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Koester sets out in his Ancient Christian Gospels to determine and elaborately discuss the genre 

and number of early Christian Gospels from the perspective of historical and textual criticism 

with a view to dusting off some apocryphal Gospels which were in poor repute among historical 

critics. In his preface he adopts an attitude of optimism that the previously dominant opinion, 

that the apocryphal Gospels are secondary literary developments in which one cannot find, and 

should not look for, pre-canonical
1
 traditions, is finally waning. Reflecting on this new 

significant and, for him, current shift in the academic atmosphere of Biblical Studies, he notes: 

It seemed as if almost two millennia of discrimination against those whom the Fathers of 

the church had labelled as "heretics" would come to an end. If these "heresies" were not 

simply secondary deviations from an already established orthodoxy, but resulted from 

developments in the Christian communities that occurred as early as the time of Paul's 

mission to the Gentiles, also their gospels could claim to be genuine continuations of the 

earliest stages of the formation of the traditions about Jesus of Nazareth.
2
 

To this end, his first chapter sets the foundations for his project throughout the work. It will be 

my project in what follows to reflect critically on Koester's chapter, highlighting areas of 

disagreement or areas which I at least feel Koester could be criticized. Although my appraisal of 

his chapter is on the whole congratulatory, as I believe it is a well researched and serious 

scholarly approach to the genre of ancient Christian Gospels, I will not be shy about advancing 

more conservative theses as alternatives to Koester's arguments.  

1.1 The term 'Gospel' in the early Church, and the question of Jewish Pedigree 

In the first place Koester seeks to identify both when and by what logic the Canonical Gospels 

were called 'Gospels'. Surprisingly he has demonstrated that it was not until the mid to late 

second century that we find references in the Church Fathers to these writings as 'Gospels', and 

he suggests that among the early Christians there was no hint of the use of the word to designate 

a written work. On the contrary, the use of the word 'Gospel' or            by the earliest 

Christians designated a tradition (         ), communicated principally in the oral preaching of 

its expositors, of the good news of Jesus of Nazareth. The word, though it etymologically does 

literally mean 'good news' had, Koester argues, almost no pedigree for being used in this way by 

                                                           
1
 By pre-canonical he means coming before the canonical Gospel accounts. 

2
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the earliest Jewish and later Greek Christians. Though it appears rarely outside of the New 

Testament and Christian literature, it is often found to designate either news of military victory, 

as in the use made of it in Aristophanes, or simply news whether good or bad. Koester suggests 

that the primary impetus for the Christian use was rooted in the political environment of the day. 

An inscription from Priene reflects the sense that Augustus' rule was "celebrated and proclaimed 

as the beginning of a new age."
3
 It seems hardly doubtful that this politically charged language 

served the rhetorical purposes of Christianity's earliest propagandists, especially since this sense 

of            generally denoted "the birth of an imperial heir"
4
 which is what Luke's Gospel

5
 

seems to do. Koester, however, makes a much stronger claim: "the assumption that the 

occurrence of the verb in deutero-Isaiah is ultimately responsible for the widespread technical 

use of the noun in early Christianity is unwarranted."
6
 

Koester acknowledges that the word does appear in the Septuagint as a translation of 2 Samuel 

4:10
7
 among other passages, where it translates the Hebrew  ּבׂשורה . However, though  ּבׂשורה  is 

also used, or at least the triconsonantal root ּבׂשר is used, in 1 Samuel 4:17, to indicate bad news, 

Koester's argument that we must assume that the term            as used in the LXX is neutral 

is difficult to sympathize with, not least because the LXX avoids the translation of            in 

this instance. T                                                         when translating ּבׂשר    

                                                                    was thought to designate 'good' 

        p     u   . H                  υ      ζ  θ   (         variants) does appear in Isaiah 

where it is used to designate "the proclamation of the message of the beginning of the rule of 

Yahweh and thus the beginning of liberation and peace."
8
 Though this use does seem to 

prefigure the use made of the term by the earliest Christians, Koester cautions us to recognize 

that the places where the New Testament employs Isaiah's passages are thought to be products of 

                                                           
3
 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 4 

4
 Hahn, Scott Catholic Bible Dictionary,( New York: DoubleDay Religion, 2009), 327. 

5
 Luke 2:10 

6
 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  3 

7
 Koester seems to make a mistake here when he says, and repeats more than once, that it is in 2 Kings 4:10, instead 

of 2 Sam. 4:10. I have not found it in the LXX translation of 2 Kings 4:10, nor do I see the Hebrew word ּבׂשר. The 

same goes for the other two passages he claims the word is found in - 2 Kings 18:22 and 2 Kings 18:25 should all be 

changed to 2 Samuel. However, since even here it is found in the feminine form        ί  I  m   b  m    p         

