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first place, "witnesses of all He [Jesus] did in the country of the Jews 
and Jerusalem" (v. 38), or "witnesses appointed beforehand by God, 
who ate and drank with Him after His resurrection from death'' 
(v. 41). But they have the office of witnessing in a deeper, more impor
tant sense, because they have received a mandate from the risen 
Lord "to preach to the people and to bear witness that He is the 
Judge of living and dead, constituted by God and Father" (v. 42). 

This same double purpose is manifest in our written Gospels. Mark, 
whose account reflects, perhaps more strikingly than any other Gospel, 
the influence of an observant eyewitness,50 has entitled his book "the 
Good News of Jesus Christ, Son of God" (Mk 1:1).61 This intention 
of providing us with a profounder realization of Christ's divinity, with 
a grasp, that is, of a supernatural truth which does not fall under the 
observation of the senses, implies something more than ocular testi
mony. Even Luke, whose prologue reveals a spirit not unacquainted 
with "historical method," manifests to his aristocratic convert, 
Theophilus, his aim of writing salvation-history. True, he has "inves
tigated it all carefully from the beginning"; he has "decided to write 
a connected account of it." But both the thorough examination of his 
sources and the ordering of his narrative have been carried out "in 
order that you may more clearly grasp the authentic character of the 
oral instructions you have received" (Lk 1:4). The term we have 
translated as "the authentic character" {asphaleia) meant "security" 
in the contemporary commercial and military usage.52 Since he is 
writing for a man who is already a believer, Luke aims at more than 
establishing the historical character of the events and sayings 
he records. He means to interpret their Christological significance, as 

60 A study of this Gospel reveals that its author, while providing us with some of the 
most vivid and detailed scenes of Jesus' public life, was innocent of anything like literary 
art or a creative imagination. This strange combination of two apparently contradictory 
qualities happily vouches for the authenticity of the early testimony of Papias that while 
Mark was not a disciple of Jesus himself, he "wrote down accurately all that he remem
bered" of Peter's preaching. Thus the liveliness of the Marcan narratives, so rich in minute 
detail, goes back to Peter's all-seeing eye. 

61 We accept these words as authentically Marcan; cf. Vincent Taylor, The Gospel ac
cording to St. Mark (London, 1952) p. 152. 

62 Cf., s.v., Moulton-Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament Illustrated 
from the Papyri and Other Non-Literary Sources (London, 1949). 
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indeed the whole of his two-volume work reveals.53 The author of the 
fourth Gospel declares, as he reaches the conclusion of his book, that 
"these things have been written in order that you may persevere in 
your belief54 that Jesus is the Messias, the son of God, and that perse
vering in this belief you may possess life in His Name" (Jn 20:31). John 
has, in the scene he has just described between the doubter Thomas and 
the risen Lord, brought out clearly the relative value of eyewitness 
experience and the intelligibility apprehended by Christian faith. It is 
obvious, from Christ's insistence that Thomas touch Him and so 
have the reality of his Lord's risen Body impinge upon his senses, that 
there can be no doubt of the necessity for eyewitness testimony. But 
Jesus also points out to His disciple that belief implies much more 
than mere seeing with bodily eyes: "is it because you have seen me 
that you have believed?" Faith belongs to a higher order, providing the 
superior perceptiveness expressed in Thomas' "My Lord and my God." 
Accordingly, Jesus pronounces a new beatitude upon all future gener
ations of Christians: "Happy those who, though they did not see, 
yet become believers" (Jn 20:28-29). In the eyes of the Evangelist, 
we of a later age are at no disadvantage in comparison with the disciples 
who saw and heard Jesus: we possess the unum necessariutn, that per
ception of the salvific character of Jesus' earthly life through Christian 
faith which, if it reposes upon the Apostles' eyewitness testimony, 
grasps, quite as accurately as they, the supernatural meaning of that 
life, which is beyond the reach of mere historical investigation. 

How do the Evangelists convey this "fourth-dimensional" quality 
of the salvation-history they write? We can only find the answer to 
this question (1) by appreciating the very personal manner in which 
each of the Evangelists has conceived the Good News of salvation in 
Jesus Christ, (2) by investigating how he employs the various kinds of 
materials that have gone into the making of his book, and finally (3) 
by determining the manifold literary genera55 through which he has 
expressed what he wishes to tell us. 

