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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

EDITOR’S FOREWORD

Although the interpretation of the New Testament has been the subject of
much discussion in recent years, it is hard to find any books which sum up
the results of this discussion and offer a comprehensive and practical guide
to the task of interpretation. It was with this lack in mind that the New
Testament Study Group of the Tyndale Fellowship for Biblical Research
took up the theme at its meeting in July 1973. The papers which were
presented then have been revised and are now offered to a wider public in
the hope that they may be found of value as an attempt to cover this impor-
tant area of study.

The field of New Testament interpretation is an enormous one, and it
perhaps deserves several volumes rather than one. We cannot, therefore,
claim to have done justice to the subject, whether as a whole or in detail, but
we hope that this collection of essays may be sufficiently comprehensive and
succinct to offer a basic guide to students and to all who are concerned to in-
terpret the New Testament in the modern world.

Four main areas have claimed our attention. First, there is the question of
the presuppositions with which one approaches the subject. We have tried to
submit both our own presuppositions and those of scholars from other
schools of thought to careful scrutiny. Second, we have looked at the various
types of critical study which contribute to the exegesis of the text of the New
Testament. Third, we have attempted to deal with the actual methods of ex-
egesis itself. Finally, we have been very conscious that New Testament inter-
pretation is not concerned solely to lay bare the meaning of the text for its
original readers but reaches its goal only when it examines the meaning of
the text for today and allows the text to affect our own attitudes and un-
derstanding. Indeed, it is impossible to achieve either of these two
theoretically separable aims in isolation from the other. Hence the book
ends on a practical note, and, if it is biased in the direction of expository
preaching, this is because of the needs of our intended audience, many of
whom will be engaged in the ministry of the Word, and it reflects our convic-
tion that exposition presupposes careful exegesis.

The subject of biblical interpretation is one that can sharply divide
students of different schools of thought. We have written as conservative
evangelicals who combine a high regard for the authority of Holy Scripture
with the belief that we are called to study it with the full use of our minds. It
is inevitable that not all will agree with everything that we say, and it should
be emphasised that the statements in this book carry no sort of imprimatur.
Although the contributors share the same general outlook, each is responsi-
ble only for his own share in the volume, and the reader may detect points at

which some of us disagree with one another. This plurality of opinions is not
surprising, and is not necessarily a bad thing. We are writing on a theme
which has received comparatively little study in the past, and conservative
evangelicals in particular have been slow to work out the implications of
their view of Scripture for the task of interpretation and vice-versa. In some
ways, therefore, this volume is no more than a first and very tentative
attempt to grapple with some of the problems. Hypothesis and conjecture
are inevitable at this stage; nevertheless, we have thought it right to publish
our views, in the hope that our book may stimulate discussion and lead to a
fuller appreciation of truth.

As a result of the economic crisis which has affected many publishers in
this country this book has been a long time in production. We regret that it
has not been possible to bring our essays fully up to date and to take the
most recent discussions of our subject into account. For example, it has not
been possible to devote any space to structuralism, a topic which has moved
to the forefront of discussion since this book was originally planned.

As editor, I should like to express my thanks to all the essayists whose
work has appeared in this book. I should also like to express the apprecia-
tion of all the contributors to Norman Hillyer, who compiled the indexes,
to the staff at Tyndale House, Cambridge, to the Paternoster Press, and to
all the others who have helped towards the publication of this book.

I. HOWARD MARSHALL
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I. H. Marshall

The aim of this symposium is to establish the principles and methods in-
volved in understanding the New Testament. The problem of interpreting a
passage from the Bible is one to which we would all like to find the key,
some simple and easy formula that will enable us to approach any text of
Scripture and quickly establish its meaning. Alas, there is no such simple
answer, but it is possible to indicate some general principles and types of ap-
oroach which will enable us to wrestle with the text and come to an un-
derstanding of it.

The problem of course is not one confined to study of the New Testament
or indeed of the Bible as a whole. It is part of the general problem of
hermeneutics, i.e. the attempt to understand anything that somebody else
has said or written. It follows that much of what will be said in this volume
would also apply to any other material that requires interpretation, especial-
ly to similar texts from the ancient world. The New Testament, however,
poses distinctive problems because of its own individual literary
characteristics and also because Christians regard it as the Word of God.
Our discussion, therefore, will concentrate on the problems of hermeneutics
as they apply to the New Testament in particular.

I. Some Hermeneutical  Questions

In order to appreciate the nature of these problems it may be useful for us
at the outset to examine a passage from the New Testament. For this pur-
pose let us look at John 4:1-45, a passage which has the merits of il-
lustrating a variety of points and also of being a fairly familiar story. How
does one begin to understand it?

The starting point is no doubt to establish the correct wording of the
passage. Different editions of the Greek New Testament vary in their wor-
ding according to their editors’ estimate of the relative reliability of the early
manuscripts. We shall, however, forbear to deal in this volume with textual
criticism in any detail, since the matter is a technical one and there already
exist excellent manuals on the subject.’ So far as the present passage is
concerned, it may be assumed that the average modern edition of the Greek
New Testament gives the text with sufficient accuracy.

11



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION INTRODUCTION

A second stage consists in understanding the vocabulary, grammar and
syntax of the passage in order to give a good translation of it into English. It
is to be feared that many of us start from the English text, and, to be sure,
one does not need to know Greek in order to understand the New
Testament; at least, the individual may not need to do so, provided that in
his language group there are others who do possess and share this
knowledge with the rest of the community. Translation is of great impor-
tance, and there is a case that it is the goal of interpretation rather than a
preliminary stage on the journey, since the precise character of a translation
is moulded by our total understanding of the passage in the light of the fac-
tors that have still to be considered.* Its importance may be quickly
illustrated by two points.

First, the central figure in the story is a yvvrj,  regularly translated as
“woman” - “the woman of Samaria”. What visual image does that word
convey to you? To me it is a word that suggests somebody approaching
middle-age or even old-age, and it has a faintly derogatory air; one has only
to think of the subtle difference in tone between church intimations about
“the Women’s Meeting” or “the Ladies’ Guild” and the way in which one
type of women’s meeting has to be called “the Young Wives’ Group” in
order to attract members! Suppose that we translated by “lady” (a perfectly
correct equivalent of yvv$ or even by “girl”? “Woman” tends to put her on
the shelf, but the story implies that she was possibly youthful and attractive.

Second, the word “living”, used of the water offered to her by Jesus,
poses a problem. In Greek it could be used to mean “running”, as opposed
to stagnant, water. This ambiguity between “running” and “living” may be
significant in the story. How does one get it over in English? And does the
fact of this ambiguity mean that other words also in John may be used with
a double sense?

Translation, therefore, is important both for the meaning and for the
“feel” of the incident.

A third stage in understanding is concerned with background. It may be
useful to know something about the geography of the scene, the historical
state of Jewish-Samaritan relationships and matters of this kind. A
knowledge of the character of the author of the Gospel and his intended
audience will help us to appreciate the point of the story. Much of this can
be found fairly simply from reference books.

But where did the author get the story from? The Gospel of John is based
on information gathered from various sources by the author. Can we dis-
tinguish between such information in its earliest form and the way in which
the author has used it? Where did he get this particular story? Some parts of
it deal with a private conversation between Jesus and the woman: which of
them passed it on? Or has John written the story up in the manner he
thought appropriate? These are tricky questions, and the experts differ in
their answers. 3 But, however difficult the problem may be, it is surely
relevant for our understanding of the story to know whether it is a historical
report about an actual conversation, or a narrative developed by the

evangelist to bring out points which he thought to be significant for his
readers, or a mixture of these two.

This point brings us to our next question: what is the form and function of
this narrative in the Gospel? Our immediate inclination is perhaps to see it
simply as a historical episode. Let me say that I personally find no difficulty
in accepting it as substantially the story of something that actually
happened: Jesus met a woman by a well and held a conversation with her in
which he led her to realise that he was the Messiah, and as a result of her
conversion and Jesus’ contact with other people from Sychar they too came
to believe in him. To say this is to make a decision about the form of the
story. But this is an insufficient answer. We have still to ask, Why is this
story in the Gospel, and what is its function at this particular point? It is the
question of context.

According to John’s own statement of purpose in 20: 3Of., a story like
this is included so that the readers of the Gospel may themselves come to
faith in Jesus. It is, therefore, not simply an interesting story, but it has a
lesson to teach, namely that, just as the Samaritans came to faith, so the
reader also ought to believe in Jesus, the Saviour of the world.

Granted this point, however, what is the precise function of this story at
this point in the narrative? It is true that John provides chronological links
with what precedes and what follows the story, but this does not completely
solve the problem. John has presented only a few of the stories that he knew
about Jesus (Jn. 20:30);  why did he include this one? And did he put it here
simply because of chronology?

One commentator at least has seen in our story a kind of foil to the
preceding story of Nicodemus. Here is an example of belief to be placed
over against Nicodemus’ difficulty in accepting the idea of rebirth, so that
each story may throw light on the other.4 Or again the story may be part of
a series in which the gospel message is seen to be not merely for Jews but
also for Samaritans and ultimately for the whole world. ’ Or again there may
be a contrast between the old ways of Jews and Samaritans - symbolised by
water in jars or wells - and the new life offered by Jesus and symbolised by
wine and living water.6 Some or all of these suggestions may be true, and
they add precision and fullness to our understanding of the story.

More than one writer has detected a kind of dramatic form in the way the
story is told. The story is said to be presented like a play on a forestage and
a backstage, with the centre of interest shifting to and fro, from the well to
the town, from the woman to the disciples and to the townsfolk. A similar
kind of structure is to be found elsewhere, e.g. in John 9, and this raises the
question whether we have discovered a technique of presentation used by
John, the appreciation of which may help us to understand the structure of
the story.’

Then there is the question of double meaning, already hinted at earlier. At
the beginning of the story there is a time note, that Jesus was at the well at
the sixth hour. Details of time and place are common enough in John, and
may be claimed as evidence for eye-witness testimony. But it has also been

1312
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INTRODUCTION

observed that m John 19:14  the same time note occurs to indicate the mo-
ment when Jesus was condemned and delivered to his executioners: is the
reader meant to link these two events theologically and let them mutually in-
terpret each other? ’

Again, Jesus reproached the woman for having had five husbands. Such
immorality is perfectly credible, even in the pre-film and pop-star era, and is
an entirely valid reason for needing to hear the gospel. But it has been
suggested that the reference is an allegorical one to the five false gods of the
Samaritans mentioned in 2 Kings 17:3Of.,  and this would tie in with the con-
demnation of Samaritan piety in John 4:22.  9

If these suggestions of allegory are present, two questions arise. How
does one recognise that allegory is present? And does the presence of this
amount of allegory justify us in searching for more of it in less likely places
in the story? ‘O A related problem is that of symbolism. Water is
undoubtedly used here by Jesus as a religious symbol, and therefore we re-
quire to ask what ideas would be conjured UP for John’s readers by the
religious use of the term “water”.” It is equally important to ask how these
ideas can be made relevant and understandable to a modern reader who
may not appreciate the symbolism.

With the mention of the modern reader we pass, finally, to a further ques-
tion regarding the interpretation of the story which may take us beyond the
original intention of John. It may be illustrated by mentioning two types of
exposition. One or two writers have seen in this story an example of how
Jesus dealt pastorally with the woman in leading her to conversion. They
have then suggested that the story provides an example for his followers to
employ in their own activity of personal evangelism. ‘* This is surely a valid
interpretation of the story, but is it one intended by John himself? Two
answers seem to be possible here. John might say to us, “I hadn’t conscious-
ly thought of the story like that, but now that you suggest it to me, I would
agree that you could also understand it in that way. My primary purpose
was of course to help the unbeliever who can see himself in the picture of the
woman, but naturally it could have the secondary purpose of helping the
Christian evangelist to model himself on Jesus.” A passage, therefore, may
have a further interpretation or application, which was not present to the
author, but is legitimate because it can be held to fit in with his intentions.
Or John might say that he did intend this secondary, pastoral purpose of the
story. If so, the question arises as to how far he has been influenced, con-
sciously or unconsciously, by the needs of the church for advice on this
pastoral problem and hence how far the historical narrative has been
presented or even adapted in order to draw out these lessons. I3

Another school of thought interprets the story in an existential manner. It
is an expression of the way in which a person comes to self-awareness regar-
ding his being and enters into “authentic existence”. Thus R. Bultmann
heads verses 16-19 “The Revelation as the Disclosure of Man’s Being”. The
ideas of a gift of salvation and of faith in the traditional sense disappear, and
are replaced in effect by categories drawn from existentialist philosophy. I4

14

Whether this is a legitimate interpretation of John or is rather “read into the
text” Is is a matter for discussion.

II Possible Methods of Interpretation

It is time to draw the lines together. A sufficiently bewildering set of ex-
egetical possibilities has now been produced to raise some doubts regarding
the good Reformed doctrine of the perspicuity of Holy Scripture. The pur-
pose of this introduction, however, is certainly not to lead the reader to
doubt and despair, but rather to raise the questions that must be faced by
defenders of this doctrine, so that in the end their acceptance of it may rest
on a more solid basis than mere formal assent. Our aim has been to try to
indicate the nature of some of the problems which will be developed at
greater length later in this book. We may, however, make some tentative
suggestions that should be borne in mind as the reader proceeds further.

First, in interpreting a passage a number of different lines of investigation
must be followed. Textual and linguistic study, research into background,
study of sources, form and context - all these have their vital part to play in
exegesis.

Second, we have in effect uncovered three main levels of understanding.
There is the “historical” level in which we treat the story as plain history
with its own implicit meaning. There is the “Johannine” level in which we
explore the uses that John may consciously have made of the story to bring
out what he regarded as its full meaning and in order that the story may
contribute to the total impact made by the Gospel. I6 And there is the
“interpreter’s” level in which we may gain impressions from the story which
were not consciously in the author’s mind, but may nevertheless be valid in-
sights into his message. Moreover, at any of these levels a given passage
may have a number of different interpretations, or rather its interpretation
may have different facets. There may be a “straight” meaning and a less
direct one, organically related to it.

Third, our aim is to discover what the text meant in the mind of its
original author for his intended audience. Exegesis seeks for an interpreta-
tion of a passage which will account satisfactorily for all the features of that
passage, both on its own and in its context. This context includes both the
historical environment of the New Testament and also the literary envirori
ment of the work in which it occurs - in the example above, the Johannine
literature. This may produce an appearance of circularity, since the context
itself needs to be interpreted, and the meaning of John’s Gospel as a whole
depends upon the meaning of the various individual passages, including ch.
4 itself. The circle, however, need not be a vicious one, and a better analogy
is provided by dialogue; the whole and the parts question each other, so to
speak, and hence knowledge of both is gradually built up.

Fourth, how far can we go beyond the meaning intended for the original
readers and reach a meaning for ourselves? As indicated earlier, I would be
prepared to accept a “pastoral” interpretation of John 4, even if this was not

15
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in the author’s mind, but I would be inclined to doubt the particular existen-
tialist interpretation given by Bultmann - or at least I shrewdly suspect that
John himself would say “No” to it if he was confronted by it. But is John’s
verdict (or my guess regarding it) the criterion? It could, for example, be
argued that the significance of a story may lie in the unconscious motifs
which come to expression in it, especially in the symbolism employed. Thus,
to take an extreme example, the significance of a schizophrenic drawing lies
not so much in the “objective” interpretation of it which the artist might
give, but rather in the “subjective” reflection of the pathological state of his
mind to which he unconsciously testified. It could be that in Scripture too
there was a meaning different from that intended by the author. Though
John himself might deny the existentialist interpretation of his Gospel, it
could be argued that unconsciously he has been laid hold of by the existen-
tial plight of man and has been led to express it in the religious categories
which made sense to him and which he felt to be objectively true, but which
are merely one way of expressing an essentially human situation nowadays
described more aptly in the language of Heidegger.

A more traditional Christian might prefer to argue for a sensus plenior in
Scripture. Divine inspiration may have given to a passage a deeper meaning
of which the author himself was unconscious. John himself tells us that cer-
tain texts in the book of Isaiah were written because the prophet saw the
glory of Jesus and spoke of him (Jn. 12:41).  We can, I think, be certain that
a pre-Christian commentator on Isaiah would not have perceived this inter-
pretation of such passages, nor is it exactly fashionable among modern com-
mentators, and we may feel that the prophet himself saw the glory dimly;
but looking back from our Christian vantage point we may truly say “The
prophet was speaking about Jesus”, and use these passages to throw light on
him. Here we reach a point where the category of divine inspiration must be
brought into the discussion and a purely human interpretation is inadequate.

How, then, are we to interpret the New Testament for a modern
audience? Even if some of the writers did compose their works in the hope
that posterity would value them and not simply consign them to the waste
papyrus basket, they cannot have known how posterity in its different situa-
tion would understand them. The task of exposition is surely to put the
audience into the position where it can feel for itself the original impact of
the story. It can then pick up the original meaning, together with any fresh
elements that may have accrued to it.

It may, however, be argued that regaining the original meaning is im-
possible, alike for the exegete and the congregation. For exegesis and exposi-
tion involve two-way traffic, as the modern student inevitably contributes
something of himself to the exposition. This problem of dialogue between a
modern reader and an ancient text is a complicated one, but the effects of
the process need not necessarily be harmful; the significance of the doctrine
of inspiration is surely that the message of the New Testament rings true in
every generation. Certain situations, however, may enable us to feel its im-
pact in a more telling manner. I have long had a theoretical knowledge of 1

INTRODUCTION

Thessalonians 3, and could expound it to a congregation. But something
happened  to that chapter for me on 24th January, 1969. The visiting
preacher that day in Christ’s College, Aberdeen, was the aged Professor
Josef Hromadka of Czechoslovakia, and as he read those verses I saw how
he felt himself to be in Paul’s situation, normally prevented by Satan from
visiting his friends in the west, and longing both to draw comfort from them
and to know that they (i.e. you and I) hold fast to their faith.

Perhaps this sort of experience could happen with any secular text -
“some chorus ending from Euripides”.- We as Christians have something
more to do. The passages which we interpret must be the means through
which God speaks to men and women today. Our belief in the inspiration of
the Bible is thus a testimony that New Testament exegesis is not just a
problem; it is a real possibility. God can and does speak to men through
even the most ignorant of expositors of his Word. At the same time he calls
on us to devote ourselves to his Word and to use every resource to make its
message the more clear. Sadly the history of the church demonstrates the
evils that can arise from false interpretations of the New Testament; our
task is to avoid such errors by seeking a true understanding.

It is to that end that this book is written. This chapter has done no more
than introduce the reader to some of the areas that require discussion and to
arouse problems that the student must tackle. In the ensuing chapters these
points will be taken up in greater detail and, it is hoped, some indication
given of the answers to them.

NOTES

1. B. M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament (Oxford 1968’);  cf. J. H. Greenlee,
Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids 1964); J. N. Birdsall, “The
New Testament Text”, in P. R. Ackroyd and C. F. Evans, The Cambridge History of the Bi-
ble Vol. I (Cambridge 1970),  pp. 308-377.

2. The “circular” nature of interpretation is evident at this point. On the basis of a
provisional translation of a passage, one_ proceeds to interpret the details; this in turn may
lead to a revision of the translation. See further p. 15.

3. R. Bultmann (The Gospel of John (Oxford 197 l), p. 175) attempts to distinguish between
a piece of tradition used by John and the additions which John has made. C. K. Barrett (The
Gospel according to St John (London 1955),  p. 191) states that a pre-Johannine nucleus of
the story cannot be isolated, while R. Schnackenburg (The Gospel according to St John Vol.
I (London 1968),  p. 420) speaks of the way in which the Evangelist has skilfully  constructed
his narrative. Commentators are in general agreed that the narrative rests upon tradition, and
that the tradition has a historical basis (R. E. Brown, The Gospel according to John: I-XII
(New York 1966),  pp. 175f.).
4. B. F. Westcott, The Gospel according to St John (London 1882),  p. 67.
5. E.g. J. Marsh, Saint John (London 1968),  pp. 207f.
6. E.g. A. M. Hunter, The Gospel according to John (Cambridge 1965), p. 45.
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8. R. H. Lightfoot, St John’s Gospel (Oxford 1956),  p. 122.
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10. It must be admitted that neither of these examples of allegory is particularly convincing.
The first is unlikely because the reader does not yet know that the sixth hour is to be the hour
of the crucifixion, and when he does reach that point in the story he may not note the coin-
cidence with the hour in ch. 4. As for the second, (a) the woman had six husbands in total,

Josephus  (Ant. 9:288), i t  i s  d o u b t f u l  w h e t h e r  J o h n  i s  d e p e n d e n t
upon him rather than upon the Old Testament itself. We may also doubt whether John does
in fact use allegory anywhere (W. F. Howard, The Fourth Gospel in Recent Criticism and
Interpretation (London 19554),  pp. 182f.).
11. R. Bultmann, op. cit., pp. 182-186; R. E. Brown, op. cit., pp. 178-180.
12. W. Temple (Readings in St John’s Gospel (London 1945),  pp. 65-68) considers the
narrative as “an example of the Lord’s pastoral dealing”, but proceeds to apply it to the way
in which he deals with “my soul” rather than as an example for the Christian evangelist.
13. Compare the way in which the treatment of the blind man in John 9 is often thought to
be based upon the Jewish excommunication of Christians in apostolic times rather than upon
actual history in the time of Jesus. See J. L. Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth
Gospel (New York 1968).
14. R. Bultmann, op. cit., p. 187.
15. R. Schnackenburg, op. cit., p. 433.
16. One should note that this second level may comprise a number of “mezzanine” levels at
which the significance of the tradition for its various bearers should be considered. In the case
of the Gospel of John it has been suggested that some of the narrative material comes from a
‘Gospel of Signs’, in which case it may have had one meaning for the author of this source
and another meaning for the author of the final work (R. T. Forma,  The Gospel of Signs,
Cambridge 1970).

PART ONE

The Background to Interpretation
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CHAPTER II

T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  N E W  T E S T A M E N T  S T U D Y

F. F. Bruce

The interpretation of the Old Testament in the New is a subject on which
books are still being written and examination candidates still questioned.
The interpretation of earlier parts of the Old Testament in its later parts is a
subject on which much more work remains to be done; it forms the first
chapter in the history of Old Testament interpretation. Similarly the first
chapter of a history of New Testament interpretation should be devoted to a
study of the interpretation of earlier parts of the New Testament in its later
parts.

I. The Early Church and the Middle Ages

1. THE APOSTOLIC AGE

There is not the same degree of internal interpretation within the New
Testament as is present in the Old, but some examples are readily recogniz-
ed. Within a single Gospel, for instance, there are interpretations of parables
(cf. Mk. 4:3-8 with 14-20, or Mt. 13:24-30  with 37-43),  some of which
may belong to the tradition while others are supplied by the evangelist. A
later Gospel may interpret words in an earlier Gospel which has served as
one of its sources, as when “they see the kingdom of God come with power”
(Mk. 9:l) is reworded as “they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom”
(Mt. 16:28)  or “Truly this man was the son of God” (Mk. 15:39) becomes
“Certainly this man was innocent” (Lk. 23:47).

In particular, the Gospel of John presents the story of Jesus in such a way
as to bring out the abiding validity of his person, teaching and work. “Eter-
nal life”, which in the Synoptic Gospels is an occasional synonym for “the
kingdom of God”, now supplants it almost entirely, and is shown to consist
in the knowledge of the one true God revealed through Jesus (Jn. 17:3).  The
wording of the charge on which Jesus was executed, “the King of the Jews”,
which might seem to have little relevance to the public for which the Fourth
Evangelist wrote, is interpreted in Jesus’ answers to Pilate’s interrogation in
Jn. 18:33-38a,  where it becomes clear that the kingship he claims belongs
wholly to the spiritual realm: his sovereignty is acknowledged by “every one
who is of the truth”.
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Even within the Pauline corpus we have evidence of some interpretation
of earlier letters in later ones: the church principles of 1 Corinthians, for ex-
ample, are reapplied in one direction in Ephesians and in another in the
Pastoral Epistles. Again, it has been observed more than once that the
scenes accompanying the breaking of the seals in the Apocalypse (Rev. 6: 1
ff.) are constructed on a framework not unlike the eschatological discourse
of Mk. 13:5ff.  and parallels.

