Is it beyond the church to write a Life of Jesus?

Some who read this paper may not be aware of the many attempts that have been made throughout
history to write a Life of Jesus. It may sound as though it should be easy, but it isn’t.
If you start researching the date and place of Jesus’ birth, his family and background, you will find
that it is no simple task to get at the truth. Gospel sources conflict. Matthew and Luke say Jesus’
birth place is Bethlehem. But Mark and John align themselves more with Nazareth. (Mark’s ‘Jesus of
Nazareth’ sounds quite emphatic.) Delve into Matthew’s and Luke’s stories and you find differences
between them: with Luke, Nazareth is the family town and a trip to Bethlehem is required; with
Matthew, the family town is Bethlehem and Nazareth becomes the family’s home town only after a
journey which takes them firstly to Egypt, avoiding Jerusalem. But Jerusalem is the place they go,
after Bethlehem, in Luke’s account! If Matthew and Luke are reasonably right about anything
historical in their birth narratives (given that there is enough to say about what these stories
separately and distinctively mean), it is difficult to square Jesus’ parents’ knowledge about him with
that of Mark’s family of Jesus who, when Jesus begins his ministry and starts attracting crowds, think
he is mad. They want to take him home. John in contrast mentions nothing at all about Jesus’ earthly
beginnings, but focuses only on Jesus’ heavenly beginning. Jesus’ mother doesn’t even get named in
John’s Gospel. But she’s there at the cross! This has its own difficulty. In Mark’s and Matthew’s
accounts of the cross, Jesus is totally on his own in that his friends have deserted him, his family is
not there and God even is gone. In Luke’s account of the cross, Jesus does, however, have the
comfort of communion with his heavenly father, and conversation with a sympathetic criminal
(alone of all the portrayals of Jesus’ death). In John’s account, which is differently dated from Mark,
Matthew and Luke (the Passover meal is still to be had), a disciple of Jesus is there, his mother is
there and God is near. So many details conflict in regard to so many things about Jesus’ life, his
ministry, death, resurrection and ascension. Exorcisms distinguish the synoptic gospels: in John’s
Gospel they are absent completely. So much detail is missing too if a life story as such is to be told.
For a chief example, we cannot be sure when Jesus as a human being knew he was the Messiah and
the Son of God. In Mark’s Gospel, it is at his baptism that it is revealed to him (only?) that he is God’s
Son. Each of the other gospels tells it differently.
Traditional support for Gospel eyewitness-reporting leant heavily on an observation: if a few people
witness an event, each will tell it differently/remember different details/remember the details
differently. In past generations, this satisfied the enquiring spirit: the four gospels were different
because they were the eye-witness of different witnesses. Today, in the West in particular, the New
Testament stories of Jesus are unbelievable in their current form, because they don’t all agree with
each other, and because they don’t fit in the rationally and scientifically described world we live in
which we know is ‘round’ and not ‘flat’, and which we know is a lot older than Archbishop James
Ussher’s date for the creation of the world in 4004 BC. If the church cannot write a believable Life of
Jesus, what is it that the church has to offer? Also, what are the gospels if they are not Lives of
Jesus? We jump right in, right here!
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Essentially, immediately after his conversion and call, Saul (Paul) was not interested in the Jesus of
history, but in the Christ of Faith - in the here and now, the then and there. He was excited. He was
moved by revelations that he had had of the risen Christ and of his message to him. In his Letter to
the Galatians (see all of 1.11-2.21) he speaks of these revelations and demonstrates, at the same
time, his own ‘distance’ from Jesus’ first disciples and apostles (the followers of whom he had
previously been persecuting). He did not seek them out straightaway for their help. Rather it had
already been given him to know what it was all about. And further to this, he wasn’t altogether
happy about the tensions that existed between those in the church who were ‘Jews by birth’ and
those they considered ‘Gentile sinners’ still. Yet eventually he did go to Jerusalem. The first was
three years after his conversion. The second was fourteen years after that. It was then that he went
quietly to present his ‘Gospel for the Gentiles’ to the Jerusalem Church leaders for their judgement.
