
Explanation of Synopsis A

This synoptic chart is a work in progress, associated with the blog  “One Thing Needful”; 
www.luke-commentary.com. Please do not copy or distribute the chart without the permission of 
the author of the blog. An explanation of the possible significance of the relationships between the 
three synoptic gospels as illustrated in the chart is developed in the blog. 

The column headed ‘Matthew’ shows successive units of Matthew’s gospel in order, starting at 
Chapter 3 and ending at Chapter 18. The coloured cells in the Matthew column are units of 
Matthew’s gospel that occur in Luke.   

The column headed ‘Luke’ shows successive units of Luke’s gospel in order, starting and Chapter 3 
and ending within Chapter 10. The units of Luke’s gospel are divided into blocks of coloured cells. 
For units of Luke’s gospel that also occur in Matthew, the colour of the cell in the Luke column is 
the same colour as that of the same unit in the Matthew column.

The column headed “Luke adds” shows units that are in Luke’s gospel but not in Matthew’s. These 
cells are coloured according to the block of material within which they occur in Luke. They are 
located within the “Luke adds” column at the point in Matthew’s order in which the ‘added’ 
passages occur in Luke (or sometimes opposite a unit of Matthew that is broadly equivalent to the 
Luke passage). 

The phrase “Luke adds” is based on the assumption that Luke knew of Matthew’s gospel and added 
these passages to supplement the material he drew from Matthew. That Luke drew on Matthew is a  
controversial position in New Testament scholarship, but one that the author argues for in the 
blog. The column could less controversially have been headed “material that is in Luke but not in 
Matthew.”

There is no direct horizontal relationship between the cells in the ‘Matthew’ column and those in 
the ‘Luke’ column; hence the grey vertical divide between the Matthew and Luke sides of the chart. 
Rather, the Matthew and Luke columns show the order of textual units in Matthew and Luke 
respectively, with the colours making it easier to locate the source of any given unit in Luke in 
terms of its position in Matthew.  

It is a notable feature of the relationship between the units of Matthew and those in Luke, that 
within any one of the blocks of colour in the Luke column, the order of the units is the same as the 
order in which those same units appear in Matthew, even though the differently coloured units are 
interspersed among one another in the Matthew column. As I outline in the blog, this pattern could 
be explained by Luke having followed a particular procedure when he drawing on Matthew’s units 
(and may be difficult to explain if he did not have access to Matthew’s gospel).

The far left and far right columns show the units of Mark’s gospel, coloured in green. When the 
units of Mark are in the same order as those in Matthew they are shown in the far left column.  
When the units of Mark are in the same order as those in Luke they are shown in the far right 
column. A cross in the far left column indicates a unit that occurs in Matthew but not in Mark; a 
cross in the far right column indicates a unit that occurs in Luke but not in Mark. An L in the far 
left column indicates that the corresponding unit occurs in Matthew, but that it also occurs in Luke 
and is part of a block of units in which the order of Mark’s units corresponds to those of Luke. An 
M in the far right column indicates that the corresponding unit occurs in Luke, but that it also 
occurs in Matthew and is part of a block of units in which the order of Mark’s units corresponds to 
those of Matthew. 

It is well known that whenever Matthew’s order of unit’s does not follow Mark’s, Luke’s order 
usually does, and whenever Luke’s order of units does not follow Mark, Matthew’s order usually 
does. This is often said to provide evidence that Matthew and Luke both independently drew on 
Mark, which is the commonest view of the relation between three synoptic gospels. An alternative 
(perhaps better) explanation is that Mark drew on Matthew and Luke, and that he usually followed 
the order of one or the other.
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