Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels – Historically and Theologically

Introduction
The Synoptic Gospels each portray the life of Jesus Christ. While the books of Mark, Matthew, and Luke share narrative material, they differ in their focus, literary style, and the order in which the stories are written. The book of Mark was the first gospel to be written, and both Matthew and Luke used Mark as a source. Farnes writes, ‘Consequently, the books of Matthew, Mark, and Luke are referred to as the “Synoptic” Gospels (the word Synoptic comes from a Greek word meaning “to see together” or “from the same point of view”).’[footnoteRef:1] It is important for scholars to study each of the Synoptic Gospels, as this allows the reader to understand the intent of the author and that the different styles are intentional. This essay will focus on each of the Synoptic Gospels and identify how the authors each portray Jesus.  [1:  Alan Taylor Farnes, ‘The Synoptic Gospels: Matthew, Mark and Luke’, in New Testament History, Culture, and Society: A Background to the Texts of the New Testament, ed. by Lincoln H. Blumell (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book / Religious Studies Center, 2019), pp. 290-303 (p. 290).] 


Historical Context of the Synoptic Gospels
When studying the Synoptic Gospels, it is important to understand the historical context in which they were written if we are to recognise why they each portray Jesus differently. For many years, it was assumed by scholars that Matthew was the first gospel to be written, hence why it is placed as the first book of the New Testament.[footnoteRef:2] Most scholars now place the date of the composition of Mark as between 70–75 A.D, but a minority contest that it could have been written as early as 42 A.D.[footnoteRef:3] Matthew and Luke are considered to have been written between 45 A.D and 90 A.D., although the view that any of the gospels were written as early as 45 A.D is a minority position, having been suggested by New Testament scholar Jonathan Bernier.[footnoteRef:4]  The content of Matthew and Luke suggests that they used the Gospel of Mark as a source when composing, as Wallace states, ‘this phenomenon is Markan priority in which Matthew and Luke copied Mark independently of one another.’[footnoteRef:5] Scholars state that each gospel was written with a particular audience in mind, considering factors such as the social and religious context in which they were written. Stein argues that it is imperative that any readers understand the context in which the book was written to fully understand its meaning.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  St Paul Center for Biblical Theology, ‘When Were the Gospels Written?’, 12 January 2024, <https://stpaulcenter.com/posts/when-were-the-gospels-written> [accessed 30 December 2025] (para. 4 of 8).]  [3:  St Paul Center for Biblical Theology, ‘When Were the Gospels Written?’, para. 6.]  [4:  Farnes, ‘The Synoptic Gospels: Matthew, Mark and Luke’, in New Testament History, Culture, and Society: A Background to the Texts of the New Testament, ed. by Lincoln H. Blumell, p. 291.]  [5:  Daniel B. Wallace, ‘The Synoptic Problem’, Bible.org, 2 June 2004 <https://bible.org/article/synoptic-problem> [accessed 30 December 2025].]  [6:  Robert H. Stein, ‘Is Our Reading the Bible the Same as the Original Audience’s Hearing It? A Case Study in the Gospel of Mark’, Journal of Evangelical Theological Society, 46.1 (March 2003), pp. 63-78, (p. 63) <https://etsjets.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/files_JETS-PDFs_46_46-1_46-1-pp063-078_JETS.pdf> [accessed 30 December 2025].] 

Mark: The Suffering Messiah 
The Gospel of Mark begins with ‘Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God’[footnoteRef:7] followed by a citation from the prophet Isaiah, who prophesied a messenger from God. Throughout his gospel, Mark portrays Jesus as the Messiah. His messiahship was defined through suffering, rejection, and death. Suffering is a central theme in Mark, being clearly stated far before the crucifixion of Christ. Jesus predicts his death and suffering early in the text, stating that the ‘Son of Man must suffer many things’.[footnoteRef:8] Jesus teaches this concept to his disciples multiple times throughout the gospel, though many of them struggle to understand the meaning behind it, an example of this being when Peter rebukes Jesus after he tells the disciples that he must be killed.[footnoteRef:9] The key verse in Mark comes after Jesus predicts his death for the third time, and helps us to understand the purpose of his life on Earth. ‘For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’[footnoteRef:10] The meaning of ‘to serve’ in this context isn’t typical, and instead relies on Jesus’ interpretation of what it means to serve. Jesus’ service is defined by giving oneself, placing others above oneself, and the willingness to suffer for the benefit of others; it is this service that calls followers of Christ to the cross. Mark presents Jesus’ authority as one of service and self-giving; Mark 10:45 functions as the key verse that redefines messiahship through suffering, not authority.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Mark 1:1, New International Version (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [8:  Mark 8:31, NIV.]  [9:  Mark 8:31, NIV.]  [10:  Mark 10:45, NIV.]  [11:  Mark L. Strauss, ‘Commentary on the Gospel of Mark’, The Gospel Coalition, [n.d.] <https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/commentary/mark/> [accessed 30 December 2025].] 


