(2007) The Books of the New Testament.

3. Optional reading is Chapter 1 by Alexander in Barton
(2006) in the Reading Block.

4. Write a short introduction to the Gospels (about 250
words) identifying

● What is a Gospel?

● How are the Gospels related to each other?

● What makes each Gospel unique?

This session is designed to introduce students to the nature
of the four Gospels and their relationship to each other.

Session Four: The Four Gospels



48



49

Genre
The first datable example of the use of the term ‘gospel’ as a literary type occurred
in the writings of Justin Martyr in the second century.  This designation was derived
from the use of the term euangelion in the text of Mark for the ‘good news’
proclaimed by or about Jesus, a word that had already been used by Paul for a
similar purpose.  Some scholars have argued that the ‘gospel’ is a unique genre,
invented by early Christianity and that this adequately describes the work of the
four evangelists. In the larger Roman world, ‘gospel’ referred to the announcement
of good news, such as a victory in battle or the birth of a child.  Clearly the gospels
are ‘good news’ in this sense.

However, other scholars have argued that the gospels bear similarities to ancient
Graeco-Roman biographies, and particularly with the popular ‘lives’ of great
figures, though there are also many differences in style and content.  Others have
recognised that the gospels are broad narratives about the life of Jesus capable of
accommodating many different literary forms, including parables, birth stories,
genealogies, sermons which each require a series of different approaches to reading
and interpretation.  In this sense the ‘gospel’ is a host genre for all these literary
types.

For some scholars the evangelists were essentially preservers of a tradition which
they collected with respect and to which they made only relatively modest
alterations.  Other scholars stress the importance of understanding each gospel as a
complete literary work that tells an individual story of the good news of Jesus.
Some therefore give considerably more importance to the work of each author than
others do.

This is at least partly due to the way that scholarship has changed over the last few
years.  Earlier interpretation had focused on the source, history and genre of each of
the pieces of tradition (source and form criticism).  Attention then focused on the
way in which the gospel writers took up and made detailed modifications to their
sources (redaction criticism).  More recent scholarship has been interested in the
way in which the gospel writers composed their narratives (literary criticism).  The
characterization of Jesus and the literary and rhetorical strategies of each of the
gospels has therefore provided a rich vein for recent interpretation.

The gospels were written at a time when the original apostles, and those who had
been eye-witnesses to the Christ events, had begun to die and were therefore being
lost to the church.  It is also likely that, in the more settled urban church
communities in the latter part of the first century, the authority and influence of the
initial itinerant prophets and teachers was increasingly being replaced by an

Introduction
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authority vested in local leaders.   Each gospel therefore represents, in part, an
attempt to provide a coherent narrative of the Christian proclamation for a new
generation of Christians and to provide inspiration, direction and identity to the
local Church community.

The Gospel Tradition
Although it is possible to speak of an author for each of the Gospels and to
recognize the unique way in which each has woven the stories about Jesus into a
literary whole, it is also important to remember that the material that the gospel
writers used predate these narratives.  It is likely that over 30 years elapsed between
the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus and the writing of the first gospel narrative.

The events to which the gospels bear witness date for the most part from the 20s
and early 30s AD.  The society of Jesus’ day was essentially non-literate and events
and teaching were committed to individual and community memory.  Those com-
munities that gathered around the ministry of Jesus would have undertaken an infor-
mal but controlled transmission of Jesus’ sayings and deeds.  In liturgy, in baptism
preparation and in general instruction Jesus’ sayings, actions and ethical teachings
would have been used to develop the identity and character of the new communi-
ties. Although it is ultimately impossible to be sure about the way in which the oral
tradition coalesced in the gospel narratives, it is likely that certain traditions con-
verged around key figures such as Peter, James the brother of Jesus and Mary
Magdalene and the communities associated with them.  Such traditions and collec-
tions of traditions would almost certainly have been shaped by and given shape to
the beliefs and practices of these communities or circles.  Different communities are
therefore likely to have been formed around different traditions and this may well
account for the way in which the four Gospels, written for four very different Chris-
tian communities, differ both in style and content.

The Synoptic Gospels
The gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke share a high degree of similarity of
content and are traditionally known as the Synoptic Gospels.  The nature of the
relationship between the three gospels is far from clear.  95% of Mark’s Gospel
appears also in Matthew and Luke.  Further, all three gospels have a common
structure and chronological order and share a startlingly similar use of vocabulary
and literary style.  It is therefore likely that either Mark knew and used Matthew and
Luke or, the more usual explanation, both Matthew and Luke knew and used Mark.
It is also likely that Matthew and Luke had access to another written source of
sayings.  This has been called Q (from the German word for source Quelle) but its
existence has never been independently verified.  There are therefore a number of
solutions as to the relationship between the three gospels and the sources that each
have used.  This has been referred to as the ‘synoptic problem’ and will remain an
ongoing debate.

The Gospels
Each of the gospels calls upon the Jesus tradition in order to write the good news for
the community in which they live.  Each gospel tells the Jesus story from a unique
perspective which is closely related to the context in which the gospel was
constructed and the theology of the person who wrote it.  Most commentaries
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therefore begin with an introduction to the gospel that is designed to investigate its
authorship, date, setting, sources, plan, message and theology.

Each of the gospels was written out of a different Christian centre and it is possible
to build up a tentative picture of the intended community from the Gospel narratives
themselves. It is difficult to be certain but it is likely that Mark was written in
around 65 AD possibly in Rome for a Greek speaking community of Gentile origin.
They appear to have experienced tension with their Jewish inheritance and may well
have undergone persecution and failure.  Matthew was probably written between
80-90 AD for a community in the area of Antioch. It is likely to have been a
predominantly Jewish-Christian congregation that was laying the foundations for its
future as a new community separated from Judaism. Luke may well have been
written around 85 AD to churches affected directly or indirectly by Paul’s mission,
possibly in Greece or Syria. Luke states his intention in the prologue to Theophilus
to write ‘an orderly account of the things that have been fulfilled among us’. This he
does in two volumes, the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. It is likely
that his intention is to inform, challenge and reassure a largely Gentile congregation
and, while rooting the narrative in Jewish history and hopes, make it relevant to his
readers.

