
data—references to names, dates, and places—that would be standard 
for any modern biography: the Gospel of Mark tells us that Jesus healed 
a man in a synagogue (3:1–6), but it does not give us the man’s name 
or tell us when this happened or what happened next (Was the healing 
permanent? Did the man become a follower of Jesus? Did he continue 
to attend the synagogue?). Though it may seem strange to us, audiences 
in the ancient world did not expect such questions to be addressed in 
biographies. The point of ancient biographies was to relate accounts that 
portrayed the essential character of the person who was the subject of the 
work. Indeed, the purpose of the biography was to define that person’s 
character in a manner that would invite emulation. The anecdotal style 
of ancient biographies, furthermore, allowed events to be related without 
much concern for chronology. Events were not necessarily reported in the 
order in which they occurred; rather, they were recounted in a sequence 
likely to have a desired rhetorical effect on the book’s readers. This char-
acteristic may explain why our four Gospels often relate events in different 
sequences (e.g., the account of Jesus overturning tables in the Jerusalem 
temple is found near the beginning of John’s Gospel but comes near the 
end of the Gospel of Mark). See box 5.2.

 4. They employ a fictive (“fiction-like”) style of  narration. In many ways the 
literary style of the New Testament Gospels is closer to that of modern 
fiction than it is to modern historical reporting. To say this is not to cast 
any aspersions on the accuracy of what is reported: scholars who regard 
the content of the Gospels as historically reliable can still recognize that 
the style of writing is quite similar to that of works that we now classify 
as historical fiction. The Gospel authors knew the art of storytelling, and 
they employ literary devices such as irony, symbolism, and foreshadow-
ing. They solicit our empathy so that, as their stories unfold, we feel 

EXPLORE 5.16  
Plutarch on the Pur-
pose of Writing a 
Biography

Box 5.2

Characteristics of Ancient Biographies
• no pretense of detached objectivity

• no concern for establishing facts (e.g., by citing evidence or sources)

• little attention to historical data (names, dates, places)

• little attention to chronology of events or development of the subject’s thought

• no psychological interest in the subject’s inner motivations

• anecdotal style of narration

• emphasis on the subject’s character and defining traits

• consistent focus on the subject’s philosophy of life

• strong interest in the subject’s death, as consistent with philosophy of life

• presentation of the subject as a model worthy of emulation

• depiction of the subject as superior to competitors or rivals

• overall concern with the subject’s legacy, evident in followers who carry on the tradition
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