
a harmony of the gospels
A harmony of the gospels represents a profound and intricate endeavor to reconcile the four
canonical gospels of the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Each gospel provides a
unique perspective on the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The harmony of
the gospels seeks to create a cohesive narrative by interweaving these accounts, highlighting both
their similarities and differences, and providing a fuller understanding of the life and message of
Jesus. This article will explore the concept of a harmony of the gospels, its historical development,
methods of harmonization, and its significance for modern readers.

Historical Development of Gospel Harmonization

The practice of harmonizing the gospels can be traced back to the early centuries of Christianity.
Various scholars and theologians sought to reconcile the differences among the gospel accounts to
present a unified story of Jesus.

Early Harmonies

1. Tatian’s Diatessaron (c. 150 AD): One of the earliest known attempts at gospel harmony was made
by Tatian, a Christian apologist who compiled the four gospels into a single narrative. His work,
known as the Diatessaron, aimed to create a seamless account of Jesus' life and ministry, eliminating
perceived contradictions.

2. Theophilus of Antioch (c. 180 AD): Theophilus also attempted to harmonize the gospels, though
his work has not survived in its entirety. He emphasized the importance of the synoptic gospels in
understanding Jesus’ mission.

3. Later Developments: Throughout the Middle Ages and into the Reformation, various scholars
produced their own harmonies. Notably, the work of John Calvin and others helped solidify the
practice as an important tool for biblical study.

Modern Harmonization

In contemporary times, scholars have continued the tradition of gospel harmonization, employing
various methodologies that reflect advances in biblical scholarship and textual criticism. Notable
modern harmonizers include:

- A.T. Robertson: His harmony is characterized by a chronological arrangement of events, providing
a timeline of Jesus' life.
- James A. Stalker: Stalker’s work emphasizes a thematic approach, focusing on the teachings of
Jesus within the harmony.
- Robert L. Thomas: A more recent contribution that blends detailed textual analysis with a narrative
format.



Methods of Harmonization

Harmonizing the gospels involves several methods, each with its strengths and weaknesses.
Understanding these methods can enhance one’s appreciation for the complexities of the gospel
narratives.

Chronological Harmonization

This method seeks to arrange the events of Jesus' life in chronological order. It requires careful
analysis of the timelines presented in each gospel.

- Strengths: Provides a clear timeline and helps readers understand the sequence of events.
- Weaknesses: May lead to oversimplifications or forced interpretations to fit events into a linear
timeline.

Thematic Harmonization

Thematic harmonization organizes gospel accounts around specific themes or subjects, such as
parables, miracles, or teachings of Jesus.

- Strengths: Allows for deeper exploration of particular aspects of Jesus’ ministry.
- Weaknesses: May overlook the narrative flow and context of individual gospel accounts.

Textual Harmonization

This method involves analyzing the original texts of the gospels to resolve discrepancies and
highlight areas of agreement.

- Strengths: Engages with the texts on a scholarly level, providing insights into language and
meaning.
- Weaknesses: Can be overly technical and may alienate lay readers.

Significance of a Harmony of the Gospels

The harmony of the gospels holds considerable significance for both scholars and lay readers of the
Bible. Understanding the implications of harmonization can enrich one’s study of the New
Testament.

Deeper Understanding of Jesus’ Message



By harmonizing the gospels, readers can gain a more comprehensive understanding of Jesus’
teachings and actions. Key takeaways include:

- Holistic Perspective: A harmony allows for a fuller picture of Jesus' life, capturing nuances that may
be lost when reading a single gospel.
- Contextual Clarity: It provides context for Jesus’ actions and parables, demonstrating how they
relate to one another across different accounts.

Addressing Apparent Contradictions

One of the most significant challenges in gospel studies is addressing perceived contradictions. A
harmony can help clarify these issues by:

- Providing Explanations: By examining the differences in narrative style and focus, harmonization
can offer reasonable explanations for variations.
- Encouraging Critical Thinking: It invites readers to engage critically with the text, fostering a
deeper understanding of biblical interpretation.

Strengthening Faith and Spiritual Growth

For many believers, harmonizing the gospels can strengthen their faith and enhance their spiritual
growth. Benefits include:

- Increased Confidence: Understanding the harmony of the gospels can bolster confidence in the
reliability of the biblical narrative.
- Enriched Worship: A deeper grasp of the life and teachings of Jesus can enhance the worship
experience and personal devotion.

Challenges and Criticisms of Gospel Harmonization

Despite its many benefits, the practice of harmonizing the gospels is not without its challenges and
criticisms.

Historical and Cultural Context

Critics argue that harmonization can sometimes overlook the historical and cultural context of each
gospel. Each author wrote for a specific audience, and their unique perspectives can be
overshadowed in a harmonized narrative.

Loss of Individual Voices



Another challenge is the potential loss of the individual voices of the gospel writers. Each gospel has
its theological emphasis, and harmonization might dilute these distinct messages.

- Example: The Gospel of John, with its high Christology, presents a different understanding of Jesus
compared to the synoptic gospels. A harmony might blend these distinct views into a single
narrative, losing the richness of each account.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the harmony of the gospels serves as a valuable tool for understanding the life and
teachings of Jesus Christ. By weaving together the narratives of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John,
readers can appreciate the richness and diversity of the gospel accounts. While challenges exist in
this pursuit, the benefits of a harmonized understanding can lead to deeper insights, stronger faith,
and a more profound engagement with the biblical text. As modern readers continue to explore the
gospels, the harmony of the gospels will remain an essential resource for those seeking to know
Jesus more fully.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is meant by 'A Harmony of the Gospels'?
A Harmony of the Gospels refers to the arrangement of the four New Testament Gospels (Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John) in a chronological order to present a unified account of the life and teachings
of Jesus Christ.

Why is a harmony of the Gospels important for biblical
studies?
It is important because it helps readers compare different Gospel accounts, understand the unique
perspectives of each writer, and see the overarching narrative of Jesus' life and ministry.

Who are some notable scholars that have created harmonies of
the Gospels?
Notable scholars include Tatian, who created the 'Diatessaron' in the 2nd century, and modern
scholars like John MacArthur and Robert Thomas who have compiled comprehensive harmonies.

What challenges do scholars face when creating a harmony of
the Gospels?
Scholars face challenges such as reconciling differing timelines, variations in details between
accounts, and the theological emphasis each Gospel writer brings to their narrative.



Can a harmony of the Gospels be used for devotional
purposes?
Yes, many people use a harmony of the Gospels for devotional purposes as it allows them to engage
with the life of Christ in a more coherent and chronological manner.

What tools or resources are available for studying a harmony
of the Gospels?
Resources include printed harmonies, online databases, and software programs that allow for side-
by-side comparisons of Gospel accounts, as well as commentaries and study guides.
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