
Remind me Again…Why do the Gospel details differ? 

Remind me Again is a series answering common questions about Catholicism in just a few minutes.   

These are questions many Catholics and non-Catholics have, so you gotta share or retweet our social 

media posts of these episodes.  Our parish needs to reach a wider audience and you make that happen.   

Alright, Remind Me Again, why do the Gospels differ from each other in some of the details? 

Are these contradictions?  Doesn’t this invalidate them?  How can we trust the Gospels at all?   

Here are a few examples: 

When Luke mentions the empty tomb on Easter Sunday, he says there are two angels there, but in 
Matthew’s version, he mentions one angel. 

At Jesus’ Baptism, in Mark’s version God says, “You are my beloved Son”, but in Matthew God says “This 

is my beloved Son.”  Which is it?  You are my beloved Son or This is my beloved Son?  Was God talking to 
Jesus or was He addressing the spectators?   

I was looking on an atheist website the other day and it posed the extremely significant question:  Who 

Put the Robe on Jesus during the Passion?  Huh?  Cuz in the narratives about the Passion, one Gospel says 

it was Herod’s soldiers who put the robe on Jesus, while another says it was Pilate’s soldiers who put the 

robe on Jesus.  Hoo boy!  Should we cancel all the Masses, close the churches -- because God must not be 

real folks – I mean, we don’t even know with absolute certainty which soldiers put the robe on Jesus!  At 

least that’s how some folks would like us to respond to apparent Gospel contradictions: they want us to 

scrap Christianity altogether because of differences in small details. 

But that’s due to a fundamental misunderstanding about how we Catholics view the Bible.  Our critics 

believe that we believe the Bible is a science or history textbook – or that God dictated every word of 

every book and the human authors robotically wrote it down in a literal transcript.   

That is not what Catholics believe about Biblical Inspiration.  We don’t believe the authors of the Bible 

were just note-takers.  God could have made a pre-written Bible fall from the sky but He chose to work 

through human authors.  So we can’t expect to take from the Bible what the authors weren’t trying to give 

us.   

Have you ever heard Jesus referred to as the Word of God?  Call to mind that awesome first verse of 

John’s Gospel, John 1:1 – “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God” – that’s talking about Jesus.  You have probably also heard the Bible referred to as the Word of God.  

Jesus, the Word of God, was both human and divine.  The Bible, which is also called the Word of God, is 

both human and divine also.  God worked through the human authors of the Bible.  God and the human 

person were both authors.  God works through us; He doesn’t perform a manual override and take 

control of our minds and bodies to accomplish His will.  He is the main author of the Bible, but the human 

authors were true authors as well, and everything the Biblical authors asserted, the Holy Spirit asserted.  

I just used the word assert, and I used it because Church documents including those of Vatican II use that 
word.  Let me distinguish between what an author says and what an author asserts.   

If I say, “My daughter spilled the beans about the surprise party”, what I’m asserting is that she revealed a 
secret, not that it’s time to get out the mop and clean up beans off the floor.   

If I say, “It’s raining cats and dogs outside”, I’m asserting that it’s raining hard, not that it’s time to get out 

the mop and clean up piles of animals off the street.   



The biblical authors come from a different culture, language, and oftentimes worldview than us, and their 

writings reflect that.   

Now I’m going to mention 4 very practical points that must be taken into consideration, and these are 

going to make sense right away.  The 4 are: (1) Know your audience, (2) Money, (3) Truths and details, 

and (4) The more witnesses the better.   

Number 1 – Know your audience.  Every good writer sets out to know their audience, right?  Here’s the 

thing:  the Gospel writers had different audiences, and a good writer writes differently to different 

audiences.  Matthew wrote to a Jewish audience.  So naturally Matthew is going to emphasize words and 

deeds of Jesus that would have resonated with Jews, the Old Testament, the anticipation of the coming of 

the Messiah.  Luke, however, wrote to a Gentile audience.  It makes sense that the four evangelists would 

have described the same major events in Jesus’ life in different ways to impact their target audiences.  
This accounts for some of the differences in Gospel details.   

Consideration Number 2 – Money.  Oh, all too often it’s a practical consideration, isn’t it?  It was back 

then as well.  Do you know roughly how much it would cost for one copy of one of the Gospels back then?  

In equivalent dollars today, some researchers put it at about $1,500.  Fifteen hundred dollars for one 

written copy of just one of the Gospels!  So, it’s not surprising that an author would choose to leave out 

some details here and there.  And different authors would choose different details.  Would you write a 

book that was so expensive that no one could afford it?  No!  You write a book for the purpose of people 
reading it.   

Remember the last line in the Gospel of John?  He says, “there are also many other things which Jesus did; 

were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that 

would be written.”  You know I read that and I’m feel like, “Oh man, come on John, try to write everything!  

We want it all!”  But that’s okay, because Jesus started a Church and entrusted it to the apostles and in the 

very last line of Matthew says, “teach them to observe ALL that I have commanded you”.  So Jesus doesn’t 

leave us a Bible – He leaves us a church that writes, compiles, and disseminates the Bible and continues to 

teach the People of God everything Jesus wants known, even things that are not in the Bible.   

Consideration Number 3 – Truths and details.  The evangelists used different details to back up the 
same essential truths.  I’ll say that again – The Gospel writers used different details to back up the same 
essential truths.  So even if not every exact syllable is preserved in the same way, the same essential 
meaning is.  Let’s return to the scene of Jesus’ Baptism.  Mark’s version has God say, “You are my beloved 
Son”.  Matthew’s Gospel has God say “This is my beloved Son.”  Whether the detail was the words You are 
or This is, the same essential truth is that Jesus is God’s Beloved Son.  That means He’s divine.  That’s the 
main point of those verses in both Gospels.  Even though the two authors are saying different things, they 
are asserting the same thing - Jesus is God’s Son – and that truth comes through even with two authors 
using different words to describe it.  It’s not a contradiction because they are asserting the same truth.   

Consideration Number 4 – The More Witnesses, the better.  The fact that we have four different 
accounts of Jesus’ life that differ a little bit does not argue against their authenticity, but for their 
authenticity!  Do you ever hear of rigged elections that take place in foreign countries?  In these 
dictatorships, the dictator gets reelected, and polling results claim there was 100% voter turnout, and 
99% of the people voted to keep the corrupt dictator in power.  I mean come on.  That would never 
happen.  If doesn’t pass the sniff test.  And if there were 4 eyewitnesses of the same event, they would 
never explain that event in exact same way, with the same details, and the same words.  You’d know 
something was fishy.  So common sense leads me to believe that tiny differing details in 4 accounts of 
Jesus’ life don’t argue against the validity of the events described, but argues for it!   



Let’s sum this all up:   

The Bible is a 1,200-page book, that’s actually made up of 73 individual books, and it was written over a 
span of 1,500 years.  The one divine author inspired the dozens of human authors.  Of course there are 
going to be some differing details since those human authors used their own words and grammar and 
sentence structure and details to convey the same essential truths to very different audiences.  Minor 
differences in details don’t argue against the truth of the Bible but in fact argue in favor of the essential 
points being true, as witnessed by different real people.    

If you like this Remind Me Again series of short answers to common Catholic questions, let us know!  

Share it on social media or send us an email because if people don’t listen to these, then I’ll stop spending 
the time to make them! 

You can find the archive of all Remind Me Again questions at basilthegreat.org/remindmeagain.   


