
• Roman historians have very little to say about Jesus of Nazareth 
o Both Suetonius and Tacitus (writing c. 120 CE) mention him in passing, but 

neither seems to know more than his name   
• Jewish writings provide more information, but not much more  

o Josephus 
 Josephus’ comments regarding Jesus have apparently been edited and 

expanded by Christians, but it appears that he described Jesus as a 
teacher who was recognized by some as the messiah  

o Rabbinic writings  
 Not surprisingly, the rabbinic writings take a negative stance 

concerning Jesus 
• Disrespectful of the rabbis 
• Crucified as a false prophet or false teacher  
• Possessed only five disciples 

• Surprisingly, Paul (the source of the earliest extant Christian writings) knows very 
little about the “historical Jesus” 

o Member of the lineage of David  
o One of several brothers, one of whom was James (a later leader of the 

Christian community) 
o The source of the Eucharistic tradition  
o Killed by crucifixion  

• These historical discrepancies force readers to rely upon the Christian gospels 
(primarily the canonical gospels, as most of the apocryphal gospels were written 
significantly later) for biographical information of Jesus 

• Although the canonical gospels were associated with certain historical figures by the 
2nd century, they are anonymous; none of them make any claims concerning 
authorship; they are also quite different from one another  

o Matthew, Mark, and Luke possess a strikingly similar chronological 
framework (so much so that there is a literary relationship between them), 
but are quite different in style and content from John 

• Because of the close verbal and material similarities between the first three gospels, 
they are known as the Synoptic (“seen together”) Gospels; the “Synoptic Problem” 
concerns scholarly efforts to unravel the nature of this relationship  

o Two Source Hypothesis  
 Mark used by Matthew and Luke as a source for their own 

compositions  
• Shared content 

o Virtually all of the content of Mark is included in 
Matthew and Luke; more likely that the latter authors 
enlarged the former   

•  Style and vocabulary 
o Matthew and Luke both substantially agree with 

Markan vocabulary (about 70 and 60 percent, 
respectively), but less so with one another (about 40 
percent) 

o Mark is written in a relatively unsophisticated style; 
Matthew and Luke possess a richer diction and style 



 The fact that the narratives of Matthew and Luke do not agree with 
one another when they do not also agree with Mark suggests that the 
latter is the “middle term”: the one upon which they both depend  

 The presence of additional material shared by Matthew and Luke but 
not included in Mark is interpreted by most scholars to be an 
indication of a second primary source (called “Q” from the German 
word meaning “source”) 

 Finally, Matthew and Luke possess their own special material not 
found in the other gospels  

• Conclusions 
o The essential outline of Jesus’ activity is not attested by three independent 

sources, but by one (Mark, upon which the others are depending) 
o Matthew and Luke do not reproduce the style and content of their sources 

verbatim, but may be termed critical revisions of those sources 
o It is highly unlikely that Matthew and Luke (and probably Mark as well) were 

written by eyewitnesses to the life and death of Jesus   