2. ORTHODOXY AND HERESY IN THE SECONDCENTURY

The earliest of the Apostolic Fathers, Clement of Rome, engages in some
New Testament interpretation in his letter to the Corinthian church (c. A.D.
96),  although the documents which he quotes had not yet been brought
together to form part of one collection. His aim is to discourage envy and
partisanship and to encourage a spirit of humility and mutual forbearance
among the Corinthians, and he very properly quotes in this sense words
from the Sermon on the Mount and pre-eminently from 1 Corinthians,
where Paul deprecates party-spirit and inculcates a spirit of love in that
church in an earlier generation. For the same purpose Clement quotes other
New Testament writings, and especially Hebrews, which was plainly
well-known to him. For example, he interprets those who “went about in
skins of sheep and goats” (Heb. 11:37)  as Elijah and Elisha (1 Clem. 17: l),
although these men were not in the original author’s mind at this point. (This
misinterpretation is sufficient evidence that Clement was not the author of
Hebrews - a suggestion made by some in Jerome’s day and subsequently.)

The logos doctrine of the Johannine prologue was naturally treated by
those who had been educated in Greek culture in terms of the logos of the
philosophers. Thus Justin Martyr argued that men like Socrates, who had
embraced the logos in the form of true reason were, without knowing it,
Christians before Christ, since in due course the logos became incarnate in
Christ.’ Ptolemy, a member of the Valentinian school of Gnostics,  read into
the prologue the first “Ogdoad” in the Valentinian system (of which Logos
was one) and so made the evangelist teach developed Valentinianism. It was
not difficult for Irenaeus to expose the fallacy in this reasoning. * But at a
more sober level there was much in the Gospel’s vocabulary and conceptual
range which lent itself to Valentinian speculation, such as the dispelling of
darkness by the true light. The Valentinian Gospel of Truth, which may be
the work of Valentinus himself, bears evident traces of an attempt to under-
stand the Gospel of John on the part of a man whose presuppositions were
those of gnostic dualism.

The gnostic schools, as we might expect, found ample material in the
parables of Jesus for the presentation of their own teachings. The
Naassenes, for example, interpreted the injunction in the parable of the
sower, “He who has ears, let him hear” (Mt. 13:9),  to mean: “No one has
become a hearer of these mysteries save only the gnostics  who are
perfected”.3 When the kingdom of heaven is compared to a mustard-seed

(Mt. 13:3 l), they explained this as “the indivisible point existing in the body
which is known to none but the spiritual”. 4

The Gospel of John in particular lent itself to allegorical exegesis. This is
not surprising because even today many readers of the narratives in this
Gospel are left with a feeling that John is saying more than meets the eye -
although certainty about any underlying significance is rarely attainable.
When the mother of Jesus appears, for example, are we simply to think of
Mary (it is noteworthy that John never calls her by her name) or does she
symbolize the believing community, or some part of it? A similar question
arises with regard to the disciple whom Jesus loved. And what might be in-
tended by the Samaritan woman’s five husbands (Jn. 4:18)  or by the
remarkable catch of 153 fishes (Jn. 2 1: 1 l)? If commentators are not content
to confine themselves to the literal and surface meaning, their symbolic in-
terpretations are likely to reflect their own mode of thinking rather than the
evangelist’s intention. Origen, for example, interpreted the five husbands of
the five senses, by which the human soul is governed before it comes to faith
in Christ, although elsewhere he takes them to mean the five books of the
law, which the Samaritans acknowledged as canonical.

The Valentinian Gnostic Heracleon, the first commentator on this
Gospel, gave the husbands a significance more in keeping with his own out-
look: for him they represent various forms of entanglement with the material
order, and only when she has been delivered from them will she be united to
the pleroma.

3. MARCION  AND HIS SCHOOL

Marcion (c. A.D. 140),  with all his one-sided devotion to Paul as the only
faithful disciple of Jesus, showed some appreciation of interpretative method
in his approach to Paul’s epistles. His revisions of the text of these epistles
(excluding the Pastorals) and of Luke’s Gospel were based on a priori
dogma, not on anything resembling what we know today as critical method.
But he had a firm grasp of the primacy of literal exegesis. Indeed, it was this
that made him so resolutely jettison the Old Testament as irrelevant to the
gospel; had he been willing to allegorize it, as many of his orthodox and
gnostic contemporaries did, he could have made it convey the same teaching
as Paul’s epistles - or anything else he chose. Apart from his arbitrary
handling of the text, his understanding of the epistles appears to have paid
due regard to their historical and geographical setting. This may be inferred
from the Marcionite prologues to the epistles (preserved in Latin in many
Vulgate manuscripts), which are probably the work of his followers rather
than his own and show only occasional signs of distinctive Marcionite doc-
trine. They make best sense if they are read consecutively according to the
order in which the ten epistles were arranged in Marcion’s canon, beginning
with Galatians. 5

The Galatians are Greeks. They first received the word of truth from the apos-
tle, but after his departure they were tempted by false apostles to turn to the law
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and circumcision. The apostle recalls them to belief in the truth, writing to them
from Ephesus.

Most of this prologue is based on the contents of the epistle, but the first and
last statements are either intelligent guesses or based on tradition. The state-
ment that the Galatians were Greeks may imply that they were not Celts
(“North Galatians”); the statement that it was written from Ephesus assigns
it to the same period as the Corinthian correspondence.

Romans (surprisingly) is said to have been written from Athens. The
Marcionite prologue to this letter distorts its argument, perhaps on the
assumption that a church founded by someone other than Paul could not
have been taught the true gospel. The Romans, it is said,

had been visited previously by false apostles and introduced to the law and the
prophets under the name of Christ. The apostle recalls them to the true faith of
the gospel. . .

In fact, nothing in the letter to the Romans suggests that its recipients had
been wrongly taught or had anything to unlearn.

The Epistle to the Ephesians was entitled “To the Laodiceans” in Mar-
cion’s canon (an inference, probably, from the language of Col. 4:16).

The Laodiceans are Asians. Having received the word of truth they
persevered in the faith. The apostle commends them, writing to them from prison
in Rome.
The letters to the Philippians and Philemon are also said to have been

written “from prison in Rome”. All the more surprising, then, is it to find a
different provenance assigned to the letter to the Colossians:

The Colossians, like the Laodiceans, are also Asians. They also had been
visited previously by false apostles. The apostle did not come to them in person,
but sets them right again by means of his epistle; for they had heard the word
from Archippus, who received his ministry for them. Therefore the apostle, in
bonds, writes to them from Ephesus.

The reference to Archippus is an inference from Col. 4:ll. As for the state-
ment that the letter was sent from Ephesus, this is based on nothing in the
text and may reflect a tradition that one of Paul’s imprisonments had been
endured in that city.

For the most part, the Marcionite prologues to the epistles show more
objectivity and insight than do the anti-Marcionite prologues to the Gospels,
which are valuable chiefly for the material which they preserve from earlier
tradition, especially the writings of Papias.

4. IRENAEUS AND ORIGEN

Irenaeus, who left his home in the province of Asia to become bishop of
Lyons in the Rhone valley shortly after A.D. 177, was not an interpreter of
the New Testament books as such but an expositor and defender of Chris-
tian doctrine against heretics. Since, however, he recognized that Christian
doctrine, preserved in special purity in the churches of apostolic foundation,
was based on Scripture, he was inevitably involved in the exposition of
Scripture, and indeed has been described by R. M. Grant as “the father of

authoritative exegesis in the Church”.6 If I may quote what I have said
elsewhere:

The apostolic tradition is for him the proper and natural interpretation of
Scripture: the faith which he summarizes and expounds is what Scripture
teaches. He is convinced of the perspicuity of Scripture; any honest student of
Scripture must agree that this is its meaning. Heretics may appeal to Scripture,
hut if they construct from Scripture something differ?nt  from the apostolic tradi-
tion as preserved in the church their appeal is invalid.

The argument that heretics and others who are outside the true church
are incompetent to interpret Scripture since they repudiate the key that un-
locks its meaning is elaborated by Tertullian. In his Prescription against
Heretics he invokes a principle of Roman law to debar them from the right
of appealing to Scripture.

While several Christian writers of the second and third centuries engaged
incidentally in New Testament exegesis, the first to compile scholarly com-
mentaries was Origen of Alexandria and Caesarea (185-254). “He brought
the touch of a master to what had hitherto been nothing much more than the
exercise of amateurs.“8 His linguistic and textual equipment was unrivalled;
his mastery of the whole realm of contemporary learning was unsurpassed.
Yet, even when he brought the whole weight of his scholarly apparatus to
bear on the interpretation of the biblical text, he too often failed to ap-
preciate the authors’ intention because of the strength of his Platonic
presuppositions, so alien to their outlook. In every generation exegetes have
their presuppositions, but if they know their business they will beware of
thinking that the biblical authors shared those presuppositions. Origen all
too often makes the biblical authors teach Platonism instead of what they
were really concerned to teach. In particular, his Platonism seems to have
made him incapable of sympathizing with the biblical writers’ sense of
history.

Even when he comes to critical questions like discrepancies between the
Gospels, he tends to surmount them by allegorization. For example, John
places the cleansing of the temple at an early stage in Jesus’ ministry;
Matthew and the other Synoptists place it towards the end. The question
belongs to the realm of historical criticism, and Origen recognizes that if it is
treated on that level it cannot be resolved by harmonistic methods. In any
case, he says, the story as it stands contains a number of improbabilities.
But if the temple is the soul skilled in reason, to which Jesus ascends from
Capernaum, a region of less dignity, so as to purify it from irrational tenden-
cies which still adhere to it, then the improbabilities of the literal accounts
disappear and the discrepancies between them become irrelevant.

Similarly, when he deals with Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, he interprets
Jesus as the word of God entering the soul (which is called Jerusalem). The
ass which the disciples loose is the Old Testament properly interpreted; the
colt, which in Matthew’s account is distinguished from the parent animal, is
the New Testament. The statement that no one had ever sat on it is a
reference to those who never submitted to the divine message before the
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coming of Jesus. This treatment of the record is what we nowadays call
demythologization, for Origen regards the literal sense as not only inade-
quate but as downright unacceptable. He criticizes Heracleon for inter-
preting the temple-cleansing in a gnostic sense, but Heracleon and he were
not so far apart in their approach. Each read his philosophic presup-
positions into the text, although Origen’s allegorization was more under the
control of the catholic rule of faith. Origen, however, did not consistently
maintain his allegorical method; after insisting near the beginning of his
commentary on John that the temple-cleansing could not be understood
otherwise than allegorically, he refers to it later as an exhibition of Jesus’
supernatural power. But even when he came to pay more respect to the
historical interpretation, he regarded it as less important than the allegorical.

5. THE SCHOOL OF ANTIOCH

The biblical interpretation which characterized the church of Antioch was
much more restrained in its practice of allegorization than that current in
Alexandria. The great Antiochene exegetes belong to a later period than
Clement and Origen: the two greatest figures among them are Theodore of
Mopsuestia (350-428) and John of the golden mouth (Chrysostom)
(347-407),  for the last ten years of his life patriarch of Constantinople.

Theodore, whom later generations venerated as “The Interpreter’par ex-
cellence, distinguished between the pure exegete and the preacher: the ex-
egete’s task was to elucidate obscurities, while the preacher’s was to com-
municate the plain teaching of the gospel. If this distinction be maintained,
Theodore was a pure exegete while Chrysostom was an expository preacher
- but always a preacher.

The Alexandrians understood biblical inspiration in the Platonic sense of
utterance in a state of ecstatic possession. It was fitting therefore that words
so imparted should be interpreted mystically if their inner significance was
to be laid bare. Theodore and the Antiochenes thought of inspiration rather
as a divinely-given quickening of the writers’ awareness and understanding,
in which their individuality was unimpaired and their intellectual activity
remained under their conscious control. It was important therefore in inter-
preting them to have regard to their particular usage, aims and methods.
The literal sense was primary, and it was from it that moral lessons should
be drawn; the typological and allegorical senses, while not excluded, were
secondary.

The contrast between Theodore and Origen appears most strikingly in
their Old Testament interpretation, but it is seen also in their treatment of
the New Testament. Theodore treats the Gospel narratives factually: he
pays attention to the particles of transition and to the minutiae of grammar
and punctuation. He shows some skill in assessing the value of dubious
readings and in bringing out the point of a discourse or parable. His con-
sciousness of chronological development in theology as well as in history is
illustrated by his recognition that Nathanael’s use of the title “Son of God”
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in John 1:49 cannot have the full force that the title received after Jesus’
resurrection. But he has the defects of his qualities: if he does not follow
Origen into an excess of spiritualization, he lacks his depth of insight. His
main strength is found in his exposition of the letters of Paul. Occasionally
his exegesis is controlled by theological presuppositions, but that is true of
exegetes in other ages. It would be absurd to see in his work an anticipation
of the critical method of the nineteenth century, or even of the gram-
matico-historical method of the sixteenth; but he had, for his time, an un-
common appreciation of the principles of exegesis and the power of apply-
ing them to the effective eliciting of an author’s meaning.

Chrysostom’s homilies on the New Testament cover Matthew, John, Acts
and all the Pauline letters. His biblical interpretation appears in these
homilies, and is naturally expressed with a wordiness that is in marked con-
trast to Theodore’s spare style: his homilies on the Pauline letters, for exam-
ple, are nearly ten times as long as Theodore’s exposition of the same
documents. But they are firmly based on the Antiochene principles of ex-
egesis so outstandingly exemplified in Theodore’s work. He does not eschew
allegory completely, but holds that when allegorical interpretation is in order
the context itself indicates that this is so, and indicates what form the
allegorical interpretation should take.

The Antiochene principles of exegesis were introduced to the west by
Junilius Africanus (c. 542): he translated into Latin an introduction to
biblical study by Paul of Nisibis, which reflects Theodore’s methods. But the
exegetical principles which became dominant in the mediaeval west owed
more to Alexandria than to Antioch.

6. THE LATIN FATHERS

Several of the Latin Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries wrote notable
commentaries on the Pauline epistles: Marius Victorinus (c. 300-370)  on
Galatians, Philippians and Ephesians; Jerome (347-420)  on Philemon,
Galatians, Ephesians and Titus; Augustine (354-430) on Romans and
Galatians; “Ambrosiaster” and Pelagius on all thirteen. Victorinus
endeavoured to present the literal sense, but found it difficult to exclude his
Neoplatonic philosophy. Jerome’s commentaries are marked by his great
erudition and acquaintance with classical literature and with previous ex-
egetical work, especially Origen’s. He has left us also a commentary on
Matthew and a revision of the commentary on Revelation by Victorinus of
Pettau (d. 303),  from which he removed the original chiliastic inter-
pretations. “Ambrosiaster” draws many illustrations from government and
law, and shows a rare interest in the principles underlying legal institutions,
for example in his remarks on the institution of slavery in his comment on
Cal. 4:l. Pelagius has a firm grasp of the principle of justification by grace
through faith - which is not easy to reconcile with popular ideas of his
teaching - and insists repeatedly on the influence of example on conduct. ’

In addition to Augustine’s Pauline commentaries he has left us works on
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the Gospels, notably 124 homilies on the Gospel of John, and ten homilies
on John’s first epistle. There is also a wealth of practical exposition in his
Sermons. In a number of places he gives free rein to the allegorical method.
The stock example is his interpretation of the parable of the Good
Samaritan (Lk. 10:30-37)  where the man who goes down the Jericho road
is Adam (mankind), assaulted by the devil and his angels, uncared for by the
Old Testament priesthood and ministry, rescued by Christ and brought by
him to the church, which exists for the refreshment of travellers on their way
to the heavenly country. ‘O

Augustine finds authority for the allegorical (spiritual) method in the
words of 2 Cor. 3:6, “the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.” To rest con-
tent with the pedestrian level of the literal sense is a mark of soul slavery,
when the treasures of the spiritual sense are there to be grasped. When the
literal sense cannot be understood in reference to purity of life or soundness
of doctrine, it should be concluded that the true sense is spiritual. Above all,
that interpretation is to be preferred which promotes the supremacy of love.
No one can claim to understand the scriptures properly unless he sees that
in every part they teach love to God and love to one’s neighbour. ”

In proposing this last hermeneutical principle for the whole Bible,
Augustine follows the precedent of Jesus, for whom the twofold command-
ment of love summed up the law and the prophets.

7. THE MIDDLE AGES

The quality of Augustine’s character and intellect ensured that his exam-
ple dominated the following centuries in western Christendom. In the stan-
dard “fourfold” sense of Scripture, the three non-literal senses were varieties
of the spiritual sense. Thus a reference to water in Scripture might have the
literal sense of water, but in the moral sense it could denote purity of life; in
the allegorical sense, the doctrine of baptism; in the anagogical sense, the
water of life in the heavenly Jerusalem. Thus the old jingle summed it up:

Littera  gesta docet,  quid credas  allegoria,
Moralis  quid agas,  quo tendas anagogia.

(“The literal sense teaches what actually happened, the allegorical what you
are to believe, the moral how you are to behave, the anagogical where you
are going.“)

On matters of criticism the judgments of Jerome were remembered and
repeated by those biblical scholars in the early Middle Ages who were in-
terested in such subjects. Here we should make special mention of the gifted
exegetical school at the Abbey of St. Victor, Paris - Hugh (d. 114 1) and his
disciples, especially Andrew. But where the interpretation of the New Testa-
ment was concerned the primacy of the spiritual sense was generally taken
for granted. The one control which kept the quest for the spiritual sense
within bounds was the insistence that all interpretation must conform with
“the analogy of the faith” - this apostolic expression (Rom. 12:6)  being un-
derstood .of “the faith” in its objective sense, as the body of accepted church

doctrine. The unanimity of all scripture was axiomatic, and it was in-
conceivable that there could be any discrepancy between the interpretation
of scripture and the catholic faith.

The Glossa  Ordinaria, the great mediaeval compilation of biblical an-
notation, took shape from the eleventh to the fifteenth century. In it each
book of the Bible is introduced by the prologue or prologues of Jerome with
other prefatory material, while the annotations themselves are written in the
margins and between the lines.

For the Pauline epistles, as for the Psalter, a specially elaborate glossa,
the Magna Glosatura, was constructed on the basis of Anselm’s glossa on
these books by his pupil Gilbert de la PorrCle  and by Peter Lombard.

While biblical exegesis was pursued unremittingly throughout the Middle
Ages, the high standard of work which characterized the earlier Middle
Ages was not maintained in the subsequent period. The Glossa  Ordinaria
and Magna Glosatura became in time the norm for all biblical exposition;
lectures on the Bible took the form, as Dr. Beryl Smalley has put it, of
“glossing the Gloss”. ‘* This dependence on the work of earlier annotators,
masters though they were in their day, inhibited fresh biblical study as
thoroughly as rabbinical methods did at an earlier date.

When John Wycliffe and his helpers undertook to make the Bible
available to Englishmen in their own language, it was from a conviction that
every man was God’s “tenant-in-chief”, immediately responsible to God and
immediately responsible to obey his law. And by God’s law Wycliffe meant
not canon law but the Bible. It followed, then, that every man must have
access to the Bible if he was to know what to obey. Earlier Bible translations
in English had concentrated on those parts which were relevant to the
liturgy and to the devotional life; but Wycliffe’s doctrine of “dominion by
grace” led to the conclusion that the whole Bible was applicable to the whole
of life and should therefore be available in the vernacular. I3 While this
approach to the Bible marked a departure from the dominant line, it was still
inevitably mediaeval in conception. There was little appreciation of
historical development within the biblical record, and no idea that the Bible’s
guidance could be ambiguous, in regard either to human relationships or to
church order and organization.

II. Renaissance, Reformation and Counter-Reformation

1. COLET

John Colet (c. 1467-1519),  later Dean of St. Paul’s, broke with the ex-
egetical methods of mediaeval scholasticism when he returned from the
Continent to Oxford in 1496 and lectured on the Pauline epistles, expoun-
ding the text in terms of its plain meaning as seen in its historical context.
When Desiderius Erasmus (c. 1467-1536) came to Oxford in 1498, he was
profoundly influenced by Colet, to whom he owed in large measure his in-
sight into the proper methods of biblical interpretation.
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2. ERASMUS

Erasmus’s contribution to the understanding of the New Testament is
seen not only in his successive editions of the Greek New Testament (15 16,
1519, 1522, 1527 and 1535) with his accompanying new translation into
Latin and notes explaining a number of his Latin renderings, but also in his
publication (1505) of Lorenzo Valla’s philological annotations on the Latin
New Testament and in his own paraphrases of the New Testament Epistles
and Gospels (15 17 ff.). These paraphrases, though written in Latin, were
designed for the common people, and this design was furthered by their be-
ing translated into several European languages. The English translation was
sponsored and partly undertaken by members of the royal family in the
reign of Edward VI. The paraphrases are popular, practical and edifying.
The historical and contextually established meaning was primary, but any
further form of interpretation that enabled the reader to derive some helpful
lesson from the text was pressed into service. Erasmus’s exposition of the
Lord’s Prayer was translated into English by Margaret, daughter of Sir
Thomas More.

3. LUTHER

No exegete of the sixteenth century exercised a greater or more far-
reaching influence on the course of biblical interpretation than Martin
Luther (1483-1546). His place in the history of interpretation cannot be dis-
sociated from his appeal from the authority of church, councils and papacy
to the authority of sola scriptura. Time and again his attitude comes to clear
and concise expression. At the Leipzig disputation (15 19) he affirmed:

No believing Christian can be forced to recognize any aut%ity  beyond the
sacred scripture, which is exclusively invested with divine right.

At the Diet of Worms (1521) he replied to Johann von Eck’s demand that
he recant his alleged errors:

Unless I am convinced by the testimonies of the sacred scriptures or manifest
reason . . ., I am bound by the scriptures which I have adduced. My conscience
has been taken captive by the Word of God, and I neither can nor will recant,
since it is neither safe nor right to act against conscience. I5

Four years later, in De Servo Arbitrio (1525),  he replies to Erasmus’s De
Libero Arbitrio (1523) and takes issue with Erasmus’s willingness to appeal
to catholic dogma where his case could not be established by sola  scriptura,
even when the logic underlying the dogma was obscure or faulty:

What do you mean, Erasmus? Is it not enough to have submitted your judg-
ment to Scripture? Do you submit it to the Church as well? -why, what can the
Church settle that Scripture did not settle first? . . . What is this new-fangled
religion of yours, this novel sort of humility, that, by your own example, you
would take from us power to judge men’s decisions and make us defer uncritical-
ly to human authority? Where does God’s written Word tell us to do that? . . .
Woe to the Christian who doubts the truth of what is commanded him and does
not follow it! - for how can he believe what he does not follow? I6

The Christian must “follow” and understand what the church requires of
him, and decide whether it is a valid requirement or not, before he can in-
telligently submit to it. And the basis of his understanding and his decision
must be the Bible.

This implies that Scripture is intelligible and consistent. If men have
difficulty in understanding it, that is not because of its inherent obscurity but
because of their “ignorance of words and grammar”. But if Scripture is as
authoritative and perspicuous as this, there must be a clear understanding of
the principles of its interpretation. Chief among these principles was an in-
sistence on the plain and literal meaning:

We must keep to the simple, pure and natural sense of the words, as demand-
ed by grammar and the use of language created by God among men. ”

Interpretation according to the interpreter’s whim or preference is imper-
missible, and this is too often what allegorical interpretation amounts to.
The allegorical method can make the text mean whatever the allegorizer
wants it to mean. Only where the wording of a passage points unmistakably
to a figurative or metaphorical interpretation is such an interpretation to be
adopted.