LXX which admits of errors - that or Koester has made more errors here than I would have expected. 
8
 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 2 
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later redaction.
9
 He specifically cites Luke 4:18, where, it is recounted, Jesus himself reads Isaiah 

61:1 and proclaims to the congregation in his presence that "today this scripture has been 

fulfilled in your hearing."
10

 I myself know of no reason to consider Luke 4:18 to be redacted, but 

my reservations about Koester's reservations about this passage and others like it aside, it seems 

plausible that the early Christians, and perhaps even Christ himself along with them, understood 

and promoted their message in this 'Isaian' vocabulary. Notice that even at Qumran such 

language was used, for instance in the characterization of the coming Melchizedek of 11Q13 

who is said to "proclaim to them the Jubilee, thereby releasing th[em from the debt of a]ll their 

sins."
11

 The use of the term Jubilee here comes directly from the Hebrew לבׂשר in Isaiah 61:1, 

and was thou                        m         m                       m              b         

  mmu    . I  m   b                                   mmu     b         mp           m 

           thanks to the influence of the LXX, and that the pedigree for characterizing their 

message with this Isaian vocabulary is found just as easily in Jewish tradition as in Greek 

politics. Consider, for example, Paul's succinct explicare of the Gospel in Romans 1:1-6, in 

which he says that the 'Gospel' (and significantly not the 'messiah') was promised beforehand 

through the prophets in the scriptures. In this respect, though the use of the term 'Gospel' to 

designate the whole messianic message and its proclamation may be a "distinctively Christian 

development," it was anticipated in the traditions of Israel. 

1.2 Paul and the quest to find the earliest use of 'Gospel' to designate a written witness 

In Paul, the use of the term Gospel, as a noun or a verb, refers, with few exceptions,
12

 to the 

content of the Christian Kerygma. Although I agree that Paul never uses the term 'Gospel' to 

refer to any written document this wants of some arguing. There is at least one formula Paul
13

 

uses to refer to his preaching which might raise eyebrows; he on three occasions refers to his 

message as "my Gospel."
14

 This curiously breaks from his concern to identify the Gospel he 

                                                           
9
 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 3 

10
 Luke 4:21, NRSV 

11
 Wise, Michael, Martin Abegg, Jr., & Edward Cook, Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (New York: 

HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 456. [See 11Q13 Col 2.4-6] 
12

 Koester points out that 1 Thess. 3:6 finds Paul using  υ      ζ  θ                  m                      

Christian Kerygma. See Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 5 
13

 I am utterly convinced that both 1 & 2 Timothy were written by Paul. My argument proceeds on those grounds.  
14

 Romans 2:16; Romans 16:25; 2 Timothy 2:8 
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preaches with the Gospel which he received from his predecessors the Apostles.
15

 One must 

therefore ask whether Paul has any connection with any written document later to be identified 

as a 'Gospel'. If one accepts the tradition surrounding Paul's connection to Luke, along with the 

tradition concerning Luke as one of the four evangelists, then there may be an interesting piece 

of evidence that Paul really could have been referring to a written Gospel which he himself 

associated with his ministry. If one accepts that Luke and Acts were written as complimentary 

volumes, and Luke's Gospel narrative was written before Acts, then as long as Acts was written 

in the lifetime of Paul, so was Luke's Gospel. However, as Dr. Daniel B. Wallace has argued 

"Luke ended his tome precisely at the point where he did because Paul was about to go on trial 

and because part of the purpose of Acts was as a trial brief for Paul."
16

 This paves an avenue for 

an argument concluding to the authenticity of the Deutero-Pauline epistles which are fashionably 

doubted in scholarship, but also yields another consequence relevant for our current line of 

inquiry: namely that Paul became familiar with Luke's Gospel, and may have been in the habit of 

referring to it. Indeed, there is one New Testament passage which, if it is genuinely Pauline, may 

reflect a conscious use of Luke's Gospel as 'scripture'. In 1 Timothy 5:18 Paul refers to a saying 

as belonging to the scriptures, and yet the saying is only found in Luke 10:7. This could indicate 

that in the early Church there was already a sense in which Christians recognized some of the 

writings contemporary with them as 'scripture', as may also be the case in 2 Peter.
17

 Koester says 

that Mark 1:1 cannot carry the burden
18

 of demonstrating that the term 'Gospel' was ever 

consciously applied to a written witness, but it seems as though one might try to construct a case 

involving Mark's prologue as well as the evidence from Paul.  

