The Gospels Side By Side

A Harmony of the Gospels by Chronology and Topics
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The Gospels Side by Side provide an insightful comparison of the four canonical accounts of the life,
ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, while
sharing a common narrative, each present unique perspectives that reflect their distinct audiences,
theological themes, and literary styles. This article will explore these differences and similarities,
examining how each Gospel contributes to the overarching story of Jesus and the implications for
Christian faith and theology.



Overview of the Gospels

The four Gospels are foundational texts for Christianity, each written in a different context and for
different purposes. They can be categorized as follows:

1. Synoptic Gospels: This term refers to Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which share a significant amount of
content and often recount the same events in similar ways.
2. Johannine Gospel: The Gospel of John stands apart from the Synoptic Gospels in style and

theological emphasis, focusing more on the divinity of Christ and the spiritual significance of His
actions.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of each Gospel is crucial for appreciating their unique
contributions.

- Matthew: Written primarily for a Jewish audience, Matthew emphasizes Jesus as the fulfillment of Old
Testament prophecies. It was likely composed around AD 70-80.

- Mark: Mark is considered the earliest Gospel, likely written around AD 65-70. It addresses a Gentile
audience, possibly in Rome, and presents a fast-paced narrative focused on the actions of Jesus.

- Luke: Written by a physician and companion of Paul, Luke targets a broader Gentile audience,
aiming to provide an orderly account of Jesus' life. This Gospel is dated around AD 80-90.

- John: The Gospel of John, written later (approximately AD 90-100), offers a more reflective and
theological perspective, emphasizing the nature of Christ as the Word made flesh.

Comparative Structure

The structure of the Gospels reveals both their similarities and differences.

Chronological Arrangement

1. Matthew: Begins with a genealogy, followed by the birth narrative, Sermon on the Mount, miracles,
parables, and concludes with the Passion and Resurrection.

2. Mark: Starts with the ministry of John the Baptist, moves quickly through Jesus' miracles and
teachings, and climaxes with the Passion narrative.

3. Luke: Similar to Matthew but includes unique parables and a more detailed account of Jesus' birth
and early life.

4. John: Divided into two main sections: the Book of Signs (miracles) and the Book of Glory (Passion



and Resurrection). It lacks a birth narrative and focuses more on Jesus' identity and teachings.

Thematic Elements

Each Gospel has distinct themes that highlight different aspects of Jesus' character and mission.

- Matthew:

- Jesus as the Jewish Messiah.

- Emphasis on the Kingdom of Heaven.
- Fulfillment of prophecy.

- Mark:

- The suffering servant motif.

- Urgency and immediacy in Jesus’ actions.
- Discipleship and misunderstanding.

- Luke:

- Inclusiveness and compassion.

- The role of the Holy Spirit.

- Social justice and care for the marginalized.
- John:

- The divinity of Christ.

- The concept of eternal life.
- The importance of faith and belief.

Key Events in the Gospels

While the Gospels recount many of the same events, they often differ in the details emphasized and
the order in which they are presented.

Baptism of Jesus

- Matthew 3:13-17: Includes the dialogue between John and Jesus, emphasizing Jesus' righteousness.
- Mark 1:9-11: Briefly mentions the baptism without dialogue, focusing on the event itself.
- Luke 3:21-22: Similar to Mark but highlights the prayer of Jesus during His baptism.

- John 1:29-34: Does not describe the baptism but emphasizes John the Baptist's testimony about
Jesus as the Lamb of God.



Feeding of the 5000

- Matthew 14:13-21: Includes the instruction to gather leftovers.
- Mark 6:30-44: Similar narrative but emphasizes the disciples’ role in the distribution of food.
- Luke 9:10-17: Focuses on Jesus’ compassion for the crowd.

- John 6:1-14: Highlights the miraculous nature of the event and Jesus’ identity as the Bread of Life.

The Passion Narrative

The Passion narratives are crucial in all four Gospels, but they differ in details and emphasis.

- Matthew 26-27: Contains extensive teachings and fulfillment of prophecy.