Moreover, the Scriptures must be read in their original languages if their
meaning is to be adequately discovered, and therefore painstaking study of
these languages is indispensable. Only so can that “ignorance of words and
grammar” be overcome which stands in the way of men’s understanding of
the biblical message.

But is there one basic biblical message? There is; Luther owed all that he
was to his discovery of that message. The message was the gospel of
justification by faith. There are some parts of the Bible which convey that
message more clearly than others, and it is in the light of those parts that the
others are to be read. As for certain biblical writings which seemed to con-
tradict justification by faith, this was sufficient to put their canonicity in
question.

In short, St. John’s Gospel and his first Epistle; St. Paul’s Epistles, especially
those to the Romans, Galatians and Ephesians; and St. Peter’s first Epistle -
these are the books which show you Christ and teach everything which is
necessary and blessed for you to know, even if you never see or hear any other
book or teaching. Therefore in comparison with them St. James’s Epistle is a
right strawy epistle, for it has no evangelical quality about it. ‘*
It was not the authors who mattered in the last analysis; it was the con-

tent of their writings.
That which does not teach Christ is not apostolic, even though Peter and Paul

be the teachers. On the other hand, that which does teach Christ is apostolic,
even though Judas, Annas,  Pilate or Herod should propound it. I9

This expresses, in extreme language, Paul’s own sentiments: “Even if we, or
an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that which
we preached to you, let him be accursed” (Gal. 1:8);  on the other hand, even
if some “preach Christ from envy and rivalry”, what matter? “Only that in
every way, whether in pretence  or in truth, Christ is proclaimed; and in that
1 rejoice” (Phil. 1:15-18).
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But with the elimination of those elements whose title to a place in the
canon was ruled out by their “unevangelical” content, what remained was
self-evidently unanimous.

The New Testament is one book, in which are written the gospel and the
promise of God, together with the history of those who believed and those who
did not. Thus every man may he sure that there is only one gospel, only one
book in the New Testament, only one faith, and only one promise-giving God. *”

4. CALVIN

Where Luther is bold, sweeping and prophetic, John Calvin (1509-64) is
more scholarly, logical and painstaking. Luther was a preacher; Calvin was
a lecturer. His commentaries cover nearly the whole Bible; in the New
Testament the absence of a commentary on Revelation is conspicuous (the
absence of commentaries on 2 and 3 John might more easily escape notice).
Like Luther, he reads and expounds Scripture so as to find Christ there. He
served his apprenticeship as a commentator in the commentary on Seneca’s
De Clementia which he wrote at the age of twenty-three, and something of
the humanist remained in him alongside the Reformed theologian. He
brought to his exegetical task a rare wealth of classical and patristic
knowledge. Historical problems and textual discrepancies which crop up in
the course of his exegesis he takes in his stride. On questions of introduction
he can strike out on an independent course, as when he dates Galatians
before the Council of Jerusalem of Acts 15 - although one may wonder how
the ethnic Galatians (as he takes the recipients of the letter to be) were
evangelized at such an early date! *’

He repudiated the time-honoured allegorical method as wholeheartedly as
Luther did: not only did it enable the interpreter to extract whatever sense he
wished from the text but it effectively obscured the true sense - the sense in-
tended by the Spirit. He was not disposed to maintain time-honoured inter-
pretations which found proof-texts for Christian doctrine in the most
unlikely places, if he thought that they were excluded by the plain sense and
context. Thus he was fiercely attacked for denying that the plural form for
God, ‘elohim, in Gen. 1: 1 and elsewhere pointed to the persons of the
Trinity?’

At the same time, he was a thoroughly theological expositor. To him
Scripture, with all the diversity of its human authorship, was the product of
the Spirit. It authenticated itself as such by the inward witness of the Spirit
in the reader or hearer, and the purpose of its exposition was to make plain
what the Spirit was saying not only to the churches of the first century but
to those of the sixteenth. Calvin’s exegesis was applied exegesis: those
religious groups which attract disapproval in the Gospels and Epistles have
their sixteenth-century counterparts in the Church of Rome and the
Anabaptist communities.

Before he turned to exegesis, Calvin, at the age of twenty-six, published
his Institutio, an introduction to Christian doctrine which was to receive un-
surpassed recognition as a summary of Reformed theology. In Calvin’s in-

tention  the whole of the Znstitutio is biblically based; Scripture is quoted
copiously from start to finish in support of its successive propositions and
arguments. But while many Calvinists since Calvin’s day have felt it proper
to expound Scripture in the light of the Institutio, he himself exercised much
greater freedom. If in the course of his exposition he says something which
is difficult to square with statements in the Institutio, he says it because he
believes that that is what the relevant scripture means in its context. If he
says on Luke 2:llf. that the shepherds’ blazing abroad the news of what
they had heard from the angels and seen at Bethlehem had the purpose not
so much of bringing the people salvation as of rendering their ignorance in-
excusable, there are many other places where he shows himself not unduly
bound by his statements on predestination in the Institutio. In fact on this
particular subject his commentaries show a flexibility which is at times dis-
concerting to those of his followers who would prefer a line more uniformly
consistent with the Znstitutio. Not only does he reckon the elect to out-
number the reprobate - “since admittedly Christ is much more powerful to
save than Adam was to ruin” (on Rom. 5:15) - but he affirms in the same
context: “Paul makes grace common to all men, not because in fact it ex-
tends to all, but because it is offered to all; for although Christ suffered for
the sins of the world, and is offered by the goodness of God without distinc-
tion to all men, yet not all receive him” (on Rom. 5:18).  If such comments
are not easily reconciled with inferences which many readers have drawn
from the Institutio, what matter? Calvin knew that an exegete’s business is
to bring out the meaning of his text, and that is what he does here. Similarly
on the words of institution spoken over the cup in Matt. 26:28 and Mark
14:24  (“my blood. . . which is shed for many”) he says: “By the word many
he means not a part of the world only, but the whole human race.” And if, in
the parallel passage in Luke 22:20,  “for many” is replaced by “for you”,
this reminds believers to appropriate to themselves personally what has been
provided for all: “let us not only remember in general that the world has
been redeemed by the blood of Christ, but let each one consider for himself
that his own sins have been expiated thereby.” Such samples indicate that
Calvin the exegete sat quite loose to certain ideas which have come
traditionally to be regarded as characteristically “Calvinistic”.

In fact, the more objectively grammatico-historical biblical exegesis is, the
more widely is it acceptable, whereas exegesis which is controlled by
theological parti-pris  will be appreciated only where that theological outlook
is found congenial. How successfully Calvin, in the setting of his day, ap-
proached the exegetical ideal is illustrated by the assessment of Jacobus  Ar-
minius (1560-1609):

After the reading of Scripture, which I strenuously inculcate, and more than
any other . . . I recommend that the Commentaries of Calvin be read . . . For I
affirm that in the interpretation of the Scriptures Calvin is incomparable, and
that his Commentaries are more to be valued than anything that is handed down
to US in the writings of the Fathers - so much so that I concede to him a certain
spirit  of prophet in which he stands distinguished above others, above most, in-
deed, above all. 27
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5. A POLEMICAL SITUATION

The wind of change blew much of the time-honoured scholastic methods
out of exegetical practice in the Church of Rome as well as among the
Reformers. It was a congenial exercise on either side to interpret Scripture in
such a way as to score points against the other. The marginalia in the
Geneva Bible (1560) and the Rheims New Testament (1582) provide ample
illustration of this, not least in the Apocalypse. Perhaps one reason why
Calvin published no commentary on this book was that his exegetical con-
science could not accommodate itself to the polemical interpretation which
was current in his environment. Not that Calvin shrank from polemics, but
the principles which prevented him from seeing the Papacy in the “little
horn” of Dan. I:8 (which he interpreted of Julius Caesar and his successors)
might perhaps have prevented him from following the fashion of discerning
it in some of the sinister figures of the Apocalypse.

Theodorus Bibliander (1504-64),  “the father of biblical exegesis in
Switzerland”,24 went some way on the Reformed side towards repairing
Calvin’s omission. In his commentary on the Apocalypse (1549) he main-
tained the identification of Antichrist with the Papacy (as Calvin did in his
exposition of 2 Thess. 2:1-12),  but (rather inconsistently, if happily) inter-
preted the beast of Rev. 13:l ff. as the Roman Empire and its wound as
Nero’s death - a wound which was healed with the accession of Vespasian.

With his contemporary Heinrich Bullinger (1504-75),  Bibliander return-
ed in some measure to the precedent set by Irenaeus and Victorinus  of Pet-
tau, and (whether under the stimulus of their example or not) a similar
return is seen in exegesis coming from the Roman camp about the same
time. Those fathers lived much closer to the age and situation of the
Apocalypse than the Reformers and Counter-Reformers did, and showed
how sixteenth-century expositors might extricate themselves from the
morass of contemporary polemics and come nearer to discovering what
John and the other New Testament writers wished their readers to under-
stand.

III. The Post-Reformation Period

1. FLACIUS AND CAMERARIUS

It is commonly believed that the followers of the Reformers shrank from
the exegetical freedom which Luther and Calvin enjoyed, stereotyped their
insights and conducted biblical exposition along well-defined theological
party lines, establishing a new Protestant scholasticism. However much this
may have been true of the rank and file, the post-Reformation period
produced a succession of independent thinkers.

Matthias Flacius Illyricus (1520-75) published in 1567 his Cfuvis  Scrip-
turae Sacrue;  it included a discussion of the principles of biblical interpreta-
tion which, in the words of W. G. Kiimmel, “represents the real beginning of

scholarly hermeneutics”. *’ Following Luther, he admits only one sense of
scripture, the grammatical sense, which normally implies a literal inter-
pretation; only where the literal interpretation is impossible is a symbolical
interpretation to be adopted as that which the author intended. He insisted
on understanding the text in the sense which it was designed to convey to its
original readers; without this insistence, there is no way forward in biblical
exegesis.

Joachim Camerarius (1500-74)  applied to New Testament interpretation
the principles which he had mastered as a classical student. He confined
himself to philological exegesis, even in the Apocalypse; he despaired of
solving that book’s symbolical problems: with regard to them he said
(quoting Cicero), “Call the good guesser the best seer”.

2. CATHOLIC EXEGESIS

Others, however, made some progress with the symbolism of the
Apocalypse by combining the historical with the philological approach. On
this basis Johannes Hentenius, who in 1547 wrote a preface for a Latin
translation of Arethas’s commentary on that book,26  dated it before A.D.
70, as also did his fellow-Catholic Alfonso Salmeron in his In Zohannis
Apocalypsin Praeludia (1614). Two Jesuit scholars who made contributions
of major importance to its elucidation were Francisco de Ribera  (1537-91)
and Luis de Alcazar (1554-16 13). The former, in his In sacrum beati  loan-
nis Apostoli et Evangelistae Apocalypsin Commentarii (1593),  interpreted
the earlier chapters of John’s own day and the later ones of the last three
and a half years immediately preceding the parousia. The latter, in his
Vestigatio Arcani Sensus in Apocalypsi  (16 14),  maintained that the whole
book had been fulfilled: what was yet future in John’s day was accomplished
in the downfall of Roman paganism and the consequent triumph of the
church. Even so, neither Ribera nor Alcazar was able completely to break
with the church-historical method of apocalyptic interpretation.

3. GROTIUS

Such a break appears in the work of the Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius
(1583-1645),  who also broke with the Reformed tradition of identifying the
Papacy with Antichrist. Grotius’s Annotationes in Novum Testamentum
(1641ff.) carried on the philological and historical method of Flacius
Illyricus and Camerarius, and did so more ‘rigorously and in greater detail.
So objective was his treatment of the text, in fact, that he was charged with
rationalism. He saw that the individual books of the New Testament could
best be understood in their respective historical contexts, even if he was not
always successful in his attempts to identify those contexts. Thus he saw in
2 Thess. 2:1-12 a reference to the Emperor Gaius’s attempt to have his
statue set up in the Jerusalem temple, and accordingly dated the epistle c.
AD. 40, making it the earliest of the Pauline writings. He inferred from 2
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Pet. 3:3f.  that that epistle was written after A.D. 70 and therefore not by
Peter the apostle; he treated the name “Peter” in the initial salutation as a
later addition to the text and conjectured that the author was Simeon,
bishop of Jerusalem, who was traditionally martyred under Trajan.

4. BACKGROUND STUDIES

In England John Lightfoot (1602-75)  realized the importance of Jewish
studies for New Testament interpretation and in his Horae  Hebraicae et
Talmudicae (1658-78) he collected a mass of material from the rabbinical
writings illustrating the Gospels, Acts, Romans and 1 Corinthians. Two
volumes bearing a similar title (Horae  Ebraicae et Talmudicae in universum
Novum Testamentum) were published in 1733 and 1742 by the German
scholar Christian SchGttgen  (1687-1751). Johann Jakob Wettstein
(1693-1754) published at Amsterdam in 175 l-52 a two-volume edition of
the Greek New Testament which was noteworthy not only for its departures
from the Textus Receptus but even more so for its copious apparatus of il-
lustrative material from classical and patristic literature. Another quarry of
background material was opened in 1750, when a pioneer comparison of the
writings of Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews was published by Johann
Benedikt Carpzov (1720-l 803) in his Sacrae  exercitationes in epistulam ad
Hebraeos ex Philone  Alexandrino.

5. TEXTUAL STUDIES

The reference to Wettstein’s departures from the Textus  Receptus (which
exposed him to charges of heresy) reminds us how pioneer studies in the
New Testament text made their contribution to its interpretation. The
(English) Geneva version of 1560 was ahead of its time in drawing attention
to textual variants; nearly a century later Brian Walton’s Biblia Sacru
Polyglotta (1655-57) incurred the displeasure of John Owen (Con-
siderations on the Prolegomena and Appendix to the Late Polyglotta, 1659)
for “that bulky collection of various readings which the appendix tenders to
the view of every one that doth but cast an eye upon it”. *’

But the collection and publication of “various readings” proceeded apace,
well in advance of the discovery of a scientific method of classifying and
assessing them. John Mill (1645-1707) Ijublished two weeks before his
death a reprint of Stephanus’s third edition of the Greek text (1550) with an
apparatus of about 30,000 variants. Their large number disturbed the faith
of young Johann Albrecht Bengel (1687-1752),  who accordingly devoted
himself to a thorough study of the situation and showed the way to classify-
ing the witnesses to the text and weighing the evidence of the readings. It
was he who laid down the rule that in the assessing of variants “the difficult
reading is to be preferred to the easy one” (proclivi  scriptioni praestat ar-
dua). His edition of the Greek Testament (1734) was followed in 1742 by
his Gnomon Novi Testamenti, comprising concise exegetical notes based es-

pecially  on context and grammar, regardless of dogmatic tradition
(orthodox Lutheran and pietist though he was).

6. SEMLER AND MICHAELIS

A new approach to New Testament interpretation was marked by the
Abhandlung vom freien Gebrauch des Kanons (177 l-75) of Johann Salomo
Semler (1725-91),  which approached the New Testament canon on a
historical basis, and the Einleitung in die giittlichen  Schriften des Neuen
Bundes (first edition, 1750) of Johann David Michaelis (17 1 l-91), the
fourth edition of which (1788) carried forward Semler’s work by stressing
the importance of the historical, as distinct from the theological, approach
to the individual documents of the New Testament. Both these men were in-
debted in some measure to Richard Simon’s Histoire Critique du texte du
Nouveau Testament (1689) and other works, but while Simon was
motivated in part by a desire to weaken the force of the Reformers’ appeal
to the perspicuous authority of Scripture, Semler and Michaelis were subject
to no such influences and deserve together to be acknowledged as pioneers
in the historico-critical study of the New Testament.

7. THE ENLIGHTENMENT

If the eighteenth-century Enlightenment (Aufkl&ung)  did not make a
direct contribution to the scientific exegesis of the New Testament, it did,
like the English deism which preceded it,28  create an atmosphere in which
people were prepared to consider the matter in a spirit independent of
traditional or dogmatic positions. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-g 1) not
only published the “Wolfenbiittel  Fragments” of Hermann Samuel
Reimarus (1694-l 768) anonymously (1774-78),  after their author’s death
- a work to which Semler made a critical rejoinder - but propounded a new
theory regarding the origin of the Gospels. He envisaged a primitive
Aramaic Gospel of the Nazarenes which was used by Mark and the other
canonical evangelists. This thesis was given a more critical exposition in
1794 by Michaelis’s pupil Johann Gottfried Eichhprn (1752-1827) in his
study tiber  die drey ersten Evangelien. Another aspect of Lessing’s theory
was developed by Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803),  who drew a sharp
distinction between the portrait of Jesus in the Gospel of John and that in
the other three Gospels and maintained the mutual independence even of the
three Synoptic Gospels (Christliche Schriften  ii, 1796; iii, 1797).

More generally, Lessing’s hypothesis of the “ugly ditch” which prevented
a transition from “the accidental facts of history” to “the necessary truths of
religion” had far-reaching implications for the understanding of the New
Testament.

36 37



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION THE HISTORY OF NEW TESTAMENT STUDY

8. GRIESBACH

Semler’s pupil Johann Jakob Griesbach (1745-1812) may be said to
mark the transition from the “post-Reformation” to the “modern” age of
New Testament study. In 1774-75 he published a critical edition of the
Greek Testament in his own recension, together with an extensive ap-
paratus. He developed Bengel’s  method of classifying the witnesses to the
text and distinguished three main text-types - the Alexandrian, the Western
and the Constantinopolitan - recognizing the third as secondary in time and
inferior in value to the other two. In this he set a pattern for New Testament
textual criticism which has endured to our own day.

Apart from his textual contributions, he advanced beyond the historical
criticism of his immediate predecessors by applying himself to the problems
of literary criticism, in that area of New Testament where these problems
are most obvious - the Gospels and their interrelationship. This question
had been tackled from patristic times: Augustine’s De consensu
evangelistarum had provided a precedent for students throughout many
centuries. Gospel harmonies had been drawn up from Tatian’s Diatessaron
(c. A.D. 170) onwards: Calvin, instead of writing separate commentaries on
the Synoptic Gospels, expounded a harmony of the three. It is to Griesbach,
apparently, that we owe the expression “Synoptic Gospels” to designate
Matthew, Mark and Luke. In his Synopsis Evangeliorum (1776) he argued,
against the traditional view that Mark was dependent on Matthew, and
Luke on Matthew and Mark, that Mark was dependent mainly on Matthew
and partly on Luke - that Mark, in fact, was an unoriginal and poorly in-
formed writer. This was indeed a cul-de-sac in literary criticism, worth men-
tioning only because Griesbach did at least turn his back on tradition and
investigate the literary problem de novo - none the less a cul-de-sac for re-
cent attempts to open it up by W. R. Farmer, The Synoptic Problem (1970),
and J. B. Orchard, Why Three Synoptic Gospels? (1975). But Eichhorn was
able some years later to point to a more promising way forward by develop-
ing Lessing’s idea, not the more scholarly Griesbach’s.

IV. The Nineteenth Century

1. DE WETTE AND LACHMANN

The new approach to biblical criticism and interpretation at the end of the
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century is paralleled in other
fields of study, especially in classical history and literature. In literary
criticism Friedrich August Wolf (1759-1824) achieved a break-through in
his Prolegomena  to Homer (1795); in historical criticism Barthold  Georg
Niebuhr (1776-l 83 1) opened a new era in the study of Roman history, es-
pecially the early period, in his Riimische  Geschichte (181 l-32). In Old
Testament study progress was made by Alexander Geddes (1737-1802),
whose “fragmentary hypothesis” of the composition of the Pentateuch was

elaborated by Johann Severin Vater (1771-1826); and by Wilhelm Martin
Leberecht de Wette (1780-1849),  who traced the progress of the composi-
tion of the Pentateuch by the evidence of the historical and prophetical
books, and in particular drew attention to the crucial significance of the law
of the single sanctuary in Deut. 12:5ff.  De Wette made contributions to
New Testament scholarship also - in his Kurzgefasstes  exegetisches Hand-
buch zum Neuen Testament (1836-48) and his Lehrbuch der
historisch-kritischen Einleitung in die kanonischen Biicher des Neuen
Testaments (1830).

He distinguished three theological strands in the New Testament: the
Jewish-Christian (in the Synoptic Gospels, most of Acts, the letters of
James, Peter and Jude, and the Apocalypse), the Alexandrian (in Hebrews
and the Johannine Gospel and letters) and the Pauline. These represent three
separate lines along which the message of Jesus was interpreted and
developed.

The work of Karl Lachmann (1793-1851) was wide-ranging: he made
contributions of outstanding value to the study of classical and German
philology as well as to that of the New Testament. His critical edition of the
Greek Testament (first edition, 183 1; second edition, 1842-50) aimed at
reproducing the fourth-century text and was based exclusively on the
evidence of the earliest manuscripts and versions then available. This work
stands at the head of the succession of four great critical editions of the
nineteenth century, the other three being those of G. F. C. von Tischendorf
(first edition, 1841; eighth edition, 1872),  S. P. Tregelles (1857-72) and
Westcott and Hort (188 1). In literary criticism Lachmann is famous for his
pioneer essay “De ordine narrationum in evangeliis synopticis” in
Theologische Studien und Kritiken 8 (1835),  57Off.,  which paved the way
for the general acceptance of Mark’s priority over the two other Synoptic
Gospels and their dependence on Mark. Lachmann’s New Testament in-
vestigations had been stimulated by Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher
(1768-1834) who himself made an influential contribution to Gospel
criticism in his essay “Uber die Zeugnisse des Papias von unsern beiden
ersten Evangelien” in Theologische Studien und Kritiken 5 (1832),  735ff.
Here he argued that the logia which, according to Papias, Matthew com-
piled in the “Hebrew” speech should be understood not of our first Gospel
but of a collection of the sayings of Jesus.

2. SCHLEIERMACHER AND “LIVES OF JESUS”

Whereas many of the scholars of this period here mentioned were in-
terested primarily, if not exclusively, in the historico-critical approach,
Schleiermacher, as a philosopher and theologian, manifested a
hermeneutical concern: granted that the historico-critical approach disclos-
ed the intention of the biblical writers in the context of their day, what does
their message mean to readers and hearers in the different context of today?
The “lower criticism”, by which the authentic text was more accurately es-
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tablished, and the “higher criticism”, by which the endeavour was made to
ascertain the truth about the structure, date and authorship of the biblical
documents, were making contributions of high value to the study of Scrip-
ture, but could those contributions enrich the present understanding and
application of the message of Scripture?

Schleiermacher’s attempt to provide a positive answer to this question
was unsuccessful because, for all his religious sensitivity, he could not free
himself from a basic rationalism. In terms of his psychological appraisal of
the gospel narrative, for example, he interpreted the resurrection of Jesus as
his resuscitation after apparent death, and the supernatural features in the
accounts of his appearances to the disciples as due to presuppositions on the
part of the latter.

This basic rationalism in Schleiermacher’s approach finds expression in
his Leben Jesu, which was published posthumously in 1864 on the basis of
lecture notes taken down by a student. But the rationalizing approach
appears most fully developed in H. E. G. Paulus, Das Leben Jesu als
Grundlage einer reinen Geschichte des Urchristentums (1828). Paulus, says
Albert Schweitzer, “had an unconquerable distrust of anything that went
outside the boundaries of logical thought”; 29 he accepted the gospel story as
a whole (setting it in the framework of John’s narrative) but rationalized its
details so as largely to evacuate them of theological significance  and to
reduce them to a pedestrian level. The miracles of raising the dead, like the
resurrection of Jesus himself, were interpreted in terms of the reanimation of
people who were only apparently dead; the superficial piercing of Jesus’ side
inadvertently performed the beneficial service of a phlebotomy.

