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sandals, and to wear no more than one
~ h i r t .(Mark
" ~ 653-9.) In Matthew's version of
the same event, Jesus tells the Twelve: "Don't
get gold or silver or copper coins for
spending money, don't take a knapsack for
the road, or two shirts, or sandals, or a s ~
for 'the worker deserves to be fed.' " (Matt.
109-10.) Note the difference. In the first,
the Twelve are to told to wear sandals and
take a staff. In Matthew, however, Jesus
By Stephen E. Thompson
specifically forbids them From taking either.
Such instances of disagreement in details
are numerous within the Gospels. The following are just a few additional examples. In
the account of Peter5 denial of Jesus, Mark
(14:30) states that Jesus tells Peter that he
will deny him three times before the rooster
crows twice, while in Matthew (26:34) the
rooster will crow only once. Not unexpectedly, the events unfold in the respective
Gospels in the manner foretold in each. In
Matthew (21:12-131, Mark (11:15-19), and
Luke (19:4548), Jesus "cleanses" the temple
during the last week of his life, while in John
(2:13-17) this activity is described as occurring at the beginning of his mission. The
order of Satan's temptations of Jesus is different in Matthew (4:l-11) and Luke
(4:l-13). In the accounts of Jesus' healing
Jarius's daughter, Matthew (9:1f3-26) describes the girl as dead at the beginning of
the story, while in Luke (8:40-56) and Mark
(5:2143) she is only very ill. In the story of
Jesus and the Centurion, Jesus speaks directly with the Centurion in Matthew
(8:5-13), while in Luke (7: 1-10) he speaks
only with his servants5
There are examples that show that
Does it really matter whether the rooster crowed
Matthew and Luke occasionally edited Mark
to iron out what for them were theological
once or twice while Peter was denying Jesus?
difficulties. In the account of the rich man
and Jesus, Mark (1017-18) tells us that "as
N THE PAST few years the attempt to re- some the question might arise, why must one he was traveling along the road, someone ran
cover, insofar as possible, what Jesus was search for the historical Jesus, when his up, knelt before him, and started questioning
most likely to have said and done during deeds and words are plainly described in the him: 'Good teacher, what do I have to do to
his lifetime has received considerable atten- Gospels? Why do scholars insist on ques- inherit eternal life? Jesus said to him, 'Why
do you call me good? No one is good except
tion. Several books on the topic of the "his- tioning the accuracy of the Gospels?
for God alone.' " Note the significant change
In
order
to
answer
this
last
question,
we
torical Jesusnhave been directed at a general,
must
turn
to
the
Gospels
themselves.
In
a
rein
Matthew's version of this exchange
rather than professional, audience.' Recently,
a work pnesenting the results of The Jesus cent article published in Dialogue: A journal (19:16-17): "and just then someone came
Seminar, a group of scholars who meet and of Mormon Thought, Catholic scholar and asked him, 'Teacher, what good do I
discuss the probability of whether or not Dominic Crossan observed that when read have to do to have eternal life? He said to
Jesus said the things attributed to him in the sequentially, the Gospels leave "a persuasive him, Why do you ask me about the good?
Gospels, has received media attention largely impression of unity, harmony, and agree- There is only one who is good.' " In Mark's
because of their conclusion that 80 percent ment," but when closely compared to one version, Jesus denies that "good" applies to
of the words attributed to Jesus in the another, "it is disagreement rather than him. Matthew, however, alters the exchange
Gospels were never uttered by him.2 For agreement which strikes you most forciblyn3 so that it has nothing to do with Jesus' naFor example, in Mark, Jesus sends out the t ~ r e .As
~ a result, the last sentence in
STEPHEN E. THOMPSON has a Ph.D. in Twelve and instructs them "not to take any- Matthew makes little sense in its current conEgyptology, and is currently a research assistant thing on the road, except a staff:no bread, no text.7
Examples such as these, and they can be
in the Dept. of Egyptology at Brown University. knapsack, no spending money, but to wear
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greatly multiplied, cannot be put down to
varying accounts of different eyewitnesses.
When compared with each other, the verbal
similarities between the Gospels make it evident that Matthew and Luke were working
from a written version of Mark, which they
edited to highlight certain themes, and to
which they added information. At this point,
the reader may feel justified in asking "so
what?" Does it really matter whether or not

the rooster crowed once or twice while Peter
was denying Jesus? Does it really matter
whether or not the Twelve took a staff or
wore sandals?! When I was teaching a gospel
doctrine class and would raise similar issues
regarding both the Old and the New
Testaments, invariably someone in the class
would comment, "Well, it really doesn't
matter whether X or Y happened, because if
it did, God would have given us the answer

