THE SYNOPTIC PROBLEM AND PROPOSED SOLUTION

Because the first three gospels show a close interrelation in content and manner of expression, they are called the Synoptic Gospels (from the Greek syn = together, and optanomai = see). When they are set out in columns side by side, it is obvious that much of their material is a variation of a common theme shared by the others, though each is too distinctive for the relationship between them to be accounted for as different editions of the same information. 

While many theories have been proposed in explanation, they distil to three – oral tradition, reciprocal borrowing, and documentary sources

(1) the oral tradition theory is the oldest of the three and seems to have been the underlying assumption of the church fathers. Papias remarked that Matthew recorded the sayings of Jesus in Aramaic (Hebrew dialect) notes and that every man interpreted them as he was able. Mark, he said, was Peter’s scribe and interpreter who wrote accurately all that he remembered, but did not put it into the original order of speaking or action. Iranaeus (c.170AD) called Luke’s gospel a reproduction of Pauline preaching, and attributed the fourth gospel to John.
In each instance that they mention, they assume that the Gospel writer either had personal knowledge of Jesus’ works and teaching, or, that he was reproducing the content of preaching that he had heard repeatedly from some apostolic authority. The theory assumes that the facts concerning Jesus had been collected and organised, then memorised, and finally delivered orally in a fairly fixed form
In favour of this view is the certainty that the message of the Gospels was preached before it was written. Constant reiteration tends to crystallisation of form; a repeated story will become stereotyped. Paul wrote of the message “received” (1 Corinthians 15:3) and “preached” (Galatians 1:11) implying an underlying core of fact that he could not change. Although he does not speak in this instance of written documents, 2 Timothy 4:13 infers Paul possessed written ministry documents of some kind.
(2) the theory of mutual interdependence is that two of the Gospels borrowed from each other to the exclusion of any other sources. This theory has taken many forms over the years, and while it solves some problems, it can’t account for the marked differences between the various gospels

(3) the documentary hypothesis is the most widely accepted today. It assumes that Matthew and Luke built their Gospels on the basis of Mark, plus a collection of sayings of Jesus called “Q” from the German quelle = source. While Matthew and Luke diverge greatly from each other in content and order, the content of Mark is reproduced almost wholly in the other two. Although Matthew and Mark occasionally agree against Luke, and while Luke and Mark may agree against Matthew, Matthew and Luke do not agree against Mark. This would be expected if Matthew and Luke both used Mark independently.
Some discourse material, like the Sermon on the Mount, common to Matthew and Luke, does not appear in Mark. This again would be expected if Matthew and Luke independently used collections of the sayings of Jesus that have been found in the papyri from an early date ( = Q).

A further development of this view was proposed by Burnett Streeter. He associated Mark with Rome (c.60AD); “Q” with Antioch (c.50AD), an “M” document (narrative and non-Lukan sayings peculiar to Matthew) with Jerusalem (c.65AD), and an “L” document with Caesarea (c.60AD). From these four ancestors the first and third Gospels were descended, while Mark, one of the sources, survived independently.
A further critical technique is known as Redaktiongeschichte inferring the Gospel writers redacted (shaped and presented) according to their own distinctive approach the existing traditional materials concerning Christ’s life that they had.

Of some things we are more certain:

(1) The Gospel of Matthew represents the notes Matthew took of Jesus’ teaching with a framework of narrative that closely, and at times verbally, resembles Mark. The resemblances could be explained on the basis of common tradition and living contact equally as well as by appropriation of written work

(2) The Gospel of Mark represents the main line of narrative preaching about Jesus. It was reproduced by a man who had contact with the apostles from the very inception of the church, and it was written while some of them at least were alive. It’s content was known from a very early date, whether the actual document had been published then or not
(3) The Gospel of Luke represents the independent account of Paul’s travelling companion, who wrote in the 7th decade of the 1st century, and who incorporated both the narrative framework of apostolic preaching and the results of his own research. Many of the parables and miracles recorded in Luke are not identical with those of Matthew, and even Jesus’ teachings are organised differently. If Matthew or Luke both used Q, at least one of them took great liberties with it. Either Matthew arranged the bulk of the teaching topically, as in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7), or else Luke scattered the teaching throughout the Gospel intentionally. It is more reasonable to assume Luke met with Matthew personally, or that his recording of Jesus’ sayings had its source in direct contact with the people who had first heard them and with the apostles who preached them.
This study is a summary of New Testament Survey by M.C.Tenney (William Eerdmans Publishing Co.,Grand Rapids Michigan, 1985) pp.139-145
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