
solution to the synoptic problem

solution to the synoptic problem refers to the scholarly efforts to explain the literary relationship among the
first three Gospels of the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, and Luke. These three texts, known as the
Synoptic Gospels, share a significant amount of content, often word-for-word, yet also contain unique
material, raising questions about their sources and composition. Understanding the solution to the synoptic
problem is crucial for biblical scholars, theologians, and historians as it sheds light on the origins,
transmission, and historical reliability of these foundational Christian documents. Various hypotheses have
been proposed over the centuries, including the Two-Source Hypothesis, the Farrer Hypothesis, and the
Griesbach Hypothesis, each attempting to clarify the sequence and dependency among the texts. This
article will explore these major theories, their strengths and limitations, and the ongoing debates that
surround the synoptic problem. Additionally, it will discuss methodological approaches used in synoptic
studies and the implications of the solutions for biblical scholarship. The following table of contents outlines
the key sections covered in this comprehensive examination.
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Understanding the Synoptic Problem
The synoptic problem arises from the striking similarities and differences among the Gospels of Matthew,
Mark, and Luke. These three texts often recount the same events, sometimes using identical or nearly
identical wording, which suggests some form of literary interdependence. At the same time, each Gospel
contains unique material and differing orderings of events, posing challenges to understanding their
relationship. The term "synoptic" means "seen together," reflecting the ability to compare these Gospels
side-by-side to observe their parallels and distinctions.

Nature of the Synoptic Gospels
The Synoptic Gospels are so named because they can be "viewed together" due to their overlapping
content. Scholars estimate that approximately 76% of Mark’s content appears in Matthew, and about 65%
appears in Luke. Moreover, about 90% of Mark’s text is found in either Matthew or Luke, indicating a close



literary relationship. The presence of shared stories, sayings, and sequences coupled with unique elements
in each Gospel necessitates a solution to the synoptic problem to explain how these texts developed.

Historical Context of the Problem
The synoptic problem has intrigued scholars since the early centuries of Christianity, but it became a formal
subject of study in the 19th century with advances in biblical criticism. Early church tradition generally
accepted that Matthew was the first Gospel written, but modern scholarship has raised questions about
chronological order and source usage. The historical context also includes consideration of oral traditions and
early Christian communities that may have influenced the composition of these Gospels.

Major Hypotheses Explaining the Synoptic Problem
Multiple hypotheses have been proposed to solve the synoptic problem, each offering a different
explanation for the literary relationship among Matthew, Mark, and Luke. These theories focus on the
order of composition and the sources each evangelist might have used.

The Two-Source Hypothesis
The Two-Source Hypothesis is the most widely accepted solution among contemporary scholars. It posits
that Mark was the first Gospel written and that both Matthew and Luke independently used Mark as a
source. Additionally, Matthew and Luke are believed to have drawn from a hypothetical sayings source
called "Q" (from the German "Quelle," meaning "source"), which contained sayings of Jesus not found in
Mark. This hypothesis explains the shared material between Matthew and Luke that is absent in Mark.

The Farrer Hypothesis
The Farrer Hypothesis rejects the existence of the Q source. Instead, it argues that Mark was written first,
Matthew used Mark, and Luke used both Mark and Matthew. This model suggests a direct literary
dependence between Matthew and Luke, eliminating the need for a hypothetical document. Advocates of
this hypothesis highlight the simplicity of the source relationship and the lack of physical evidence for Q.

The Griesbach Hypothesis
The Griesbach Hypothesis, also known as the Two-Gospel Hypothesis, proposes that Matthew was the first
Gospel, Luke used Matthew, and Mark used both Matthew and Luke. This theory reverses the priority of
Mark and eliminates Q as well. It aims to account for the similarities and differences by emphasizing Luke's
and Mark's literary dependence on Matthew. Although less popular today, it remains a significant



alternative in synoptic studies.

Other Proposed Solutions
Several other less prominent theories have been proposed, including the Augustinian Hypothesis, which
follows church tradition that Matthew was first, followed by Mark and Luke, and the Oral Tradition
Hypothesis, emphasizing oral sources over written ones. While these alternatives contribute valuable
insights, they have not gained the same consensus as the primary hypotheses.

Methodological Approaches in Synoptic Studies
Scholars employ various methodological tools to analyze the synoptic problem, combining literary,
historical, and linguistic approaches to understand the relationships among the Gospels.

Source Criticism
Source criticism involves identifying and evaluating the written sources that the Gospel authors may have
used. This approach looks for patterns of shared material, text order, and wording to reconstruct possible
source documents such as Q or Markan priority.

Form Criticism
Form criticism analyzes the oral traditions behind the written texts. It categorizes the material into genres
such as parables, miracle stories, and sayings to trace their development in early Christian communities
before being recorded in the Gospels.

Redaction Criticism
Redaction criticism examines how each Gospel writer edited and adapted their sources to convey
theological emphases and address their specific audiences. This method helps explain differences in
wording and order despite shared content.

Textual Criticism
Textual criticism compares manuscript variations to establish the most reliable text. Understanding textual
transmission aids in assessing the relationship and originality of Gospel passages relevant to the synoptic
problem.



Comparative Analysis
Comparative analysis involves side-by-side examination of parallel passages to identify agreements and
differences. This technique is fundamental for recognizing patterns of dependence and independence
among the synoptic texts.

Implications of the Solution to the Synoptic Problem
Finding a credible solution to the synoptic problem has significant implications for biblical studies, theology,
and historical research.

Impact on Biblical Scholarship
A clear understanding of the synoptic problem informs the dating and authorship of the Gospels,
influencing how scholars interpret early Christian history and theology. It enhances comprehension of the
transmission and adaptation of Jesus’ teachings.