John was likely to have been written between 80-110 AD for a community in the
Ephesus area. The differences between the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of
John have attracted attention for centuries. Whether or not John knew of the
existence of the Synoptic Gospels, he clearly did not use them as sources for his
narrative. John’s gospel has a very different chronological structure, vocabulary and
literary style. The parables of Jesus and the tradition of Jesus’ proverbs have been
replaced by lengthy and well developed ‘sermons’, reflections or dissertations on
Jesus’ life and work of salvation.
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Arrive and Worship
Reflect on  any issues that have arisen from the last session.
Worship together.

Project 1
Using the work that you have prepared for this session, examine
 i) the genre of the gospels
 ii) their sources and the relationship between them
 iii)  the factors that make each gospel unique

Project 2
2 a) Study Sheet 2 shows a synopsis of the incident of the ‘Cleansing of the Temple’.
 It is one of the stories common to all four gospels

 Using Study Sheet 2 and commentaries as appropriate, undertake the
following

 i)    Identify the similarities and differences between the stories in each
  gospel
 ii)   Investigate where the story is placed in each gospel
 iii)  Examine how each gospel writer uses this story and how this might
  relate to their overall intention

2 b) Much can be learned about the intentions and context of a Gospel by reading
 the beginning  and the end.

 In Two Groups

Group 1
With the aid of commentaries as appropriate
Study:  Mark 1: 1-15  Mark 16: 1-8
   Luke 1: 1-4  Luke 24: 44-53 and on into Acts 1:1-11

Address the question:
What can be learned about the intentions and context of each Gospel from these
texts?

Group 2
With the aid of commentaries as appropriate
Study:  Matthew 1: 1-18 Matthew 28: 16-20
   John 1: 1-18  John 21: 15-25

Group Session Four
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Address the question
What can be learned about the intentions and context of each Gospel from these
texts?

As a Group
Share your answers

Project 3
Discuss the view that: Having four different gospels makes it impossible to know what
Jesus was really like.

Prayer and preparation.
Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for the next session.
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The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the
son of God (Mark 1:1).

1. Read the Introduction.

2. Read the Gospel of Mark out loud, or listen to the
online version at
http://www.biblegate.com/resources/audio/

3. Read pages 100 - 104 of the text book Boxall (2007)
The Books of the New Testament.

4. Read chapter 3 of Telford (1995) in the Reading
Block.

5. Write a short introduction to Mark’s gospel (about 250
words) identifying

● date and authorship

● context and purpose

● key themes

This session is designed to introduce students to the
Gospel of Mark.

Session Five: The
Gospel According to Mark (1)
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Date and Authorship
The Gospel of Mark is almost certainly the earliest of the four canonical Gospels to
be written. Although some scholars would question the evidence, it is still likely
that Matthew and Luke used Mark’s Gospel as a key source for their narrative. An-
cient tradition associates the writer of the gospel with the John Mark of the Acts of
the Apostles, whose mother had a house in Jerusalem and who accompanied Paul
and Barnabas on the ‘first missionary journey’.  He has been regarded as a follower
and interpreter of Peter. However, this tradition is hard to establish and the author
detectable from the gospel is a Greek speaker, unlikely to have been an eyewitness
of Jesus’ ministry, who makes inexact statements about the geography of Palestine.
He drew on pre-shaped traditions about Jesus, much of which was oral but some of
which may have been written to create a coherent story for his local community. It
is most likely that the gospel was written between 60-75 AD.

To Whom was it Written?
It is clear that Mark was writing for Greek speaking Christians of Gentile origin. He
takes care to translate Aramaic expressions into Greek and seeks to explain Jewish
customs. There are numerous examples of Latin words translated into Greek and
numerous examples of Semitic forms of speech or thought indicating that the author
had access to Palestinian traditions.
The most widely attested theory is that Mark was written for the Christian commu-
nity in Rome, but plausible arguments can be made for an origin in Galilee, Antioch
or a small town in southern Syria.

Key Themes
 i) A key theme of the gospel is suffering.  Jesus fulfils his destiny
through suffering and death and calls his disciples to follow.
 ii) Mark centres his story on the person of Jesus.  Christology is of key
importance and it is revealed in the way that Mark structures his Gospel and
tells his story.
iii) And part of this story is the secrecy that surrounds the person of
Jesus – the ‘messianic secret’.
 iv) Another key theme is that of discipleship.  To be a follower of Jesus
is to follow in the way of the cross.  However, the first disciples seem
unable to grasp this or very much else that Jesus teaches them.  Indeed, the
way that Mark presents the Apostles has raised questions about the context
in which Mark was writing and the purpose of his work.  Perhaps he was
hoping to encourage his readership in their struggle to understand and
respond to the gospel message by acknowledging how hard it was for the
first disciples.  On the other hand, he may have been criticising the original

Introduction
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Jewish apostles because he was concerned about the influence that they
continued to have on his essentially Gentile church.

Purpose
Mark almost certainly had no single purpose in writing his Gospel.  It is generally
true that, with the geographical spread of the church and with the passing of time
there was a need for information about Jesus and his teaching.  Nevertheless,
Mark’s presentation is distinctive and requires more specific attention.  The
traditional view is that Mark is writing to a church (possibly in Rome) that is
experiencing persecution and suffering.  Mark is therefore writing to strengthen
their faith.

Others suggest that Mark’s emphasis on the cross may well have been designed to
counteract a brand of charismatic Christianity that had over-emphasised the glory
and power of Jesus, at the expense of his weakness, service and suffering.  Mark
may have been encouraging a model of discipleship built on these virtues.  Perhaps
he is calling on his readers to re-evaluate their understanding of Jesus, church and
ministry.

