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Are you ready to wake up?
Are you ready to try and keep up with a miracle working 
carpenter’s son and his rag tag band of followers?
Are you then ready to slow down a bit, get organized, and 
watch that same man reach out into segments of society 
that “God’s people” weren’t supposed to touch?
How about a cosmic overview of the beginning of the world, 
followed by a history of a man who claimed to exist eternal-
ly, like the great “I am who I am” that we read about when 
God gave his name to Moses in the Exodus? 

These one sentence descriptions are generalizations to be 
sure...but they aren’t too far off in describing the books of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 

By picking up this guide, you’re embarking on a journey. A 
journey through four different writer’s accounts of the story 
of Jesus. Our goal is to immerse ourselves in these gospels (a 
word simply meaning, “good news”), and find Jesus as he 
truly is. 

As you read one chapter each day (you can do it!), ask 
yourselves questions like these to frame your reading:

What did Jesus actually say?
What do you imagine his tone sounding like? What did he 
sound like to his disciples, versus how he sounded to the reli-
gious leaders of the day?
What did he actually do? 
What did other people say about him?
Why do you think his followers followed?

Jesus
unexpected
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Thanks for joining us in this journey.  May we see these stories 
with fresh eyes, and find the Jesus who was truly unexpected.

In Christ,

David Burke

Tools for further study:

If you have questions about particular names, 
groups of people (like the Pharisees), go to this link:

http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionaries/

The Easton’s Bible Dictionary is a classic reference 
work.  

The website “biblestudytools.com” is a wealth of 
information for studying the New Testament in
more depth.

You may also want to look at:

https://www.biblegateway.com/

Click on “Study” at the top of the web page 
for more insights.
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Week #1
Matthew 1 - 7

Dr. Mark Labberton, President and Professor for Preach-
ing at Fuller Seminary, has written: “I’ve sometimes 
thought of (the Gospel of Matthew) as the smelling salts 
Gospel.  It’s like the Gospel up your nose.  It’s as though 
the writer of this Gospel says, ‘I dare you to breathe 
deeply of this aroma” . . It is meant to wake us up.  Of 
the four Gospels, it is by far the most assaulting and 
confrontational.”  

Matthew’s Gospel assaults and confronts from the very 
first words – and relentlessly keeps at it.

Chapter One begins with Jesus’ scandalous family tree: 
it lists children from illicit unions, notoriously disreputable 
leaders, and (most scandalous of all!) women.  It goes 
on to report that before Jesus was born, the man who 
would serve as His earthly father came very close to 
divorcing His mother.

Chapter Two states that one of the first groups to wor-
ship Jesus were some Iraqi astronomer-physician-theo-
logians, and that Herod the Great – the then current 
king of the Jews – wasn’t at all happy about the birth of 
a new King of the Jews.

Chapter Three relates John the Baptist’s ministry – spe-
cifically, his alarming insistence that being Jewish didn’t 
matter to God, but faith and repentance did.

Chapter Four records how Jesus’ ministry began – with 
His being tempted by Satan, His setting up shop in 
Capernaum (not Jerusalem!), and the calling of the 
Twelve.

1
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Chapters Five through Seven contain what we refer to 
as Jesus’ “Sermon On the Mount.”  In Chapter Five you 
will find Jesus saying again and again, “You have heard 
it said (in the Law) . ., but I say to you . .”  

In Chapter Six Jesus takes on religious showmanship 
and materialism.  

In the Seventh Chapter He concludes by speaking 
about the cost and benefit of following Him – the 
Messiah no one expected.

o Matthew 1

o Matthew 2

o Matthew 3

o Matthew 4

o Matthew 5

o Matthew 6

o Matthew 7

1
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Week #2
Matthew 8 - 14

Matthew 7 ended with Jesus finishing the Sermon on 
the Mount (Matthew 5-7). This is considered the heart of 
Jesus’ teaching about what it means to be a follower in 
this kingdom he has announced. 

