Are the “Four Gospels” Reliable?
Many people say there are discrepancies between the various “gospel” accounts for the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  These alleged discrepancies are offered as reasons for why we should not accept these accounts as reliable and certainly as a reason for rejecting the belief that Jesus or anyone else has ever risen from the dead.

In a court of law, the testimonies offered by different witnesses will always contain some discrepancies, but it is up to the jurors to decide what is relevant, deciding the fundamental truths of the case before them.

On the other hand, because others claim that every word of the testimonies of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John are “inspired of God,” effectively taking them out of the picture, either of three possibilities must be true:
1- the Spirit of God intended for such discrepancies to be included in order to give their testimonies a “natural” touch, 
2- the text as we have it today has become corrupted over the centuries due to editing, copying mistakes or other human failings, or 

3- “the alleged discrepancies discredit the witnesses”.

First let us examine each of the alleged writers of the four gospels, beginning with Luke.

Did God intercede when these writers composed their histories, or were they left to recall what they either saw for themselves or were told by others who were there?  Luke wrote in the beginning of his gospel: “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account of the things accomplished among us,  2 just as they were handed down to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word,  3 it seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully from the beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus;  4 so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have been taught.”
It is clear from this that the process of telling and writing about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus was done by many in that day, and there must have been some discrepancies, especially if those accounts were “uninspired”.  Well then, who was Luke and why should we accept what he wrote?  He wasn’t there.  In fact, it is clear from his own writings that he became a disciple of Jesus many years later.  His name only appears three times in the Bible (Col. 4:14; 2 Tim. 4:11; Phil. 24), showing that he was a companion of the apostle Paul.  The great majority of Biblical scholars on both sides all agree that Luke was the author of the gospel, which goes by his name, and the Acts of the Apostles after the gospel of John in the New Testament.
But who was the apostle Paul?  He wasn’t present either during the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  However, Peter acknowledges him as a beloved brother (2 Peter 3:15).  Paul calls himself “a bond-servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ” in Titus 1:1 and other places.  Luke describes Paul’s conversion from Judaism to Christianity in Acts 9, where he is identified as Saul, who later changed his name to Paul (Acts 13:9).  He said of himself that he was the least of the apostles because he persecuted the church of God (1 Cor. 15:9; 2 Cor. 11:5), but was in no way inferior to the other apostles (2 Cor. 12:11-12).
Biblical evidence describes Luke and Paul as companions.  It stands to reason that Luke received knowledge of Jesus through Paul, if we’re to believe that Paul was in contact with the resurrected Jesus as he describes in Galatians 2.  And don’t forget this, in the gospel of John, the apostle John wrote that Jesus promised His disciples that the Spirit of God would remind them of all things they had witnessed (John 14:16-17, 26, 15:26-27, 16:7-13).  But do we really need an argument for inspiration to show that there are no discrepancies in the Biblical narratives about Jesus and to put the witnesses to the test?
What qualifies Luke to write the history of Jesus?  Not being a witness to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, could his writings be truthful and would they agree with what others have said about Jesus?  Luke says he “investigated everything carefully from the beginning” (Luke 1:1-4).  In the book of Acts he describes himself as traveler with Paul.  He may have interviewed numerous witnesses in and around Jerusalem and elsewhere (Peter, James, John, the women, other apostles, disciples who followed Jesus during His ministry, etc.).  Luke had ample opportunity during occasions when Paul was in Jerusalem and when Paul was imprisoned in Caesarea for at least two whole years (Acts 24:27).
Next, let us take a look at Mark, who is considered by many scholars to be the first of the authors of the four gospels.  (By the way, that word gospel means “good news” and is taken from the Greek word euvagge,lion from which we get our word evangelism.)  They come to this conclusion on the basis that the gospel of Mark is the shortest, probably the earliest, and that the other gospels were embellishments or elaborations endeavoring to answer questions and issues raised by Mark’s gospel – a sort of fill in the gaps effort.  (Other non-Biblical works from Christian times do this, but that will be addressed in another article.)
Who was Mark?  He is mentioned ten times in the New Testament, if all references to that name are of the same person.  He is also known as John Mark (Acts 12:12, 25, 15:37) and in Acts 13 he’s simply referred to as John (13:5, 13). In 1 Pet. 5:13, Peter refers to him as “my son”.  It’s on this basis that John Mark was under the tutelage of the apostle Peter, whom we know from all gospel accounts to be a disciple in close contact with Jesus.  According to Luke, upon Peter’s release from prison in Acts 12, he went to Mary’s house (the mother of John Mark).  Now we have no mention of him being a disciple that walked with Jesus – but of Peter we do in each account.  Mark was a fellow worker with Paul in Rome (Phil. 24) and is recommended to the church in Colosse (4:10).
Then we have the record of Eusebius, the famous historian of the early church and the spread of Christianity, who quotes Papias testifying that Mark was Peter's interpreter. Information on Gospel of Mark
Even though we have no evidence of Mark being in direct contact with Jesus, we have testimony from Luke and Paul that he was in their company, making him a strong candidate for receiving the “gospel” with accuracy.  (The question of the validity of their testimony will be addressed in another article.)
That brings us to Matthew.  According to his own testimony he was a disciple that walked with Jesus, an eyewitness (Matt. 9:9).  This testimony is corroborated by Mark (2:14) and Luke (5:27).  Matthew is considered to be the next writer of Jesus’ life on the basis that he expanded Mark’s gospel and addressed it specifically to the Jewish population. (Mark’s gospel was apparently addressed to a Roman audience whereas Luke was apparently written to a Greek audience.)  It seems odd that the early church would place Matthew before Mark.  Did they know something we don’t?  Or is it because of the genealogy of Jesus found in Matthew’s first chapter?

