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1.0 INTRODUCTION

This course is CTH 817: The Synoptic Gospels. It is a two hour credit
course offered in the second year, first semester, to the undergraduate
students, of Christian Theology. This course has fifteen student units.
You are not required to take other courses before you study for this
course. The course has been developed with appropriate examples
suitable for the Nigerian audience.

The course guide is for distance learners enrolled in the Undergraduate
Programme of Christian Theology of the National Open University of
Nigeria. This guide is one of the several resource tools available to you
to help you successfully complete this course and ultimately your
programme.

This study guide provides you with very useful information about the
entire course, such as the aims and objectives, course material and
structure, available services to support your learning, information on
assignment and examination. You will also be guided on how to plan
your time for study; the amount of time you should spend on each study
unit and your tutor-marked assignments.



Go through this course study guide carefully. Before you begin the study
of this course, complete the feedback form at the end. You must return
the feedback to your tutorial facilitator along with your first assignment.
It is my hope that this study guide will answer most of your questions. |
advise you to contact your study centre if you have further questions.

I wish you all the best in your learning experience and successful
completion of this course.

2.0 COURSE AIMS

This course aims at helping you gain more knowledge about the first
three gospels of the New Testament. You will have a full grasp of why
the first three gospels are being referred to as the synoptic gospels, as
well as what constitute the synoptic problems and their solution. The
course will guide you on the authorship, date, sources, purposes and
special features of these gospels among others.

The approach adopted in this course acknowledges the import of biblical
context and contents to our understanding of the gospels. It is hoped that
this approach will properly situate you in the world of the gospel
writers; help you avoid over spiritualization of the gospel messages and
treating the gospel out of context.

The above aims of the course shall be achieved by:

- Introducing you to the concept of the Gospel, the Synoptic
Gospels and the Synoptic problems and proposed solutions.

- Exposing you to the worlds of the gospel writers, their
personalities, date, purpose and special features of each
gospel.

- Leading you to analyse the different approaches and methods
of studying the Synoptic Gospels through the efforts of
various scholars.

- Identifying the unity and interconnection of the Synoptic
gospels and the purpose of atoning death of Jesus Christ.

- Explain the universalism of the gospel message as presented
by the Synoptic writers.

COURSE OBJECTIVES

To achieve the aims enumerated above, this course has the following
overall objectives. This course is designed in such a way that each unit
has specific objectives which you will find at the beginning of each unit.
Before you start each unit read them carefully and study the unit with
these objectives in mind. After you have completed each unit go back to
the objectives again to make sure you have achieved the objectives of
that unit.



Below are the over all objectives of the course. If you meet these
objectives then you have achieved the overall aims of this course.

When you have successfully completed this course you should be able

to:

Define and explain the subject matter of Gospel and the
Synoptic Gospels.

Analyze the different approaches and methods to the study of
the Synoptic Gospels.

Trace the history and development of the sources of the
Synoptic Gospels.

Identify the influence of Jewish as well as Graeco-Roman
practices on the Synoptic Gospels.

Explain why differences occur in the narration of the Synoptic
writers.

Give account of the extent of universalism in the synoptic
gospels.

Compare different accounts of various schools of taught on
the synoptic problems and solutions.

WORKING THROUGH THE COURSE

To successfully complete this course, you must read all the study units
and the other materials provided by the National Open University of
Nigeria. There are self-assessment exercise for each section of the unit
and tutor-marked assignments at the end of each unit. Make sure you do
all your home work and submit them when required. These are very
important for your course assessment. There is also going to be a final
examination at the end of the course.

COURSE MATERIALS

The major components of the course are:

SARE I A

Course Guide
Study Units
Textbooks
Assignment File
Presentation

Study Units

This course has three modules and fourteen study units as can be seen

below:



MODULE 1: General Introduction and the Gospel of Mark

UNIT 1 Preliminaries

UNIT 2 The Synoptic Problem

UNIT 3 The Composition of St. Mark

UNIT 4 The Purpose of the Gospel of St. Mark
UNIT5 Special Features of Mark.