Telford, in his book, ‘Mark’ (T and T Clark,1995) explores the view that Mark’s
Jesus has a special interest in Gentiles and the Gentile mission.  Galilee may have a
symbolic association with the Gentile mission.  In the early part of the gospel, Jesus
lives and works among Gentiles in Galilee and at the end of the gospel, after his
death and resurrection in Jerusalem, the angel tells the women that the risen Jesus is
going before them into Galilee (the Gentile world).  The gospel therefore ends
where it began, in Galilee, and ends, as it has proceeded, with the failure of the first
Jewish disciples (in this case the women) to do what they are told.  Telford there-
fore suggests that Mark’s gospel reflects a community of Greek speaking Gentile
Christians in tension with their Jewish inheritance, affirming their mission to the
Gentile world.

Structure
The gospel falls naturally into two parts.  The first part (1:1 – 8:26) tells the story of
Jesus’ ministry of healing and preaching in Galilee.  The second part (8:27 – 16:8)
tells of his journey to Jerusalem, his suffering, death and resurrection.  16:9-20 is
almost certainly appended by a later copyist and is not an original part of the gospel.

The Interpretation of Mark
Mark appears to have received little attention over the centuries.  It has had
relatively few commentaries and expositions devoted to it, probably because of
Augustine’s view that the gospel was an abbreviation of Matthew.  It was not until
the eighteenth century that Mark began to emerge from its relative obscurity.  It
came to prominence once it was acknowledged that it represents the earliest
connected literary account of the teaching and activity of Jesus as interpreted by a
Christian community in the Mediterranean world forty years or so after his death.
Over the years scholars have applied different critical disciplines to the study of
Mark. Source criticism has examined the oral (and possibly written) traditions used
by the evangelist and has concluded that Mark has woven small collections of
individual traditions into a more or less coherent presentation.
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Form and source critics have attempted to recover the traditional units that make up
the gospel, discover the genre and function of each unit and to investigate the light
it sheds on Jesus’ teaching.  It has thrown light on the complex process of gospel
construction and on the role that is played by the practical needs of the community
in the transmission of the oral traditions.

However, source and form criticism led to scholars being preoccupied with the
single units of the gospel tradition and arguably underestimated the author’s
influence on the material.  Redaction criticism has investigated the way in which
Mark has used his sources and has explored the author’s theological intention and
purpose in selecting the self-contained pericope and linking them together.  This has
helped to highlight the role of the evangelist and the holistic nature of the text,
although it has not always been easy to isolate the individual sources and therefore
to agree the exact nature of Mark’s unique contribution.

Many scholars now favour a literary approach to the text.  These demand that we
take Mark more seriously as an author and see the text holistically.  Genre criticism
investigates texts in relationship to their literary type and scholars have explored
Mark’s gospel as a Graeco-Roman Biography, as Apocalyptic Drama, as Greek
Tragedy and as Hellenistic Romance.  Scholars have investigated the literary
techniques and rhetorical devices used by Mark, his use of irony, his use of narrator
and his use of the Old Testament.  They have also investigated Mark as story.

Mark as Story
Scholars have recognised that Mark’s understanding of the person and work of Je-
sus is largely conveyed through the story that he tells.  Scholars have referred to this
as Mark’s ‘narrative Christology’ and have argued that it is necessary to take
Mark’s Gospel seriously as a story in order to explore his understanding of Jesus.

Such an enterprise demands attention to characters, plot and setting.  (Students
should read Telford WR, ‘Mark’ pages 108-115 in the Reading Block for further
information on this subject.)  The main characters are Jesus, the disciples and the
Jewish authorities and there are a number of minor characters who make cameo ap-
pearances.  Characters may be ‘round’, ie complex and unpredictable; ‘flat’ ie pre-
dictable with a few consistent traits; or ‘stock’ ie with one consistent trait.   They
may be ‘reliable’ evoking sympathy and confidence, or ‘unreliable’ evoking antipa-
thy and mistrust.

Mark presents a single, unified story with a consistent plot which leads to a recog-
nisable climax.  There are two inter-related plot themes.  The first concerns the con-
flict between Jesus and his opponents.  The second, and related plot theme, is the
conflict between Jesus and his family and disciples.

Mark’s settings are many and varied.  The first part of the gospel takes place in Gal-
ilee and its surrounding area and the second part in Jerusalem.  Within this frame-
work, Mark’s characters are encountered in the wilderness, at sea, in the house, in a
boat, in the synagogue, up a mountain etc.  These may be integral to the stories
themselves or may have a more symbolic role in the story. Character, plot and set-
ting therefore help create the story that Mark tells.
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Arrive and Worship
Reflect on  any issues that have arisen from the last session.
Worship together.

Project 1
Using the work that you have prepared for this session, examine
i) the date and authorship of Mark
ii) the context and purpose of the gospel
Iii)  key themes in the gospel

Project 2
2 a) Use your experience of reading Mark out loud and your reading of Telford
 WR, Mark,  pages 108-115 (provided in the reading block).

Undertake the following
i) Examine the characters in the story i.e. Jesus, the disciples, Jesus’ family,
  the Jewish authorities and any other minor characters you like.

  Identify whether they are round, flat, stock, reliable or unreliable

ii) Explore the plot and sub-plots and examine the way in which they relate to
 each other as the story unfolds.

iii)  Examine different settings and locations in the Gospel.
 Identify ways in which the settings can be significant for the way that the
 story is told and interpreted.

2 b)  Divide into two groups.

 Mark’s portrayal of the person of Jesus has been called ‘narrative
 Christology’.

Explore the following stories and examine how they make  clear, through
the story, Mark's understanding of the person of Jesus.

First Group:     Mark 2: 1-12

Second Group:  Mark 4: 35-44

As a group

 Share your findings.

Group Session Five
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Project 3
Discuss the question:  Is Mark's Jesus a Jesus for today?

Prayer and preparation.
Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for  the next session.
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No when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw
that in this way he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly
this man was God’s Son!’ (Mark 15:39).

