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introduction

Scholars hypothesize that Matthew and Luke had available to them a no-longer-extant collection of Jesus’ sayings. Since this collection is supposed to have been available to Matthew and Luke but not to Mark or John, Q material is almost entirely found only in Matthew and Luke. (Some scholars posit a minute amount in Mark or John.)

The first scholars to hypothesize this collection were Germans, who simply called it Quelle (German for “source”). Hence the siglum “Q.”

What follows is the reasoning that has led the majority of New-Testament scholars to infer that this document existed. To illustrate scholars’ reasoning, the discussion uses a comparison of the sermon on the mount, Matt 5-7, and the sermon on the plain, Luke 6:20-49.

facts about the two sermons

(1)	Luke’s sermon on the plain is only one-third the length of Matthew’s sermon on the mount.

(Some of the material in Matthew’s sermon but not in Luke’s shows up elsewhere in Luke. For example, the sermon on the mount includes the Lord’s prayer; the sermon on the plain does not, but Luke has it elsewhere, Luke 11:2-4.)

(2)	There is identical wording in places. Here are two examples.

speck and log
	Matt 7:3-5, “Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye
but do not notice the log in your own eye?
4 Or how can you say to your neighbor,
‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’
while the log is in your own eye?
5 You hypocrite,
first take the log out of your own eye,
and then you will see clearly
to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.”
	Luke 6:41-42, “Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye
but do not notice the log in your own eye?
42 Or how can you say to your neighbor,
‘Friend, let me take out the speck in your eye,’
when you yourself do not see the log in your own eye?
You hypocrite,
first take the log out of your own eye,
and then you will see clearly
to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.”



houses on rock and sand
	Matt 7:24-27, “Everyone, then, who hears these words of mine and acts on them
will be like a wise man who built his house on rock.

25 The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall because it had been founded on rock.
26 And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not act on them
will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand.
27 The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell—
and great was its fall!”
	Luke 6:47-49, “I will show you what someone is like who comes to me, hears my words, and acts on them.
48 That one is like a man building a house who dug deeply and laid the foundation on rock;
when a flood arose, the river burst against that house but could not shake it because it had been well built.

49 But the one who hears and does not act

is like a man who built a house on the ground without a foundation.
When the river burst against it, it quickly collapsed,

and great was the ruin of that house.”



(3)	The order of pericopes is the same in both sermons (except for the golden rule). (Pericopes unique to one sermon are left out.)

	beatitudes
	beatitudes

	love of enemies and non-retaliation
	love of enemies and non-retaliation

	
	golden rule

	judge not
	judge not

	speck and log
	speck and log

	golden rule
	

	by their fruits
	by their fruits

	saying “Lord, Lord”
	saying “Lord, Lord”

	houses on rock and sand
	houses on rock and sand



the chain of reasoning that leads to Q

Perhaps Jesus gave the same sermon twice. But this is unlikely.

The two sermons are the only sermons in Matthew and Luke that set forth a comprehensive statement of Jesus’ ethics.

Also, they have the same setting in Jesus’ ministry, near its beginning and after mass healings (Matt 4:23-25; Luke 6:12, 17-19).

Perhaps the sermon was passed down by oral transmission that resulted in variations. But this is unlikely.

There is identical wording in places.

The order of pericopes is very similar.

Oral transmission would result in more variance. (Compare the “telephone” game. As the article “Chinese Whispers” in Wikipedia notes, “some messages will become unrecognizable after only a few steps.”)

So there must be a written relationship.

Perhaps Matthew had Luke or Luke had Matthew. But that is unlikely.

There would be less divergence in wording and pericope order—not in the sermons, but in the material found only in Matthew and Luke throughout the gospels. Many passages, not just the two sermons, appear in Matthew and Luke but not in Mark and John, and most of these are in the same order in Matthew and Luke.

Omissions would be hard to explain. (E.g., why would Matthew have left out the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan, which are in Luke?)

conclusions

So probably Matthew and Luke had a common written source. Apparently Q contained mostly sayings (the material common to Matthew and Luke but not in Mark or John has only 1 miracle [healing the centurion's servant], and no infancy, passion, or resurrection narratives).

Q was probably written in Greek (note the instances of identical wording in Matthew and Luke’s Greek). It was probably written in Palestine, perhaps in Galilee (where most of Jesus’ saying were uttered). It was probably written  c. 50 CE (so copies could reach both Matthew and Luke, who wrote c. 85-90).

