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Introduction
New Testament Studies is one of three papers that candidates can choose to demonstrate 
their knowledge, understanding and skills in AS Religious Studies. 

The New Testament Studies unit assesses candidates’ ability over two Assessment 
Objectives:

AO1 - Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of religion and belief, including:

•	 Religious, philosophical and/or ethical thought and teaching

•	 Influence of beliefs, teachings and practices on individuals, communities and societies

•	 Cause and significance of similarities and differences in belief, teaching and practice

•	 Approaches to the study of religion and belief. 

A02 Analyse and evaluate aspects of, and approaches to, religion and belief, including their 
significance, influence and study. 

Candidates were expected to answer ALL questions on the paper and the two assessment 
objectives were tested in four questions (the fourth question being broken down into part a) 
and part b)) with command words common across all papers. 

This year was the first year of Specification 2016 and most candidates attempted all the 
questions on the paper. Successful candidates managed their time carefully and used a 
range of scholarship in their answers. There is evidence of some very good work on the New 
Testament and relevant scholars, and candidates in this session demonstrated very good 
knowledge of more modern scholarship in their work alongside the traditional sources. The 
best answers paid clear attention to the demands and wording of the question and wrote 
full and detailed responses, carefully noting the demands of the questions and in Question 
4 answered part b) in a manner that reflected the weight of marks available for each 
assessment objective.

It is important to note that candidates who gave general responses to a topic rather than 
addressing the particular question set tended to be less successful as they could not answer 
the question fully. It remains the case that candidates invariably perform better when 
they are able to apply information they have carefully learnt to the specific demands of a 
question, rather than just reproducing a previous essay with no reference to the question 
set.

Candidates continue to misuse the answer booklet by not writing their answers in the 
correct sections; this can cause serious complications in the marking process and is best 
avoided. It is imperative that centres explain to candidates where to write their answers 
ahead of the exam and encourage them to read the instructions page on the front of the 
paper in the exam room carefully. It is not good practice to encourage unnecessary attached 
paper when there was already sufficient space in the booklet to write the answer.  Some 
candidates did this with every question and ultimately this wastes time turning backwards 
and forwards. Great care is taken to ensure candidates’ work is marked wherever it appears 
on the paper although this process is much lengthier when candidates answer one question 
in a variety of sections of the booklet, or indeed answer two or three of their questions 
in a section reserved for one. It does not necessarily follow that these papers will be 
marked by senior examiners because the alternative system used for scanning papers with 
attachments can be allocated to any available examiner. 
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Overall, the most successful candidates produced impressive responses that evidenced 
sound learning, engagement with the subject matter and accurate knowledge of the textual 
content and relevant scholarship. 



5GCE Religious Studies 8RS0 03

Question 1
This question asked candidates to explore the key ideas of the synoptic problem.  The 
command word ‘explore’ required candidates to demonstrate understanding by 
investigating different reasons, concepts and ideas demanded by the question. Candidates 
needed to know what the synoptic problem was and the majority of candidates correctly 
identified this in relation to source criticism. 

On the whole the question was answered to a good standard and there was a clear 
distinction between those candidates who had gained a thorough understanding of the 
course content and those who had not. Many candidates were able to explore why the 
literary relationship between Matthew, Mark and Luke required an explanation. The best 
candidates referred to the relationship of dependence between the synoptic gospels and 
were able to cite the exact number of verses shared between Mark, Matthew and Luke and 
how scholars established Markan priority. The dependence of Matthew and Luke’s Gospel 
on that of Mark’s was often most successfully explored.

The best responses were characterised by accurate application of scholarly thought in 
regard to the development of hypotheses and the capacity to summarise the nature of the 
synoptic problem in a succinct fashion. Some very good answers explored in detail the two 
source hypothesis and the four source hypothesis, with reference to accurate and relevant 
scholarship such as Weisse, Greisbach, and Streeter. 

Achievement was affected in the lower range by irrelevant exploration of Form Criticism 
and Redaction Criticism which was not required by the question and a few candidates had 
clearly confused source criticism with Form or Redaction Criticism. Other weaker candidates 
had either misread the question, or anticipated a similar question to the specimen 
examination materials and wrote at length on the authorship and purpose of John rather 
than the synoptic problem.
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The candidate has solid knowledge of the content and covers with precision  
a comprehensive range of academic scholarship relevant to the synoptic problem.

Examiner Comments

This response earned full marks and demonstrates that the question can  
be answered in the space provided. 

Examiner Tip
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The candidate is confused about which gospels the synoptic  
problem refers to. John is not a synoptic gospel. 