MODULE 2: The Gospel of St. Matthew

UNIT 1 Preliminaries

UNIT 2 The Sources of Matthew

UNIT 3 The Purposes of Matthew

UNIT 4 Special Features of Matthew’s Writing
MODULE 3: The Gospel of St. Luke

UNIT 1 Preliminaries

UNIT 2 The Sources of Luke’s Gospel

UNIT 3 The Purposes

UNIT 4 Major Themes in St. Luke

UNIT5 The Universalism of Luke’s Gospel

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READINGS
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ASSIGNMENT FILE

One of the components of this course is the Assignment File which will
be mailed to you later from the office of the national Open University of
Nigeria. The file contains assignment that you must submit to your tutor
for making. These assignments will be marked and recorded. The marks
you obtain from these assignments will count towards your final grade.
The entire course has more than thirty assignments. These assignments
cover every unit.

ASSESSMENT

This course has two aspects of assessment. The first one is the Tutor-
Marked Assignment, while the second is a written examination. These
assessments are based on the information, knowledge, and experience
you gathered during the course which you should apply when attempting
these assessments. All of these must be submitted to your tutor in
accordance with the deadline stated in your Assignment File. All of
these will be 30% of your total course marks. At the end of the course
there will be a two hour final examination.

TUTOR - MARKED ASSIGNMENT (TMAS)

There are fifteen tutor-marked assignments for this course. You must do
all and submit them to your tutor. At the end of the course the best [i.e.
the highest three] will be counted. Each assignment is worth 10 marks
when the three assignments are put together then the tutor-marked
assignment will be 30% of your total course marks.

SUMMARY OF THE UNITS
As could be seen from above, this course has fourteen units.
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Module 1 introduces you to the Synoptic Gospels in general and the
gospel of Mark as the acclaimed first gospel to be written. Module 2
deals with Matthew as the second gospel to the written. It analyzes the
sources, purpose as well as special features of the gospel. Module 3
looks at Luke’s gospel, his sources, purposes, major themes and its
universal concept.

Each study unit consists of one week’s work and should take you about
three hours to complete. It included specific objectives, guidance for
study, reading materials, self-assessment exercises, and tutor-marked
assignments. All these are to assist you achieve the stated learning
objectives of the individual study units of the course.

COURSE OVERVIEW

This course is designed to cover 15 weeks. You are expected to
complete the assignment for the unit at the end of every week and

submit to your tutorial facilitator. See the table below for the study plan.

UNIT TITLE OF THE STUDY WEEKS ASSIGNMENT
UNIT ACTIVITY
COURSE GUIDE 1 Course Guide
Form
Module 1 | General Introduction and the
Gospel of Mark
1 Preliminaries 2 Assignment
2 The Synoptic Problem 3 Assignment
3 The Composition of St. Mark 4 Assignment
4 The Purpose of the Gospel of 5 Assignment
St. Mark
5 Special Features of Mark. 6 TMA to be
submitted
Module 2 | The Gospel of Matthew
1 Preliminaries 7 Assignment
2 The Sources of Matthew 8 Assignment
3 The Purposes of Matthew 9 Assignment
4 Special Features of Matthew’s 10 TMAt 0 be
Writing submitted
Module 3 | The Gospel of Luke
1 Preliminaries 11 Assignment
2 The Sources of Luke’s Gospel 12 Assignment
3 The Purposes 13 Assignment
4 The Universalism of Luke’s 14 Assignment
Gospel




5 The Universalism of Luke’s 15 TMA to be
Gospel submitted
Revision 16
Examination 17
Total 17

How to Get the Best from this Course

In distance learning the study units replace the university Lecturer. This
is one of the great advantages of the distance learning system. You can
read and work through specially designed study materials at your own
pace.

