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Why Do We Need Four Gospels?

Because the four Gospels contain different accounts of the same or similar
events in the life of Jesus, readers of the Gospels have often sought to compare
and contrast these accounts by placing them next to each other. These side-by-
side comparisons attempt to harmonize the work of the four Evangelists and
so are often called “Gospel Harmonies.”

FOUR POINTS OF VIEW
Gospel  Symbol Viewpoint Audience Jesus the Son of God

Matthew ,ﬁm Palestinian Jewish | Jewish world Is the Messiah King of Israel

N Greek-speaki Is the Power of God 1
Mark Bull Hellenistic Jewish wéﬁ?kmg e [lit\fxl;:;ld o

Greco-Roman Gentile world Is the Ideal Man of God

Man
John Eagle Heavenly Whole world Is the Word of God

Why are there four Gospels instead of just one?
One answer is that it takes four points of view to
get the whole story about Jesus. Some might argue
that one authoritative story should be enough.
However, God chose to reveal himself using four
Gospels. The Gospel of John begins with these
words: “In the beginning was the Word ... (vs. 1)
and the Word became flesh ... (vs. 14). In other
words, God chooses as his preferred method of
communicaton to speak to humans by means'of
the human. This is true of the Bible and it is
suptemely true of Christ whom we are told is God
in the flesh (John 1:14-18). So then. the Gospels
are, like Jesus, both a Divine work as well as a
human work. They have real human authors and
one divine Author. They give details thar might be
difficult to understand, but they are never teuly
contradictory. They have four different poiats of
view on the history of Jesus but only on¢ Divine
conclusion as to his identity as the Son of God.
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Harmony of the Gospels

EVENT MAITTHEW MARK LUKE JOHN

The genealogy of Jesus L1-17 3:23-3%

Jesus’ birth and childhood ugs | | 152s

John the Baptist's munistry 3n-12 118 3i1-18 111954
St st i 313412 1914 141y | 1osdua
Christs ministry in Galilee | 12 11415 41415 44354
His eejcction at Naxareth and 41322, 81417 1:16-34 41641

move to Capernium 7

His first ministry tour and Mo AT W

o Paaaces 423-12:14 1:35-3 $42-7:30 5147
His second ministry tour 12151338 37-4es §:1-56

His third munistry tour 9:35-11:1; 141 =12 6:6-29 91-9

Ministry o his disciples and ) Ao : -
R s 14131833 6:30-9:30 9:10-36 6171
Ministry in Judes J(k1=13:21 TA-10:39
Ministry beyond Jordan 19:1-2034 1(:1-52 13221927 | 10u0-11:54
The last week (Passover/ Easter) 21:12-2820 11:1-16:20 19:28-2453 | (11:55-2125
Arrival in Bethany and Mary = _ R 8
aclots Tasor ok 213 14:3-0 1928 11551241
Triurmphal entry 20111 11 192944 121249
Second cleansing of the temple; o, gy : =

e i 1 20:12-13:18-22 1:12-18 194548

Greeks seek Jesus; it e - :

i i 21822 11119425 21:37-38 1220-30
Jesus' authority challenged A48 127125 A4

Dendotig SR st 25139 234G | a5

Pharisees

Widow's offering 124144 2:4-4

The Olivet discourse 2412546 13:1-37 21:53-3¢

Crucifixion predicted 2:1-5 141-2 212

Judas’s bargain, el 4-16 1410511 2535

Preparation and the Passover 261730 1£12-26 2720 el 14:31
Discotirse and high priestly praver 1511726

| Gethsernane 263646 1432-42 223946 1581

Betrayal, acrest, and trial %4736 14:43:32 24733 18214
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EVENT

MATTHEW  MARK

LUKE

JOHN

his ascension

Jesus condemned o death and Peter’s denial | 26:57-75 14:53-72 22:54-65 18:15-27
Formal condemnation after dawn 27:1-2 15:1 22:66-71

Judas® suicide 27:3-10

Jesus' first time before Pilate 27:11-14 15:1-5 2315 18:28-38
Jesus before Herod the Tetrarch 23:6-12 ]18 9319 6-
Jesus” second time before Pilate 27:15-26 15:6-15 23:13-25

Soldiers mock Jesus 27:27-31 15:16-23 23:26-33 19:16-17
The crucifixion 27:32-49 15:21-36 23:26-43 19:18-29
Jesus' death 27:50-56 15:37-41 23:44-49 19:30-37
Jesus” burial 27:57-66 15:42-47 23:50-56 19:38-42
Earthquake and tomb opened 28:1-4