Examiner Comments

The highest levels can be accessed by accuracy. Learn the topic. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
This question asked candidates to assess the significance of the ‘I am' sayings in the Fourth 
Gospel. The command word ‘assess’ required candidates to apply reasoned judgement 
of factors to reach a judgement regarding their importance/relevance to the question 
context.  The expectation of this question is that AO1 knowledge and understanding of the 
subject matter will underpin A02 analysis and evaluation, and the question demanded that 
the ‘significance’ of selected A01 material be addressed. It would not be sufficient to write 
about the ‘I am’ sayings in a narrative style without saying anything about the significance of 
these sayings in general.

Candidates pursued one of two avenues in responding to the question, either addressing 
the significance of individual passages in turn or taking a broader thematic approach. 
The best responses took the thematic approach, accurately citing Exodus 3 as the Old 
Testament context in which the sayings were used and then exploring key ideas such as 
replacement theology, the connection between saying and sign and the notion that the 'I 
am' sayings represent Jesus’ self-declaration of divinity. These responses were underpinned 
with a secure knowledge of the content of the Fourth Gospel and occasional reference to 
scholarship. 

Some candidates introduced their answer by establishing the significance of the Ego 
Eimi formula; the best candidates addressed the significance of the ‘I am’ sayings as a 
technique for highlighting Jesus’ teachings about himself and the nature of salvation. Many 
candidates discussed the way that the sayings are powerful examples of divine claims, 
or replacement theology, or realised eschatology, and then illustrated their points with 
reference to any or all of the ‘I am’ sayings. Some also noted that not all the ‘I am’ sayings 
have a predicate.  Whilst few candidates at the lower range of achievement made reference 
to Exodus 3 ‘Before Abraham was, I am’,  those that did so framed this within a very accurate 
and solid answer.

A range of candidates tried to develop their answers by pursuing other elements in the 
gospel which they considered to be more significant, e.g. the signs themselves. Most 
candidates who tried this line of reasoning ended up with more diffuse answers which 
lacked focus, especially if the significance of the ‘I am’ sayings was overlooked.  Weaker 
answers either failed to demonstrate a sufficient knowledge of the course content or 
misunderstood the demands of the question.
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This answer on the ‘I am’ sayings in John focuses accurately on the question  
and reaches the upper parts of Level 3 in both AO1 and AO2; it scored 9 overall.  
A comprehensive piece. 

Examiner Comments

Solid learning pays off. Stay on topic. If the question asks for the ‘I am ‘  
sayings it is not asking for focus on the  signs. 

Examiner Tip
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This answer indicates that the candidate did not really know  
the ‘I am’ sayings and moved on to the signs which was not  
required by the question. 

Examiner Comments

Marks cannot be awarded if the material is not there. If the question asks  
for the ‘I am ‘ sayings it is not asking for any focus on signs. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
This question asked candidates to assess the significance of religious groups in Palestine 
at the time of Jesus. The command word ‘assess’ required candidates to apply reasoned 
judgement of factors to reach a judgement regarding their importance/relevance to the 
question context.

The expectation of this question is that AO1 knowledge and understanding of the subject 
matter will underpin A02 analysis and evaluation and the question demanded that the 
‘significance’ of selected A01 material be addressed. It would not be sufficient to list a 
selection of religious groups without pointing out some significance of that group within the 
lifetime of Jesus. 

There were many successful responses here and not so many in the mid-range. Well-
informed candidates wrote about the Essenes, or the Gnostics, or the Zealots and 
extrapolated the significance of these groups with telling examples of the way that Jesus 
challenged these groups or was challenged by them. For example, the way Jesus spoke out 
against the Sadducees for not believing in the after-life was often carefully illustrated. 

In the lower range of achievement this was the question that posed perhaps the greatest 
challenge to candidates who struggled to appreciate the evaluative demands of the question 
and ‘knowledge dumped’ in regard to religious and political groupings without offering 
any comment on the significance of these groups to the ministry of Jesus. There was often 
confusion between the different religious groups and a lack of clarity in regard to the divide 
between the political and religious sphere. 

These responses contrasted against stronger responses that were characterised by 
accurate, detailed knowledge of the worldview of the religious groups in question and 
evidence from within the gospel narratives to support the view that their impact was 
significant upon the life and times of Jesus. 
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This answer focuses on the question and reaches the upper parts of  
Level 3 in both AO1 and AO2; it scored 9 overall. The candidate knew  
the material very well.

Examiner Comments

There is no substitute for either depth or breadth. Fluency in the  
topic achieves high marks. 

Examiner Tip
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The candidate is not in control of the topic and struggles to answer the question.
Examiner Comments

Know the specifics and use this to answer the question. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 4 (a) 
This question asked candidates to explore the key ideas of two signs in the Fourth Gospel. 
The command word ‘explore’ required candidates to demonstrate understanding by 
investigating different reasons, concepts and ideas demanded by the question. Candidates 
were expected to demonstrate clear knowledge of two signs from the Fourth Gospel and to 
explore key theological concepts associated with the chosen signs. 

