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Year 10 Unit 1a:
A Synoptic Gospel

Standards
By the end of this unit it is intended that students:
• appreciate the relevance of the teachings of Jesus to their lives

• identify the main elements of Mark’s Gospel portrayal of Jesus

• apply Gospel themes to a variety of modern-day situations.

Indicators of Learning

Spiritual Refl ection for Teachers
Mark’s Gospel portrays a conversation between Jesus and the disciples as they were walking 
between villages (Mark 8:27–30). Jesus asks the disciples two questions that are foundational to 
what you will teach in this unit.

The fi rst question Jesus asks is, ‘Who do people say I am?’ In this unit the question may well be, 
‘Who do your students say Jesus is?’ How will you respond to the range of responses your 
students give to this question? Who is God in your life? Students are often interested in how 
teachers relate to the faith issues of life.

After the disciples had given several answers, Jesus asked another more personal question. This 
same question is addressed to you as you explore the word of the Gospel with your students:

But you … who do you say I am?

Values and Attitudes

recognise that the Gospels 
express the faith of the early 
Christian communities

discuss the Gospel as a ‘living 
story’ and Good News for 
Christians today

articulate an answer to Jesus’ 
question in the Gospel:  ‘Who do 
you say that I am?’

creatively present an 
understanding of the kingdom of 
God as refl ected in the Gospels

consider the relevance of the 
passion, death and resurrection of 
Jesus for their lives

Knowledge

come to an understanding of the 
issues of authorship, audience and 
dating of the Gospels

demonstrate familiarity with the 
outline and structure of the 
Gospel

describe the key characteristics of 
Jesus’ identity as portrayed in the 
Gospel

recount parables and miracle 
stories which refl ect Jesus’ teaching 
about the kingdom of God

outline the Gospel’s presentation 
of the passion and resurrection 
narratives

Skills

compile relevant information on 
authorship, audience and date of 
the synoptic Gospels

apply different aspects of biblical 
study to a selected passage in the 
Gospel (e.g. compare the author’s 
version of a story with another 
author’s version)

use Gospel material to illustrate 
the portrayal of Jesus in Mark’s 
Gospel

locate key Scripture references to 
the kingdom of God

analyse the roles of various 
characters in the Gospel story of 
the passion, death and 
resurrection of Jesus
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It is intended that students will be able to:
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Links with Students’ Life Experience
Parallels with their lives and the Gospel of Mark
In this unit there are opportunities to tap into the resources of one Gospel and draw parallels with 
the life story of students. By doing so the chosen Gospel will come alive, making it relevant for 
students today.

• In the same way that the Gospel both responded to the needs of an early Christian community 
and posed challenges to them, students can discover how their own needs are addressed and 
challenged by the Gospel.

• Some suggested key areas which can be explored in the Gospel and made relevant for today 
are: requirements of discipleship; caring for the ill and suffering; coping with death; a sense of 
failing, confusion, disappointment and rejection; friendship and loyalty; discrimination; signs of 
hope and encouragement.

The Church’s Teaching and Lived Tradition
Awareness of Sacred Scripture
Since Vatican II and the issue of the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, there has been a 
growing awareness of the complexity and importance of the interpretation of the sacred Scriptures. 
According to Dei Verbum, n. 12, the interpreter of sacred Scripture should carefully investigate the 
writer’s intention and at the same time refl ect on what God wanted to manifest by means of the 
words.

• When studying the Gospels it is important to recognise that the evangelists were infl uenced by 
the historical events of their time, and expressed their insights into the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus according to the norms of their culture.

• Biblical scholars recognise the need to explore the Gospels in their historical and literary 
context. Using historical, source, form, and redaction study, it is possible to uncover the 
customs and ways of thinking at the time, events that took place, and forms in which the 
material was recorded.

Catechism of the Catholic Church
The Gospels, the heart of all the Scriptures

In preparation for the teaching of this unit the following references are recommended:

Part One, Section One: ‘I Believe’ – ‘We Believe’

124–127 The New Testament
124 The Word of God, which is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, is set 

forth and displays its power in a most wonderful way in the writings of the New Testament 
which hand on the ultimate truth of God’s revelation. Their central object is Jesus Christ, God’s 
incarnate Son; his acts, teachings, passion and glorifi cation, and his Church’s beginnings under 
the Spirit’s guidance.

125 The Gospels are the heart of all the Scriptures because they are our principal source for the life 
and teaching of the Incarnate Word, our Saviour.

