
Material taken from the Concordia Self-Study Bible, the Lutheran Study Bible, and The People’s Bible series. 

The Gospels (January 2) 
 

What is a Gospel? 
For readers today, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John may seem much like biographies. But take note that a Gospel is 
more than an account of a person’s life and achievements. With the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the evangelists 
wrote the Gospels to persuade their readers that Jesus is the Christ, God’s Son, who came to save sinners. They 
prepared their accounts with this goal in mind. Although they focused on what happened, they wanted to illustrate 
why Jesus was born, lived, died, and rose again, even while they told the story. The evangelists commonly cited 
passages from the Old Testament to demonstrate how Jesus fulfilled the prophecies about the coming Messiah. 
 
Differences in the order and style of the Gospels arose because the evangelists were writing to persuade different 
audiences. For this reason, each Gospel has a different plot and climax that should be respected for its literary genius 
and treasured for its faith-filled testimony. 
 
The Synoptic Gospels 
A careful comparison of the four Gospels reveals that Matthew, Mark, and Luke are noticeably similar, while John 
is quite different. The first three Gospels agree extensively in language, in the material they include, and in the order 
in which events and sayings from the life of Christ are recorded. Because of this agreement, these three books are 
called the Synoptic Gospels (syn, “together with”; optic, “seeing”; thus “seeing together”).  
 
A mathematical comparison shows that 91% of Mark’s Gospel is contained in Matthew, while 53% of Mark is 
found in Luke. Such agreement raises questions as to the origin of the Synoptic Gospels. Did the authors rely on a 
common source? Were they interdependent? Questions such as these constitute what is known as the Synoptic 
Problem. Several suggested solutions have been advanced: 
 

• The use of oral tradition: Some have thought that tradition had become so stereotyped that it provided a 
common source from which all the Gospel writers drew. 

• The use of an early Gospel: Some have postulated that the Synoptic authors all had access to an earlier 
Gospel, now lost. 

• The use of written fragments: Some have assumed that written fragments had been composed concerning 
various events from the life of Christ and that these were used by the Synoptic authors. 

• Mutual dependence: Some have suggested that the Synoptic writers drew from each other with the result 
that what they wrote was often very similar. 

• The use of two major sources: The most common view currently is that the Gospel of Mark and a 
hypothetical document, called Quelle (German for “source”) or Q, were used by Matthew and Luke as 
sources for most of the material in their Gospels. 

• The priority and use of Matthew: Another view suggests that the other two Synoptics drew from 
Matthew as their main source. 

• A combination of most of the above: This theory assumes that the authors of the Synoptic Gospels made 
use of oral tradition, written fragments, mutual dependence on other Synoptic writers or on their Gospels, 
and the testimony of eyewitnesses. 

 
The Synoptic Problem and its suggested solutions are historical questions and in no way affect the Scriptural 
principle of an inspired, God-breathed Bible. Ultimately, one must return to where the early Christians began: 
reading the Gospels as faithful accounts of the life and teachings of Jesus. Though many differences between the 
Gospels can be explained, the relationship between them remains a mystery, which readers should approach as a 
matter of faith. 
  


