
gospels and tradition studies on redaction
criticism of the synoptic gospels
Gospels and tradition studies on redaction criticism of the synoptic gospels have become a significant
area of scholarly inquiry, focusing on how the Gospel writers shaped their narratives and utilized
existing traditions. This article delves into the methods, findings, and implications of redaction
criticism within the context of the Synoptic Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—examining how the
authors adapted their sources to convey theological messages and address their communities' needs.

Understanding Redaction Criticism

Redaction criticism is a methodological approach within biblical scholarship that seeks to understand
how the Gospel writers edited or redacted their sources. This process involves analyzing textual
changes, omissions, and additions to uncover the theological intentions behind the narratives. By
examining the Synoptic Gospels, scholars aim to reveal each author's unique perspective and the
traditions they engaged with.

The Origins of Redaction Criticism

The term "redaction criticism" emerged in the mid-20th century, gaining traction through the works of
scholars such as Hans Conzelmann and Günther Bornkamm. Key aspects of its development include:

1. Historical Context: The rise of form criticism in the early 20th century laid the groundwork for
redaction criticism by emphasizing the oral traditions and forms that predated the written Gospels.

2. Theological Focus: Early redaction critics emphasized the theological motivations of Gospel writers,
arguing that each author shaped their narrative to convey particular messages about Jesus and the
faith community.

3. Textual Analysis: This approach involves a close reading of the texts, comparing parallel passages
across the Synoptic Gospels to identify differences and similarities that reveal each author's
redactional choices.

The Synoptic Problem

The Synoptic Problem refers to the question of how to account for the similarities and differences
among the three Synoptic Gospels. Various hypotheses have been proposed, the most prominent
being the Two-Source Hypothesis, which suggests that Matthew and Luke used Mark as a primary
source, along with a hypothetical collection of sayings called Q. Understanding these relationships is
crucial for redaction criticism.



Key Features of the Synoptic Gospels

1. Common Material: Many passages are shared among the Gospels, which allows for comparative
analysis.

2. Unique Material: Each Gospel contains unique content that reflects the author's theological agenda
and the needs of their community.

3. Variations in Emphasis: Differences in narrative focus, language, and style provide insights into the
redactional choices of each Gospel writer.

Redactional Techniques in the Synoptic Gospels

Redaction critics employ several techniques to analyze the Gospels:

1. Comparison of Parallel Passages

By comparing parallel accounts, scholars can identify:

- Additions: Instances where an author adds material to enhance a story or emphasize a theological
point.
- Omissions: Cases where an author excludes certain details, possibly to avoid confusion or to align
with their theological perspective.
- Alterations: Changes in wording or order that may reflect the author’s interpretative lens.

2. Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis focuses on specific theological themes that emerge through redaction. Key themes
in the Synoptic Gospels include:

- The Kingdom of God: Each Gospel presents a distinctive understanding of the Kingdom, influencing
how the audience perceives Jesus' teachings.
- Discipleship: The portrayal of disciples varies; for example, Matthew emphasizes the community of
believers while Mark presents a more nuanced and sometimes critical view.
- The Passion Narrative: The redaction of the Passion accounts reveals the authors’ theological
emphases, particularly regarding Jesus’ identity and mission.

3. Audience Considerations

Understanding the audience for each Gospel helps elucidate redactional choices:

- Matthew: Often viewed as written for a Jewish audience, Matthew emphasizes fulfillment of Old



Testament prophecies and the authority of Jesus as a teacher.
- Mark: Thought to be directed towards a Gentile audience, Mark’s Gospel is characterized by a sense
of urgency and a focus on the suffering of Jesus.
- Luke: Written for a broader audience, Luke highlights social justice, inclusion of marginalized groups,
and the role of women in the early church.

Case Studies in Redaction Criticism

Examining specific passages can illustrate the principles of redaction criticism more clearly.

1. The Baptism of Jesus

- Mark 1:9-11: Mark presents a straightforward account with minimal commentary.
- Matthew 3:13-17: Matthew adds a dialogue between Jesus and John the Baptist, emphasizing Jesus’
righteousness and fulfilling prophetic tradition.
- Luke 3:21-22: Luke focuses on the prayer of Jesus during the event, highlighting a moment of divine
affirmation.

These differences reveal Matthew's and Luke's theological emphases while showing Mark's more
direct narrative style.

2. The Feeding of the 5000

- Mark 6:30-44: Mark’s version is more succinct and emphasizes the miracle itself.
- Matthew 14:13-21: Matthew includes additional details about the disciples’ role and the collection of
leftovers, reflecting a community-oriented theology.
- Luke 9:10-17: Luke highlights Jesus’ compassion and the organization of the crowd, emphasizing
order and divine care.

These variations demonstrate how each Gospel writer shaped the story to resonate with their
audience's theological concerns.

Implications of Redaction Criticism

Redaction criticism has profound implications for understanding the Synoptic Gospels:

1. Theological Insights: By revealing each author’s theological agenda, scholars can better understand
the early Christian community's beliefs and practices.

2. Historical Context: Redaction criticism sheds light on the historical context in which the Gospels
were written, allowing for a more nuanced view of early Christianity.

3. Intertextual Relationships: The study of redaction encourages a deeper appreciation for the



intertextual relationships among the Gospels and other early Christian literature.

Conclusion

In summary, gospels and tradition studies on redaction criticism of the synoptic gospels provide
invaluable insights into the ways in which the Gospel writers shaped their narratives to convey
theological messages and respond to community needs. By examining the redactional choices made
by Matthew, Mark, and Luke, scholars can better appreciate the distinct voices within the early
Christian tradition and the rich tapestry of beliefs that emerged in the formative years of Christianity.
As ongoing research continues to explore these dynamics, the field of redaction criticism remains a
vital area of inquiry, enhancing our understanding of the Gospels and the communities they served.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is redaction criticism in the context of the Synoptic
Gospels?
Redaction criticism is a method of biblical analysis that focuses on how the authors of the Synoptic
Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) edited and arranged their sources to convey theological messages
and themes specific to their communities.

How does redaction criticism differ from source criticism?
While source criticism seeks to identify the original sources used by Gospel writers, redaction criticism
examines how these authors modified and interpreted those sources to reflect their theological
perspectives and the needs of their audiences.

What role does tradition play in redaction criticism of the
Synoptic Gospels?
Tradition is crucial in redaction criticism as it helps scholars understand how oral and written
traditions were preserved, adapted, and reshaped by the Gospel writers to serve their specific
purposes and contexts.

Can you provide an example of redaction criticism applied to a
specific Gospel?
An example is the way Matthew uses Mark's account of the feeding of the 5,000. Matthew adds
details about Jesus' compassion and the organization of the crowd, emphasizing Jesus' role as a
teacher and the fulfillment of Jewish prophecy.

What are some key theological themes identified through



redaction criticism?
Key themes include the portrayal of Jesus' authority, the inclusion of marginalized groups, and the
emphasis on the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies, which vary in nuance between the Synoptic
Gospels.

How has contemporary scholarship approached redaction
criticism of the Synoptic Gospels?
Contemporary scholarship often integrates redaction criticism with historical-critical methods,
narrative criticism, and social-scientific approaches, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of the
texts in their historical and cultural contexts.
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