To this kind of interpretation the death-blow was administered by Das
Leben Jesu kritisch untersucht, by David Friedrich Strauss. Volume I of the
first edition appeared in May 1835; Volume II followed a few months later.
A second, unchanged, edition was published before the end of 1836. The
volume of criticism which the work called forth led Strauss to make some
concessions to orthodoxy in the third edition (1838),  but these were revoked
in the fourth edition (1840) - the edition which was translated into English
by George Eliot: The Life of Jesus Critically Examined (1846). Strauss
found it impossible to believe in a transcendent God intervening in the life of
the world, and hence found it impossible to accept the gospel witness to
Christ. What he provided was a carefully constructed replacement for the
gospel story, based on a thorough-going typology  of miracle and myth. The
rationalistic interpretation of the narrative was thus displaced by a
mythological interpretation.

It is perhaps inevitable that attempts to re-tell and interpret the life of
Christ should reflect the author’s personal philosophy or the climate of opi-
nion which he has absorbed. The romanticism of Ernest Renan’s Vie de
Jesus (1863) and the orthodox reasonableness of F. W. Farrar’s Life of
Christ (1874) are among many similarly-named works which illustrate this.
And if today we can look back and add our Amen to George Tyrrell’s
description of Adolf Harnack’s Christ as “the reflection of a Liberal Protes-

tant face, seen at the bottom of a deep well”, 3o many of us may be too much
involved in our contemporary way of thought to appreciate the equal
anachronism of interpreting the gospel in the categories of twentieth-century
existentialism. “Indeed”, in T. W. Manson’s  words, “it may be said of all
theological schools of thought: By their Lives of Jesus ye shall know
them.“-”

3. THE MEYER COMMENTARY

One of the great exegetical achievements of the nineteenth century was
the inauguration of the Kritisch-exegetischer Kommentar iiber das Neue
Testament by Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer (180&73).  The first two
volumes of this work, comprising text and translation, appeared in 1829; the
first volume of the commentary proper (on the Synoptic Gospels) followed
in 1832. The Gospels, Acts and major Pauline epistles were handled by
Meyer himself; the commentaries on the remaining books were entrusted to
three other scholars, among whom F. Diisterdieck, author of the commen-
tary on Revelation, is best known. The series was translated into English
and published by T. and T. Clark (1873-95). The commentary was revised
in successive editions during Meyer’s lifetime, and has been kept up to date
to the present day, as new commentators have replaced earlier ones. Among
contemporary contributions to the series are those by R. Bultmann on the
Gospel and Epistles of John, E. Haenchen on Acts, H. Conzelmann on 1
Corinthians and E. Lohse on Colossians and Philemon, all of which have
been translated into English. Meyer was described by Philip Schaff  as “the
ablest grammatical exegete of the age”;32 he ‘deliberately restricted his
commentary to the grammatico-historical plane, regarding theological and
hermeneutical problems as out of bounds to the pure exegete. More recent
contributors to the series have not felt bound by the founder’s limitations.

4. EXEGESIS AT PRINCETON

There was in the middle years of the nineteenth century a resurgence of
grammatico-historical exegesis in the Reformed tradition at Princeton
Theological Seminary, New Jersey. The outstanding exegete on the faculty
was Charles Hodge (1797-l 878), who published excellent commentaries on
four Pauline epistles - on Romans (1835),  the best of the four, and to this
day one of the most masterly expositions of that epistle, and on Ephesians
(1856),  2 Corinthians (1857) and 2 Corinthians (1859). These works served
as prolegomena to his great Systematic Theology (187 l-73); such an ex-
egetical preparation was (in the words of his son, A. A. Hodge) “more cer-
tain to result in a system in all its elements and proportions inspired and
controlled by the word of God”. 33 His colleague Joseph Addison Alexander
(1809-60) was better known for his Old Testament exegesis, but he made
two helpful contributions to New Testament study in. his commentaries on
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Acts (1856) and Mark (1858). In the latter he showed his freedom from
tradition by his treatment of Mark as an independent author, and not as a
mere abbreviator of Matthew.

5. THE TUBINGEN  SCHOOL

A major event in the history of New Testament interpretation was the
publication in 183 1 in the Tiibinger Zeitschriftfur  Theologie of a long essay
on the Christ party in the Corinthian church, by Ferdinand Christian
Baur.34 The study of Paul’s correspondence convinced Baur that apostolic
Christianity, far from being a unity, was marked by a deep cleavage
between the church of Jerusalem and the Pauline mission. Whereas the
church of Jerusalem, led by Peter and other original associates of Jesus,
maintained a judaizing version of Christianity, Paul insisted that the gospel
involved the abolition of Jewish legalism and particularism. In addition, the
genuineness of Paul’s apostleship was questioned by the partisans of
Jerusalem, and attempts were made to undermine his authority in the eyes
of his converts. There is evidence enough of the sharpness of the conflict
between the two sides in the Galatian and Corinthian letters of Paul es-
pecially. So thoroughly did this conflict dominate the apostolic age that
those New Testament documents which do not reflect it, but present instead
a picture of harmony between Peter and Paul, between the Jerusalem church
and the Gentile mission, betray by that very fact their post-apostolic
perspective. Baur indeed, as he followed what appeared to him to be the
logic of the situation, came to ascribe a second-century date not only to
Acts, from which the conflict has disappeared, but to the Gospels also. If the
Gospels were second-century documents, their value as historical sources
for the life and teaching of Jesus was slender indeed, but if the evidence
pointed to this conclusion, the conclusion had to be accepted. In the years
which followed the publication of his 183 1 essay Baur was increasingly in-
fluenced by Hegel’s  philosophy, which saw the historical process developing
in a dialectical pattern of thesis, antithesis and synthesis. This pattern seem-
ed to Baur to be exemplified by the course of early Christian history: the
first-century thesis and antithesis of Jerusalem rigorism and Pauline
proclamation of freedom from law being followed by the second-century
synthesis in which these two were reconciled by compromise. But it must be
borne in mind that the initial impetus to Baur’s interpretation of early Chris-
tian history came from his New Testament exegesis, not from Hegelianism.
(Nor should it be overlooked that the historical process frequently does ex-
hibit the features of Hegel’s  dialectic, although it is never permissible to im-
pose that dialectic on a historical sequence which does not correspond to it
without distortion.) It is illicit, then, to dismiss Baur’s reconstruction of the
New Testament record (or, for that matter, Wellhausen’s reconstruction of
the Old Testament record) 35 on the plea of Hegelian influence. Baur, in fact,
drew attention to a crucial factor of apostolic history which had received in-
sufficient attention from his predecessors, and he did so to such good effect
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as to leave a permanent mark on the subsequent course of New Testament
interpretation.

Like other pioneers, however, he stated the problems more convincingly
than he proposed solutions to them. His second-century dating of the
Gospels, for example, could not be maintained: the establishment of their
first-century dating as against Baur’s arguments was one of the
achievements of the Cambridge school. “It might not be too inaccurate”,
says C. K. Barrett, “to say that Baur asked the right questions, and that
Lightfoot set them in the right historical perspective”. 36 Even the latest of
the four Gospels cannot be dated after the beginning of the second century.
But to say that is to say that the synthesis which Baur dated in the second
century was already accomplished, or on the way to accomplishment, in the
first: it was taking shape simultaneously with the thesis and antithesis. The
task of the New Testament interpreter proved to be more complicated than
Baur imagined - not only in the problems of the chronological development
of the controversies but in their complexity and diversity. Paul had to con-
tend with more than one kind of judaizing activity in his churches, and he
had to contend at the same time with more than one variety of incipient
Gnosticism. Not only so: at least one of these varieties of incipient
Gnosticism was marked by prominent judaizing features. And these were
only some of the human tensions within the primitive Christian church. In
Baur’s day it was a sufficiently radical advance to recognize that such ten-
sions existed at all; since his recognition that this was so, a good part of
New Testament interpretation has had to do with the interplay of these ten-
sions and subsequent detentes.

6. “ESSAYS AND REVIEWS”

A great and (to many people) disturbing impression was made in England
by Benjamin Jowett’s essay of 104 pages “On the Interpretation of Scrip-
ture” contributed to the symposium Essays and Reviews (1860). Much of
the essay is devoted to a plea for the use of those principles of interpretation
in Bible study which are applicable to the study of other literature, and for
the discontinuance of artificial methods which would not be countenanced in
the study of (say) the Greek classics. Although certain aspects of his own
argument are as dated as some which he criticized in others, we today
should take for granted his protest against forcing Scripture to conform to
post-biblical formulations of orthodox doctrine, even when these were
adopted by the church as a whole - not to speak of forcing it to conform to
sectarian traditions and preferences. At least, most of us today would take it
for granted - but what is to be said when the quite correct rendering “priest-
ly service” in Rom. 15:16,  NEB, is denounced by a Protestant critic because
(in his eyes) it may seem to support Roman sacerdotalism? As long as Paul
is interpreted as saying not what his words plainly mean but what the inter-
preter would like them to mean, so long is Jowett’s protest necessary. In
reference to burning controversies of his day he says:
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Consider, for example, the extraordinary and unreasonable importance at-
tached to single words, sometimes of doubtful meaning, in reference to any of
the following subjects:- 1, Divorce; 2, Marriage with a Wife’s Sister; 3,
Inspiration; 4, the Personality of the Holy Spirit; 5, Infant Baptism; 6,
Episcopacy; 7, Divine Right of Kings; 8, Original Sin. . . . It is with Scripture as
with oratory, its effect partly depends on the preparation in the mind or in cir-
cumstances for the reception of it. There is no use of Scripture, no quotation or
misquotation of a word which is not a power in the world, when it embodies the
spirit of a great movement or is echoed by the voice of a large party. 37
Some of the issues listed by Jowett have fallen by the wayside and others

have taken their place, but the temptation to decide in advance what Scrip-
ture must mean, and compel its words to yield that meaning, has not dis-
appeared entirely. Yet there would be general assent to Jowett’s dictum:
“Doubt comes in at the window, when Inquiry is denied at the door.” 2X
There would, indeed, be general recognition of the fact that to approach the
New Testament in a spirit of inquiry is not to take an unwarranted liberty
with a sacred book, since the New Testament itself invites a spirit of inquiry.
“Interpret the Scripture like any other book,” urged Jowett; the many
respects in which Scripture is unlike any other book “will appear in the
results of such an interpretation.” 39

Jowett’s scholarship was broad rather than exact, and the sentence which
has just been quoted, while appearing to some as a glimpse of the obvious,
had disturbing implications for others - and not only for obscurantists.
Brooke Foss Westcott, for example, could not approve of Jowett’s ideas of
what was involved in interpreting either Scripture or any other work of com-
parable seriousness: the minute attention to individual words (not least to
particles) which for Westcott was essential to the practice of scholarly ex-
egesis was dismissed by Jowett as a wasting of time on what might be little
more than “an excrescence of style”. 4o

7. THE CAMBRIDGE SCHOOL

Westcott (1825-1901) was one of the three leaders of the Cambridge
school, to which reference has already been made. The other two were Fen-
ton John Anthony Hort (1828-92) and Joseph Barber Lightfoot (1828-89).
Westcott and Hort are best known for their critical edition of the Greek
New Testament (188 l), but all three made pioneer contributions of distinc-
tion to the study of the history and literature of the apostolic age and the
early church. We have mentioned their establishment of the first-century
dating of the Gospels: this was done pre-eminently by Westcott in his In-
troduction to the Study of the Gospels (185 1) and more especially his
General Survey of the History of the Canon of the New Testament (1855),
and by Lightfoot in his Essays on the Work entitled “‘Supernatural
Religion” (published serially, 1874-77;  one-volume edition, 1889). The
last-named work not only exposed the incompetence of a writer who had im-
pugned Westcott’s integrity in his work on the canon but carried the positive
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argument substantially forward. Paradoxical as it may seem to say so,
Lightfoot’s chief contribution to the chronology of the New Testament
literature was his encyclopaedic  work on The Apostolic Fathers (1869-85),
in which he validated the traditional dating of the genuine works of Clement
of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch and Polycarp of Smyrna in the closing years
of the first Christian century and earlier years of the second.

In 1860 the three scholars planned to write a series of commentaries
covering the whole New Testament: Lightfoot was to deal with the Pauline
Epistles, Hort with the Synoptic Gospels and the Epistles of James, Peter
and Jude, and Westcott with the Johannine literature and Hebrews. Light-
foot completed magisterial commentaries on Gulatians (1865),  Philippians
(1868) and Colossians and Philemon (1875); a volume of his Notes on some
of the other Pauline Epistles was published posthumously (1895). Hort left
only fragments of his assignment: uncompleted commentaries on I Peter
(1898),  The Apocalypse (1908),  and James (1909) were published after his
death. Westcott’s great commentary on The Gospel of John appeared as a
volume in the Speaker’s Commentary series in 1880 (based on AV); a
posthumous adaptation of the commentary to the Greek text appeared in
1908. His commentary on The Epistles of John appeared in 1883, that on
Hebrews in 1889, while an incomplete work on Ephesians was edited after
his death by J. M. Schulhof and published in 1906.

The members of the Cambridge trio were sufficiently different in outlook
and temperament to impose limitations on any attempt to make a com-
posite appraisal of their work: yet it can readily be said that all of them were
characterized by a wide, deep and exact scholarship which refused to take
short cuts or to cut corners. Their linguistic equipment was complete and
detailed; for the rest, Lightfoot’s strength lay in the historical interpretation
of the documents which he handled, while Westcott was gifted with a rare
theological insight, which served him particularly well in his exposition of
the thought of the Fourth Gospel. The fact that his commentary on John
(the 1880 edition) was reissued by a British publisher so recently as 1958 is
eloquent. As for Lightfoot, when one compares his dissertation on the
Essenes at the end of his commentary on Colossians and Philemon (1875),
first with much else that was written about them in the nineteenth century
and then with the new knowledge available in this century sihce the dis-
covery of the Qumran manuscripts in 1947 and the following years, one can
but marvel at the acuteness of his reading of the evidence then available;
what he wrote can be amplified today, but there is little if anything which
needs to be dismissed as obsolete.

Their pioneer work was taken up by two generations of epigoni who, if
they did not attain to the first three, nevertheless produced commentaries
not unworthy to stand alongside theirs: H. B. Swete on Mark (1898) and
Revelation (1906); J. B. Mayor on James (1892) and on Jude and 2 Peter
(1907),  J. A. Robinson on Ephesians (1904),  G. Milligan on I and 2
Thessalonians (1908) and, another generation further on, E. G. Selwyn on 1
Peter (1946) and V. Taylor on Mark (1952). These volumes were published
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by Macmillan, as companions to those of the Cambridge trio, all of which
(apart from Westcott on the Gospel of John) were published by that house.

THE HISTORY OF NEW TESTAMENT STUDY

exposition Schweitzer developed along lines of his own the thought of
Johannes Weiss, who in a slim volume entitled Die Predigt Jesu vom Reiche
Gottes (1892) had argued that in Jesus’ view the kingdom which he an-
nounced could be established by the cataclysmic act of God only when the
guilt of the people, which blocked its advent, was removed - a removal to be
effected by Jesus’ death as “a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).  The choice,
as Schweitzer saw it, lay between the thorough-going scepticism implied by
Wrede and the thorough-going eschatology to which Weiss had pointed the
way - and for Schweitzer it was thorough-going eschatology that pointed
the way forward.

Schweitzer’s reinterpretation of the story of Jesus necessitated a fresh
look at the sequel to that story - in particular at Paul. His Geschichte der
paulinischen  Forschung (19 11; E.T. Paul and his Interpreters, 19 12) was a
continuation of The Quest of the Historical Jesus and reached as negative a
conclusion about Pauline research as its predecessor had reached about
Lives of Jesus; it was followed by his own positive account in Die Mystik
des Apostels Paulus  (1930; E.T. The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle, 193 1).
Paul, according to Schweitzer, shared Jesus’ eschatological world-view, the
only difference between them in this regard arising from the passage of time:
“both are looking towards the same mountain range, but whereas Jesus sees
it as lying before Him, Paul already stands upon it and its first slopes are
already behind him”. 42 While the world had not come to an end with the
death and resurrection of Jesus, yet (Paul taught) the eschatological
blessings secured thereby were enjoyed in anticipation by believers through
their present “mystical” union with Christ mediated by the Spirit through
the sacraments.

V. The Twentieth Century

I. THOROUGH-GOING ESCHATOLOGY

With the advent of the twentieth century the centre of gravity in New
Testament studies was decisively established in the Gospel tradition.
William Wrede’s Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien (1901) - not to
appear in an English dress until 19724’  - inaugurated the century’s work in
this field. According to Wrede’s thesis, Jesus’ injunction to silence when he
is acknowledged to be the Messiah (Mark 8:30)  or Son of God (Mark 3: 12;
cf. 1:25,  34) is not historical truth but a device by which the gospel tradition
(first given literary form by Mark) attempted to reconcile the church’s belief
that Jesus was Messiah and Son of God from the beginning with the fact
that this belief did not emerge until after the resurrection. Jesus was indeed
Messiah and Son of God all along, so runs the explanation, but he kept it
dark. Thus, when three of his disciples heard him acclaimed on the mount of
transfiguration as the Father’s dear Son, “he charged them to tell no one
what they had seen, until the Son of man should have risen from the dead”
(Mark 9:9).  But in Wrede’s account the transfiguration, like Peter’s confes-
sion at Caesarea Philippi (Mark 8:29),  was originally related as a resurrec-
tion incident and was artificially transposed back into the setting of the
Galilaean ministry.

Wrede’s work entitles him to be recognized as the father of Gospel redac-
tion criticism - that approach to the Gospels which makes due acknowledg-
ment of the aim and contribution of each evangelist in his own right. In his
hands Mark emerges as a theologian with his personal interpretation of the
Gospel tradition. For all the defects in the working out of his thesis, he
stands out in this regard as a scholar well ahead of his time.

Wrede’s study provided Albert Schweitzer with the terminus for his sur-
vey of nineteenth-century Lives of Jesus: Van Reimarus zu Wrede (1906;
E.T. The Quest of the Historical Jesus, 1910). This epoch-makmg work
reviewed the Gospel research of more than a hundred years and found all
attempts to come to terms with the historical Jesus unsuccessful - the
rationalist, mythical and liberal interpretations alike. The material for con-
structing an adequate Life of Jesus, especially the material for tracing his
psychological development, was simply not available. Instead of un-
consciously depicting Jesus in categories familiar at the beginning of the
twentieth century, Schweitzer concentrated on the note of impending
world-crisis in the Gospels and presented Jesus as an apocalyptic visionary,
who at the end exposed himself to arrest and execution in order that his
death might precipitate the kingdom of God and the end of history which he
had announced but which had proved unexpectedly slow in arriving. In this

2. REALIZED AND PRESENT ESCHATOLOGY

Rudolf Otto, in his Reich Gottes und Menschensohn (1934; E.T. The
Kingdom of God and the Son of Man, 1938), saw that the kingdom of God
announced by Jesus was not entirely future from the perspective of his
ministry; in Jesus’ teaching it had begun to break in: “from its futurity it
already extends its operation into the present”. 43 Otto laid stress on some of
the parables of Mark 4 (especially the parable of the four soils and the
parable of the seed growing secretly) as embodying Jesus’ emphasis on the
present inbreaking of the kingdom.

This insight was shared, and carried to (and even beyond) its logical con-
clusion by C. H. Dodd. Indications of the direction in which Dodd’s mind
was moving on this question were given in papers published in 1927 and
1930,44  but his Parables of the Kingdom (1935) was a full-scale exposition
of “realized eschatology” 45 - of the view that the Kingdom of God arrived
with the commencement of Jesus’ public ministry, any future reference of
the kingdom being reduced to vanishing point. The ministry was, in Jesus’
eyes, the crisis of world history. Since Jesus’ inaugural proclamation was (as
Dodd understood it) “the kingdom of God has come”, it was impermissible
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“to represent the death of Jesus as in any sense the condition precedent to
the coming of the Kingdom of God”. 46

Such an extreme statement of realized eschatology was criticized for
destroying “the cruciality of the cross”;47  but Dodd soon modified his
position. “The Kingdom of God”, he put it in a book published a year later,
“is conceived as coming in the events of the life, death and resurrection of
Jesus, and to proclaim these facts, in their proper setting, is to preach the
Gospel of the Kingdom of God.” 48 Later still he spoke of “realized
eschatology” as a “not altogether felicitous term” 49 and expressed a
preference for Joachim Jeremias’s sich realisierende Eschatologie
(translated by S. H. Hooke as “an eschatology that is in process of
realization”). 5o (Jeremias acknowledged himself to be indebted for the
phrase to Ernst Haenchen.) 5’

This “realized eschatology” perspective was preserved in some New
Testament writings - notably in the later Pauline letters and in the Fourth
Gospel - but in most the old futurist eschatology of Judaism reasserted
itself, especially because of the postponement of a parousia which did not
take place as the immediate sequel to the resurrection of Jesus.

The solid contribution of Dodd’s “realized eschatology” to New Testa-
ment exegesis has been its emphasis on the ministry of Jesus, not apart from
but crowned by the saving event of his accomplished passion and triumph,
as the climax of salvation-history. More recently Oscar Cullmann  has used
iri this connexion the analogy of the decisive battle of a campaign in relation
to the victory celebrations after the campaign is over. The saving act of God
in Christ is the decisive battle; the achievement of the hope of glory at the
parousia corresponds to the victory celebrations, but it is the decisive battle
that is of crucial importance. 52

To talk of eschatology as having been in any sense “realized” is to use the
term (which traditionally means “the doctrine of the last things”) in an ex-
tended sense, which might perhaps be justified on the ground that Jesus
fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies regarding what would take place “in
the last (or latter) days” - a phrase which need not mean much more than
“hereafter”. But an even greater extension of sense is involved in the use of
the term by Rudolf Bultmann and his school of existential exegesis: here
every present moment is an “eschatological” moment, in the sense that the
answers and questions of the past meet one in the present and evoke the
reaction of responsible choice which goes to make that new thing, the future.
Bultmann’s Gifford Lectures, History and Eschatology (1957), provide a
good statement of this interpretation.

THE HISTORY OF NEW TESTAMENT STUDY

3. HISTORY OF RELIGION SCHOOL

The “history of religion” (religionsgeschichtlich) approach to the New
Testament, which endeavoured to set the religious presuppositions of
primitive Christianity in their contemporary Near Eastern and
Graeco-Koman context, promised at one time to provide powerful help

towards its interpretation. Among the most influential works of this school
were Richard Reitzenstein’s Die hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen (19 10)
and, outstandingly, his Das iranische Erlisungsmysterium  (192 1). The Ira-
nian redemption mystery of the latter work concerned the heavenly being
Gayomart, primal man, who falls in battle against the power of evil and
from whom, after his death, the human race springs up. When, at the end of
time, SaoSyant  (the “Saviour”) comes to raise the dead, Gayr?rmart will be
raised first and exalted to archangelic status. This “mystery” is not given
literary expression until the seventh century A.D., and even in its oral form
it cannot well antedate the Sassanian era (A.D. 226). It probably influenced
Mandaism and later forms of Gnosticism, but it is anachronistic to see its
impact in the New Testament or earlier Gnosticism. 53

In its simplest form the Gnostic myth tells of a heavenly essence which
falls from the upper world of light into the lower world of material darkness
and is imprisoned in a multitude of earthly bodies. To liberate this pure es-
sence from its imprisonment a saviour  comes from the world of light to im-
part the true knowledge (gnosis);  he is both redeemer and revealer. By
acceptance of the revealed knowledge the pure essence is released from the
bondage of matter and ascends back to its original abode of light. This
myth, especially in its Mandaic elaboration, has been urged as the
background of the New Testament teaching (particularly, but not exclusive-
ly, in the Fourth Gospel) j4 about the Son of Man who came from heaven to
earth to liberate men, not from matter but from sin and death, and who by
descending into the grave himself set its captives free. Despite the powerful
advocacy of Rudolf Bultmann and some members of his school, however,
this account of the matter probably reverses the historical order: it may well
be that primal man and the redeemer-revealer were first brought together in
Gnosticism under the influence of the gospel story. It is certainly difficult to
find convincing evidence of the typical Gnostic myth in a pre-Christian
form.

