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1. Introduction
An Undesigned Coincidence is an insignificant detail within a narrative which matches
some other, independent, detail in such a way that the two point to a consistent fact which
does not form part of the main narrative.
The reason for considering such coincidences is because they are a good indicator that the
narrative in question is an accurate report of a real incident. One can see that it would be
difficult to invent a narrative with the level of detail in which an undesigned coincidence
might appear; it would be even more difficult to agree such details among several different
authors writing independently.
The presence of an undesigned coincidence is therefore an important indicator that the
narratives in which the coincidence is embedded are accurate and detailed recollections of
a real event.
The existence of undesigned coincidences within Bible narratives is thus an important
indicator of the reliability of those narratives. Numerous such coincidences have been
observed; this paper contains a summary of 50 undesigned coincidences in the Gospel
records alone (including six sub-coincidences). There are many more in other parts of the
Bible and probably many more to be discovered.
1.1 The Significance of Undesigned Coincidences
The reason for studying undesigned coincidences is that they provide good evidence that
the text in which they exist is an accurate account of a real situation. In a court of law one
might look for undesigned coincidences between witnesses to see whether the witness is
telling the truth and has an accurate recollection of what occurred. In historical research
one might use the technique to decide whether an account is from an eyewitness or
whether it was written much later from hearsay.
It would be very difficult for a single author to devise an undesigned coincidence that
could be included in a fictional account. It would also be uneconomic unless the
coincidence was a significant part of the main plot of the narrative, in which case it would
not be a genuinely insignificant detail and would not count as a proper undesigned
coincidence. For an author to produce a real undesigned coincidence would be to spend a
great deal of effort to include a minor detail in the narrative which would probably never
be appreciated by any of the people who read the narrative; probably only a small
proportion of the undesigned coincidences in the Bible have so far been found. This has
very little return for the writer.
If a fictional writer were to generate a set of corresponding details which would make an
undesigned coincidence the only way that this would generate a return for the author
would be if the author were to draw one’s attention to it. This does not happen in the Bible.
One can therefore conclude that the writers were either unaware of the undesigned
coincidences or considered them to be of no value.
What is difficult for a single author becomes impossible for a group of different authors.
Even if one author was able to create an undesigned coincidence and had the motivation to
hide it in the story knowing it would probably never be noticed, it would be impossible to
collude with other authors in the creation of undesigned coincidences across the works of
several writers.
http://biblethink.org.uk/
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The existence of undesigned coincidences is thus good evidence that an account is not an
invented, fictional account. It would be virtually impossible for a human author to include
a significant number of undesigned coincidences in a narrative; it would be even more
difficult for a group of different authors to do this and more difficult still for a creative
community to insert undesigned coincidences in a growing legendary narrative.
One only finds undesigned coincidences in accurate accounts of factual events made by
independent witnesses. The existence of such coincidences in the Bible shows that the
Bible accounts are factual and that they are accurately reported.
The second point about undesigned coincidences is that they are evidence of the
preservation of the accounts in which they are embedded. If an account of an event has
been passed on from one generation to another and has been altered in the process then the
main point of the narrative may very well be preserved, but the insignificant details would
tend to be lost or altered. If the account is altered or poorly preserved the coincidences
would be absent. The presence of undesigned coincidences in the Gospel accounts is
therefore good evidence that the narrative was not passed on to other generations by any
method which would distort the account.
Similarly if the manuscripts of the Bible were copied badly, or deliberately distorted then
one would expect undesigned coincidences to be lost early on in the process. Undesigned
coincidences show that the gospels have been copied with considerable accuracy over the
centuries and that the message contained in them has not been altered.
The existence of undesigned coincidences in the Gospel narratives does not, of itself,
prove that the Gospels are inspired by God. What they do show is that the modern Gospel
records (the ones used to construct the coincidences in this account) are accurate
descriptions of the events they describe.
The existence of undesigned coincidences in the Gospels is therefore important evidence
about the accuracy and reality of the accounts contained in them. The coincidences
confirm that the accounts are detailed and accurate representations of the events that took
place and hence can be trusted as a guide to the teaching of Jesus.
1.2 Definition of an Undesigned Coincidence
In order to discuss undesigned coincidences it is useful to have a detailed definition of
what a coincidence is. For a correspondence of detail between two narratives to be
considered as an undesigned coincidence it should have the following properties:Insignificance:
The detail which forms the basis of the coincidence must be generally insignificant in all
the accounts in which it appears. If the detail is sufficiently insignificant it would be
unnoticed by other writers who might be attempting to write a corroborating account.
Thus, in the account of the Feeding of the Five Thousand it is frequently noted that there
was much grass in the place where the feeding took place (see coincidence 3.2 below). The
reference to grass is clearly insignificant. Were it to be omitted from the accounts there
would be no difference at all to the flow of the narrative. The detail of the bread and the
cup at the Last Supper is not insignificant; it is an important element of the narrative and
one of the main points taken away by the early christians.
2
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Insignificance is often noticed by comparing different translations. In some translations the
insignificant details are missing from the text. For example, the fact that the room of the
Last Supper was upstairs is included in English translations but does not appear in the
main translations into Albanian or Macedonian.
Independence:
The two accounts must show signs of independence. If they simply repeat one another’s
words one could have copied the detail from the other, or they both may have copied it
from a common verbal source.
The accounts of the Feeding of the Five Thousand refer to grass on the ground (see
coincidence 3.2 below) these vary slightly in wording, which indicates at least some
independence. Only Mark includes the picture of the grass as “green”. The fact that the
miracle took place close to the Passover is unconnected with this and is only mentioned in
John’s account. This is the main source of independence in this coincidence, and the
independence between the account in John and that in Mark is very clear; the wording of
the two differs and the detail of the time at which the miracle took place would not
immediately suggest grass.
Agreement:
The details must, of course, agree. The agreement will rarely be a major point; it may need
digging for, but nevertheless the agreement must stand out when it is seen. The details
must produce a picture of some underlying fact which is completely incidental to the main
story.
The agreement between the time of the Feeding of the Five Thousand and the presence of
green grass is clear as soon as one realises the particular circumstances of growing grass in
the Eastern Mediterranean. However, this is a hidden agreement which has no connection
with the main story.
1.3 Classification of Undesigned Coincidences
Even though an undesigned coincidence may have all the required features, some will have
them to a higher degree than others. The coincidences can thus be graded into four
categories. These are indicated in the accounts that follow by a star system, placed in the
title of each coincidence. The four categories are:Strong
****
The point of the undesigned coincidence is completely insignificant and the accounts are
clearly independent. In spite of this the agreement between the different accounts is both
exact and hidden. A strong coincidence can only be accounted for if the writer has accurate
detailed evidence, has recorded it accurately, and the document in which it was recorded
has then been transmitted accurately to the present day.
Example of a Strong Coincidence
Coincidence 3.2 concerns the grass which was growing at the time of the feeding of the
5,000. This grass is mentioned in three Gospels, but is omitted from one, which shows that
it is an insignificant detail - its omission does not affect the story. The grass only grows at
Passover time and John’s gospel confirms that this was the time of the miracle, a point
sufficiently insignificant to have been noted by the other Gospel writers. The requirements
of insignificance, independence and harmony are thus all present in the coincidence.
http://biblethink.org.uk/
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Significant ***
The undesigned coincidence is almost as clear as in the Strong category, but either the
detail is not quite as insignificant as one would hope, or there is a possibility of
dependence within the narratives, or the correspondence could have arisen from a source
other than the coincidence.
Example of a Significant Coincidence
Coincidence 2.2 is a significant coincidence. It explains why the water jars involved in the
miracle of turning water into wine were empty at the start of the miracle by noting that the
wedding feast had already started and that it was the religious custom to wash before
eating. This is not quite a strong coincidence because the hidden story of the emptying of
water pots at the start of a feast would have been familiar to anyone in the region before
70AD. There is thus a slight flaw in what might otherwise have been a strong coincidence.
Likely
**
A likely coincidence is an apparently undesigned coincidence in which there is a flaw in
the evidence so that it is not certain that the coincidence really exists.
Example of a Likely Coincidence
Coincidence 2.4 is about the way that the disciple Matthew is described differently in the
Gospel of Matthew from the way that he is referred to in the other Gospel records. This
can be put down to modesty on the part of Matthew who downgrades his importance when
he writes about himself. There may, in fact, be some other, unknown, reason for this
difference in the way that Matthew is referred to.
Weak
*
A coincidence is weak if one or more of the elements that make it up is uncertain to a point
which may render the coincidence untenable. The coincidences which are rated weak are
generally attractive and are quite possibly correct, but are generally unprovable.
Example of a Weak Coincidence.
An example of a weak coincidence is coincidence 4.5, which refers to a boat (AV ship)
which was habitually used by Jesus for travelling on the Sea of Galilee. The problem with
this coincidence is that it depends on the use of the definite article in Greek, a notoriously
difficult piece of Greek grammar to understand and full of subtlety. Because of this it is
difficult to decide whether many of the passages involved in this coincidence refer to the
same boat or to a different boat, thus lessening the confidence with which the coincidence
should be treated.
1.4 Statistical Summary of the Coincidences.
Chapter
of coincidence
2. Early
3. Middle
4. Later
5. Last Passover
Full Set

1
0
0
2
0
2

Category
2
3
1
4
3
3
2
1
1
5
7
13

4
4
4
3
11
22

Total
9
10
8
17
44

This table gives the set of undesigned coincidences (excluding the six sub-coincidences).
The coincidences listed are the ones noted below in the following chapters. They are
4
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categorised by the chapter in which they occur (these chapters correspond roughly to the
period of Jesus’ ministry in which the coincidence occurred. They are also categorised by
their grade using the grading system outlined above. In total 35 of the coincidences are of
the highest quality (grades “Strong” and “Significant”). This shows a considerable degree
of hidden correspondence in the accounts, which argues strongly for their accuracy.
1.5 History of the Idea
The term “Undesigned Coincidence” was coined by J. J. Blunt whose book, published in
1847, was entitled “Undesigned Scriptural Coincidences”. This book attempted to build on
the earlier work of William Paley (the inventor of the Watchmaker argument about
creation) who published a work by the name of “Horae Paulinae” in 1790. Blunt indicates
that a number of undesigned coincidences in Acts and the Epistles were known before
Paley wrote his work, systematising the ideas and adding many more coincidences.
There has been very little work in the area since that time. The majority of theologians
have either ignored the idea completely or have simply relied on the work of Blunt. The
emphasis among academic theologians has been to attempt to show a long term
development of the Gospels in particular over several generations; undesigned
coincidences are a serious problem for such theologians who have chosen to ignore the
problem rather than to confront it.
However, the idea of undesigned coincidences has not gone away. This essay is an attempt
to bring the idea to a wider notice.
1.6 Other Attempted Explanations for the Coincidences
The ideas of undesigned coincidences are not well known and as a consequence they are
not thoroughly debated. There have been only a few attempts to explain away the
coincidences and most of these have been based on a misapprehension of the meaning and
method of undesigned coincidences. Here the four main counter-arguments are considered.
a) No Proof of Inspiration
The first argument used against undesigned coincidences is that they form no proof that
the Bible comes from God. It is noted that while undesigned coincidences rarely if ever
appear in fiction, they do appear in eyewitness accounts of all sorts of events, in historical
research and in court cases. There are examples of undesigned coincidences which connect
the works of Josephus (especially his history of the war of 66-73 AD between the Jews of
Judea and Galilee and the Romans) with the Gospels. These coincidences provide no proof
that Josephus was inspired by God.
The argument is, in essence correct. The undesigned coincidences idea doesn’t attempt to
prove that the Bible is inspired. All it attempts to show is that the Bible accounts are
accurate representations of what happened. The coincidences with Josephus are generally
geographic; they show that where both the Gospels and Josephus describe some village in
Galilee in the first century AD that description is accurate.
As an example, there are several undesigned coincidences which surround the account of
the Feeding of the Five Thousand. These don’t, in themselves, establish that the Gospel
writers were prompted by God to write the particular descriptions concerned. Other
arguments are needed to show this. What the coincidences show is that the Gospel writers
reported the events of the feeding of the Five Thousand accurately.
http://biblethink.org.uk/
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The undesigned coincidences establish that the Bible is written accurately. The
coincidences which concern the Gospels, for example, show that the Gospels contain
accurate accounts of the events they describe. However, some of these accounts are
accounts of miracles performed by Jesus (the feeding of the five thousand is one of them).
The undesigned coincidences therefore show that Jesus performed miracles, which does
show the action of God through Jesus.
However, undesigned coincidences are not intended to provide direct evidence of
inspiration. What they show is direct evidence of accuracy.
b) Attacks on Likelihood
Undesigned coincidences depend on the coincidences being unlikely. One counterargument insists that in fact the coincidences are not as unlikely as are initially supposed.
This idea is used as a counter-argument to coincidence 3.4, where Luke indicates that the
Feeding of the Five Thousand took place near Bethsaida and Jesus chooses Philip (whom
John indicates as coming from Bethsaida) to ask about local conditions. The objection here
is that three of the disciples came from Bethsaida. Thus, picking one out of the twelve at
random gives a 25% chance of picking a disciple with connections to Bethsaida.
This, of course, heavily overestimates the likelihood. If the miracle is an invention, then it
could have been placed near any one of hundreds of villages in Galilee. Many of these
would not have had any disciples from nearby. Conservatively one might estimate a one in
25 probability of finding a village at random which came from near a disciple, and if the
two probabilities were independent this would provide a probability of both coinciding
close to 1%. However, the coincidence is still less likely as there is no need to mention a
town at all and the writers didn’t need to record that it was Philip who was asked the
question. These make the probability of the coincidence arising at chance still lower. Thus
the probability of choosing a disciple who came from Bethsaida is only high if the miracle
actually took place.
The argument used to attack the idea of undesigned coincidences based on probability
usually work by picking one relatively likely part of the coincidence and assigning it a
probability which is high enough to make that part seem poor evidence and then to ignore
the rest of the coincidence. When one attempts to estimate the probabilities of other
necessary elements of the coincidence and combines the probabilities of all elements one
generally finds a coincidence which is very unlikely.
An attempt to rebut the idea of undesigned coincidences by Cline (2009) goes so far as to
attack any idea of probability on the grounds that only a single incident is involved in each
coincidence. This, he says, makes the idea of probability meaningless. This, of course, is
scraping the bottom of the philosophical barrel. The idea of probability is perfectly
applicable to single events. Ever since the work of Thomas Bayes (1701-1761) one has
been able to estimate probabilities for single events and the probability of a single event
has had a perfectly sound meaning.
Of course it is usually impossible to give an estimate of the probability of any single
coincidence with any degree of accuracy. However, one does not need to do this in order to
know that the coincidence is in reality very unlikely.
6
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c) Alteration by Later Scribes
A second objection to arguments based on undesigned coincidences is the idea that the
coincidences were inserted into the narrative by later scribes who, having read the whole
of all the Gospels, were prepared to add the coincidences into the narratives.
There are several issues here, bur the most obvious is a lack of motive. Why should a
second century scribe attempt to add an insignificant detail to a document in the hopes that
it might be discovered 18 centuries later, but with a high probability that it will never be
discovered at all.
A second point is that the details presented as undesigned coincidences are usually very
obscure, which would make it difficult for a later scribe to insert them with any accuracy.
There would need to be some extremely clever scribes who were so clear about the details
of the narrative that they were able to devise details which appear completely independent
of one another and then insert them into the text unnoticed by anyone else. Many of the
coincidences appear in the text where no evidence of variation exists. This would mean
that the scribe who invented the new detail would have had to persuade all the scribes in
all the monasteries of the Roman empire and even outside it to make the required changes
to their own manuscripts.
The scribe who invented an undesigned coincidence and copied it into his own manuscript
would have to have been a genius of a high degree in order to think up the idea of the
coincidence in the first place. He would also have had to have had the authority to change
the text of manuscripts in other monasteries, and to do so even across language barriers (he
would have to affect the content of ancient versions and citations in ancient books). This
would require a high degree of determination on the part of the relevant ancient scribe and
an amazing dedication as no manuscripts have been found which lack a significant portion
of the undesigned coincidences in the Gospels.
d) A Prior Document
Another kind of attack on the idea of an undesigned coincidence, this time recorded in
Babinsky (2011) is the idea that there is an underlying source for all the accounts which
generates the coincidences.
This objection shows a misunderstanding of the nature of an undesigned coincidence.
Babinsky seems to think that an undesigned coincidence is a situation where some element
of the narrative exists in one account but is absent from another; in reality it is much more
than this. An undesigned coincidence needs to be a trivial detail that would be unnoticed in
the narrative unless one were deliberately looking for it. If the detail is of some
significance in only one of the narratives, then it becomes a sub-coincidence, of interest in
determining the way that the writer worked but no longer a guarantee of accuracy.
Some coincidences are within a single document; the details were written by the same
writer each time, but are so incidental and so insignificant that it is unlikely that the writer
would have invented them. The problem for this objection is that the author of the original
(underlying) document would find it almost impossible to devise the undesigned
coincidences within that document, and certainly not worth the effort.
Babinsky’s theory requires that there is a single underlying document which contains all
the narratives in the Gospels and is written in great detail. His idea is that the Gospels we
know now are accounts taken from this hypothetical document, and that undesigned
coincidences exist because the writers of Matthew, Mark and Luke effectively took
different subsets from the hypothetical document.
http://biblethink.org.uk/
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There are several problems with this idea.
First, there is the problem that several undesigned coincidences include John as well as the
synoptic Gospels. This means that the hypothetical underlying super-Gospel would have to
have included the material of John as well as that of the synoptics. This leaves a problem
in explaining why the Synoptics are so similar to one another and so different from John.
There is also a second problem of discovering what happened to this hypothetical
document. No trace of it remains, no manuscript, no citations, no discussion. There is no
mention of it at all in any writer from the end of the first century onwards. One might have
expected that it would have been so important that the church would have worked hard to
preserve it in some form; apparently this is not so.
A third point is that the underlying Super-Gospel would have to be earlier than the existing
Gospels and extremely detailed. It would need to contain all the details that are found in
the undesigned coincidences below, the details for many other coincidences that have not
yet been discovered (and may never be) and still more details that were not reported in the
Gospels we know. This document would have had to have been written early enough for
there to have been eyewitnesses still alive. It would therefore need to have been accurate,
or the eyewitnesses would have complained about it and, given the number of opponents
to the early Christian movement, their objections would have become known. The idea that
there was a large Super-Gospel of tremendous accurate detail available to Gospel writers
in different parts of the Roman Empire would mean that the Gospels we have are
dependent on a highly accurate document even closer to the events than they are
themselves. This would improve one’s confidence in the accuracy of the known Gospels
rather than detract from it.
Babinsky seems to be arguing that the Gospel of Mark forms this hypothetical SuperGospel but this is clearly nonsense. A majority of undesigned coincidences include details
that are absent from Mark; Mark could hardly be the source of these details.
Summary
The current objections to undesigned coincidences fail because the writers of the
objections don’t understand the idea of an undesigned coincidence and aren’t aware of
more than a few of them. The objections seen on the internet seem to be [failed] attempts
to account for a very small subset of the coincidences (the problem of Jesus’ blindfold as
he was tormented and the fact that Philip came from Bethsaida). The real picture of
undesigned coincidences is much more than this and forms a set of problems which has
essentially never been tackled by conventional critics.
It might be possible for a scribe who was an excellent scholar to invent an undesigned
coincidence. This would take a considerable effort and probably more knowledge of the
time and place than would have been available after the end of the Jewish War of 6672AD. This would mean that the existence of undesigned coincidences in the Gospels
would be a guarantee that the Gospels were written in living memory of the events that are
described in them. If they were inaccurate then the living witnesses to the events would
have been expected to have objected to them. This would have included not only followers
of Jesus who were concerned to produce an accurate record of his doings, but also hostile
witnesses such as the Jewish authorities and more political elements such as the Herodians.
The absence of any mention of the Gospels in their literature suggests that they did not
wish attention to be drawn to them.
8
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It would also be uneconomic for writers to insert undesigned coincidences into the
accounts. A tremendous amount of time and effort would have been needed to produce
even one undesigned coincidence, let alone the large number of coincidences found in the
Gospels. Only a small proportion of existing coincidences will probably ever be
discovered; virtually none were known before the eighteenth century (when increasing
scepticism caused an increased study of evidence for the way that the Gospels were
written). It is difficult to imagine why a scribe in the first century AD would spend many
hours, or even days, working on an undesigned coincidence which no-one would think
about until the eighteenth century and which would probably not be discovered even then.
One can therefore only conclude that undesigned coincidences are good evidence that the
narratives which contain them are accurate records of actual events and contain even small
details to a high degree of accuracy.
1.7 Sub-Coincidences
A sub-coincidence is similar to an undesigned coincidence, but it covers details which may
be minor in one witness but are a significant part of the narrative in another witness. These
are interesting because they show consistency of narrative, but they do not have the force
of a proper undesigned coincidence as it might just be possible for an astute author to
invent them.
These notes list a mere five sub-coincidences. There are almost certainly far more of these,
but they have not been a major element of study from many people. The point of subcoincidences is that they show that the Gospels are more similar than the critics tend to
presume.
Luke, for example, includes oblique references to visits made by Jesus to Jerusalem before
the last passover. This destroys one of the criticisms of the Gospels, which is that they do
not contain a common picture of whether Jesus visited Jerusalem during his ministry many
times or only once. Looking at Luke’s Gospel one can see that Jesus must have visited
more times than the Gospel writer has need to include in the account.