And the result was, as he said, that they added nothing! Paul was most influential. As a Jew he
challenged Jerusalem’s Jewish leaders (and pillars) of the church to make no law demands on
Gentiles. Indeed in all his letters, he exudes confidence in the faith that he had received from the
risen Christ and ‘not from any man’, that man could never be justified by keeping the law; rather
that grace, God’s grace, was everything. Justification alone is through faith in Christ: God’s gift of
righteousness is received by faith. He was also as certain that in Christ there was neither Jew nor
Greek. ‘In Christ’, every possibility with God existed and we are all members of his body, the one
body. And of Christ himself? Paul knows him to be ‘of the seed of David according to the flesh’ and
the one ‘designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by a resurrection from
the dead’ (Ro. 1.3,4). So he writes near the beginning of his Gospel, as we might properly call it, his
Letter to the Romans.
It is generally thought that Paul’s letters date from AD 49 to 58 and that his later letters were written
during his imprisonment prior to his being taken to Rome where, it is said, he was executed in 67.
Others were writing letters in this same period as Paul; letters circulated in the names of Peter,
James and John (1 Peter, James, 1 John). They were associated with the Church in Jerusalem.
In the first decades of Christian Faith, the mother church was clearly identified as the Church in
Jerusalem, where Jesus’ first disciples were, along with the earliest Jewish and Hellenist converts.
Stephen’s martyrdom (according to the Acts of the Apostles) was brought about by the climax of his
speech on old Israel’s obduracy. The attack on him by Jews, in the company of Saul (then), prompted
a partial break-up of this Jerusalem church. Other newly appointed deacons, like Stephen, who were
also Greek, scattered from Jerusalem and took the gospel with them elsewhere. Luke says the
apostles remained in Jerusalem. The picture we have, from then on, is of a church that was basically
Jewish, settled somewhat as a sect within Judaism, under the law and attached to the temple, and
one that exercised a controlling influence on the diaspora church (consider Acts 15). But it wasn’t to
last. In AD 66 a Jewish uprising against Rome began to be put down systematically in towns and
villages first of all throughout Judea. Many naturally fled into Jerusalem for their protection. At the
last, Jerusalem itself was laid siege and in AD 70, along with its temple, it was entirely destroyed.
Nearly all of its occupants were slaughtered. Only a few were seized for the purpose of slavery. The
Jerusalem mother church and any documents it may have had (on the historical Jesus and his
sayings) were no more. The central authority of the early church and its resources for its own
understanding of its beginnings were cataclysmically wiped out. By AD 73, the Roman armies had
completed their work and brought the whole of Judea into subjugation once again.
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In Rome, after the fall of Jerusalem, there was a triumphal return, a procession of the conquering
General Titus and his armies. Among the spoils that were displayed in the procession were items
from the Jerusalem temple: the menorah, trumpets, banners and possibly a table and the temple
curtain. Of the latter two, I cannot be fully sure of my own interpretation, but they are recorded in
stone in an inner panel of the Arch of Titus which exists to this day. To any Jew or Christian in Rome
on that day of the victory parade, the imagery would have spelt out clearly and appallingly the
demise of the Old Covenant. One can imagine easily, therefore, that some of those who were
standing there would have seen the times as signalling the kairos moment for the re-branding of a
Palestinian Jewish Sect into a universal New Covenant community.
The Gospel called Mark’s was the first to be written, likely in Rome, within a year or two of AD 70. It
appears to have been written to achieve popular appeal as a drama for recital in public places. In its
plan and structure of balances it shows how Jesus fulfilled Old Covenant expectation and completed
it, and at the same time established a New Covenant for both Jews and Gentiles. The Gospel offered
counter good news (‘bravo’ news) for the bad news of Jerusalem’s fall. Jesus had after all ‘predicted’
the downfall of Jerusalem and its temple, hadn’t he? Temple sacrifice for sin would be needed no
more, since in his own body (the temple’s replacement) he bore the sins of everyone on the cross.
Mark’s Gospel well weaves Old Covenant texts into its presentation of what is both mythic and
miraculous. The presentation itself consists of a Prologue and an Epilogue with a Logue in between,
of Four Series of Seven Days. Each of the Series consists of three days, a turning point day and three
days. This replicates the structure of Homer’s much earlier, great epic, the Iliad. Peter, a ‘James’ and
a ’John’ (see above) interestingly feature in the more intimate Gospel scenes of revelatory
disclosure. The rhetor responsible for the Gospel is the one who gives ‘day’ and ‘date’ to the already
written down tradition of Paul (in 1 Cor 11 and 15). He chose, as maybe we would have done had we
been asked to write a story of the ‘Beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ’, to demonstrate that
the era of the New Covenant began just after sunrise on the first day of the new week after Passover
that year when Jesus presented his body and blood to his disciples at the Passover meal in bread and
wine before he died the next day on a cross, on the Friday. The young man (in a sindona, meaning
night shirt or burial cloth), the witness to God’s reluctance to leave his Son at the scene of his
betrayal, was there in the tomb on the Sunday to announce, ‘He has risen!’ The dramatist is to be
credited with getting the story right, for what it means. Most of the detail does not come from first
eye-witnesses, members of the Jerusalem church, but from the Law, the Psalms and the Prophets of
the Old Testament. Those who could have assisted with the work of telling the historical life of Jesus
were unavailable: they were dead. What we have instead is a presentation that is full of meaning
and implication for the would-be believer and follower.