Against this we must notice that Paul's use of the formula 'my Gospel' certainly does not seem to 

introduce any content peculiar to the Gospel of Luke, or any other written Gospel. Moreover, 

even the most conservative dating of the book of Acts situates it after Paul had written Romans,
19

 

and the remaining instance in the Pastoral epistle is, even if it is successfully argued that it is 

                                                           
15

 Eg. 1 Cor 15:1-7 
16

 http://bible.org/seriespage/1-timothy-introduction-argument-outline 
17

 2 Peter 3:15-16; It is very difficult to demonstrate either that Peter wrote 2 Peter, or that 2 Peter was plausibly 

written by the end of the first century. Though I accept that Peter did, I do not recognize any argument for that 

conclusion to be probative. In any case I mention it here because it seems worth mentioning.  
18

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 29 
19

 Archaeological Study Bible, NIV p.1764; p.1833 

http://bible.org/seriespage/1-timothy-introduction-argument-outline
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Pauline, likely just Paul's use of that formula which he had made use of in Romans, with just as 

little intention to denote anything particular other than the message it was his project to preach. 

Neither can we find in Paul any reference to a written source as a Gospel, since even if he had 

recognized Luke's written account as having the status of scripture he does not refer to it as a 

'Gospel', nor can we allow Mark alone to carry the burden of probative demonstration of the term 

'Gospel' referring to a written witness. It seems that we may have to situate the first instances of 

'Gospel' being used to designate a written account no earlier than the mid second century with 

such works as the second epistle of Clement,
20

 Justin Martyr's writings,
21

 and the Treatise on the 

Resurrection
22

 from Nag Hammadi.  

1.3 The development according to which 'Gospel' came to appropriately designate a 

written witness 

Koester at one point has argued that it cannot be assumed that "the formulation of the orally 

transmitted gospel was fixed and stable."
23

 However, against this stands the work of scholars 

such as C.H. Dodd, who "argued that there was a fairly consistent pattern"
24

 identifiable in many 

of the early expositions of the Gospel.
25

 He identifies six elements which formed the blueprint 

for Christian preaching; the preparation of John the Baptist, the prophetic anticipation in the Old 

Testament, the power with which Jesus carried out his ministry, that Jesus was arrested and 

crucified, that Jesus rose again from the dead and was seen by eye witnesses, and finally that 

Jesus commissioned all believers to share this news with others.
26

 In fact, although this pattern 

was lifted from a study of Peter's speech in Acts 10:34-43, "the key step in Dodd's argument was 

to notice that these six points correspond to the major sections of Mark."
27

 Thus one might be 

able to explain why the four canonical Gospels came to earn the name of 'Gospels' by arguing 

                                                           
20

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 17 
21

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 40-41 
22

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  23 
23

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  6 
24

 Wenham, David, and Steve Walton, A Guide to the Gospels and Acts: Volume 1, (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 

2001), 51 
25

 Acts 10:34-43; 3:12-26; 17:22-34 
26

 Wenham, David, and Steve Walton, A Guide to the Gospels and Acts: Volume 1, (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 

2001), 51 
27

 Wenham, David, and Steve Walton, A Guide to the Gospels and Acts: Volume 1, (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 

2001), 51 
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that each was "an extended narrative form of the gospel message which the early Christians 

proclaimed."
28

 

1.4 The Question of Matthean Priority 

One of the curiosities which Koester finds in the use of the term 'Gospel' as it appears in the 

works of the evangelists themselves, is how Matthew in particular seems reluctant to use the 

term in the way Mark does. Not only is the term 'Gospel' conspicuously absent from many 

passages in Matthew where one might have expected to find it, such as in the great commission, 

but Matthew seems to refer to the Gospel as a Gospel 'of the kingdom'.
29

 Koester thus works up 

to an argument whose conclusion involves the suggestion that "the very distinctive 

understanding of "gospel" in Matthew may be the reason for his omission of the term in many of 

the Markan passages."
30

 Although there is no doubt that Matthew's Gospel clearly stresses a 

strong theological tendency towards a 'kingdom' theology, it would be a mistake to understand 

this language as particular to Matthew; Matthew may be replete with Kingdom language, but it is 

worth noticing that Mark and Luke are as well, to say nothing of other 'gospels' such as the 

gospel of Mary.
31

 Luke even reproduces the phrase 'Gospel of the Kingdom'
32

 where he does not 

seem to inherit it from either Matthew
33

 or Mark. Koester looks to Matthew on the supposition 

that Matthew based his own composition on Mark, and Koester notices that Matthew seems to 

have deleted many instances of the word 'gospel' where Mark had used it, and thus Matthew 

seems to consciously avoid using 'Gospel' to refer to the generally Christian Kerygma, and 

particularly avoids using the term in connection with the resurrection.
34

 However, if one were to 

propose that the more traditional view in Christianity, that Matthew came first and that Mark was 

an abridged form of the same kind of literature based on Matthew, then the apparent theological 