1.8 Alleged Contradictions
The opposite of an undesigned coincidence would be a contradiction of detail or fact
between two parallel accounts or two different parts of the same account. A small number
of such contradictions have been proposed; a search on the internet will soon produce an
apparently impressive list of these.
One point about these alleged contradictions is that they are frequently rather less than
impressive and can frequently be dismissed after a very simple analysis. This means that
the number of real problems in harmonising the Gospels is really very small. In many
cases the apparent discrepancy is explained by a further small detail, and the alleged
contradiction turns out, in reality, to be another undesigned coincidence.
Other alleged contradictions are not contradictions in the text of the Bible at all, but are
contradictions between the Bible and the world-view of the person who proposes the
contradiction.

http://biblethink.org.uk/

9

Introduction

Undesigned Coincidences in the Gospels

However, even a small number of unresolved contradictions of detail shouldn’t prove to be
a problem in accepting the general reliability of the Gospels. The alleged contradictions
may remain unresolved because they rely on a third fact to reconcile them, which is not
recorded, or they may remain unresolved because insufficient research has been carried out
to resolve them.
As an example, consider two witnesses to a car crash between a van which emerged from
Wardle Road onto Marsland road and collided with a car. One witness may say that he saw
an accident happen on Wardle Road when a maroon transit hit a grey Volkswagen. A
second witness might testify to a crash on Marsland Road between a red van and a silver
car. One would consider this to be a contradiction of detail unless one was aware of the
geography of the area in which the accident took place; the real accident took place at the
junction between the two roads and the colours of the vehicles are simply alternative
descriptions of the same colour. The identity of a transit with a van and the Volkswagen
with the car might also require a knowledge of modes of transport in the early 21st
century. If these facts were not known, one might decide that a genuinely harmonious
account contained several contradictions.
The idea of contradictions between parallel accounts is a significant issue in establishing
the truth of those accounts. Because both undesigned coincidences and alleged
contradictions deal with similar issues from opposite sides there is a short section on
alleged contradictions between Gospel accounts at the end of these notes.
The next sections of these notes are examples of undesigned coincidences from the
Gospels. They are written in approximately the order in which the events must have
occurred in Jesus’ ministry, and divided into four sections:Chapter 2:

Early Coindicences: Coincidences from the early part of Jesus’ ministry

Chapter 3:

Middle Coincidences: Coincidences from the middle period of Jesus’
ministry. Many of these are around the account of the feeding of the five
thousand, which is recorded in all four gospels and is therefore a
particularly rich field for finding undesigned coincidences.

Chapter 4:

Later Coincidences: Coincidences from the period of Jesus’ ministry which
works up towards his crucifixion and resurrection

Chapter 5:

The Last Passover: Coincidences from the week in Jerusalem which ended
in the crucifixion of Jesus on Passover Eve and subsequent events.

10
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2. Coincidences from Early in Jesus’ Ministry
2.1 The Call of the Four Disciples ***
The disciples appear to have been called more than once; presumably they signed up for
short tours early on and then became more permanent. However, there is one incident in
which Simon-Peter, Andrew, James and John were called by the Sea of Galilee. This is
recorded in Matthew 4:18-22 and Luke 5:1-11.
There are differences between the two accounts. In Luke 5 the call follows a miraculous
catch of fish. In Matthew Jesus finds the disciples on the lake shore and calls them there.
However, there are common details which indicate that the same occasion is being
described. Both take place on the shore of Galilee (Matthew 4:13 indicates that the
incident occurred near Capernaum). They both involve the same disciples. On both
occasions Jesus says “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” (Matthew 4:19 there is a similar wording in Luke 5:10). The sequence of events would seem to be:•
•
•
•

Jesus borrows Peter’s boat from which to teach (Luke 5:3)
The miraculous catch of fishes (Luke 5:4-9)
Jesus speaks to Peter, but then leaves (Luke 5:10 - the leaving is implied)
Jesus returns to find the future disciples on the lake shore, involved in activities
associated with fishing (Matthew 4:18)
• The disciples are finally called by Jesus (Matthew 4:19-22)
There is considerable variation between the two accounts; this shows that they are
independent of one another. Some critics have seen them as being so independent that they
claim the two contradict one another, but the two accounts easily fit together.
The main substance of the coincidence involves the nets. In Luke 5:6 the nets are let down
to catch fish and tear because so many fish are caught. In Matthew 4:21 Jesus returns to
the shore to find James and John mending their nets. This would be necessary because of
the tear caused on the previous evening. This is a tiny detail in Matthew 4 which is
accounted for by circumstances in Luke 5.
Matthew makes no mention of the miraculous catch. However, the disciples are quite
happy to leave their nets and follow Jesus. This would be a little odd in ordinary
circumstances, but is accounted for by the fact that the disciples had seen the miracle.
Comment: This coincidence has considerable attraction in that there is clear and obvious
independence of the two accounts. However, while it is likely, it is not guaranteed that they
occur on consecutive days. The disciples could just possibly be mending nets from
ordinary wear-and-tear. On the other hand, the sequence above is very likely. This
indicates a stronger coincidence. The coincidence is therefore rated “Significant”.
Source: Blunt p244 ff
2.2 Water into Wine ***
The first part of John 2 contains an account of one of Jesus’ first miracles (the first sign
that here performed in Cana). The miracle took place at a wedding party to which Jesus
and some of his disciples were invited. During the wedding the wine ran out. There were
present some stone jars used to hold water for Jewish purification rites. Jesus then asked
that these should be filled with water; when the servants poured some out again it had
become high quality wine.
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The particular coincidence here is that Jesus began the miracle by asking the servants to
fill the jars with water:Jesus said to the servants, “Fill the jars with water.” And they filled them up to the brim.
(John 2:7)
This means that the jars must have been empty when the wine ran out, which means that
the water in them must have been used already. John does not explain why.
However, Mark’s Gospel does provide an explanation:For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands, holding to the
tradition of the elders…
(Mark 7:3)
As the feast had been going on for some time, the guests must have been eating. Mark tells
us that they would always wash before meals, and this was the purpose of the water in the
water jars. The jars were thus emptied at the beginning of the feast and so needed to be
refilled before Jesus could turn the water into wine.
Comment: The coincidence depends on a detail of Jewish behaviour which is described
in a different context in Mark but is not described in John. The narrative of John’s Gospel
assumes that the ritual described in Mark had been carried out. John makes no mention of
the fact that the ritual had taken place, which shows that he did not deliberately introduce
it to the narrative. Mark, of course, does not report this miracle at all. The two passages are
therefore independent of one another.
The only possible source of weakness in the coincidence is if the readers of John’s Gospel
were so familiar with similar feasts that they were used to the empty water pots. This
seems unlikely as Mark has to describe Jewish custom in the matter and John has to
explain the purpose of the water jars. The matter is passed so incidentally that it is unlikely
to be a deliberate feature of the narrative. It can therefore be assigned the status
“Significant”.
Source: Blunt p286
2.3 Jesus Moves to Capernaum ****
This is a short coincidence but nevertheless a significant one. The Gospel of Luke contains
passages which indicate that Jesus spent a considerable time in the vicinity of Capernaum
and that he was well known there, especially his miracles and his teaching.
For example:And he said to them, “Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Physician, heal
yourself.’ What we have heard you did at Capernaum, do here in your home town as
well.”
(Luke 4:23)
This implies that Jesus did many things in Capernaum and that this was particularly well
known. The other passage is in Luke 10; this is part of a list of towns in Galilee where
Jesus was well know, including Chorazin and Bethsaida as well as Capernaum. However,
in this list Capernaum is particularly emphasised. In this passage the inhabitants of the
town are condemned because they failed to listen to the Gospel when it was proclaimed to
them.
12
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The implication is that for a considerable part of his ministry Jesus was based in
Capernaum.
A similar story appears when one considers the Gospel of Mark. For example, consider
these verses:And when he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at
home.
(Mark 2:1)
And they came to Capernaum. And when he was in the house he asked them,...
(Mark 9:33)
These refer to Jesus having a “home” (Greek oójoir [oikos]) in Capernaum. Again the
implication is that Jesus had settled there on a semi-permanent basis, using it as a base
from which to go out on tours of the region to proclaim the Gospel.
John’s Gospel is slightly more forthcoming. There is a verse in John 2 which tells us that
Jesus and his family went down to Capernaum, but this could have been a short visit only.
After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his disciples,
and they stayed there for a few days. (John 2:12)
This passage indicates a move to Capernaum, but soon after Jesus went on a visit to
Jerusalem and it is unclear whether he settled in Capernaum on a more permanent basis.
Another reference to Capernaum in John’s Gospel indicates that Jesus returned there after
the feeding of the 5,000 (John 6:17) with the suggestion that this was a natural place to
which he and the disciples might return. After the miracle, when Jesus had escaped the
crowd, some of them came to Capernaum to look for him there; again, this suggests that it
was a habitual base for Jesus.
So when the crowd saw that Jesus was not there, nor his disciples, they themselves got into
the boats and went to Capernaum, seeking Jesus. (John 6:24)
No passage in any of these three Gospels (Mark, Luke and John) states explicitly that Jesus
had settled in Capernaum as his main base. This is something that one can infer from the
frequent references to Capernaum in these Gospels, but it is simply not an important
enough detail for them to mention it explicitly.
However, in Matthew’s Gospel there is a more explicit statement:12
13

Now when he heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew into Galilee.
And leaving Nazareth he went and lived in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of
Zebulun and Naphtali
(Matthew 4:12,13)

This tells us that Jesus left Nazareth after the death of John the Baptist and made
Capernaum his home instead. A detail that is inferred from hints in three Gospel records is
found as an explicit statement, albeit a very minor one, in the Gospel of Matthew.
Comment: This is a compelling coincidence. Clearly the place of Jesus’ base is relatively
unimportant in the Gospel accounts; three of the Gospels choose not to refer to it as such.
However, there is a faint hint in several passages in three Gospels which indicates that
Capernaum was Jesus’ main base and a passing statement in Matthew which indicates that
http://biblethink.org.uk/
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Jesus made Capernaum his home. This shows all the points of irrelevance, independence
and insignificance that one could look for in an undesigned coincidence. It should
therefore be rated as “Strong”.
Source: Blunt p271, extended by JCT