68 Etienne Trocme*, Le "Livre des Actes" et Vhistoire (Paris, 1957) pp. 38-75. 
54 Note the use here of the present subjunctive, which denotes not the beginning but the 

continuance of an action. 
55 To those who still need to be convinced that certain literary forms are actually to be 

found in the Bible, we recommend Jean Levie, La Bible: Parole humaine et message de Dieu 
(Paris-Louvain, 1958) pp. 241-75. 
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Before attempting to illustrate our answers to these three aspects 
of the problem by concrete examples, we wish to make several obser
vations of a general nature. First, it must be evident that to treat these 
questions thoroughly demands exact and detailed literary and historical 
analysis, which would be out of place here. Secondly, we must not allow 
ourselves to forget that there is no rule-of-thumb solution to the 
question of the Gospels' historicity: each narrative must be examined 
for itself and for the problem it presents. Thirdly, if we are to avoid 
the fundamentalist mentality, we must be on our guard against the 
superficial conclusion that, because one is forced to admit that certain 
details in an Evangelist's narrative (or even its general framework) 
are due to the literary form used or to his specific purpose, the whole 
story has been invented. Such a "black-or-white" attitude is simply 
due to the failure of a modern, Occidental mind to comprehend the 
Semitic view evinced by the Evangelist. Finally, it will not infre
quently happen that, after the most patient literary analysis, we 
cannot decide with any certainty "what actually happened,"66 and 
we must content ourselves with such imprecision.67 

"THE DISTINCTIVE GENIUS" OF OUR FOUR EVANGELISTS 

The ancient titles which tradition has given the Gospels show that 
from a very early period the Christian Church was conscious that, 
while there is only one Gospel (to euaggelion), still each of the four 
Evangelists has presented it according to his personal understanding 
(kata Matthaion, etc.) of it by means of those aspects of the person 
and mission of Jesus which struck him particularly. In fact, we may 

86 That is, "what actually happened" from our modern point of view. For the early 
Christians, "what actually happened" was what was recorded upon the sacred page. Dabar 
in Hebrew means both "word" and "event." It is true that frequently we can, by an in
vestigation of the original Sitz im Leben of a scriptural passage, satisfy our curiosity or 
refute certain tendentious arguments proposed by those who content themselves with a 
merely natural view of the Gospels. However useful such investigation may be, it must not 
be forgotten that it is the meaning intended by the inspired author that has the primacy. 

57 J. Cambier, art. cit. (supra n. 9) p. 211: "Mais il est important de ne pas oublier que 
Tanalyse litteraire d'une narration ne permet pas de conclure sans plus a l'affirmation ou a 
la negation de sa valeur historique. Celle-ci depend d'autres facteurs, et en tout premier 
lieu, pour ce qui est de nos evangiles, de la qualite des temoins et de la nature de la tradi
tion qui rapporte les dits et les faits du Christ. Le probleme de Phistoricite* de nos eVargiles 
est plus intimement lid a celui de la tradition qu'a la me*thode des formes littdraires." 
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say that our four Evangelists present us with four different Christolo-
gies, if, as Oscar Cullmann has recently reminded us, we do not forget 
that this Christology is inseparable from the Christian Heilsgeschichte. 
Dr. Cullmann insists that "the question of Jesus in primitive Chris
tianity was answered, not on the basis of a ready-made myth, but of a 
series of real facts, which occurred during the first century of our era, 
facts which went unnoticed by the 'history-makers' of the t ime.. . but 
which, for all that, are no less historical: the life, mission, and death 
of Jesus of Nazareth... ,"68 

Such a Christological interpretation of the history of Jesus is seen 
already operative in the Marcan Gospel, in many respects the least 
artistically conceived of the four—adhering as it does so closely to the 
Petrine version of the primitive preaching.69 Mark's principal theme 
is that the incarnate Son of God, Jesus Christ, has, in His public life, 
His death and resurrection, realized His vocation as the Servant of 
God. It is in terms of the Deutero-Isaian Suffering and Glorified 
Ebed Yahweh that Mark has couched the Gospel message. At Jesus' 
first appearance in his book, on the occasion of His baptism by John, 
the heavenly Voice proclaims Him Son of God who is also the Suffering 
Servant: "You are my beloved Son. In you I take delight" (Mk 1:11). 
The words contain an allusion to the first Servant Song (Is 42:1). 
Rightly called the Gospel of the Passion, Mark's book announces 
Jesus' death as early as the third chapter (Mk 3:6); and the passion-
account occupies a proportionally large place in this shortest of the 
Gospels. The characteristically Marcan statement by Jesus of His 
life's work is expressed in terms of the Servant theme: "Why, even the 

68 Oscar Cullmann, Die Christologie des Neuen Testaments (Tubingen, 1957) pp. 326-27: 
"Die mit der Vielheit der christologischen Wurdetitel und Losungen gegebene Mannigfal-
tigkeit, die Feststellung, dass jede der zeitlich verschiedenen christologischen Funktionen 
zunachst Gegenstand eines besonderen Titels sein kann, dass erst allmahlich die Verbind-
ung zu den andern ins Blickfeld tritt und damit dann eine heilsgeschichtliche Perspektive 
entsteht, beweist, dass die Jesusfrage im Urchristentum nicht von einem fertigen Mythus, 
sondern von einer Reihe realer Tatsachen aus beantwortet wurde, die sich im ersten Jahr-
hundert unserer Zeitrechnung ereignet haben, Tatsachen, welche von denen, die damals 
'Geschichte machten', unbeachtet blieben und noch heute verschieden interpretiert werden 
konnen, aber deswegen nicht weniger geschichtlich sind: das Leben, Wirken und Sterben 
Jesu von Nazareth; das Erleben seiner Gegenwart und seines Weiterwirkens tiber den 
Tod hinaus innerhalb der Gemeinschaft seiner Jtinger." 