But, quite apart from Iranian and Gnostic inhuences,  there was a tenden-
cy to classify Christianity - especially the Gentile Christianity which
triumphed - among the mystery religions of the Eastern Mediterranean
world. This tendency often appeared at a popular level, among people who
had been impressed by works like Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough
(1890-l 9 15), without being able to draw the correct inferences from that in-
comparable repository of facts; but we find it also in scholarly expositions.
Kirsopp Lake’s The Earlier Epistles of St. Paul (1911) is a great work
which may be read with much profit over sixty years after its first
appearance; but his viewpoint on the New Testament sacraments is express-
ed in his observation that

much of the controversy between Catholic and Protestant theologians has found
its centre in the doctrine of the Eucharist, and the latter have appealed to
primitive Christianity to support their views. From their point of view the appeal
fails: the Catholic doctrine is much more nearly primitive than the Protestant.
But the Catholic advocate in winning his case has proved still more: the type of
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doctrine which he defends is not only primitive, but pre-Christian. Or, to put the
matter in the terms of another controversy, Christianity has not borrowed from
the Mystery Religions, because it was always, at least in Europe, a Mystery
Religion itself.55

The concession “at least in Europe” reminds us that, as is plain from 1
Corinthians, Paul’s teaching about baptism and the Lord’s Supper was
readily interpreted by his Greek converts in terms of the traditional mystery
cults. But Lake went farther: Paul, in his eyes, went along with his converts’
interpretation so far as to use it as the foundation of his arguments.

New perspectives on Paul have redressed this imbalance. In particular, J.
G. Machen  provided a judicious assessment on the basis of the evidence in
The Origin of Paul’s Religion (1921),  and W. D. Davies, in Paul and Rab-
binic Judaism (1948),  showed how deep and pervasive were Paul’s affinities
with Pharisaic thought and teaching and provided corroboration of the
statement in Acts 22:3  that he received his basic training in the school of
Gamaliel.

4. ACTS AND INCIPIENT CATHOLICISM

A major enterprise was launched in 1920 with the first volume of an en-
cyclopaedic  work entitled The Beginnings of Christianity. The editors (F.J.
Foakes Jackson and Kirsopp Lake) assumed that the synoptic problem had
found its “general solution” and saw their next task as being “to translate
these results into the language of the historian; to show how literary com-
plexities and contradictions reveal the growth of thought and the rise of in-
stitutions”. In particular, it was necessary to trace in detail the process by
which first-century Christianity “achieved a synthesis between the
Greco-Oriental and the Jewish religions in the Roman Empire”. 56 The first
step in the accomplishment of this task was a thorough study of Acts, and
to this study they devoted Part I of the enterprise, which ran to five volumes
(192&33).  But the enterprise never got beyond Part I. From our viewpoint
we can see Part I as a monument marking the end of an era of Ac-
tajiorschung - an era to which giants such as Adolf Harnack and W. M.
Ramsay had made outstanding contributions ” - rather than the beginning
of a new one.

The new era was marked by the essays of Martin Dibelius (collected in
Aufsiitze  zur Apostelgeschichte, 195 1; E.T. Studies in the Acts of the
Apostles, 1956),  by Hans Conzelmann’s Die Mitte  der Zeit (1954; E.T. The
Theology of St. Luke, 1960) and by Ernst Haenchen’s Meyer commentary,
Die Apostelgeschichte (1956; E.T. The Acts of the Apostles, 1971). No
longer did archaeology or the history of religion occupy a central place in
the study of Acts. In Dibelius’s hands stylistic criticism was the key to the
interpretation of the book, while in Conzelmann’s eyes the author’s new
time-perspective (in which the “age of Jesus”, for his first followers the time
of the end, was now followed by the “age of the church”, of indefinite
duration) was a sure sign of post-apostolic “incipient catholicism”
(Friihkatholizismus).

Incipient Catholicism, in fact, becomes a criterion of post-apostolic date
and authorship. It involves not only the resolution of earlier tensions in a
new and comprehensive unity (in which, for example, Paul and James reach
happy agreement on the terms of the inclusion of Gentiles in the church),
but the shift of emphasis from the local church to the church universal, the
replacement of the charismatic by an institutional ministry, the recession of
the hope of glory at an early parousia in favour of dependence on the pre-
sent means of grace dispensed through the church and its ministry, and the
adoption of a codified confession of faith. Among Lutheran theologians on
the continent of Europe there is a tendency to regard such incipient
Catholicism as a sad declension from the apostolic - especially the Pauline -
gospel; those documents in which its features are found, such as Acts,
Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles, are felt to be not only post-apostolic in
date but sub-apostolic in standard. In fact, Hans Kiing could complain with
some justice that Ernst Kisemann and others were in effect establishing a
reduced canon within the received canon by relegating to an inferior status
anything that savoured of “early catholic decadence”. 58 When Heinrich
Schlier,  a distinguished member of the Bultmann school, became convinced
that the incipient Catholicism which he had pointed out pre-eminently in
Ephesians (e.g., in Christus  und die Kirche im Epheserbrief,  1930) was part
and parcel of apostolic Christianity he not only moved over from the
Lutheran confession to the Roman obedience but even, without changing his
exegesis of Ephesians, found it possible to recognize it as an authentic
Pauline epistle (Der Brief an die Epheser, 1957, 19655  ).5g

5. THE NEW HERMENEUTIC

The “new hermeneutic” represents a modern endeavour to make the
message of the New Testament intelligible and relevant to contemporary
man. It is closely related to Rudolf Bultmann’s constant affirmation that this
message is concerned with human existence, and that it is with human ex-
istence that contemporary man is essentially concerned.60  If, then, he
approaches the New Testament with the question of human existence upper-
most in his mind, he will find the answer in the New Testament - provided
all non-essential stumbling-blocks have been removed from the New Testa-
ment by application of the demythologizing programme. 6’

It is not a detached and objective approach to the New Testament that is
implied here, such as would be suitable for the study of geometry or
astronomy. Where human existence is involved, such objectivity is neither
desirable nor attainable. Bultmann is indebted to Martin Heidegger not only
for his existential emphasis but also for his view of the nature of knowledge
and understanding. For Heidegger there is no clearcut  line of demarcation
between the knowing subject and the known object: subject and object must
be mutually engaged if the knowing process is to start at all. Similarly Bult-
mann insists that there can be no such thing as “presuppositionless”
exegesis: 62 the interpreter, whether he realizes it or not, brings his presup-
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positions to the text; he comes to it with his own questions, and the answers
he gets are determined in part by the questions which he puts. This situation
underlies the idea of the “hermeneutical circle” in which the interpretative
process is seen as flowing from subject to object, or indeed from object to
subject, and back again, as the one interacts with the other. 63 The Bible is
not like an Ugaritic text which the Semitist is deciphering for the first time.
The Semitist does indeed come to the Ugaritic text with a question which in-
terests him: “What is this text, or this writer, trying to say in relation to the
Near Eastern situation of the fourteenth century B.C.?” But this is not an
existential question like that which the Bible reader is envisaged as bringing
to his text: “What is this text saying to me in my situation here and now?”
Such a question (a question the importance of which was appreciated by
Schleiermacher in his day) already involves a large presupposition -that the
New Testament text which I am studying is related not only to the cir-
cumstances for which it was originally written but to the modern reader in
his circumstances today. Both Bultmann and his followers assure the
modern reader that the New Testament, in helping him to understand his
own existence, in fact transforms his existence and imparts “authenticity” to
it, liberating him from his bondage to the past and enabling him to be
“open” towards the future.

One can see the analogy between this account of the matter and the New
Testament teaching about justification by faith; one can agree that in the ex-
perience of many the analogy may amount to identity. But for this to be so
the message of authentic existence should be as vitally related to the person
and work of Christ as is the New Testament teaching on justification by
faith. Moreover, for those who are not familiar with the vocabulary of ex-
istentialism, talk about inauthentic and authentic existence is not more in-
telligible than the Pauline vocabulary of sin and grace, law and liberty,
retribution and acceptance, estrangement and reconciliation. In so far, in-
deed, as Paul’s vocabulary is cast in terms of personal relationships, it may
well speak to late twentieth-century man in an idiom with which he finds
himself more at home than with that of existential exegesis.

’

The new hermeneutic takes up where Bultmann leaves off, and marks a
substantial advance on his position. His disciple Ernst Fuchs has played a
notable part in this: for him, the text of Scripture is properly interpreted
when the word of God is proclaimed. Then the language of Scripture
awakens faith; it ceases to be mere language and becomes a “language oc-
currence” (Sprachereignis). 64 A similar insight is expressed by Gerhard
Ebeling when he speaks of a “word event” (Wortgeschehen). 65 God’s saving
word, that is to say, comes into effective action here and now, bringing to
expression in the hearer faith such as found expression in Jesus.

The parables of Jesus in particular have received illuminating exposition
in terms of this new insight; it is in them, according to Fuchs, that the “most
significant expression” of the message of God appears, for in them Jesus
enters the world of his hearers’ experience and establishes a common un-
derstanding with them. 66 Two pupils of Fuchs have carried forward this

aspect of his thought: Eta Linnemann, who in her Gleichnisse Jesu (1961;
E.T. Parables of Jesus, 1966) emphasizes the role of the hearer in the
situations in which the parables were told, and Eberhard Jiingel, who in his
Paulus und Jesus (1962) propounds the thesis that the parables convey the
same message as Paul does in his teaching about justification by faith.

It may be asked if the new hermeneutic, for all its advance on Bultmann,
succeeds in doing justice to the whole New Testament message - for exam-
ple, to the emphasis on God’s unfolding purpose in salvation-history or on
the role of Jesus as the fulfiller of the past and the Amen to the promises that
went before. It may be suggested, too, that it remains more relevant to the
believing individual (albeit in his entering into a fellowship of love with his
neighbour) than to the believing community, not to speak of the reconciled
universe of the future. But if the new hermeneutic is viewed not as the way
of interpreting scripture but as one useful way among others (including the
classical historico-critical methods), then it can yield results of positive
value.

6. GOSPEL CRITICISM

The twentieth century has seen little advance in the source criticism of the
Synoptic Gospels. It is still the general view that Mark was a principal
source of Matthew and Luke, who also were able to draw upon a collection
of sayings of Jesus set in a minimum of narrative framework - the collection
commonly designated Q. This two-source hypothesis has been elaborated,
e.g. by B. H. Streeter, who propounded a four-source hypothesis in The
Four Gospels (1924) and by Wilhelm Bussmann  who, in Synoptische Stu-
dien ii (1929),  distinguished two sources in the Q material - one written in
Greek and the other in Aramaic. Attempts to revive the belief in the priority
of Matthew over Mark raise more difficulties than they solve. 67

Where the Fourth Gospel is concerned, there is a strong tendency to
detach its testimony from the Synoptic tradition. Rudolf Bultmann, in Das
Evangelium des Johannes (1941; E.T. The Gospel of John, 1971),  dis-
tinguishes two main sources - one consisting of revelatory discourses
(Redenquelle) and the other a book of “signs” (Semeiaquelle) - together
with a good deal of redactional material. P. Gardner-Smith, in Saint John
and the Synoptic Gospels (1938),  argued for John’s independence of the
Synoptic Gospels; this case was persuasively developed by C. H. Dodd in
The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (1953) and especially in his
Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (1964). If the historical tradition
of this Gospel is an independent witness for the events of Jesus’ ministry, the
implications are far-reaching, and special importance attaches to those
points at which the Markan and Johannine traditions coincide.

There is a general impression that the determination of written sources
has gone as far as the evidence permits, and where it is inconclusive other
forms of criticism have been invoked to carry us farther back.

Tradition criticism presses the quest for sources back beyond such
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written sources as may be discerned. Where there is reason to believe that a
period of oral transmission preceded the first writing down (as is most
probable where the gospel story is concerned), it endeavours to trace the
course of this transmission, Whereas in many areas where tradition criticism
is most fruitfully employed the period of oral transmission covered many
generations or even centuries, its usefulness in New Testament interpreta-
tion is limited by the brevity of this period, extending over a few decades at
most.

Form criticism is one of the most serviceable tools for reconstructing the
pre-literary tradition. It classifies the material according to the various
“forms” represented in its contents and examines these in order to discover
how they were handed down and what their successive life-settings were un-
til they took their present shape and position. H. Gunkel, E. Sievers and S.
Mowinckel had applied form-critical methods to various parts of the Old
Testament; E. Norden  had applied them to classical and Hellenistic subjects
- notably in his Agnostos Theos (19 13) - and Allan  Menzies of St. Andrews
had applied them to Mark’s record, without using the explicit terminology of
form criticism, in The Earliest Gospel (1901). His work must be borne in
mind when Martin Dibelius’s Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums
(1919),“8 K. L. Schmidt’s Der Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu (1919) and
Rudolf Bultmann’s Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition (1921) ” are
hailed as the pioneer essays in this field.

With the aid of tradition criticism and form criticism the exegete’s task is
undertaken in three stages as he works back from (a) interpretation of our
canonical Gospels and their written sources through (b) interpretation of the
tradition lying behind these to (c) the reconstruction of the preaching about
Jesus or of the preaching of Jesus himself. ”

An over-concentration on tradition and form criticism, however, like an
over-concentration on source criticism, can easily obscure the important
work of the evangelists themselves. Just as a study of Shakespeare’s sources
and other traditional antecedents would never be allowed to replace the
study of Shakespeare in his own right, so the critical methods just men-
tioned should never replace the study of the Gospels as finished products.
Granted that the evangelists delivered what they themselves had received by
tradition and otherwise, how did they, as individual authors, use the material
which they received? What particular interests led to their arranging that
material as they did?

Wrede, as has been said, took these questions seriously as he tackled the
problem of the messianic secret, and Menzies, for all his interest in the state
of the pre-Markan tradition, gave careful consideration to Mark’s “lively”
treatment of his materials.” In more recent years the study of the intention
of the several evangelists has received the designation “redaction criticism”.
The rise and progress of redaction criticism has been recorded by Joachim
Rohde in Die redaktionsgeschichtliche Methode (1966; E.T. Rediscovering
the Teaching of the Evangelists, 1968). Important German studies in redac-
tion criticism are Hans Conzelmann, Die Mitte der Zeit (1954; E.T. The

Theology of St. Luke, 1960), Willi  Marxsen, Der Evangelist Markus  (1959;
E.T. Mark the Evangelist, 1969) and G. Bornkamm, G. Barth and H. J.
Held, Uberlieferung und Auslegung im Matthiiusevangelium  (1960; E.T.
Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew, 1963). Due mention should be
made of a series currently being published by the Paternoster Press, Exeter,
the contributors to which are also contributors to the present symposium: I.
H. Marshall, Luke: Historian and Theologian (1970),  and R. P. Martin,
Mark: Evangelist and Theologian (1972),  have already appeared, and com-
panion volumes are in preparation by G. N. Stanton on Matthew and by S.
Smalley on John (John: Evangelist and Interpreter, 1977).

7. THE NEW QUEST OF THE HISTORICAL JESUS

The main purpose of Gospel criticism, as of New Testament interpreta-
tion, must be a closer acquaintance with Jesus, and with the historical Jesus
at that. The significance of the exalted Christ lies in his identity with the
crucified Jesus.

The title of a study by J. M. Robinson, A New Quest of the Historical
Jesus (1959),  is plainly meant to echo the title of Albert Schweitzer’s great
work, but it is also meant to imply that today’s quest is different in character
as well as later in time than the “old quest”. The new quest marks a reaction
from the extremely negative assessment of the importance of history to the
gospel found in Rudolf Bultmann’s work. This negative assessment has been
undergirded with an apostolic text in Paul’s words about no longer knowing
Christ “after the flesh” (2 Cor. 5:16), but in those words Paul is not con-
cerned with the historical Jesus. In Bultmann’s eyes, any appeal to history is
precarious, for it is liable at any moment to be overthrown by further
historical research or discovery; it is also illegitimate, being as much a denial
of the gospel of justification by faith as is any other form of justification by
works. But a Jesus whose identity and significance can be neither proved
nor disproved by history is an insubstantial basis of faith, and some of Bult-
mann’s colleagues have asked why he adheres so tenaciously and, as they
see it, so illogically to the historical Jesus - Jesus the crucified - when, on
his premises, some other figure or phenomenon might equally well present
the challenge and elicit the response of that liberating decision which leads
into authentic existence. Jesus, on this showing, is little more than the un-
known x which triggers off this spiritual release. ‘*

Some of Bultmann’s most distinguished pupils have sought to find a way
out of this impasse. Giinther Bornkamm has written a full-length study of
Jesus von Nazareth (1956; E.T. Jesus of Nazareth, 1960) which finds no
such hiatus as Bultmann postulated between the ministry of Jesus and the
preaching of the primitive church. Whereas Bultmann placed the shift from
the old age to the new between Jesus and Paul, Bornkamm places it between
John the Baptist and Jesus - which is where, according to one early strand
of gospel tradition, Jesus himself placed it (Luke 7:28;  16:16).

Still more positive is Eduard Schweizer’s assessment in Jesus Christus
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(1968; E.T. Jesus, 1971) which, while not in itself a study of the historical
Jesus, devotes one chapter (entitled “Jesus: the man who fits no formula”) to
this subject and concludes that the chief christological motifs found
throughout the New Testament “go back, in fact, to Jesus himself’. 73

In 1953 Ernst KLemann  gave a lecture at a reunion of Marburg old
students on the problem of the historical Jesus (published in ZTK 5 1 (1954),
pp. 125ff.;  E.T. in Essays on New Testament Themes, 1964, pp. 15ff.), in
which he called for a reopening of the question which their revered teacher
was thought to have closed and argued that it was necessary to work out
what could be known about the historical Jesus if they were not to end up in
a new docetism.

If he can be placed at all, it must be in terms of historical particularity. . . . For
to his particularity there corresponds the particularity of faith, for which the real
history of Jesus is always happening afresh; it is now the history of the exalted
Lord, but it does not cease to be the earthly history it once was, in which the call
and the claim of the Gospel are encountered. 74
To much the same effect Ernst Fuchs finds the key to the continuity

between the historical Jesus and the Christ of the apostolic preaching in
faith - in faith seen as a “language occurrence”.

We formerly endeavoured to interpret the historical Jesus with the help of the
primitive Christian kerygma; today we endeavour rather to interpret this
kerygma with the help of the historical Jesus - the two lines of investigation are
mutually complementary. ‘j
The New Testament as a whole bears witness to one and the same Jesus -

incarnate, crucified, and exalted as Lord over all. To grasp, to share and to
perpetuate this witness is the interpreter’s task. One way forward in the
prosecution of this task is certainly pointed out by the new quest of the
historical Jesus.

Finally, two quotations will sum up the moral of this chapter. First, from
my old teacher Alexander Souter:

It can never cease to be of moment to the real lover of Scripture what was
thought of its meaning by any patient investigator in any country or in any age. 76
Next, from Johann Albrecht Bengel:

Apply thyself wholly to the text; apply the text wholly to thyself. ”
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PRESUPPOSITIONS IN NEW TESTAMENT CRITICISM

presuppositions adopted in study of the Bible in different times and in
different Circumstances.  3

Although discussion of presuppositions has frequently continued
alongside scholarly study of the New Testament since the time of F. D.
Schleiermacher, it has recently become much more prominent, particularly
in association with the new hermeneutic.4  As C. E. Braaten stresses,
renewed interest in hermeneutical philosophy has encouraged exegetes to
become self-conscious about their presuppositions. ’

Presuppositions are involved in every aspect of the relationship of the in-
terpreter to his text. Our theme is so wide and has so many implications that
we cannot attempt to cover all aspects of it. 6 We shall discuss first some of
the prejudices and presuppositions which are, or have been, involved in ex-
egesis of the New Testament. An examination of presuppositions must be
the first step taken in scientific interpretation. This is no easy task; for it is so
hard to see the spectacles through which one looks and without which one
cannot see anything clearly at all. We can attempt to do little more than un-
derline the wide variety and all-pervasiveness of presuppositions at work in
interpretation; a full-scale critique of various major theological positions is
obviously not possible here. We shall then consider whether or not exegesis
can be undertaken without presuppositions, for an allegedly neutral un-
biased approach has often been appealed to in the past, and will always
seem to be an attractive possibility. Finally, we shall discuss presuppositions
which cannct be dispensed with and which ought to be involved in inter-
pretation; in particular we shall discuss the interpreter’s pre-understanding.

CHAPTER III

P R E S U P P O S I T I O N S  I N  N E W  T E S T A M E N T
C R I T I C I S M

Graham N. Stanton

Why do the conclusions of New Testament scholars differ so widely?
Anyone who begins to read books about the New Testament soon becomes
aware that competent scholars defend with equal vigour and sincerity widely
differing approaches to the New Testament. The variety of viewpoints often
causes great perplexity both to theological students and to the church at
large. Occasionally bewilderment leads to abandonment of serious historical
critical study of the Scriptures in favour of a supposedly simple and direct
“devotional” approach. Theological students are prone to the temptation to
regard a listing of scholarly viewpoints and names in support of a particular
opinion as serious exegesis.

As many parts of this book show, there is an on-going discussion about
critical methods. But this hardly accounts for the extent to which scholarly
conclusions differ; there is now considerable agreement among Protestant
and Roman Catholic scholars about the appropriate tools and methods to
be used in exegesis. The presuppositions adopted either consciously or un-
consciously by the interpreter are far more influential in New Testament
scholarship than disagreements over method.

The question of presuppositions in interpretation arises in all historical
studies, in literary criticism, and also in scientific studies. ’ Historians
frequently differ considerably in their assessment of the same source
material. Literary critics are no more likely than New Testament scholars to
reach agreement about the interpretation of ancient or modern literature.
But there are, as we shall see, some questions which arise in a particularly
acute form only in connection with the interpretation of the Bible.

As soon as we recognize the importance of presuppositions in all scholar-
ly inquiry, we are bound to ask whether it is possible to abandon them in the
interests of scientific rigour. If not, which presuppositions should be allowed
to affect interpretation, and which not? Behind these questions lurk
philosophical problems about the nature of knowledge; indeed, the task of
philosophy can be defined as “the logical analysis of presuppositions.” * A
discussion of presuppositions has even wider implications: it is only a slight
exaggeration to claim that the history of the church is the history of the in-
terpretation of Scripture; the whole of church history revolves around the

I. Prejudices and Presuppositions

“Prejudice” and “presuppositions” are often used loosely as synonyms.
Although the two words cannot be completely separated, it may be useful to
distinguish between the personal factors which affect the judgment of the in-
terpreter (prejudices) and the philosophical or theological starting point
which an interpreter takes and which he usually shares with some others
(presuppositions). ’

An interpreter’s work is always affected by human foibles and fallibility.
Prejudice arises in all scholarly disciplines. The individual’s personality will
play a part in his work, even though this will usually be an unconscious in-
fluence; an optimist and a pessimist may well assess a literary or a historical
document differently. Historians are usually well aware that their own
political standpoint cannot be discounted; sometimes a particular political
stance is taken quite deliberately. Cultural factors are also important; the in-
terpreter may be so conditioned by his environment that he is almost
automatically biased in one direction or else he is quite unable to consider all
the alternative approaches.