Jesus shows in the opening chapters of this next section 
what this kingdom will look like: a man suffering from 
leprosy is healed, a centurion’s servant is healed from a 
distance by the word of Jesus, the disciple Peter’s moth-
er-in-law is healed, and many others have demons cast 
out and sickness healed. Jesus shows his command over 
nature by telling a storm to be still, while in a boat with 
his disciples. He goes on with his disciples, showing pow-
er over death by raising a dead girl back to life, restores 
sight to the blind, causes a man who is mute to be able 
to speak again. Shortly after this, he sends out the dis-
ciples to carry out ministry in his name, doing the very 
things they saw him doing: preaching about the king-
dom of God, and healing. 

As word of Jesus spreads, the religious leaders of his day, 
the Pharisees, begin to follow, often criticizing what he is 
doing, accusing him of being of the devil, and asking for 
miraculous signs from him.  

Matthew 13 is a series of parables about what the king-
dom of God is like, and what our response must be. Are 
our hearts fertile soil for Jesus’ teaching to take root? Do 
we recognize the work of God’s kingdom, though it be 
small and slow? Are we willing to see how valuable the 
kingdom is?

2
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This section ends with shocking and disturbing news. Yet 
Jesus continues to show what God’s kingdom is like...in 
unexpected ways.

o Matthew 8

o Matthew 9

o Matthew 10

o Matthew 11

o Matthew 12

o Matthew 13

o Matthew 14

2
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Week #3
Matthew 15 - 21

So far, this Jesus was born through a miracle, and 
began a ministry with these words: “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven is near.” In a time of kings, rulers, 
people with names like “Herod the Great” and “Herod 
Antipas” (son of Herod the Great...literally his name 
means “instead of the father.”), the announcement 
of a kingdom from heaven isn’t just a Bible verse. It’s 
a proclamation of a new movement. And that new 
movement is taught in the Sermon on the Mount, Mat-
thew 5-7--where Jesus tells his followers that they will be 
like salt and light in the world, that outward behavior 
isn’t just how they will be measured--but the thoughts 
and attitudes of their hearts. They will pray in secret, 
are not to worry, and not to judge. Jesus shows that 
the kingdom comes with healing, and that by follow-
ing him, we will find rest. He teaches through parables 
about seeds and weeds, hidden treasures and nets. We 
learn that those associated with proclaiming new king-
doms suffer: Matthew 14 shows that Jesus’ cousin, John 
the Baptist, loses his life at the hands of Herod Antipas.

This movement that Jesus is starting is a threat to the 
established powers of his day. This section begins to 
show more deeply exactly how Jesus got in trouble with 
the religious leaders. He shows the hypocrisy of some 
of the religious traditions that were being taught, and 
then taught parables that contrasted the generous for-
giveness of God with the “I’ve earned it” mentality that 
prevailed among those leaders.  He overturns tables in 
the temple that were set aside for selling sacrifices, say-
ing that these religious systems had turned God’s house 
into a den of robbers.

3
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There are two pictures that highlight how unexpected 
this king and kingdom really are: a child, and a donkey.  
If you were standing there for either of these scenes, 
would you have thought Jesus was a king?

o Matthew 15

o Matthew 16

o Matthew 17

o Matthew 18

o Matthew 19

o Matthew 20

o Matthew 21

3
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Week #4
Matthew 22 - 28

The last section began to show how Jesus ran afoul of 
the religious authorities. This section shows how Jesus’ 
words and teaching, confronting the religious powers, 
paved the way towards the cross.

• He tells a wealthy group of Jews called the Saddu-
 cees that they “don’t know the Scriptures or the 
 power of God.” (Matthew 22:29)

• The Pharisees, another group begin to try and trap 
 Jesus with their questions, but Jesus continually 
 thwarts them with his answers (Matthew 22:34-46)

• Jesus calls out the teachers of the law and the 
 Pharisees with these insults: hypocrites, blind guides 
 and fools, greedy and self-indulgent, whitewashed 
 tombs, snakes, and brood of vipers. 

