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Matthew, Mark, and Luke (the synoptic gospels) have many pericopes in common. Wordings in these passages are often identical, and all three gospels have a similar order of pericopes; so there must have been some sort of a written relationship among these three gospels. Here are the possibilities. (The arrows mean “was used by.”)
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The majority of scholars now believes that the right-most chart in the middle row is what happened: Mark was a source for both Matthew and Luke. Here are the reasons for believing this.

Mark’s unique verses

Only 30 verses of Mark’s 609 verses do not appear in Matthew and Luke. Here is what the 30 verses contain: a healing with spit (7:31-37); an incomplete healing with spit (8:22-26); Jesus’ relatives think he is crazy (3:20); an obscure saying about salting with fire (9:49). Either Mark used both Matthew and Luke and added these verses, or Matthew and Luke used Mark and deleted these verses. It is more likely that Matthew and Luke left out these pericopes because they seemed insulting to Jesus, than that Mark added them.

omissions

It is inconceivable that Mark used Matthew or Luke or both, because Mark’s omissions could not be explained. The omissions would include all of Q (e.g., the sermon on the mount), all of M (e.g., the laborers in the vineyard), and all of L (e.g., the good Samaritan, the prodigal son).

order

When Matthew or Luke deviates from Mark’s order, the other usually follows it.

narrative roughnesses

Roughnesses in the narrative flow of Matthew or Luke indicate that each had Mark’s order in front of him. Here are two examples.

In Mark, Jesus does miracles in Capernaum (Mark 1:21-34 and 2:1-12), and afterward Jesus’ neighbors at Nazareth reject him (Mark 6:1-6a). Luke has these passages in reverse order, putting the rejection at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30) prior to the Capernaum miracles (Luke 4:31-41). In the rejection at Nazareth in Luke’s gospel, however, Luke refers to the earlier miracles that Jesus worked at Capernaum (Luke 4:23). Probably, then, Luke had Mark 6:1-6a in front of him and copied it into his gospel, not noticing that the reference to earlier miracles was no longer appropriate.

Simon is with Jesus in Luke 4:38, but in 5:1-11 Jesus meets him for the first time and calls him to be a disciple. Again: Luke is using Mark’s order.

stylistic improvements

Matthew and Luke have better Greek equivalents for Mark’s colloquialisms or Semitisms. Here are two examples.

Mark’s slang word “pallet” (κράβαττον, krabatton) in Mark 2:4 becomes in Matthew and Luke the proper word “bed” (κλίνης, klinēs).

Of the seven Aramaic words in Mark (Boanerges, Talitha cumi, Corban, Ephphatha, Abba, Golgotha, and Eloi, Eloi, lamach sabachthani), Matthew has only the last two, and Luke has none.

conclusion

For all of these reasons, the majority of scholars accepts the priority of Mark: Mark was prior to and a source for both Matthew and Luke.

