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Historical Background Of Synoptic
Gospels

Historical Background of Synoptic Gospels The historical background of synoptic
gospels is a fascinating area of biblical scholarship that explores the origins, authorship,
and development of three of the earliest Christian texts: the Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel
of Mark, and the Gospel of Luke. Often grouped together due to their similar content,
structure, and narrative style, these three gospels are collectively known as the Synoptic
Gospels. Understanding their historical background provides valuable insights into the
early Christian community, the transmission of oral traditions, and the socio-political
context of the 1st century CE.

The Origins and Authorship of the Synoptic Gospels

Early Christian Communities and Oral Traditions

The synoptic gospels emerged within a vibrant and rapidly growing Christian movement
rooted in Jewish traditions. In the decades following Jesus Christ’s crucifixion and
resurrection, early followers began to share stories about Jesus’ life, teachings, death, and
resurrection. These oral traditions formed the foundation upon which the written gospels
were later constructed. - Oral Transmission: Before being committed to writing, Jesus’
teachings and deeds were transmitted orally through sermons, sayings, parables, and
stories. - Community Settings: These traditions circulated within various early Christian
communities across Judea, Galilee, and surrounding regions. - Variations: Different
communities sometimes preserved slightly different versions of Jesus’ sayings, reflecting
local dialects, customs, or theological emphases.

Dating and Authorship

Determining the precise dates and authors of the synoptic gospels has been a central
concern of biblical scholars. - Gospel of Mark: Generally regarded as the earliest gospel,
written around 65-70 CE. Traditionally attributed to John Mark, a companion of the Apostle
Peter, though modern scholarship questions direct authorship. - Gospel of Matthew:
Traditionally attributed to the apostle Matthew, a tax collector and one of Jesus’ disciples.
Scholars estimate its composition around 80-90 CE. - Gospel of Luke: Attributed to Luke, a
physician and companion of the Apostle Paul. It’s believed to have been written around
80-90 CE as well. While these traditional attributions are influential, most contemporary



scholars agree that the gospels are the product of anonymous authors or communities
rather than direct disciples.

The Synoptic Problem and Literary Relationships

The Similarities and Differences

The term “synoptic” comes from Greek, meaning “seeing together,” reflecting the close
similarities among the three gospels. - Shared Content: The synoptic gospels recount many
of the same stories, sayings, and miracles, often in similar sequences. - Distinctive
Material: Despite overlaps, each gospel also contains unique material and theological
emphases. - Differences in Wording and Sequencing: Variations in wording, order of
events, and emphasis provide clues to their literary relationships.

Theories Explaining Their Relationships

Scholars have long debated how these three gospels relate to each other, resulting in
several hypotheses.

Two-Source Hypothesis: Proposes that Mark was the first gospel written and served as1.
a source for both Matthew and Luke. Additionally, Matthew and Luke drew on a shared
sayings collection known as Q (from the German Quelle, meaning “source”).
Four-Source Hypothesis: Suggests that Matthew and Luke each used Mark, Q, and2.
their own unique sources.
Farrer Hypothesis: Argues that Mark was written first, Matthew used Mark as a3.
source, and Luke used both Mark and Matthew.

Understanding these relationships helps scholars reconstruct the development of early
Christian writings and the transmission of Jesus’ teachings.

Historical and Cultural Context of the Gospels

Jewish-Roman Society in the 1st Century CE

The synoptic gospels were composed during a tumultuous period in Jewish and Roman
history, which profoundly influenced their content. - Roman Occupation: Judea was under
Roman rule, experiencing political unrest, taxation, and social tensions. - Jewish
Expectations: Many Jews anticipated a messianic figure who would liberate them from
Roman domination, shaping some of the messianic claims in the gospels. - Religious
Diversity: The period saw diverse Jewish sects like Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and
Zealots, each with differing beliefs and practices that are reflected in the gospels’
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portrayals of religious leaders.

Early Christian Identity and Mission

The gospels also reflect the identity and mission of early Christian communities. - Jewish
Roots: The gospels are rooted in Jewish traditions, emphasizing Jesus’ role as the
fulfillment of Jewish prophecy. - Universal Message: They promote a message of salvation
accessible to all, including Gentiles. - Persecution and Marginalization: The gospels often
address issues of persecution faced by early Christians under Roman authority.

The Development and Canonization of the Gospels

From Oral to Written Texts

The transition from oral traditions to written texts was driven by various factors. - Need for
Preservation: As eyewitnesses aged and communities grew distant from Jesus’ earthly
ministry, written records became necessary. - Instruction and Worship: Gospels served as
authoritative texts for teaching, liturgy, and preserving orthodoxy. - Addressing Heresies:
Written gospels helped counter diverse or false teachings circulating in early Christian
circles.