Wow.

The stage is set for the opposition to Jesus to do some-
thing. Jesus begins to teach about what the end of 
the age will be like for his followers (Matthew 24), and 
challenges them to be ready (Parable of the Ten Vir-
gins, Matthew 25:1-13), and use the message that God 
has given them, and not bury it (Parable of the Talents, 
Matthew 25:14-30). They are also to continue the min-
istry that Jesus began--to the hungry and thirsty, the 
poor, and the prisoner. (Matthew 25:31-46)

4
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With all of this in mind, read the final chapters of Mat-
thew’s gospel. Look back on all that Jesus said and 
did, and see the cross in a new light. Put yourself in the 
shoes of his followers, who are witnesses to one final mir-
acle, and then are sent into the world to continue this 
movement that Jesus began.

o Matthew 22

o Matthew 23

o Matthew 24

o Matthew 25

o Matthew 26

o Matthew 27

o Matthew 28

4
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Week #5
Mark 1 - 7

Who is Mark? We find his name mentioned in other New 
Testament books, particularly the book of Acts,where 
he is referred to as John Mark. Most scholars believe 
that Mark was a secretary for the Apostle Peter. Mark 
mentions Peter more than any of the other gospels, and 
there is hardly anything that happens in Mark’s gos-
pel without Peter being on the scene. Mark’s gospel is 
“action-packed,” as evidenced by his use of the word, 
“immediately” 41 times. Mark hits the ground running as 
he skips any account of Jesus’ birth or genealogy, but 
gets right to the “good stuff.” It is very likely that Mark is 
writing with a Roman audience in mind. He describes 
Jesus as busily and hurriedly going place to place meet-
ing both spiritual and physical needs. Mark emphasizes 
Jesus’ servanthood throughout his gospel with perhaps 
the key verse of his entire account summing this up by 
saying, “For even the Son of man came not to be minis-
tered unto, but to minister, and to give His life a ransom 
for many.” (Mark 10:45)

By the second verse of his entire gospel Mark has al-
ready proved Jesus as the anticipated Messiah as he 
introduces John the Baptist. During Jesus’ baptism the 
Triune God is on display as the Father voices His approv-
al from the heavens while the dove descends upon the 
baptized Christ. Jesus goes on to heal a man with an 
unclean spirit, He heals Peter’s mother-in-law, He heals 
and cast out demons of those in the city of Caper-
naum, and heals a leper. Oh, yeah, this is still chapter 1!

Mark continues to reveal Jesus’ identity as He tells a par-
alytic man that his sins are forgiven. Oh, and He healed 
him too. We begin to see the type of people Jesus is 

5
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spending His time with: the social rejects of society. 
This dumbfounded and angered the religious elite, but 
elated the broken and down-trodden. Jesus rebukes 
the so called religious leaders for their mere outward 
conformity to righteousness at the expense of a pure 
and contrite heart.

In chapter 4 Jesus begins to speak in parables for the 
purpose of revealing truth to those with open and 
willing hearts, yet not allowing those who were simply 
looking to poke holes in His teachings the opportunity 
to trample upon God’s precious Word. Jesus displays His 
deity through exercising His Lordship over nature when 
He rebukes the sea and calms the storm, and by walk-
ing on water. He displays His humanity by being tired 
and sleeping on a cushion in a boat. 

While Jesus performs miracles on a cataclysmic level 
He also finds the time to minister and do miracles for 
individual outcasts that society had written off. He casts 
demons out of a mad-man, He heals a woman who 
had been bleeding for 12 years, and cast out an un-
clean spirit out of the daughter of a Gentile woman.

o Mark 1

o Mark 2

o Mark 3

o Mark 4

o Mark 5

o Mark 6

o Mark 7

5
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Week #6
Mark 8 - 14

Mark’s gospel reads very differently than Matthew’s. 
What Matthew takes 28 chapters to tell, Mark only takes 
16. As a result, the reading of Mark feels fast-paced, 
as Jesus moves from town to town, feeding a crowd, 
then teaching, then healing, then teaching, then heal-
ing...you get the idea! In the Greek text, the fast pace 
is even more apparent. This is how Chapter 8 literally 
reads, by taking the first line of four verses:

and immediately he got into the boat with his disciples 
(8:10); and the Pharisees came (8:11); and he sighed 
deeply (8:12); and he left them (8:13).