Scholarly politics should not be neglected as a factor in interpretation.
Younger scholars are often under considerable pressure to publish their
results as quickly as possible; short cuts are sometimes taken, awkward
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evidence ignored, and hypotheses all too often become proven results.
Scholars rarely criticise the work of colleagues and friends as rigorously as
other work.8  There may be subtle pressures from a publisher with an eye on
his market and, in the case of the biblical scholar, from various official or
denominational quarters.

The New Testament scholar’s interest in original results often leads to an
over-emphasis on the distinctive theological perspective of different parts of
the New Testament.9  Recent redaction criticism of the gospels provides
several examples of this. lo There is no doubt that Matthew and Luke speak
with different accents; both evangelists have modified and reshaped the
sources at their disposal. But a number of scholars assume too readily that a
fresh theological outlook is the only factor at work. ”

These varied pressures must be taken seriously. But they are not
necessarily negative factors to be avoided at all costs. Without debate and
without scholarly pressures advance would be slower. If all idiosyncratic
features were to be eliminated from an individual performer’s interpretation
of a Beethoven sonata, how much poorer we should be! Hence different
conclusions which arise from the prejudice of the individual interpreter are
not necessarily undesirable; they are bound to arise, even where similar
presuppositions are shared.

The interpreter must beware of and attempt to allow for the prejudice
which may influence his judgment. But, as Gadamer has strongly stressed, a
completely detached and unbiased stance is impossible: “Even a master of
historical method is not able to remain completely free from the prejudices
of his time, his social environment, his national position etc. Is that to be
taken for a deficiency? And even if it were, I regard it as a philosophical
task to reflect as to why this deficiency is never absent whenever something
is done. In other words I regard acknowledging what is as the only scholarly
way, rather than taking one’s point of departure in what should be or might
be.“‘* Here, Gadamer overstates his case in debate with an opponent, E.
Betti. But his main point is valid, even though he comes close to making a
virtue out of a necessity. If an individual’s prejudice is so deep-seated that, in
effect, a verdict is passed before the evidence is even considered, then, sure-
ly, prejudice negates the possibility of understanding a text.

II. The Eflects of Presuppositions

A brief perusal of the history of the interpretation of Scripture is sufficient
to confirm that the classical creeds of Christendom and particular doctrinal
presuppositions have exercised a profound influence on interpretation right
up to the present day. I3 Interpretation of the Bible has often involved little
more than production of proof texts to support an already existing doctrinal
framework. Later theological reflections have often been read back, often
unconsciously, into the New Testament documents. W. Wrede saw the
history of New Testament scholarship in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies as the constant struggle of historical research to cut itself loose from

dogmatic prejudgments. I4 The impact of doctrinal convictions on historical
and exegetical studies can also be seen in Jewish scholarship; J. Neusner has
recently argued that in this respect Jewish scholarship is 150 years behind
New Testament research. Neusner shows that the rabbinic traditions have
often been used for apologetic purposes by both Jewish and Christian
scholars who have failed to study them from a rigorously historical
perspective. I5

It is hardly necessary to list examples of the profound effect theological
presuppositions have had on exegesis. But we must take time to illustrate
this important point briefly before we consider whether or not it is possible
to avoid the impact of presuppositions.

The parables of Jesus have always been central in hermeneutical dis-
cussion; this is not surprising since the meaning of a parable is rarely made
explicit in the gospels, but it is left for the hearer or interpreter to discover
for himself. Hence presuppositions can influence exegesis of the parables
even more easily and strongly than other parts of the Bible. Allegorical in-
terpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan was all but universal in
the early church and in the middle ages, and it has persisted until modern
times. ” Origen’s interpretation is a good example of allegorical exegesis.
For Origen (who lived from c. 185-c. 254 A.D.), the man who fell among
thieves is Adam. As Jerusalem represents heaven, so Jericho, to which the
traveller journeyed, is the world. The robbers are man’s enemies, the devil
and his minions. The priest stands for the law, the Levite for the prophets.
The good Samaritan is Christ himself. The beast on which the wounded man
was set is Christ’s body which bears the fallen Adam. The inn is the Church;
the two pence, the Father and the Son; and the Samaritan’s promise to come
again, Christ’s Second Advent.

Why will this simply not do? Such an interpretation presupposes that the
original hearers of the parable were already completely familiar with a
systematically organised summary of “classical’2  Christian doctrine. This is
the presupposition which unlocks the meaning of the parable; if one does
not have the key, the parable remains a mystery. In allegorical exegesis of
this kind, the text becomes a coat-hook on which the interpreter hangs his
own ideas; the exegete can draw from the parable almost whatever he
likes. ” Interpretation becomes an “in-game”.

Not surprisingly, the two pence given by the good Samaritan to the
inn-keeper provided plenty of scope for imaginative exegesis. Some of the
early fathers suggested that they represented the Old and the New
Testaments, others the two commandments of love, or faith and works, or
virtue and knowledge, or the body and blood of Christ; less frequently, the
Promise of present and future life, or historical and anagogical interpreta-
tion, or a text and its interpretation were mentioned. I8 We have chosen an
extreme example in order to underline as clearly as possible the impact
which presuppositions, particularly doctrinal presuppositions, always have
on interpretation. IL)

Ian Paisley’s strident attack on the New English Bible illustrates the same
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point. Paisley explicitly adopts a doctrinal standpoint from which he judges
the New English Bible: “The Shorter Catechism, that great little compen-
dium of Biblical Theology”. *’ Paisley argues that the translators of the NEB
have with diabolical cunning deliberately attacked a number of cardinal
Christian doctrines; their presuppositions have influenced their translation
of the text.*’ Most of Paisley’s criticisms are patently absurd. But one
cannot suppose that while his own presuppositions are clearly stated, the
translators of the NEB have managed to eliminate their own presuppositions
and have simply translated the text with sound scholarly methods. For all
translation involves interpretation and interpretation without any presup-
positions is, as we shall argue later, an unattainable goal.

The history of life of Jesus research provides further confirmation of the
impact of presuppositions on historical research and on exegesis. Albert
Schweitzer introduced his survey of scholarly lives of Jesus with the obser-
vation that there is no historical undertaking which is more personal in
character than the attempt to write a life of Jesus.**And  the position has
hardly changed since Schweitzer’s day: once the assumptions and presup-
positions of the author are known, it is not difficult to predict the main out-
lines of his portrait of Jesus.23 C. E. Braaten notes cynically but correctly
that nothing makes an onlooker so skeptical of New Testament scholarship
as observing the frequency with which there occurs a convenient cor-
respondence between what scholars claim to prove historically and what
they need theologically. 24

Presuppositions in New Testament exegesis are as frequently
philosophical as doctrinal, though a sharp distinction is impossible. The
miracle stories in the gospels and in Acts provide an example of the in-
terplay of philosophical and doctrinal presuppositions. The interpreter’s
prior decision about the possibility or impossibility of miracle is bound to in-
fluence his conclusions about the historicity of the miracle stories even more
than his literary analysis of the traditions; doctrinal or theological presup-
positions will influence his assessment of their significance for Christology. *’
Existential exegesis also involves philosophical and theological presup-
positions.

R. Bultmann’s comment is apposite: “Every exegesis that is guided by
dogmatic prejudices does not hear what the text says, but only lets the latter
say what it wants to hear.” 26 Neither the conservative nor the radical
scholar can claim to be free from presuppositions. But this does not mean
that the interpreter must attempt to become a neutral observer; on the con-
trary, empathy with the subject matter of the text is an essential presupposi-
tion. Before we take up this point in more detail, we must examine briefly the
alternative approach: presuppositionless exegesis.

III. Presuppositionless Exegesis?

Once the close relationship between the interpreter’s own assumptions
and convictions and his exegetical and theological results is appreciated ful-

ly, the attraction of interpretation which does not read into the text what is
not there becomes apparent. *’ Is it possible to set aside completely one’s
own presuppositions, and to approach the text from a neutral detached
viewpoint with an agreed historical critical method and so reach scientific,
objective results quite untainted by dogma? Can we, for example, locate the
“pure” facts of the life and teaching of Jesus behind the early church’s inter-
pretation of him?

This possibility has frequently teased Biblical scholars. Indeed, as con-
fidence in the historical critical method grew in the nineteenth century, so
too did the appeal of presuppositionless exegesis. In 1860 Benjamin Jowett
claimed that the interpretation of Scripture had nothing to do with any opi-
nion of its origin; the meaning of Scripture was one thing, the inspiration of
Scripture was another; ** Although “spectator” exegesis is associated
particularly with the latter half of the nineteenth century and the first
decades of the twentieth, it has continued to be championed by a few
scholars. E. Stauffer, for example, claimed that in his attempt to write what
he called a history of Jesus, the evangelists’ interpretation of Jesus, the inter-
pretation offered by the dogmas of the church, even his own personal inter-
pretation of Jesus were barred.29 No doubt the aim seemed to some to be
laudable, but the results were disappointing. Stauffer’s own prejudices and
assumptions were clearly revealed on almost every page.

Whenever scholarly results diverge strongly, and’ whenever influential
“schools” of exegesis arise which are heavily dependent on particular
presuppositions, a supposedly neutral uncommitted approach will always
seem to offer an attractive way forward. Secure, firmly established results
will always appeal to many scholars and laymen, however meagre the
results turn out to be.

Nor may we suppose that whereas exegetical or theological judgments
are very much at the mercy of presuppositions, historical and literary
questions need not be open to the distortion of the interpreter’s standpoint.
An historian cannot approach either an ancient or a modern text without
asking particular questions of his sources; behind his questions lurk his
presuppositions.

A completely detached stance is not even possible in textual criticism;
whenever the textual evidence is ambiguous the scholar’s decision will be in-
fluenced, however indirectly, by his own presuppositions. The Jerusalem Bi-
ble provides an interesting reminder that doctrinal presuppositions are at
work in textual criticism, even when least expected. At John 1: 13 all the
Greek manuscripts have a plural verb: it is those who believed in the name
of Jesus who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the
will of man, but of God. A weakly attested variant has a singular verb: the
verse then refers to Jesus who was born, not of blood nor of the will of the
flesh . . . but of God. The variant is almost certainly not original; it is more
likely that a reference to the virgin birth has been introduced rather than
removed by an early scribe. The scholarship which lies behind the Jerusalem
Bible is generally of a high standard, but in this case preference for a most
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unlikely variant would seem to stem ultimately from a desire to find within
the New Testament a further strand of evidence which supports the Virgin
Birth.

Bernard Lonergan has recently called presuppositionless exegesis “the
Principle of the Empty Head”. “On this view,” he writes, “the less one
knows, the better an exegete one will be . . . Anything over and above a
re-issue of the same signs in the same order will be mediated by the ex-
perience, intelligence, and judgment of the interpreter.” 3o This is surely
correct. It is possible to minimise the influence of presuppositions; it is not
possible to begin to interpret a text without approaching it from a particular
angle - and behind the choice of that initial stance from which one asks
questions of a text lie presuppositions.

The attempt to interpret the New Testament from a neutral detached
standpoint with methods which were assumed to be strictly scientific has
largely been abandoned. At the height of its popularity this approach had its
own widely shared assumptions, those of classical liberalism.

IV. Pre-understanding and the Text

Although R. Bultmann launched a series of attacks on the assumptions of
nineteenth century scholars and developed his own distinctive understanding
of the role of presuppositions in interpretation, it was Karl Barth who took
the first decisive step in a new direction in interpretation, with the publica-
tion of his commentary on Romans. The brief preface, written in 1918, is a
powerful and moving theological statement. It begins: “Paul spoke as a son
of his own time to his own contemporaries. But there is a much more impor-
tant truth than this: Paul speaks as prophet and apostle of the Kingdom of
God to all men of all times.” 3’ At the beginning of the twentieth century
almost all New Testament scholars took it for granted that the task of ex-
egesis was to establish as exactly and as fully as possible what the text
meant in its own time. For Barth the more important and dangerous ques-
tion was the present meaning of the text.32  The preface continues, “The
reader will detect for himself that it has been written with a sense of joyful
discovery. The mighty voice of Paul was new to me, and if to me, no doubt
to many others also.” Barth had no desire to reject the historical critical
method as such; he states this explicitly in the preface to his commentary as
well as in later writings.33 For Barth the historical critical method was the
starting point in exegesis, though, as many of his critics have maintained
with not a little justification, Barth himself frequently paid only lip-service to
his own principle.

The interpreter does not observe the text from a safe distance; interpreta-
tion means confrontation with the text - and this means the confrontation of
blind and sinful man with the sovereign and gracious God. In the light of re-
cent scholarly preoccupation with hermeneutics and with presuppositions in
particular, it is surprising that Barth did not comment explicitly in much
greater detail on the relationship of the interpreter to the text. 34

R. Bultmann quickly joined forces with Barth (though in later years they
disagreed on many basic theological issues). Bultmann and Barth both in-
sisted that exegesis which merely interprets the text in its original historical
situation cannot uncover the meaning of the text. In an important essay
published in 1950 Bultmann discussed the interpreter’s presuppositions at
some length. He stressed that presuppositionless exegesis is impossible; un-
derstanding is continually informed by a definite way of asking questions of
the text, and this includes a pre-understanding of the subject matter of the
text. 35

In a second essay on the same theme Bultmann insists that the one
presupposition which cannot be dismissed is the historical method of in-
terrogating the text. The interpreter must pay attention to the meaning of
words, to the grammar, to the style and to the historical setting of the text. 3h
But the most important part of the essay is Bultmann’s exposition of the in-
terpreter’s pre-understanding (Vorverstiindnis).  If history is to be un-
derstood at all, then some specific  perspective is always presupposed. “Can
one understand economic history without having a concept of what
economy and society in general mean? . . . Only he who has a relation to
music can understand a text that deals with music.” 37 This is surely correct.
It is not surprising that Bultmann’s notion of pre-understanding has been ex-
tremely influential in recent theological writing. The so-called new
hermeneutic takes this aspect of Bultmann’s work as one of its main starting
points.

If one accepts that the interpreter must have a pre-understanding of the
subject matter of his text, one is driven to the conclusion that there can
never be a definitive interpretation of a text. “The understanding of the text,”
insists Bultmann, “remains open because the meaning of the Scriptures dis-
closes itself anew in every future . . . Since the exegete exists historically and
must hear the word of Scripture as spoken in his special historical situation,
he will always understand the old word anew. Always anew will it tell him
who he, man, is and who God is . . .” 38 Here we have one answer to the
problem with which we began: the variety of conclusions reached by
scholars committed to the historical critical method. If exegesis cannot be
conducted at a safe distance from the text, from a neutral perspective, then
there are bound to be a variety of interpretations, since the questions asked
of the text by different scholars or readers will differ.

If each interpreter must approach the text with his own pre-understan-
ding, we are bound to ask which kinds of pre-understanding are valid and
which are not. Bultmann himself insisted that the historian must be “self-
conscious about the fact that his way of asking questions is one-sided and
only comes at the phenomenon of the text from the standpoint of a par-
ticular perspective. The historical perspective is falsified only when a specific
way of raising questions is put forward as the only way - when, for exam-
ple, all history is reduced to economic history.” 39 Bultmann did not always
put this sound theoretical principle into practice. His own particular way of
asking questions of the text from an existentialist perspective became not
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just one approach among many others, but was elevated to a commanding
height from which the whole New Testament landscape was surveyed. 4o

But even if Bultmann was inconsistent himself, he did quite rightly insist
that the interpreter’s pre-understanding is not in any sense to be regarded as
definitive for it must be open to modification by the text.4’  This is a most
important point to which we shall return in a moment.

V. Possible Safeguards

If it is not necessary for the interpreter to lay aside his own preliminary
understanding of the subject matter of the text, have we not succumbed yet
again to the tendency of Christian scholars right through history to read the
New Testament through their own doctrinal spectacles? There are impor-
tant safeguards against this threat, but no guarantees that it will be avoided.

The first is that the interpreter who is aware of the danger is more likely to
avoid it than one who is not. Hence the importance of the history of exegesis
for the theologian. Such a study underlines the need to refrain from allowing
a doctrinal framework to dominate the text; it also reminds one that the
Word of God must be heard anew in every generation. The latest exegesis or
the latest theological insight is not the first time that new light has been shed
on the text - nor will it be the last.

The second safeguard is the historical critical method. This at once rules
out, for example, fanciful allegorical exegesis. The current flight from careful
scholarly historical study of the Bible is surely only a passing fashion. The
meaning of the Scriptures must not be restricted to what the text seems to be
saying to me today. The critical methods used by biblical scholars (and dis-
cussed in later chapters in this book) are a fence which keep the interpreter’s
doctrinal assumptions or convictions in check. The methods themselves
must be open to constant scrutiny and reappraisal lest they too become a
framework which locks the text rigidly into one position.

The third safeguard is even more important. The interpreter must allow
his own presuppositions and his own pre-understanding to be modified or
even completely reshaped by the text itself. Unless this is allowed to happen,
the interpreter will be unable to avoid projecting his own ideas on to the text.
Exegesis guided rigidly by pre-understanding will be able to establish only
what the interpreter already knows.42 There must be a constant dialogue
between the interpreter and the text. The hermeneutical circle is not only un-
avoidable but desirable. 43 Indeed, one must go still further: the text may well
shatter the interpreter’s existing pre-understanding and lead him to an unex-
pectedly new vantage point from which he continues his scrutiny of the text.
Once the text is given priority and once the interpreter ceases to erect a
barrier between himself and the text, he will find that as he seeks to interpret
the text, the text will, as it were, interpret him. When this happens, the
authority of Scripture is being taken seriously; God’s Word is not a dead
letter to be observed coldly but a Word which speaks to me in my situation.

This important hermeneutical principle helps us to see in a new light a

problem which often arises in discussions of the exegete’s presuppositions.
Must the interpreter share the convictions and faith of the New Testament
writers, or can the New Testament be interpreted by a non-Christian? Many
would want to affirm that since the New Testament documents were written
by men deeply and passionately committed to the person of Jesus Christ,
the faith of the original writers must be shared by the interpreter. For if full
understanding includes not only what the text meant, but also what it means
now, faith must be necessary if the intention of the text is to be exposed.

Some, on the other hand, would want to stress that many parts of the
New Testament were written to awaken faith, not to confirm it. The
parables of Jesus do not presuppose that the hearers share Jesus’ standpoint,
for many of them are deliberately designed to break through the defences of
those who listened. Many parts of the gospel traditions were used primarily
in the missionary preaching of the early church. Luke almost certainly wrote
his two volumes for interested but uncommitted readers; the Fourth Gospel
is evangelistic in intention. Surely it is legitimate for the interpreter to stand
where the original readers or hearers stood: they did not necessarily share
the convictions of the writer or speaker. Hence, it might be argued, we must
not insist that the text can be understood fully only from the standpoint of
faith.

How is this dilemma to be resolved, for both positions can be defended
cogently? We cannot suggest that while the parts of the New Testament
which were written originally to Christian believers can be understood fully
only in the light of faith, the “evangelistic” sections do not require any such
prior commitment. The New Testament cannot be divided up neatly into
these two categories.

If, as we have argued, interpretation involves dialogue with the text, to
ask whether or not the interpreter must be a Christian believer is, in a sense,
to ask the wrong question. It would be a valid and important question if it
were possible for the interpreter to isolate himself from the text in the safety
of a detached position, for in that case, even if he claimed to be working
without any presuppositions, his own convictions and understanding would
be the spectacles through which the text would alwuys  be viewed. But, as we
have stressed, “spectator” exegesis is both impossible and undesirable. Once
exegesis is seen as an on-going dialogue between the interpreter and the text,
the interpreter’s starting point becomes less important than his willingness
and readiness to run the risk that the pre-understanding with which he
comes to the text may well be refined or completely renewed: he must be
prepared to be interpreted by the text. That is the necessary presupposition
with which he must attempt to operate.

The exegete cannot allow either his own personal bias or prejudice or his
Pre-understanding  to dominate the text. They cannot be avoided completely,
but they must be no more than a door through which the text is approached.
The text is prior: the interpreter stands before it humbly and prays that
through the scholarly methods and the questions with which he comes to the
text, God’s Word will be heard afresh. This is the exciting task to which the

6968



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION PRESUPPOSITIONS IN NEW TESTAMENT CRITICISM

interpreter is called. But it is also a dangerous task: God’s Word sweeps
away my comfortably secure presuppositions; it is a Word of judgment as
well as of grace.
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32. I have oversimplified Barth’s position for the sake of clarity. Elsewhere Barth insists that
the interpreter is dealing not so much with the text per se as with the “reality” which lies
behind the text.
33. See, for example, Church Dogmatics l/2 (E.T. Edinburgh 1956),  pp. 464ff. and 722ff.
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36. “Is Exegesis without Presuppositions Possible?” Existence and Faith, p. 344. Bultmann
insists that “the historical method includes the presupposition that history is a unity in the
sense of a closed continuum of effects in which individual events are connected by the succes-
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37. Ibid., p. 347. Similarly, “Das Problem”, op. cit., p. 218f.
38. “is Exegesis without Presuppositions Possible?“, op. cit., p. 35 1.
39. Ibid., p. 346.
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CHAPTER IV

S E M A N T I C S  A N D  N E W  T E S T A M E N T
I N T E R P R E T A T I O N

Anthony C. Thiselton

I. Semantics and Theories of Meaning

1. INTRODUCTION

Semantics is the study of meanings; but not simply the meanings of
words. What is at issue is the varied meanings and kinds of meaning which
belong both to words and to sentences as they occur within a context that is
both linguistic and extra-linguistic. John Lyons comments in his Structural
Semantics, “Any meaningful linguistic unit, up to and including the com-
plete utterance, has meaning in context. The context of the utterance is the
situation in which it occurs . . . The concept of ‘situation’ is fundamental for
semantic statement . . . Situation must be given equal weight with linguistic
form in semantic theory”.’ It will be seen that this is not very far from the
traditional concerns of New Testament exegesis, in which the aim is to dis-
cover and interpret the meaning of an utterance in relation to its historical
and literary context. Semantics, however, also raises explicit questions about
such issues as synonymy, multiple meaning, types of semantic opposition,
kinds and degrees of vagueness and ambiguity, change of meaning,
cognitive and emotive factors in meaning, and so on.

The relevance of semantics to biblical interpretation was demonstrated
for the first time, but demonstrated decisively, with the publication in 1961
of James Barr’s epoch-making book The Semantics of Biblical Language.
Since that time there have been other attempts to apply principles of seman-
tics, or at least of linguistics, to biblical interpretation, including most recent-
ly the very different approaches of Erhardt Giittgemanns, RenC Kieffer,
John Sawyer and K. L. Burres.2 Although the study of semantics can be
approached from the side of philosophy as well as linguistics, James Barr
and in practice all these writers draw their insights exclusively from
linguistics. Indeed the claim which will be put forward here is that in spite of
his obvious knowledge of more recent writers, the fundamental inspiration
behind Barr’s contribution is the figure of Ferdinand de Saussure whose
famous Cours de linguistique generale  was published posthumously in
19 15. Apart from some brief attempts by the present writer, perhaps the
only studies, to date, to draw on more philosophical work in the service of
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biblical interpretation are those of D. D. Evans and, less directly, 0. R.
Jones.-’

If semantics is so important to New Testament interpretation, why have
we had to wait until after 1961 for its insights and potentialities to become
apparent? Either, it seems, the exegete can manage very well with only his
traditional questions about vocabulary and grammar; or else, it seems, some
convincing explanation is needed of why biblical scholars have been slow to
avail themselves of its insights.

2. THE INHIBITING EFFECTS OF TRADITIONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT
LANGUAGE

Part of the answer to this question is suggested by Stephen Ullmann’s
description of semantics as “the youngest branch of modern linguistics”. 4
The earliest hints of a fully modern semantics came towards the end of the
nineteenth century With the work of Art&e Darmesteter and more especial-
ly Michel BreaL5 Semantic study at this period, however, was seriously
hampered by a number of mistaken assumptions, some of which still find
their way into the outlook of some interpreters of the New Testament even
today.