1. Study the Introduction

2. Read chapter 7 of the text book Boxall (2007) The
Books of the New Testament.

4. Read pages 19 - 26 of Hooker (2001) in the Reading
Block.

5. Write a short introduction to Mark’s theology (about
250 words) identifying

● His presentation of the person and work of Jesus

● The ‘messianic secret’

● Why Jesus died

5. Re-read Mark 8.27 - 10.52

This session is designed to introduce students to the
theology of Mark.

Session Six: The Gospel
according to Mark (2)
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The Theology of Mark
It is difficult to know how much of the theology of the gospel is the unique contri-
bution of the author and how much is inherited in the traditions that he has received.
It is also impossible to isolate Mark’s own understanding of the story from that
which we read into the text.  We can however, identify some important ways in
which the truth of Jesus Christ is presented in the gospel.

The gospel is essentially ‘Good News’ about Jesus.  However, this good news is
hard to confront and harder to embrace because it presents a radical challenge that
requires people to abandon their old way of life and, in order to do the will of God,
to join a new community.  It calls disciples to lose their life in order to gain it, and
to follow Jesus to the cross (8:34-38).  This is a hard call that nobody in the story
seems able to respond to, though the rewards of healing, restoration, forgiveness
and abundant harvest litter the text.

As was noted in the last session, the whole gospel is focused on the figure of Jesus
and, as we also noted above, Mark’s understanding of his person and work is
predominantly conveyed in the way that the story is told.  Jesus nowhere preaches
himself, but every part of Mark’s story makes implicit claims on his behalf.  Mark’s
readers are therefore confronted by the Kingdom of God in action and are called to
make a decision for or against this Jesus.

The theme of discipleship runs through the gospel.  In the first part the disciples are
called, chosen and sent out, but in the second part, following Peter’s confession of
faith at Caesarea Philippi, the full meaning of discipleship is revealed.  This
happens both through the direct teaching of Jesus and in the way that the disciples
continuously misunderstand this teaching and exhibit a complete lack of faith or
understanding.

However, the disciples do at least have some inkling of the truth and have given up
their previous lives to follow him.  Those who oppose Jesus have no such
understanding.  A series of 'conflict stories’ (2:1-3:6) identify the opposition of the
Jewish authorities and this is followed by a rejection by Jesus’ own family (3:20ff)
and the rejection by the people of his own village (6:1-6).  It is clear that a contrast
is being drawn between those who are ‘inside’ the new Jesus community and those
who are ‘outside’, although the line is not always easy to draw.  Indeed, on occasion
‘outsiders’ show more faith in Jesus than the ‘insiders’ (7:24-30).

At the centre of Mark’s narrative is the haunting question, ‘Why did Jesus die?’
The text provides three answers.  On one level of the story Jesus died because of the

Introduction
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wickedness of his enemies and the treachery of Judas.  However, on another level
Jesus also died because it was God’s will and because he was obedient to that will.
In 10:45 Jesus describes his death as being a ‘ransom for many’, and in 14:24 as
effecting a new ‘covenant’.  It is important not to read later ideas of ‘atonement’
into these words that are, in any case, difficult to interpret with any precision in
their present context.  What is clear from the gospel is that Jesus’ death ‘for many’
now creates a new people of God who will inherit the Kingdom.

But Jesus’ death cannot be separated from his resurrection, and Jesus himself can-
not be separated from the new ‘redeemed’ community.  He too will drink wine in
the Kingdom of God and go before them into Galilee.  However, Mark stresses that
it is only because of Jesus’ obedient acceptance of death that resurrection is possi-
ble.  This resurrection both creates the new community and condemns the Jews.
The gospel was written at a time when there was great tension between Christian
and Jew.  The rejection of Jesus’ message had been followed by the rejection of the
‘Good News’ by the majority of the Jewish people.
In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus’ person is shrouded by secrecy.  The first part of the gospel
understands his authority as that of the concealed Son of God and the second part of
the gospel recognises that his true significance is linked with the divine necessity of
his redemptive suffering, death and resurrection.  There is therefore a motif of
concealment and revelation which is hinged around the incident in Caesarea
Philippi when Peter proclaims Jesus as the Christ.  Scholars have therefore talked
about the ‘messianic secret’ and have attempted to explain it in a variety of ways.

In Mark it is in fact likely that the secret of Jesus’ identity does not serve to shroud
his person in mystery but rather to reveal him, in his true status, to the hearers and
readers of the gospel.  Jesus’ instructions to various people not to speak openly
about him suggest that the real significance of his identity is hidden from those in
the story but is being clearly revealed to those hearers and readers who are
committed to him.  It is likely therefore that the ‘secret’ is a literary device to draw
attention to the real significance of the story and to help explain the failure of the
disciples to understand his journey to the cross and of the Jewish authorities to
recognise him at all.  This may echo a historic truth.  Certainly the Markan Jesus
made no messianic claims for himself and came to be known as the Messiah only
through his suffering and death.

It is clear that early Christians understood Jesus as the fulfilment of the apocalyptic
hopes of Israel and that they believed that Jesus was the messianic agent of the
Kingdom.  However, Telford argues that Mark represents an early stage in the
transformation of this hope.  Jesus, the ‘proclaimer’ of the coming eschatological
Kingdom of God is in the process of being seen as the ‘the proclaimed’ in whose
person and ministry the Kingdom was already present.  With the coming of Jesus
there has been a judgement on Israel, and on his return this judgement will be
consummated.  The ‘little Apocalypse’ of Mark 13 therefore urges the Christian
community to take comfort from the fact that it was the divine plan for suffering
and persecution to precede his second coming.  The community is therefore living
‘between the times’, needing to respond with an ethical watchfulness.