through his prophets." Mormons don't like
ambiguity They prefer to know what the
truth is, and any information that threatens
this knowledge is greeted uncomfortably at
best, and, at worst, with hostility Burying
one's head in the sand does not, however,
make such issues go away It is in attempting
to explain how the Bible came to contain
such contradictions as those discussed above
that "biblical criticism" arose. Scholars did
not set out to "tear asunder" the biblical text,
or to impose a particular critical viewpoint
on the text. Instead, it was noted that the
Bible is frequently in tension with itself, and
the critical scholar attempts to determine
how this tension arose.9
The significance of the differences noticeable in the Gospel accounts has been eloquently stated by James Barr. He noted that
such discrepancies
are a clear indication that some of
these accounts, if not all, are not
completely accurate in their depiction of the event. They show that
motives ether than the simple accurate reporting of the facts have
entered into the composition of
them. They shvt our perception of the
total nature of the biblical material.1°
I will return to this topic at the conclusion of
my discussion.
When one faces several different accounts
of the same event, the natural question is
"What really happened!" Unfortunately, it is
rarely possible to determine with any degree
of certainty the facts that lay behind many of
the Gospel narratives, and some scholars
have argued that there is no point in doing
so." Others, however, have developed criteria that serve to help determine the likely
"historical" core of the individual narrative;.
THE BAPTISM OF JESUS
An example of how scholars examine
dIlffercnces in the various accounts.

T

o see how this is done, perhaps a discussion of the accounts of the baptism of Jesus is in order. For many
scholars, this is one of the few certain facts
that we have about Jesus. A close look at the
accounts of this event in the Gospels will reveal why (see sidebar).
Mark's account is relatively straightforward. Jesus went to John for baptism.
Following his baptism, as Jesus arose from
the water, he saw "the spirit coming down toward him like a dove" and heard a voice from
heaven declare, "You are my favored son-I
fully approve of you."
In Matthew's account, we note some dif-
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For st)mU xblars if is P-6
khirsd many of the G s p d
ferences. There is a lengthy exchange between John and Jesus in which John protests
that Jesus has no need of baptism. Jesus assures him, however, that "in this way we are
doing what is fitting and right."'* Note that
in Matthew, Jesus sees the dove descending,
but the voice is addressed to the
Luke's account differs considerablv from
the other two. Just before his accoint of
Jesus' baptism, Luke mentions that John had
been imprisoned by Herod (Luke 3:20).
Luke rushes by the baptism of Jesus and
notes that it is after Jesus's baptism, while he
was praying, that the Holy Ghost descended
in the form of a dove, and the heavenly voice
spoke directly to Jesus. The content of this
message differs somewhat, however. In some
manuscripts, the quotation seems to be derived from Psalms 2:7 ("today I have begotten you"), rather than from Isaiah 42:l
("in you I have taken delight").13 It is important to note that Luke does not say who baptized Jesus, and from Luke's account it would
seem impossible that it was John, since he
was imprisoned before Jesus's baptism. This
cannot be attributed to Luke's having had
faulty information, since he had a version of
~ a r kgospel
s
before him.
Lastly, in John there is no mention of
Jesus' baptism at all. The descent of the spirit
on Jesus in the form of a dove serves as a sign
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of certainty thef~ccisthat lay
: a,
is no mint in doing so. k
4
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to John that Jesus is indeed the one who will
come to baptize with the Holy Spirit. John's
gospel also seems to go to great lengths to
subordinate John to Jesus. We are told that
John "was not the light" (1:8), that he stated
that he was not the Messiah or Elijah
(1:20-21). Jesus is said to have been "recruiting and baptizing more disciples than
John" (4:l). When one of John's disciples
complains that Jesus is now conducting baptisms, and gaining a large followina John is
made to reply that "he Uesus] can only grow
in importance; my role can only diminish"
(3:30).
Now the question that scholars ask is why
the baptism of Jesus should have given the
evangelists (Gospel authors) such problems.
They seem to be attempting to explain two
difficulties occasioned by the account in
Mark. Why would a sinless Jesus need baptism? Why would he have to-undergo this
ritual at the hands of one inferior to him?
Matthew answers these questions by creating
an elaborate dialogue between Jesus and
~ 0 h n .Luke,
l ~ however, constructs his narrative in such a manner that it was impossible
for John to be the one who baptized Jesus.
John's gospel simply fails to mention the fact
that Jesus was baptized at all!
The reason that most scholars see the
baptism of Jesus as one of the secure facts
known about him is that it is unlikely that