59 Taylor, op. tit. (supra n. 51) p. 148. 
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Son of Man has come to act as a servant, not to be served, and to lay 
down His life as a ransom for all the rest of men" (Mk 10:45; cf. Is 
53:5-8). Another echo of this theme is perceptible in the Trans
figuration episode, which forms the literary center of Mark's Gospel:60 

"This is my beloved Son. Pay heed to Him" (Mk 9:7). Jesus' triple 
prophecy of His future passion is stated in terms of the Servant's 
mission.61 

Since it is as incarnate Son that Jesus acts as the Servant on Mark's 
view, his narrative underscores the reality of Jesus' human nature to 
the point where the reader is almost disconcerted.62 Jesus can become 
impatient, angry, sharp in His rebukes, sensitive to His hearers' 
reactions, surprised at the turn of events. Yet Mark presents undeni
able evidence of Jesus' divinity, while admitting implicitly that the 
reality of Jesus' adoption of the Servant's role hid this profound truth 
during His public life from all, even His chosen followers, until, at His 
death, even a pagan centurion could be moved to confess, "This man 
was really God's Son!" (Mk 15:39).63 The Christian reader, however, 
is provided with incontrovertible testimony that Jesus is Son of God: 
in His forgiving of sins (Mk 2:1-11), His assertion of authority over 
the Sabbath (Mk 2:28), His control of even inanimate nature (Mk 
4:35-41). Thus the second Gospel gives us an unmistakable picture of 
the Son of God who "despoiled Himself by taking on the Servant's 
character" and "carried self-abasement, through obedience, right up 
to death" (Phil 2:7-8). 

The conception of Jesus and His redemptive work which dominates 
the Matthean Gospel is connected with the mystery of the Church, in 
which the Evangelist sees realized God's dominion in this world as the 
divine or "heavenly Kingdom." Emmanuel is Matthew's characteristic 

*° Mk 8:27—9:32, connected as it is by a chronological reference (a rare phenomenon in 
the Synoptic Gospels), probably pre-existed this Gospel in a written form. Dom Willibald 
Michaux in his analysis of the plan of this Gospel, "Carrier de Bible: L'Evangile selon 
Marc," Bible et vie chritienne 1 (1953) 78-97, has made use of this fact to show that this 
complex forms the literary center of Mark. 

81 Mk 8:31; 9:31 = Is 53:10-11; Mk 10:33 - Is 50:6. 
62 The re-editing of many Marcan episodes by Greek-Matthew in the interests of edifica

tion suggests that that author was also disconcerted: compare Mk 4:38 with Mt 8:25; Mk 
6:5-6 with Mt 13:58; Mk 5:30-31 omitted by Mt 9:22. 

83 On the meaning of this confession, cf. "Balaam's Ass, or a Problem in New Testament 
Hermeneutics," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 20 (1958) 55-56. 
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title for Jesus—a name foretold by Isaiah in his prediction of the virginal 
conception (Is 7:14) and explained at the outset of this Gospel as 
meaning "with us is God" (Mt 1:24). At the very close of his book, 
Matthew records the promise of the glorified Christ upon His departure 
from this world: "And remember, / am with you all the time until the 
end of the world" (Mt 28:20).64 Matthew's version of Jesus' public 
life is so constructed as to bring home to us the truth that, in His 
Galilean ministry—particularly by His preaching66—Jesus has begun 
to found that Church through which He will remain with us until the 
end of time. Behind the immediate reality of five long instructions, 
into which Matthew has grouped Jesus' sayings, we are given a glimpse 
of the future Church. The sermon on the mount (Mt 5-7) is an ex
pression of the Church's spirit and her function; the missionary dis
course (Mt 10), particularly its second half, is a prophecy of the 
evangelizing activities of the Church in the apostolic age (cf. Mt 
10:17—42);66a the instruction in parables (Mt 13) discloses the mystery 
of the Church, the added explanations of the sower66b (Mt 13:19-23) 

64 Thus we have an inclusio, which gives the spirit of the whole work. 
65 Matthew's chief interest is in the logia of Jesus. For the first Evangelist, the incident 

is of importance only for the doctrinal message it contains—an illustration of dabar as 
word-event. 