Visit of women at dawn 28:5-8 16:1-3 24:1-8 20:1
Women report to the apostles; Peter and ALt 0%
John wisit the tomb R Ls W28
Jesus appears first to Mary Magdalene 16:9-11 21118
Jesus appears to other women; the 28915

guards report to the rulers Ny

Jeaus Sppets: ook O Hat- ko] 16:12-43 | 24:13-32

to mmaus

Jesus appears to Peter 24:33-35

Jesus appears to ten, Thomas absent 16:14 24:36—43 20:19-25
Jesus appears to the eleven, 212631
Thomas present

Jesus appears to seven on the sea :

of Galilee e
Jesus appears to ab-mft five hundxcd At an 28.16_20 16:15-18

appointed mountain in Galilee

Jesus appears to his brother James—

I Connthians 15:7

Jesus appears to his apostles again, 16:19-20) 2444 53

Jesus appears to Paul—1 Corinthians 15:8




Galilee and Judea

Jesus began his public ministry in Galilee, in the

northern region. He spent much, if not most of his

time there, Jesus frequented Judea and Jerusalem

for the required religious festvals, but it scems he

only spent significant nme there kate in his ministry

(Luke 9:51), John affems that his safery was compromised

in Judea, and that it was only under cover thar Jesus made his way
(o Jerusalem (Joha 7:1-10).

Yet, even this seeming insignificant fact about Christ’s life was forctold in Scriprure.

Matthew 4:12-17 shows us that Isatah had prophesied hundreds of years in
advance that Christ'’s brilliant light would shine forth in Galilee (Isaah 9:1-2),

Jesus’ Last Week

The Gospel writers center much of their attention on the last week of Jesus”
‘ministry. The previous chart reveals thar abour a fourth o a half of the Gospel's
material has to do with the incidenrs surrounding Christ’s death and resurrection.
This should rell us of the importance of this week in their minds. It holds the key
to the central issue of the church and of all history, forin that last week, the life
and death of the whole world and the whole of human history were at stake.
Without the dearh and resurrection of Jesus there is no hope, nor can there be
“any salvaton,

Miracles of Jesus

The Gospel of John recotds the least number of miracles Most of John's miracle
gccounts are not in the other Gospels. John seems o have intentionally included new
marenial that had not previously
been written down. At the
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same ume Joho's focus is more
on Jesus” words, his teaching,
rather than on the miraculous
signs Jesus did. Perhaps
conscious of his readers’ desire
for miracle stories; John adds
to his Gospel the words, “1
suppose that even the world
would not have room for the
hooks that would be written”
about Jesus’ many other deeds
(John 21:25).



MIRACLE | MATTHEW | MARK | LUKE | JOHN
Warer into wine : | 2441
Official’s son healed 4:46-54
Healing of demoniac in the synagogue 121-08 | 43337
Healing of Peter’s mother-in-law 1417 129-31 4:38-39
Masny healed at sunset 1:32-34 | 44048
Miraculous catch of fish Si4-11
Healing of a leper R 14045 5:12-16
Healing of a paralytic 9.2-8 21-12 31726
Healing ar Bethesda 5215
Withered hand healed in & synagog\w 12:9-14 31-6 6:6-11
Many healed | 121521 | 3712 | 1719 |
Cenrurion’s servant healed 8:5-13 T:1-10
Widow's son raised at Nain 71T
Demon-possessed man healed 122223 | 32021
Calming of the storm | s | 434 | 8233
Demonic legion cast out 8:28-34 51-20 §:26-39
Healing of the woman with the flow of blood 0222 | 5243 | 84248
Raising of Jairus’ daughter 92326 | 53543 | 849-36
Healing of two blind men ] e ' :
Healing of a mute demoniac 9:32-34
Many healed, feeding of five thousand 141320 | 63044 | %10-17 | G-
Walking on water and calming of the storm 1422-33 | 64532 f:16-21
Syro-Phoenician woman's daughrer healed 152128 | 72430 e
Deaf mute healed 73137
Many healed, feeding of four thousand {52939 | &1-100
Blind man of Bethsaida healed B:22-26
Healing of demoniac boy 7419 | %1420 | 93743
Healing of the man born blind 9:4-7
Crippled woman healed on Sabbath 1310-13
Healing of a man with dropsy on the Sabbath 14:2-6
'rcn Iepe:s clcansed 17:11-14
Healing of rwo blind men near Jericho 202034 | 104652 | 183543
Many healed in the temple 214
Healing of the severed ear 225 |
Resutrection 28:1-20 16:1-19 #4153 | 20:1-31
Miraculous catch of fish 21:4-8




Harmonies Through History

Over the years, people have created different types of “Gospel Harmonies"
These are some of the main types of harmonies:

W Synthetic Harmonization: One approach is 1o cut out any varation in
similar accounts and replace it with preferred wording to creare a kind of
“official version.”