Each of the study units follows a common format. The first item is an
introduction to the subject matter of the unit and how a particular unit is
integrated with the other units and the course as a whole. Following this
is a set of learning objectives. These objectives enable you know what
you should be able to do by the time you have completed the unit. The
objectives should guide your study. After studying the units must cross
check whether you have achieved the objectives. If you adhere strictly to
this art of checking whether the objective is achieved or not, you will
definitely improve your chances of passing the course.

The main body of the unit guides you through the required reading from
other sources. This will usually be either from your set books or from a
“Reading” section. Whenever you need help, don’t hesitate to call and
ask your tutor to provide it.

1. Read through this Course Guide thoroughly.

2. Plan your study schedule. You should refer to the ‘course
overview’ for more details. Find out the time you are expected to
spend on each unit and when and how to turn in your
assignments.

3. Stick to your study schedule. Don’t allow anything to get you
distracted from your study schedule.

4, Turn to Unit 1 and read the introduction and objectives for the
unit.

5. Gather the study material you need. All you need or a unit is

given in the ‘Overview’ at the beginning of each unit. The study
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unit you are working on and one of your set books should be on
your desk at the same time.

6. Work through the unit. The content of the unit has been arranged
in a sequential order. Instructions would be given on where to
read from your set books or other articles. Use the unit to guide
your reading.

7. Review the objectives for each study unit to confirm you have
achieved them.

8. Don’t proceed to the next unit, until you are sure you have
achieved the objectives of the unit you are working on.

9. Don’t wait until your assignment is returned before working on
the next unit. Keep to your schedule.

10.  When you complete the last unit, you can be preparing for exams.
Be sure that you have achieved the unit objectives (listed at the
beginning of each unit) and the course objectives (listed in this
Course Guide).

Tutors and Tutorials

There are 8 hours of tutorials provided in support of this course. The
dates, times and location of these tutorials, together with the name and
phone number of your tutor will be communicated to you. This will be
done as you are allocated to a tutorial group.

Your tutor will mark and comment on your assignments, keep a close
watch on your progress and on any difficulties you might encounter and
provide assistance to you during the course. You must mail your tutor
marked assignments to your tutor well before the due date (at least two
working days are required). They will be marked by your tutor and
returned to you as soon as possible. Do not hesitate to contact our tutor
by telephone, e-mail or discussion board if you need help. The following
might be the circumstances in which you will find help necessary.
Contact your tutor if:

You do not understand any part of the study units or the assigned

readings.
You have difficulty with the self-tests or exercises, and
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You have a question or problem with an assignment, with your
tutor’s comment on an assignment or with the grading of an
assignment.

You should try your best to attend the tutorials. This is the only chance
to interact with your tutor by asking questions which are answered
instantly. You can raise any problem encountered in the course of your
study. To maximize the benefits of the course tutorials, it is advisable
that you prepare a question list before attending them. When you
participate in the discussions your intellectually life will be deeply
enriched.

Summary of the Course

This course is designed to help you understand the gospel in general and
the synoptic gospels in particular, under selected topics. In the course of
your study, you will be exposed to the origin of the gospels, the synoptic
gospels as well as the emergence of Christian Writings.

Your will also see the literary relationship between Matthew, Mark and
Luke. The Materials of this course cover the personalities and
authorship of the Synoptists, the date, the purpose of writing as well as
the special features of each synoptic writer, the universal aspect together
with the effects of Graeco-Romans and Jewish Cultures on the Synoptic
gospels shall equally be examined. The course will attempt to motivate
you by relating the there and then to the here and now.

On successful completion of this course, you will be able to answer
questions such as:

What bring about the synoptic problem?

What are the original sources for the gospels?

Which of the gospels is the first to be written?

What are the sources available to Matthew and Luke?

What is the full rendering of the source called Q?

What aspects of the Synoptic Gospels would Q explain?
What is the type of history reflected in the synoptic gospels?
Who is usually adopted as the author of the Gospel of Luke?