However, Telford also makes the point that Mark uses the tradition to present Jesus
as he was likely to be seen by Gentile converts, namely as the divine Son of God
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rather than as the Jewish Messiah, the Son of David.  The secrecy motif helps to
present the Jesus of the Jewish-Christian tradition as the more exalted, but secretly
revealed Son of God whose suffering and death are part of God’s pre-ordained plan
for the redemption of the world.  Mark therefore reflects a shift away from the
earlier Jewish-Christian apocalyptic tradition which emphasised Jesus’ role as
eschatological prophet, royal Messiah and apocalyptic Son of Man, towards an
understanding of Jesus that emphasises his suffering and death as the key to the
salvation of the world.  He puts it succinctly by arguing that the emphasis on
eschatology is gradually giving way to an emphasis on Christology and soteriology.
This is the gospel that is increasingly to be proclaimed to the Gentile world.
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Arrive and Worship
Reflect on  any issues that have arisen from the last session.
Worship together.

Project 1
Using the work that you have prepared for this session, examine key elements of
Mark’s theology including

 i) his understanding of Jesus
 ii) the ‘messianic secret’
 iii) why Jesus died

Project 2
2 a) Study Mark 8:27 – 10:52.

 List the incidents and examine the sequence.
  Identify any recurring themes

 Address the question
  What does this section as a whole tell us about Mark’s understanding of
 what it means to follow Jesus, to be a disciple?

2 b)  In the light of your work on discipleship and the following texts
  i) Mark 2: 13-17
  ii) Mark 3: 31-34
  iii) Mark 13: 9-13
  iv) Mark 14: 22-25

 Address the questions:
i) What kind of community is being formed?
ii) What might it mean to belong?

Project 3
Discuss the statement: Carrying a cross will improve your prospects.

Prayer and preparation.
Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for the next session.

Group Session Six
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This is the disciple who is testifying to these things
and has written them, and we know his testimony is
true (John 21:24)

1. Read the Introduction.

2. Read the Gospel of John out loud, or listen to the
online version at
http://www.biblegate.com/resources/audio/

3. Read chapter 7 of the text book Boxall (2007) The
Books of the New Testament.

4. Read chapter 1 of Stibbe (1994) in the Reading Block.

5. Write a short introduction to John’s gospel (about 250
words) identifying

● date and authorship

● context and purpose

● key themes

This session is designed to introduce students to the
Gospel of John.

Session Seven: The Gospel
according to John (1)
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Date and Authorship
Traditionally the author of St John’s Gospel has been associated with the apostle
John who could be regarded as an eyewitness to what is recorded in the gospel.
Assuming that the apostle is also to be regarded as the ‘elder’ of the Johannine
Epistles, the most widely held popular view was of the evangelist, as a very old
man, writing down his reminiscences of the life of Jesus and writing words of
encouragement to his churches.  However, this view is not widely held by scholars
today.

In fact the gospel writer himself suggests (John 21:24) that the author is the
‘Beloved Disciple’.  The identity of the beloved disciple is never revealed in the
gospel itself but he has been traditionally identified as the apostle John.  Iranaeus,
writing around 180AD, certainly identifies him as such, although care needs to be
taken with this evidence because he was writing at a time when the very survival of
the gospel would have depended on the authority given it by apostolic authorship.
Further, almost all scholars assume that the gospel originally ended at John 20:31
and that chapter 21 is a later addition.  There is therefore no clear evidence that the
beloved disciple in fact wrote the gospel, or that he ever really existed, although
some scholars believe that he may have provided a link between Jesus and the
formation of the gospel.  However, it is equally likely that this character was a
literary device to give expression to the author’s own views on discipleship.  In the
gospel he represents true discipleship and acts as a foil to Peter.  He is the model for
every reader and the one with whom readers are asked to identify.

Ultimately it is not possible to know who the author was and what his relationship
to the ‘Beloved Disciple’ may have been.  John is traditionally dated in the nineties
and a late date is suggested by the way in which the gospel reflects the strained
relationship between church and synagogue characteristic of this time.  In the
1980’s John Robinson made a brave attempt to claim an earlier date of composition
but scholars have not accepted his arguments as being decisive.

To Whom was it Written?
Tradition connects John with Ephesus, but this may be due in part to the association
with the John of the gospel and epistles with the John who wrote the book of
Revelation, whose connection with Ephesus is certain.  Although this association
cannot be affirmed it remains possible.  Another serious suggestion connects John
with Syria.

John’s Gospel has been written by a Christian for Christians in the light of the
Christian tradition.  However, it is clear from a cursory reading of John that it is
very different from the Synoptic Gospels in its presentation of the person and work
of Jesus.  The prologue, in particular, suggests influences that come from outside
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the world of classical Judaism.  Scholars in previous generations have therefore
sought to identify the sources of this thinking and have investigated the relationship
between John’s presentation of Jesus as the divine ‘word’ (Greek ‘logos’) and the
Hellenistic thought of his day.  Others have examined the relationship between
John’s Gospel and the development of the second century Christian heresy called
Gnosticism.

More recently scholars have recognised that attempts to combine elements of Greek
thought with the Hebrew scriptures had been undertaken within orthodox Judaism
before the growth of Christianity and that John’s presentation of Christ may well
have been influenced by this kind of Hellenistic-Jewish thinking.  John’s Gospel is
rooted in the Old Testament and draws on the Wisdom Tradition, already subject to
Greek interpretation, to present Jesus as the divine ‘word’ and God’s agent in
creation.

It is clear from the gospel that the community for whom John was writing was
concerned with some key issues between Christians and Jews and it is therefore
possible that John is writing for a church in dialogue with a Hellenistic-Jewish
community.  There is clearly little love lost between the groups.  The Jews are
Jesus’ enemies and are treated very harshly in the gospel.  Indeed, some have
suggested that the sharpness of the debate with the Jews and the clear distinction
between the community and the world in the gospel might point to John’s
community as a beleaguered sect, alienated from local society, intensely loyal to
each other, but hostile to those outside. In the chapters that deal with issues of
discipleship (13-17) there is real anxiety about the future position of the disciples.