2.4 Secret Disciples in Jerusalem ****
While the main opposition to Jesus came from Jerusalem, he did have a following of secret
disciples there. At Jesus’ first Passover in Jerusalem many of those in Jerusalem believed
on him:Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name when
they saw the signs that he was doing.
(John 2:23)
Among these were some of the ruling elite in Jerusalem. Shortly after the Passover
Nicodemus comes to visit Jesus by night. When he arrives he addresses Jesus like this:
“Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs
that you do unless God is with him.”
(John 3:2)
This verse shows Nicodemus to be a spokesman for a number of other people (he uses the
phrase “we know”). There must have been a party among the leading elements of
Jerusalem who considered Jesus to have been a great teacher from God.
Later on a large party of teachers came from Jerusalem to listen to the teaching of Jesus.
This is the situation in Luke 5, where so many of these people have come to hear Jesus that
it is impossible for a paralysed man to enter the house where Jesus is teaching. They are
forced to let him down through the roof instead. The start of the account in Luke’s Gospel
identifies the crowd who listened in the house:On one of those days, as he was teaching, Pharisees and teachers of the law were sitting
there, who had come from every village of Galilee and Judea and from Jerusalem...
(Luke 5:17)
Only Luke tells us who these people were; the other accounts omit this detail, which shows
that it is insignificant.
The confidence in Jesus of this essentially Pharisaic group ebbed away as Jesus’ ministry
proceeded, but there is a final attempt to form some kind of alliance with him in Matthew
15:1-14. Here we read first that the Pharisees have come from Jerusalem (Mt 15:1); the
reason for their visit was likely to be more than simply to sound out Jesus’ teaching on
ritual cleanliness at mealtimes. However, Jesus will not trust himself to a party within the
ruling elite. (See John 2:24) In Matthew 15:12 we find that the officers were offended
(Greek: skandaliso) by the behaviour and teaching of Jesus
Comment: The account of the secret disciples is never a major theme in the Gospels but
remains hidden in the accounts. One suspects that there was a reason for this in the
protection of these disciples from later persecution. However, there is a clear subtext in the
detail. This is a strong coincidence.
Source: JCT
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2.5 Matthew in the Disciples List **
Matthew is found in the lists of disciples in Matthew 10:2-4, Mark 3:16-19 and
Luke 6:14-16. However, the position he enjoys in the list in the Gospel of Matthew differs
with the position in the other Gospels in which the list is found.
In Matthew 10:3 the order is Thomas then Matthew, who it describes as “the tax collector”.
Mark 3:18 and Luke 6:15 place these in the other order, with Matthew first, and omit any
mention of Matthew’s job. Being a tax collector was, at the time, considered to be a
disreputable career, and the more important positions were always earlier in a list. Thus
Matthew’s Gospel downgrades the importance of Matthew relative to his position in the
other lists.
Blunt suggests that Matthew would be likely to downplay his importance in the disciple
lists due to his natural modesty. This change in the order of disciples in the list is
considered to be evidence of a connection between Matthew and the Gospel that bears his
name.
Comment: The idea of Matthew downgrading his own position in the list of disciples is
fairly appealing, but presumes that there was no other reason for this particular
downgrading. The coincidence can thus be classified as “Likely”.
Source: Blunt p 258

2.6 Peter’s Wife ****
This coincidence connects the Gospels with the Epistles of Paul. There are two references
where the text refers to the wife of Simon Peter:14

And when Jesus entered Peter’s house, he saw his mother-in-law lying sick with a fever.
(Matthew 8:14)

The fact that Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law indicates, obliquely, that Peter had a wife.
Paul refers to Peter’s wife more explicitly, but still in passing:5

Do we not have the right to take along a believing wife, as do the other apostles and the
brothers of the Lord and Cephas?
(1 Corinthians 9:5)

In this passage Peter is picked out by the name “Cephas”; he is described as travelling with
a “believing wife”. (she had reason to believe - Jesus had healed her mother).
In both passages the married statement of Peter is incidental to the story. In Matthew she is
not even mentioned; her existence is inferred from the existence of her mother. The
accounts are also clearly independent of one another; they do not even use the same name
for Peter.
Comment: This also is an example of a very powerful coincidence. There is no doubt of
the independence of the two sources; Paul’s epistles have little direct contact with the
Gospel records and especially the Gospel of Matthew. The independence is highlighted by
the way that Peter is referred to by a different name in both parts and the way that the
wife’s mother is purely incidental. The only serious explanation of this is that Peter really
had a wife and that the Gospel record is accurate. This coincidence can be graded
“Strong”.
Source: Blunt p254
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15

Early Coincidences

Undesigned Coincidences in the Gospels

2.7 Evening Healing ***
In Matthew 8:16 there is a brief account of Jesus healing a large number of people in the
evening. This is parallel to accounts of the same incident in Mark 1:32 and Luke 4:40. All
three Gospels note that the incident took place in the evening, but they use different words
to indicate this:Matthew 8:16
Mark 1:32
Luke 4:40

That evening they brought to him…
That evening at sundown…
Now when the sun was setting,…

The use of these different phrases indicates that the accounts are independent of one
another; dependent accounts would have taken variants of the same phrase, rather than
three completely different phrases.
The reason for the healing being in the evening is given in the context. A few verses earlier
(Mark 1:21; Luke 4:31) the narrative tells us that the preceding events were on the Sabbath
day. Jewish days end at sunset, and hence the healings took place immediately after the
end of the Sabbath day. Luke 13:14 tells us that conventional Jewish interpretation of the
Law of Moses forbade the healing of an ill person on the Sabbath day. This is why the
crowd waited until the evening before presenting themselves to be healed.
Comment: This is a strong coincidence from Matthew’s point of view. Matthew reports
the incident without comment. Nevertheless the explanation for the wait is there in the
other synoptic Gospels. This suggests that Matthew is reporting observed detail rather than
making up the incident or writing it from a faulty vague source. The coincidence can thus
be rated “Significant”.
Source: Blunt p255

2.8 Matthew’s House ****
The call of Matthew to be a disciple of Jesus is recorded in Matthew 9:9,10. At this point
he is sitting in his tax office in Capernaum. After Matthew decided to become one of
Jesus’ disciples there was a great feast. Matthew describes this as being in “The house” (In
Greek “t¨ oÓjÊZ”). The other Gospels record that this was Matthew’s own house:“Now it happened, as he was dining in Levi’s house...” (Mark 2:15)
“Then Levi gave him a great feast in his own house.”

(Luke 5:29)

In Mark and Luke the house needs special identification; it is Levi’s house (Levi was
Matthew’s other name). However, to Matthew, it is “the house”; it is his own special
house. This turn of speech shows a shows a connection between Matthew the tax collector
and the writer of the Gospel of Matthew.
This point is reinforced by the detail that many of those who were present at the feast were
themselves tax collectors. The records of this are:And as Jesus reclined at table in the house, behold, many tax collectors and sinners
came and were reclining with Jesus and his disciples. And when the Pharisees saw this,
they said to his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?”
(Matthew 9:10,11)
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And the scribes of the Pharisees, when they saw that he was eating with sinners and tax
collectors, said to his disciples, “Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?”
(Mark 2:16)
And Levi made him a great feast in his house, and there was a large company of tax
collectors and others reclining at table with them.
(Luke 5:29)
This would be natural as many of Matthew’s friends would be in the same line of business
as him.
The detail of Matthew’s house continues through the Gospel of Matthew. His house is
simply referred to as “the house”:Matt 9:28
Matt 13:1
Matt 13:36
Matt 17:25

Jesus heals some blind men in the house.
Jesus leaves Matthew’s house to go out and deliver the parable of the sower.
Jesus returns to Matthew’s house to explain the parable.
Jesus discusses the paying of taxes with Peter in Matthew’s house!

(Mark also refers to a house in Capernaum as “the house”, but a comparison shows that
this is a different house. Probably the house mentioned thus in Mark is Peter’s house.)
Archaeological confirmation: Capernaum was the first town of any size on the Antipas
side of the boundary between the territories of Herod Antipas and Herod Philip; it was also
on the Via Maris, one of the main trade routes of the ancient world. As such it was a prime
site for a customs post, which was one of the main types of tax office of the time. Matthew
and his colleagues are in exactly the right place.
Comment: This is a strong coincidence. It contains the detail of the house which connects
the Gospel of Matthew with Matthew the disciple. The additional point of the presence of
tax collectors at the following feast helps to confirm this, as does the topographical point
of the location of Capernaum.
Source: Blunt p257 extended by JCT

2.9 The Centurion’s Servant and the Nobleman’s Son ***
In the Gospel of Luke (Luke 7:1-10) a centurion in Capernaum sends messengers to Jesus
with the request that one of the Centurion’s servants should be healed. Jesus offers to come
to the centurion’s house, but the centurion indicates that Jesus should simply say a word,
knowing that by this the servant will be healed. The centurion knows that the servant will
be healed at a distance without need to put Jesus to any further trouble.
The question is how the centurion knew that Jesus had the ability to heal at a distance.
If the centurion followed the events in Capernaum he would have known that that Jesus
was able to heal at a distance because he had done it before. In John 4:46-53 there is the
account of Jesus healing a nobleman’s son. At the time Jesus and the nobleman were in
Cana in Galilee while the nobleman’s son was in Capernaum, more than a day’s walk
away. The geography of the situation is established in verses 46 and 47:-
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So he came again to Cana in Galilee, where he had made the water wine. And at
Capernaum there was an official whose son was ill.
When this man heard that Jesus had come from Judea to Galilee, he went to him and
asked him to come down and heal his son, for he was at the point of death.
(John 4:46,47)

The healing at a distance is described in verses 50 and 51:50

51

Jesus said to him, “Go; your son will live.” The man believed the word that Jesus spoke
to him and went on his way.
As he was going down, his servants met him and told him that his son was recovering.
(John 4:50,51)

This healing was unusual and shows the power of Jesus in a remarkable way. It would
have been noted immediately in Capernaum, where the healing took place, and would have
been talked of. The centurion was a part of the Capernaum community, even to the point of
paying for a synagogue (Luke 7:5); one can be certain that he took an interest in local
affairs. This is why he could have confidence that Jesus was able to heal his servant at a
word and at a distance.
Comment: This is an appealing coincidence and the details fit together amazingly well.
The accounts are independent; the account of the healing at a distance in John differs in
every detail from the healing of the centurion’s servant in Matthew and Luke. The details
are insignificant; the fact of the connection between the centurion and the local community
by endowing a synagogue is only in Luke, not in Matthew and the miracle from Cana is
only mentioned in John. However, it is possible that the centurion would work out that
Jesus could heal at a distance by sheer faith and logic; for this reason the coincidence is
graded “Significant”.
Source: JCT
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3. Middle Coincidences
This set of undesigned coincidences is from early on in Jesus’ ministry, but after the first
few months. A large number of the coincidences in this section are based around the
Feeding of the Five Thousand, but there are a few additional ones.
The Feeding of the 5000
The feeding of the Five Thousand is unusual in that it is recorded in all four Gospels. As
such there is considerable scope for undesigned coincidences. There is also a convenient
comparison in the feeding of the four thousand, a similar incident but one which is distinct
from the feeding of the five thousand. There would be much scope for confusion between
the accounts of the two incidents and if the reporting of either account had been poor one
would have expected more similarity between the recorded details of the accounts of the
two incidents and less correspondence in parallel accounts of the same incident.
3.1 The Baskets ****
After the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand the disciples took up twelve baskets
of scraps (Matthew 14:20; Mark 6:43; Luke 9:17; John 6:13). After the feeding of the four
thousand a similar collection of scraps into baskets took place (Matthew 15:37; Mark 8:8).
The detail of note in these accounts is the Greek word which is translated “basket”. In the
feeding of the five thousand the word is jovÊmour (kofinous) while in the feeding of the
four thousand the words is spuqÊdar (spuridas). These are words which designate
different kinds of basket. The precise details of what these baskets were like is now
forgotten but the evangelists make a clear distinction between them. The accounts of the
feeding of the five thousand always refer to the kofinous and the accounts of the feeding of
the four thousand always refer to the spurida. If the accounts had been invented, or if there
had been any loss of detail in the memory of the events then the two types of basket would
almost certainly have become confused.
Comment: This coincidence appears in all four accounts. It shows a similarity within the
accounts of the different incidents and a distinction between accounts of different events.
The coincidence can be graded “Strong”.
Source: Blunt p264

3.2 The Grass ****
Three of the four accounts of the feeding of the five thousand mention that the ground was
covered in grass. (Matthew 14:19; Mark 6:39; John 6:10) In the corresponding places in
the account of the feeding of the four thousand the word “ground” is used instead
(Matthew 15:35; Mark 8:6). This shows a simple detail which shows a correspondence
between accounts of the same event but a distinction between accounts of similar but
different events.
However, there is more. In the eastern Mediterranean grass tends to be found only in the
spring (unless there is serious irrigation). Before the spring the grass doesn’t grow, and
from the later part of spring onwards the heat tends to burn it and cause it to go brown. The
existence of green grass on the ground indicates that the miracle of the five thousand took
place in the spring. This matches the detail in John 6:4 which tells us that the miracle took
place near to Passover time, which is, of course, in the early spring.
http://biblethink.org.uk/
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Comment: Again, this is a trivial detail that would be highly unlikely to spring to mind
among the evangelists if the account was an invention. The fact of the time of year is only
mentioned in one account, but the consequences appear in three of the accounts. Luke,
who would have the account at second hand, does not include the detail. This coincidence
can be graded “Strong”.
Source: Blunt p264

3.3 Women and Children ****
At the feeding of the five thousand Jesus has the disciples ask the people to sit down
(John 6:10). He uses the word ÐmhqÍpour (anthropous) which refers to people of either
sex. However, only the men (Greek ðmdqer - andres) actually sit; the women and children
continue to mill around. Luke 9:14 tells us that the men sat down in groups of 50:14

15

For there were about five thousand men. And he said to his disciples, “Have them sit
down in groups of about fifty each.”
And they did so, and had them all sit down.
(Luke 9:14,15)

It was therefore easy to count the men. It was, however, much more difficult to count the
women and children. This is why Matthew 14 tells us the number of the men only.
And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and children.
(Matthew 14:21)
The men were counted but the women and children were not.
Comment: The detail is trivial and would easily be overlooked. It is written in
unconnected parts. It is John’s Gospel that notes that only the men sat down, Luke who
notes that the men sat in ranks of 50 and Matthew who notes that the number of men is
counted while the number of women is not. It would be impossible for three disparate
writers to arrange this coincidence if it was not an accurate detail of something that really
happened. This coincidence can be graded “Strong”.
Source: Blunt p264

3.4 Philip and Bethsaida ***
Immediately before the feeding of the five thousand we are told that Jesus addressed a
question to Philip:
Lifting up his eyes, then, and seeing that a large crowd was coming toward him, Jesus
said to Philip, “Where are we to buy bread, so that these people may eat?”
(John 6:5)
The detail in this coincidence is the reason that Jesus chose to ask Philip where bread
could be obtained rather than one of the other disciples.
The reason that Jesus asks Philip is that Philip comes from Bethsaida.
Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter

(John 1:44)