65a The wider perspective of this second part can be seen in the heightened opposition to 
the Gospel (16-17) both in Palestine itself (17) and in the Diaspora (18). The disciples 
now possess the Pentecostal Spirit (20). Mention is made of the coming of "the Son of 
Man" in the destruction of the Temple, 70 A.D. (23): the apostolic kerygma is preached 
universally (27), for the apostles have now, in the primitive Christian Church, assumed 
the office of the prophets (41). 

65b The point of the sower centres upon the harvest, i.e., the eschatological judgment: 
the future judgment will reveal what is decided in the present (represented by the varying 
fortunes of the seed). In the explanation, the original point of the sower is overshadowed by 
a psychological allegorization, which dwells upon the reception of the logos (the apostolic 
kerygma) by various classes of men. One type is proskairos, a term found elsewhere only 
in the Pauline writings (21), which implies an organized community against which persecu
tion is directed (thlipsis, diogmos) such as Acts 8:1 describes. Another type is led to aban
don the Christian faith by the merimna tou aidnos or the apate tou ploutou (22): such will 
be Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). Thus it seems probable we are dealing here with an 
application to her own experiences by the apostolic Church of the Lord's teaching.—Only 
Mt records the explanation of the cockle. Here again, while the point of the parable (the 
eschatological judgment, as is indicated by the unnatural command to collect the cockle 
first (30), which contradicts the normal Palestinian practice) has been kept in the ex
planation, still it appears we are again dealing with an allegorical application to the Church 
of the apostolic age. The universal nature of the preaching here is opposed to Jesus' habit-
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and of the cockle (Mt 13:36-43) reflecting the experience of the 
apostolic Church; the community discourse (Mt 18) prescribes the 
mutual relations of the Church's members; and the prophetic de
scription of the ruin of the Temple (Mt 24-25) gives a preview of the 
Church's ultimate liberation from Judaism as the necessary conse
quence of Jesus' exaltation through His passion and resurrection.66*5 

This Emmanuel-Christology is the fundamental significance, for 
Matthew, of the earthly life of Jesus Christ. 

For Luke, Jesus is primarily the Saviour,66 whose message of mercy 
and salvation provides the God-given answer to the religious aspi
rations of that Hellenistic world for which Luke writes. Luke sees all 
the events of Jesus' life as orientated towards Jerusalem, the scene of 
man's salvation.67 The Lucan Infancy narratives revolve about 
Jerusalem and its Temple; and almost ten chapters of this book are 
devoted to Jesus' last journey to the Holy City (Lk 9:51—19:27). 
Arrived there, Luke insinuates, the disciples "tarry in the city" (Lk 
24:49) until the coming of the Holy Spirit. There are no Galilean 
appearances of the risen Christ in Luke's story. 

John's Gospel is markedly different in spirit and style, as in the 
episodes narrated, from the first three. John is absorbed in the contem
plation of God's Son, the divine Word, or perfect expression of the 
Father, who becomes man to "interpret" to us the God whom "no 
man has ever seen" (Jn 1:18). It is most of all the sacramental quality 
of Jesus' actions during His public life which has impressed John: 

ual practice of addressing Himself only to Jews in His lifetime (38: ho de agros estin ho 
kosmos: cf. Mt 15:24). Also the good seed is taken as a symbol of the members of the 
Christian Church (38b: hoi huioi tes basileias), which is distinguished (43) from heaven 
(basileia ton patros auton), a distinction characteristic of the Pauline letters.—Thus in 
these explanations recorded by Mt we have a most valuable piece of scriptural evidence 
that the Church of the apostolic age was already doing what the Church has ever claimed 
the right to do, viz., render explicit the doctrinal implications of her Master's teaching. 

65c That this discourse applies directly and in toto to the events of the year 70 A.D., 
and only typically to the end of the world, has been shown by A. Feuillet, "La synthese 
eschatologique de saint Matthieu (XXIV-XXV)," Revue biblique 56 (1949) 340-64; 57 
(1950) 62-91, 180-211. 

66 Luke alone of the Synoptics gives Jesus the title soter (Lk 2:11; cf. also 1:69, 71, 77; 
19:9; 2:30; 3:6). 

67 E. Osty, Les ivangiles synoptiques (Paris, 1947) p. liv: "II a repre"sente* tous les eVe*ne-
ments de la vie du Seigneur comme emportes par une force mystique vers Jerusalem, le the
atre de sa passion et de son triomphe." 
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Christ speaks to us of God, not only by what He says, but even more 
forcibly by the symbolic character of His actions. His miracles are 
"signs" which have a supernatural meaning for the eyes and ears of 
faith. They are so many symbols of the Christian sacraments: of 
baptism, in the cure of the blind man, for instance (Jn 9:1-41), who 
washes in a pool bearing Christ's name, "the One sent" (Jn 9:7); of 
the Eucharist, in the multiplication of loaves (Jn 6:1-13).w John's 
message, in brief, directed as we have seen to those Christians who 
have believed without having seen Jesus upon earth, is that the 
glorified Christ, who lives on in the Church and in her sacraments, is 
the same Jesus of Nazareth whose "signs" to men revealed His unseen 
Father. 

