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Introduction 
 
 The usual understanding today is that Jesus’ public ministry lasted 3½  
years.  This would mean that four Passovers would have been celebrated during 
that time.  But only three Passovers can clearly be demonstrated from the 
Gospels. 
 
Even A.T. Robertson felt compelled to change one of the footnotes by Broadus to 
give audience to a 2½ year view.  This was out of the ordinary for Robertson for 
his harmony is almost entirely a copy of that by Broadus.  Broadus wrote, 
 
“The Tri-paschal theory finds only three Passovers in the life of Christ.  Hence 
the public work of Jesus would be from two to two and a half years in length.  So 
Wieseler, Godet, Caspari, Tischendorf, Stier, Ellicott, Farrar, etc.  These writers 
usually make the feast of John 5:1 Purim before the Passover of John 6:4, or 
Pentecost after it.”1 
 
Robertson replaces the sentence naming the older harmonists with, 
 
“This view is quite possible, as is shown in the Harmony.”2 
 
Thomas and Gundry give this theory little credential.  They write, 
 
“Others favor a ministry of a little over two years.  They take the three Passovers 
in John’s gospel as opening and closing each of the two years.  This theory, 
however, is most often defended on the basis of transposing John 5 and 6.  
Since no manuscript evidence exists for this rearrangement, the two-years theory 
is basically weak.”3 
 

                                            
1 John A. Broadus, A Harmony of the Gospels, in the Revised Version (New York: A.C. 
Armstrong and Son, 1893), 243f. 
2 A.T. Robertson, A Harmony of the Gospels.  (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1922), 270. 
3 Robert L. Thomas and Stanley N. Gundry, A Harmony of the Gospels.  (San Francisco: Harper 
& Row, 1978), 326. 
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Thomas and Gundry are correct.  Any defense of a 2½ year theory defended on 
this basis is too weak to be seriously considered.  This is perhaps the fatal flaw in 
a historical defense of the 2½ year view.  However a strong case can be made 
for 2½ years without transposing John 5 and 6. 
 
In a private communication I received from Craig Blomberg in January of this 
year he wrote, 
 
“I really like your chronology which limits Jesus’ life to somewhere between two 
and three years.  That accords with the best synthesis of the evidence as I have 
been able to understand it, as well, and there does seem to be a growing trend 
among scholars to concur.” 
 
In this paper I will argue for a 2½ year public ministry for Jesus instead of the 
usually accepted 3½ year. 
 
First I will present a chronological outline of John’s Gospel.  Second, I will 
interface the entire text of the Synoptics with that outline.  And third, we will 
consider the implications of a fourth Passover to that harmonization. 
 
 

A Chronological Outline of John’s Gospel 
 
(Note: A verse number that is underlined signifies that it is the last verse in the 
chapter.) 
 
The First Passover of Christ’s Public Ministry (John 1:1-4:54) 
 
1:1-18   John’s Prologue 
 
1:19 - 2:12  John the Baptist, Some Disciples, 1st miracle 
 
 1:19-28 One day (Day 1) 
 1:29-34 The next day (Day 2) 
 1:35-42 The next day (Andrew, Peter, possibly John) (Day 3) 
 1:43-51 The next day (Philip, Nathanael) (Day 4) 
 2:1-11  The third day (wedding at Cana) (The third day since  

leaving Jerusalem on Day 4) 
 
2:1-11 indicates how long it took to travel from Jerusalem to Galilee. 
 
Verse 11 reads: 
 
NIV John 2:11 This, the first of his miraculous signs, Jesus performed at Cana in 
Galilee. He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him. 
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2:12  Transition to Capernaum 
 
John 1:19-2:12 therefore records Jesus’ first journey from Jerusalem to Galilee 
during His public ministry. 
 
2:13 - 3:21  The 1st Passover 
 
NAU John 2:13 The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to 
Jerusalem. 
 
 Overturns money changers’ tables in Jerusalem 
 Nicodemus 
 
This is very commonly understood to be the 1st Passover of Jesus’ public 
ministry. 
 
3:22 - 4:54  From Jerusalem to Capernaum 
  

NKJ John 3:22 
22 After these things Jesus and His disciples came into the land of Judea, 

and there He remained with them and baptized. 
 

NIV John 4:1-3 
1 The Pharisees heard that Jesus was gaining and baptizing more disciples 

than John, 2 although in fact it was not Jesus who baptized, but his disciples. 3 
When the Lord learned of this, he left Judea and went back once more to Galilee. 
 