So far the coincidence only involves the Gospel of John. However, the Gospel of Luke
tells us where the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand took place:20
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On their return the apostles told him all that they had done. And he took them and
withdrew apart to a town called Bethsaida.
(Luke 9:10)
The place of the miracle was an unoccupied area not far from Bethsaida. This means that
three of the disciples (Philip, Andrew and Peter) would have known the area; there would
have been little point in asking one of the other disciples.
Comment: The details of this coincidence match extremely well, and it is a natural
progression that Jesus should ask someone local to Bethsaida about the possibility of
finding food near that town. The fact that three out of the twelve disciples are from
Bethsaida must detract from the improbability of the coincidence; however, one must
remember that it would have been possible for someone who was inventing the episode to
place the episode near a town which had no local disciples. The coincidence can be graded
“Significant”.
Source: Blunt p279
3.5 Whence the crowds? **
The miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 begins when Jesus takes the disciples away into an
uninhabited area (Mark 6:31). The reason for this was that there had been much coming
and going at Capernaum and Jesus and his disciples had therefore had no time to
themselves.
The question associated with this coincidence is why there should have been such crowds
at Capernaum and why these were continually coming and going. The answer is given in
John 6, which points out that “the Passover, the feast of the Jews, was at hand” (John 6:4).
The Passover was an enormous feast; enormous numbers of Jews would have travelled to
Jerusalem for it and many of the Galilee contingent of these would pass through
Capernaum, which was built on a major road, the Via Maris.
Comment: This is a significant undesigned coincidence, but not conclusive.Capernaum
seems to have been busy on many days and not only at the feast of the passover. The
coincidence can thus be graded no higher than “Likely”.
Source: Blunt p277
3.6 Barley Loaves **
At the feeding of the Five Thousand the multitude was fed from a small amount of food.
Matthew 14:17, Mark 6:38 and Luke 9:13 all tell us that all the food available consisted of
five loaves and two fish. John 6:9 tells us that the loaves were barley loaves:“There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish, but what are they for so
many?”
(John 6:9)
This is an important detail as it provides yet another undesigned coincidence connected
with the feeding of the 5,000.
We have already noted that according to John 6:4 the miracle took place close to Passover
time. Passover was close to the Barley harvest; indeed one of the offerings at Passover was
the first fruits of the barley; the firstfruits of wheat were offered at Pentecost
(Deuteronomy 16:1,9). Barley bread was therefore especially common at Passover time,
and the presence of this bread at the feeding of the five thousand is a confirmatory detail.
http://biblethink.org.uk/
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Comment: This is a good undesigned coincidence, but not one of major significance.
There was no need to mention that the loaves were made of barley and this adds to the
insignificance of the coincidence. However there might be other reasons why the loaves
were barley loaves; the boy may simply have had a preference for barley bread or the
family might have been too poor to afford wheat. The coincidence is thus graded as
“Likely”.
Source: JCT
3.7 The Disciples and the Storm **
After the feeding of the 5000 Jesus sends away his disciples back to Capernaum by boat:Immediately he made his disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side,
to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd.
(Mark 6:45)
This is quite a forceful action. The ESV says that Jesus “made” his disciples get into the
boat; the AV says that he “constrained” them to do so. The Greek text has the word
anangkadzo which indicates that they were compelled by Jesus to get into the boat.
The reason that they had to be compelled is given later on down the passage where we find
that there was a storm brewing (Mark 6:48; John 6:18). This resulted in large waves and a
difficult passage. As they were fishermen who were familiar with the conditions it is not
difficult to see why the disciples were reluctant to enter the boat and sail out to sea in her.
However, there was a reason why they might trust Jesus to ensure that they would come to
no harm. In Mark 4:35-41, Matthew 8:23-27 and Luke 8:22-25 there is an occasion in
which Jesus calmed a storm on the Sea of Galilee. This would no doubt have impressed
itself on the minds of the disciples and would have made them less worried about setting
off in the face of a contrary wind.
Comment: This is a minor coincidence and depends on the order of the two events. In
Mark the calming of the storm is later than the feeding of the 5,000 but in Matthew and
Luke it is earlier. There is thus a problem with the chronology. As none of the Gospels
claims to have been written in chronological order we cannot be certain whether the order
is right for the coincidence, although the order in which the calming of the storm comes
earlier than the feeding of the 5000 seems more likely.
There is, of course, a small exhortation in the story. With Jesus in the boat the disciples are
safe as he can calm the storm. Without Jesus they are tossed by the waves. This is hidden
in the gospel records and is not a likely explanation for the story.
The fact that the account is so well hidden but brings out a story would assign it the status
“Likely”.
Source: JCT
3.8 The Wind and the Boats ***
This coincidence follows on immediately after the feeding of the five thousand. It involves
the miracle of Jesus walking on the water.
The feeding of the five thousand took place in a deserted place near Bethsaida (Luke 9:10).
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Immediately afterwards Jesus sends the disciples off in the boat to Capernaum (Matthew
14:22). However, the disciples made little progress across the lake because of the wind and
consequent waves (John 6:18). It was only after Jesus had joined the disciples, having
walked on the water, that the boat was able to arrive at Capernaum. This indicates a very
strong wind a little to the south of westerly.
Blunt suggests that many of these boats would have been fishing off Tiberias when they
were caught by the wind and forced to run for shelter. This suggests a promontory or a
cove in the place near the feeding of the five thousand where they could shelter.
As the evening progressed various boats arrived from Tiberias. These halted their progress
near the site of the feeding of the five thousand (John 6:23). In the morning some of these
boats came to Capernaum in a search for Jesus. When they found Jesus in Capernaum they
were surprised. Their reaction is summarised in their question: “Rabbi, when did you come
here?” (John 6:25b) Presumably they had expected to arrive at Capernaum and wait there
for Jesus.
The question here is why the people from these boats were surprised by the presence of
Jesus in Capernaum. Given that they had sailed from the vicinity of Tiberias to the desert
place, why did they not suppose that Jesus had taken one of these Tiberian boats to
Capernaum?
The answer comes in the force and direction of the wind. These were such that the boats
could sail from Tiberias or Capernaum to the desert place but could not sail or even row
against it in the opposite direction. The important point is stated in Matthew 14:24 which
tells us that “The wind was against them.”
The same wind that hindered the disciples prevented the other boats from making the
crossing. This detail is spread across two independent Gospels.
Comment: The details are independent of one another; the fact of the storm which made it
difficult for the disciples to cross the lake is seen in two or three corroborative details in
the accounts. This coincidence can be graded “Significant”.
Source: Blunt p291
3.9 Miracles Near Bethsaida ***
In Matthew 11 Jesus castigates the inhabitants of Bethsaida because they did not repent, in
spite of the mighty works that were done in them.
“Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you
had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and
ashes.
(Matthew 11:21)
However, there is no record in Matthew that any miracles were performed in Bethsaida at
all. The word Bethsaida only appears once in Matthew, and there is no account of a
miracle there. One miracle (the healing of a blind man) appears in Mark 8:22-26.
The set of miracles is described in Luke 9:1-6 where the twelve are sent out to teach,
proclaim the Gospel and heal the sick. This campaign takes place in the region about
Bethsaida as Luke 9:10 tells us that at the end of this campaign the twelve met Jesus in
Bethsaida and in v11 Jesus heals inhabitants of Bethsaida himself. The episode ends with
the feeding of the 5,000.
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Thus there were numerous miracles around and in Bethsaida. The mystery raised in
Matthew 11 is solved in Luke 9 with an account of a healing campaign by Jesus and the
twelve disciples. This is a close tie-in between the two Gospels which could hardly have
been invented.
Comment: This is a significant coincidence in that it has a reference in Matthew to
miracles while miracles are mentioned in another gospel. However, it is possible that there
were still other miracles carried out in the region of Bethsaida of which we know nothing,
but of which Matthew was aware. This coincidence is graded “Significant”.
Source: WWW
3.10 The Baptist and the Pharisees ****
Luke tells us that in the early stages of Jesus’ ministry the people who had been baptized
by John the Baptist were prepared to accept the teaching of Jesus. On the other hand, the
Pharisees and lawyers, who were not baptised by John, rejected the teaching of Jesus.
29

30

(When all the people heard this, and the tax collectors too, they declared God just,
having been baptized with the baptism of John,
but the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected the purpose of God for themselves, not
having been baptized by him.)
(Luke 7:29,30)

The Baptismal campaign of John is mentioned in all four Gospels, but only with much
detail in Matthew and Luke. However, only Matthew makes any mention of the Pharisees:7

8
9

10

But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said
to them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?
Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.
And do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I tell
you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham.
Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear
good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.
(Matthew 3:7-10)

The Pharisees came to Jesus for baptism, but John rejected their request, calling them a
“brood of vipers”. It is not explicit even in this account that John refused to baptise the
Jewish religious establishment, but it is difficult to imagine a baptism taking place after
this response from John. Thus we have not only the detail that the Pharisees were not
baptised by John, but also why this led them to be so opposed to the message which John
shared with Jesus.
The point is insignificant enough to be implied rather than written explicitly. Luke’s
account of baptism by John includes the incident but doesn’t point out that it was the
Pharisees who were the target of John’s anger. Clearly some of the multitude, having heard
John were repentant and were baptised, but Luke doesn’t single out the Pharisees as
unwilling to repent. It is only Matthew who identifies the Pharisees.
Comment: The correspondence between Matthew’s account of John’s baptismal
campaign and the passage in Luke 7 is clear, but is ignored by the majority of
commentators. Similarly, the fact of John’s rejection of the Pharisees is not sufficiently
important to appear in Luke’s account. The coincidence thus has all the properties of
independence, harmony and insignificance that grade this coincidence “Strong”.
Source:
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4. Later Coincidences
4.1 Herod’s Servants ****
In the Gospel of Matthew we find Herod discussing Jesus with his servants.
1
2

At that time Herod the tetrarch heard about the fame of Jesus,
and he said to his servants, “This is John the Baptist. He has been raised from the dead;
that is why these miraculous powers are at work in him.”
(Matthew 14:1,2)

The important detail here is the fact that Herod discussed matters with his servants. It
would be unusual for an eastern monarch at the time of Jesus to make conversation with
his servants. The Roman world at this time was divided to an extreme degree between
people of different social classes. A servant would be far below a king in social standing
and a king would not normally discuss anything with any servant at all.
That the detail is trivial can be seen by looking at the parallel passages in Mark and Luke:
14

King Herod heard of it, for Jesus’ name had become known. Some said, “John the
Baptist has been raised from the dead. That is why these miraculous powers are at work
in him.” (Mark 6:14)

7

Now Herod the tetrarch heard about all that was happening, and he was perplexed,
because it was said by some that John had been raised from the dead,
by some that Elijah had appeared, and by others that one of the prophets of old had
risen.
Herod said, “John I beheaded, but who is this about whom I hear such things?” And he
sought to see him.
(Luke 9:7-9)

8

9

This is the same incident and the same outcome appears, but in this case it is not recorded
to whom Herod addresses his opinion. It is not, therefore, a vital part of the main thrust of
the narrative that Herod was speaking to his servants.
The reason that Herod discusses Jesus with his servants is that the servants are likely to
have special knowledge of Jesus. One of them had a particularly close relationship. This
was Chuza, Herod’s steward. Luke’s Gospel records the reason.
1

2

3

Soon afterward he [Jesus] went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing
the good news of the kingdom of God. And the twelve were with him,
and also some women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called
Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out,
and Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s household manager, and Susanna, and many
others, who provided for them out of their means.
(Luke 8:1-3)

The point is that one of the women who sometimes accompanied Jesus and his disciples
was the wife of Herod’s steward. As manager of the household, Chuza would be among
Herod’s servants. Hence we know that some of Herod’s servants had considerable
knowledge of Jesus. This is why Herod condescends to talk to his servants about Jesus.
Comment: This is a high grade undesigned coincidence. The fact that Herod’s discussion
was with the servants goes unrecorded in two Gospels even though those Gospels contain
an account of Herod’s saying during the incident. Only Matthew records that Herod
discussed Jesus with his servants and only Luke records that Joanna was a close supporter
of Jesus. The details are in different Gospels as well as being trivial. This coincidence can
be graded “Strong”.
Source: Blunt p263
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4.2 The Disciples and Fasting ***
This is a coincidence which concerns another miracle of Jesus. It involves the healing of a
demoniac. Initially the disciples fail to heal the man, but then Jesus steps in and the man is
healed. When the disciples ask Jesus about their difficulty, Jesus replies that “This kind
never comes out except by prayer and fasting.” (Matthew 17:21). The text here is
uncertain; some manuscripts omit these words. The passage naturally leads to the inference
that the disciples did not fast. This is confirmed by another passage in Matthew:
Then the disciples of John came to him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but
your disciples do not fast?”
(Matthew 9:14)
The two passages both bring out the same incidental detail, that the disciples of Jesus did
not fast. This is completely incidental to the narrative, which would qualify it as an
undesigned coincidence.
Comment: This seems to be a very strong undesigned coincidence because of its extreme
incidental nature. However, there is a problem in that it is unclear whether the words used
are an original part of the text or not. The undesigned coincidence would tend to imply that
the words really should be included in the narrative. The verse is included in a large
number of witnesses, including f1 and f13 as well as the Byzantine text, but it is absent
from Aleph and B. In view of this the coincidence can only be graded “Significant”.
Source: Blunt p268
4.3 Jesus and the Samaritans **
There are various occasions on which Jesus travels through Samaria. One of these is
recorded in Luke 9, where the Samaritans would not receive Jesus:51
52

53

When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem.
And he sent messengers ahead of him, who went and entered a village of the
Samaritans, to make preparations for him.
But the people did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem.
(Luke 9:51-53)

This incident shows the attitude of the Samaritans towards those who were attending feasts
in Jerusalem and who generally seemed to be observant Jews. As Jesus was on his way to
Jerusalem for a feast the Samaritans refused to have anything to do with him.
However, in John 4 Jesus is received by the Samaritans and spends two days with the
inhabitants of Sychar. There are two reasons for this unusual behaviour. First, there is the
incident of the woman at the well of Samaria in the first half of John 4. The other reason is
that Jesus was passing through Samaria in order to escape from the Judean religious
establishment.
The first verses of John 4 include the statements:1 Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was making and
baptizing more disciples than John...
3 he left Judea and departed again for Galilee.
4 And he had to pass through Samaria.
(John 4:1,3-4)
This tells us that the popularity of Jesus had caused some unfavourable reaction from the
Pharisees of Judea. Jesus was forced to leave Judea and travel by an unusual route back to
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Galilee. The standard route was through Perea, on the East side of Jordan, but Jesus was
compelled to take a different route; this indicates that there was some breach between
Jesus and the Judean authorities. This disagreement between Jesus and the Jewish
establishment disposes the Samaritans to be more friendly to Jesus.
Comment: This is an appealing coincidence which fits what is known of the relations
between Jews and Samaritans at the time of Jesus. However it is not certain that the
analysis is wholly correct. The Samaritans may not have known about the trouble that
Jesus had with the Pharisees and simply accepted Jesus on the word of the woman. The
coincidence is thus graded “Likely”.
Source: Blunt p285

4.4 Jesus’ Brothers **
In Matthew 12 Jesus’ mother and brothers come to visit him:46

While he was still speaking to the people, behold, his mother and his brothers stood
outside, asking to speak to him.
(Matthew 12:46)

It is not even clear that the family of Jesus succeeded in talking to him. Certainly the
reason for their visit is not given and the matter that they raised is not recorded. However
in the next chapter (Matthew 13) we find that Jesus goes to his home.
54

and coming to his home town he taught them in their synagogue...