THE EVANGELISTS' USE OF THEIR SOURCES 

An examination of how the Evangelists used the data about Jesus 
furnished them by tradition will reveal their utter fidelity to the 
reality of the sacred history, while employing considerable freedom in 
their expression of it. Thus, while Matthew and Luke present Jesus' 
temptations in the desert as a rejection of the false messianic ideal, 
Mark, who devotes but a single verse to the episode, portrays Jesus in 
the episode as the New Adam in the New Paradise.69 The Lucan 
account of Jesus' visit to Nazareth, which is probably a synthesis of 
three visits, or of three distinct scenes connected with one visit, forms 
the solemn introduction to Jesus' public life in the third Gospel.70 

Again, Luke has assembled, in his well-developed travel-story of the 
last journey to Jerusalem (Lk 9:51—19:27), the bulk of the materials 
which his own independent research had unearthed.71 

68 Jn gives a popular etymology for the place-name Siloe (which really means a con
duit) in order to indicate the pool as a type of the baptismal font.—The Johannine modifi
cations of the incident of the multiplication of loaves have been dictated by the Eucharistic 
significance he has perceived in it: cf. "The Bread of Life," Worship 32 (1957-58) 477-88. 

89 This interpretation appears to me to be at least as probable as that which interprets 
the allusion to "wild beasts" as an indication of evil. Cf. Taylor, op. cit. (supra n. 51) p. 
164. 

70 Mt in fact mentions two visits, one at the beginning of the public life (4:12-13), 
another later (13:54-58). Lk 4:16-30 is probably a composite picture, of which 16-22a 
corresponds to Mt 4:12-13; 22b-24 corresponds to Mt 13:54r-58, Mk 6:1-6; and 25-30 
is from a source not used by Mt-Mk. Cf. E. Osty, op. cit. (supra n. 67) p. lvi; in a different 
sense, Ronald Knox, A New Testament Commentary 1: The Four Gospels (London, 1953) 
pp. 131-32. 

71L. Vaganay, Le probUme synoptique (Paris-Tournai-New York-Rome, 1954) p. 253• 
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Characteristic of Matthew is his compressing of his narratives. He 
interests himself principally in highlighting their religious meaning 
without too much regard for details he considers insignificant.72 Thus, 
the centurion seeking a cure for his sick "boy" comes in person to make 
his request (Mt 8:5-13), while Luke's version shows that the petition 
was actually made through two groups of intermediaries without the 
centurion's appearing at all (Lk 7:1-10). This same Matthean 
tendency to abbreviation is seen operative in the story of the raising 
of Jairus' daughter,73 as in the incident of the cursing of the fig tree.74 

Not infrequently, we see an Evangelist assemble materials preserved 
in several distinct traditions and create a new literary unity out of 
them. John, for instance, presents in his first chapter a series of 
testimonies by the disciples, where we can discern a Christological 
rather than a simple historical purpose. By means of seven different 
titles given to Jesus (the Prophet, the Lamb of God, the Son of God, 
Rabbi, the Anointed, King of Israel, Son of Man), John sums up for 
us the disciples' conception of their master. At the same time, an 
examination of this passage shows that John here records much valu
able data, viz., that Peter, Andrew, John, Nathanael, and Philip, even 
Jesus Himself, had originally been followers of the Baptist.75 The 
synthetic character of this series of vignettes is, however, obvious from 
what the Synoptics, notably Mark, tell us of the disciples' slowness 
and difficulty in recognizing Jesus as the Messias. 

THE EVANGELISTS' USE OF LITERARY FORMS 

Considered as a whole, each of our Gospels belongs to a special 
literary form which arose from the oral form of the apostolic preaching. 

72 This tendency to abbreviate narrative is probably to be explained by Mt's inclusion 
of so many logia of Jesus, on the one hand, and by the material limitations of the ordinary 
scroll on which he wrote. At times, Matthean brevity leads to obscurity: to understand 
Mt 9:2b ("Jesus seeing their faith") one must read Mk 2:4; similarly, the incomprehensible 
"I repeat" of Mt 19:24 is clarified by Mk 10:23-24. 

73 Compare Mt 9:18-24 with Mk 5:21-43, where, by having Jairus come to say his 
daughter "has just died," Mt eliminates the Marcan messengers who give Jairus (who has 
in Mk told Jesus his daughter "was dying") news of his daughter's death. 