Almost all of the content of Mark 8-14 is found in Mat-
thew, or Luke, and sometimes both. But Mark dedicates 
almost one third of the gospel to the last week of Jesus’ 
life--focusing on his entry into Jerusalem, death and 
resurrection.

Do you have any thoughts as to why Mark put so much 
detail into these seven days?

Notice also within these chapters that Jesus foretells his 
death three different times. But look at how the disciples 
respond on the third and final time he tells them he is 
going to die. Does this give us any indication as to why 
the disciples might have been following Jesus?

o Mark 8

o Mark 9

o Mark 10

o Mark 11

6

o Mark 12

o Mark 13

o Mark 14
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Week #7
Mark 15 - Luke 5

• The conclusion of Mark’s Gospel begins with Chapter 
 15 and the account of Jesus’ trial, crucifixion, death, 
 and burial.

• Chapter 16 begins with the women’s discovery that 
 Jesus has been resurrected.  It concludes with addi-
 tional accounts of His appearing to His followers, and 
 then with His return to Eternity.

• Luke’s Gospel starts with a lengthy telling of the events 
 that led up to the birth of John the Baptist, and then 
 with Gabriel’s announcing of God’s plan to Mary.

• Chapter 2 contains the very familiar account of Jesus’ 
 birth in Bethlehem, followed by His parents’ encoun-
 ters with Simeon and Anna in the Temple, and closes 
 with Jesus’ experience at Passover as a 12-year-old.

• John the Baptist’s ministry and the baptism of Jesus fill 
 up the first half of Chapter 3, followed by Luke’s listing 
 of Jesus’ family tree.

• In Chapter 4 are found the accounts of Jesus’ temp-
 tation in the wastelands, His rejection by the people 
 in His hometown, and His ministry in and around 
 Capernaum.

• Chapter 5 records Jesus’ calling of Simon Peter and 
 James and John, His healing of two men, and His 
 response to a question about fasting.

7
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As you read through Luke in particular, note how often 
it’s said that Jesus’ coming and His redeeming of Israel 
are intended to bring God’s light to the nations (Gen-
tile populations) of the world.  What does that suggest 
today’s churches should prioritize?

o Mark 15

o Mark 16

o Luke 1

o Luke 2

o Luke 3

o Luke 4

o Luke 5 

7
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Week #8
Luke 6 - 12

This section contains Jesus’ “Sermon on the Plain” which 
you’ll notice is a briefer version of the “Sermon on the 
Mount.” (Matthew 5-7)  This is a good time to explain a 
bit about the origin of the gospels: Many scholars be-
lieve that Mark was written first, and Matthew and Luke 
drew from Mark’s gospel. This is evidenced by the fact 
that almost 90% of Mark is found in either Matthew or 
Luke. But we must remember that these accounts were 
most likely transmitted orally among believers, having 
been written (by most scholars estimates) in 50-60 AD, 
almost 20 years after Jesus’ death and resurrection. The 
fact that we find similar material amongst these gospels 
testifies, in my opinion, to the authority and inspiration of 
these writings. Instead of sounding like an ancient game 
of “telephone,” where the final story told is vastly differ-
ent than the original, we find a harmony among these 
different witnesses.

This section contains speeches, parables, miracles, and 
more confrontation of the Pharisees. Luke is also the only 
one to record the sending out of the 72 (a larger group 
of disciples), whose explicit instructions were to prepare 
the way in the towns where Jesus would be coming. In 
your life, have you ever thought that part of your role in 
another’s life is to prepare the way for Jesus to come?