Nk~ WNE

The questions you will able to answer should not be limited to the ones
above. The Synoptic Gospels is a course you will find revealing and
invigorating.
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MODULE 1 General Introduction and the Gospel of Mark

UNIT 1 Preliminaries
UNIT 2 The Synoptic Problem

Unit 3 The Composition of St. Mark
Unit 4 The Purpose of the Gospel of St Mark
Unit5 Special Features of Mark.

UNIT 1 PRELIMINARIES
CONTENTS

1.0 Introduction
2.0  Objectives
3.0  Main content
3.1  The Meaning of the Gospel
3.2 Origin of the Gospels
3.3  The Synoptic Gospels
3.4  The Emergence of Christian Writings.
4.0 Conclusion
5.0 Summary
6.0  Tutor-Marked Assignments
7.0  References/Further Readings

1.0 Introduction

The course, Synoptic Gospels introduces the students to the first three
gospels of the New Testament of the Bible. The word "synoptic" is
derived from two Greek words so and optonomia which means "with the
same eye" or "seeing together." Matthew, Mark, and Luke present the
basic story of Jesus in similar ways, including the order of the material,
the stories told, the sayings of Jesus, even using many of the same words
in parallel accounts. For this reason they are called the Synoptic
Gospels. The course equally examines the Synoptic Problem which is
not really a "problem" in the normal sense of the term. It is simply a way
to refer to questions and possible explanations about the literary
relationships between the first three New Testament Gospels.

In this unit, we shall examine what the gospel is all about, the primary
sense of the gospel and its use in early Christianity. We will equally
explore the origin of the Gospels as preserved in oral tradition and as
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used by the gospellers. The concept of our course “’synoptic gospels’” is
also analysed in order to know the appropriate well of the title from the
outset. Finally in this unit, we look at what brought about the emergence

of Christian writings during the 2" half of the 1% century A.D.
2.0 Objectives
By the end of this unit you should be able to:

Define the word ‘gospel’

Discuss the origin of the gospels

Explain what the synoptic gospels is all about,

Examine what brought about the emergence of Christian
writings.

3.0 Main Content
3.1 The Meaning of the Gospel

We have used the term "gospel” mainly to refer to a type of written
document, such as the first four books of the New Testament. But this is
really an extended meaning of the term. That use became prevalent in
the church only during the latter part of the second century. The primary
sense of "gospel” was "to proclaim good news." The term conveyed
sacred meanings in first century Greek vocabulary because it was used
in the Imperial cult, (a Greco-Roman pagan religion which worshiped
Caesar) to refer to the birth of an emperor god.

It means "'to bring good news" and was used in the Jewish scriptures to
refer to the naming of a king (1 Kings 1:42), the birth of a son (Jer.
20:15), and victory in battle (1 Sam. 31:8-10). The servant songs of
Isaiah celebrated the anticipation of the coming of the Servant of God
who would “proclaim the good news" of deliverance and of the
introduction of the new age, the restoration of the kingly rule of God
(Isa. 40: 1-5; 52:7-10).

With this background the implications were very profound and far-
reaching when early Christians used the term "gospel” to summarize the
preaching of Jesus.

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came
into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God,
and saying. ""The time is fulfilled, and the
kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and
believe in the gospel "(Mark 1:14-16 ;)

In other words, the concept appears to have had its origin in the
public ministry of Jesus. But the early Christians expanded,
interpreted reapplied, and adapted the Jesus traditions. They did not
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intend to confuse or deceive anyone. Although they changed the
stories, they were faithful to what they regarded as their Spirit-
endowed perception of how those traditions interacted with their
specific needs and problems. -Even when they engaged in the Spirit-
inspired formulation of new words of the Lord it was not intended as
a subterfuge. It was a legitimate expression of their continuing
response to the living Lord of the church.

In the process of the transmission and development of the oral
tradition it was neither practically possible, nor appropriate for the
first Christians to maintain careful distinctions between Spirit-
inspired community constructions and authentic historical
reminiscence. It is unfair and insensitive for us to expect early
Christians to have valued and passed on exactly those traditions
which are of special interest to our contemporary curiosity. It is
equally unfair for us to expect them to have preserved classifications
of Jesus traditions governed by criteria which had not been defined
until the post-Enlightenment development of modern historiography.
Yet that is exactly what we demand when we want to know of a
particular tradition: "Did Jesus really say this?"