(Matthew 13:54)

It is possible that the reason for Jesus family to visit him was to ask him to come home. It
is certainly likely that whatever Jesus’ family communicated to him on this visit resulted in
his visit to Nazareth.
Comment: This is a relatively weak coincidence. It is not necessarily the case that the two
events are linked and Matthew’s Gospel may not be in chronological order. Nevertheless
there is a possible link. The coincidence can be graded “Likely”.
source: Blunt p 259
4.5 The Ship *
There are several passages in the Gospels which refer to Jesus using a boat on the Sea of
Galilee. These passages mention the vessel as “The ship” (t© pkoÊz - to ploion) with the
definite article. Such passages include: Matthew 4:21,22 and Luke 5:3. Blunt adds
Matthew 13:2; Mark 3:9 and Luke 8:22 to these, but there appears to be no article in the
Greek text.
Blunt states that this indicates that a particular boat was indicated, probably one which was
owned by Zebedee, father of James and John. The idea is that Jesus was accustomed to use
a particular craft.
Comment: Initially this looks like a convincing coincidence, but it depends on too many
ambiguities to be certain. The coincidence depends on the use of the Greek definite article,
which is notoriously difficult to tie down. It may be that the use of this article doesn’t
indicate a single particular boat at all. In addition it is perfectly within the context of Mark
3 that the boat here was lent to Jesus only for the duration of the incident. Together these
leave the coincidence with the status “Weak”.
Source: Blunt p261
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4.6 The Death of Joseph ****
At the birth of Jesus there is a considerable mention of Joseph, the husband of Mary, in the
narrative. Mary continues to appear in the Gospels at later times and even in Acts, but
Joseph disappears from the record.
The last mention of Joseph in the Gospel record is in Luke 2:43, when Jesus visited
Jerusalem for the passover at the age of 12 years. After this there are several mentions of
the family of Jesus, but Joseph is noticeably absent.
“While he was still speaking to the people, behold, his mother and his brothers stood
outside, asking to speak to him.”
(Matthew 12:46)
“Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and
Simon? And are not his sisters here with us?”
(Mark 6:3)
Then his mother and his brothers came to him...

(Luke 8:19)

After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his
disciples, and they stayed there for a few days.
(John 2:12)
These accounts mention different members of Jesus’ family, but they never mention Joseph
at any time. Mark 6:3 gives a list of all the members of the family; Joseph should be the
head of this family and hence mentioned first in the list, but he doesn’t appear there at all.
Joseph is not present at the foot of the cross or at the wedding in Cana in Galilee. This is
singular and implies that Joseph was not available.
There are two other passages which indicate the same idea.
In John 19:26-27, Jesus, who is dying on the cross, puts his mother into the care of John
the disciple. This would make sense if Joseph was dead, but if Joseph had been alive he
would either have been able to care for Mary himself or he would have also needed care.
The fact that Joseph is not mentioned indicates that he is not available.
In Acts 1:13,14 we read that the “Mary the mother of Jesus and his brothers” stayed on in
Jerusalem, the implication being that they remained there for a considerable period of time
(James was still there 38 years later when Paul returned to Jerusalem at the end of his third
missionary journey). If Joseph had still been alive then one would have expected that
either Mary would have returned to continue her family life with him or, more likely, that
Joseph would have come with Jesus’ brothers to live in Jerusalem.
The obvious corollary of this is that Joseph, who had been alive when Jesus was twelve
years old, had died before the start of Jesus’ ministry. There is no explicit statement of this,
but it is a constant feature of the narratives across all four Gospel records and Acts.
Comment: The absence of Joseph is a constant in all the narratives, but it is an absence
from the narratives rather than a single stated fact. Thus it is not something which could
have been copied from a prior document and the accounts are independent of one another.
However, the consistency of the accounts is impressive. This is good evidence that the
different Gospel records are recording what actually took place. This coincidence can be
graded “Strong”.
Source: Blunt p 260
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4.7 The Death of Zebedee *
When Jesus first calls the disciples at the start of his ministry (eg Matthew 4:21), it is clear
that Zebedee is alive. However, this is the only narrative in which Zebedee is demonstrably
alive. The remaining references are to the “Sons of Zebedee”, which tells us little of the
man himself. Towards the end of the gospel accounts one finds references to “the mother
of Zebedee’s children”. In Matthew 20:20 it is “The mother of Zebedee’s children” who
approaches Jesus with a request to increase the status of her sons, and in Matthew 27:55,56
“The mother of Zebedee’s children” is by the cross. This suggests that Zebedee was dead
by the end of Jesus’ ministry.
It is not merely the absence of Zebedee from the narrative which suggests that Zebedee
was dead, but the fact that his wife is called “The mother of Zebedee’s children” rather
than “The wife of Zebedee”.
In Matthew 8:21 one of the disciples asks for leave to bury his father. This father could be
Zebedee.
Comment: This is a much weaker coincidence than the death of Joseph. It is clear that the
accounts do not concentrate on the death of Zebedee, but the reference to “the mother of
Zebedee’s children may not necessarily indicate that she is his widow. If this is not the
case, then the coincidence collapses. Similarly, one cannot show for definite that the
disciple who wished to bury his father was one of the sons of Zebedee. The coincidence is
thus plausible, but is short of proof. It has been graded “Weak”.
Source: Blunt p 249

4.8 Galilee and the Jews ****
On more than 52 occasions in John’s Gospel the phrase “The Jews” is used to refer to
Jesus’ main opponents. All of these references refer to the Jerusalem religious
establishment; the only references to the Jews in Galilee are neutral (the phrase “As was
the custom of the Jews” is common). This indicates that the bulk of Jesus’ following was
made up of Galileans.
There are various occasions where the division between Jesus’ general support in Galilee
and his opposition among the political elite of Jerusalem appears:After this Jesus went about in Galilee. He would not go about in Judea, because the
Jews were seeking to kill him.
(John 7:1)
In John 7:50-52 the main voices in the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem condemn Nicodemus for his
support of Jesus with the words:52

They replied, “Are you from Galilee too? Search and see that no prophet arises from
Galilee.”
(John 7:52)

However the coincidence also appears in Matthew and Mark. Here Peter is in the
courtyard of the high priest when he is accosted by a bystander:
After a little while the bystanders came up and said to Peter, “Certainly you too are one
of them, for your accent betrays you.”
(Matthew 26:73)
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The bystander knows by his accent that Peter is a Galilean, and thus assumes that he is a
supporter of Jesus. The same occasion appears in Mark 14:70, which doesn’t say how the
bystander knew that Peter was a Galilean:
But again he denied it. And after a little while the bystanders again said to Peter,
“Certainly you are one of them, for you are a Galilean.”
(Mark 14:70)
Here the connection is explicit. Luke 22:59 is almost exactly the same.
Another place where the locals wrongly assume a connection between Jesus and the
politics of the relationship between Judea and Galilee is:There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.
(Luke 13:1)
The point here is that the people presumed that Jesus, because of where he had been
brought up, would have a political reaction to the event. Jesus had no such baggage, and
said so, but the idea of a connection between Jesus and Galilee is clear.
Comment: This coincidence is not easy to discover even after an in-depth study of John’s
Gospel. In spite of this it refers to a detail which is confirmed by a number of passages. It
is thus graded “Strong”.
Source: JCT
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5. Coincidences around the Last Passover
5.1 The Entry into Jerusalem ****
Matthew 21:1-9, Mark 11:1-10 and Luke 19:29-40 contain accounts of the entry of Jesus
into Jerusalem five days before the Passover. This is also referred to in less detail in
John12:14-19.
One detail appears in Matthew 21:8 and to a lesser extent in Mark 11:8:And a great crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the
trees and spread them on the road.
(Matthew 21:8)
And many spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy branches that they
had cut from the fields.
(Mark 11:8)
It is the fact that a large number of people was present to see Jesus enter Jerusalem that is
of interest. The Greek here is: pke²stor ôwkor “A multitudinous crowd”, although some
modern translations seem to prefer the rather less accurate “many within the crowd”. The
point, however, is that a large number of people was present to watch Jesus enter
Jerusalem. This detail is incidental to the story but forms the basis of the coincidence.
This detail is picked up by Matthew, who was there, and to a lesser extent by Mark, who
lived in Jerusalem but may not have been present. Luke, who was not there, was much
more vague about those who watched Jesus enter Jerusalem.
John (who was also present) also mentions the large crowd:The next day the large crowd that had come to the feast heard that Jesus was coming to
Jerusalem.
(John 12:12)
This Gospel is as emphatic as Matthew that the crowd was a large one. It also explains
why so many people were gathered to see Jesus enter Jerusalem:17

18

The crowd that had been with him when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised
him from the dead continued to bear witness.
The reason why the crowd went to meet him was that they heard he had done this sign.
(John 12:17,18)

A vast number of people came to witness the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem because they
knew about the raising of Lazarus and wished to see someone who was able to raise the
dead.
This is a twofold coincidence. First, the number of people in the crowd forced itself into
the memory of the two definite eyewitnesses, and Mark who was in the city and would
have heard of the event also included it. Luke, who did not arrive in Jerusalem until about
30 years afterwards, knew the topography of the area very well, but did not understand the
size of the crowd. The reason given in John explains why so many people were present.
Comment: This coincidence involves a minor detail in Matthew concerning Jesus’ entry
into Jerusalem which is explained by John’s account. It thus qualifies as an undesigned
coincidence. The coincidence, however, assumes that the raising of Lazarus happened. It
therefore attests to a miracle, the raising of someone from the dead after four days. This
coincidence can be rated “Strong”.
Source: JCT
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5.2 Days to the Passover ****
The arrival of Jesus at Bethany at the start of the last week before the crucifixion is
described in John 12:1. Jesus arrives and is given supper (Greek de²pmom [deipnon] - the
evening meal - John 12:2), which shows that this is the end of the day. John 12:1 tells us
that this was six days before the Passover.
Jesus entered Jerusalem the next day, the incident when he rode a donkey and was greeted
by crowds with palm branches. This event is described in John 12:12ff; it is also described
in Mark 11:1ff. This begins with the disciples in Bethany being sent to Bethphage for a
donkey; Jesus enters Jerusalem, goes into the Temple and returns to Bethany in the
evening (Mark 11:11). This is five days before the Passover.
The next day is four days before the Passover. Jesus again enters Jerusalem
(Mark 11:12-14), and on this occasion he curses the fruitless fig-tree. He cleanses the
Temple and in v19 he leaves the city, presumably to return to Bethany.
The following day, three days before the Passover, is described in Mark 11:20 to Mark 13.
On the way into Jerusalem the disciples follow the same route and notice the now-withered
fig tree (Mark 11:20). There follows a lengthy discussion in the Temple, which ends when
Jesus and the disciples leave in Mark 13:1 and go onto the Mount of Olives (which is
where Bethany was).
The next day is described in Mark 14:1 as being “Two days before the Passover”. This
exactly matches the chronology worked out above, beginning with John 12:1.
Comment: This coincidence is about the match of the two chronologies. The two
accounts are clearly independent; a considerable amount of digging has to be done before
the chronology of Mark is worked out. In spite of this the timing matches exactly. This is
clearly a strong coincidence.
Source: Blunt p 294

5.3 Jesus and Bethany ****
The account of the week before the crucifixion includes several references to Bethany.
Some of these references are direct and others are indirect. These passages indicate that
Jesus when Jesus went to Jerusalem he tended to stay in Bethany at night.
• John 11 contains the account of the raising of Lazarus. This is at the start of the week.
The event establishes a connection between Jesus and the family of Mary, Martha and
Lazarus at Bethany.
• Mark 11:11 - “And when he had looked around at everything, as it was already late, he
went out to Bethany with the twelve.” This suggests that Jesus had made arrangements
to stay in Bethany.
• Mark 11:19 - “And when evening came they went out of the city.” This verse confirms
that Jesus did not spend the nights inside Jerusalem. He left the city in the evening to
spend the night. As he had friends in Bethany, only a short distance from Jerusalem and
had spent the previous night there it is likely that he continued to do so.
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• Luke 21:37 - “And every day he was teaching in the temple, but at night he went out
and lodged on the mount called Olivet.” This verse confirms that Jesus did not sleep in
the city at night, but that he left in the evening to return in the morning. Bethany, of
course, is on the Mount of Olives (See Luke 24:50 and Acts 1:10-12 which refer to the
same event) and not very far from Jerusalem.
• Luke 22:39 - “And he came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives,
and the disciples followed him.” This is a reference to the Garden of Gethsemane, also
on the Mount of Olives. On this occasion Jesus was arrested before he could return to
Bethany, but on other occasions he would continue. It is highly unlikely that Jesus and
the disciples would sleep in the open when they had a household of friends nearby.
This picture would be a minor undesigned coincidences on its own. The fact that Jesus and
the disciples spent every night in Bethany is deduced from the text; it is not an explicit
fact. However, there is more.
In Luke 10:38,39 we read that Jesus taught in the house of Martha and Mary.
38

39

Now as they went on their way, Jesus entered a village. And a woman named Martha
welcomed him into her house.
And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching.
(Luke 10:38,39)

These verses identify the house as belonging to Martha and Mary, but don’t name Bethany.
This is one of the visits to Jerusalem that one can infer from Luke’s account but which
doesn’t appear explicitly in Luke’s Gospel.
This shows that Jesus already had a connection with the household at Bethany before the
last week. This connection surfaces in John 11.
1

3

Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister
Martha.
So the sisters sent to him, saying, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.”
(John 11:1,3)

Mary and Martha are able to send a message to Jesus to say that Lazarus is ill. This would
mean that they would have had to know Jesus and to know where he was, which is
evidence of a connection between Jesus and the family in Bethany.
The other reference is an oblique one in John 8 but Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. (John 8:1)
This is the occasion where Jesus has an altercation with the Jewish authorities. At the end
of their discussion of what to do about Jesus the authorities go to their homes in Jerusalem
while Jesus goes off to the Mount of Olives. The next morning he returns to Jerusalem and
teaches in the Temple, during which there is the episode of the woman taken in adultery
(John 8:2-11). The suggestion is that Jesus’ habit of sleeping in the house at Bethany was
already established by this time.
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This section (John 7:55 - 8:11) is omitted from some early manuscripts, but the fact that it
is involved in an undesigned coincidence suggests that it was part of the original text.
Comment: The part of the coincidence in the last week would merit the grade
“Significant” or “Strong” on its own. It depends on various details such as the fact that
Bethany is on the Mount of Olives and is not written consistently in any single Gospel.
When one adds to this the further pictures of prior knowledge of Jesus on the part of
Martha and Mary (John 11:3) which appear only in John and the first arrival of Jesus at
this household (Luke 10:38ff) which appears only in Luke the coincidence is strengthened
and should definitely be awarded the grade “Strong”.
The connection with the controversial passage in John 8 is useful because it helps to
establish the bona-fides of this passage.
Source: JCT

5.4 John in Jerusalem ****
The Gospel of John gives several indications that John the disciple (and writer of the
Gospel) was a frequent visitor to Jerusalem and had some small regular lodging there.
There are four elements to this evidence:1 John is the only evangelist to record regular visits of Jesus to Jerusalem in any detail
before the final Passover. This indicates that John knew Jerusalem and was a witness to
events in Jerusalem.
2 John 18:15 records that John was known to the high priest, and implies that he was well
known in the High Priest’s household.
3 In John 19:26,27 Jesus commends his mother, Mary, to the care of John. John is able to
look after her and we read that he took her to his house “from that hour” (v27). This
implies that John had a lodging to which she could be taken, and that this was not far
from the site of the Crucifixion.
4 After the disciples Peter and John had been to the tomb of Jesus and found it empty they
returned to different homes. It seems that Peter was staying in the house of the last
supper; John must have had a different house. Presumably he was staying there to look
after Mary.
The existence of a house belonging to (or leased by) John in Jerusalem is also implied by
Acts 1:13,14. Here we find that the disciples stayed in the upper room, but that the family
of Jesus stayed elsewhere. This means that there was another lodging place. However, it
must have been small or it would have been possible to hold the last supper there. It is
difficult to account for a second small dwelling in Jerusalem associated with the disciples
before Pentecost unless it was already owned by one of the disciples.
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Comment: There is never any explicit mention of John’s Jerusalem home in any of the
Gospels. Its existence is hinted at several times and is virtually certain, but one has to work
to find details. This is therefore a well hidden coincidence. It also fits several details
together very well. It can be rated “Strong”
Source: JCT

