
cradling a little lamb in his bosom or holding children on his lap. But that does 
not look very much like the Jesus who screamed at Pharisees (“You brood of 
vipers!”) or drove money changers out of the temple. The questions that artists 
inevitably face are these: “Which Jesus do I want to present? Which aspects of 
this multifaceted person do I want to emphasize?”

Likewise, each of the four Gospels presents a portrait of Jesus that is distinc-
tive from those of the other three. Near the end of the second century (about 
a hundred years after the Gospels were written), Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons, 
suggested that the Gospels could be symbolized by the four “living creatures” 
mentioned in both Ezekiel 1:4–14 and Revelation 4:6–8. This became standard 
practice in Christian art throughout the centuries. Matthew is portrayed as a 
man, Mark as a lion, Luke as an ox, and John as an eagle. Thus the church 
recognized from the start that each Gospel was unique.

The temptation for Bible readers is to combine all four portraits in order to 
obtain as complete a picture of Jesus as possible. But doing that causes us to 
miss the particular image that each Gospel writer wanted to present. The goal 
of Gospel study should first be to recognize the four separate portraits that 
these individual books offer (see box 5.1). When we focus on any one Gospel, 
and on that Gospel alone, what is the image of Jesus that emerges? This is the 
image that the author (a literary artist) wanted to show us. Once we see that 
Jesus, we may go on to another Gospel and obtain a second image, and then 
a third, and a fourth.

Genre

What is a “Gospel” anyway? Most modern readers are familiar with many dif-
ferent types of literature—a walk through a modern bookstore reveals sections 

Box 5.1

Four Pictures of Jesus
•	The Gospel of Matthew presents Jesus as the one who abides with his people always until 

the end of time. Jesus founds the church, in which sins are forgiven, prayers are answered, 

and the power of death is overcome (Matt. 16:18–19; 18:18–20).

•	The Gospel of Mark presents Jesus as the one who announces the advent of God’s reign, in 

which the humble are exalted and the proud brought low. Obedient to this rule, he dies on 

a cross, giving his life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45).

•	The Gospel of Luke presents Jesus as the one whose words and deeds liberate those who 

are oppressed. Jesus comes to seek and to save the lost and to bring release to all those 

whom he describes as “captives” (Luke 4:18; 19:10).

•	The Gospel of John presents Jesus as the one who reveals what God is truly like. Jesus is 

the Word of God made flesh, and he reveals through his words and deeds all that can be 

known of God (John 1:14; 14:8).
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