571–573 The Paschal Mystery
571 The paschal mystery of Christ’s cross and resurrection stands at the centre of the Good News 

that the apostles, and the Church following them, are to proclaim to the world. God’s saving 
plan was accomplished once for all by the redemptive death of his Son, Jesus Christ.



Explanation of Scripture used in this unit
• It is essential that each student has access to a Bible and that the Gospel is used in all aspects of 

study. Throughout this unit it will be necessary to refer to selected parts of the Gospel text.

• Teachers may fi nd it useful to refl ect on the spirituality of the Gospel, so as to appreciate the 
richness and vitality of the story, as well as deepening their own Christian faith.

• The teacher should highlight the Scriptures and explain that they are the word of God for us 
today. The faith dimension of the Scriptures should be linked to their spirituality.

• The account of Jesus’ passion and death can be read meditatively, pausing periodically. 
Students can journal their responses to the reading.

The Four Gospels  Mark, Matthew, Luke and John
All the Gospels were written by different people, at different times, for different communities, to answer the 
particular needs in their group. So each one presented a unique aspect of Jesus and his message. In fact, they 
give us four portraits of Jesus.

The Gospels are anonymous texts; there is no indication in the text itself of who wrote it. The attached names 
were added later.

The Gospel of Matthew (Indicator 1)
The Gospel of Matthew, at least in its fi nal form, is dated in the 80s AD and was possibly written in Syria. It 
gives us insights into the painful transition from Judaism to early Christianity, including a growing number of 
Gentiles.

Matthew’s community faces the problem of self-identity – Who are we? Where do we belong? Jewish 
Christians discussed among themselves what it means to follow Jesus, the Christ, and yet remain Jewish. 
Could these two things be reconciled?

Evidence of this dilemma occurs in those texts that describe the arguments that Jesus had with members of the 
Pharisaic group. The Pharisees were a reforming group within Judaism. They were sincere and genuinely 
concerned for the welfare and spiritual integrity of their people. But at the time Matthew’s Gospel was 
written, they ‘occupied the chair of Moses’ – acted as authoritative teachers (Matthew 23:2). Knowing that the 
Jewish people loved to debate religious ideas, Matthew used the arguments as a device to present Jesus’ 
teachings in a dynamic context.

Matthew’s Gospel is saturated with references to the Old Testament, suggesting it was written by a scholar, or 
by someone well-versed in the nuances of the Old Testament. There are many allusions and quotations from 
the Old Testament, and Matthew introduces a series of ten ‘fulfi lment citations’ with words like: ‘This 
happened to fulfi l what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet’. He wished to emphasise the message 
that Jesus came ‘not to destroy but to fulfi l’ (5:17) the promises made of old.

The Gospel of Mark (Indicators 1–4)
Mark’s Gospel is generally regarded as the fi rst to be written, since Matthew and Luke used it as a source. The 
Gospel of Mark was probably written in Rome for a persecuted and suffering community; Mark presented a 
suffering and misunderstood Jesus, mirroring the experience of this community. Even Jesus’ own family 
members were frightened that he was out of his mind (3:20–21).

Mark’s Gospel ends abruptly with the frightened women running away from the empty tomb (16:8). Some 
scholars accept this as the end of the Gospel. Some further verses were added to the last chapter (16:9–21), but 
the style of these verses is so different from the rest of the Gospel that it seems they were a later addition.
perhaps to replace a ‘lost ending’.

The date of the Gospel is about 50–67 AD, about thirty years after the death of Jesus.

The Gospel of Luke (Indicator 1)
Many scholars suggest that a Gentile (a person who is not Jewish) wrote the Gospel of Luke. Luke’s 
community seems to be mainly Gentile. The Gospel is written in good Greek and dated about 65–80 AD.

Luke’s Gospel is inclusive of foreigners and women. Women are certainly well-represented in this Gospel, 
though some commentators argue that even here the inclusive qualities of Jesus’ group have been diluted to 
fi t in with the cultural requirements of the later years of the 1st century AD.

It is also the Gospel of Jubilee. God’s promises and gifts are revealed and available to all, but especially to 
those who do not generally receive them – such as the elderly, shepherds, lepers, Samaritans, foreigners and 
women. The Acts of the Apostles was almost certainly written by the same author, and can be seen as the 
narrative of the Spirit active in the life of the new Christian community.
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Celebration: Prayer and Liturgy
It may be advantageous to study this unit during Lent so that the passion and resurrection 
narratives of the synoptic Gospels can be studied at the appropriate time of the Liturgical Year.

An understanding and appreciation of ‘Gospel’ should not be restricted to selected passages which 
are read at Sunday liturgies. Encourage students to realise that the Gospel stories can be read and 
enjoyed in any context.