These false assumptions include the following:
(1) that the word, rather than the sentence or speech-act, constitutes the

basic unit of meaning to be investigated;6  (2) that questions about
etymology somehow relate to the real or “basic” meaning of a word; (3) that
language has a relation to the world which is other than conventional, and
that its “rules” may therefore be prescriptive rather than merely descriptive;
(4) that logical and grammatical structure are basically similar or even
isomorphic; (5) that meaning always turns on the relation between a word
and the object to which it refers; (6) that the basic kind of language-use to
be investigated (other than words themselves) is the declarative proposition
or statement; and (7) that language is an externalization, sometimes a mere-
ly imitative and approximate externalization, of inner concepts or ideas.
Commenting only on three of these assumptions, Max Black writes, “Until
comparatively recently the pre&iling conception of the nature of language
was straightforward and simple. It stressed communication of thought to the
neglect of feeling and attitude, emphasized words rather than speech-acts in
context, and assumed a sharp contrast between thought and its symbolic
expression.“’ While such assumptions held sway, semantic enquiries could
not advance beyond an elementary point.

An especially disastrous assumption for semantics was logico-gram-
matical parallelism? When interest grew in eighteenth and nineteenth-cen-
tury linguistics in the relation between language-structure and national
character, the effects of this error were particularly unfortunate. Supposed
differences of conceptual thought were based on arbitrary differences of
grammar.

The influence of such a view persists in biblical studies in a work such as

T. Boman’s Hebrew Thought Compared with Greek, and we shall trace
some of the ways in which James Barr rightly criticizes it. On the other
hand, once we recognize that logical function, or meaning, is not wholly
determined by grammar, huge questions in New Testament interpretation
are opened up. Is Bultmann correct in claiming, for example, that what
looks like an objective declarative statement, “God will judge men at the last
day”, really means an imperative: “act responsibly in the present. . .“? Cer-
tainly in every-day speech I may use an indicative to function as an im-
perative. If I exclaim, “This is poison”, I may be making a declarative
descriptive statement. But I may also be uttering an urgent imperative,
“Quick! Fetch a doctor”; or giving a warning, “Look out! Don’t drink this”;
or even uttering a reproach, “You forgot to put sugar into my coffee.” 9 The
meaning of the words depends on their setting or non-linguistic situation,
even more than upon grammar. Yet on the basis of the traditional view,
“this is poison” is simply a statement, for “is” is a third person singular pre-
sent indicative form in grammar.

The traditional view received two death-blows, one from linguistics and
one from philosophy. From the direction of linguistics, Saussure pointed out
the arbitrary character of grammatical forms. lo More sharply and decisively
still, in his philosophical discussion of logic Russell showed in his Theory of
Descriptions that “the apparent logical form of a proposition need not be
the real one.” ” Denoting phrases such as “the present king of France” or
“the author of Waverley” cannot be reduced to simple referring expressions.
“Denoting phrases never have any meaning in themselves.” ‘* The linguistic
form “a round square does not exist” does not logically make an assertion
about some non-existent entity called a round square; it is a negation of the
statement, “an x exists which is such that ‘round’ and ‘square’ can be
predicated of it simultaneously.” The linguistic form of the expression con-
ceals its logical function. But once this principle is accepted, the New Testa-
ment interpreter should be extremely cautious about making too much of
such maxims as “this word is in the indicative, therefore it is a statement”;
or “this verb is an imperative, therefore it expresses a command.” Whether
it is a command depends on the whole context and situation in which it is
uttered. Thus, we shall be cautious about reading too much into the fact
that, for example, an imperative or an indicative features in a particular
verse. In Phil. 3:l and 4:4,  for instance, “rejoice in the Lord” (&&e  QV

xv&) is admittedly a second person plural present imperative. On this basis
Karl Barth writes that rejoicing “must” take place, because it is “expressed
as an imperative”, and W. Hendriksen insists that we are bidden “to rejoice
in obedience to a command”.” But, firstly, it is possible that xaiemte  is a
form of greeting, which is no more a command than “how do you do?” is a
question. On the basis of grammar, one can imagine an exegete interpreting
“how do you do?” as a call to self-examination! When Judas greets Jesus
with a betraying kiss in Mt. 26~49, Xa-@c means simply “hello”, and certain-
ly not “rejoice”. In Phil. 3:l and 4:4 F. W. Beare  translates the word
“Farewell”. I4 Secondly, even if we insist, after examining the historical and
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literary setting (which Barth and Hendriksen fail to do), that Xaieere  still
means “rejoice”, the fact that it occurs in the imperative is no guarantee that
it must be understood as a “command”. If I cry “Help!” in the imperative,
or “Lord, save me”, this is a plea; if someone tells me, “enjoy yourself ‘, but
in the end I spend a miserable afternoon, this need not be “disobedtence  to a
command”.

The task of Bible translation also reveals the utter impossibility of remain-
ing wedded to the idea of logico-grammatical parallelism. In I John 2:26,  for
example, the writer states “I have written this to you (za&a  &yeaya @v)
concerning those who would mislead you.” But +yeaya,  although it is a” “in-
dicative” (I have written) does not serve primarily to describe the action of
writing here; it in fact signals the end of a topic. So the New English Bible
sensibly renders it, “So much for those who would mislead you.”

In Bible translation, the rejection of logico-grammatical parallelism stems
not only from structural linguistics (discussed in 11.2),  and from a recogni-
tion of the conventionality of grammatical form (discussed in 11.3),  but also
from the influence of Noam Chomsky’s type of “transformational”
generative grammar (discussed in III). Eugene A. Nida and Willlam L;
Wonderly accept the principle of transformation in terms of “kernel’
sentences as an axiom of Bible translation. I5 Thus the complex R. S. V.
sentence in Eph. 1:7 “. . . we have redemption through his blood, the
forgiveness of our trespasses” is analyzed into four “kernel” sentences:. (1)
(God) redeems us; (2) (Christ) died (or shed his blood); (3) (God) forgives
(us); and (4) we sinned. The “quasi-kernel” structure is now: “we sinned.
But Christ died; therefore God redeems us and he forgives us.” Todays
English Version then renders this: “by the death of Christ we are set free,
and our sins are forgiven”; whilst the New English Bible has: “in Christ our
release is secured and our sins are forgiven through the shedding of his
blood.” Neither grammatical structure follows the Greek at all closely.
Whether such a handling of the text is justified cannot be determined
without carefully examining the issues which are discussed in the remainder
of this essay.

3. WORDS AND MEANINGS

Genuine advances in semantics were decisively inhibited all the while the
word was viewed as the basic unit of meaning. But in some types of exegesis
the assumption still lurks in the background that words are the basic carriers
of meaning, whilst sentences convey the exact sum of the semantic values of
their verbal components. A virtue is made out of the method of moving over
a text “word by word”. Side by side with this is often the assumption that
exhaustive interpretation must proceed by way of analysis, atomizing
language into ever-smaller and smaller units. Such an approach may seem
to be connected with a theory of “verbal” inspiration, but is in reahty based,
rather, on ignorance about the nature of language. As Saussure has shown
decisively in one way, and Wittgenstein decisively in another, the meamng
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of a word depends not on what it is in itself, but on its relation to other
words and to other sentences which form its context. Dictionary-entries
about words are rule-of-thumb generalizations based on assumptions about
characteristic contexts. Admittedly these comments will be qualified in due
course; for words do indeed possess a stable core of meaning without which
lexicography would be impossible, and there is also a legitimate place for
word-study. Nevertheless, the most urgent priority is to point out the fallacy
of an atomizing exegesis which pays insufficient attention to context.

This should heighten our appreciation of the value of all technical work in
biblical studies which seeks to shed light on the historical and literary con-
texts of utterances. In a valuable article John F. A. Sawyer compares the
emphasis placed on “context of situation” in linguistics with the account
taken of situation, setting, or Sitz im Leben in form criticism. I6 Indeed he
goes as far as to claim, “The relation between Gattung and Sitz im Leben in
Old Testament literary theory is potentially more important for semantic
theory (my italics) than a number of situational theories put forward by the
professional linguistician from Bloomfield to Firth.” ” Thus the necessity
and value of standard techniques in New Testament studies is not simply a
question which can be decided on theological grounds alone. Because bibli-
cal language as lunguuge  can only be understood with reference to its con-
text and extra-linguistic situation, attention to the kind of question raised in
critical study of the text is seen to be necessary on purely linguistic grounds.
To try to cut loose “propositions” in the New Testament from the specific
situation in which they were uttered and to try thereby to treat them
“timelessly” is not only bad theology; it is also bad linguistics. For it leads
to a distortion of what the text means. This point will emerge with fuller
force when we look at the structural approach of Ferdinand de Saussure
(below, 11.2).

There are also other inbuilt limitations in the traditional approach to
language. For example, a persistent pre-occupation with descriptive asser-
tions or “propositions” tends to flatten out the distinctive contributions of
biblical poetry, metaphor, parable, and apocalyptic, reducing it all to the
level of discursive “units of information”. A consideration of the issues dis-
cussed in the remainder of this essay, however, will show that a
“mechanical” emphasis on verbal and propositional forms is not only pre-
critical in terms of Biblical studies, it is also obsolete in terms of semantics,
violating virtually every modern insight into the nature of meanings.

II. Some Fundamental Principles in Saussure and Modern Linguistics and
their place in the work of James Barr

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) is rightly regarded as the founder of
modern linguistics. He viewed language as a social and structured system,
thereby preparing the way for a structural semantics. We may trace the out-
lines of his thought under four headings: (1) the contrast between syn-
chronic and diachronic methods of language-study; (2) the structural ap-
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preach to language; (3) the connexion between structuralism and conven-
tionality, with its implications about the relation between language and
thought; and (4) the basic contrast between langue, the language system,
and parole, actual speech. All four principles are fundamental for semantics,
and three, at least, feature prominently in the work of James Barr.

1. SYNCHRONIC AND DIACHRONIC APPROACHES TO LANGUAGE

By “diachronic” linguistics Saussure means the study of language from
the point of view of its historical evolution over a period of time. By
“synchronic” linguistics he means “the relations of co-existing things . . .
from which the intervention of time is excluded. . . the science of
language-states (&tats  de langue) . . . Synchrony and diachrony designate
respectively a language-state and an evolutionary phase.” ‘* Saussure’s point
is not, as is occasionally thought, that one of these methods is right and the
other wrong, but that the two methods are fundamentally different, and per-
form different tasks. Certainly of the two, synchronic linguistics has priority
both in importance and in sequence of application. But as long as the two
methods are kept distinct, each has its own role to play.

During the nineteenth century comparative philology had become the
centre of interest in linguistics, and much energy went to the formulation of
laws of development, such as Grimm’s law and Verner’s law, which could
account for the phenomena of language-change in terms of general scientific
principles.

It is against this background that Ferdinand de Saussure voiced his
protest, “The linguist who wishes to understand a state (&at  de langue) must
discard all knowledge of everything that produced it and ignore diachrony.
He can enter the mind of the speakers only by completely suppressing the
past.“” Saussure illustrates the principle from chess. To understand the
state of a game it is unnecessary and irrelevant to know how the players
arrived at it. A chess problem is simply set out by describing the state of the
board.

During the years between Saussure and Barr, the priority of synchronic
description became a fundamental and universally accepted principle in
semantics; and the distinction between synchronic and diachronic perspec-
tives has become an axiom in linguistics. *’ In particular this principle strikes
at etymologizing in semantics. Many writers, including a number of biblical
scholars, believe that the etymological meaning of a word is somehow its
“basic” or “proper” meaning. As James Barr comments, “We hear from
time to time that ‘history’ ‘properly’ means ‘investigation’ (Greek iaoeia)  or
that ‘person’ ‘basically’ means ‘mask’ (Latin persona)."  *’

But can an etymological meaning based on diachronic investigation, or
even inference, concerning the long distant past be the “real” meaning of a
word from the point of view of synchronic enquiry? The English word
“nice” is said to be derived from the Latin nescius, ignorant. Is “ignorant”
the “basic” meaning of “nice”? When Englishmen say “Good-bye” do they
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“properly” mean “God be with you”? “Hussy” is etymologically a doublet
of “housewife”, but can it be said on this basis that if 1 were to call someone
a hussy I “properly” meant only “housewife”? 22 As James Barr rightly
asserts, “The main point is that the etymology of a word is not a statement
about its meaning but about its history.” 23 Hundreds of words diverge from
or even (like “nice”) oppose their etymology.

We may admit that in lexicography, etymological considerations may oc-
casionally be of value, as, for example, in cases of homonymy, when two
distinct words of different meanings have the same lexical form. But biblical
scholars have not been content to restrict their study of etymology to such
cases. As a general principle Edmond Jacob declares, “The first task of the
Hebraist in the presence of a word is to recover the original meaning from
which others were derived.“24 The very arrangement of the Hebrew lexicon
of Brown, Driver, and Briggs may seem to encourage such a procedure.
Some writers, says J. Barr, have even interpreted the word “holy” in terms
of an English etymology. Contrary to actual usage in Hebrew and Greek,
they take its “basic” meaning to be that of “healthy” or “sound”. But in
practice, Barr insists, this is only “a kind of opportunist homiletic trick”
whereby “holy” may be thought to lose some of its less attractive and more
challenging features. ” Norman Snaith certainly goes to the Hebrew, rather
than to the English, for the meaning of “Blessed is the man. . .” in Psalm
1: 1. But he claims that “happiness of ” or “blessed” is related by etymology
to the idea of “footstep”, or “going straight ahead”. Hence, supposedly,
“this shows how apt is the use of the first word . . . The happy man is the
man who goes straight ahead.” Barr observes, “There is not the slightest
evidence that these associations were in the mind of the poet, and indeed
some of them were almost certainly unknown and unknowable to him.” *’

When we come specifically to the New Testament, it will be seen that it
can be seriously misleading to base the meanings of words on their use in
Plato or in Homer, let alone on their etymologies. For example, it is
sometimes suggested, as Barr points out, that hroveyia  “means” a work
(.$yov)  performed by the people (Aa&-) perhaps through a priestly or kingly
representative. But at least by the time of Aristotle the word had simply
become a generalized one for any kind of “service” or “function”. *’
Sometimes interpreters seek to read too much into a dead metaphor. Thus
“to show compassion” (umlayp4~opat)  is said to be a matter of one’s inner-
most being, since ox;l&ypa means “internal organs”. But the metaphor is no
longer any more a live force than when we speak of “losing heart”. Similar-
ly, it is sometimes claimed that dnr+t~s in 1 Cor. 4:l “literally” means the
under-rower (&& f B&&o)  of a shi~.~’  But the word has become a dead
metaphor meaning simply “servant” or “assistant”; no more than
“dandelion” “literally” means dent de lion or “lion’s tooth”. Occasionally
someone even uses diachronic investigation in a way that leads to sheer
anachronism, as when we are told that “witness” (uap@ov)  means “mar-
tyrdom”; or, worse still, that &~yly  in the New Testament “properly”
means “dynamite”!

81



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION SEMANTICS  AND N E W  T E ST A M E N T  INTERPRETATION

Neither Saussure nor Barr rules out diachronic linguistics as illegitimate.
Indeed it may be helpful to use diachronic study to demonstrate that the
meaning of a Greek word has changed in between Plato and the New Testa-
ment. It is proper to trace the historical evolution of a term and its changing
semantic value, provided that two factors are borne in mind: firstly, that
synchronic description is the pre-requisite of diachronic study at every
separate stage; secondly, that adequate attention is paid to the phenomenon
of semantic change. David Crystal sums up the point made by Saussure:
“Both are subjects in themselves, with different procedures of study and
largely different aims. Neither excludes the other . . . But . . . a synchronic
description is pre-requisite for a proper diachronic study.” 29

2. THE STRUCTURAL APPROACH TO LANGUAGE

In his introduction to the English edition of Saussure’s work, W. Baskin,
his translator, comments, “Saussure was among the first to see that
language is a self-contained system whose interdependent parts function and
acquire value through their relationship to the whole.” 3o In Saussure’s own
words, “Language is a system of interdependent terms (les termes sont
soliduires) in which the value (la valeur) of each term results solely from the
simultaneous presence of the others.” 31 He adds, “Within the same
language, all words used to express related ideas limit each other reciprocal-
ly . . . The value (la valeur) of just any term is accordingly determined by its
environment.“32 Words or other linguistic signs have no “force”, validity,
or meaning, independently of the relations of equivalence and contrast
which hold between them.

Once again Saussure illustrates the point with reference to chess. The
“value” of a given piece depends on its place within the whole system.
Depending on the state of the whole board when one piece is moved,
resulting changes of value will be either nil, very serious, or of average im-
portance. A certain move can revolutionize the whole game, i.e. radically
affect the value of all the other pieces. “Exactly the same holds for
language.“33

This brings us to a major pair of categories which are fundamental and
central in modern linguistics, namely to syntagmatic and paradigmatic
relations. A linguistic unit, Saussure pointed out, is related to the rest of the
system within which it functions in two distinct ways. Firstly, it has a linear
relationship with other words or units with which it is chained together.
“Combinations supported by linearity are syntagms.” 34 In the phrase “a
crown of thorns”, the word “crown” stands in syntagmatic relationship to
“a” and “of thorns”; just as in the phrase “God is righteous”, “righteous”
has a syntagmatic relation to “God is”. From a semantic viewpoint, if “eat”
stands in syntagmatic relationship to “bread”, “meat” and “cheese” but not
to “water”, “ tea” or “beer”, this contributes to establishing its meaning, as
the ingestion of solid food.

The  paradigmatic  relation was called by Saussure an associative relation,

although writers in linguistics prefer the former term. This is the relation
between a word or linguistic unit and another such unit which is not present
in the actual utterance, but which might have been chosen in its place.  In the
phrase “a crown of thorns” the words “laurel” or “gold” could have been
slotted in, in place of “thorns”. Thus “thorns” stands in a paradigmatic rela-
tion to “laurel”, “gold“, “silver”, and so on. In “God is righteous”, the word
“righteous” stands in paradigmatic relation to “good”, or “merciful”. This
principle is so important that John Lyons states that one of the two “defin-
ing characteristics” of modern structural linguistics is the axiom that
“linguistic units have no validity independently of their paradigmatic and
syntagmatic relations with other units.” 35

The relevance of this principle to New Testament interpretation has been
conclusively demonstrated by Erhardt Giittgemanns and by Kenneth L.
Burres.36 Gtittgemanns,  for example, shows how the meaning of
“righteousness” in Romans turns partly on its syntagmatic relations to “of
God” (O&O;)  and “on the basis of faith” (8% XW&WJ.  Burres discusses the
meaning of “reveal” (&coxa%mw)  partly in terms of its syntagmatic or “syn-
tactic” relations to “righteousness of God”, “wrath of God”, and other
phrases; partly in terms of its paradigmatic or “paratactic” relations to
pavEe&  and its two-way relations (e.g. in 1 Cor. 14:6)  to yv&r~ and neo-
~&a.  The aim in the case of Burres’ work is to build up a semantic field.of
terms relevant to the semantic value of “reveal” in Paul.

The notion of paradigmatic relations is connected with the semantic ax-
iom that meaning implies choice. For example, “pound” (weight) draws part
of its meaning from the fact that it functions to exclude ton, stone, ounce, or
dram. It also draws part of its meaning from its syntactic relation to butter,
cheese, or apples. On the other hand, “pound” (money) draws part of its
meaning from its paradigmatic relation to 5Op, 100~ or 25;  and part of its
meaning from its syntagmatic relation to “pay me a” or “change for a”.
Thus Giittgemanns examines the paradigmatic relations of “righteousness
of God” to “power of God” and “wrath of God”, as well as its syntagmatic
relations to “on the basis of faith” and “on the basis of law”. Similarly the
meaning of xatd u&exa  depends not only on its syntagmatic relation to
‘Iuea@ (“earthly” Israel) or aopoi (wise according to “human standards”);
but also on its paradigmatic relation to xazdr xlr&+a  (spirit).

Saussure’s notion of “associative fields”, which depends largely on
paradigmatic relations, thus provides a way into the task of mapping out a
semantic field. K. L. Burres uses both syntagmatic and paradigmatic
relations to map the semantic field surrounding Paul’s uses of words mean-
ing “to reveal”. 37

In view of the importance of the field, Barr and Burres each supports
Trier’s point that a word has meaning not autonomously or independently
but “only as part of a whole” (nur als Teil des Ganzen); only within a field
(im Feld).38  All the same, criticisms about words as units of meaning should
not be taken too far. No less an authority than G. Stern has written: “There
is no getting away from the fact that single words have more or less perma-
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nent meanings, that they actually do refer to certain referents, and not to
others, and that this characteristic is the indispensable basis of all
communication.“39  Or as Stephen Ullmann puts it, more moderately,
“There is usually in each word a hard core of meaning which is relatively
stable and can only be modified by the context within certain limits.” 4o
Word-studies, then, are not to be dismissed as valueless.

When James Barr ruthlessly criticizes many of the articles in G. Kittel’s
multi-volume Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, it might be
tempting to imagine that he is mainly attacking the method of word-study.
But word-study as such is not his main target of criticism. His real com-
plaint is against what he calls “illegitimate totality transfer”. 4’ This occurs
when the semantic value of a word as it occurs in one context is added to its
semantic value in another context; and the process is continued until the
sum of these semantic values is then read into a particular case.

Barr illustrates this fallacy with reference to the meaning of &&,&a,
church, in the New Testament. “If we ask ‘What is the meaning of dxx&uia
in the New Testament?’ the answer may be an adding or compounding of
different statements about the kxx~r]uia  in various passages. Thus we might
say (a) ‘the Church is the Body of Christ’ (b) ‘the Church is the first instal-
ment of the Kingdom of God’ (c) ‘the Church is the Bride of Christ’, and
other such statements.” 42 In one sense Barr concedes, this is the “meaning”
of “church”. But it is certainly not “the meaning of ‘church’ in Matt. 16.18.”
Yet preachers and expositors often lump together the meanings of words
drawn from various different contexts, and “expound” them as the meaning
of the word in a given verse. Barr quite successfully shows, for example, that
this error is committed by Grundmann in his article on aya0& “good”, in
Kittel’s Dictionary.

This error stands in complete contrast to the principles elucidated in
modern linguistics after Saussure by Eugene A. Nida and by Martin Joos in
particular. Nida asserts, “The correct meaning of any term is that which
contributes least to the total context.” 43 For example we might define the
semantic values of “green” in several ways: as a colour, as meaning inex-
perienced, as meaning unripe, and so on. Similarly, we might define “house”
as a dwelling, lineage, and a business establishment. But as soon as we place
“green” and “house” in syntagmatic relation to each other, we minimize the
semantic values of each, so that “green” can only be a colour, and “house”
only a dwelling. In the case of “greenhouse” the contribution of “green”
almost disappears. Yet if “green house” were a phrase in the New Testa-
ment, we could imagine an expositor exploring the supposed “richness” of
each term separately, and then adding together the components into one
great theological compound. On the other hand Martin Joos calls it “seman-
tic axiom number one” that in defining a word it must be made to “con-
tribute least to the total message desirable from the passage where it is at
home, rather than e.g. defining it according to some presumed etymology or
semantic history.” 44 Nida concludes “Words do not carry with them all the
meanings which they may have in other sets of co-occurences.” 45 Thus in a

balanced comment on the whole question of word-meaning R. H. Robins
adds that words may be convenient units about which to state meanings
“provided that it is borne in mind that words have meaning by virtue of their
employment in sentences . . . and that the meaning of a sentence is not to be
thought of as a sort of summation of the meanings of its component words
taken individually.” 46

3. CONVENTIONALITY IN LANGUAGE AND ITS CONNEXION WITH

STRUCTURALISM

Saussure was certainly not the first to show what he called “the arbitrary
nature of the sign” in language. “No-one”, he writes, “disputes the principle
of the arbitrary nature of the sign, but it is often easier to discover a truth
than to assign to it its proper place.” What was distinctive about Saussure’s
assessment was, firstly, that he described it as the very first principle in
language-study, which “dominates all the linguistics of language; its conse-
quences are numberless.” 47 Secondly, the far-reaching effects of this
principle on the relationship between language and thought, or between
words and concepts, emerge clearly only against the background of struc-
turalism. Saussure’s structural approach, we have seen, calls in question a
semantics which is based entirely on the word as a unit of meaning. This
now enables us to expose what Barr has called the one word/one concept
fallacy, and also to challenge the drawing of inferences about national
“thought” made on the basis of linguistic distinctions which turn out to be
arbitrary.

