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The Synoptic Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—are foundational texts of the New
Testament that provide a narrative of the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus
Christ. The term "synoptic" comes from the Greek word "synoptikos," meaning "seen
together," which reflects the similarities in content, structure, and wording among these
three Gospels. A detailed comparison of the Synoptic Gospels reveals not only the unique
perspectives of each author but also the common themes that bind them together. This
article delves into the Gospel parallels, examining their textual relationships, thematic
elements, and theological implications as presented in the New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV).

Understanding the Synoptic Gospels

Defining the Synoptic Problem

The "Synoptic Problem" refers to the scholarly endeavor to understand the relationships
between the Synoptic Gospels. This issue arises from the similarities and differences in the
accounts of Jesus' life and teachings. Key questions include:

1. Source: What sources did the Gospel writers use?
2. Order: In what sequence were the events presented?
3. Content: Why do some Gospels include certain parables or miracles while others do not?

Most scholars agree that Mark was the earliest Gospel written, serving as a primary source
for both Matthew and Luke. This theory is known as the "Two-Source Hypothesis," which
posits that Matthew and Luke drew on Mark and a hypothetical source called "Q" (from the
German "Quelle," meaning "source") that contained Jesus' sayings.

Distinctive Features of Each Gospel

While the Synoptic Gospels share much in common, each has its unique characteristics:

- Mark:
- The shortest Gospel, featuring a sense of urgency and immediacy.
- Emphasizes Jesus' actions and public ministry.
- Highlights Jesus' humanity and suffering.



- Matthew:
- Contains a strong emphasis on Jesus as the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies.
- Organized into five major discourses, reflecting a structured teaching style.
- Presents Jesus as a new Moses figure, accentuating Jewish traditions.

- Luke:
- Offers a broader perspective, including the marginalized and outcasts.
- Contains unique parables, such as the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son.
- Emphasizes the role of women and the Holy Spirit.

Textual Parallels in the Synoptic Gospels

Shared Narratives

Many events and teachings in the Synoptic Gospels appear in parallel form. Notable
examples include:

1. The Baptism of Jesus:
- All three Gospels depict Jesus being baptized by John the Baptist.
- Variations in details, such as the voice from heaven, provide insight into each author's
theological emphasis.

2. The Temptation of Jesus:
- Found in Matthew (4:1-11) and Luke (4:1-13), this event presents Jesus' resistance to
temptation.
- Mark provides a brief mention (1:12-13), focusing more on the immediacy of Jesus'
ministry.

3. The Feeding of the 5000:
- This miracle appears in all three Gospels, though with variations in detail and emphasis.
- Each account underscores Jesus' compassion and ability to provide for the needs of the
people.

Unique Teachings and Miracles

Each Gospel also contains unique material that reflects the author's perspective and
theological aims. For instance:

- Matthew:
- The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) offers a comprehensive account of Jesus'
teachings on ethics and spirituality.
- The Great Commission (Matthew 28:16-20) emphasizes the call for disciples to spread the
Gospel.

- Luke:



- The Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) emphasizes love for one's neighbor
across social and ethnic boundaries.
- The Road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35) highlights the post-resurrection appearances of
Jesus and the theme of recognition.

- Mark:
- The Messianic Secret, where Jesus instructs those he heals to keep his identity secret
(e.g., Mark 1:43-45), emphasizes the mystery surrounding his mission.
- The emotional depth of Jesus' humanity is evident in Mark's portrayal of Jesus' agony in
Gethsemane (Mark 14:32-42).

Thematic Elements Across the Synoptic Gospels

Kingdom of God

A central theme in the Synoptic Gospels is the Kingdom of God. Each Gospel presents this
concept differently:

- Matthew often refers to the "Kingdom of Heaven," emphasizing its Jewish context and
prophetic fulfillment.
- Mark presents the Kingdom with a sense of immediacy, highlighting its present reality and
future fulfillment.
- Luke portrays the Kingdom as inclusive, extending grace to the marginalized and
outcasts.

Discipleship

The call to discipleship is another significant theme in the Synoptic Gospels:

- Mark emphasizes the cost of discipleship, urging followers to take up their cross.
- Matthew outlines the responsibilities of disciples, including the Great Commission.
- Luke presents a more communal aspect of discipleship, focusing on the mission to the
marginalized.

Theological Implications of the Synoptic Gospels

Christology

The portrayal of Jesus differs across the Synoptic Gospels, impacting Christological
interpretations:



1. Mark presents a suffering servant, emphasizing Jesus' humanity and sacrificial nature.
2. Matthew depicts Jesus as a teacher and prophet, fulfilling Jewish expectations.
3. Luke emphasizes Jesus as the Savior for all humanity, focusing on grace and inclusivity.

Understanding Salvation

Each Gospel contributes to the understanding of salvation:

- Matthew stresses faith and righteousness in accordance with the law.
- Mark highlights the need for repentance and belief in the Gospel.
- Luke emphasizes God's mercy and the transformative power of grace.

Conclusion

The Synoptic Gospels, through their parallels and divergences, offer a rich tapestry of the
life and teachings of Jesus Christ. The exploration of textual relationships reveals the
intentionality behind each Gospel's narrative and theological emphases. Understanding
these parallels not only enhances our appreciation of the Gospels but also invites deeper
reflection on the nature of faith, discipleship, and the transformative message of Jesus. By
studying the Synoptic Gospels in their unique context, scholars and believers alike can gain
insight into the multifaceted character of the Christian faith.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the synoptic gospels?
The synoptic gospels refer to the first three gospels of the New Testament: Matthew, Mark,
and Luke. They are called 'synoptic' because they share a similar perspective and narrative
structure, allowing for direct comparison.

How does the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV)
differ from other translations?
The New Revised Standard Version is known for its commitment to accuracy and inclusivity
in language. It aims to provide a clear and contemporary translation of biblical texts,
making it suitable for both academic study and public reading.

What is the significance of comparing the synoptic
gospels?
Comparing the synoptic gospels helps scholars and readers understand the unique
perspectives of each gospel writer, identify common themes, and explore variations in
details, which can shed light on historical and theological contexts.



Are there major discrepancies between the synoptic
gospels?
Yes, while the synoptic gospels share many similar stories and teachings, there are notable
discrepancies in details, order of events, and specific teachings, which reflect the distinct
theological emphases of each writer.

What tools can be used for comparing the synoptic
gospels?
Tools such as gospel harmony charts, synoptic tables, and specialized software like Bible
study apps can facilitate the comparison of the synoptic gospels by visually aligning parallel
passages and highlighting differences.

How do the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke each
portray Jesus differently?
Matthew emphasizes Jesus' role as the fulfillment of Jewish prophecy and often includes
teachings on ethics; Mark portrays Jesus as a suffering servant with a focus on his actions;
Luke highlights Jesus' compassion and social justice, particularly towards marginalized
groups.

What role does the historical context play in
understanding the synoptic gospels?
The historical context provides insight into the cultural, political, and social circumstances
of the time, which can influence the messages and themes within each gospel, helping
readers to better understand the intended audience and purpose of each writing.

Why is the NRSV considered a reliable translation for
academic study?
The NRSV is considered reliable for academic study due to its rigorous translation process,
use of the latest biblical scholarship, and adherence to the original languages, making it a
preferred choice among scholars and theologians.

What are some common themes found in the synoptic
gospels?
Common themes in the synoptic gospels include the kingdom of God, the importance of
faith, the teachings of Jesus, the role of discipleship, and the nature of Jesus' ministry, all of
which are explored through various parables and miracles.
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