5.5 The Servant of the High Priest ***
John the disciple was apparently a frequent visitor to Jerusalem, and was known in the
High Priest’s household. This is stated explicitly in John’s Gospel, where John is described
as “another disciple”:
Simon Peter followed Jesus, and so did another disciple. Since that disciple was known to
the high priest, he entered with Jesus into the court of the high priest, (John 18:15)
Not only was John well enough known by the High Priest’s household to be admitted at a
time of considerable crisis, but he was able to arrange for a complete stranger (Simon
Peter) to be admitted as well (v16). This means that there must have been considerable
familiarity between John and the High Priest’s servants.
All four Gospels record that as Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane one of the
disciples sprang forward and swung a sword, managing to sever the ear of one of the High
Priest’s servants. Matthew, Mark and Luke do not identify the servant, but John’s Gospel
does:Then Simon Peter, having a sword, drew it and struck the high priest’s servant and cut
off his right ear. (The servant’s name was Malchus.)
(John 18:10)
compare:
And one of them struck the servant of the high priest and cut off his right ear.
(Luke 22:50 - see also Matthew 26:51 and Mark 14:47)
It is noticeable that it is the disciple who was familiar with the High Priest’s household
who recognised the servant and recorded his name. The other disciples did not know the
servant and did not distinguish him from others present at the time.
Jesus was then taken to the House of the High Priest, where he was followed by John and
Peter. In the house of the High Priest Peter was recognised by at least two of the servants
present. One of these occasions is described by John as follows:One of the servants of the high priest, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off,
asked, “Did I not see you in the garden with him?”
(John 18:26)
Again, it is only John’s Gospel in which the servant is identified. Not only this, but John
knows that this servant is a relative of the servant whose ear was cut off and healed.
Accurate knowledge of the High Priest’s household comes only from the one disciple who
had access to that household.
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Comment: This is another significant coincidence. It contains a strong connection
between John’s Gospel and John the Apostle, and it looks very carefully at significant
details. There are two reasons that it is not classified as Strong. The first of these is that the
synoptic Gospels don’t mention the name of Peter either, although it is quite clear that they
knew his name. The second is that to really appreciate the coincidence it is necessary to
spend time showing that the other disciple is, in fact, John; this would require a document
of considerable length and is outside the scope of this study.
Source: Blunt p301

5.6 Peter and the High Priest’s Maid ****
In Matthew 26:71 Peter, having spent some time in the courtyard of the High Priest’s
house during the examination of Jesus is accused of being a follower of Jesus by a maid.
And when he went out to the entrance (Greek puk´m - pylon = gateway), another servant
girl saw him, and she said to the bystanders, “This man was with Jesus of Nazareth.”
(Matthew 26:71)
This maid is in the gate of the High Priest’s house. As Peter has been some time in the
courtyard and has not been recognised so far, this leaves one to wonder why he should be
recognised by a maid. The conditions would be fairly turbulent as there were additional
crowds present and attention was being distracted by the examination of Jesus which was
going on at the time.
The explanation comes in John 18:16 where Peter is introduced to a maid at the gate by
John.
but Peter stood outside at the door. So the other disciple, who was known to the high
priest, went out and spoke to the servant girl who kept watch at the door, and brought
Peter in.
(John 18:16)
The fact that Peter was introduced to the maid by John would draw her attention to Peter
and might also indicate that Peter was a Galilean. If the maid knew John well it might even
arouse suspicion that Peter was a disciple of Jesus like his friend. The maid at the door
may have been the doorkeeper herself, or the doorkeeper might have spoken to another
maid about Peter, but either way the doorkeeper could not leave the gate and so the event
would have had to have taken place near the gateway.
Comment: This is a significant coincidence if one simply considers that the maid
recognised Peter because she had been introduced to him by John. When one adds to this
the fact that the exchange took place at or near the gateway to the house the rating of the
coincidence becomes “Strong”.
Source: Blunt p277
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5.7 Doorkeeping Maids ***
The account of the arrest of Jesus in John’s Gospel includes a minor detail which matches
a similar, but completely independent detail in Acts. This is the detail that the doorkeeper
at the High Priest’s house was a woman (John 18:16,17). This is a little unexpected. In
ancient times there was very little by way of a police force and one would expect a male
doorkeeper. A similar circumstance appears in Acts 12:13. Here the gate of the house of
the mother of John Mark is kept by a woman (a maidservant by the name of Rhoda).
It seems that in Jerusalem it was customary for the gates of houses to be kept by women
servants.
Comment: This is clearly an independent insignificant detail. The account of John’s
Gospel is independent of Acts, and the detail of the sex of the doorkeeper is hardly
important. However, it is not known how widespread the custom of using a maid to keep
the door was in the Ancient world, and it is possible that the detail of a female doorkeeper
would have been so ubiquitous that one would assume a maid after the event. The
coincidence is therefore rated as “Significant”.
Source: JCT

5.8 Peter’s Accusers ****
Jesus was arrested in the small hours of the morning in Gethsemane and taken to the house
of the high priest for examination. Most of the disciples fled, but Peter and John found
their way to the house of the high priest and were admitted to the courtyard. Here Peter
was three times accused of being a follower of Jesus; after each accusation he denied Jesus
and said that he did not know him. Two of these occasions form an undesigned
coincidence.
Matthew tells us that Peter was first seen by a maid in the courtyard:Now Peter was sitting outside in the courtyard. And a servant girl came up to him and
said, “You also were with Jesus the Galilean.”
(Matthew 26:69)
The detail of this is expanded in the Gospel of Luke:55

56

And when they had kindled a fire in the middle of the courtyard and sat down together,
Peter sat down among them.
Then a servant girl, seeing him as he sat in the light and looking closely at him, said,
“This man also was with him.”
(Luke 22:55,56)

This tells us that at this time Peter was in the light of the fire which was lit in the
courtyard. Peter had grown cold and moved nearer to the fire to warm himself, and at this
point he was illuminated by the firelight, seen by the maid and recognised.
Having denied Jesus, Peter moves away from the fire so as to be less conspicuous and goes
into the gateway. Here, however, he is recognised by a second maid. The fact of Peter’s
moving into the gateway is mentioned by Matthew but not Luke.
71

And when he went out to the entrance, another servant girl saw him, and she said to the
bystanders, “This man was with Jesus of Nazareth.”
(Matthew 26:71)
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The presence of a maid in the gateway is described in the Gospel of John (John 18:15,16),
where it is pointed out that Peter had already been introduced to a maid by John as they
entered the courtyard. John, however, records the first accusation later on in v25, where it
is placed with the third accusation.
Mark 14:66-72 records the full sequence, but doesn’t indicate Peter’s move back to the
fire. Thus Mark records nearly all the events which surround the coincidence but not quite
enough to provide all the detail. The coincidence cannot simply be explained by the theory
of Markan priority (the idea that Mark’s Gospel was written first and that the other
Gospels used it as their primary source). The fact that Mark contains the account in almost
complete detail supports the idea that Mark’s Gospel is associated with the Apostle Peter.
Comment: This is a detailed coincidence which covers a number of different points. The
action is covered in all four Gospels, but none of them contains the whole story and some
contain only hints of the main points of the narrative. The detail is genuinely insignificant
and the accounts are independent. This is a strong coincidence.
Source: JCT

5.9 Upper Rooms ***
The account of the Last Supper is quite clear that the meal took place in an upstairs room.
Both Mark 14:15 and Luke 22:12 are clear on this point. For example:14

15

and wherever he enters, say to the master of the house, ‘The Teacher says, Where is my
guest room, where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’
And he will show you a large upper room furnished and ready; there prepare for us.”
(Mark 14:14,15)

The word “Upper Room” is the Greek ÐmÇcaiom (anagaion). It refers to the upper stories
of a house or to an upstairs room; in this case it is a single upstairs room, which is
described as “large”.
After his arrest, Jesus was taken to the house of the High Priest where he was examined by
the priests in a room which contained a considerable number of people.
55

56

Now the chief priests and the whole Council were seeking testimony against Jesus to
put him to death, but they found none.
For many bore false witness against him, but their testimony did not agree.
(Mark 14:55,56)

To contain this number of people, as well as Jesus and his guards, the room would have
had to have been large. We also read where Peter was:66

And as Peter was below in the courtyard,

(Mark 14:66)

For Peter to have been below, the room must have been an upstairs room.
These two passages, taken together, imply that well-to-do houses in Jerusalem at the time
of Jesus had large upstairs rooms. These were not used by the inhabitants of the house as a
matter of course and could thus be used as guest-rooms or for public business. This fact is
confirmed by archaeology, but would have been unknown to people in the generation
following the fall and consequent destruction of Jerusalem in 70AD.
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Comment: This is an insignificant detail which is well hidden in the accounts. The fact of
the room of the last supper depends on a single Greek word, which is often translated as
being simply “a room”, as in the French Darby Bible or the Albanian New Testament. The
correspondence is also backed up by archaeology, which is guaranteed to be independent
of any Gospel writers.
However, it is not clear how widespread was the custom of having a large upper
guestroom. In Acts 20:9 Eutychus falls from the floor of an upstairs room where the
congregation at Troas had been meeting; this implies that the custom of having a large
upper room was more widespread than one might otherwise expect.
The coincidence is therefore graded as “Significant”
Source: JCT

5.10 Destroying the Temple ****
In the Gospel of Matthew account of the pre-trial hearing of Jesus, witnesses were brought
before the priests in an attempt to find a charge on which to convict him. One collection of
witnesses brought the accusation that Jesus had said: “This man said, ‘I am able to destroy
the temple of God, and to rebuild it in three days.’” (Matthew 26:61). The account in Mark
has something similar:57
58

59

And some stood up and bore false witness against him, saying,
“We heard him say, ‘I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three days
I will build another, not made with hands.’”
Yet even about this their testimony did not agree.
(Mark 14:57-59)

The details in the two Gospels are slightly different from one another. This is only to be
expected as the witnesses did not agree among themselves exactly what Jesus had said.
The discrepancies show that the accounts of Matthew and Mark are here independent of
one another.
The accounts of neither Gospel give any indication of the incident to which the false
witnesses refer. The charge appears abruptly in the narrative without any explanation. If
John’s Gospel did not exist then we would be completely ignorant of it.
The background to the accusation is provided in the Gospel of John:18
19
20

21

So the Jews said to him, “What sign do you show us for doing these things?”
Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”
The Jews then said, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise
it up in three days?”
But he was speaking about the temple of his body.
(John 2:18-21)

There is no point of contact at all between the synoptic accounts of the trials of Jesus and
the account of the cleansing of the Temple in John’s Gospel (which is where the John
passage is found). They are clearly completely independent accounts. However, John’s
Gospel fills in the background which is missing in Matthew and Mark. What is present is
evidence that both the accounts of the trials and the account of the cleansing of the Temple
in John 2 are accurate.
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The same charge also appears in Acts, this time applied to Stephen, who was being
persecuted because he was seen as a disciple of Jesus. Stephen was accused of saying that
“this Nazarene, Jesus, will destroy this place and alter the customs which Moses handed
down to us.” (Acts 6:14) This is an independent record which indicates that the same story
was still being used by the Jerusalem religious establishment.
Comment: This is a strong example of an undesigned coincidence in that the accounts are
clearly independent of one another and the details are entirely incidental. John fills a gap in
the Synoptic accounts, but in neither account is there any direct reference to the other. This
is therefore a strong coincidence.
Source: Blunt p269 extended

5.11 Prophesy: Who struck you? ****
The Gospels all record some of the abuse that Jesus suffered the night before his
crucifixion. Included in these is one particular incident where the guards in the house of
Caiaphas hit Jesus and then challenge him to identify which of them it was that struck him.
The accounts are as follows:67
68

Then they spit in his face and struck him. And some slapped him,
saying, “Prophesy to us, you Christ! Who is it that struck you?”

(Matthew 26:67,68)

65

And some began to spit on him and to cover his face and to strike him, saying to him,
“Prophesy!” And the guards received him with blows.
(Mark 14:65)

63

Now the men who were holding Jesus in custody were mocking him as they beat him.
They also blindfolded him and kept asking him, “Prophesy! Who is it that struck you?”
(Luke 22:63,64)

64

The wording of the accounts differs significantly between the different Gospels, but it is
perfectly clear that the same incident is intended.
Mark, for example, records that the guards struck Jesus and called on him to prophesy, but
doesn’t include the point that the guards were asking him to identify which of them it was
that struck him. Matthew’s Gospel account doesn’t include the fact that Jesus was
blindfolded. Luke’s account is the most complete, but even here the striking of Jesus by
the guards is mentioned only indirectly.
The full picture is easily seen from all the accounts put together, but is only seen in part
from the other accounts. The detail of the blindfolding is missing from Matthew, but is
clearly consistent with the account of what happened.
Comment: The differences between the three Gospel accounts is sufficient to show
independence. The fact that Matthew omits the blindfolding of Jesus is particularly
interesting. It suggests that Matthew had a vivid picture in his mind’s eye which was so
strong that he did not feel a need to explain minor details. The details are insignificant, and
all three Gospels are needed for the full set. The fact that they fit together shows that they
refer to the same incident. This coincidence can be graded “Strong”
Source: Blunt p271
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5.12 The Charges against Jesus ****
Jesus was accused of different crimes in different courts. Before the Jews he was accused
of blasphemy:Then the high priest tore his robes and said, “He has uttered blasphemy. What further
witnesses do we need? You have now heard his blasphemy.
(Matthew 26:65)
This was calculated to destroy the sympathy that the Jewish crowds of Jerusalem had for
Jesus, but would carry no weight with the Gentile governor of Judea who would be needed
to confirm the sentence of death. The attitude of the Roman upper class to matters of
religion is shown by the actions of Gallio (Acts 18:12-17), Claudius Lysias (Acts 23:29)
and Festus and Agrippa (Acts 26:31,32).
Lysias wrote:I found that he was being accused about questions of their law, but charged with nothing
deserving death or imprisonment.
(Acts 23:29)
and the judgement of Festus and Agrippa was:31

32

And when they had withdrawn, they said to one another, “This man is doing nothing to
deserve death or imprisonment.”
And Agrippa said to Festus, “This man could have been set free if he had not appealed
to Caesar.”
(Acts 26:31,32)

Before Pilate the charge is one of sedition:1
2

Then the whole company of them arose and brought him before Pilate.
And they began to accuse him, saying, “We found this man misleading our nation and
forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king.”
(Luke 23:1,2)

So far this is a clear coincidence which fits the known facts about Jewish and Gentile
opposition to Jesus. However, this is rather too obvious to form a proper undesigned
coincidence and the coincidence would be graded as “Weak”. What it does do, however, is
to confirm an early date for the Gospels. After 64AD Christianity was a “Religio Illicta”
within the Roman empire and would be persecuted by the authorities rather than ignored.
Blunt takes the coincidence only this far. However, it can be taken further and then
becomes much stronger.
In the Luke account, Jesus is accused of sedition before Pilate and in Luke 23:3 he admits
to claiming the kingship of the Jews:And Pilate asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” And he answered him, “You
have said so.”
(Luke 23:3)
This is an admission from Jesus; the phrase “You have said so” would, at the time, have
been used as a reluctant assent. In spite of this fact, Pilate nevertheless acquits Jesus:Then Pilate said to the chief priests and the crowds, “I find no guilt in this man.”
(Luke 23:4)
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This is the next verse. No evidence is produced in Luke, and the acquittal in the face of
this lack of evidence is slightly perplexing. It is only when one comes to John’s Gospel
that the reason for Jesus’ acquittal at this point becomes clear.
The exchange between Pilate and Jesus appears in John 18:33-38; the most significant core
is in verses 36 and 37:36

37

Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world,
my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the Jews.
But my kingdom is not from the world.”
Then Pilate said to him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king.
For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the world—to bear
witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” (John 18:36,37)

Pilate (who by this stage of his career had been much bludgeoned by the Jewish
authorities) was convinced that Jesus was innocent and was prepared to say so. However,
he was not so concerned about the person of a Galilean Jew to stand up for Jesus against a
threat to his career.
Interestingly the exchange begins with Pilate’s question “Are you the King of the Jews?”
(John 18:33). John gives no reason for this. No charge against Jesus is recorded in John’s
Gospel at all, but Pilate begins his question with the question of whether Jesus is a king.
There is no explanation either in Matthew or in Mark. The account in Luke is needed to
give a thorough picture of what went on, and only this Gospel considers it worthwhile to
provide a full picture of the charge.
Comment: This is a significant coincidence. The version in Blunt is weak, but it is
considerably strengthened by the additional comparison between John and Luke. The
detail is important, but it is omitted from John’s Gospel; the two accounts are clearly
independent but are both necessary to understand the situation fully. The charge before
Pilate is not considered significant enough to be given in full in any other Gospel than
Luke. This has become a strong coincidence.
Source: Blunt pp273,304 enhanced by JCT + comments from WWW.