Others, without the knowledge of the rhetorical style and structure of the Gospel have attempted to
describe the contents of Mark that owed their inclusion to the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70. With the
help of knowing these things about the Gospel we can now opine that Mark’s work introduces the
teaching that Jesus’ body (on the cross) is God’s substitute for the temple (his is the sacrifice now
that counts for all peoples; Jesus did indeed warn of the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem);
that new wine demanded new wineskins (as also that patched material would tear) because a
formerly Jewish religion was being opened up to include Gentiles; that a Syro-Phoenician woman
asked Jesus for her daughter’s healing (that prior to AD 70, Christianity was a Jewish Messianic sect
only); that a feeding of 5,000 (for Jews) was matched by a feeding of 4,000 (for Gentiles); that Jesus
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told the parable of the Tenants because Jerusalem and Judea were going to be given to others as
God’s judgement for the killing of his Son; that the Pharisees questioned Jesus on Caesar and God
and what was a proper tribute to Rome, which failed to trick Jesus into taking sides with nationalists;
that Jesus had a summary of the law for a teacher of the law, a summary that Gentiles could live
with; indeed, in scene one of the Gospel’s narrative that Jesus speaks with authority unlike the
teachers of the law because the Old Covenant was being replaced with a superior New Covenant;
that Jesus had said that after the time of the abomination of desolation, ‘Let those who are in Judea
flee to the mountains’ (not to Jerusalem); that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem fulfils Zech 9.9 and that
Jesus’ ‘blood’ at the last supper fulfils Zech 9.11; that the story begins in Galilee and ends in Galilee
showing that Jesus is to be dissociated from the nationalists of Jerusalem and the Zealot Party; and
that with the sun setting in the first Day’s telling of the narrative, it sets on the Old Covenant; and
that with the sun rising in the last Day’s telling, it rises on the New Covenant. On another tack, the
rhetor’s representation of Jesus’ first disciples, however, is not what one would call sympathetic.
Contrary to Paul’s understanding (in 1 Cor 15) this gospel writer tells that one of the twelve is a
betrayer. Additionally, another denies knowing Jesus in order to save his own life (who in a later
gospel even strikes off the ear of a certain Malthus with a sword). At other times the twelve are
inordinately dull, self-centred, competitive and dim-witted! Because they and all that knew them are
dead the rhetor of this gospel writes with impunity and freedom as he uses the first followers of
Jesus for an object lesson in discipleship. The rhetor weaves together new truths, of eternal worth.
The Gospel called Matthew’s was the second to be written. It was built on the Gospel of Mark. And
immediately of first note it softens criticism of Peter and the disciples. Matthew’s Gospel is a highly
organised teaching manual that consists of multiples of fourteen pieces (as hinted at, in the Gospel’s
opening piece). There are eleven sections in all, possibly representative of the eleven disciples who
were charged with the world-wide mission of the church (in the last piece of the Gospel). These
sections are arranged: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, C, 5’,4’,3’,2’,1’, as a chiasm, where sections 2 and 2’ contain 3x14
pieces and all the other sections contain 14 only. The pieces of the first three sections, therefore,
number 70 (i.e. 5x14), as also the final three sections, as also the middle five sections. Three times
over, the number 70 is represented: it is the Gentile number, of course. This new religion is for the
Gentile nations! But in this manual for would-be Jewish converts to Christianity, Jesus is presented in
a birth narrative as the new Moses (ref. the midrash on Moses’ birth: cf. dream, son, saviour,
Pharaoh and astrologers) and the new Son of David (ref. the midrash of the Queen of Sheba’s visit to
King Solomon: cf. gold, spices and herbs, and the following of a star). In the general sense, for
‘promised land’, now read ‘kingdom of heaven’; for ‘freedom from slavery’, now read ‘salvation from
sin’; for the gospel’s five teaching blocks in chiasm now read the New Law as a replacement for the
Old Law (which is also expressed as five books in chiasm, given a main-frame computer analysis
conducted by Orthodox Jews in Jerusalem in the 1970’s). Jesus’ early command to his disciples, to go
firstly to the lost sheep of Israel and nowhere else, is superseded at the last (in the final piece of the
Gospel) with go now and ‘make disciples of all nations’. For this, we read here, not that Jesus at this
point ascends to heaven (as in Mark’s Gospel’s original ending), but that Jesus, wonderfully, will be
‘with them always, to the end of the age.’
