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Source Theory
Source theory is the study of what documents, information etc a person used when they were composing their work. In the Bible there are two main areas where source theory is used: The Gospels, and the Torah (aka the Pentateuch, aka the Books of the Law). When a person today writes a book, they put a bibliography on the end, but the ancients had no bibliographies, and it was common practice to copy bits of other works extensively without references.
The Gospels

There are four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John. In which order were they written, and were the writers aware of the existence of the other gospels at the time of writing?

Three of the Gospels are remarkably similar in content, style and event ordering, these are called the Synoptic gospels (or “the Synoptics”). These are Matthew, Mark and Luke. The question of how these three works are related is known as “The Synoptic Problem”. The major work of Gospel source theory is to try to answer the Synoptic problem. Accounts of the same event in two different gospels are called parallel accounts or passages.
The second challenge that Gospel source theory seeks to answer is the relation between John and the Synoptics. John is quite different from the Synoptics in ideas and event ordering. An explanation for this difference, and John’s relation to the other three gospels is desirable.
There are two quite distinct forms of dependence: Oral and Written. Written dependence is where the author has their source documents in front of them in written form and is using them for reference. Oral Tradition is where the author is relying on their memory of another person telling them about it, or of their own memory of the event.
The naïve view of source theory:

Why not assume that the four Gospels are independent, that each author wrote down as much as they knew, and each is written from their own point of view? Surely any agreement can be explained by the fact that they are both reporting Jesus’ exact words correctly? Jesus would have told most of his parables many, many, times with slight variations, so what is the problem?
There are five problems with this:

1. Verbatim agreement. The different gospels often use the exact same words to describe things. Since they are reporting an Aramaic speech and they are writing in Greek, the use of exactly the same words in translation is particularly suspicious. In one passage about John the Baptist, Matthew and Luke agree on 61 out of 63 words. In general the Synoptics agree on about 50% of words, but agree with John on only 10%.
2. Extensive agreement in order. When the arrangement of material is not strictly chronological, yet agrees, it is hard to think that it is independent. For example, Matthew and Mark both relate the death of John the Baptist as a non-chronological flashback in the same place in their narrative.
3. Substantially similar selection of material. Jesus did and said many, many, things, so any account of his ministry must involve some editorial judgment in what to include and what to leave out. The synoptic gospels, for instance, relate many of the same miracles, but these miracles hardly overlap with the ones related by John. Almost all of Mark's content is in Matthew, about two-thirds of Mark is in Luke.
4. Presence of editorial comments. eg. It seems to stretch coincidence that both Mark and Matthew happened to insert the words “let the reader understand” into their accounts at exactly the same point.

Matt 24:15-16

So when you see the desolating sacrilege standing in the holy place, as was spoken of by the prophet Daniel (let the reader understand), then those in Judea must flee to the mountains;

Mark 13:14

But when you see the desolating sacrilege set up where it ought not to be (let the reader understand), then those in Judea must flee to the mountain

5. A consistent literary pattern between the three documents that establishes Mark as the "middle term" connecting Matthew and Luke. Agreements between Matthew and Luke against Mark occur significantly less than agreements by the others against Matthew or Luke in arrangement and wording.
What sorts of things textual analysts deal with:
Here is one example of a parallel passage, the parable of the sower. Here is the parable:

	Matthew 13
	Mark 4
	Luke 8

	"Listen! A sower went out to sow. 4 And as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. 5 Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. 6 But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered away. 7 Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them. 8 Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.
	3 "Listen! A sower went out to sow. 4 And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5 Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. 6 And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. 8 Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold."
	5 "A sower went out to sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell on the path and was trampled on, and the birds of the air ate it up. 6 Some fell on the rock; and as it grew up, it withered for lack of moisture. 7 Some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew with it and choked it. 8 Some fell into good soil, and when it grew, it produced a hundredfold." 




And here are Jesus’ comments on what it means:

	Matthew 13
	Mark 4
	Luke 8

	Hear then the parable of the sower. 19 When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the path. 20 As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; 21 yet such a person has no root, but endures only for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, that person immediately falls away. 22 As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing. 23 But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty."
	14 The sower sows the word. 15 These are the ones on the path where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. 16 And these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they immediately receive it with joy. 17 But they have no root, and endure only for a while; then, when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away. 18 And others are those sown among the thorns: these are the ones who hear the word, 19 but the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke the word, and it yields nothing. 20 And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold."
	Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God. 12 The ones on the path are those who have heard; then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, so that they may not believe and be saved. 13 The ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy. But these have no root; they believe only for a while and in a time of testing fall away. 14 As for what fell among the thorns, these are the ones who hear; but as they go on their way, they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature. 15 But as for that in the good soil, these are the ones who, when they hear the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bear fruit with patient endurance.