5.13 Paying Taxes to Caesar ***
The precise charges laid against Jesus are recorded in Luke 23 as follows:And they began to accuse him, saying, “We found this man misleading our nation and
forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king.”
(Luke 23:2)
These include the charge that Jesus claims to be a king, hence challenging the rule of
Rome and potentially fomenting insurrection. Given that there had recently been an
insurrection (Lk 23:25) this became the major charge. However, there was also another
charge, rather less important. This was the charge that Jesus forbade the paying of taxes to
Caesar. The charge is made, but does not appear again. It is far less important than the
charge that Jesus claimed kingship. It is not sufficiently important to appear in any Gospel
other than Luke.
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The charge appears earlier in the accounts when the Scribes and Pharisees ask Jesus
whether it is lawful to pay taxes to Caesar:21

22

So they asked him, “Teacher, we know that you speak and teach rightly, and show no
partiality, but truly teach the way of God.
Is it lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?”
(Luke 20:21-22 See also Matthew 22:15ff, Mark 12:13ff)

This was clearly a trap; if Jesus said that they should pay taxes to Caesar he risked
unpopularity while if he said that they should not he was likely to be in trouble with the
Romans.
While any witnesses to the event would tend to be unreliable and might show the political
nature of the charges, this was possibly worth an attempt. The picture is therefore given of
a minor charge which is based on a separate incident.
Comment: The detail of the charge of forbidding the giving of taxes is clearly minor; it is
only recorded in one Gospel and it is dropped early on in the trial process. However, the
fact that it harmonises with the account of Jesus discourse with the religious authorities
slightly earlier makes it an undesigned coincidence. The criteria for a significant
coincidence are met, but the coincidence is not as strong as the accusation of threatening to
destroy the temple. It is therefore graded as “Significant”.
Source: JCT

5.14 Herod and Pilate ***
In Luke 23:12 we read that Pilate’s action in sending Jesus to Herod brought about a
reconciliation between Herod and Pilate. There is also a side comment that before this they
had been at enmity with one another.
One occasion that might have caused this enmity is recorded in Luke 13:1. This refers to
an incident in which some Galileans had their “blood mingled with their sacrifices”;
presumably this means that they were killed while preparing sacrifices or while actually
sacrificing. As Herod was the ruler of Galilee, this would have been an interference with
his subjects and might create a diplomatic incident. Pilate had, on this occasion, killed
Herod’s subjects in haste, without consulting Herod first.
In the trial of Jesus Pilate shows an apparent concern for Herod’s sovereignty over Galilee.
It was part of the Roman legal process to allow defendants to be tried in the province of
their origin; a similar concern was shown for Paul’s trial in Acts 23:34). By sending Jesus
to Herod Pilate was acknowledging that Galilee was a separate province from Judea and
apparently repenting of his earlier conduct in ignoring Herod’s jurisdiction. In reality he
was attempting to pass the buck on Jesus’ trial, but Herod would not perceive it in this
way.
Thus the relationship between Herod and Pilate is in evidence in Luke 13 and the reason
for the change is in Luke 23.
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Comment: This is another minor incident, but one which shows a consistency in the
behaviour of Pilate and Herod. The incident with the sacrifices would be typical of a
behaviour which would cause a breach of relations with Herod, and the incident in the trial
of Jesus would be likely to heal such a breach. However, other, undescribed incidents
would also contribute to the situation and this detracts slightly from the coincidence. It is
graded as “Significant”
Source: JCT
5.15 Pilate and the Crowd ****
The trial of Jesus before Pontius Pilate was greatly influenced by the presence of a hostile
crowd before Pilate’s judgement (Matthew 27:22; Mark 15:15).
Pilate seems to have had a mild desire to release Jesus. He seems to have taken a line
typical of other Roman governors such as Gallio in Corinth (Acts 18:14,15) who were
determined not to involve themselves in the religious disputes of Jews (as they saw
matters). One of the stratagems to which he resorts to arrange the release of Jesus without
causing a diplomatic incident involving the Jerusalem religious elite was to appeal to the
crowd. At one point he invites them to call for the release of Jesus; he fails as the crowd
demands the release of Barabbas instead. (Matthew 27:15-26; Mark 15:6-17;
Luke 23:13-21; John 18:39,40)
Pilate might reasonably have expected the crowd to have contained a preponderance of
supporters of Jesus. There are two obvious reasons for this:• The crowds had welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem with great enthusiasm only a week
earlier, waving palm branches and making a roadway for him with their coats (John
12:12-19; see also Matthew 21:1-10; Mark 11:1-11; Luke 19:28-40).
• Jesus had taught openly in the temple among the people who had supported his
teaching. John’s Gospel describes this as follows:Jesus answered him [the High Priest], “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always
taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come together. I have said
nothing in secret. Why do you ask me? Ask those who have heard me what I said to
them; they know what I said.” (John 18:20,21)
In spite of this the crowd had turned against Jesus and demanded his crucifixion. This was
because it was stacked with the servants of the Religious authorities and members of the
Sanhedrin and its administrators. Luke 23:1 tells us that the whole court came as a
deputation to Pilate and John 18:38 shows a stratagem by which the priests ensured that
Pilate had to come out continually to face the crowd.
Comment: The belief of Pilate that the majority of the crowd would support Jesus is based
on two events of the recent past recorded as detail in the Gospels. This is an independent
sub-plot, although the detail of the crowds at Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem is not minor. This
would warrant the grade “Significant”. However, the additional details of how the crowd
was stacked with the Priests’ supporters and how the priests exploited this are much more
obscure and raise the status of the coincidence to “Strong”
Source: JCT
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5.16 The Veil of the Temple **
At the end of the crucifixion of Jesus the veil of the temple was torn in two from the top to
the bottom. This was a curtain which divided between the holy of holies in the Temple of
God in Jerusalem where the Glory of God was believed to dwell, and the rest of the
Temple. This event is recorded in the synoptic Gospels (Matthew 27:51; Mark 15:38;
Luke 23:45).
There is no description of this event in any document outside the Bible. This is
understandable. The event must have been a considerable embarrassment to the Jerusalem
religious establishment which would do its best to suppress the story.
However, there is a passing reference to the tearing of the veil in Ephesians:For he is our peace, who made both one, and brake down the middle wall of partition,
(Ephesians 2:14).
Comment: The two accounts are clearly independent of one another. There are no points
where similar wording appears between the Gospel accounts and Paul’s letter. The account
in Paul cannot depend on the text of the Gospels as the letter was written considerably
earlier than the Gospels. The text in Paul is also insignificant; some translations obscure it
completely. However, the coincidence depends on an identity between the “middle wall of
partition” and the veil of the Temple. This is a likely identity, but it is not certain. The
coincidence can thus be graded “Likely”.
Source: JCT

5.17 Go out into all the World ****
In 1 Corinthians there is a list of people who were witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus.
This included a large group of over 500 people. Here is the account:Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are
still alive, though some have fallen asleep.
(1 Corinthians 15:6)
The detail that most of the 500 witnesses were still alive only makes any real sense if it is
implying that these were available to be questioned on the matter. As the point appears in a
letter written by Paul from Ephesus to Corinth, this in turn implies that there was a group
of people (evangelists?) who were in the process of travelling around the Christian
community giving witness to what they had seen, and in particular to the resurrection of
Jesus. Some of these must have gone a considerable distance if Paul had news of them in
Ephesus and could write about them to Corinth in terms which suggested that the members
of the congregation in Corinth would encounter them.
When one looks at the accounts of the resurrection appearances in the Gospels for one
where over five hundred people saw the risen Jesus at one time, the obvious incident is at
the end of Matthew:-
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Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed
them.
And when they saw him they worshipped him, but some doubted.
And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given
to me.
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit...
(Matthew 28:16-19)

This includes a commandment to go to all nations. Mark’s Gospel has “go into all the
world” (Mark 16:15). It seems that some, at least, of the people who heard the
commandment of Jesus did in fact go out into all the world - as far as Corinth at any rate.
This confirms that the command was given, and the existence of a group of people who
went out as a witness to the resurrection. This is quite an important point in terms of the
understanding of the Gospel. The existence of such a group of witnesses to the resurrection
in 55AD (when 1 Corinthians was written) is significant and the passage in 1 Corinthians
implies that these are a well-established group carrying out a well-established activity. The
coincidence is a strong confirmation of the existence of such a group and hence of the
resurrection of Jesus itself.
Comment: This is a slightly odd coincidence as it confirms the existence of a group of
people who have few mentions in the New Testament or in church histories rather than a
detail of the text. This group of people is, however, important as they are eyewitnesses to
the resurrection.
Source: JET
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6. Sub-Coincidences
There are some passages which, in one Gospel, show all the hallmarks of an undesigned
coincidence. In this Gospel the point of interest is insignificant to the point of being almost
completely invisible and is essentially ignored by the writer of the Gospel as of no
importance in the context in which it is written. When one looks at the other Gospel or
Gospels in which the narrative appears it is a very major point.
The sub-coincidence thus has the following characteristics:• In one account [the minor account] the sub-coincidence is an insignificant detail which
may need to be deduced from the text rather than being a major point in it.
• The writer makes no attempt to draw the attention of the reader to the insignificant
detail.
• However, in another account [the major account] the same detail becomes a major
element or even the main point of the narrative.
This means that the sub-coincidence is not a matter of a detail which both writers include
as a matter of clear memory but without being more than an afterthought which shows the
detailed memory of the writers. It is possible that a clever writer might include a subcoincidence in the text by seeing a major theme in another account and incorporating it as
a subtle hint in his own account. However it would be difficult for the writer of the minor
account consciously to write such a detail into that account without drawing the attention
of the reader to the detail.
The sub-coincidence does not demonstrate the accuracy of the text in the same way as a
full undesigned coincidence. However, it does show that the major point in one account is
supported by a much more muted witness in another account who takes it so much for
granted that it is left only as a detail. Sub-coincidences also help to demonstrate the
accurate copying of the minor text in which it is embedded; because the detail is
insignificant in that text it would easily be removed by bad copying. The following are
examples of sub-coincidences.
6.1 Luke and Jesus’ visits to Jerusalem
John’s Gospel contains a description of many of Jesus’ visits to Jerusalem before the visit
of the last Passover (at which he was crucified). Matthew and Mark contain no description
of any visit to Jerusalem apart from the visit of the last supper. Luke has a number of
details which indicate that Jesus visited Jerusalem before the last Passover. Here they are:• “Now as they went on their way, Jesus entered a village. And a woman named Martha
welcomed him into her house.” (Luke 10:38) This occasion places Jesus at the house
of Martha and Mary (see the next verse), which we know was in Bethany. Bethany was,
of course, within very easy walking distance of Jerusalem. This passage therefore shows
a visit of Jesus to Jerusalem which, for whatever reason, is not mentioned explicitly in
Luke’s Gospel.
• “There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices... Or those eighteen on whom the tower in
Siloam fell and killed them” (Luke 13:1,4 - read the first 8 verses of Luke 13 for further
details.) This passage refers first to “Galileans”, which implies that the incident did not
happen in Galilee, and then to the tower in Siloam. Together these indicate that Jesus
was in or near Jerusalem when the incident happened.
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• “It cannot be that a prophet should perish away from Jerusalem.” (Luke 13:34; read
vv31-35 for the full account.) In these verses Jesus is warned that he is likely to be
killed by Herod if he remains in Jerusalem and he pronounces on Jerusalem in verses 34
and 35. Again it is clear that a visit of Jesus to Jerusalem has occurred.
• “On the way to Jerusalem he was passing along between Samaria and Galilee.”
(Luke 17:11) Here we have yet another occasion on which Jesus visited Jerusalem in
the middle of his ministry.
Comment: These passages in Luke are insignificant details which confirm that Jesus did,
indeed, visit Jerusalem on several occasions. However these visits form a considerable part
of the narrative of John’s Gospel. It would therefore be possible for the details to be made
up and interpolated by a scribe if we did not know better. They therefore qualify as a subcoincidence rather than as a full undesigned coincidence. What is being demonstrated is
that the harmony of the accounts is deeper than one might otherwise suppose.
Source:

JCT

6.2 The Virgin Birth in John’s Gospel
The virgin birth is found in both the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, where the birth
narratives insist that Jesus had no human father but was born Son of God. There is no
equivalent narrative in either of the other two Gospels and some have suggested that the
idea is therefore a later accretion to the Gospel accounts. However, John’s Gospel contains
a short passage where the Jewish authorities appear to be aware that there is some
irregularity in the descent of Jesus.
... They said to him, “We were not born of sexual immorality. We have one
Father—even God.”
(John 8:41)
It is difficult to see why they should include this reference unless there were rumours of an
irregular birth of Jesus. There is a similar point in one of Paul’s epistles:But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born
under the law.
(Galatians 4:4)
Again, given the male-dominated society of the time it is difficult to see why Paul would
include the statement that Jesus was born of a woman unless this is a reference to the idea
that Jesus was born of a woman but not a man.
Comment: The idea of the Virgin birth is sufficiently major for it not to be an insignificant
detail in the general narrative. However, there are insignificant mentions of it in
unexpected places which help to show that it was a part of the original Gospel and not
merely a later interpolation.
Source: JCT
6.3 The Birth of Jesus in Bethlehem and John’s Gospel.
The location of Jesus’ birth is given as Bethlehem in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.
This, again, is hardly a minor element of the accounts. There are no birth narratives in
either Mark or John and hence no main account giving the birth of Jesus as being in
Bethlehem. There is, however, a reference to the town of Jesus’ birth in John.
Has not the Scripture said that the Christ comes from the offspring of David, and comes
from Bethlehem, the village where David was?
(John 7:42)
This reference implies that the readers of John’s Gospel know something unknown to the
people of Judea, this being that Jesus was born in Bethlehem.
48

http://biblethink.org.uk/

Undesigned Coincidences in the Gospels

Sub-Coincidences

Comment: Again, this is a minor point in the narrative of John but is well known in the
Christian community at large. It is thus not really an undesigned coincidence but is an
inconsequential reference in John to a well known fact not otherwise found in John’s
Gospel.
Source: JCT
6.4 John and the Ascension
The Gospel of John contains no direct account of the ascension of Jesus to heaven. This is
described in passing in two of the synoptic Gospels and in detail in Luke and Acts.
However, while John does not describe the ascension directly he does make several
references to it. These are made in passing; the reference to the ascension of Jesus to
heaven is never the main part of the narrative in which it is mentioned.
The passages where John mentions the ascension are:No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of
Man.
(John 3:13)
Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was before?
(John 6:62)
Jesus said to her, “Do not cling to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father; but go
to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my
God and your God.’”
(John 20:17)
The existence of these passages in the Gospel of John show that John was, indeed, aware
of the teaching of the ascension of Jesus.
Comment: This coincidence is hidden away in John, although it is explicit in Luke and
also in Matthew and Mark to a lesser degree. It is unlikely that John deliberately included
minor hints of the ascension in his text; the indications of the resurrection in John are
simply hidden details. However, the idea of the ascension is so well embedded in the other
accounts and so explicit in the teaching of the Gospel at this time that it would be
impossible for John to be unaware of it. This is a clear sub-coincidence. It simply shows
that the teaching of the ascension was so well known at the time of the writing of John’s
Gospel that John could include it without a major reference.
Source: Blunt p308
6.5 John, the Bread and the Cup
The account of the Last Supper in Matthew, Mark and Luke contains a description of the
sharing of a loaf of bread and a cup of wine between the disciples. This is also included in
the account of the Last Supper in 1 Corinthians 11:23-26. The bread and the cup are so
important that they have formed the central element of the Christian celebration of the
death and resurrection of Jesus ever since. However, this element is not present in the
account of the Last Supper in the Gospel of John.
It is difficult to imagine that John was unaware of the breaking of bread. He must have
been present at large numbers of services at which this took place, if nothing else. In fact
the bread and the cup are alluded to in John 6:53