The Gospel called Luke’s was the next to be written. It is a fresh representation of the contents and
meanings of Mark’s and Matthew’s Gospels, re-structured and re-mythologized for would-be Gentile
Christians. (I take the view that we are rid of Q source as we can discern Luke’s sensible use of
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Matthew.) The presentation, which like Matthew’s consists of eleven sections in chiasm, begins,
turns and ends on activities that have happened or are about to happen in Jerusalem. It is the only
Gospel to begin and end its narrative in the temple in Jerusalem and that is in itself significant. At the
very least it indicates the writer to be a literary artist, one who employed rules of ancient rhetoric in
the making of his Gospel. In his opening he focuses on the birth narratives of both John and Jesus.
He sets up law and grace in apposition and reveals at the same time his interest in Pauline
soteriology. John the Baptist is born under the law to parents who are holy and blameless, though
Elizabeth is old and barren. Jesus is born under grace: God graces (in the Greek) the virgin Mary his
mother (she is not, as the Latin reads, ‘full of grace’.) This Gospel is the only Gospel that Gentiles will
need. In it the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 looms larger than in the other gospels. And as the
prologue shows, the Gospel’s endeavour is to reveal clearly what is eternally true. Luke’s own
contributions to this Gospel (for the purpose of fine balance in an artistically contrived work) display
little or no dependency on any additional eye-witness.
Luke’s second book builds on his first in that he uses his first book’s template for his second book. In
this he tells us that the Life of Jesus is lived again in the life of the church and that it is a life of
mission that the Spirit brings to birth, directs in the world and sustains through every kind of trial.
His scheme begins with activities in Jerusalem (and near-by), turns on what happens from the new
base of Antioch (in Jerusalem, twice-visited, and in Pisidian Antioch between those visits), and ends
with activities in Rome. With Luke’s opening lone focus on a period from Easter Sunday to Pentecost,
incorporating Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances over ‘forty days’ in contrast to his first book’s
teaching, Luke establishes in his opening scenes, a backdrop of the Feast of Weeks - the Jewish
Barley Harvest, and the message, therefore, that the Church is the harvest of its Lord’s life, teaching,
death and resurrection. The rhetor well chooses Pentecost for a springboard to his own telling of the
beginnings of Christianity. The starting point is not in Galilee, as in Mark’s and Matthew’s Gospels,
but in Jerusalem. Christianity began there among the Jews with Peter, we are shown, and it
continues, as the book ends, optimistically with Paul in Rome, ‘God’s salvation has been sent to the
Gentiles, and they will listen!’ This book which tells these things is being written at a time when
Rome is becoming a major player in the Gentile mission. Second generation followers of Jesus are
available to help Luke in his endeavour to present a book about the beginnings of a worldwide
missioning church.
A later writing is that of the Apocalypse, the Revelation to John. With its seven times seven
structural scheme the rhetor affirms that the worldwide missioning church will be vindicated as
God’s plan to defeat evil with good will come to its perfect completion (the number seven
represents perfection and completion, or fulfilment). Other writings of this later stage, like the Letter
to the Hebrews and, maybe slightly earlier, the Gospel of John, introduce new material that brings
together primitive Christian tradition and Judaism (and also Hellenistic thought in the case of the
Gospel of John) which point to a developing understanding of the new faith. These two documents
are themselves wonderfully structured and display yet again the influence of ancient rhetoric. In the
case of John’s Gospel, there are those who would see it as the product of eye-witness, the product
of a disciple who, according to the ending of the Gospel, is already dead before the book is written.
That this Gospel demonstrates much Hellenistic development puts it in a different and significantly
later time frame than that of the First Letter of John, in a post Apostolic age. The Gospel also
demonstrates that Christianity is learning to live with a Judaism that continues without its temple.