Theological Considerations
The solution to the synoptic problem affects how the distinct theological perspectives of Matthew, Mark,
and Luke are understood. Recognizing their literary relationships helps clarify how each evangelist shaped
their narrative to communicate specific messages.

Historical Jesus Research
Resolving the synoptic problem aids historians in reconstructing the life and teachings of Jesus by
distinguishing between independent traditions and shared literary dependence. This discernment is crucial
for evaluating the historical reliability of Gospel accounts.

Educational and Pedagogical Use
Understanding the synoptic problem equips educators and students with tools to critically analyze biblical
texts and appreciate the complexity of their composition. It fosters informed discussions in academic and
religious settings.



Summary of Key Factors in the Solution

Order of composition of the Synoptic Gospels

Identification of common sources such as Mark and Q

Recognition of literary dependence and independence

Appreciation of oral and written traditions

Theological and editorial intentions of the evangelists

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the synoptic problem in biblical studies?
The synoptic problem refers to the question of how to explain the similarities and differences among the
first three Gospels of the New Testament—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—which are called the Synoptic
Gospels due to their similar content, order, and wording.

What is the Two-Source Hypothesis as a solution to the synoptic problem?
The Two-Source Hypothesis proposes that the Gospels of Matthew and Luke independently used two main
sources: the Gospel of Mark and a hypothetical sayings collection called 'Q' (from German Quelle, meaning
'source'). This explains the common material shared by Matthew and Luke but absent in Mark.

Are there alternative solutions to the synoptic problem besides the Two-
Source Hypothesis?
Yes, other solutions include the Farrer Hypothesis, which suggests that Luke used both Mark and
Matthew as sources, eliminating the need for Q; and the Griesbach Hypothesis, which proposes that
Matthew was written first, Luke used Matthew, and Mark condensed both.

Why is the hypothetical Q source important in solving the synoptic
problem?
The Q source is important because it accounts for the material found in both Matthew and Luke but not in
Mark. Its existence provides a plausible explanation for the shared sayings and teachings that are otherwise



unexplained by direct literary dependence on Mark alone.

Has modern scholarship reached a consensus on the solution to the
synoptic problem?
While the Two-Source Hypothesis remains the most widely accepted solution among scholars, there is no
absolute consensus. Some scholars favor alternative models like the Farrer Hypothesis, and ongoing research
continues to refine our understanding of the relationships among the Synoptic Gospels.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding the Synoptic Problem: A Comprehensive Guide
This book offers an in-depth exploration of the synoptic problem, detailing the various hypotheses and
methodologies used to address the literary relationship among the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. It
evaluates traditional solutions such as the Two-Source Hypothesis and the Farrer Theory, providing readers
with clear explanations of each approach. The author integrates historical context and textual analysis,
making it accessible for both scholars and students.

2. The Synoptic Problem: A Critical Analysis of Markan Priority
Focusing primarily on the Markan Priority hypothesis, this work critically examines the evidence
supporting the idea that Mark was the first Gospel written and a source for Matthew and Luke. The book
assesses textual parallels, editorial tendencies, and thematic developments across the synoptic Gospels. It also
addresses common objections and alternative theories, offering a balanced perspective on this prevailing
solution.

3. Sources and Solutions: The Quest for the Synoptic Gospels’ Origins
This volume delves into the source-critical approach to the synoptic problem, emphasizing the role of
hypothetical documents like Q and M. It explores how these sources might have influenced the
composition of the canonical Gospels and discusses the challenges in reconstructing lost texts. The author
combines rigorous scholarship with accessible prose to illuminate this complex area of biblical studies.

4. The Farrer Hypothesis and the Synoptic Problem
Dedicated to examining the Farrer Hypothesis, this book argues against the necessity of a Q source,
proposing that Luke used both Mark and Matthew as sources. It provides detailed textual comparisons and
historical analysis to support this theory. The work is notable for its fresh approach and contribution to
ongoing debates in synoptic Gospel studies.

5. Reconsidering the Synoptic Problem: New Perspectives and Approaches
This collection of essays presents innovative perspectives on the synoptic problem, incorporating recent
archaeological discoveries and advances in literary criticism. Contributors challenge traditional models and
suggest alternative frameworks for understanding the relationship among the synoptic Gospels. The book is
essential for readers seeking contemporary discussions and emerging solutions.



6. The Two-Source Hypothesis: Foundations and Critiques
An authoritative resource on the Two-Source Hypothesis, this book traces its historical development and
examines the textual evidence supporting it. It also addresses critiques and competing theories, providing a
comprehensive overview of the most widely accepted solution to the synoptic problem. The clarity and
depth of analysis make it a valuable reference for scholars and students alike.

7. The Synoptic Problem in Context: Historical and Theological Dimensions
This work situates the synoptic problem within broader historical and theological contexts, exploring how
early Christian communities might have influenced Gospel composition. It discusses the implications of
different solutions for understanding the message and purpose of the synoptic Gospels. The book bridges
critical scholarship with theological reflection, appealing to a diverse readership.

8. Beyond Q: Exploring Alternative Solutions to the Synoptic Problem
Challenging the dominant Q hypothesis, this book investigates various alternative solutions, including the
Griesbach and Farrer hypotheses. It evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of each and considers their
impact on biblical scholarship. The author advocates for a more nuanced approach to the synoptic problem,
encouraging critical engagement with established theories.

9. The Synoptic Problem Explained: A Student’s Introduction
Designed as an introductory text, this book breaks down the synoptic problem into understandable
segments for students and newcomers to biblical studies. It covers the main hypotheses, key textual
features, and methodological issues without overwhelming technical detail. The clear presentation and
helpful summaries make it an ideal starting point for those interested in the topic.
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