 4:4-43  Woman at the well 
 

NIV John 4:44 (Cf. Luke 4:16-30) 
44 (Now Jesus himself had pointed out that a prophet has no honor in his own 
country.) 
 
 4:46-54 Royal official’s son healed at Cana 
 

NIV John 4:54 
54 This was the second miraculous sign that Jesus performed, having come 

from Judea to Galilee. 
 
Remember the reference to Jesus turning the water into wine in John 2:11?  
John 5:4 would most easily indicate that these two signs were close 
chronologically. 
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Matthew adds here: 
 
NAU Matthew 4:13 and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled in Capernaum, 
which is by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali. 
 
The record is of a single line of travel: Jerusalem � Judea � Samaria � 
Nazareth � Cana � Capernaum. 
 
John 2:13-4:54 records Jesus’ second journey from Jerusalem to Galilee during 
His recorded public ministry. 
 
Therefore John 1:1 - 4:54 record two of Jesus’ journeys from Jerusalem to 
Galilee and the first Passover of His public ministry. 
 
 
The Last Passover of Christ’s Public Ministry (John 11:55-21:25) 
 
This section begins with Jesus’ Arrival in Bethany just before His Triumphal entry 
and ends with a post-resurrection appearance. 
 
NAU John 11:55 Now the Passover of the Jews was near, and many went up to 
Jerusalem out of the country before the Passover to purify themselves. 
 
 
The remaining verses of John’s Gospel that fits between John 4:54 and 11:55 
can readily be divided into five chronological packets.  Each of these packets 
cannot be broken apart in order to insert another Passover.  Another Passover 
can only be placed between them. 
 
The Unnamed Feast (John 5:1-47) 
 
NAU John 5:1 After these things there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up 
to Jerusalem. 
 
This is the story of the man lying by the pool of Bethesda.  Now Jesus healed 
him on the Sabbath and so invoked the ire of the Jewish leaders.   
 
NAU John 5:16-18 For this reason the Jews were persecuting Jesus, because He 
was doing these things on the Sabbath. 17 But He answered them, "My Father is 
working until now, and I Myself am working." 18 For this reason therefore the 
Jews were seeking all the more to kill Him, because He not only was breaking 
the Sabbath, but also was calling God His own Father, making Himself equal with 
God. 
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Feeding of the 5,000; Peter walks on water, and the synagogue at  
Capernaum (John 6:1-71)  

 
NAU John 6:4 Now the Passover, the feast of the Jews, was near. 
 
 
The Feast of Sukkot or Tabernacles (John 7:1-10:21) 
 
This Feast usually occurred in the month of October, approximately six months 
after the Passover.  At this feast Jesus made some very important comments 
relating to the chronology of this gospel. 
 
NAU John 7:21-23 Jesus answered them, "I did one deed, and you all marvel. 22 

"For this reason Moses has given you circumcision (not because it is from 
Moses, but from the fathers), and on the Sabbath you circumcise a man. 23 "If a 
man receives circumcision on the Sabbath so that the Law of Moses will not be 
broken, are you angry with Me because I made an entire man well on the 
Sabbath? 
 
This can only be a clear reference to His healing the man by the Pool of 
Bethesda in John 5, prior to the Passover of John 6:4.  If John 5 is a Passover, 
then that chapter relates events that occurred eighteen months before John 7.  
This is too long a time span for such a casual comment.  John 5 cannot 
reasonably be a Passover. 
 
Consider also how the three clear Passovers in John are introduced and how the 
feast of John 5 is introduced. 
 
NAU John 2:13 The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to 
Jerusalem. 
 
NAU John 6:4 Now the Passover, the feast of the Jews, was near. 
 
NAU John 11:55 Now the Passover of the Jews was near, and many went up to 
Jerusalem out of the country before the Passover to purify themselves. 
 
NAU John 5:1 After these things there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up 
to Jerusalem. 
 
They are introduced very differently, also suggesting that John 5 is not a 
Passover. 
 
 
The Feast of Hanukkah or Dedication (John 7:10:22-42) 
 
This feast took place in late December. 



 6

The Raising of Lazarus (John 11:1-54) 
 
 

Interfacing the Synoptics with John 
 
Now, let’s interface the Synoptics in John’s Gospel. 
 
It’s important to remember that John chapters 5 and 7-11 have absolutely no 
parallels in the Synoptics!  John 6 does. 
 
Last year at the ETS Annual Meeting in Atlanta, I presented a paper in which I 
argued that Luke 9:18-19:28, and its parallels in the other two Synoptics, cannot 
be interwoven with John 7:1-11:54 but must of necessity come after those 
verses.  Besides not being interwoven with John they also cover a time span of 
weeks, not months. 
 
