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Class VI Lecture Notes:

I. Source Criticism.

    
A. Definition:



1. Source Criticism, with respect to literary documents, is the science of 

investigating the source or origin (whether oral, written, or communication in some other manner) of the material found in a written document. 


2. With respect to the New Testament, Source Criticism is the 

investigation of the sources behind the first three Gospels. The issues surrounding this investigation are called “The Synoptic Problem.” The term “synoptic” refers to the first three gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke and means “see the same.” John’s gospel is quite different from the synoptics (note for instance the dissonance (Blomberg’s term, 5) in placement of the cleansing of the Temple in Matthew (21:12-16), Mark (11:15-18), and Luke (19:45-46) at the end of Jesus’ ministry and John’s account of it seemingly at the beginning of his ministry (Jn. 2:13-16)).


B.  The Synoptic Problem



1.  “The ‘Synoptic Problem’ is the name that has been given to the 

problem of why the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke look so much alike. Why are they so similar in content, in wording, and in the order of events?”  (R. H. Stein s.v. “Synoptic Problem” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, Joel B. Green, Scot McKnight, and I. Howard Marshal, eds. (Downers Grove: IVP, 1992)). 

  

2.  The first three gospels have many words in common with each 

other, sometimes words in common with both the other two and other times words in common with only one of the other two. The following (except where noted differently) are from, Stein, “The Synoptic Problem.” 

a.   Similar words: e.g., Mt 19:13-15, Mk. 10:13-16, Lk. 18:15-17

b.   Similar order: e.g., Mt. 26:47-28:10; Mark 14:44-16:8; Lk. 

22:47-24:12, Jesus’ Passion: Arrest, Peter disowns Jesus, Jesus before Pilate, Crucifixion, Tomb, Resurrection (my observation).
b. Similar “parenthetical” material: note the terms “he then said to   

       the paralytic” in Mt. 9:6, Mark 2:10, and Lk. 5:24.

c. Similar biblical quotations: Some of the OT quotations are identical between the synoptics yet are different from both the OT Greek and the OT Hebrew: Compare  Mk. 1:2 with Mt. 3:3 and Lk. 3:4; and Mk. 7:7 with Mt. 15:9.

d. “Matthew has 51% of Mark’s actual words. Luke has  . . . 53% of Marks actual words . . . of Mark’s 661 verses only 31 do not appear somewhere in Matthew or Luke” (Barclay, 86).

3. Apologetic issue: The dissonance. Indeed there is much in 



common between the gospel accounts but why the differences and 

divergences? How can they be explained? For instance, how can 

it be explained that Mt 10:10 and Lk. 9:3 say not to take a long a 

“staff” while Mk. 6:8 says to indeed take along a staff?  One of the 

huge questions is “What actually happened historically?”
C. Attempts as solving the Synoptic Problem

1.   In the first 1800 years of Christianity the dominant approach was to 

attempt to harmonize the gospel material. 

a. Tatian and his Diatessaron.
b. Church fathers: Iraneaus, Origin, Chrysostom, Augustine, Calvin (even in modern times harmonization is attempted by some, see Baird W. Whitlock, The Gospel: The Life of Jesus (New York: Schocken, 1984)

2. In the last 200 years of Christianity the focus was on “dissonance” 

    
(Blomberg, 5).

a. J. S. Semler and J. D. Michaelis. They refused to accept the

canon of Scripture and opened the door to extracting 

material in the gospels which could not be harmonized.

b. G. E. Lessing. He held that “universal truths of religion could  

not be dependent on historical evidence” (Blomberg, 6)

c. D. F. Strauss. He held that miracle stories were “myths” made 

up by early Christians. He “rejected both orthodox belief in 

Jesus’ miracles as supernatural events and rationalists 

attempts to explain them as misinterpreted natural events” (Blomberg, 7).  As a result harmonization is unnecessary.

d. F. C. Bauer. Using Hegelian dialectic postulated a first century 

antithesis between Petrine Christianity and Pauline Christianity into a synthesis. Matthew was the Jewish Gospel and Luke the Gentile gospel. They were both synthesized into Mark which he hypothesized was written later than the other two in the second century (Blomberg, 7).



3. The two major theories of the literary dependence between the Synoptic 

Gospels today:

a. The Griesbach Hypothesis. It proposes that Matthew was written  

first in Greek. Luke then used Matthew to write his gospel. Finally Mark used Matthew and Luke to write his gospel. This is also called the “two gospel hypothesis” following the Hegelian concept of Matthew as Thesis, Luke as Antithesis, and Mark as Synthesis. This hypothesis of Matthean priority was first suggested by H. Own in 1764, advocated by J. J. Griesbach in 1789 (Stein, “Synoptic Problem”).

(1) Strengths (from Stein, “Synoptic Problem”)

(a) Agrees with church tradition of Iraneaus, Eusebius, Augustine, etc. that Matthew was written before Mark and Luke.

(b) It has the capacity to explain all the Gospel agreements.