Notes on the parable:

Matt and Mark agree almost word-for-word in the parable.

Matt has “seeds” plural, and Mark has “seed” singular, as does Luke.

Matt has 100, 60, 30 at the end, while Mark has 30, 60, 100, while Luke just has 100.

Both Mark and Luke mention growing at the end of the parable, though Matt does not.

This suggests a dependence between Mark and Matt. So, either:

	Matt
	Mark
	?

	(
	(
	(  (

	Mark
	Matt
	Mark   Matt


It also suggests a similar dependence between Mark and Luke.

Notes on the explanation of the parable:

3 different names used for Satan.
Mark and Matt share similar phrases, while Luke is quite different.
In Matt the explanation has singular present people, with seeds sown in the past tense.

In Mark the explanation has plural present people, with the seed sown in the present tense.

In Luke the explanation has plural present people, with the seed sown in the past tense.

Thus Matt and Luke agree against Mark about the tense of the sowing.

But Mark and Luke agree against Matt as to the plurality of the seeds.

	
	Matt
	Mark
	Luke

	Parable:
	Pl.
	Sing.
	Sing.

	Explanation:
	Sing.
	Pl.
	Pl.


Comments by ancient authors:

Papias (c100AD) says: “Mark having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately whatsoever he remembered. It was not, however, in exact order that he related the sayings or deeds of Christ. For he neither heard the Lord nor accompanied Him. But afterwards, as I said, he accompanied Peter, who accommodated his instructions to the necessities of his hearers, but with no intention of giving a regular narrative of the Lord's sayings. Wherefore Mark made no mistake in thus writing some things as he remembered them. For of one thing he took especial care, not to omit anything he had heard, and not to put anything fictitious into the statements… Matthew put together the sayings of the Lord in the Hebrew language, and each one interpreted them as best he could.”
Irenaeus (c180AD) says: “Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church. After their departure, Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, did also hand down to us in writing what had been preached by Peter. Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the Gospel preached by him. Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia.”

Clement (c200AD) says: “the gospels that include genealogies [Matthew & Luke] were written first; but that the gospel according to Mark came about in this way: When Peter had publicly proclaimed the word & by the Spirit preached the gospel at Rome, those who were present, being many, urged Mark – as one of his [Peter's] long-time followers who remembered what was said – to make a record of what had been spoken. And he did this and distributed the gospel among those who had asked him. And when this matter came to Peter's attention, he neither strongly forbid it, nor urged it on. But, last of all, John – aware that the outward facts had been set out in the [synoptic] gospels, – was encouraged by his disciples & divinely motivated by the Spirit, composed a spiritual gospel.”
Notes:

1. The gospel of Matthew is not in Hebrew/Aramaic, it is in Greek. It shows no sign of being a translation of any non-Greek original.

2.  It is suggested John had knowledge of the contents of the other three Gospels, and deliberately composed his gospel differently. This is plausible.

3. The order of writing was apparently: Matthew, Luke, Mark, John.

It is difficult to know how much weight to give to the comments on the ancients on these matters. They report other things as facts that are not always reliable. (eg Papias says Judas died due to getting fat and being crushed by a chariot, Irenaeus says Jesus lived until he was almost 50.) How much of what they are saying is rumour, or their own assumptions, and how much of it is fact?

Solutions to the Synoptic Problem

The oldest solution to the synoptic problem was that given by Augustine, and since then almost every conceivable combination of sources have been theorised. Here are the three theories that are currently most popular:
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The Two Source Hypothesis 
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This has been the majority view for the last century and a half. It holds that the first gospel written was Mark, and that Matthew and Luke both used Mark plus some second, now-lost document “Q” (from German “Quelle” = Source). Thus anything common to all three gospels can be understood as being from Mark, while anything common to Matthew and Luke but not in Mark, is understood as being from Q. Most of Q seems to be sayings of Jesus, this has led some people to wonder whether Q contained sayings only (was it the document Papias mentions was written by Matthew for example?), but then we are left with the question of how to explain the Matthew-Luke agreements that aren’t sayings of Jesus.
Two-source scholars discuss “M” and “L” as well. M = things that appear only in Matthew, L = things that appear only in Luke. These may be additional bits of information known to those authors and/or additional documents they were using.

[image: image7.png]Mk
1w



The Two Gospel (neo-Griesbach) Hypothesis
This is the idea that Matthew is the first gospel and both Mark and Luke used Matthew. To explain the overlap in Luke and Mark, it holds that Mark used Luke. Thus Mark combined both Matthew and Luke.