Other than Jesus’ last journey to Jerusalem, this leaves relatively few verses in 
Matthew and Mark, none in Luke that come between John 6 and John 12, a 
period of one year.  So, if another Passover were placed between John 6 and 
John 12 this would leave huge time gaps in the Synoptics when they related very 
little of Jesus’ public ministry. 
 
The Synoptic material between John 4 and John 7 is much more voluminous so 
this is where another Passover is nearly always placed by those who argue for a 
3½ year chronology. 
 
But, what is left unsaid is that in this large volume of Synoptic material there are 
only thirteen chronological packets, each of which cover a very sort period of 
time.  Let’s consider a fuller interface of the Synoptics with John.  And, ask 
yourselves as we go through them how long a time period each packet covered. 
 
Jesus’ Birth and Childhood 
 
 Matthew 1:1 - 2:23 
 Luke 1:1 - 2:52 
 
John 1:1-4:54 

Pesach / Passover #1 (John 2:13) 
 
Matthew 3:1-4:17 
Mark 1:1-15 
Luke 3:1-4:30 
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#1 Peter, Andrew, James and John Called 
 
 Matthew 4:18-22 
 Mark 1:16-20 
 

#2 Sermon on the Mount 
 
 Matthew 4:23-8:1 
 
NAU Matthew 7:28 When Jesus had finished these words, the crowds were 
amazed at His teaching; 29 for He was teaching them as one having authority, 
and not as their scribes. 
 
 In Capernaum Immediately Following This Sermon 
 
NAU Mark 1:21 They went into Capernaum; and immediately on the Sabbath He 
entered the synagogue and began to teach. 22 They were amazed at His 
teaching; for He was teaching them as one having authority, and not as the 
scribes. 
  Matthew 8:14-18 
  Mark 1:21-39 
  Luke 4:31-44 
 

#3 Let Down Your Nets for a Catch 
 
 Luke 5:1-11 
 

#4 Leper Healed and Instructed Not to Tell Anyone 
 
 Matthew 8:2-4 
 Mark 1:40-45 
 Luke 5:12-16 
 

#5 Paralytic through Roof at Capernaum 
 
 Matthew 9:1-17 
 Mark 2:1-22 
 Luke 5:17-39 
 
Two Sabbaths 
 
 #6 Picking Heads of Grain 
 
  Matthew 12:1-8 
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  Mark 2:23-28 
  Luke 6:1-5 
 
 #7 Healed Man with Shriveled Hand 
 
  Matthew 12:9-21 
  Mark 3:1-12 
  Luke 6:6-11 
 

#8 The Twelve Chosen and the Sermon on the Plain 
 
 Mark 3:13-19 
 Luke 6:12-49 
 

#9 Centurion’s Servant Healed at Capernaum 
 
 Matthew 8:5-13 
 Luke 7:1-10 
 

#10 Widow’s Son Raised in Nain 
 
 Luke 7:11-17 
 

#11 Jesus Answers John the Baptist and Speaks about Him 
 
 Matthew 11:2-19 
 Luke 7:18-35 
 

#12 Woman with Alabaster Jar of Perfume in Pharisee’s 
House 
 
 Luke 7:36-50 
 

#13 Events Surrounding Confrontation in One House 
 
 Jesus’ Mother and Brothers 
 
  Matthew 12:22-50 
  Mark 3:20-35 
  Luke 8:1-3, 19-21 
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 Parables by the Lake 
 
NIV Matthew 13:1 That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the 
lake. 
 
  Matthew 13:1-35 
  Mark 4:1-34 
  Luke 8:4-18 
 
 Back in the House 
 
NAU Matthew 13:36 Then He left the crowds and went into the house. And His 
disciples came to Him and said, "Explain to us the parable of the tares of the 
field." 
 
  Matthew 13:36-53 
 
 The Gerasenes 
 
NAU Mark 4:35 On that day, when evening came, He said to them, "Let us go over 
to the other side." 
 
  Matthew 8:23-34 
  Mark 4:35-5:20 
  Luke 8:22-39 
 
 When Jesus Returned 
 
NAU Luke 8:40 And as Jesus returned, the people welcomed Him, for they had all 
been waiting for Him. 
 
  Matthew 9:18-34 
  Mark 5:21-43 
  Luke 8:40-56 
 
 Again Without Honor at Nazareth 
 
NAU Mark 6:1 Jesus went out from there and came into His hometown; and His 
disciples followed Him. 
 