The discourses in John clearly reflect a debate with the synagogue about the person
of Jesus.  In the Jewish wisdom tradition the law is personalized and spiritualized as
the mediator between God and man.  In the prologue and in the discourses Jesus
fulfils that role.  It is therefore a real possibility that the discourses, built on key
sayings from the Jesus tradition, are intended to be a tool in this ongoing debate
with the synagogue

Key Themes
 i) A key theme of the gospel is salvation and this is defined in John as having

‘life in its fullness’ (10.10) or eternal life (3:16).  It is the reason for God’s
action in Christ.  There is little interest in the ‘Kingdom of God’ which is
mentioned in only one place when quoting from the tradition.  John rather
stresses that salvation is the possession of eternal life, both now and in the
future.

 ii) Jesus brings a new intimate relationship between God, himself and the believer.
In John the disciple is asked to believe in (literally believe into) Jesus in order
to have eternal life and this brings about the new set of intimate relationships.

 iii) In John, Jesus is the pre-existent ‘word’ who is ‘made flesh’.  The primary
subject of revelation is God’s glory in Jesus and the crucifixion is no longer a
shameful humiliation, but a royal progress which allows the divinity of Christ
to shine through.  It is an exaltation, the ultimate demonstration of his moral
union with the Father.
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 iv) Judgement is not, as in the synoptics, a ‘day of the Lord’ in the future, but the
result of the personal reaction of each person who is confronted by Jesus.  The
gospel therefore constantly challenges the reader to belief or unbelief.

 v) It is a gospel of sharp contrasts between light and darkness, life and death, truth
and falsehood, heaven above and earth below, faith and unbelief, seeking and
finding.

Purpose
A key purpose of the gospel is reflected in 20:31, ‘so that you may come to
believe’.  The reader is invited, as were Jesus’ disciples, to ‘come and see’.  It is
possible that John was written to present the truth of Jesus to a Jewish-Hellenist
community and did so by presenting him as the pre-existent Son of God who is
superior to the Jewish patriarchs and to the law.

Structure
The whole book may be considered as a unity.  Brown ‘An Introduction to the
NewTestament’ suggests a basic division between (i) the Book of Signs (1:19-
12:50) and (ii) the Book of Glory (13:1–20:31) while Kieffer ‘The Oxford Bible
Commentary’ prefers a geographical structure.  Most scholars question the
originality of Chapter 21 and the account of the woman caught in adultery (7:53-
8:11) was probably not included until the third century.

The Interpretation of John
John’s relationship to the Synoptic Gospels has been a matter of long debate.  Some
scholars have seen a direct textual relationship with Mark or to one or other of the
Lukan sources.  However, it is likely that John had access to the oral tradition of the
church, much of which was common to the synoptics.  Therefore some stories are
similar in both John and the synoptics, some are based on stories of the same type
and there are sayings that are probably different translations of the same original.  It
is clear however that a feature of John’s compositional technique is to draw
different elements from the tradition together to make composite pictures for his
gospel.

Bultmann attempted to show that John had used three sources to write his gospel, a
signs source, a discourse source and a passion narrative source.  However, attempts
to maintain this position have proved problematic.  Indeed, some scholars feel it
likely that the great discourses in John are based on the evangelist’s own homilies
delivered in his church.  In each case the ‘text’ is a saying or story about Jesus from
the tradition.

Because of the abrupt changes and contradictions present in the text scholars have
put forward various theories about the construction and redaction of the gospel.
Brown has postulated a later editor who inserted further material in the early second
century, but the consistency in style suggests that the same author may have been
responsible for creating a second edition of the gospel at a later point.

Many scholars now favour a literary approach to the text.  Scholars have explored
John as Hellenistic Biography and recognised that he employs the archetypal modes
of storytelling in general; comedy romance, satire/irony and tragedy.
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John’s Story
Taking John seriously as a story demands attention to characters, plot and setting.
Stibbe’s book, ‘John’s Gospel’, a chapter of which is included in the Reading
Block, is a very good introduction to this way of reading the gospel  The main
character is Jesus, and he is an elusive hero whose abstruseness is evidenced in his
speech and his actions.   Other key characters include the disciples, the Jews, the
crowd and a number of key minor characters who make cameo appearances.  As
with Mark’s Gospel, characters may be ‘round’, i.e. complex and unpredictable;
‘flat’ i.e. predictable with a few consistent traits; or ‘stock’ i.e. with one consistent
trait.   They may be ‘reliable’ evoking sympathy and confidence, or ‘unreliable’
evoking antipathy and mistrust.

John, as Mark, presents a single, unified story with a consistent plot which leads to
a recognizable climax.  Indeed conscious plotting of the narrative is more obvious
in John.  There are two plots.  The first is the main plot which is Jesus’ positive
quest to do the work of the Father.  But there is also another plot.  This is the
negative quest of the Jews to destroy Jesus.

The settings in which these characters interact are many and varied in John’s
Gospel.  Some are integral to the stories themselves while others have a more
symbolic role to play within the story.

Character, plot and setting therefore help create the story that John tells.
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Arrive and Worship
Reflect on  any issues that have arisen from the last session.
Worship together.

Project 1
 Using the work that you have prepared for this session, examine
 i) the date and authorship of John
 ii) the context and purpose of the gospel
 iii) key themes in the gospel

Project 2

2 a)   Using your experience of reading John out loud undertake the following:

 i) Examine the characters in the story – i.e. Jesus, the disciples, the
 Jews, other characters as you choose.

 Identify whether they are round, flat, stock, reliable or unreliable

 ii) Explore the plot and sub-plots and examine the way in which they
 relate to each other as the story unfolds.

 iii)  Examine different settings in the Gospel.  Identify ways in which the
 settings can be significant for the way that the story is told and interpreted.

2 b)   Divide into two groups

First Group:      John 4:1-42

 Second Group:   John 11:1-38

 Examine John’s portrayal of Jesus in these portions of the gospel. How does
 he make clear, through the story, his understanding of the person of Jesus?

 As a group.

Share your findings.

Project 3
 Discuss the question: Is John's Jesus a Jesus for today?

Prayer and preparation.
Offer the evening's work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for the next session.