SELF ASSESSMENT EXERCISE 1

Explain the term Gospel and when its use became prevalent in the
Church.

3.2 Origin of the Gospels

The authors of the Gospels in our New Testament drew heavily on
the fund of anecdotes about Jesus which had been preserved in oral
traditions. They used these stories as building blocks to construct
written narratives spanning the entire career of Jesus. The oral tradi-
tions they used still retained some of their features as oral forms.
They also frequently display evidence of some of the changes and
adaptations that took place in the process of oral transmission.

The stories about' Jesus were adapted yet once more. As the Gospel
writers included the traditions in their narratives they also introduced
changes. Some of the changes were literary changes. They were
necessary to incorporate the story smoothly into the flow of the
extended narrative. The evangelists introduced other changes" so that
the traditions in their Gospel narratives would explicitly support
theological ideas they thought were important. They also made some
alterations so that the stories of Jesus clearly spoke to the
troublesome issues with which the evangelists' own communities
were struggling.

18



Once these oral traditions were committed to writing they became
relatively stabilized. They were "fixed" in written form, which is not
nearly so susceptible to changes as verbal materials.. Yet, we need to
note two qualifications registered against that observation. First, the
oral stories continued to be used after the Gospels were written. They
continued to be adapted to other new life situations and to develop
concurrently with the use of the written Gospels. Second, the
stabilization of the oral traditions in written form was not so rigid or
immediately so sacrosanct that Matthew and Luke hesitated to
change Mark. To that extent we must still reckon with continued
change in the stories the church told about Jesus. That change
stopped only when the four Gospels in our New Testament came to
be regarded by they church as authoritative and normative.

A major task which confronted Mark as the first evangelist was the
construction of a continuous story out of the many single stories and
brief blocks of Jesus traditions which were in circulation. Here it is
clear that "gospel” does not mean a book nor even does it mean the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus. It means the announcement of the in
breaking of the new age of God's rule. '

The early Christian community did not materially change the content of
that announcement when, on the conviction of its Easter faith, Christians
proclaimed Jesus as the mediator sent by God to establish that new age.
But they broadened the term significantly. It referred specifically now to
the death and resurrection of Jesus. The message of Jesus raised from
the dead was "gospel.” Words about Jesus as living Savior were
"gospel”. To preach the gospel meant to testify that Jesus was the
Messiah whom God had vindicated by raising him from the dead and
through whom he was continuing to work salvifically. It was "good
news" that in Jesus' death and resurrection the inbreaking of the new age
of God's rule had begun.

The gospel of the early church focused primarily on the proclamation of
the death and resurrection of Jesus. It urged the hearer to believe the
claim of God. If the listener received it faithfully and trustingly, it
accomplished salvation. This is the dominant sense in which Paul used
the term "gospel” It occurs some sixty times in the literature of the
Pauline corpus (see especially Rom. 1:1-5, 16; 1 Cor. 1: 17-24; 15: 1-5).
But later Christian writers also frequently used it in this sense (see Mark
13:10; 14:9).

Mark, however, also used the term, "gospel” in another way. He
introduced his composition with the words, "the beginning of the gospel
of Jesus Christ, the Son of God" (Mark 1:1, italics added). In that
instance he used the term to refer not just to Jesus' death and
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resurrection, but to the entire public ministry of Jesus which culminated
in the Passion narrative.

Mark shared Paul's conviction that the cross event was the central focus
of the Easter faith. His use of the term "gospel” to refer to the whole of
his narrative implied that in his view the earthly ministry traditions were
to be understood in a subordinate position to the Passion narrative. What
does that mean? Mark felt that the stories out of the ministry of Jesus
were not comprehensible unless they were heard on the presupposition
of the crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus. "The earthly work of Jesus
is narrated as illustration of the message of Christ”. It may be identified
with the term "gospel™ in so far as it illumines and clarifies that central
"gospel” content.