  Matthew 13:54-58 
  Mark 6:1-6a 
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John 5:1-47 Unnamed Feast 
 
John 5 must be placed somewhere within these thirteen packets, but there is no 
firm evidence as to where.  I have placed it here so it would be close to John 7. 
 
 
John 6:1-71 Feeding of 5,000 
 Pesach / Passover #2 (John 6:4) 
 

Matthew 9:35-11:1; 14:1-36 
Mark 6:6b-56 
Luke 9:1-17 

 
Immediately Following Events 
 
 4,000 fed 
 Disciples reminded of 5,000 and 4,000 
 
 Matthew15:1-16:12 
 Mark 7:1-8:26 
 
 (Notice that Luke has no parallel verses in this area.) 
 
 
John 7:1-10:21 
 Sukkot / Tabernacles (7:2) 
 
  October 
 
John 10:22-42 
 Hanukkah / Dedication (10:22) 
 
  Late December 
 
John 11:1-54 Lazarus 
 
Last Journey to Jerusalem 
 
 Matthew 16:13-20:34 
  8:19-22 
  11:20-30 
 Mark 8:27-10:52 
 Luke 9:18-19:28 
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John 11:55-21:25 
 Pesach / Passover #3 (John 11:55) 
 
 Matthew 21:1-28:20 
 Mark 11:1-16:20 
 Luke 19:29-24:53 
 
 

The Implications of a Fourth Passover 
 
Those thirteen chronological packets have to fall between John 4:54 and 6:1.  
John 5 would then have to be placed somewhere in those packets. 
 
Here are some natural observations. 
 
1.  John 5 is not a Passover. 
 
 We have discussed this earlier. 
 
John 5, if it is Purim, would fall about seven months before Jesus’ comments at 
Sukkot.  The largest objection to Purim, however, is that people stayed home at 
Purim.  They didn’t normally travel to Jerusalem.  But, take a close look at John 
5:1. 
 
NAU John 5:1 After these things there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up 
to Jerusalem. 
 
It doesn’t say that Jesus went to Jerusalem for the feast, but at the time of the 
feast.  This may or may not be significant, and this is not proof that John 5 relates 
the feast of Purim.  The point is that Purim would be chronologically in range of 
Jesus’ comments in John 7. 
 
2.  These thirteen packets cover days, not months. 
 
3.  There is absolutely no hint of another Passover in any of these packets. 
 
4.  There is absolute no need of another Passover among these packets. 
 
 Why try to place a fourth Passover? 
 
5.  Placing another Passover among these packets would force at least one year,  

and possibly two, where very little is recorded of Jesus’ public ministry in 
any of the Gospels 
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Conclusion 
 
A 2½ year public ministry for Christ can be argued without the historical error of 
transposing John 5 and 6.  This 2½ year theory cannot be proven, but neither 
can the 3½ year theory.  However, the 2½ year theory does have something that 
commends it.  It avoids the otherwise necessary large time gaps of the 3½ year 
theory. 



 13

Bibliography 
 
 
Aland, Kurt, ed. Synopsis of the Four Gospels: English Edition. United Bible  

Societies, 1982. 
 
Aland, Kurt. Synopsis Quattuor Evangeliorum. Stuttgart, Germany: Deutsche  

Bibelstiftung Stuttgart, 1976. 
 
Broadus, John A. A Harmony of the Gospels, 3d ed. New York: A. C. Armstrong  

and Son, 1894. 
 
Burton, Ernest DeWitt, and Edgar Johnson Goodspeed. A Harmony of the  

Synoptic Gospels for Historical and Critical Study. New York, Chicago,  
and Boston: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1917. 

 
Cheney, Johnston M., and Stanley Ellisen The Greatest Life Ever Lived, Eugene,  

Oregon, R.A. Meltebeke and S. Meltebeke, 1999. 
 
Cheney, Johnston M., and Stanley Ellisen The Greatest Story. Sisters, Oregon:  

Multnomah Books, 1994. 
 
Cheney, Johnston M., and Stanley Ellisen The Life of Christ in Stereo, Portland,  

Oregon: Western Baptist Seminary Press, 1969. 
 
Clark, George W. A New Harmony of the Four Gospels in English. Philadelphia:  

Bible and Publication Society, 1875. 
 
Davies, Benjamin, ed. Baker’s Pocket Harmony of the Gospels. Grand Rapids,  

Michigan: Baker Book House, 1975. 
 