‘W Sequential Harmonization: This type attempts to bring together two or
more versions of an event by keeping both. The separare details are seen as
sepamre incidents within the same story,

B Parallel Harmonization: A final approach may be w0 show rtwo or more
versions next to each other for compasison and conerast

Gospel hirmontes began to be produced early in the history of the church.
Cancern for accuracy and o full account of the gospel message became
important for the church as it strove to remain faithful. These early harmonies
bear witness to the church's use of the four canonical Gospels. Already by the
post-apostolic age, the authority of the four to the exclusion of other texts

is recognized.

AUTHOR
Justin Murtyr Evident in his writings Second Cenrury

Tatian Diatesseron Sécond Century

Unknown Dura-Europas Harmony Second Century

Eusebius of Caesarea | Sections and Canons “Third Century

Augustine Consensus of the Gospels Fourth Century

Andreas Osiander Gospel Harmony Sixteenth Century
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ut the life and tumes of
‘modern and ancient

The Gospels as Biog

The four Gospels are best understood as biographies a
Jesus. However, there are important differences ]_b;

biographies. The main difference is the notion of historaal sequenting.

MODERN BIOGRAPHIES ANCIENT BIOGRAPHIES
'Biogmphif:swﬁmmnodayplaccapmximn » Anciest biographers hud a =i
EoRtalisr ] . z wmxmtmcnttoanhxsmtimlsequmce.

* The events of the subject’s life are typically
narrated in the order in which they happened.
* Beginning with the birth of the individual,

* They did not feel the need 1o place every
detail in thedr writings in the exact order in

relevant events and information are viewed in mh@p?nﬁhnsmm ¥
'Whﬂcl' ’ I:E: dlede:d;. Eoﬁf fhe mlbl‘acn deyeloping an accurate picture of the
& ‘ character of the subject. Deeds and

in the subject’s life, these phases are asmnged happmmgsa:esecnusdlusmuveofﬂm

in the order in which they are sup o :
—— : chamcmrnomattcr\vhcndm'oocu:md.

THE GOSPELS AS BIOGRAPHIES

* Luke 7:36-50 is an example of the non-sequential nature of ancient biographies.

* This passage is Lukes account of the woman who anoints Jesus” feet.

* Marthew, Mark and John tell this event as part of Jesus’ arrival at Bethany just before the
events of Easter week (see Harmony Chart).

* Despite Lukes care as an accurate historian (Luke 1:1—4), he places this event much earlier in
Jesus” munistry—that is, if we read Luke like we would read a modern biography.

» Some have tried to resolve the difficulty by suggesting that there were two such events,
two times when vatous women anointed Jesus’ feet. But the details of Luke’s account too
closely resemble the other Gospel accounts to make it a separate incident.

* It is much more likely that Luke (and so the Holy Spirit) was simply using this event out
of historical sequence to illustrate the Pharisces and their lack of faith in contrast to the
faith of the centurion (Luke 7:2-10],




The Parables of Jesus

PARABLE MATTHEW MARK LUKE JOHN
The Bridegroom, (loth and Wineskins 9:10-17 215-22 52039
The Sower 13:3-23 4:3-20 8315
The Lamp 515-16 421-25 B:16-18; 11:33
The Seed Growing 4:26-29
The Weeds 13:24-30; 3643
The Mustard Seed 13:31-32 4:30-32 13:18-19
The Leaven 13:33-35 132021
The Hidden Tressure 1344
The Pearl of Great Price 134546
The Net 1347-30
The Householder 13:51-33
On Defilement 15:1-20 71=23
The Nirrow Door 7:13-14 13:22-30
The Unmercifyl Servant 18:23-35
The Good Samaritan 10:29-37
The Friend at Midnight 11:5-10
The Rich Fool 12:46-21
The Waiting Servants 12:35-38
The Watchful Householder 24:42-44 12:3040
The Wise Steward and the Wicked Steward 24:45-51 12:41-48
The Fig Tree | 13:6-9
The Guesis 14711
The Banquet 14:12-24
The Lost Shecp 1R10-14 1517
The Lost Coin 15:8-10
The Lost Son 15:11-32
The Unrighteous Steweard 16:1-13
The Rich Man and Lazarus 16:19-31
The Returning Servant 17:7=10
The Unjust Judge and the Widow 18:1-8
The Pharisee and Publicin 18:9-14
The Laborers in the Vinevard 201-16
The Fig Tree 2 21:15-22 11:12-24
The Ten Minas 19:11-27
The Too Sons 21:28-32
The Tenants 21:3346 12:1-12 20:9-18
The Wedding Banquet 221-14
The Fig Tree 3 24:32-35 13:28-31 21:29-33
The Ten Virgins 25:1-13
The Talents 25:14-30
The Sheep and the Goats 25:3146