The majority of candidates enjoyed some success in responding to this question and very 
few did badly on this question. Many showed a detailed understanding of the narrative of 
the Fourth Gospel and were able to make the leap from narrative recall to exploring key 
theological concepts. The best candidates used complex terminology and reference to 
scholarship to demonstrate the role of the signs in the wider narrative of the Fourth Gospel. 
Many made passing reference to John 20:30-31 and ideas like replacement theology to 
underpin their responses. Many detailed responses covered a good range of detail about 
the chosen two signs. Candidates did well by ‘getting to the point’ immediately and covering 
their two chosen signs with a balanced approach. 

A significant number of candidates explained minor or tangential points in relation to the 
signs and missed the opportunity to develop the theology/Christology of the signs which 
constitute the ‘key ideas’ of the signs. Weaker responses often misunderstood the question 
and discussed irrelevant material.  Others failed to go beyond narrative recall, or were 
inaccurate in their use of knowledge of the Fourth Gospel as a whole. Time was wasted 
in some cases by explorations of minor or tangential points in relation to the signs and a 
missed opportunity to develop the theology/Christology of the signs which constitute the 
‘key ideas’ of the signs.  

Some candidates found it a challenge to expound two signs within a brief time and space 
constraint, ‘meandered’ a little with irrelevant detail, and left themselves short on time for 
the second sign. In these cases examination technique needed attention as this was only an 
8 mark question with two distinct content requirements. 
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Question 4 (b) 
This question asked candidates to analyse the view that the signs are vital for understanding 
Jesus’ ministry. The command word ‘analyse’ required candidates to deconstruct 
information and/or issues to find connections and provide logical chains of reasoning in 
order to make judgements regarding their importance/relevance to the question context.

Responses to question 4b were mixed at best. Some of the strongest candidates used John 
20:30-31 as a starting point for their discussion and adopted a thematic structure, exploring 
how the signs played a key role in fulfilling the stated Christological and evangelistic purpose 
of the gospel. Other strong responses took a narrative-driven approach, examining some or 
all of the signs and demonstrating a secure understanding of their relevance to the narrative 
of the gospel as a whole. As in Q2 there was a lack of detailed use of scholarship or scholarly 
thought in all but the very best responses. 

Weaker responses to the question either failed to appreciate the full demands of the 
question or were rooted in narrative recall or a broad and insufficient examination of key 
theological concepts. This lack of clarity of thought and planning impaired the candidates’ 
ability to access high L3 or L4. More could have been written about the nature of the signs 
as ‘semeion’ rather than works or mighty works. More could have been explored as to why 
the author used this term for the miracles, and how these signs were often the signpost to 
belief. The signs were also an opportunity for Jesus to show his universal message and his 
power to act, given that he was doing the work of God and some candidates missed these 
points.  

Candidates generally did well in discussing their views on how ‘vital’ the signs were. As 
a rule they presented a case ‘for’ and ‘against’ them being vital, compared that to other 
views of what was vital for Jesus’s 'I am' sayings or his death/resurrection, and then drew 
a conclusion of their own. Candidates worked hard to bring in other aspects of the Fourth 
Gospel in an attempt at asking how vital the signs are. This was entirely valid, except that 
some candidates managed to write much more on the Prologue or authorship or the 
purpose of the Gospel rather than on the specific question as set. 

It would be interesting to know the manner in which students approached the examination, 
and to know how many were negatively impacted by the time constraint of a one hour 
exam. It appeared that some candidates attempted the longer questions first and then ran 
out of time for the shorter 8 mark questions or just left them out because they did not know 
the topic. 

One general comment: there was often a lack of scholars’ views in the responses. These 
have become common place in 6RSO1 and 6RS03 and would also be welcome in this New 
Testament examination answer. 
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There is clear coverage of two signs in part a) and the response in 4b) has a  
close focus on the question, good background knowledge and use of scholarship.

Examiner Comments

It is possible to achieve full marks in the allocated space for 4a) and part b) demonstrates  
a well-thought out response with scholarship and relevant subject knowledge. 

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
A very good year's work has been done by centres and candidates, in general equipping 
candidates to respond well to the demands of this paper. Candidates appear to enjoy the 
material they study and are able to respond with enthusiasm.

Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

•	 Respond to the specific demands of the question, tailor information learnt to answer 
that particular question.

•	 Practise writing to timed practise questions, using the exam timing.

•	 Use the answer booklet correctly and avoid unnecessary attachments, especially 
when there is already sufficient space in the booklet to finish the answer. Too many 
candidates left empty pages in the booklet and finished answers on loose attachments. 

•	 Support points made with examples and relevant detail to explain the point but avoid 
tangential anecdotes.

•	 Express viewpoint clearly where A02 is required.

•	 Continue to develop a good range of scholarship in answers

•	 Take care with subject specific spellings (terminology and scholars).
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this 
link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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