


Introduction

The New Testament scholarship of the past century or so has attempted to explain the 

nature of the literary relationship between the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke). 

A complicating factor in these studies, however, has been a substantial number of 

instances where one gospel describes matters differently from one or both of the others. 

Thus the difficulty encountered in devising a scheme of literary dependence to account for 

the combinations of similarities and dissimilarities that has been labeled the Synoptic 

Problem and the field of studies devoted to solving the problem is labeled Source 

Criticism.

What is the Synoptic Problem?

If the three synoptic gospels are totally independent of each other in origin and 

development, why do they resemble each other so closely, even to exact verbal 

agreement in many places? If on the other hand, they have a literary relationship to each 

other, how can there be three independent witnesses to the deeds and teaching of the 

Lord Jesus Christ? Did the writers of the gospels copy each other’s work or did they use a 

common source, or did they work together? This is called source criticism. How should 

three men writing independently show such exact agreement in language?

So, the nature of the problem is on:

• Similarity of arrangement

• Similarity of style and wording

• Similarity in the three gospels

• Divergences (Differences)

Addressing the issue

Inspiration of Scripture:

“For the first 1,700 years of the church, the independence view regarding synoptic origins 

prevailed. That is, each Gospel writer worked independently of the others, without relying 

on another Gospel as a source of information”.



Since the 18th century however, the concept of literary dependence has arisen, with many 

evangelicals espousing either the Two-Source theory or the Two-Gospel theory. One may 

pose a question ‘what factored the change from literary independence to literary 

dependence?’ Farnell (2002) attributes the change to the shift from the orthodox view of 

inspiration. As orthodox views of inspiration of the Gospels diminished, literary 

dependence hypotheses increased to a point of dominance in synoptic discussion.

One has to note as he deals with the synoptic problem that this problem is influenced and 

motivated mainly by philosophical assumptions stemming from rationalism, deism and the 

enlightenment. JJ Griesbach, who was a son of a Lutheran Pietist minister was first 

educated in Lutheran Pietistic orthodox, and later disassociated himself from pietism. He 

went to Halle University where he was influenced by rationalistic theologians. The 

theologians who influenced Griesbach were themselves influenced by English deists. This 

deists’ teaching was enlightenment in different fashion. So in summary, JJ Griesbach 

received the best education in Pietist, Rationalist, Mordenist, and Enlightenment offered 

during his days. Griesbach and his influencers therefore, approached the Bible with a 

rationalistic presupposition, assigning priority to reason and thus neglecting or getting rid 

of the inspiration of scripture.

Griesbach and his companions were identified with the term “neology”, meaning “teachers 

of the new”. This had to do with their new way of reading the Bible. So, given this 

information, the theories that will follow should be approached carefully.

As you can see, the nature of the Synoptic problem can be easily deemed unnecessary if 

one believes in the inspiration of the scriptures. The belief in the inspiration of scripture 

poses numerous questions.

If we believe in the inspiration of scripture, 1) why do we have a problem accepting that 

men wrote independently? 2) Why don’t we believe that the Holy Spirit revealed the truth 

to men as Christ promised? 3) Why do we see a need for a hypothetical source? This is an

easy way of dealing with the problem.

However, both the academic and historical rationale of this class demands that we pay 

attention to this problem and learn how the church and scholars of the past approached 

this problem. And thereafter draw our conclusions.



Early Church Christians:

Thomas and Gundry note that ancient Christianity was not bothered by this difficulty.

It was generally assumed that the gospel writers drew upon personal memory and first 

hand reports rather than upon one another’s writings or some common written source, in 

this case the Q source.

The church historian Eusebias indicated that Matthew, one of the twelve apostles,

was first to write (Thomas et al. 1978). Luke on the other hand tells us that he researched 

his gospel, drawing from number of sources; both oral and written (cf. Lk 1:1-4). Luke 

acknowledges at least three stages in the origin of his work: 1) the eyewitnesses and 

servant of the word, 2) many who had already compiled an account of the things 

accomplished, 3) his careful personal investigation of everything. And Mark is said by 

Clement of Alexandria to have based his gospel on the apostolic tradition through Peter.