Matthew: Teacher and Fulfilment of Scripture 	
Following on from Mark, the Gospel of Matthew asserts Christ’s messiahship from the very first sentence: ‘This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah.’[footnoteRef:12] Matthew’s authorship style suggests that he had a strong knowledge of the Old Testament, repeatedly stating that Jesus fulfilled the prophecies of prophets such as Isaiah and Jeremiah in verses such as Matthew 1:22-23, 2:15 and 2:17-18.[footnoteRef:13] Matthew intentionally frames Jesus as fulfilling the Old Testament prophecies, linking the significant events of Christ’s life to the prophets. This gives us perspective on how Mathew viewed Jesus’s authority, his authorship proclaiming that messiahship is demonstrated through fulfilment of the promises of the Old Testament, in contrast to Mark, who believed that suffering and death were fulfilment of the messiahship. The key verse that demonstrates Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus’s authority comes in Matthew 5:17: ‘Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them.’[footnoteRef:14] Here, Jesus is affirming the authority of the Law, stating that he will fulfil what was promised by the Father in the Old Testament; this verse demonstrates that messiahship is proven through authority, which is also shown in Matthew 7:29[footnoteRef:15], and Matthew 28:18.[footnoteRef:16] Scholars agree that these verses present Jesus as the authority of the Old Testament, showing his fulfilment of the Law acts not as abolition, but as consummation and reinterpretation of what scripture required.[footnoteRef:17] [12:  Matthew 1:1, NIV.]  [13:  Matthew 1:22-23, 2:15, 2:17-18, NIV.]  [14:  Matthew 5:17, NIV.]  [15:  Matthew 7:29, NIV.]  [16:  Matthew 28:18, NIV.]  [17:  P. G. du Toit, ‘The Fulfilment of the Law According to Matthew 5:17: A Dialectical Approach’, Acta Theologica, 38.2 (2018), pp. 49-69 <https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/d99a/816324d8f554182ec5006e5dd6c8fb1f2f67.pdf> [accessed 2 January 2026].] 

Luke: Compassionate and Universal Saviour 
Unlike the previous Gospels discussed, Luke doesn’t begin with an affirmation of Christ being the Messiah. Instead, Luke states, ‘I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus.’[footnoteRef:18] This tells us that Luke’s authorship will be more grounded and historically conscious, and that the information that we read is the product of carefully evaluated second-hand research. Luke’s method of careful examination aims to clarify Jesus’ intention and mission, which Jesus proclaims explicitly in Luke 4:18-19[footnoteRef:19], reading the words of the prophet Isaiah to those gathered in the synagogue, as well as in Luke 19:10, where Jesus proclaims, ‘For the Son of Man came to seek and save the lost.’[footnoteRef:20] These verses clarify that Jesus came for the salvation of Man, and that this was good news for the poor and the oppressed. Following on from these verses, Jesus proclaims after his death that ‘repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations’[footnoteRef:21], reiterating that salvation is given to all those who seek it, from the poorest beggar to the wealthiest kings. Luke presents that everybody is equal within Luke’s Gospel, and salvation is not portrayed as limited to the religious, but to those who choose to follow Christ. [18:  Luke 1:3-4, NIV.]  [19:  Luke 4:18-19, NIV.]  [20:  Luke 19:10, NIV.]  [21:  Luke 24:47, NIV.] 




Comparative Analysis 
We can understand from reading the Synoptic Gospels that Jesus’ authority as the Messiah isn’t contested by any of the authors; instead, they each emphasise separate aspects of his mission and identity. The authors each have their own understanding of how messiahship is defined: Mark believed that suffering, rejection and death defined the Messiah, Matthew’s book presents fulfilment of the law and authority of the Old Testament as the defining factor, whereas Luke expresses messiahship through universal salvation. Another key difference between the Synoptic Gospels is how authority is expressed: Mark shows that authority is proven through service, Matthew through fulfilment of scripture and Luke as inclusive salvation. The authors of the Synoptic Gospels alter their portrayal of Christ in accordance with the audience and the theological purpose; this is intentional and allows the books to be understood by a wider audience. While each of the books presents different perspectives, they are in no way contradictory to one another. The Synoptic Gospels present a diverse portrait of Jesus, whose messiahship was defined by suffering, fulfilment and salvation.
Conclusion
This essay aims to examine how the Synoptic Gospels portray Jesus and how each author portrays Jesus differently. Each author focused on different aspects of Jesus’ messiahship, with Mark portraying Christ as the suffering Messiah, Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus through fulfilment and authority, and Luke’s interpretation through salvation and inclusion. These accounts offer a diverse view of Christ and do not present a conflicting view of the mission of Jesus. Instead, these are purposeful decisions that are aimed at a diverse audience, emphasising Christ’s message of universal salvation. These differences between the Synoptic Gospels reflect each author's theological aims and do not contradict each other over the identity of Jesus, with each author aiming their books at different intended audiences. These differences allow the message of Christ to be understood by a wide range of audiences across different cultural contexts. By studying each Synoptic Gospel, a full portrayal of Jesus’s identity and theology can be understood, which allows us to realise Christ’s mission both on Earth, as well as his divine authority.


Bibliography
du Toit, P. G., ‘The Fulfilment of the Law According to Matthew 5:17: A Dialectical Approach’, Acta Theologica, 38.2 (2018), pp. 49-69  <https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/d99a/816324d8f554182ec5006e5dd6c8fb1f2f67.pdf> [accessed 2 January 2026]
Farnes, Alan Taylor, ‘The Synoptic Gospels: Matthew, Mark and Luke’, in New Testament History, Culture, and Society: A Background to the Texts of the New Testament, ed. By Lincoln H. Blumell (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book/ Religious Studies Center, 2019), pp. 290-303,  <https://rsc.byu.edu/new-testament-history-culture-society/synoptic-gospels> [accessed 29 December 2025]
New International Version, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011)
St Paul Center for Biblical Theology, ‘When Were the Gospels Written?’, 12 January 2024, <https://stpaulcenter.com/posts/when-were-the-gospels-written> [accessed 30 December 2025]
Strauss, Mark L., ‘Commentary on the Gospel of Mark’, The Gospel Coalition, [n.d.] <https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/commentary/mark/> [accessed 30 December 2025]
Wallace, Daniel B., ‘The Synoptic Problem’, Bible.org, 2 June 2004 <https://bible.org/article/synoptic-problem> [accessed 30 December 2025]
