Does the Presence of History in the Gospels Mean that They are Old
Testament Books?

by Caleb Colley, Ph.D.

Some have attempted to subvert the teachings of Christ by suggesting that the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John belong in the Old Testament instead of in the New Testament (see Billingsley, n.d., p. 4; see also Brewer,
1941, pp. 85-90 for additional documentation of those who hold such a position). In doing so, they have promoted
an erroneous theory that we can summarize in the following statement: “The books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John are history books, so they are Old Testament books. They contain a beneficial historical record of the life
and times of Jesus Christ as He lived under Mosaic law, but no New Testament doctrine.”

What about the Gospel accounts? They contain substantial history concerning the life of Christ, but they also
contain certain of His teachings. If any of those teachings can be shown to be different from Old Testament
material and applicable to New Testament Christians—obligatory for faith and practice—then the books
themselves must be accepted as part of the New Testament canon, because they contain commandments that
are obligatory for those living under Christ’s covenant, as opposed to Moses’ covenant. The Gospel accounts
contain just such doctrine. Consider the following passages:

Matthew 3 (and Mark 1; Luke 7): Jesus was baptized with John’s baptism “to fulfill all righteousness”
(3:15). Jesus clearly endorsed John's baptism (Luke 7:29), and when the Pharisees declined to submit
to that baptism, they rejected the “counsel of God” (7:30). In this instance, Jesus required certain
people to do more than what the Law of Moses required. The baptism of John certainly was foreign to
the rules of the Mosaic Law. It would have done Moses no good to command the children of Israel to
submit to the baptism of John, for John was not yet born, so his baptism would not have washed their
sins away—yet here, Christ encouraged it (Mark 1:2-11; Luke 7:29-30). One purpose of John’s baptism
was to prepare the hearts of people for the coming kingdom (Matthew 3:1-2; see Psalm 2). Baptism,
as a religious ceremony, had been practiced, because of rabbinical tradition (Lindsay, 1994, 1:389;
Moseley, n.d.). However, John's teaching was distinct from the Law of Moses, ushering in a new era of
obligation, as again emphasized in Luke 16:16: “The law and the prophets were until John. Since that
time the kingdom of God has been preached, and everyone is pressing into it” (emp. added).

Matthew 15 (and Mark 7): Christ taught something that, at the very least, sounded quite different from
the then-operative Old Testament Law—the idea that foods which were considered unclean under the
Old Testament Law did not defile a person, but rather the things that come from within (Matthew
15:11; cf. Mark 7:18-23). Jesus noted that foods do not go into people’s hearts—they do not directly
affect people spiritually—but only go into the digestive system and are eliminated. “All these evil
things,” Jesus said (specifically having mentioned adulteries, evil thoughts, fornications, murders,
thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lewdness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, and foolishness),
“come from within and defile a man” (Mark 7:23). It appears that Christ taught a new doctrine here—
one that would not become operative until after He took the Old Testament Law out of the way.

Matthew 18: In this similar circumstance, Jesus taught specific doctrine concerning how one should
deal with an erring brother (18:15-20). The doctrine contained in Matthew 18:19-20 specifically
addressed discipline in the church. Christ’s teaching in this instance is not merely an attempt to call
erring Jews back to faithful Judaism; rather, Christ taught something new in this case, and unique to
the rest the Bible (see Elkins, 1978, p. 528).

Matthew 26 (and Mark 14; Luke 22): Jesus initiated the Lord’s Supper (26:26-29), the practice of
which is entirely different from any Mosaic ceremony. The fact that Christ initiated an ordinance that
was not to be enforced immediately, but only after the church was established, is illustrative of the fact
that Christ was within His rights when He gave legislation that would come into effect after the New
Testament Law came into effect.

Matthew 28 (and Mark 16): Jesus gave to His apostles the command to take the Gospel to the whole
world (a New Testament principle in itself). Notice that Jesus Himself stated that He had preached
New Testament doctrine to His disciples. Christ told the apostles that, as they converted lost souls to
Christ, they were to teach them “to observe all things that | have commanded you..” (28:20). Included
in “all things that | have commanded you” was New Testament doctrine, because, in this instance,
Christ was commanding His disciples to take the Gospel to “all the nations” for the purpose of
baptizing people (28:19). If Christ had preached nothing but Old Testament doctrine, He surely would
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not have commanded His disciples to spread “all things that | have commanded you” to the nations
after the Old Testament law had been put away.

John 3: Jesus said, “Most assuredly, | say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot
enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:5). Jesus called this the act of being “born again” (verse 7). Though
the particular requirement of new birth through baptism was, in a sense, administered by John and
Jesus in their baptisms, there was no provision for baptism in the Old Covenant.

John 13: Jesus said, “A new commandment | give to you, that you love one another; as | have loved
you, that you also love one another” (13:34, emp. added). In stating that the commandment was new,
Jesus obviously intended to draw a distinction between His commandment and everything else that
would have been familiar to His disciples concerning the topic they were discussing. Though the
command to love one’s neighbor was not new (Leviticus 19:18), Christ's command was new in that it
demanded that we love not as we love ourselves, but as God loves us. This would be the sign to non-
Christians that the disciples really were followers of Christ (13:35; see Pack, 1977, 5:54-55). The
command itself is repeated in the record of John 15:12,17, and Christ emphasized it again in Luke
10:33-36 when He relayed the parable commonly called “The Good Samaritan,” illustrating that
followers of Christ are to have love for all people (Galatians 6:10).

We are assured that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John belong in the New Testament, for they contain teachings that
are not contained in the Old Testament, but that are obligatory for the Christian’s faith and practice. The gospels
certainly are much more than just Old Testament history books.
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