Mark was not disassociating the term "gospel™ from the core content of
the Easter proclamation. By redefining the boundaries of what the term
encompassed he was refocusing the term and inviting further
development. Others were quick to take advantage of that. So Matthew's
phrase "the gospel of the kingdom™ refers primarily to the collected
teachings of Jesus (Matt. 4:23; 24: 14). In Luke it is not Jesus' death but
his life and ministry which provide the pattern for Christian discipleship.
In his second volume, Acts, pivotal components of the ministry of Jesus
were duplicated in the missionary careers of Peter and Paul.

It was not until the second century gave way to the third that we find the
use of "gospel” as a designation for a book (Clement of Alexandria,
Stromata 1:136:1). Other evidence of the technical use of the term as a
designation for a type of literature is found in the numerous apocryphal
(literally "hidden," but then the word came to mean "non-canonical™)
gospels produced by second, third, and fourth Century Christianity.
These include such works as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Peter,
the Gospel of Philip, the Gospel of the Egyptians, the Gospel of the
Twelve, to name only a few.

We should note that when each of the canonical Gospels were written
the author meant for his document to be used by itself, and not
supplemented by other gospels. "The formation of the four-gospel
Canon is an historical and theological development of the second
century which was neither intended nor foreseen by any of the Evan-
gelists".

SELF ASSESSMENT EXERCISE 2

Trace the history behind the origin of the Gospel.
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3.3  The Synoptic Gospels

The synoptic Gospels are the first three Gospels in the New Testament:
The Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of Luke.
They display a high degree of similarity in content, narrative
arrangement, language, and structure both in sentence and passage.
These gospels are also considered by Biblical scholars to share the same
point of view. The fourth canonical Gospel, the Gospel of John, differs
greatly from these three, as do the Apocryphal gospels. There is
interrelatedness between the first three Gospels that John does not share.
That interrelatedness is due partly to similar theological views and
beliefs. The similarity between the three is Gospels so pronounced that
scholars have grouped Matthew, Mark and Luke together as the
"Synoptic" Gospels. They may be set side by side and "viewed together"
(that's what "synoptic" means) in a comparative way. These three
Gospels are the primary concern of this study.

SELF ASSESSMENT EXERCISE 3

Explain the concept of the synoptic gospels

3.4  The Emergence of Christian Writings

Christianity began in a culture which was predominantly oral. People
ordinarily communicated with one another verbally. This being the case,
Christians were more inclined to pass the stories about Jesus on by word
of mouth rather than to record them in writing. Other factors helped to
retard the production of documents about Jesus. Hand-written books
composed on hand-made paper were very expensive to produce. So
were duplicate volumes of the same work. Scribes tediously copied
them by hand. Apart from this during the early years of the church most
Christians were convinced that Jesus was going to return from heaven in
a very short while. They thought they were living in the last days of the
present order. The world as they know it would shortly come to an end.
They had more pressing work to do in the brief span of time left; such as
preaching, rather than writing books that soon no one would need

anyway.

We should not imagine, however, that no writing was being done by
Christians. Paul, of course, wrote frequent letters to Christian
communities with whom he had worked as a Christian missionary. At
least thirteen of his letters have been preserved in the New Testament.
But Paul did not intend to write "Scripture"” that Christians would read
for centuries when he wrote those letters. He meant for them to
substitute for his own presence as he gave advice for problems in those
communities. He would have preferred to be with them himself. But
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since he could not be there, writing a letter was the next best thing. Even
then, since it was an oral culture, Paul anticipated that his letters would
be read aloud so that the whole community could hear them. Other early
Christian missionaries such as Philip or Barnabas may have written
similar documents.

Some pressing short term needs prompted the composition of brief
collections of the stories of Jesus. Christians wrote them to use in
worship, or teaching, or missionary preaching, and so on. But, so far as
we' know, no one before Mark tried to compose a continuous account of
the entire career of Jesus. Circumstances were changing in early
Christianity which caused Christians to begin writing down the Jesus
traditions in these brief collections. Those same changing circumstances
eventually worked to encourage Mark and the other evangelists to
compose their Gospels.