|

Tracking Jesus” Moves

The use of this kind of harmony is also helpful t get a picture of Jesus' movements,

PLACE EVENT OR TEACHING SCRIPTURE
Bethlebem | Birth of Jesus M, 1:24-25; Lk, Z:1-7
| Egypt Flight fram Ferod Mg, 2:13-158
Nazareth Farly childhood Mz, 2:19-23; Lk. 2:39
Jerusalem Passover celebration Lic 2:41-52
Jordan River Bapusm of Jesus ;:‘?;g__;z' Mk, 1:9-11; bk 3:21-23,
Wilderness Temptation of Jesus Me 4111 Mk 1:12-13; L 4113
Going to Galilee Calling of Philip and Nathaniel | Jn. 1:43-51
Can in Galilee First tharacle Jn. 2:1-11
Capernaum Family stay o 2:12
Jerusalem First Passover In. 2:13-25
Juilea Baptizing new disciples Jon. 322
Rerurning to Galilee Jesus goes through Samaria In. 4:1-4
Samana Jesus talks to the women at the well | |n. 4:5-42
Ciia b Galilee ;:m c;to(;iisczi':s (':;;] “g;nd::fn - {1 1413:-5;15. Mu 4:12; Mk 1:14-15;
Nozareth Rejection at Nazareth Tk 4:16-30
Capernaum Move of ministry basc M 4:13; Mic1:21; Lk 431
Galilee Preaching tour My $:23-25; Mk 1:32-39; Lk, 44244
Jerusalem, Second Passover In. 5:1-47
Galilee The parable of the Sower and Seed | Me 13:1; Ml 4:1; Tk 8:1-4
Gennesarer Healing of multitudes Me. 14:34-36; Mk 6:53-36
Tyre and Sidon Faith of the Canganite woman Mr 15:21-28; Mk. 7:24-30
g’::‘];“g:“ LAY }:‘J&“g(‘)’ff deal sl domb man. | e 15:20-36; Mk. 7:31-89
Galilee Teaching and healing M. 15:39-16:5; Mk. 8:10-26
Caesarea Philippi The question of Jesus identiry My 16:13-20 Mk. 8:27-30; Lk, 9:18-21
Galiles snd Capertam | 1o* iclls of bis deach asecond | Ak 17:22:27; Mk 9:30-50
Jerusalem Feast of Tabernacles Lk, 9:51; Jn. 7:22-10
Various places in Judea | Preaching tour Lk, 10:1-24
Jerusalem Feast of Dedicanon (Hapukkah) | Jn. 10:22-23
Across the Jordan Preaching tour Me 198 MK 18 Lk 1323, Jo. 10:40-42
Between Galllee and Samaris | Ten lepers healed Lk. 17:11-19
Jesicho Jesus heals blind men Me. 20:29-34; Mk. 10:46-52
Bethany The mising of Lazarus Jo. 11:1-53
Ephriim Jesus stavs with his disciples | In. 11254
> : B S AL 4. Aty
e e | Jsas e weck ussover/ B | Y535 R s o
Galilee Appears 1o his disciples My 28:16-200; Mk 16:15-18; Jn. 21:1-23
Mount of Olives Jesus™ uscension Mk. 16:19-20; Lk, 24:50-33
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[srael During Jésus’ Time

Jesus' three-year ministry occurred all over the ancient ciue& From Syria to Judea, Jesus
brought the gospel’s powerful words and actions.
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Jesus™ Passovers

One way to measure the length of Jesus'
public ministry is by counting the number
of Passovers the Gospels record. Since the
Passover fesaval only happened once a year,
counting the Passavers gives 2 rough idea of
how long Jesus' minisery lasted. The Gospels
suggest that lesus’ public ministry continued
for at least three years. Notice, John is the

writer most concemed to give us the details
about the festvals in [esus life.