Fahling, Adam. A Harmony of the Gospels. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan  

Publishing House, (no date). 
 
Finney, Ross L. Huck’s Synopsis of the First Three Gospels, New York: The  

Methodist Book Concern, 1907. 
 
Greenleaf, Simon. The Testimony of the Evangelists Examined by the Rules of  

Evidence Administered in Courts of Justice. New York: James Cockcroft &  
Company, 1874. 

 
Greswell, Edvardus. Harmonia Evangelica, Editio Quarta, Oxonii: E.  

Typographeo Academico, 1845. 
 
Greswell, Edward. Dissertations upon the Principles and Arrangement of an  

Harmony of the Gospels, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1837. 



 14

Hartdegen, Stephen J. A Chronological Harmony of the Gospels Using the  
Revised Text of the Challoner-Rheims Version of the New Testament.  
Patterson, New Jersey: Anthony Guild Press, 1942. 

 
Heim, Ralph Daniel. A Harmony of the Gospels for Students. Philadelphia:  

Muhlenberg Press, 1947. 
 
Hoehner, Harold W. Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ, Grand Rapids:  

Zondervan, 1977. 
 
Huck, Albert. Synopsis of the First Three Gospels. New York: American Bible  

society, 1936. 
 
Jarvis, Samuel Farmar, A Chronological Introduction to the History of the Church.   

New York: Harper and Brothers, 1845. 
 
Kerr, John H. A Harmony of the Gospels. Old Tappan, New Jersey: Fleming H.  

Revell Company, 1924. 
 
LeClerc, John.  The Harmony of the Evangelists.  London: Printed for Sam.  

Buckley at the Dolphin in St. Paul’s Church-yard, 1701. 
 
Markve, Arthur. A New Harmony of the Gospels, Minneapolis: Bethany  

Fellowship, 1957. 
 
McGarvey, J.W. and Philip Y. Pendleton. The Fourfold Gospel, or a Harmony of  

the Four Gospels, Cincinnati: The Standard Publishing Foundation. 
 
Mimpriss, Robert. The Gospel Treasury, Expository Harmony of the Four  

Evangelists, London, 1862. 
 
Pentecost, J. Dwight. A Harmony of the Words and Works of Jesus Christ. Grand  

Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 1981. 
 
Robertson, A.T. A Harmony of the Gospels for Students of the Life of Christ. San  

Francisco: Harper Collins Publishers, 1950. 
 
Robinson, Edward. A Harmony of the Four Gospels in Greek.  Boston: Crocker  

and Brewster, 1845. 
 
Robinson, Edward. A Harmony of the Four Gospels in English, 14th ed. Boston:  

Crocker and Brewster, 1869. 
 
Sharman, Henry Burton. Records of the Life of Jesus: The Record of Mt-Mk-Lk.  

Palo Alto: Sequoia Seminar Foundation, 1917. 
 



 15

Sharman, Henry Burton. Records of the Life of Jesus: The Record of John. Palo  
Alto: Sequoia Seminar Foundation, 1917. 

 
Sparks, H.F.D. The Johannine Synopsis of the Gospels. London: Harper and  

Row Publishers, 1974. 
 
Stevens, Wm. Arnold, and Ernest DeWitt Burton. A Harmony of the Gospels for  

Historical Study, An Analytical Synopsis of the Four Gospels, 3d ed. New  
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1904. 

 
Sutcliffe, Edmund F. A Two Year Public Ministry Defended, London: Burns Oates  

and Washbourne Ltd., 1938. 
 
Swanson, Reuben J. The Horizontal Line Synopsis of the Gospels. Dillsboro,  

North Carolina: Western North Carolina Press, Inc., 1975. 
 
Thompson, J.M. The Synoptic Gospels Arranged in Parallel Columns, Oxford:  

Oxford University Press, 1910. 
Tischendorf, Constantinus De. Synopsis Evangelica. Lipsiae: Hermann  

Mendelssohn, 1898. 
 
Thomas, Robert L., and Stanley N. Gundry. A Harmony of the Gospels. San  

Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1978. 
 
Throckmorton, Burton H. Jr., ed. Gospel Parallels: A Comparison of the Synoptic  

Gospels, 9th ed. Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 1992. 
 
Wieand, Albert Cassel. A New Harmony of the Gospels, The Gospel Records of  

the Message and Mission of Jesus Christ. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm.  
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1950. 

 
Wieseler, Karl. A Chronological Synopsis of the Four Gospels, Cambridge:  

Deighton, Bell, and Co., 1864. 
 
 