The group of apostles and eyewitnesses who had accompanied Jesus
during his ministry was diminishing. They were the primary suppliers of
the stories about Jesus. They were also the only dependable authorities
to correct distortions. If there was uncertainty about a story or even a
detail of a story people could ask them. “What really happened?" But in
just a few years some were already dead and others were getting old. If
scholars are correct in dating the composition of the Gospel of Mark in
the late sixties then at least two and possibly more of “the Twelve" were
dead by then (Peter, James, the son of Zebedee, maybe his brother) as
well as the Apostle Paul.

At first most Christians expected Jesus to return quickly. As time went
on and he did not, their anticipation of the Parousia (his second coming)
lost its preoccupying vividness. Accordingly the Christian Community
became much more interested in preserving the' Jesus traditions. By
recording them they were more readily available as a resource to assist
the church. It used them to re-examine its own life in the light of the
postponement of Jesus' return. Collections of Jesus stories also were
consolidated and preserved for use in instructing new Christians. As
Christian missionaries succeeded in persuading new adherents to the
Christian faith, the converts required training in its beliefs and practices.
Collections of Jesus traditions served as resources for that educational
task. The church also had to begin to reckon with the need to
indoctrinate the next generations of Christians.

The worship requirements of early Christian communities had
stimulated the' writing of some traditions for liturgical use. Early
Christians read and reread the same stories during worship, and
particularly at major cult rituals and festivals. Christians do something
very similar today when they, for example, read and reread the nativity
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stories during the Christmas season. Or, they return again and again to
Paul's account of the institution of the Lord's Supper (1 Cor. 11:23-26)
when they observe that worship ritual.  The growth and expansion of
Christianity produced differing versions of Christian belief and
behavior. Such diversities of religious opinion could lead to serious
disagreement and even open conflict. At first the apostles and the elders
of the Jerusalem Christian church served as authorities to whom appeal
for resolution of arguments could be made. As Christianity spread into
new areas the Jerusalem authorities were less accessible. When the size
of that ground dwindled Christians began to feel the need for some
alternate standard for determining acceptable Christian faith and
practice.

Some stories of Jesus proved particularly supportive and encouraging to
Christians who were being persecuted. As the incidents of persecution
increased in number and in severity Christians circulated tracts relating
stories to sustain those who were suffering. Anecdotes in which Jesus
was remembered to have target about steadfastness in the face of
persecution served this purpose So did the recollections of Jesus'
submissive obedience to the will of God as he suffered his own
martyrdom.

Early Christians were concerned with resolving the problem of their
relationship to Judaism. Christianity began as a sect within Judaism. At
that stage, its appeal to Jewish religious traditions, its use of the Jewish
Scriptures, and its adoption of certain Jewish: religious customs and
practices were understandable. As the distance between Christianity and
Judaism widened and the rift between them became more obvious,
Christians were challenged by their use of element of the Jewish
religion. As the church worked out its self-identity, written collections
of relevant Jesus traditions were helpful In some stories Jesus scolded
Jewish religious leaders for being hypocritical. In others he urged a
deeper and fuller grasp of the real significance of Judaism than his
religious Jewish contemporaries had attained. Such stories helped early
Christians both to understand and to explain to others the relationship
between Christianity and Judaism.

There is yet another reason why the writing down of the stories about
Jesus became imperative in early Christianity. As much as early
Christians loved those stories which they had heard and told so often,
that very love began to corrupt the Jesus traditions. For all of the stories
that were handed down about Jesus there were still gaps in his life
which those stories did not cover. Further, some of the stories -were too
short to fully satisfy the eager curiosity of early believers. These led to
the additions to the traditions.
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As fascinating as those additions to the more ancient stories about Jesus
were, early Christians soon became concerned that they not be accorded
the s