It ends with a series of warnings for Jesus’ disciples: what 
persecution they will face because they will tell the story of 
Jesus, and strong encouragement for them to be ready.

o Luke 6

o Luke 7

o Luke 8

8

o Luke 9

o Luke 10

o Luke 11

o Luke 12
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Week #9
Luke 13 - 19

Within these seven chapters, we have two accounts 
of Jesus sitting down to eat. (There are seven such 
instances in Luke’s gospel..can you find them? Do you 
notice anything remarkable about these meals? What 
happens when he sits down to eat?) We also have a 
large number of parables in these chapters, the teach-
ings that Jesus used to snap us to attention, with an un-
expected ending, shaking us out of any complacency.  

The Parable of the Great Banquet (Luke 14:15-23) re-
volves around a banquet, in which the master of the 
banquet keeps insisting that more and more people be 
invited to fill the seats at the table. What is interesting is 
that Jesus just tells this parable in response to someone 
who said to Jesus (ironically, at a meal, at a table...
even more ironically, at a Pharisee’s house, “Blessed 
is the man who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of 
God.”  But the parable should shake us, because it 
simultaneously paints the picture of the kingdom as a 
place where all will be welcome, but that some that 
were invited “first” might not ever make it. 

Who were those that might have heard this parable 
and said, “Jesus is talking about me...I was one of 
those invited?”  What about you? When you hear this 
parable, do you put yourself in the place of those invit-
ed in the streets and alleys? Or somewhere else?

The next teaching makes it clear that there is a cost to 
being a follower of Jesus. There are things to give up to 
be a part of the kingdom of God.

9
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9
Jesus follows this section with three parables, all 
involving something lost, being found, and a party 
being thrown. 

Does this fit with your idea of God’s kingdom? 

o Luke 13

o Luke 14

o Luke 15

o Luke 16

o Luke 17

o Luke 18

o Luke 19
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Week #10
Luke 20 - John 3

Have you ever met a person who has an answer for 
everything? In most cases that person only thinks they 
do, but Jesus really does! In the midst of different 
groups trying to trap Him by getting Him to say some-
thing they can use against Him; Jesus cleverly uses 
Scripture to confound his enemies and turn their crafti-
ness on its head.

You know when you begin to hear suspenseful music in 
a movie that either the climax or a big scene is near? 
Jesus begins to play the suspenseful music by giving 
the signs of His return one day. In the midst of appar-
ent chaos Jesus is in full control. Although He is being 
handed over to lose His life, He eats the Passover, insti-
tutes the Lord’s Supper, predicts Peter’s betrayal, and 
heals the ear that was cut off of one of his enemies. 
At last Pilate, the Roman Governor, succumbs to the 
people’s shouts to crucify Jesus. He set Barabbas free, 
a criminal, while convicting Jesus as if He were a crim-
inal. Even in His dying moments Jesus is granting life to 
others. At last He laid His life down.

The tomb was only the beginning, for three days later 
Jesus was raised from the dead because the grave 
could not hold Him. The women were the first to dis-
cover the empty tomb. Once He opened up their eyes 
Jesus’ disciples worshipped Him. The risen Christ then 
ascended as now His followers awaited the promised 
Holy Spirit.

10
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John leaves no doubt in declaring the purpose of 
His gospel. “Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this 
book; but these are written so that you may believe 
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by 
believing you may have life in his name.” (John 20:30-
31). John was likely the last of the gospel writers, who 
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit emphasized 
different aspects of Jesus’ teachings and life than the 
other writers.