Canon Formation and Recognition

The recognition of the synoptic gospels as authoritative scripture developed over the first
few centuries. - Early Use: By the 2nd century CE, the gospels were widely used in
Christian worship and teaching. - Formal Canonization: Church councils in the 4th century,
such as the Synod of Hippo (393 CE), affirmed the fourfold canon, including the synoptic
gospels. - Enduring Influence: Today, the synoptic gospels remain foundational texts for
Christian faith, theology, and biblical studies.

Conclusion

The historical background of synoptic gospels reveals a complex interplay of oral tradition,
community development, textual transmission, and socio-political influences. These texts
emerged from the diverse and dynamic early Christian movement within Jewish society
under Roman rule. Their similarities and differences continue to inspire scholarly debate,
shedding light on how early Christians understood and preserved the life and teachings of
Jesus Christ. Recognizing the historical context of the synoptic gospels enriches our
appreciation of these foundational Christian documents and their enduring spiritual and
cultural significance.



Historical Background of Synoptic Gospels The synoptic gospels—Matthew, Mark, and
Luke—are central texts in Christian tradition, offering a threefold perspective on the life,
teachings, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Their unique similarities and distinct
differences have intrigued scholars, theologians, and historians for centuries.
Understanding their historical background is crucial to appreciating their significance,
both as religious documents and as historical sources. These texts not only reflect the early
Christian community's beliefs and practices but also provide insights into the cultural,
political, and social contexts of 1st-century Judea and surrounding regions.

Origins and Development of the Synoptic Gospels

Early Christian Communities and Oral Tradition

The origins of the synoptic gospels are deeply embedded in the oral traditions of early
Christian communities. After the death and resurrection of Jesus, his followers began to
spread his teachings verbally, emphasizing key events and parables. These oral traditions
served as the foundation upon which written texts were eventually composed. - Features: -
Emphasis on memorability and oral transmission - Variations in storytelling based on local
contexts and community needs - Use of sayings, parables, and miracle stories to convey
theological messages - Pros: - Preserved diverse perspectives on Jesus’ ministry - Allowed
for adaptation to different cultural contexts - Cons: - Variability and potential distortions
over time - Difficulties in reconstructing original sayings or events

Mark’s Gospel: The Earliest Synoptic Account

Scholars widely agree that the Gospel of Mark is the earliest of the synoptic texts,
generally dated around 65-70 CE. Mark’s gospel appears to have served as a source for
both Matthew and Luke, which is central to the two-source hypothesis. - Historical Context:
- Written during a period of significant turmoil, likely around the Jewish-Roman War (66-73
CE) - Reflects the early Christian community's attempts to define identity amidst
persecution - Features: - Concise narrative with a focus on the suffering and death of Jesus
- Emphasis on Jesus’ actions more than his teachings - Use of vivid, dramatic language and
immediacy - Significance: - Provides a primary datable source for understanding early
Christian beliefs - Offers insights into the socio-political environment of Judea under Roman
rule

Matthew and Luke: Expanding on Mark and Q

Following Mark, the Gospels of Matthew (circa 80-90 CE) and Luke (circa 80-90 CE) are
believed to have used Mark as a source, along with a hypothetical sayings collection known
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as Q (from the German Quelle, meaning "source"). - Q Source: - A collection of Jesus’
sayings, shared exclusively by Matthew and Luke - Not surviving as a standalone document
but reconstructed through textual analysis - Features: - Matthew emphasizes Jesus’
fulfillment of Jewish prophecy, portraying him as the new Moses - Luke highlights Jesus’
compassion and universality, with particular attention to marginalized groups - Both
expand upon Mark’s narrative with additional material, parables, and teachings - Historical
Significance: - Reflect differing theological emphases and community contexts - Indicate
early debates within Christianity regarding identity, law, and mission

Historical and Cultural Contexts

Jewish Society in the 1st Century

The synoptic gospels were composed within a Jewish milieu heavily influenced by Roman
occupation, religious diversity, and messianic expectations. - Key Aspects: - Jewish religious
laws and traditions (Torah, Sabbath, temple worship) - Messianic hopes circulating among
various groups (Zealots, Pharisees, Essenes) - Political unrest and anticipation of a
liberating Messiah - Impact on the Gospels: - Gospel narratives often interpret Jesus’
actions and teachings within Jewish prophetic traditions - Tensions between Jesus’
teachings and Jewish authorities are prominent themes

Roman Influence and Political Climate

Roman rule exerted significant influence over Jewish life, influencing the tone and content
of the gospels. - Features: - References to Roman authorities (e.g., Pilate) - Emphasis on
themes of kingship, authority, and sovereignty - Use of Roman titles and imagery to portray
Jesus’ kingship - Pros: - Contextualizes Jesus’ crucifixion as a political act - Highlights the
tensions between the early followers of Jesus and Roman imperial power - Cons: - Potential
bias against Roman authorities - Limited access to direct Roman perspectives, relying
instead on Jewish accounts

