
research and that his intent is to provide an orderly account of what has been 
handed on “from the beginning” (1:1–4). As this comment implies, the Gospel 
authors did not have to start from scratch. They had what scholars call “oral 
sources” (nuggets of material that had been told from memory), and they 
probably also had written sources (materials that people had put into writing 
a generation before the Gospels themselves were produced).

A potentially complicating factor with regard to composition of the Gospels 
concerns the question of whether the evangelists operated independently of 
one another. Did each of the Gospel authors produce his biography of Jesus 
without any clue that others were doing (or had done) the same thing? Or did 
they consult with one another? More to the point, did the ones who wrote 
last have copies of the Gospel or Gospels that were written first? Three of the 
four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—are called the “Synoptic Gospels” 
because they appear to be related to one another in a way that the fourth one 
(John) is not. The word synoptic literally means “seeing together,” and it came 
to be applied to the first three Gospels because their contents could be set in 
parallel columns that allowed them to be read and interpreted side by side. 
The amount of overlapping material is remarkable, as are the similarities in 
structure, style, perspective, and overall tone. The question of exactly how these 
three Gospels should be related to one another may be called the “Synoptic 
Puzzle” (or, more commonly, the “Synoptic Problem”).

To get an inkling of what this involves, let’s consider just one piece of the 
puzzle. Scholars have long noted that the Gospel of Matthew is twice as long 
as the Gospel of Mark and that about 90 percent of the material found in 
Mark is found in Matthew also. Why would this be? Augustine (fourth century) 
thought that Mark perhaps had a copy of Matthew’s Gospel and produced a 
“condensed version” of it. But most modern scholars think that Augustine got 
it backward: Matthew had a copy of Mark’s Gospel and produced an expanded 

Box 5.9

The Gospels and Apostolic Authorship
A popular misconception holds that the four New Testament Gospels were written by apostles—

earthly followers of Jesus who were among his twelve disciples. But the church has always main-

tained that this was not the case for two of the Gospels (Mark and Luke), and Augustine thought 

that this was theologically significant:

The Holy Spirit willed to choose for the writing of the Gospels two who were not even from those who 

made up the Twelve, so that it might not be thought that the grace of evangelization had come only 

to the apostles and that in them the fountain of grace had dried up. (Sermon 239.1)*

The great majority of scholars today would want to apply Augustine’s thinking to all four Gospels, 

since Matthew and John were also probably not composed by members of the Twelve, at least 

in the finished editions that we now possess.

*Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and Henry Wace eds., The Early Church Fathers (1867; repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 38:244.
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