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John v. the Synoptics

1. There are no narrative parables in John but this is the characteristic teaching method of Jesus in the Synoptic tradition. (However, Jesus does speak “parabolically”—if, by parable we are referring to an earthly story which reveals something about the “kingdom”—and this is often accomplished by the evangelist’s use of double entendre).

2. John omits a great deal of material included in the Synoptics: there is no transfiguration account, no institution of the Lord’s supper (though this may be presupposed in several passages), no report of Jesus casting out a demon, and no mention of Jesus’ temptations. John includes a fair amount of material not contained in the Synoptics. For instance: transformation of water into wine, his dialogue with Nicodemus, his ministry in Samaria, resurrection of Lazarus, frequent visits to Jerusalem, 3 Passovers (compared to the lone passion week Passover recorded in the Synoptics), extended discourses in synagogues, the private instruction of his disciples, and the very important predicated and unpredicated “I am” statements.

3. In John, Jesus’ teaching is characterized by lengthy narrative discourses whereas in the Synoptic Jesus teaches in pithy, short sayings. 

4. The baptism of Jesus and the calling of the 12 (while presupposed) are not described in John as in the Synoptics.

5. Only in John is Jesus’ explicitly identified with “God.” (1:1-5; 10:30, 20:28, etc.) 

6. In the FG John the Baptist denies that he is Elijah (1:21) whereas in the Synoptics Jesus insists that he is (cf. Mark 9:11-13, par.). 

7. In the Synoptics the disciples grow in their understanding of Jesus throughout the course of the Gospels (though even in the Synoptics there are differing presentations). But, in the Fourth Gospel, the disciples express an amazing understanding from the very beginning, confessing Jesus as Rabbi, Messiah, Son of God, Son of Man, King of Israel, etc.

8. Chronological difficulties abound, not the least of which is the temple cleansing which occurs early in Jesus’ ministry in John (chapter 2) but occurs in the developing passion narratives in the Synoptics as the catalyst for Jesus’ condemnation. There is also the issue of the length of Jesus’ ministry (1 year or almost 3 years?). When was Jesus condemned and crucified? Did he eat a Passover meal with his disciples (Synoptics) or was he condemned to be crucified at the same time the lambs were being slaughtered (John)—which would preclude a Passover meal?

9. Greek style and vocabulary are different, as are the series of “dualisms” present in John which are not found in the Synoptics (e.g. “light/dark”; “life/death”; “from above/from below”; “truth/lie”; “sight/blindness”).