74 In Mt 21:19 the fig tree withers up "instantaneously"; for quite a different version, 
cf.Mk 11:12-14,20-25. 

75 Another important detail: Jn 1:42 agrees with Mk 3:10 and Lk 6:14 in assigning 
the change of Simon's name to Peter to a quite early stage of the public ministry. Hence 
it becomes probable that the scene at Caesarea Philippi, as recorded by Mt 16:13-20, 
is a synthesis of several diverse elements. 
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This kerygma was a proclamation to nonbelievers of Jesus' work of 
universal redemption through His passion and resurrection, to which 
certain episodes and sayings from His public life were added. The 
written Gospel, as we have seen, was, on the contrary, meant for 
Christian readers to provide a more profound understanding of the 
mysteries of the faith.76 Like the preaching, however, it attempts to 
express that reality which surpasses the limits of our time-space world 
and its experiences. Indeed, it may be said that the external historical 
events it records are subordinate to the infinitely more important, less 
easily perceptible fact that God has, in Jesus Christ, personally entered 
our human history. The historical happenings recorded by the Gospels 
are not set down solely (nor primarily) for the sake of the history they 
contain, but for their Christological signification. To assess fully the 
evangelical genus litterarium, we must attend above all to the dialogue 
between the inspired author and his Christian reader, that witnessing 
to Christ which, as Paul characterizes it, is "from faith to faith" (Rom 
1:17), which makes the Gospel "God's power unto salvation for every 
believer" (Rom 1:16). Only when this is borne in mind can the his
torical character of the Gospels be rightly evaluated. 

Incorporated under this specific form, the Gospel-form, which we 
have called salvation-history, we can discern many other literary 
forms which aid us in grasping the meaning of the Gospels' historical 
character. At this point it may not be inopportune to recall Pius XII's 
insistence upon the very wide variety of historical literary forms found 
in the Bible, all perfectly consonant with the divine veracity and 
dignity. To decide just how God should (or should not) have trans
mitted His revelation to us, without first putting ourselves to school to 
His inspired writers, is scarcely a reverent approach to the scriptural 
Word. No sincere Christian should attempt an apology for the divine 
choice of certain means of God's self-revelation. 

Let me put this another way. The problem posed by the presence 
of certain literary forms in our Gospels is in no sense to be regarded 
as one of reconciling the "history" with the Christology. Once we 
grant the supreme truth of the Incarnation with all its consequences, 
the Christology is the history.77 

76 Thus it is a particular genre of that religious history of which Pius XII speaks in 
Divino afflante Spiritu: cf. n. 26. 

77 Cullmann, op. cit. (supra n. 58) p. 328: "Auf doppelte Weise bildet vielmehr schon 



OUR GOSPELS AS SALVATION-HISTORY 585 

Among the subordinate literary forms found in the Gospel narratives, 
we might enumerate the genealogy,78 the eyewitness account,79 popular 
traditions,80 family reminiscences,81 externalized representations of 
interior experiences,82 and finally the midrash.83 With regard to sayings 
and sermons of Jesus, there are some logia which undoubtedly retain 
the form and idiom of the speaker.84 But there are also discourses 

das Leben Jesu den Ausgangspunkt alien christologischen Denkens: in Jesu eigenem 
Selbstbewusstsein und in der konkreten Ahnung, die seine Person und sein Werk in den 
Jungern und im Volke wachriefen."—Here we must also mention another question fre
quently put to the Catholic critic when he is discussing the literary form of certain Gospel 
narratives: "Where do you stop?" If we accept the incarnational view of Sacred Scripture 
proposed by Dlvino afflante Spiritu, viz., "Dei verba, humanis linguis expressa, quoad 
omnia humano sermoni assimilia facta sunt, excepto errore" (AAS 35 [1943] 316), then the 
answer is clear enough. We "stop" when we have been satisfied that we understand com
pletely the words of the inspired writer, since then we know we have grasped the divine 
message intended for us in this biblical passage. 

78 Mt 1:1-17; Lk 3:23-38.—Note that the biblical genealogy (of such doctrinal im
portance in the OT because of the messianic idea held by Israel) is an art-form; hence it is 
not to be confused with those family-trees found in modern histories or biographies, which 
profess to trace all the ancestors of a given individual back through many generations. The 
biblical genealogy has a religious purpose which must be discovered, in each instance, by 
careful analysis. 

79 Amongst the Evangelists, Mark, the faithful recorder of what the observant eye of 
Peter noted, has perhaps preserved the greatest number of eyewitness descriptions of 
scenes. Matthew is rightly regarded as having, the most frequently, transcribed the logia 
of Jesus so as to keep their original Semitic flavor and idiom. 