Group Session Seven
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And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and
we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only
son, full of grace and truth (John 1:14).

1. Read the Introduction.

2. Read chapter 4 of Lindars (1990) in the Reading
Block.

3. Write a short introduction to John’s theology (about
250 words) identifying

● his portrayal of Jesus

● believing in Jesus

● Jesus’ death and glorification

● discipleship and community

This session is designed to introduce students to the
theology of  John’s Gospel.

Session Eight: The Gospel
according to John (2)
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The Theology of John’s Gospel
The fundamental question of the fourth gospel is the question of God - who is God
and how does he reveal himself?  In addressing this question John presupposes
familiarity with both the Jewish and Christian traditions.  Although drawing on
theological ideas and religious vocabulary that is widespread in the Hellenistic
world, John is clearly steeped in the Jewish scriptures and traditions and draws his
understanding of the person and work of Jesus primarily from these sources.  The
scriptures point to Jesus as God’s revelation to his people.  The authenticity of the
Christian revelation therefore depends on a correct interpretation of the Jewish
scriptures.  However, it is equally true for John that the correct interpretation of the
Jewish scriptures depends upon faith in Jesus.

It is clear from reading John’s narrative that his gospel reflects at least two
perspectives - the historical Jesus and the Johannine community, both in conflict
with their Jewish adversaries.  Johannine theology therefore presupposes a church,
which stands over and against the Jewish synagogue and is part of an ongoing
controversy with the Jews.

However, the church community also stands over and against the world in John’s
Gospel.  The world can be a positive place in as much as it is part of God’s creation,
or a negative place in which Jesus and his followers are rejected and persecuted.  It
presently stands in a state of alienation and condemnation - a place of darkness
(5:19ff), sin (8:21), slavery (8:34) and falsehood (8:44).  Indeed, not only is the
human condition hopeless without God, this would not have been fully realised
without the coming of Jesus (15:24).  The Jews after all assume that all is well.

Christology
Only John puts the issues of Christology on the lips of Jesus.  Jesus constantly talks
about himself and uses a series of titles and images to illustrate his work of
salvation.  Jesus is the Messiah, and the translation of the Hebrew term, ‘messias’ is
actually used in John (1:41, 4:35) rather that the commonly used Greek term
‘christos’ (Christ). Unlike Matthew, John does not try to establish Jesus’
messiahship through the use of proof texts and exegesis.  It is rather established in
the context of the story, where it is the only explanation to those who have faith.
Messiahship is therefore a constant issue in the gospel where Jesus is explicitly
presented as the King of Israel.  Nathanael recognizes Jesus as such at the beginning
of the gospel (John 1:49).  Jesus withdraws from the crowd after the feeding of the
5,000 because they want to seize him to make him king (6:15).  He enters Jerusalem
as a kingly figure (12:13) and this sets the scene for a major exploration of this
theme through the passion narrative, focused in the encounter with Pilate (18:28 -
19:16).  Jesus ultimately dies as the rightful King of Israel, rejected by the Jews.

Introduction
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John’s use of terminology is fascinating.  In John ‘the Jews’ cannot be simply
equated with ‘Israel’.  The term Israel is used very positively.  Nicodemus is a
teacher of Israel and this is a good thing.  In contrast, the term ‘The Jews’ always
has negative connotations.

The issue of Jesus’ origin is confronted by John.  In the prologue Jesus is identified
as the divine ‘logos’ (word).  Interestingly he is called ‘logos’ before being named
as Jesus and he is called ‘rabbi’ before being proclaimed as Messiah.  This has led
some scholars to claim that these two titles, ‘logos’ and ‘rabbi’, frame John’s
Christology.  As ‘logos’ Jesus is anchored in God and as ‘rabbi’ he is a man among
human beings.  Once human, he is no longer referred to as ‘logos’, and once
recognised as Messiah he is no longer called ‘rabbi’ on any regular basis.  Jesus is
clearly a human being in John’s Gospel but by associating Jesus, not only with the
purpose and mission of God, but with God himself (1:1,18, 20:29) he goes beyond
other New Testament writers.

Believing in Jesus
According to John 20: 31, the gospel was written that those who read it may ‘come
to believe’ and this is a key theme of the narrative.  In the gospel believing is both a
matter of human choice and divine gift (1:12-13).  It is a gift because, in order to be
part of that life, the individual must be born from above (3:3).  But belief is also a
matter of choice and after each of Jesus’ signs, some come to believe and some do
not.  To believe in Jesus is to know him and to know God (14:7) and this
knowledge is personal and intimate.

The first part of the gospel has been called ‘the Book of Signs’.  Each Sign is
typically followed by a dialogue between Jesus and his opponents concerning his
status and role.  This is then followed by a monologue, which ultimately challenges
those present to believe.  The very designation of these mighty works of Jesus as
‘signs’ suggests that John intends to use these incidents to signify who Jesus is and
to evoke belief.  Christology is thereby anchored in the life and ministry of the
earthly Jesus although they are presented from a post-resurrection perspective.
Jesus’ signs are drawn from the experience of Jesus’ earthly life but the words are
the words of the risen and exalted Christ.  The Signs thereby play a positive role in
calling attention to Jesus’ origin, power and purpose.  Outside the ‘Farewell
Discourses’ (John 13-17) Jesus’ disciples are at best bystanders in his earthly,
public ministry.  However, the words in the ‘Book of Signs’, although addressed to
Jesus’ opponents, are also directed at Jesus’ followers.  The ‘I am’ sayings, peculiar
to John, are part of the overall process whereby Jesus’ identity is signified and
belief is evoked.  They present Jesus as the fulfilment of human longing and need.
Drawing upon Old Testament images of God and Israel, they focus Jesus’ saving
work and hint at his divinity.