- Mark 14-15: Focuses on the suffering of Jesus and the disciples' abandonment.

- Luke 22-23: Provides unique elements, including Jesus’ interaction with the women of Jerusalem.

- John 18-19: Emphasizes Jesus’ sovereignty and control over the events leading to His crucifixion.

Distinctive Features

Each Gospel has distinctive features that contribute to its uniqueness.

Genealogy and Birth Narratives

- Matthew: Traces Jesus' lineage to Abraham, emphasizing His Jewish heritage.
- Mark: Does not include a genealogy or birth narrative.

- Luke: Provides a detailed account of Jesus’ birth, including the Annunciation and shepherds, and
traces His genealogy back to Adam.

- John: Opens with a theological prologue (John 1:1-14) rather than a genealogy, emphasizing the pre-
existence of Christ.

Parables and Teachings

- Matthew: Contains many of Jesus’ parables, including the Sermon on the Mount (e.g., Beatitudes).



- Mark: Fewer parables but focuses on the authority of Jesus’ teachings.

- Luke: Features unique parables like the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son, emphasizing mercy
and forgiveness.

- John: Contains longer discourses and teachings, focusing on spiritual truths (e.g., "l am" statements).

Theological Implications

The differences in the Gospels carry significant theological implications for understanding Jesus'
identity and mission.

Christology

- Matthew: Presents Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish prophecy, the Messiah, and King.
- Mark: Portrays Jesus as the suffering servant who experiences human emotions and struggles.

- Luke: Emphasizes Jesus’ compassion and outreach to the marginalized, portraying Him as the Savior
for all.

- John: Highlights the divine nature of Jesus, presenting Him as the eternal Word and the source of life.

Salvation and Discipleship

- Matthew: Focuses on the teachings of Jesus as a guide for ethical living and fulfilling the law.
- Mark: Stress on the cost of discipleship and the call to follow Jesus despite suffering.
- Luke: Emphasizes social justice and the inclusive nature of the Gospel.

- John: Centers on the transformative power of believing in Jesus and the promise of eternal life.

Conclusion

In conclusion, examining the Gospels side by side reveals the richness and depth of the New
Testament accounts of Jesus Christ. Each Gospel offers unique insights that enhance the
understanding of His life, mission, and teachings. By appreciating the distinct voices of Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John, readers can gain a more comprehensive view of the Christian faith and the
person at its center—Jesus Christ. The distinct themes, structures, and theological implications of
each Gospel not only reflect the diverse contexts in which they were written but also contribute to a
fuller understanding of the message of salvation that continues to resonate today.



Frequently Asked Questions

What does ‘the Gospels side by side’' refer to?

It refers to the practice of comparing the four Gospels of the New Testament (Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John) in parallel, to analyze their similarities and differences.

Why is it important to study the Gospels side by side?

Studying the Gospels side by side helps to gain a deeper understanding of the life and teachings of
Jesus, as well as the unique perspectives each Gospel writer brings to the narrative.

What are some key differences between the Gospels?

Key differences include the order of events, the specific teachings emphasized, and the portrayal of
Jesus' personality and mission, such as Mark's focus on Jesus’ suffering and John's emphasis on His
divinity.

How can one effectively compare the Gospels?

One can use a harmony of the Gospels, which arranges the texts in chronological order, or utilize a
side-by-side Bible format that allows for direct comparison of passages.

What insights can be gained from comparing the Nativity
stories in the Gospels?

Comparing the Nativity stories reveals differing details about the birth of Jesus, such as the visit of the
shepherds in Luke and the Magi in Matthew, highlighting varying theological messages.

How do the Gospels address the resurrection of Jesus
differently?

The resurrection accounts vary in details regarding the witnesses, the timing of events, and the
interactions with Jesus after His resurrection, reflecting each author’s theological emphasis.

What resources are available for studying the Gospels side by
side?

Resources include academic commentaries, online platforms with parallel Gospel readings, and books
specifically designed to present the Gospels in a comparative format.
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