                                                           
28

 Wenham, David, and Steve Walton, A Guide to the Gospels and Acts: Volume 1, (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 

2001), 52 
29

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 10-11  
30

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 12 
31

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  21 
32

 Luke 4:43 
33

 Perhaps somebody would argue that he inherited it from Matthew 4:23-25, but the phraseology is obviously 

reflective of Luke's own writing rather than a mere copy-paste procedure.  
34

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,12 
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discord is dissolved.
35

 I note that this move would leave behind some problematic residue with 

respect to the disparity between Markan and Matthean uses of the term 'Gospel', but nothing 

comparatively significant could be argued from it. 

Tradition does inform us that Matthew was composed first, and in the Hebrew language.
36

 

Interestingly Koester made me aware that the same could be said for the Apocryphon of James,
37

  

which may indicate some tendency among some early Christians, probably Jewish-Christians, 

towards attaching authority to things composed in Hebrew. This is significant because if this is 

so, then it seems even early communities may have strived to compose written witnesses of 

Jesus' life which aimed at being accepted as scripture.  

1.5 Gospel Kerygma and Resurrection 

Koester provides a fascinating survey of previous attempts in scholarship to identify the genre in 

which the Gospels fit which would also thereby distinguish the canonical Gospels from all other 

literature. He refers back to the work of Karl Ludwig Schmidt in the 1920's which argued 

persuasively that the four Canonical Gospels "owe their existence to the special requirements of 

Christian beginnings"
38

 in such a way that these four 'Gospels' constituted a literary genre of on 

their own with "no predecessors or successors."
39

 Interestingly, Koester admits that "only 

because there was a Kerygma, proclaiming a human being who lived "in the flesh" as "the Lord" 

is it possible to understand the origin of our Gospels."
40

 Thus, it seems that Koester is committed 

to the claim that even a high Christology played a role in the Kerygma which provided the 

necessary condition for Gospel literature to arise. Koester then says something which is to my 

mind utterly shocking and deserves to be challenged. He argues that behind the Gospels 

themselves lie "gospel writings"
41

 such as Q or the Semeia source of the fourth Gospel, and that 

as far as these earlier works are concerned "the Kerygma of cross and resurrection has had no 

                                                           
35

 I note that I do not think that one could argue convincingly that Matthew and Mark part ways significantly if Mark 

did come first and Matthew was simply picky about his use of the term 'Gospel'. 
36

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  33 
37

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  33-34 
38

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 24 
39

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 26 
40

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 25 
41

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 30 
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influence whatsoever upon the formation of these literatures."
42

 Now, though I do not wish 

necessarily to call into dispute the existence of such sources, I certainly do call into question 

whether we can speak meaningfully or with any relative confidence about the soteriologies
43

 or 

eschatologies
44

 of such hypothetical documents, much less the Kerygma which inspired them.  

I attended a debate once at McGill University, in 2009, in which Dr. W.L. Craig and Shabir Ally 

met to discuss the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. During the question and 

answer period, shortly after I had posed my own question to Shabir Ally, Dr. Craig responded to 

a question about what the Q Gospel contained and whether it attached no significance to the 

resurrection, by pointing out the following: 

 It is a mistake to think about Q as a gospel... [besides] the only Q communities that we 

know of, as John Meyer points out, in the New Testament times, are Matthew and Luke's 

communities and they both include the passion story along with the resurrection... There 

is no evidence at all for any kind of primitive Christian Q community that lacked belief in 

the resurrection of Jesus.
45

  

The work of scholars such as N.T. Wright
46

 and William Lane Craig
47

 have made it impossible 

to ignore the resurrection of Jesus as a necessary pre-condition for the rise of early Christianity, 

and with them I agree. Thus, as Pheme Perkins points out, the resurrection "is the condition for 

     m                      p           ”
48

 and as such is the necessary precondition for 

Christian writings forming the New Testament Canon, including Pauline letters. Even if it were 

the case that documents such as Q did not contain any mention of the resurrection of Jesus, 

which, if it were merely a sayings source, we would have no reason to expect anyway, that 

would not demonstrate that the impetus for recording the sayings of Jesus of Nazareth was not 

rooted in a hope that he had been the Messiah, predicated precisely on his rising from the dead. 