The material common to all three gospels (“triple tradition”) is a result of Mark's editorial choices of what to include. The things in common between Matthew and Luke but not in Mark (“double tradition”) is that material which Luke liked in Matthew but which were not copied by Mark.
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The Farrer Hypothesis
This theory holds that the gospel order was Mark, Matthew, Luke. Apart from that it is similar to the 2GH.
Other theories include:

	Augustinian
	Jerusalem School
	Logia Translation

(cf. Papias’ comments)
	Marsh’s version
of the 2GH
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The Gospel of John
How is John related to the Synoptics? No one is quite sure. He mentions some of the same material, but not much – not enough for us to be sure that there is any kind of dependence on the Synoptics or vice versa. Did he know of the Synoptics and deliberately avoid saying the same things? Is John intending to report facts about Jesus or is he deliberately putting words into Jesus’ mouth for believers’ spiritual edification?

One thing seems relatively clear, John has it’s own internal source problems. The vast majority of scholars believe it was edited (“redacted”) by a second person after it had been written. (Perhaps the second “John” mentioned by Papias, who may have also written Revelation?) That person is responsible for at least chapter 21, and quite possible numerous notes throughout the work. Many scholars also think the order of several chapters has been changed from the original.

The Old Testament: The Documentary Hypothesis
For the Gospels we have too many hypotheses to choose from. For the Old Testament books we have only one serious contender: The Documentary or JEPD hypothesis. Many conservative Christians do not like the JEPD hypothesis – it is often attacked as liberal, against the reliability of the Bible etc… but there doesn’t seem to be a serious alternative to it.

It has been traditionally believed that the Torah (Genesis – Deuteronomy) was written by Moses. But Deuteronomy records Moses’ death. “Ah, but Moses was a prophet, he wrote about his own death in the future.” Alternatively it is sometimes claimed that someone else wrote the end of Deuteronomy. But there is quite obviously no change in style throughout Deuteronomy.
In fact, it is quite obvious that the style of Deuteronomy is quite different to the style of Genesis-Numbers and that the style of Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel, & 1-2 Kings is the same as that of Deuteronomy. Thus it strongly appears that someone living in the 7th century BC or so (when 2 Kings concludes) wrote Deuteronomy-2 Kings. In the JEPD hypothesis, this person is called “D” – the Deuteronomist and the history is called the Deuteronomic history. This seems relatively uncontroversial in itself: Perhaps Moses wrote Genesis-Numbers, and someone else (Jeremiah?) wrote the Deuteronomic history.

The big observation that drives the JEPD theory is that different passages of Genesis-Numbers use two different names for God:

Yahweh / Jehovah / LORD
vs
Elohim / God / Most-High

“J” comes from “Jahwist” – ie the source that had Yahweh as the name for God, and “E” comes from “Elohist” – ie the source that used Elohim as a name for God.

A second observation that agrees with the first is the presence of Doublets: Two passages on the same topic, which could potentially stand alone (ie could have come from different original documents) and each of which uses a different name for God. One example of doublets are the two creation narratives are Genesis 1 (Elohim) and Genesis 2 (Jehovah). 

A third observation is that there are some Triplets. Some stories are repeated not twice but three times. The Elohist source seems to break down quite naturally into two strands: An “E” source and a “P” (=Priestly) source. P seems to focus on priests and priestly things.

Together the idea that a redactor (editor) has taken three original documents J, E and P and cut and pasted them together serves to explain very well the vast majority of the observed data about Genesis-Numbers. The three sources have identifiable themes, focuses, and tendencies. J concentrates on God’s interactions with man and contained the accounts of God talking, fighting, arguing etc with men. (eg the creation account in Genesis 2 is from J). P concentrates on God’s cosmic power and otherness (eg the creation account in Genesis 1) and the need for priests to get things perfectly right or else God’s power will destroy them.
Most scholars believe the sources  should be dated to significantly after Moses (c1500BC) is supposed to have lived, hence why conservatives don’t like the JEPD hypothesis. (J = 10th, E = 9th, P = 8th, D = 7th, redacted = 6th centuries BC). Some scholars want to date the P source as later than and dependent on the D source, and hence assign P to the 6th century BC. Many people think the accounts given of most events by the different sources are contradictory, another reason why the theory is not liked by conservatives, as they suspect scholars are trying to create contradictory accounts within the bible in order to undermine its credibility.
Some scholars have got a bit over-enthusiastic, believing they can identify all sorts of other sources and redactions within each of the JEPD sources. There are still outstanding disputes about whether certain passages belong to E or P, and whether the final compiler made any actual changes to the sources as he cut and pasted (and if so, what?), and whether D was redacted.