Imaginative prayer enables students to enter refl ectively into many different scenes in the Gospel, 
e.g. they enter the scene as a character in the story; use all their senses and feelings to become 
involved in the story; hear what Jesus is saying. Students could then journal their thoughts and 
feelings in response to the meditation. Dramatisation of parables and miracles could also be 
incorporated into a liturgical service.

Suggested celebration based on Mark 14–16
Stations of the Cross
If possible, the Stations of the Cross should be conducted in the local parish church. However, 
appropriate locations around the school, free from distraction, can be used. The idea of ‘journeying 
with Christ as a community’ is integral to the experience.
Equipment required: Student responses from Outcome 5 activity on the passion narrative, brought 
with them to the liturgy. Appropriate student prayer(s) for each station will be organised 
beforehand in class.
CD player; instrumental music/Taizé chant; Stations of the Cross; a coloured cloth (or similar) can 
be placed in front of each of the art works/images.
Explain to the students that this is a quiet, refl ective time. As we journey around, we will leave 
symbols at each Station.

Student leader: Opening prayer
 Today we spend time refl ecting on Mark’s account of the trial, passion, death and 

resurrection of Jesus. (Pause)
 Lord, we are here to journey with you on the Way of the Cross. As we journey, help us 

to fi nd you in our lives and stretch out our hands in trust to you. We bring with us 
items that acknowledge that you have suffered and given your life for us. Through 
your resurrection, you have made us people of hope.

Move to Station 1: The Last Supper (see KWL p. 301).
The formula for each station is as follows:

1. Student prayer. There may be two prayers for some stations, depending on 
numbers in the class.

2. Pause for silent refl ection/examination of conscience.
3. Those students who have an art piece quietly place their work on the cloth in front 

of/adjacent to the station. It is vital that the students have pre-examined all the 
items for display as the focus should be on the station and not viewing the 
student’s work for the fi rst time.

4. The teacher concludes the station with:

Teacher: May the Lord’s face shine on us.
Response: May the Lord guide our feet in the way of peace.

Continue to each station in turn.
Student leader
 Jesus, even to death you relied on your Father, and showed your love to all, and 

although you died you rose again to new life. We take hope in that, and give thanks 
for your gifts of life, love, freedom, forgiveness and hope.

Response: Amen. 
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Possible Assessment Tasks

TASK 1: To increase familiarity with the outline and structure of Mark’s Gospel

PURPOSE
To demonstrate familiarity with the outline and structure of Mark’s Gospel.

ACTIVITY
Using the format of a game show, students devise a series of increasingly sophisticated/complex 
questions to test their peers on their knowledge of Mark’s Gospel. Write the questions using 
Bloom’s Taxonomy and information from the textbook.

1. Decide on the ‘prize’ or incentive. Explain that students will be in groups of four. Each group 
must use Mark’s Gospel, the textbook and/or their notes, to devise ten questions that become 
increasingly diffi cult to answer. Each question must have four believable responses.

2. Distribute a ‘Guide to Question Writing’ (below). This is based on Bloom’s Taxonomy. Collect 
these for checking.

3. Students nominate beforehand a person to assist them (‘phone a friend’) should they become 
stuck. They have two other chances (‘lifelines’). They can ask for ‘hands up’ in the class (ask the 
audience), or 50/50: teacher eliminates half the responses.

4. All the names go in a hat. Draw fi rst player. Teacher acts as the compere (or you may nominate 
a student). Select a set of questions from those submitted by the groups in the class. A student is 
eliminated when they incorrectly answer a question.

5. A student can choose to leave the game WITH prizes at predetermined cut-off questions that 
are decided upon by the teacher.

Question Level Sample Question Starters

Remembering
(describe the facts)

What happened after …? Can you name …? What is 
…? Describe what happened to …? What is the 
meaning of …? How many …? Who spoke to…?

Understanding
(Did you understand?)

How do you explain …? What happened next …? 
What was the main idea …? 

Analysing
(Can you break the information into parts so as 
to understand the structure?)

Which of these events could not have happened? 
How is … similar to …? Can you distinguish 
between …? What was the turning point? What 
happened when …? What were some of the 
motives behind …?

ASSESSMENT
Students participation in the game.

TASK 2: Character Analysis
PURPOSE
To analyse a selected role of the chosen character in the Gospel story of the passion and death of 
Jesus.
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ACTIVITY

KWL p. 38 ff., The passion, death and resurrection of Jesus.