Notice that  2 Thessalonians, to take but one Pauline
49

 example includes no mention of the words 

                                                           
42

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  30 
43

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 160 
44

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 150 
45

  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IQeh3tT9cY8 
46

 Wright, N.T. The Resurrection of the Son of God, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003) 
47

 Craig, W.L. The Son Rises: the Historical Evidence of the Resurrection of Jesus, (Oregon: Wipf and Stock 

publishers, 2000). 
48

 Pheme Perkins. Resurrection: New Testament witness and contemporary reflection, (New York, Garden City: 

Doubleday & Company, 1984), 18 
49

 Or Deutero-Pauline 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IQeh3tT9cY8
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'resurrection' 'rise' 'rising' or 'risen' at all, and yet we could not imagine Paul
50

 writing the 

contents of 2 Thessalonians in the absence of a conviction that Jesus had truly risen again from 

the dead.  

The chief irony of modern scepticism in Biblical scholarship today is that, in the process of 

stripping away threads of the portrait of the Jesus found in the Gospels to arrive at some 

historical touchdown at which the historical character behind our narratives is to be found, the 

few remaining uncontroversial facts acknowledged by the overwhelming majority of Biblical 

critics together provide the foundations for an extremely powerful argument for the historicity of 

the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Dr. Craig puts it this way: 

The historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus consists primarily in the evidence 

supporting three main facts: the empty tomb of Jesus, the appearances of Jesus to his 

disciples, and the origin of the Christian faith. If it can be shown that... the origin of the 

Christian faith cannot be explained adequately apart from His historical resurrection, 

then... one is amply justified in concluding that Jesus really did rise from the dead.
51

 

Moreover, Scholars like Bultmann agree that "historical criticism can establish that the first 

disciples believed in the resurrection."
52

 We thus have good reasons to believe both that Jesus of 

Nazareth rose again from the dead, and that the earliest expressions of Christian faith were 

inspired principally by this momentous event which catalyzed a radical paradigmatic shift, and 

without which the rise of early Christian belief in the resurrection is inexplicable. This historical 

situation, I submit, provided the particular conditions to which the Gospel authors were 

responding. It was precisely because the four Gospels were composed in direct response to the 

resurrection that we can distinguish in them a unifying genre exclusive to them.  

 Though the faith of the earliest Christians is inexplicable without an appeal to the historical 

resurrection of Christ, the faith of many early Christians who rejected such a story is explicable 

even with a historical resurrection so long as these expressions were secondary. This secondary 

interpretation may be found in some extremely early form of docetism which Stroumsa
53

 has 

                                                           
50

 Or the early author 
51

 Craig The Son Rises,45 
52

 Craig The Son Rises,127 
53

 Stroumsa, Guy G. "Christ's Laughter: Docetic Origins Reconsidered," in Journal of Early Christian Studies, 12 

(2004), 267-288 
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suggested existed, and thus it may be hard to argue that it was chronologically secondary, but it 

need not, for my purposes, be secondary in this chronological sense. I would feel more 

comfortable arguing that it was secondary in an ideological sense, as it seems practically 

impossible to get from a faith without any resurrection, to a faith predicated on the resurrection, 

but I can easily imagine the reverse. Thus, the 'Gospel' genre is characterized by an immediate 

reaction to the surprise of the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, along with an excursus of all six 

points of the classical oral Kerygma which it generated in the earliest Church. According to this 

proposal, sources such as the Gospel of Peter would not qualify as belonging to the genre, since, 

as Koester argues, "there are numerous features in these accounts which are obviously 

secondary: Jesus is condemned and crucified by Herod, while Pilate is completely exonerated; 

the anti-Jewish polemic seems intensified; the story of Jesus' resurrection from the tomb is told 

elaborately"
54

 and so on.  

This final proposal is of seminal import, for it is in direct opposition to it that Koester must 

proceed to subsume under the species of Gospel genre numerous extra-canonical texts against 

which classical scholarship has stood insofar as an appraisal of value and Gospel status are 

concerned. Though Koester suggests that "even for the Canonical Gospels, taken by themselves, 

the establishment of one literary genre is not without its problems"
55

 I think the construal of 

Gospel genre as involving a response to the resurrection as Kerygma, and involving the whole 

Kerygma blueprint identified by Dodd, plausibly plants the four canonicals in their own category 

unproblematically.  

                                                           
54

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  217 
55

 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels,  45 