80 By popular traditions here is meant the type of story told, especially in the ancient 
Near East, among the people. By the nature of things, there is much more of this genre 
in the OT than in the NT; but they do exist in the NT, e.g., the story of the Magi (Mt 
2:1-12), the two stories of Judas' death referred to above, possibly also the story of the 
strange happenings in Jerusalem after Jesus' death (Mt 27:51-53). For those who boggle 
at the suggestion that God has condescended to use "the story" as a vehicle of His revela
tion, we recommend John L. McKenzie's masterly discussion of "The Hebrew Story," 
op. cit. (supra n. 11) pp. 60 ft. 

81 To this class, I believe, belong certain elements in the Matthean and Lucan Infancy 
narratives; also, perhaps, the strange story preserved in Mk 3:21-22. 

82 E.g., the heavenly Voice at Jesus' baptism, apparently heard by no one else (Mt 
3:16 ff. par.); Jesus' triple temptation (Mt 4:1-11), which in Lk 4:1-13 is more "spiritual"; 
possibly also the Lucan annunciations to Zachary (1:11-22), to our Lady (1:26-38)—the 
case of Joseph's dream is clearer (Mt 1:20-21). Related to this genre are attempts to de
scribe supernatural phenomena which defy human expression: e.g., Acts 2:3: the Pente
costal "tongues as if of fire"; Lk 22:44b: "His sweat became as it were clots of blood . . . ." 

83 Cf. the interesting discussion by Rend Laurentin, Structure et thiologie de Luc I-Il 
(Paris, 1957) pp. 93 ff., of the midrashic examples in the Lucan Infancy narrative. 

84 These can be determined by comparing the various forms in which the saying may be 
represented in the evangelical tradition: the simplest and most obvious example, perhaps, 
is Mt 5:40; cf.Lk 6:29b. 
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which the Evangelist himself has constructed from Jesus' sayings and 
sermons; and these can even be expressed (as in the fourth Gospel) in 
the author's own style and terminology. There are parables which in 
the course of oral tradition have undergone a certain historicization86 

or allegorization.86 At times we find liturgical texts which enshrine 
pronouncements of Jesus dealing with the ritual or sacramental life of 
His future Church.87 

While this list is by no means exhaustive, it exemplifies sufficiently 
the great variety of literary forms which our Gospels contain. In an 
essay that is already lengthy, there is room to discuss only one or two 
of these genres. However, a brief consideration of the genealogy and 
of the eyewitness account may serve to illustrate the statement of 
Pius XII, already referred to, that, prescinding from divine inspiration, 
the pre-eminence of the Israelites in historical writing lies in the 
religious character of the history they wrote.88 

The age-old attempt to "reconcile" the genealogies of Jesus given 
by Matthew (Mt 1:1-17) and by Luke (Lk 3:23-38), a celebrated 
crux interpretum since the patristic age, is largely the result of a failure 
to understand the nature of this important biblical genus UtterariumP 

86 For instance, the Matthean parable of the wedding feast (Mt 22:1-14): the detail in 
v. 7 is probably a reference to the destruction of Jerusalem under Titus in 70 A.D., while 
the addition by Mt of the guest without a wedding garment (v. 11 ff.), intended as a warn
ing to the Gentile Christians, probably reflects the constitution of the Church which Mt 
knew at the time of writing (ca. 80 A.D.). 

86 It is a delicate question to determine how much or how little allegory was present in 
many of the parables as Jesus Himself gave them. However, it is probable that the three 
Matthean parables, the steward (Mt 24:45-51), the virgins (Mt 25:1-13), the talents 
(Mt 24:14r-30), reflect the organization of the Church at the time this Gospel was written, 
and represent the hierarchical authorities, groups of consecrated women, and the body of 
the faithful. 

87 E.g., Mt 28:18-19, Mk 14:22-24, Jn 9:35-38, like Acts 8:34 ff., appear to reflect the 
pre-baptismal interrogation. Cf. "Liturgical Influences on the Formation of the Four 
Gospels," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 21 (1959) 24-38. 

88 Cf. n. 26 above.—This quality distinguishes the literature of Israel from that of her 
neighbors and explains the remarkable way in which the sacred writers were able to take 
over literary forms and even myths from their pagan contemporaries and transform them 
into apt vehicles which express the divine revelation. 

89 No solution that is entirely satisfactory has ever been discovered, even though some 
are highly ingenious: e.g., (1) Mt gives Joseph's, Lk Mary's Davidic ancestry; (2) both 
give Joseph's descent: Matthan (Mt) and Melchi (Lk) married the same woman in turn; 
then Jacob, Heli's half-brother, married Jacob's childless widow, Joseph being the issue 
of this union; (3) Mt gives legal Davidic descent, Lk Joseph's real ancestry; eventually, of 
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Once it is recognized that these genealogical tables are deliberately 
incomplete90 and that, moreover, it is impossible to corroborate or 
explain the variations in the names of Jesus' immediate ancestry, we 
are in a position to ask the real question: What religious message is 
expressed through this obviously artificial literary construction? 

