
The Synoptic Problem
and the Four Source Theory

The Hypothesis

! In order to solve the problem of the relationship of the Synoptic Gospels to each other B. H. 
Streeter (The Four Gospels, 1924) posited a four source hypothesis which, though modified, 
has been regarded by many scholars as the most workable explanation of gospel origins.

The Sources

Description! ! Origin

Q (uelle)! Material used by Matthew and Luke, but not by Mark. Antioch

M (atthew)! Material found uniquely in Matthew, based on a "
Jerusalem sayings document." Jerusalem

L (uke)! Material found uniquely in Luke, based
! ! ! on Caesarean oral tradition. Caesarea

Mark! The Roman gospel upon which Matthew 
! ! ! and Luke are based. Rome

The Method

Mark ! The priority of Mark is key to the whole hypothesis. The other Synoptic 
writers depended upon this original work.

Matthew ! Matthew used Mark, Q, and his Jerusalem sayings document as his main 
sources.

Luke ! Luke used Mark, Q and his Caesarean tradition which was probably oral 
in character.
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The Crux
The crux of the issue is whether the similarities observable in the Synoptic gospels can be 
accounted for only on the basis of literary dependence. To those who adopt this view, it seems 
inconceivable that the similarities could be accounted for in some other way. However, as 
Guthrie warns, "...the New Testament investigator must guard against the fallacious 
assumption that what is inconceivable to him must be false" (New Testament Introduction, p. 
132).

The Difficulties

! One of the major difficulties with the concept of literary dependence is why Matthew, an 
apostle, would need to gather material from Mark and Luke, neither of whom were apostles. 
This hypothesis is also contradicted by the view of the early church that the gospels with the 
genealogies (Matthew and Luke) were written first (Eusebius Historia Ecclesiastica 6:14). !

The Alternatives

There are several alternatives to the hypothesis that the gospel writers depended upon each 
other and other literary sources for their material.

1)! Oral Tradition

Oral tradition may account for the similarities of the gospels. The early teaching of Jesus 
was passed on by His disciples according to a fixed pattern that the gospel writers were 
acquainted with.

2)! Audience and Purpose

The purpose of the writer and particular needs or interests of his readers may have led 
the gospel writers to emphasize different things -- to include some material and to omit 
other data which was deemed non-essential to his aim.

3)! Divine Inspiration

The Holy Spirit may have, and in fact did, lead the gospel writers to record the same 
teachings and narratives, often in the same words (2 Tim. 3:16-17, 2 Pet. 1:20-21, John 
14:26, 16:12-14).
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One cannot be dogmatic in suggesting a solution to the Synoptic problem, but the alternatives 
suggested here must be given careful consideration before unreservedly accepting the 
tentative hypothesis of the literary dependence of the Synoptic Gospels.

For Further Study Guthrie, Donald, New Testament Introduction. Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 1970, pp. 121-187; Hiebert, D. Edmond. An Introduction to the New Testament. 
Chicago: Moody Press, 1975, pp. 160-190.
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