The Nineteenth Century Scholars:

In spite of this early consensus, scholars, particularly in the nineteenth century, explored 

various hypotheses as to how one writer might have depended on the others or on a single

source also available to the others.

In a quest to understand the origins of the gospels, three approaches have been taken. 1) 

Form Criticism—focuses on the period of oral tradition, 2) Source Criticism—focuses on 

the way different literary units were put together to make up the gospel, 3) Redaction 

Criticism—focuses on the literary and theological contributions of the authors of the 

gospels. Of these three approaches, the first two are dealt with in our study.

Form Criticism:

Form Critics claim that the early Christians transmitted the words and actions of Jesus by 

word of mouth for a considerable length of time. Only after two decades or so did the 

material begin to be put into written sources, with the gospels themselves coming shortly 

afterward.

Form critics differ widely over the degree to which the early church modified and created 

gospel material. Many form critics have declared that the gospel material that is shorter, 

lacks details, contains Semitisms, and does not fit with the interests of the early church or 

first-century Judaism is earlier and thus more likely to be historical.



As a literary discipline, form criticism does not involve a primary judgment about the 

historicity of the material it analyses. However, many of the assumptions form criticism is 

based on appear to be valid. There was indeed a period of oral transmission of the gospel 

material. There was probably a tendency for this material to take certain standard forms. 

DeSilva (2004:151) informs that “there are signs within the Gospels of “oral transmission””.

His argument is: “the placement of the same sayings in different settings and contexts 

suggests that the saying was part of the available tradition, while the placement of that 

saying at a place where it would best serve his pastoral intent when composing the 

Gospel, was left to the Evangelist.” This last part, where the Gospel writer decides where 

to place material in his book falls under ‘redaction criticism’.

Therefore, there is a place for form criticism in the study of the gospels. But one needs to 

exercise caution in application of form criticism as a discipline to determining the origins of 

the gospels. The reason for this caution is that it is probable that more of the gospel 

material existed from very early periods in written form and that much of it may have been 

already connected together into literary units. Form critics don’t allow much room for this 

probability in their discipline. Millard (2000) in his book “Reading and Writing in the Time of

Jesus” demonstrates that writing was quite common in Herodian Palestine and that there 

were many examples for the recording in writing of a religious teacher’s sayings. So, form 

criticism even though it is helpful to some extent, it should however be treated with healthy

scepticism. With this being said, we should also not try and propagate written material as 

being readily available then as we have them today. Thomas and Gundry (1978:280) note 

that “the written sources did not appear for at least twenty years following the death of 

Jesus.” The availability of written sources led to another discipline called Source Criticism.

Source Criticism:

Carson and Moo argues that form criticism probably included some written traditions

about Jesus’ life and teachings. Some of the apostles may have taken notes on Jesus’ 

teachings and activities during his ministry, and this process might have been accelerated 

by the apostles and other eyewitnesses after the resurrection. Therefore, these early 

fragments of material were combined with the oral testimony to produce lengthier written 

sources, and finally canonical gospels.

Thus, source critics devote themselves to the investigation of this written stage of the 

production of the gospels. Source criticism seeks to answer this question: ‘what written 



sources if any, did the gospel writers use in compiling their gospels?’ The reason behind 

this question is the use of almost exactly the same words. Let’s take as an example the 

account of the healing of a paralytic in Matthew 9:1-8; Mark 2:1- 12; and Luke 5:17-26.



Sources:

Sources for this study mainly include but are not limited to study material from Christ 

Seminary and F.E. Bruce's New Testament History. At this stage I want to give a special 

thanks to my New Testament History lecturer, Joseph Mahlaola. It was truly one of my 

favorite classes at Sem.

I forgot to mention the sources for the articles up until now, but will include them in 

future versions of the PDF's.