So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of
Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.
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Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up
on the last day.
55 For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink.
56 Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him.
(John 6:53-56)
This passage can only refer to the breaking of bread.
54

Comment: The bread and the wine are only alluded to in John’s Gospel but they were so
well known in the Christian community that it is difficult to believe that it would be
unknown. Again, the existence of the allusion in John shows that the bread and the cup
were so well known that John could allude to them without a need to include a full
description.
Source: JCT
6.6 The Trials of Jesus and Paul
Jesus and Paul were both arrested in Jerusalem and went through a similar judicial process.
The shared details in the process are generally minor elements of the accounts but there is
considerable correspondence between them. For instance, both Jesus and Paul undergo a
kind of pre-trial semi-judicial process involving the court which appears to have the
purpose of producing a suitable charge on which to try the accused. (Jesus in the house of
the high priest [Mk 14:53,55], Paul in the Sanhedrin on a more formal basis [Acts 22:30
and the first ten verses of Acts 23])
One element of this process which is particularly clear is the way that both Pilate and Felix
seek to pass the problem on to another jurisdiction. When Jesus is brought before Pilate
one of the issues raised is the origin of Jesus. This is not raised immediately, but after a
while it transpires that Jesus is from Galilee (Luke 23:6). As Galilee was at this time
outside the Roman Empire proper, being a client kingdom and not part of the Province of
Syria, Pilate had the option of passing Jesus on to the ruler of Galilee, who was Herod
Antipas. Jesus is therefore sent to Herod, and it is only when Herod sends Jesus back that
he is condemned to death by Pilate’s court.
A similar occurrence occurs in Acts 23 when Paul is brought before Felix, Governor of
Judea in succession to Pilate. Felix’s first question is from which province Paul comes
(Acts 23:34). It transpires that Paul is from Cilicia; this is no help to Felix, as at this point
Cilicia was part of the same province as Judea (both were sub-regions of the province of
Syria, which was sometimes referred to as “Syria and Cilicia”). Felix does not therefore
have the option of sending Paul and has the awkward problem of maintaining Roman
justice and keeping the Jerusalem authorities happy.
Comment: To a modern reader these details tell a hidden and somewhat unexpected story
and the whole looks like an undesigned coincidence. The details are trivial and the points
of Roman Law are both obscure and consistent. However, ancient readers would be far
more familiar with Roman provincial law, and these details would be a matter of course to
them. It would thus be much simpler for someone who lived in the Roman Empire in the
first or second century AD to include details like this, even without thinking about the
matter. All that the coincidence proves is that the person who wrote Acts and Luke was
familiar with the judicial process in use in the first century AD. This is therefore a subcoincidence rather than a full undesigned coincidence.
Source: JCT
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7. Alleged Contradictions
The other end of the spectrum from the set of undesigned coincidences in the Gospel
records are the set of alleged contradictions between them. The case that is made about
these is as follows:• The Gospel accounts contain places where a detail in one account is in complete
contradiction to a detail in another account.
• If the Gospels were clear and accurate records of real events then the details would fit
together exactly.
• Therefore the Gospels are not clear and accurate records of the events that they describe.
The trouble with this argument is that it requires various pre-conditions to be effective. At
the least it requires that the contradictions be real; if the contradictions are simply
imagined then the argument falls completely.
Some also argue that the existence of a small number of contradictions may not affect the
substantial accuracy of a document. A document might be substantially accurate and still
contain a small number of lapses of memory which appear as inconsistent details.
However, this article will argue that no real contradictions exist in the Gospel records. The
proposed contradictions can all be reconciled, sometimes with difficulty but often with
great ease.
The Bible in general, and the Gospels in particular, contain places where there are apparent
contradictions. These contradictions, however, are generally apparent rather than real.
They can usually be shown to be examples of places where the accounts appear to differ
but are really describing the same thing as one another. They fall into three main
categories:1) Places where inconsistent assumptions about the situation being described surface as
apparent inconsistencies in the detail of the events described. By sorting out the
assumptions the apparent contradictions are resolved.
2) Places where different people see different things within the same incident.
3) Places where the language of the different accounts is translated inconsistently, leading
to an apparent inconsistency in the accounts. For example, a failure to understand an
idiom may lead one to conclude that there is a discrepancy between accounts.
4) Slightly more complex apparent contradictions where some study is required in order to
understand the issue. This category is very rare.
5) Manufactured contradictions where passages are compared with other passages about
different events so that there is no reason to suppose that the two accounts would have
more than a passing similarity.
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7.1 Inconsistent Assumptions
Here the reader makes unfounded assumptions about the text which force the interpretation
of it into lines which are astray from the original narrative. The result can be an apparent
contradiction in the text. This is all the more so if different assumptions are made for
different parts of the text, but it is not necessary to have two sets of dissimilar assumptions.
There are several examples of alleged contradictions of this kind in Bart D. Ehrman’s
“Misquoting Jesus”. Ehrman was so convinced of his assumptions that he allowed his
interpretation to contribute to the overthrow of his faith.
The Day of the Crucifixion
For example, consider the problem of the day of the crucifixion. Was Jesus crucified on the
eve of the Passover, or on the Passover day itself. The problem is that the Last Supper is
described as happening on the eve of the Passover (Matthew 26:17; Mark 14:12; Luke
22:7) while the crucifixion of Jesus happens the next morning and is also described as
happening on the eve of the Passover (John 19:14-16). This is cited as a contradiction in
many works on the subject, among them JTE84 p56
The solution to the problem is extremely simple. Jewish days begin at sunset, not at
midnight. The last supper took place just after sunset, and the crucifixion in the next day.
In Jewish terms, the terms of the writers of the Gospels, these are both the same day. There
is no contradiction other than with the assumption that the new day starts in the middle of
the night. Once the true situation is realised the problems are removed.
The Gadarene Swine
A similar example concerns the location of the miracle of the Gadarene swine. In some
manuscripts of Matthew’s Gospel this is described as happening in “the country of the
Gadarenes” (Matthew 8:28). However, the best manuscripts of Mark describe this as
happening near Gergesa (Mark 5:1, Luke 8:26). This also is sometimes cited as a
contradiction in the accounts.
The point here is that Gergesa was a small town on the east side of the Sea of Galilee,
close to the shore. It was in territory controlled by the larger town of Gadara, one of the ten
cities that made up the Decapolis. Thus a considerable stretch of the shores of Galilee was
both in the area of Gergesa and Gadara. There was another city called Gerasa which was
much further from the Sea of Galilee (the modern town of Jerash); some commentators
confuse the two and this adds to further confusion in their discussions.
This apparent contradiction is also, in part, a matter of manuscript variation. The
manuscripts of the three Synoptic Gospels all have a choice of place name, offering either
“Gadara”, “Gergesa” or “Gerasa”. Erasmus, producing the Textus Receptus on which the
Authorised (King James) Version is based decided that Matthew should have “Gergesa”
while Mark has “Gadara”. The modern UBS text has decided to choose the exact opposite.
While the geography of the day ensures that the same piece of ground could be under the
jurisdiction of both Gadara and Gergesa, it is possible that the original text was “Gergesa”
(or “Gadara”) throughout. If this is the case then there is no hint of any contradiction.
To some extent the apparent contradiction of the place of the Gadarene could have been
manufactured by textual critics.
Jesus in Egypt
The Matthew birth narrative (Matthew 2:19-22) says that after the visit of the wise men to
Bethlehem Joseph and Mary took Jesus to Egypt to avoid further peril from Herod the
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Great. Only later did they return to Nazareth. Luke 2 doesn’t mention the visit to Egypt,
but simply says that the family returned to Nazareth after they had fulfilled the
commandments of the Law of Moses about new babies. Ehrman supposes that this shows
that the family did not go to Egypt, but this is merely an assumption. The fact that Luke
does not mention the visit doesn’t mean that it didn’t occur.
7.2 Contradictions from Assumptions
One of the most common sources of apparent contradictions is where the real contradiction
is not in the text, but in the interpretation placed on that text by the person who proposes
the contradiction. Because that person is convinced of his interpretation the contradiction
appears to be sound to him, although someone who has looked more carefully at the text
doesn’t see any contradition at all. There are some examples of this in Bart D. Ehrman’s
“Misquoting Jesus”.
7.3 Differences of Viewpoint
On some occasions different accounts of the same incident are given by people from
different viewpoints. On such occasions the witnesses may see slightly different things and
might report them differently. However, this is merely a difference of point of view. It is
not a contradiction in the accounts.
One example is the angels seen in the tomb of Jesus shortly after Jesus’ resurrection.
According to Luke’s Gospel, there were two angels in this tomb. The Gospel describes
them in the words “While they were perplexed about this, behold, two men stood by them
in dazzling apparel.”(Luke 24:4). However, in Matthew and Mark there is only one person
there “And entering the tomb, they saw a young man sitting on the right side, dressed in a
white robe, and they were alarmed. ” (Mark 16:5). The differences here can be accounted
for by the differences of viewpoint of Matthew’s source and Mark’s source.
However, there is another possible explanation for this one, which is common in many of
the accounts of scripture. In the New Testament in particular it is common for the writers
to mention only the significant members of a group of people. Thus one writer might
mention a group of several people as doing something but when another writer hears a
spokesman for the group only the name of the spokesman is given.
This occurs in the account of the women who visited the tomb of Jesus. Most Gospels
mention several of these women, but the early part of John 20 only mentions Mary
Magdalene.
1

2

Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early, while it was
still dark, and saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb.
So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved,
and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know
where they have laid him.
(John 20:1,2)

In this passage it initially looks as though only Mary Magdalene went to the tomb.
However, her own words show that she was part of a group: “They have taken the Lord...
and we do not know where they have laid him” (John 20:2).
Thus there were several people in the party, but John’s Gospel only mentions one of them.
One could consider this to be an undesigned coincidence. John’s Gospel mentions only one
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woman but the detail of the verb being in the first person plural shows that in fact there
were several in the party. The other Gospels indicate that there were several women in the
party.
The difference in outlook between different cultures often gives rise to apparently odd
maners of speech. For example, one might ask how many months in a year have 28 days.
One answer, obvious to modern westerners, would be “Just February”. However, one
might also give the answer “All months - most have 28 days and more”. These two
answers are not contradictory - they are simply the result of different outlooks.
7.4 Language Problems
Sometimes a failure to understand language leads to an apparent contradiction between
accounts. For example an idiom in one account can produce an apparently different result
from a simple statement in another account. One example is the healing of a blind man
near Jericho. The account of Matthew says that this incident occurred as they (Jesus and
the disciples) left Jericho (Matthew 20:29). Luke 18 says that the incident occurred “As he
drew near to Jericho” (Luke 18:35)
There are several points about this passage which suggest that there might be two separate
healings of blind men in Jericho within a short time of one another. However, this detail is
not one of them. The phrase “As he drew near to Jericho” is an idiom which simply means
“when they were near Jericho”. It does not imply a direction of travel.
7.5 Complex Parallel Passages
These are alleged contradictions where a cursory reading suggest that there are
discrepancies between different accounts. To understand these it is often necessary to put
together a large number of separate elements, because the reason for the apparent
contradiction is hidden in some other, apparently unrelated passages.
One example of this kind of alleged contradiction is the genealogies of Matthew and Luke.
The Matthew genealogy contains the significant generations between Abraham and Jesus.
Luke contains a genealogy which goes from Adam to Jesus. The two genealogies are
essentially the same up to David, but then diverge from one another. Two names are the
same in the remaining genealogies, but all the others are different.
There are several alternative possible explanations for the two genealogies, but the most
probably correct explanation is that one of the genealogies (the one in Matthew) is clearly
the genealogy of Joseph while the other one (the one in Luke) is the genealogy of Mary.
Luke’s genealogy is essentially a list of names; the list does not indicated whether a
paternal line or a maternal line is indicated at any point. However, while this is a likely
conclusion we cannot be certain that the reality is that one of the other explanations is the
genuine one.
At this point critics usually suggest that there would be no point in including a genealogy
of Joseph in the genealogy of Jesus as Joseph is not the father of Jesus. It is, of course,
incorrect to claim that the genealogy is irrelevant. Joseph was the husband of Mary (as
Matthew 1:16 points out). Under the Law of Moses the husband was important in
determining a woman’s eligibility for an inheritance. The law concerned is that of the
daughters of Zelophehad (Numbers 36). The important point is that a woman could inherit
from her ancestors, but was required to marry someone else who was in line for that
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inheritance for it to remain hers. Mary was a descendent of David, and Jesus was thus a
descendent of David as well (Acts 2:30 - the verse is emphatic about Jesus being a
physical descendent of David). However, Mary would have lost her genealogy, as would
Jesus, had she married someone who was not a descendent of David. The genealogy in
Matthew is thus an essential part of the genealogy of Jesus because of the technicalities of
Jewish Law.
A similarly complicated explanation is required for the accounts of the death of Judas
Iscariot. There are several possible alternative explanations, but it is difficult to decide
which of them is the best.
7.6 Manufactured Contradictions
The shortage of real contradictions in the text of the Gospels is a problem for those who
wish to cast doubt on the Gospels. There are thus a number of commonly cited alleged
contradictions which in reality are differences between accounts of quite different events.
For example, the feeding of the five thousand and the feeding of the four thousand are two
completely separate events. There are undesigned coincidences within the account of the
feeding of the five thousand which show the differences between the two accounts:• The accounts include references to the presence of green grass at the feeding of the
5,000 which matches the time of year at which the miracle took place. The feeding of
the 4,000 merely mentions the ground; there is no reference to grass in it.
• The accounts use a the word “Kophinos” (Gk “jovÊmor”) to describe the baskets used in
the feeding of the five thousand, whereas the baskets at the feeding of the 4,000 are
consistently referred to as “spuris” (Gk “spuqÊr”).
The two occasions are clearly different but the critics tend to assume that they are both
distorted accounts of the same event. As a consequence they can pick out contradictions in
detail between them. These are not, in fact, failings in the real accounts, but rather they are
demonstrations that the accounts of the two events are separate, accurate and that there is
no confusion between the two.
It is surprising how often an instance like this can start as a claim of contradiction only to
show up as an undesigned coincidence when it has been examined thoroughly.
Other instances where contradictions are claimed between different events include:• The cleansings of the temple (John 2:13ff, Matthew 21:12ff, Mark 11:15ff and
Luke 19:45ff). In fact John’s Gospel describes a cleansing of the temple at the start of
Jesus’ ministry while the Synoptic Gospels describe a different episode in the week
before Jesus’ crucifixion.
• The instance where a woman pours perfume on Jesus at a meal. Again, there are two
instances involved and the details are quite different between them.
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7.7 Conclusion - Contradictions
There are, in fact, remarkably few places where one can find anything resembling a real
contradiction anywhere in the Bible. There are several places where there are apparent
contradictions, but further analysis indicates that these are not, indeed, really contradictory.
Indeed the literature on contradictions is a fruitful source of further undesigned
coincidences as it often points out places where there are insignificant details which appear
to be opposed to one another and are therefore clearly independent. The agreement
between these details is often not immediately apparent, but when the situation is analysed
another undesigned coincidence often appears.
Many of the newer undesigned coincidences discussed above are the result of noticing a
claim of a contradiction between different accounts and tracking through the text to note
that the apparent contradiction was in fact merely a sign of independence between two
accounts by different people. A closer inspection showed that the accounts were, in fact, in
complete agreement with one another, down to tiny details.
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