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In this later period, Paulinists write in Paul’s name, in 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus, to warn people of
myths and ‘Jewish myths’, of troublingly conflicting genealogies and of the audacity of one who
states that the day of resurrection (of humankind) has already come. I suspect it is the Synoptic
Gospels (and Mt 27.51-53 in the last of these) that they are writing about. Such made the hackles
rise, of those who had eyes only for Paul’s Christ of faith. They did not need a historical Jesus
wrapped up in stories, only ‘sound doctrine’. Yet, another much later writer, in contrast, however,
defended the Gospels as factual accounts: ‘we did not follow cleverly invented stories’ (2 Pet 1.16),
someone writing in the name of Peter on the transfiguration. It is not beyond notice that it is 2
Timothy and 2 Peter, alone of all the New Testament documents, that make their strong appeal for a
reading of the scriptures in acknowledgement that they are ‘God-breathed’ on one particular track
(in 2 Tim), and ‘the product of men who spoke from God as they were carried along by the Spirit’ on
a completely opposite track (in 2 Pet).
Such is the clarity and dignity I can bring to this summary study of the New Testament Books. We put
the question again, ‘Is it beyond the church to write a Life of Jesus?’ The answer is, ‘Yes it is. It really
is beyond the church to write a Life of Jesus.’ What then of the testimonies of John the Elder, passed
on by Papias (and in turn by Eusebius) on Mark being the interpreter of Peter, and what of the
introduction in the Muratorian Canon to John’s Gospel, given its reference to a group who worked
with John in a spiritual exercise? Simply, these are two of the earliest attempts of the church to
address, as we have done above, the issues of historicity and reliability as they pertain to the
writings about Jesus.
We need now to put the question, ‘Does it matter that the church cannot write a Life of Jesus?’ The
answer to this question is twofold. It does matter that we know that we cannot write a Life of Jesus.
We might simply agree on this and save others from lots of future misspent time. In this category, I
would place firmly both preachers and congregations who want to believe in the historicity of the
gospels! (I attended a Methodist Service only last Sunday morning where the Local Preacher leading
believed everything he read in the Bible, and expected everyone else to believe the same: that in the
Gospels everything is literally true. In that Jesus prepares a place for us in heaven, he is personally
preparing each room with paintbrush in hand.) It matters too that we know that Paul tells it as it is. If
it is sufficient for him to know the Christ of Faith, then the same is so for us and for everyone else.
Clearly, it was only as the first mother church was wiped out in Jerusalem in AD 70 that the surviving
church in the wider world learned something new about itself and, therefore, about Jesus. You can
say it rebranded itself. But it seems more proper, more appropriate, to say that it discovered its
future was not as a local Jewish sect in Judea with a Jerusalem base, but as a new universal world
religion open to both Jew and Gentile with a future base in Rome.
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An Addendum:
In terms of the question posed at the head of this paper, it matters that we have asked the question
and that we have exercised our minds in coming to an answer, because what we have to live with,
however uncomfortable this may be, is the evidence for process, for a succession of stages in the
way that the church came to be aware of itself and of its mission in the world; in the developing of
its scriptures and its own understanding of Jesus, his role in the world and in eternity; and in its
struggle to live with difference (as with holding together both Jew and Gentile). It was hard then. It is
surely hard today as the church struggles with these very same issues and dithers (and properly so)
with issues that might prevent a current-day divided world church from coming closer together
again, issues to do with women bishops, governmental Bills for Same-Sex Marriage, nuclear
disarmament, and so on. It may be beyond the church to write a Life of Jesus, but it is not surely
beyond us to live Life together, coping with difference, is it? It is for exactly this that Paul gave up his
life.

Some Closing Comments:
This paper is written without the encumbrance of the usual references and footnotes. My website
www.davidgpalmer.co.uk and my publications provide the evidence for my details on the book
structures and styles to which this paper refers: they also include acknowledgements of those who
have helped me with this particular field of study, of ancient rhetoric in biblical and classical studies.
As the first person in the biblical critical era to present a summary of the structures and styles of all
twenty-seven Books of the New Testament, it seemed good to me that I should be the first to at
least attempt an understanding of this work’s influence upon how we might read these Books in the
future and how we might interpret them to our congregations and to those beyond the current
reach of the church. I look forward to the debate this stimulates.

David G. Palmer,
30th April 2013

7