(c) It can explain Mark’s 213 redundant cases with the idea of harmonization (e.g., Mk. 1:32, “When evening came, as the sun was setting”).

(d) There is no need for postulating a hypothetical “Q” source.

(2) Weaknesses (from Stein, “Synoptic Problem”)

(a) Disagrees with church tradition as it says 

Matthew was written in Aramaic not Greek. Also Papius says that Mark wrote his gospel using Peter as his source and it was independent of Matthew.

(b) “Whereas the Griesbach hypothesis can explain 

all the Gospel agreements, in numerous instances the particular explanation of why two Gospels agree against the other is not persuasive. This is particularly true with regard to Matthew-Mark agreements against Luke, and Mark-Luke agreements against Matthew.”

(c) The redundancies in Mark can also be explained 

by the “Two-Document Hypothesis.” 

(d) This theory attempts to see Mark as a 

“conflation” of Matthew and Luke yet it is the shortest gospel. As noted by the suggestion that Mark’s redundancies are a combination of Luke and Matthew’s wording indicates that a conflation should be longer not shorter. Thus the concept of Mark being a conflation seems to be a contradiction.

c. The Two-Source or Two-Document Hypothesis

This hypothesis argues that Mark was written first and Matthew and Luke used Mark and another source “Q” to write their gospels.  “Q” (German Quelle, meaning “source”) is a hypothetical lost source consisting mainly of Jesus’ sayings. Its content is determined by finding the passages with words common to Luke and Matthew and not found in Mark (See Athanasius Polag, Fragmentta Q: Textheft zur Logienquelle (Germany: Neukirchener Verlag, 1982)).

(1) Strengths (from Stein, “Synoptic Problem”)

(a) Mark is the shortest Gospel having 661 verses 

compared to Matthew’s 1,068 and Luke’s 1,149. Content-wise “97.2 per cent of Mark is paralleled in Matthew and 8.4 per cent is paralleled in Luke.” It is easier to see Matthew and Luke adding material to their Mark source than to see Mark cutting out so much of their material.

(b) Mark has the poorest Greek of the three 

Synoptics. As such it would seem easer to see 

Matthew and Luke correcting Mark to better Greek than Mark making Matthew or Luke into poor Greek. Mark has some Aramaic words which are not in Matthew or Luke. It would seem easier to see Matthew or Luke omitting these words than to see Mark “choosing to abridge Matthew and/or Luke but adding Aramaic expressions which his Greek readers did not understand.”  Also it is easier to see Matthew or Luke taking out Markan redundancies than to understand why in shortening Matthew or Luke, Mark would have left them in his material.

(c) Mark has “harder” readings. That is, Mark has 

sayings that seem to create some theological difficulties whereas that same difficulty might have been bypassed in Luke or Matthew. Compare Mk. 10:17-18 where Mark records of Jesus, “Why do you call me good? . . . No one is good—except God alone.”  This is different in Matthew which reads, “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only One who is good” (Mt. 19:17).

(d) The lack of Matthew-Luke verbal agreements 

against Mark. 

(e) The lack of Matthew-Luke agreements with 

respect to the narrative order against Mark.

(f) Some literary agreements can best be 

explained by seeing Mark as being written first and used by Luke and Matthew. Cf. Mt. 9:1-2; Mk. 2:1-5; Lk. 5:17-20.

(g) Redactional studies support Markan priority. 

E.g., Matthew’s use of terms “Son of David” and “this was to fulfill . . .”  which Mark does not have.

(h) Mark’s theology is less developed.

(2) Problems 


    (a) Not supported by church father tradition


    (b) No “Q” source has ever been discovered.


    (c) No “M” or “L” sources ever discovered.

d. The Two-Document hypothesis was expanded by B. H. Streeter 

in 1924 to “The Four Document Hypothesis” which 

included “Q” (material common to Matthew and Luke and not found in Mark), Mark, L (material unique to Luke) and M (material unique to Matthew).

e. “Q” example: ESV Mt. 9:37-38 and Lk. 10:2 (Not found in Mark)

	Mt. 9:37-38
	Lk. 10:2

	Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.”
	And he said to them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few. Therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.”


II. Conclusion and Apologetic Note
A. “The two-source hypothesis provides the best overall explanation for the 

relationships among the Synoptic Gospels” (Moo and Carson, 103).

--Discussion: If the Four Document Hypothesis is true would that affect your 

view of Biblical Inspiration? If so how? If not why or why not?
B. That the gospel writers used “sources” to write their gospels should not be a cause of concern for Christians. It should not be concluded that 

the gospels cannot be trusted or were not Spirit-inspired . . . Source criticism cannot demonstrate that the first accounts of the various portions of Jesus’ life were entirely trustworthy, but it can suggest that those accounts arose in a time and place in which many who had personally known Jesus still lived. The possibility of preserving reliable information was certainly present” (Blomberg, 18). 
� Stein, Robert. Gospels and Tradition: Studies on Redaction Criticism of the Synoptic 


Gospels. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991).