Death and Glorification
Jesus’ death is critical for John’s theology.  John recounts images of Jesus
sacrificial and vicarious death that come down to him from the Christian tradition.
Jesus is therefore identified by John the Baptist as ‘the lamb of God’ (1:36), dies
when the Passover lambs are being slaughtered and gives his flesh for the life of the
world (6:51).  He is also the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep
(10:15).  However, John attempts to reinterpret the death of Jesus as a revelation of
God.  For John, Jesus’ death is his glorification.  On the cross he is lifted up and
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God’s glory is revealed.  It is the crucial moment of God’s revelation and
judgement in and through him.  The resurrection adds nothing to John’s theology
but is of course crucial.  None of Jesus’ works would be revelation without his
resurrection from the dead.

Discipleship and Community
The ‘Farewell Discourses’ of chapters 13-17 focus on the disciples and on the
community that will come after them.  The ‘church’ and the ‘Holy Spirit’, present
throughout the gospel, now come to the fore.  The church has been part of the
indispensable background to John’s narrative but the gospel has concentrated on
Christology rather than ecclesiology and it is not always possible to reconstruct
John’s community from his account.  It is possible that John’s Gospel reflects a
community that had no hierarchy or formal structure, and that it had no sacraments.
However, it is equally possible that both are presumed in the narratives.  It is not
clear what the church community was like, but it is clearer what John thought it
ought to be like.

The community should be grounded on faith in Jesus and is called to obey Jesus’
commands and to love one another (13:13ff).  Believing obedience is therefore the
essence of discipleship and of being church.  The advent of the Spirit is a key factor
in the formation of the church because a full knowledge and understanding of Jesus
and his saving work is not complete until the Spirit comes.  Jesus is clear that the
role of the Spirit is to be a permanent counsellor, recalling Jesus’ teaching and
leading the community into truth.  It is only with the Spirit’s presence that the
disciples can truly become one with Christ.  The sending of the Son into the world
is therefore paralleled by the sending of the Spirit to the church.

In chapter 17 Jesus prays for unity and the object of that unity is mission - that the
world may know and believe.  This unity is grounded in love, but love in John is
focused in and for the community.  This is because the community’s loving unity is
an essential part of God’s revelation in Jesus.  John does not employ the apocalyptic
language of the Synoptic Gospels about the end of the world and the return of the
Christ.  Instead he uses the notion of ‘eternal life’ to argue that life with God is
present and permanent and is safe, even though the community is in danger and will
experience earthly suffering and death.

For John, this relationship with Jesus that leads to ‘life’ is a direct gift to each
individual.  The image of the vine (15: 1-11) shows how each person is related to
Jesus but is less clear on how individuals relate to each other.  Taken together with
Spirit’s role to interpret the words of Jesus and lead the community into truth, it is
in fact possible that John’s community was not highly structured and had resisted a
move towards a more authoritative leadership.  It is however likely that John 3: 1-
21 (the story of Nicodemus) and John 6: 53-56 (the Bread of Life discourse)
presuppose that the community practiced baptism and shared Eucharist.

The church is the community of Jesus’ friends and the beloved disciple is a model
of that friendship and shows how it might be for all of us.  With faith in Jesus we
could all become beloved disciples, close to Jesus.  Perhaps that is why he is un-
named.  As the community of those that the Father has called together by sending
his Son into the world, the church, for John, is God’s human dwelling place, sent
out into the world to witness to those who are in darkness and unbelief.
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Arrive and Worship
Reflect on  any issues that have arisen from the last session.
Worship together.

Project 1
 Using the work that you have prepared for this session, examine key
 elements of John’s theology including
 i) his understanding of Jesus
 ii) believing in Jesus
 iii) Jesus’ death and glorification
 iv) discipleship and community

Project 2
2 a) Study John 6: 1-71 – The Bread of Life

Examine how the passage is structured.

 Note how John uses
 a) The story from the Christian Tradition of the Feeding of the 5,000
 b) Jewish scripture

 in the construction of his narrative

 Address the following questions:
  i) What does this passage reveal about Jesus?
 ii) What kind of Christian community is assumed by John in this
  passage?
 iii) How might this passage evoke belief?

2 b)  Study John 15:1 - 27 - The Believing Community

Undertake the following tasks
i)   Examine how the passage is structured and identify the different

 elements
ii)  List the characteristics of the church community proclaimed by Jesus in

 John

Project 3
 Discuss the statement: If you love God, you must hate the world.

Prayer
Offer the session's and term's work to God in prayer.

Group Session Eight
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Candidates must answer all 3 questions

1 Produce an exegesis of 1,500 words of  Galatians 1: 13-17

An exegesis is an attempt to discover the original meaning of the text to its author and original
audience  and to explore its meaning for today.

2 Answer ONE of the following.

In 1,500 words address the question:

 A) What is Mark's understanding of the person and work of Jesus and how is this ‘good  news’ for today?

OR

B) What is John’s understanding of the person and work of Jesus and how is this ‘good  news’ for today?

Candidates should show knowledge and understanding of:

i) the context, purpose and key themes of the gospel

ii) the questions, issues or challenges that the gospel raises for today.

3 Answer ONE of the following.

All assignments focus on 1 Corinthians 10:23-11:1

Candidates should show knowledge and understanding of:

i) the context, purpose and key themes of the epistle

ii) the questions, issues or challenges that the epistle raises for today.

EITHER A) Write a 1,000 word sermon on the text and a 500 word reflection on the process used in
writing the sermon.

OR B) Reflect on a pastoral situation you have encountered in the light of this passage. (1,500 words).

OR C) What in this text might make Christianity attractive to contemporary society and what might be
unattractive? (1,500 words)

OR D) Reflect on the implications of this passage for Christian life. (1,500 words).

Assignments
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Coursework evaluation sheet

To be completed by each student at the end of the term and sent to
The St Padarn Centre, Ficerdy, Y Felinheli, Gwynedd, LL56 4SQ

or email the form to gareth.stseiriol@gmail.com

Session 1: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 4: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 5: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 2: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 3: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:



Session 6: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 7: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 8: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Comments about the way that the Group has worked and the contribution of the Tutor

Other comments:
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