Historical Analysis and Criticism

Source Criticism

Historians analyze the gospels to distinguish historical facts from theological
embellishments. This involves examining sources, authorship, and textual variations. -
Features: - Identifying the Q source and other oral traditions - Comparing parallel passages
for consistency and development - Pros: - Aids in reconstructing a likely historical core of
Jesus’ life and teachings - Clarifies the evolution of early Christian beliefs - Cons: -



Difficulties in verifying sources - Theological motives may influence historical
reconstructions

Redaction Criticism

This approach studies how the gospel writers edited and arranged their material to serve
specific theological messages. - Features: - Recognizing editorial choices and emphases -
Understanding each gospel’s unique audience and purpose - Pros: - Reveals the community
contexts and theological debates - Helps interpret the texts beyond their surface narratives
- Cons: - May obscure the historical Jesus behind theological layers - Subjectivity in
determining redactional motives

Influence of External Sources

While the gospels are primarily religious texts, external sources also provide context and
corroboration. - Jewish Historian Josephus: - Mentions Jesus briefly, confirming his
historical existence - Provides context about Jewish society and messianic movements -
Roman Sources: - Tacitus and Suetonius reference early Christians and their leader, Jesus -
Implications: - External references support the historicity of Jesus - Help situate the gospel
narratives within broader historical frameworks

Conclusion: The Significance of the Historical
Background

Understanding the historical background of the synoptic gospels is essential for grasping
their multifaceted nature. They are not merely religious documents but also reflections of
their time, shaped by complex social, political, and theological factors. Recognizing their
origins in oral tradition, their development through various sources, and their context
within Jewish and Roman worlds enriches our comprehension of these texts. While they
serve religious purposes, they also function as valuable historical sources that continue to
inform debates about the life of Jesus and early Christianity. Features of the Synoptic
Gospels’ Historical Background: - Rich in cultural and political context - Derived from
multiple sources and oral traditions - Reflect diverse theological perspectives - Influenced
by socio-political upheavals of 1st-century Judea Pros: - Provide a multi-layered
understanding of early Christianity - Offer insights into Jewish and Roman society - Support
historical investigations into Jesus’ life Cons: - Challenges in separating historical facts
from theological narrative - Variations and contradictions among sources - Potential biases
of the gospel writers In sum, the historical background of the synoptic gospels underscores
their importance as both faith-based and historical documents. They continue to be vital for
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understanding the origins of Christianity, the figure of Jesus, and the early communities
that shaped his message.

Questions & Answers About historical background of
synoptic gospels

N
o

Question Answer

1 What are the Synoptic
Gospels and why are they
called 'Synoptic'?

The Synoptic Gospels refer to the first three
Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—that share
similar viewpoints, narratives, and wording, allowing
them to be viewed side-by-side ('synoptic' means
'seeing together').

2 What is the historical
significance of the Synoptic
Gospels in Christianity?

They provide the earliest written accounts of Jesus'
life, teachings, death, and resurrection, forming the
foundation of Christian doctrine and understanding
of Jesus' ministry.

3 How do the Synoptic Gospels
differ from the Gospel of
John?

While Matthew, Mark, and Luke share similar
content and structure, John presents a more
theological and mystical portrayal of Jesus, with
different chronological order and events.

4 What are the main theories
about the sources of the
Synoptic Gospels?

The most prominent theory is the Two-Source
Hypothesis, which suggests that Matthew and Luke
drew from the Gospel of Mark and a hypothetical
sayings source called 'Q'.

5 When were the Synoptic
Gospels likely written?

Scholars generally date Mark to around 65-70 AD,
Matthew to 80-90 AD, and Luke to 80-85 AD, making
them some of the earliest New Testament writings.

6 How does the historical
context influence the content
of the Synoptic Gospels?

They reflect the Jewish-Roman context of 1st-century
Palestine, addressing issues like Jewish law, Roman
occupation, and early Christian communities.

7 What role did oral tradition
play in the development of the
Synoptic Gospels?

Oral tradition was crucial, as stories and teachings
about Jesus were transmitted verbally before being
written down, influencing the similarities among the
Synoptic texts.

8 Why do scholars study the
historical background of the
Synoptic Gospels?

Studying their historical background helps
understand the context, authorship, and purpose
behind the texts, shedding light on their reliability
and theological themes.



9 What are some key challenges
in establishing the historical
background of the Synoptic
Gospels?

Challenges include limited external historical
sources, differences among the Gospels, and the
theological nature of the texts that can influence
historical interpretation.

Synoptic Gospels, Gospel writers, New Testament, biblical chronology, Jesus' ministry,
Gospel similarities, Gospel authorship, biblical history, synoptic problem, early Christian
texts
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