Luke, who uses the ascending order, tells us at the start that people 
thought Jesus was Joseph's son. In reality, however—and this is what 
Luke is attempting to convey—Jesus was the Son of God. Luke's use 
of the Greek genealogical phrase, "X who was of Y," permits him to 
employ the same expression for Adam's relationship to God as for 
Seth's relationship to Adam. Accordingly the theological significance 
of the whole structure becomes clear. Jesus, who is "of God" in a way 
infinitely superior to Adam, is the New Adam whose redemptive act 
far surpasses in its universality Adam's sinful act and its effect upon 
the entire human race. 

The chief purpose of the Matthean genealogy is to show the link 
between Jesus and the salvation-history of His people. It descends 
from Abraham, and employs the biblical term "generated." Matthew 
can thus state that Jesus is that "seed of Abraham" (cf. Gal 3:16) 
who inherits the divine promise made to that patriarch. He is, more
over, that member of the Davidic dynasty in whom the promise made 
to David (2 Sam 7:12 ff.) is realized. The extraordinary inclusion of 
four women in this family tree (Thamar, Rahab, Ruth, and Bethsabee, 
all probably of non-Jewish origin) reveals Matthew's interest in the 
salvation of the Gentiles. 

Mark's Gospel abounds in narratives that clearly repose upon eye
witness testimony. Characteristic of such passages is their explicit 
reference to time and place, together with the vivid quality of their 
descriptive details. The story of twenty-four hours in Jesus' public life 
(Mk 1:21-39), that of the storm on the lake (Mk 4:35^1), or the 
feeding of the five thousand (Mk 6:34-44) are striking examples of 
eyewitness accounts. A brief but very graphic instance, which we quote 
here, depicts the reactions of the crowds who seek cures. 

Matthat's two sons, Jacob was father of our Lady, Heli of Joseph, who thus inherited the 
title, since his uncle had no male offspring, etc., etc. 

90 The Matthean genealogy is schematized to obtain three series of fourteen each: in 
the second group, three kings, Ochozias, Joas, Amasias, are omitted (practice of erasio 
nominis?); and it is conceivable that similar omissions occur in the third list. 
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Because there was such a crowd, He told His disciples to have a rowboat ready 
for Him, to prevent their pushing up against Him. He had cured many, so all who 
had ailments kept thrusting themselves towards Him in order to touch Him. 
And the impure spirits, when they caught sight of Him, would fling themselves 
down at His feet and scream, "You are the Son of God!", while He kept ordering 
them vehemently not to reveal who He was (Mk 3:9-12). 

As we read the passage, we receive the unmistakable impression of 
a report obtained at first hand. At the same time, this eyewitness is 
testifying to a supernatural reality which he knows by something more 
than the testimony of his senses: the divine mystery of Jesus' person. 
Thus we see that the Evangelists in their use of this type of material, 
no less than by those literary genres like the genealogy which are more 
artificially contrived, are engaged upon their predominating purpose, 
the record of the Good News about Jesus Christ, which is salvation-
history. 

By way of conclusion, I should like to refer to an episode in the 
fourth Gospel which, I believe, illustrates in a striking way this con
ception of NT salvation-history. I have in mind the scene in which 
a baffled Sanhedrin is resolving to put Jesus effectively out of the way. 
"If we permit Him to go on this way, everybody will find faith in 
Him. Besides the Romans will intervene and do away with both the 
Temple and the Nation" Qn 11:48). To them in their quandary, 
Caiaphas, "as high priest of that year" (of the accomplishment of 
man's redemption), addresses an inspired pronouncement: "You have 
completely misunderstood the case. You do not realize that it is better 
that one man die for the people, and that the whole nation should not 
perish" (Jn 11:50). This remark is designated as "prophecy" by the 
sacred writer, not in the sense of a mere prediction of Jesus' ap
proaching death, but in the sense of an utterance which voices the 
divine verdict about the nature of that death. On John's view, Caiaphas 
here becomes God's official spokesman. Accordingly the high priest 
gives expression (whether unwittingly or not, John does not tell us) to 
the propter nos et propter nostram salutem. The Evangelist's reflections 
upon the true significance of Caiaphas' words are of interest to our 
study, since they imply not only his own awareness as an inspired 
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writer of the nature of salvation-history, but also a conviction that, to 
deliver such a statement, a special divine charism is at work: "He did 
not say this on his own. But, as high priest of that year, he prophesied 
that Jesus was destined to die for the nation—indeed, not only for the 
nation, but that He might reunite God's dispersed children" (Jn 
11:51-52). 