Therefore Matthew and the others place him as an eyewitness of Jesus, just as they do with Peter.

Now let’s take a look at John.  We also learn that he also was an eyewitness of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  Nonetheless, scholars place the date of his authorship after the others, perhaps in the ninth decade of the first century in which the life of Jesus is recorded.

The apostle John first introduces himself as a disciple of John the Baptist who subsequently became a disciple of Jesus (John 1:35-39).  The expression, “Peter, James and John” is found many times (Matt. 17:1; Mark 5:37, 13:3; Luke 8:51) and also “Peter and John” (Luke 22:8).
We can conclude from this that John also should be considered as an eyewitness in our examination of the so-called discrepancies found in the gospels.

The next question to be asked is: Were these four writers in a position to know enough about the life of Jesus to make their testimony of His events consistent?  You could claim that Mark and Luke wrote second hand – but if Peter and Paul accompanied them, then one should be able to conclude that their information about Jesus is correct since both Peter and Paul were eyewitnesses, Peter before and Paul after His resurrection.

Let’s remove the question of whether or not their writings were guided by the Spirit of God.  We need further evidence for that.  Also, since the comparison of their writings is a long and difficult task and this article is not intended to suggest a reasonable explanation for each alleged discrepancy, this article focuses on the most relevant and central testimony concerning the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Paul writes this to the church at Corinth: 
12 Now if Christ is preached, that He has been raised from the dead, how do some among you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?  13 But if there is no resurrection of the dead, not even Christ has been raised;  14 and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is vain, your faith also is vain. (1 Cor. 15) (See the article on Six Incontrovertible Facts for the Resurrection of Jesus Christ.)

As with any charge or assertion, the burden of proof lies with the one who says that a thing is either true or false.  The same reasoning would apply to the assertion that there are discrepancies.  In this case, the witnesses or defenders of the charge must supply a reasonable and plausible solution and, there should be a diversity of testimonies from different witnesses who are expected to provide an honest testimony.

We know that each of the gospels presents an account of the resurrection (Matt. 28:1-10; Mark 16:1-14; Luke 24:1-11, John 20:1-18).  As you read through these give consideration to the questions that follow regarding five major categories of potential discrepancy: 1- Time of Day; 2- Number and Names of the Women; 3- Description of the Angels; 4- Reaction of the Women; 5- Appearances.
· Taking each of the four accounts of the resurrection, beginning with Matthew (these quotations are taken from the nasb-95 – blue chosen to emphasize the point of difference):

Time of Day: Matthew 28:1 “as it began to dawn toward the first day of the week …”
Number and Names of the Women: (two) Matthew 28:1 “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to look at the grave.”

Description of the Angels: (one angel) Matthew 28:2 “… for an angel of the Lord descended from heaven and came and rolled away the stone and sat upon it.”

Reaction of the Women and Peter:  Matthew 28:8 “And they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy and ran to report it to His disciples.”

Appearances: (on their return to tell the disciples) Matthew 28:9-10 “And behold, Jesus met them and greeted them. And they came up and took hold of His feet and worshiped Him.  10Then Jesus said to them …”
· So what did Mark write?

Time of Day: Mark 16:2 “Very early on the first day of the week, they came to the tomb when the sun had risen.”
Number and Names of the Women: (three) Mark 16:1 “… Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome, bought spices, so that they might come and anoint Him.”

Description of the Angels: (one angel) Mark 16:5 “Entering the tomb, they saw a young man sitting at the right, wearing a white robe; …”
Reaction of the Women and Peter:  Mark 16:7 “But go, tell His disciples and Peter …”
Appearances: (1) Mark 16:9
 “Now after He had risen early on the first day of the week, He first appeared to Mary Magdalene, from whom He had cast out seven demons.” (In the alternate reading of verse 9: “… Jesus Himself appeared to them …” – see endnote.) Mark 16:11 “When they heard that He was alive and had been seen by her, they refused to believe it.”
(2) Mark 16:12 “After that, He appeared in a different form to two of them while they were walking along on their way to the country.”