"In a way, Bryan never really retumedfrom his mission."

the evangelists would invent an event that
gave them such obvious theological difficulty
One of the criteria used to determine
whether or not a particular saying or deed
goes back to Jesus himself has been called the
criterion of "embarrassment" or "contradiction." Meier has noted that
the point of the criterion is that the
early Church would hardly have
gone out of its way to create material that only embarrassed its creator or wrecked its position in
arguments with opponents. Rather,
embarrassing material coming from
Jesus would naturally be either
suppressed or softened in later
stages of Gospel traditions, and
often such progressive suppression
or softening can be traced.15
Speaking of the accounts of Jesus's baptism,
Meier observes that
quite plainly, the early Church was
'stuck with' an event in lesus' life
that it found increasingly embarrassing, that it tried to explain away
by various means, and that John
the Evangelist finally erased from
his Gospel. It is highly unlikely that
the Church went out of its way to
create the cause of its own embarThe historical core of these narratives
seems to be that John baptized Jesus. What
was the significance of this event? In order to
answer this question, we need to examine the
Gospel accounts of John's message. In Luke
3: 16-17, we are told that John was preaching
that "someone more powerful than I is
coming, whose sandal straps I am not fit to
untie. He'll baptize you with [holy]spirit and
fire. His pitchfork is in his hand, to make a
clean sweep of his threshing floor and to
gather his wheat into the granary, but the
chaff he'll bum in a fire that can't be put out."
Now this message has been interpreted as a
reference to Jesus. But is it? If John the
Baptist's mission was to prepare the way for
Jesus, how did this message accomplish that
goal? John wamed the people of a "coming
one" who would destroy the unrepentant by
fire. In Luke 3:7, John speaks of an "impending doom." This is an expression borrowed from the Old Testament used to refer
to "God's judgment by which evil is to be
wiped out; it is associated with the Day of the
Lord."17 Traditional interpretations take
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these descriptions to refer to events that will
occur at Jesus's second coming. How would
preaching about Jesus's second coming help
prepare the way for his mortal ministry?
How would describing such events help
people to recognize who Jesus was? To many
scholars, the conclusion seems inescapable:
John's message was originally not about
Jesus, but "was an announcement of imminent apocalyptic intervention by ~od.""
Jesus, by submitting to baptism by John,
would seem to have acceptedJohn's message.
In fact, Matthew describes the message of
John and Jesus in identical terms: "Repent ye,
for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand."
(Matt. 3:2, cf. Matt. 4:17, KJV.) It is possible
that Jesus was at one point a disciple of
~ 0 h n . l ~Matthew (4:12-17) and Mark
(1:14-15) indicate that Jesus's public ministry did not begin until after John's arrest,
that is, when the movement started by John
would have needed a new leader. This would
account for the tendency in the Gospels to attempt to downplay John's status in relationship to Jesus. John was originally, perhaps,
the more popular leader20 Also, when one
approaches the accounts of Jesus's baptism
with no preconceived notions concerning
Jesus's nature or the necessity of baptism for
all, one is lead to the conclusion that Jesus's
acceptance of John's message indicates that
he recognized hi own need for repentance.21
Of course, this only represents one possible interpretation of the information available. Once one gives up the idea of an
inerrant, strictly historical, biblical record, it
must be admitted that there is little in the life
of Jesus that can be known with certainty.
Paula Fredrikson has written that what really
happened during Jesus's ministry is not recoverable From the evangelical descriptions
of what happened. But by examining these
descriptions in light of our knowledge of
Jesus's historical context, we can establish
with reasonable security what possibly happened, what probably happened, and what
could not possibly have happened.22
There is more, however, to a study of the
Gospels than simply determining the historical events that lay behind the narratives. To
return to Barr's point about the significance
of the discrepancies between the Gospels,
once we understand that the primary purpose of the evangelists was not the communication of historical detail, we can then move
to the next step of understanding the Gospel
record. Why did the evangelists choose to
describe the events they did, in the manner
they did? What theological information, in
contrast to historical information, were they
V
trying to communicate?
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A TOUCH OF SUN
I stand at the smooth side
of a wall where we feel
the morning sun,
there where it enters our yard.
The air is cold.
I touch my palm
to the warm stone surface
as if it were the cheek
of my love
and would bring me
a small comer of God's
soft land out of that
brightness that binds
within its sanctity
-RICHARD

SHORTEN