1. Read the Scripture references given in KWL p. 38 for Friday and Saturday of Holy Week.

2. ‘Be’ a person who was present during some or all of the events described in the Gospel you are 
studying. Choose which person you will be.

3. Mark the sections in the passages which you wish to describe.

4. Make a list of any extra details you might add, regarding the event, the character you will be, or 
surrounding details.

5. Research historical details, e.g. housing, clothing, street scenes, people who were present.

6. Make a rough-copy description of the events, emotions and people you will write about.

7. Write an ‘I was there’ description of the passion and death of Jesus.

ASSESSMENT

Fulfi lment of the criteria as set out above.
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Resources
Essential Reading

Recommended editions of the Bible are:
Catholic Bible Press 1993, The New Revised Standard Version: Catholic Edition. Catholic Bible 

Press, a division of Thomas Nelson Inc., Nashville, Tennessee.
Darton, Longman & Todd 1985, The New Jerusalem Bible. Darton, Longman & Todd Ltd and 

Doubleday, London.

Brown, R et al. (eds) 1989, New Jerome Biblical Commentary. Geoffrey Chapman, London.

John Paul II 2001, Novo Millennio Ineunte, At the Beginning of the New Millennium, ‘The Witness of 
the Gospels’, n. 18. St Pauls Publications, Strathfi eld.

Teacher Resources
Carswell, M 2000, Teaching Scripture: The Gospel of Mark. Harper Collins, Melbourne.
Charpentier, E 1992, How to Read the New Testament. SCM Press, Canterbury.
Crotty, R 2000, Introduction to the Gospels (2nd Edition), Teachers’ Notes. Harper Collins, 

Melbourne.
Komonchak, J et al. 1987, The New Dictionary of Theology. Gill & Macmillan, Dublin.
Liddy, S & Welbourne, L 1999, Strategies for Teaching Religious Education. Social Science Press, 

Sydney.
Martin, G 2000, Reading Scripture as the Word of God. Servant Publications, Cincinnati.
Mohi, M (ed.) 2000, The Many Faces of Christ. Addwall, Sydney.
Pennock, M 2003, Encountering Jesus in the New Testament, Teacher’s Manual. Ave Maria Press, 

Notre Dame IN.
Ryan, M 2000, Mark: A Synoptic Gospel, Teachers’ Manual. Social Science Press, Sydney.
White, D et al. 2003, Into the Deep. KD Publications, Marayong.
Wintour, R 2001, Just Imagine Creative Ways of Presenting Scripture. Mountjoy Enterprises, Brisbane.

Classroom Resources
Crotty, R 2000, Introduction to the Gospels. Harper Collins, Melbourne.
Goosen, G & Tomlinson, M 2001, Studying the Gospels: An Introduction. Harper Collins Religious, 

Melbourne.
Morrisey, J et al. 1998, Out of the Desert, Book 3, Ch. 3. Longman, Melbourne.
National Centre for Religious Studies 1994, Understanding the Gospel Story, Book 23. National Centre 

for Religious Studies, Auckland.
Pennock, Michael 2003, Encountering Jesus in the New Testament, ‘The Gospel of Mark; Jesus the 

Suffering Servant’ Ch. 4. Ave Maria Press, Notre Dame, IN.
Ryan, M 2000, Mark: A Synoptic Gospel. Social Science Press, Sydney.
Ryan, M 2003, Reading the Bible: An Introduction for Students. Social Science Press, Sydney.

Videos
Pasolini 1964, The Gospel According to St Matthew, B&W, 137min.
Big Hearts: Sacred Heart’s Mission Football Team. (Sacred Heart Mission, St. Kilda).
Pay It Forward, featuring Kevin Spacey.
Patch Adams, featuring Robin Williams.
Various Caritas documentaries and videos available from Caritas, Australia.
Les Miserables, featuring Uma Thurman, Liam Neeson, Jeffrey Rush.
Son of God, ABC (the section which features the Crucifi xion).
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Websites
<www.resource.melb.catholic.edu.au>  (RESource – Scripture, especially Mark’s Gospel)
<www.textweek.com>  (Art works depicting the life and death of Jesus)

Unit Evaluation
In evaluating the indicators of learning the teacher could consider the following:

• To what extent were the students able to appreciate the relevance of the teachings of Jesus to 
their lives?

• How well were students able to identify the main elements of one synoptic Gospel’s portrayal 
of Jesus?

• Were the students able to apply Gospel themes to a variety of modern-day situations?

• To what extent did students demonstrate achievement of standards?

• Are there standards that were not achieved?

• What changes (if any) would you make if you were teaching this unit again?