(3) Mark 16:14 “Afterward He appeared to the eleven themselves as they were reclining at the table; and He reproached them for their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they had not believed those who had seen Him after He had risen.”

Note: If verses 9-20 are excluded from the end of Mark, then no appearances are mentioned and therefore Mark did not introduce the possibility of a discrepancy.  But let’s leave them in and see if an explanation can be offered for the apparent discrepancies.

· Now let’s take a look at what Luke wrote:
Time of Day: Luke 24:1 “But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb …”
Number and Names of the Women: (many) Luke 24:10 “Now they were Mary Magdalene and Joanna and Mary the mother of James; also the other women with them were telling these things to the apostles.”
Description of the Angels: (two angels) Luke 24:4-5 “While they were perplexed about this, behold, two men suddenly stood near them in dazzling clothing; 5and as the women were terrified and bowed their faces to the ground, …”
Reaction of the Women and Peter: (1) Luke 24:6-9 “‘He is not here, but He has risen. Remember how He spoke to you while He was still in Galilee, 7saying that the Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, and be crucified, and the third day rise again.’  8And they remembered His words, 9and returned from the tomb and reported all these things to the eleven and to all the rest.”
(2) Luke 24:12 “But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in,…”

Appearances: Luke 24:13-35 “13And behold, two of them were going that very day to a village named Emmaus, … 15While they were talking and discussing, Jesus Himself approached and began traveling with them. … 31 Then their eyes were opened and they recognized Him; and He vanished from their sight.  32 They said to one another, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while He was speaking to us on the road, while He was explaining the Scriptures to us?’ 33And they got up that very hour and returned to Jerusalem, and found gathered together the eleven and those who were with them, 34saying, ‘The Lord has really risen and has appeared to Simon.’”
· And finally let’s read what John wrote.
Time of Day: John 20:1 “Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came early to the tomb, while it was still dark, and saw the stone already taken away from the tomb.”
Number and Names of the Women: (one) John 20:1 “Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came early to the tomb, while it was still dark, and saw the stone already taken away from the tomb.”
Description of the Angels: (two angels) John 20:11-12  “11But Mary was standing outside the tomb weeping; and so, as she wept, she stooped and looked into the tomb; 12and she saw two angels in white sitting, one at the head and one at the feet, where the body of Jesus had been lying.” (None are mentioned at first.  This is what Mary saw when she returned to the tomb.)
Reaction of the Women and Peter:  John 20:2-4 “2So she ran and came to Simon Peter and to the other disciple whom Jesus loved [John] … 3So Peter and the other disciple went forth, and they were going to the tomb. 4The two were running together; and the other disciple ran ahead faster than Peter and came to the tomb first;”
Appearances: John 20:14, 16 “14When she [Mary Magdalene] had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, and did not know that it was Jesus. … 16 Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She turned and said to Him in Hebrew, ‘Rabboni!’ (which means, Teacher).”
Now let’s compare these writings by category:
Time of Day:

· Matthew:  “As it began to dawn”

· Mark:  “Very early … when the sun had risen.”
· Luke:  “at early dawn”
· John:  “while it was still dark”
Solution: “dawn” (the process of the sun rising); “still dark” – when they were on their way; “sun had risen” – upon arrival. And, the women could have been staying at different locations.  This is a reasonable explanation, and so there wouldn’t be a discrepancy here.
Number and Names of the Women:

· Matthew:  “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary”

· Mark:  “Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome”
· Luke:  “Mary Magdalene and Joanna and Mary the mother of James; also the other women”
· John:  “Mary Magdalene”
Solution: Some not pertinent to particular account; multiple accounts seen from different angles and perspectives; you might mention only one or more in a group (the other women by Luke for example). No account said that someone was there when another said she was not. In the State of the Union address, certain people are singled out – others are not mentioned by name.  Apparently, Mary Magdalene was a central character.  This is a reasonable explanation, and so there wouldn’t be a discrepancy here.
Description of the Angels:

· Matthew:  “an angel of the Lord” – one angel
· Mark:  “a young man sitting … wearing a white robe” – one angel?
· Luke:  “two men suddenly stood near them in dazzling clothing” – two angels?
· John:  “two angels in white sitting” – two angels
Solution: Only one angel may have spoken; differing perspectives of different witnesses may be involved; maybe some saw only one; at different times they were standing or sitting.  The basic facts are not negated, i.e., the appearance of one or two angelic beings; they were clothed in dazzling white; they appeared as men.  This is also a reasonable explanation, and so there wouldn’t be a discrepancy here either.
Reaction of the Women and Peter:

· Matthew:  “they left the tomb quickly … and ran to report it to His disciples”

· Mark:  they run to “tell His disciples and Peter”
· Luke:  “And they remembered His words” (Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, etc.) “… and reported all these things to the eleven and to all the rest.” – others were present
· John:  “she ran and ran and came to Simon Peter and to the other disciple” – Mary Magdalene
Solution: Mary Magdalene could have been separated from the others; Peter and John may have been staying in a different location (Matt. 26:31; Mark 14:27; John 16:32).  The basic facts are not negated, i.e., there was excitement and doubt; they ran about finding Peter and John.  Some may have been more “animated” than other.  This is also a reasonable explanation, and so there wouldn’t be a discrepancy here either.
Appearances:

· Matthew:  “Jesus met them and greeted them”

· Mark:  “He first appeared to Mary Magdalene” then to two and then to the eleven – or, if Mark 16:9-20 is to be discounted, no appearances are mentioned – or, if the alternate verse 9 is taken, He appeared to them.
· Luke:  “two of them were going that very day to a village named Emmaus”
· John:  To Mary Magdalene after she tells Peter and John of disappearance of Jesus’ body.
Solution: Mary Magdalene could have left immediately upon seeing empty tomb, did not remain with the other women, reported to Peter and John (different location than other disciples?), then returned to tomb after the rest, possibly on a different route. The other differences may just be the writers’ prerogatives and perspectives.  Mark’s account could have been focused on the initial disbelief of the disciples; Matthew mentions a group of women – maybe the 1st incident he knew of or wanted to include this where Mark did not; Luke’s focus may have on the men and Jesus’ physical nature (incl. interviews); and John’s focus on personal encounters.  Also, since Mark and Luke weren’t present for these events, they could be addressing facts relevant to their situation and their intended audience at the time of their writing.

From a purely human perspective, as Simon Greenleaf aptly put it, “There is enough discrepancy to show that there could have been no previous concert among them; and at the same time such substantial agreement as to show that they all were independent narrators of the same great transaction, as the events actually occurred.”
A more in-depth analysis could be performed in a similar matter concerning all the events of the life and death recorded by these authors, and good explanations given to reconcile any alleged discrepancies suggested by the skeptics.  As stated before, the burden proof falls on the one who asserts that discrepancies exist between the four gospels.
One who believes in the divine inspiration of these accounts should have no problem with these explanations of the resurrection of Jesus on that day almost two millennia ago.  Were these accounts by the inspiration of God (2 Tim. 3:16-17; 2 Peter 1:20-21) or merely the works of men?  Either way, in this most important case for the resurrection of Jesus Christ, no discrepancy exists.
1 Corinthians 15:12-21 Now if Christ is preached, that He has been raised from the dead, how do some among you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?  13 But if there is no resurrection of the dead, not even Christ has been raised; 14 and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is vain, your faith also is vain.  15 Moreover we are even found to be false witnesses of God, because we testified against God that He raised Christ, whom He did not raise, if in fact the dead are not raised.  16 For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has been raised; 17 and if Christ has not been raised, your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins.  18 Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.  19 If we have hoped in Christ in this life only, we are of all men most to be pitied.  20 But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.

1 Corinthians 15:1-8 Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, in which also you stand, 2 by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain.  3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures,  4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures,  5 and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.  6 After that He appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now, but some have fallen asleep;  7 then He appeared to James, then to all the apostles;  8 and last of all, as to one untimely born, He appeared to me [Paul] also.
This article does not necessarily present the views or beliefs of the Cahaba Heights church or its members.
� “Serious doubt exists as to whether these verses belong to the Gospel of Mark.  They are absent from important early manuscripts [Codex Sinaiticus, Codex Vaticanus and Sinaitic Syriac] and display certain peculiarities of vocabulary, style and theological content that are unlike the rest of Mark.  His Gospel probably ended at 16:8, or its original ending has been lost.” – Footnote: Zondervan NASB Study Bible1999.


“The majority of scholars now agree that these last 12 verses are not a part of the original Gospel of Mark, although the matter is not settled conclusively.” – The Zondervan Pictorial Bible Dictionary1970.


“And they immediately made known all that had been commanded to those about Peter. And after this, Jesus Himself appeared to them, and through them sent forth from East to West the holy and incorruptible proclamation of the eternal salvation.” Now this third form may be dismissed at once. Four uncial manuscripts, dating from the seventh to the ninth century, give it, indeed, after xvi, 9, but each of them also makes reference to the longer ending as an alternative. – Catholic Encyclopedia
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