FEAST EVENT OR TEACHING SCRIPTURE
_ Jesus went to the Passover. He cleansed
First Passover the temple, alked with Nicodemus and John 2:13-25
ministered in Judea for a while,
P Jesus went to the “feast” (probably Passover) “
Peatod f and healed the man at the pool of Béthesda. Johacl-A7
Jesus delivered his “Bread of Life"” teaching
Third Passover However, he did not go to Passover because | John 6:4-7:1
of a threat to his life in Judea.
Jesus went secredy for reasons of security.
Teaching in the temple, he encountered
Tabernacles opposition from the religious leaders, John 7:2-9:41
(Booths) Jesus claimed to be the “Light of the World." e
He healed the man born blind near the pool
of Siloam.
Hanukkah |esus attended the feast. He spoke of his e
(Dedication) “sheep”™ Again he escaped stoning, Japn1cl ok
Marthew 26:17;
Last Passover/ Jesus went to the Passover and the last Mastk 14:12;
Last Supper week of his life ok place. Luke 22.7;
John 12:1
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The Synoptic Gospels and John

The word “synoptic” means “seen together.” It refers to the first three Gospels, Matthew,
Mark and Luke. When seen together, these Gospels often reveal related accounts in very
similar language. Scholars agtee there is some relationship between these three books. The
exact nature of this relationship has been the subject of much debate. It seems that these
three authors either read one another or some common source, which cxplams why so much
of their substance and language are the same.  f ;

The Gospel of John, however, 1s different than
the first three Gospels. John uses material that
the other writers do not have. The wording of
some of the stories is different. John often
added details that the others do not include.
For example, the name of the woman who
washed Jesus’ feet with her hair (John 12:3) or
that he beat Peter in a foort race to the empty
tomb on Easter Sunday (John 20:4). Many of

- _ : Papynnl also known as Pf showuﬂ'ngmunoﬁheﬂmpclof
these details have a Pmonal toas Matthew, The fragment, housed In the University of Pennisylvaniz

Museuust, dates 10 around an 250,

The Synoptic Gospels Compared to John
Three Examples

THE GOSPEL TEXT EVENT DESCRIPTION
o g General and generic language
Mark 1:7-8 : :
TLuke 31518 is used about the crowds.
- John the Baptist’s
introduction of Jesus John names specific drAAuaE W
John 1:24-44 become disciples of Jesus through
John the Bapuist.
.;\{a i 'tthl g\; ‘1 1521 Dialogue with Jesus is attributed to
» the disciples as a group.
St Feeding of the 5000
John 6:1-14 John names specific individuals
who speak.
Individuals are named in all accounts
Marthew 28:1-10 to a greater or lesser extent.
Mark 16:1-11 The Resustict
Luke 24:1-12 it John is specific about the actions of
John 20:1-18 Mary Magdalene, Peter and himself
(the unnamed disciple).




The First Gospel

Because the first three Gospels so closely resemble each other, the question has
long been asked, “Who wrote first?” Many modern scholars are inclined in favor
of Mark as being the first Gospel in print. This is due in part to the brevity of the
work and the fact that most of Mark's matenal can also be found 1n Matthew and
Luke. The idea is that if Mark wrote first, Luke and Matthew might have read his
work and added theif own material in their writing, Early tradition holds thar Mark
became associated with Peter and that his Gospel might be a kind of “Memoirs of
Peter” Its mpid-fire style scems like Petet’s way of recounting Jesus' life

Orthers are convinced, however, that none of the Gospels that exists today was the
first 1o be in print. These scholars believe thar there was an cadier writing that the
authors of the present Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) drew upon as a
reference work. Papias, an early Christian and disaiple of the Apostle John, wrote,
“Matthew put togerher the sayings in the Hebrew language, and each one
interpreted them as best he could™ (in Eusebins, Ealesiastical History 3.39.16). Since
Matthew;, was a tax collector (Matthew 9:9), he was & good pick to be the scribe
among the disciples. So this tradition may bear some weight. It may be that
Matthew recorded much of what happened in Jesus' ministry in the native tongue
of Palestine. This document may later have been tmnslated into Greek and used
by him and the other synoptic writers to produce our present Gospels.

The Gospels as we now have
them were first written in
Greek, which was the papular
common language of the
Roman world. It is entirely
possible that Matthew made
the first record in Aramaic, but
that Mark drafted the first
Gospel in Greek drawing on
Matthew's record and adding
what he had heard from Peter.
Luke and Matthew (in present
form) would then have been
written. John wrote his account
after the others had been in
«circulanon for some nome.

Medieval mangscript known as Aachen Gonpely. folm | 3. made T )
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