John wastes no time revealing Jesus’ identity as God 
in human flesh. All things were created through Jesus 
who has no beginning. The first of Jesus’ signs in the 
book of John that reveal His identity is turning water 
into wine. Perhaps the most famous discourse in Scrip-
ture is His dialogue with Nicodemus. Nicodemus didn’t 
get how a how a man could be born again. “Can he 
enter back into his mother’s womb?” Jesus was talking 
about rebirth of the Spirit which was made possible by 
God’s extravagant love as demonstrated by giving us 
His own Son. 

o Luke 20

o Luke 21

o Luke 22

o Luke 23

o Luke 24

o John 1

o John 2

o John 3 

10
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Week #11
John 4 - 11

One of the characteristics of John’s gospel is the clar-
ity with which Jesus identifies who he is, and what he 
came to do. In these seven chapters, we have six of 
the nine “I am” statements. These statements are sig-
nificant. In the Greek language, the verb ending tells 
us who is doing the acting: for instance, the verb eimi 
means “I am” in Greek. By adding the pronoun “I” (In 
Greek, ego) to these, the literal reading is “I, I am.” It is 
almost as if Jesus is saying “I, and I alone,” or, “only I.”

Here are the six statements:

To the woman at the well (John 4:26): The woman says, 
“I know that a Messiah is coming...” Jesus responds, “I 
am he (ego eimi), I, the man talking to you.”

To the crowd he fed with five loaves and two fish (John 
6:35): I am the bread of life.

To the people at the Feast of Tabernacles I am the light 
of the world. (John 8:12): Before Abraham was, I am. 
(John 8:58)

To Pharisees and Jewish leaders who were investigat-
ing a healing: I am the door/gate (John 10:9); I am the 
good shepherd (John 10:11); to Martha at the death of 
her brother Lazarus, I am the resurrection and the life. 
(John 11:25)

Notice the variety of people to whom Jesus made 
these statements, and under what circumstances.  

o John 4

o John 5

o John 6

11

o John 7

o John 8

o John 9

o John 10

o John 11
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Week #12
John 12 - 19

Like the gospel of Mark, John’s gospel spends a significant 
amount of time in the last week of Jesus’ life. This section 
begins with Mary anointing Jesus’ feet, and him saying it was 
preparing him for his burial. The “triumphal” entry to Jerusalem 
is sandwiched between this statement and him predicting his 
death, where he says, “Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the 
ground and dies, it remains only a single seed.” (John 12:24)

John 14-17 contains John’s largest section of Jesus’ teaching. 
You can almost sense that Jesus wanted to tell his disciples so 
much before his death. He comforts them by promising the 
Holy Spirit, who will teach them and remind them of every-
thing he said (John 14:26).  He challenges them to remain in 
him, like a vine and branches (John 15:1-17). He warns them 
of the world’s hatred for them because of him (John 15:18-
25), but assures them that the Holy Spirit will be with them.

John 17 contains a gift to us: Jesus’ longest prayer. With the 
cross looming, Jesus prays that the Father would be glorified 
in him. He prays for his disciples, and then, all of us who 
would come after them.

What does this say to you about our Lord...that his final 
moments would be spent in prayer for his followers, 
including you?

John 18-19 then chronicles Jesus’ arrest, questioning, and his 
sentencing to be crucified. On the cross, John only records 
a tender scene: Jesus looking at his mother, telling her that 
John will now be her son, and giving John the charge to 
care for her. 

o John 12

o John 13

o John 14

12

o John 15

o John 16

o John 17

o John 18

o John 19
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Week #13
Easter Week
John 20 - 21

We end our ninety days in the gospels with two chap-
ters that show the power of the miraculous resurrection, 
and the tender heart of Jesus to those who followed 
and loved him.

Look at how many of the stories revolve around Jesus 
appearing to and conversing with one person. Mary 
Magdalene, Thomas, and Peter...all have the personal 
experience of talking with the risen Lord. 

What would that have done to you? 

What might a conversation with Jesus look like for you 
now?

In light of the last ninety days, what has changed in 
your perception of Jesus? What didn’t you expect in 
reading about his life, death, and resurrection?

The Lord is risen. The Lord is risen indeed.

Happy Easter.

o John 20

o John 21

13
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