There are everyday phenomena in language which make it clear that the
relations between language and the world depend in many respects on ar-
bitrary or conventional factors rather than on “nature” or even logic. These
include homonymy (when two words of different meanings have the same
form, e.g. “he left me”, as against “turn left”); polysemy (when one word has
multiple meanings, e.g. “board and lodging”, “board of directors”, “board
from the floor”); opaqueness in vocabulary (e.g. in contrast to the
transparent meanings of onomatopoeia); and diachronic change in
language.48 Saussure, however, points simply to the very basic fact of
differences both in vocabulary and in grammar between different languages,
when logically the same semantic value is involved. The relation between the
French word soeur and a sister is no more “natural”, “inner” or “logical”
than it is in the case of the German Schwester or the English sister. Similar-
ly, in terms of grammar, in the sentence ces gants sont bon marche,  “these
gloves are cheap”, bon marche’  functions logically or semantically as an ad-
jective, but is not an adjective from the arbitrary viewpoint of grammar. 4y
(We have already referred, in philosophy, to the parallel observations of
Russell about such phrases as “the present King of France”, or “a round
square”). Further, in terms of morphology, bon march6  is composed of two
words which correspond to the one word “cheap”. Even the limits of the
word as a unit have an arbitrary element. In Latin and in Greek amo and
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&& or Byan&  must be translated by two words in English and in German,
“I love,” and “ich liebe”. Saussure concludes, “The division of words into
substantives, verbs, adjectives, etc., is not an undeniable linguistic reality.” j”

We have already noted some of the fallacies involved in logico-gram-
matical parallelism. The other side of the coin is the equally misguided
attempt to draw inferences about the distinctive thought of a people, for ex-
ample, about “Hebrew thought” or “Greek thought”, on the basis of its
grammatical categories. Eugene A. Nida writes, “The idea that the Hebrew
people had a completely different view of time because they. had a different
verbal system does not stand up under investigation. It would be just as un-
founded to claim that people of the English-speaking world have lost interest
in sex because the gender distinctions in nouns and adjectives have been
largely eliminated, or that Indo-Europeans  are very time conscious because
in many languages there are tense-distinctions in the verbs. But no people
seems more time-orientated than the Japanese, and their verbal system is
not too different from the aspectual structures of Hebrew. Furthermore, few
peoples are so little interested in time as some of the tribes in Africa, many
of whose languages have far more time distinctions than any Indo-European
language has.” j’

J. Pedersen, T. Boman, and G. A. F. Knight are among the many Biblical
scholars who have made pronouncements about “Hebrew thought” on the
basis of grammatical categories. Knight, for example, asserts, “the Hebrew
almost invariably thought in terms of the concrete. There are few abstract
nouns in the Hebrew language.” j2 T. Boman argues, again mainly on the
basis of a grammatical and morphological investigation of linguistic
categories, that Israelite thinking is “dynamic, vigorous, passionate” while
“Greek thinking is static, peaceful, moderate, and harmonious.” j3 For
example, he claims that even stative verbs in Hebrew express an activity
rather than portray a static state of affairs. Some of his most extreme
arguments occur in connexion with quantity and number. The so-called
“concept of number” is arrived at in Greek and in modern thinking in terms
of visual representation. But the distinctive “concept” in Hebrew is evident
from the “meaning” of the word “two”: “Shenayim comes from the verb
shanah - double, repeat, do for the second time. Thus the Hebrews form the
concept of number not, as we do, through visual perception, but through
frequent repetition of the same motion.” j4 Similarly, the two words for
“small” come from verbal forms meaning “to diminish”, “to become less”;
and the word min which expresses “more than” in comparative degree really
means “away from”. Boman actually concludes “Number or quantitive
variety is thus not something spatial and quantitive but dynamic and
qualitative.” j5 When Saul is said to be “taller than” all the people, he
dynamically towers over and “away from” the others!

But not only is this to argue on the basis of a supposed logico-gram-
matical parallelism; it is also to compound this particular error with further
arguments of a diachronic or even etymological nature, and to ignore the
role of context in semantics. If, for example, min means “away from” in

many contexts, its context in a comparison restricts its semantic value to
“more than”. On the one hand, Boman’s method flies in the face of struc-
turalism; on the other hand, as Barr concludes, “Boman’s kind of interpreta-
tion of language . . . depends to a great extent on the logico-grammatical un-
clarities of the older grammar, and evaporates with the stricter method of
modern linguistics.” j6 This is not to say that all of Boman’s conclusions are
wrong. For sometimes, as Barr admits, he expresses an insight which may
have independent value as an exegetical observation. j7 Barr does not
dispute that Hebrew uses of language may sometimes be more “dynamic”
than Greek or English near-equivalents. The error, however, is to attempt to
base such conclusions on dubious linguistic arguments which ignore struc-
turalism and conventionality in language, and Barr has performed a
valuable service in subjecting this approach to systematic criticism.

This brings us to a fundamental principle in semantics, about the
relationship between language and “concepts”. Commenting on claims
made about the Hebrew or Greek “mind” or “way of thinking”, David
Crystal makes a crucial observation. He writes, “One often hears statements
of the form ‘Language X has a word for it, but Y has not, therefore X can
say something Y cannot’, or ‘X is a better language than Y.’ This fallacy
stems from the misconception . . . that the unit of translation-equivalence
between languages is the word . . . The fact that Y has no wordfor  an object
does not mean that it cannot talk about that object; it cannot use the same
mechanical means to do so, but it can utilize alternative forms of expression
in its own structure for the same end.” j8

The implication which is made by the vast majority of writers in
linguistics is that, in John Lyons’ words, “No language can be said to be in-
trinsically ‘richer’ than another - each is adapted to the characteristic pur-
suits of its users.” 59 The number of classifications under which “life” or
“the world” could be described is virtually infinite. The distinctions which
already exist within a given language, then, reflect only those that have
hitherto in the past been of importance for that particular culture. But they
do not absolutely determine the limits of what can be said in the future, for
example by a creative thinker within that culture, or by a translator. This is
not entirely to deny that there may be some element of truth in the
well-known hypothesis of B. L. Whorf, based on the outlook of Wilhelm von
Humboldt, that the structure of a language may influence a culture in terms
of its thought. For, firstly, the translation or expression of certain ideas may
be made easier or more dt@icult  by the presence of this or that distinction, or
lack of distinction, already to hand in a language. Secondly, habits of
language-use make certain ways of thinking easier or more difficult in the
sense shown by Wittgenstein. But difficulty does not mean impossibility.
The weaknesses of the Whorf hypothesis have been demonstrated by Max
Black, among others in several discussions.@’ Even so-called primitive
languages are, as Edward Sapir admits (in the words of David Crystal) “not
better or worse; only different.” 6’

Biblical scholars, however, have been quick to draw far-reaching con-
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elusions about Hebrew or Greek “thought” on the basis of
vocabulary-stock. John Paterson, for example, makes the far-fetched state-
ment that the ancient Israelite was “economical of words”, because
“Hebrew speech has less than 10,OOO words while Greek has 200,000. Thus
a word to the Hebrew was something . . . to be expended carefully.” He was
a man of few words, for “He knew there was power in words and that such
power must not be used indiscriminately.” 62 I have tried to expose the
fallaciousness of this whole approach in the study to which I have referred
on the supposed power of words in the biblical writings.

James Barr has little difficulty in citing and criticizing what he calls
“arguments of the ‘the Greeks had a word for it’ type which so proliferate in
Biblical theology.” 63 For example, J. A. T. Robinson writes, “If we ask why
it was that the Jews here (i.e. in language about “flesh” and “body”) made
do with one word (basar) where the Greeks required two (ucie~ and u&pa)  we
come up against some of the most fundamental assumptions of Hebraic
thinking about man.” The,difference  in vocabulary-stock shows, according
to Robinson, “that the Hebrews never posed, like the Greeks, certain
questions the answer to which would have forced them to differentiate the
‘body’ from the ‘flesh’.” 64 Barr comments, “This statement could not have
been written except in a total neglect of linguistic semantics.” 65 It may be
that this criticism should be softened in the light of the half truth represented
by the Whorf hypothesis. But the main force of Barr’s criticism is un-
doubtedly correct.

Barr also criticizes the methodological procedure of Kittel’s Theological
Dictionary of the New Testament according to which in effect, “the lex-
icul-stock of N.T. Greek can be closely correlated with the concept-stock of
the early Christians.” 66 The Dictionary is a dictionary, in practice, of
words; but it purports to be a “concept-history” (Begrtfigeschichte).  Thus a
contributor writes not about “the Greek word -” but “the Greek con-
cept -“. The temptation to which this leads is to commit the “illegitimate
totality transfer” (which we described and discussed in II, 1). Since words
and concepts do not necessarily correspond with each other isomorphically,
such ambiguity of terms can only be misleading, and the confusion becomes
still worse when some German scholars use Begrzflto  mean both “concept”
and “word”.

4. LANGUE AND PAROLE

The distinction between langue and parole, so important for Saussure,
has been taken up in connexion with the form criticism of the gospels by
Erhardt Giittgemanns. According to Saussure, language (either langue or, in
a different sense langage  cf. Sprache) must not be confused with speech or
actual speaking (parole; cf. sprechen). Langue “is both a social product of
the faculty of speech and a collection of necessary conventions that have
been adopted by a social body to permit individuals to exercise that
faculty.” It is inherited within the community; and is “the sum of word-

images stored in the minds of all individuals . . . a storehouse filled by the
members of a given community . . . Language is not complete in any (in-
dividual) speaker, it exists perfectly only within a collectivity.” Langue is
thus the language-system which, as it were, waits in readiness for acts of
speech. By contrast, parole is “the executive side of speaking . . . an in-
dividual act”.67

Parole, the actual concrete act of speaking on the part of an individual, is
the only object directly available for study by the linguist, although from its
study he draws inferences about the structure of a langue. In his work on
form-criticism E. Giittgemanns stresses the sociological and communal
character of a lungue,  in contrast to the individual origin ofparoles. ” The
paroles of the individual are objectified in written forms, for only an in-
dividual can do the actual writing. On the other hand the written paroles
reflect the oral tradition of the langue of the community. One of
Giittgemanns’s points is that just as lungue  should not be confused with
parole, so the “laws” which apply to the growth of oral traditions should not
be made to apply to forms which already have been committed to writing by
individuals. He believes that traditional form criticism in Germany has not
been careful enough in keeping apart (1) written forms, individual speech,
parole; and (2) oral forms, the language of the social community, langue.

One consequence of Saussure’s distinction between langue and parole is
of interest to the New Testament interpreter. We have already stressed in
connexion with paradigmatic relations (in 11.2) that “meaning is choice.”
The interpreter cannot know how much significance to attach to an author’s
use of word x until he also knows what alternatives were available to him at
the same time. It is often said, for example, that the choice of &yanG  and
oiy&nq to mean “love” in the New Testament is especially significant because
Christian writers chose them in preference to &$ and @‘ewe and also to voulti
and +a. Supposedly agape is a discerning and creative love; eras is a
passionate love which seeks self-gratification; whilst philiu  is a more general
word for solicitous love or kindly inclination. But before we can say with
certainty that a New Testament writer “chooses” to use dya’nq  we must first
establish whether the other two words for love were genuinely live options in
the contexts concerned. It is not enough to ask whether different words for
“love” might be available in first-century Greek in general. In this respect a
lexicon may even be misleading. We must also ask: what words for love
were available for use in the linguistic repertoire of the New Testament
writer in question? Words may perhaps exist in Greek of which he is un-
aware, or for which he has a personal dislike for any of a variety of reasons.
It would then be thoroughly misleading to argue that he has chosen word x
as against these.
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III. Other Basic Tools in Field Semantics, Linguistics and Philosophy

1. TOOLS IN FIELD SEMANTICS; TYPES OFOPPOSITION AND SYNONYMY

We have already seen the principle laid down by J. Trier that a word has
meaning “only as part of a whole . . . it yields a meaning only within a field”
(nur im Feld gibt es Bedeutung). Following the implications suggested by
Saussure’s structuralism, the task of the semanticist, as Trier saw it, was to
set up lexical systems or sub-systems (Wortfelder) in terms of semantic
relations of sameness or similarity of meaning (synonymy); of opposition or
incompatibility of meaning (antonymy or complementarity); and of a special
kind of inclusiveness of meaning (hyponymy) as where one word expresses a
class (“furniture”) to which the items belong (“chair”, “table”). In broad
outline this describes the programme of field semantics.69

E. A. Nida has suggested that more use should be made of the methods of
field semantics in Biblical lexicology. He writes, “Quite new approaches to
lexicology must be introduced . . . Critical studies of meaning must be based
primarily upon the analysis of related meanings of dtfferent  words, not upon
the dtfirent meanings of single words.” ” According to the traditional
method, the lexicographer would take a word such as “run”, for example,
and distinguish in terms of its syntagmatic relations (1) running along the
road; (2) running a business; (3) a run on the bank; and so on. But the
method in field semantics would be to compare “run” in the first sense with
words to which it stood in paradigmatic relation, such as “walk”, “skip”,
“crawl”; and to compare “run” in the second sense with “control”,
“operate” and “direct”. In this way a “field” very much like Saussure’s
“associative field”, or system of paradigmatic relations, may be constructed.

The traditional attention to syntagmatic relations in lexicology is in fact
complementary to newer methods. In New Testament Greek, a traditional
lexicon-entry under rcvs+a  for example, would distinguish between (1) wind
or breath; (2) men’s spirit; (3) the Spirit of God; and (4) spirit-beings. The
“field” approach would examine the first category in relation to &E,LLO~,  n&w

and la&y;  the second category in relation to aa’& yv&, u&pa, and so on. A
diagram will illustrate how the two approaches can be complementary.

Katz and Foder put forward a comparable system of lexicology, in which
they call the first explanatory term (noun) a grammatical marker; the se-
cond set of terms (e.g. human, divine) semantic markers; and the third set of
subdivisions within the semantic markers (e.g. mind, breath) semantic dis-
tinguishers. I have then added Greek words which commence the construc-
tion of a semantic field.

We must now look more closely at different types of opposition. In a
whole book devoted to the subject C. K. Ogden lists some twenty or so ex-
amples, most of which involve a distinctive type of semantic opposition. ”
The basic distinction, however, is between what he calls opposition by cut
and opposition by scale. The sharpest type of opposition by cut is the rela-
tion of two-way exclusion known as complementarity. The denial of the one
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Greek xacv&  and &OS  are clearly synonymous when both mean %ew” as
applied to the “covenant” (&a&jml,  e.g. cf. Heb. 8:8 with Heb. 12:24);  but a
writer would not presumably speak of xalvdv  @papa  (dough) or of a young
man as xacvds. It could be misleading, then, to answer “yes” or “no” to the
simple question: are xatv& and ~60s  synonyms? The semanticist will ask,
rather: in what kinds of context, if any, are they synonymous?

Secondly, many words are synonymous with others at a cognitive level,
but not in emotive terms or in terms of register. We might write to “decline”
an invitation, but hardly to “reject” it; yet it is difficult to see any great
difference between them in cognitive scope. “Decease” is more formal and
professional than “death”; whilst “passed on”, “popped off ‘, “was called to
higher service” and “kicked the bucket” all have their own special over-
tones. Similarly in certain contexts Mark’s x@attos,  mattress, may be
cognitively synonymous with Matthew and Luke’s x&v?,  bed; but the collo-
quial overtones of Mark’s word are deemed inappropriate by Matthew and
Luke. Sometimes similar actions or attitudes can be described by terms
suggesting overtones of moral approval or blame. Thus Bertrand Russell
begins his well-known “emotive conjugations” as follows: “I am firm, you
are obstinate, he is pig-headed; . . . I have reconsidered, you have changed
your mind, he has gone back on his word.” “Reasoning” in the New Testa-
ment can be alluded to with overtones of disapproval (&~Iz~y~u~ds)  or either
neutrally or with approval (cf. v&a, ~05s).

Three further comments may be made about synonymy. Firstly, another
test of context-dependent synonymy can be provided by antonymy. “Wide”
is a synonym of “broad”, for example, in contexts in which “narrow” would
be applicable: a narrow plank or a narrow road. But we do not talk about a
narrow accent; only of a broad one. “Deep” and “profound” thought stand
in opposition to “shallow” thought; but the opposite to a deep voice is a high
one. Secondly, synonymy may be explored in diachronic linguistics.
Sometimes over a period of many years two words may move more closely
together in meaning, and if they become total synonyms one may eventually
disappear. David Clines has shown in an unpublished study that this
happens to &a&c  and xal&. In classical Greek they are distinct, &yat%s  be-
ing reserved mainly for moral goodness; in New Testament Greek they are
usually synonymous; in modern Greek dyaf%q  has disappeared. Sometimes,
however, the procedure may be reversed, and what were once synonyms
may develop in different directions. Thirdly, synonymy raises questions of
style. Many writers call on similar terms, for example, simply to avoid
repetition of the same word.‘j In such contexts similar terms may become
more clearly synonymous. It is likely that this is the case, for example, with
6yanC  and (o&j in John 21:15-17.

involves the assertion of the other, and vice versa. Paul sets the word xc&r1
“by grace”, in opposition to it .$ywv “by works” in this way in Rom. 11:6.
“Grace” and “works” derive their semantic value from their very relation of
complementarity. Thus Paul writes, “if it is by grace, it is no longer on the
basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace.” Similarly E.
Giittgemanns attempts to shed light on Gutaloov’vrl  13~05  righteousness of
God in Rom. 1 by showing that in that chapter it stands in a relation of op-
posihon to deyrj e&,-wrath of GodJ2

Not every kind of opposition functions in this way, however. What is
strictly termed a relation of antonymy is a one-way relation of opposition
which is relative and gradable  by scale. Rom. 56-8 illustrates this kind of
opposition. To say that a man is “good” (ciy&%c)  is to deny that he is
positively bad. But on the other hand, to say that he is “not good” does not
entail “he is bad”. For “good” may stand in contrast to “law-abiding”
(dixcuo~) and a man may be law-abiding but neither good nor bad. Similarly
in the gospels a “great” crowd or a “large” crowd stands in opposition to a
“small” crowd* but a crowd which is “not large” need not be small. The
type of opposmon involved in grading-words like “good” and “great” is
different from that entailed by such terms as “grace” and “works”. In an ar-
ticle published elsewhere I have tried to unravel the complex semantic
relationship between m&pa, spirit, and u&&y,  flesh.73  In certain contexts to
live according to the Spirit stands in a relation of complementarity to living
according to the flesh (cf. Rom. 8:9, 12). On the other hand, whilst the
Corinthian believers are in some sense men of the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:6-16;
12-14) in another sense Paul refuses to accept their inference that therefore
they are “not fleshly” (3:1-4).

One more type of opposition deserves attention, namely that of con-
verseness. “Buy” and “sell” stand normally in a relation of converseness, for
if a buys x from b, it can be said that b sells x to a. But when Paul says in 1
Cor. 6:19 that Christians are “bought” (dyogdcw) with a price, we cannot
transform this into a converse sentence using “sell”. The semantic applica-
tion here is the warning that theological uses of ciyoecicw  entail a slightly
different meaning from “buy” in ordinary commercial contexts.

There are also different types and degrees of synonymy, or sameness or
likeness of meaning. Absolute, total, and complete synonymy is extremely
rare in ordinary language. Absolute synonyms, if they do exist, are usually
technical terms from areas such as medicine; perhaps “semantics” and
“semasiology” are absolute synonyms. The major test of synonymy is in-
terchangeability. S. Ullmann writes, “Only those words can be described as
synonymous which can replace each other in any given context, without the
slightest alteration either in cognitive or emotive import.” 74

A moment’s reflection will disclose two principles. Firstly, most so-called
synonyms are context-dependent. In many contexts “jump” is synonymous
with “leap”; but we do not say “that noise made me leap.” “Sick” often
means the same as “ill”; but we do not talk about a bird of sick omen, nor
say that we are ill of repeating the same thing. Similarly in New Testament
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2. TYPES OF VAGUENESS AND METAPHOR

Certain kinds of vagueness are useful and desirable. Language would be
impoverished if we could never talk about “furniture”, but only about chairs
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only when a metaphor is genuinely “live”. Most metaphors very soon
become dead metaphors. This is one crucial diff&lty confronting the New
Testament interpreter about biblical metaphors. The well-known metaphor
of the Christian’s armour  in Eph. 6:14-17 has become dead metaphor, or
even a mere analogy or simile, because a term like “sword of the spirit” has
itself become an established use of language. Sometimes a new translation
will recapture some force by replacing an old metaphor by a new but
closely-related one. Thus “gird up the loins of your mind” in 1 Pet.1 : 13
becomes “stripped for action” in the NEB. On the other hand “anchor of
the soul” (Heb. 6:19),  “fed you with milk” (1 Cor. 3:2) and “living stones”
(1 Pet. 2:5) still retain an element of their original tension without alteration.

The interpreter has to steer a very careful path between evaporating the
force of a metaphor by total explication, and leaving its meaning open to
doubt. If a metaphor is already dead even in the New Testament, no harm is
done by erring on the side of clarity. Thus “hand of the Lord” (Acts 11:2 1)
becomes “the Lord’s power” in Today’s English Version; and “pass from
me this cup” (Luke 22:42)  becomes “free me from having to suffer this
trial” in the Spanish Version Popular. But it is a different matter when the
metaphor is a live one. It is difficult to justify, for example, the rendering of
Paul’s “put on Christ” (Gal. 3:27)  by “take upon themselves the qualities of
Christ himself’ (Today’s English Version). A metaphor is to make the
hearer think for himself, often by means of some deliberate ambiguity. It
gives us something as a model for something else without making explicit in
exactly what way it is supposed to be a model. ” We could say of metaphor
what F. Waismann says of poetry: “Its mission is to break through the wall
of conventional values that encloses us, to startle us into seeing the world
through fresh eyes.” ‘* If metaphor is eliminated or turned into simile, as W.
L. Wonderly recommends as a “basic technique” of popular Bible transla-
tion, this entire dimension is lost. 79

The literature on metaphor is extensive. *’ It should warn us against ever
talking about Biblical metaphors as “mere” metaphors, as if to imply that
metaphorical language is somehow inferior to non-metaphorical discourse.
But it is also evident from this range of literature that there are different
types of metaphors with different purposes; and that the line between
metaphor and non-metaphor is not in fact a line but a continuous scale,
.passing through “dead” metaphor and merely figurative language such as
metonymy or synecdoche. Robert Funk and Sallie TeSelle  have argued that
the parables of Jesus function as metaphor; and in theology, especially with
reference to Bultmann, it is crucial to distinguish between metaphor and
myth.
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and tables; or never talk about something’s being “red”, without specifying
whether we mean crimson or scarlet; or never talk about “flowers” without
explicating whether we mean tulips, roses, or a mixture of both. When the
New Testament interpreter comes across a superordinate term like XaXta,
badness, it is a mistake to insist on a greater degree ofprecision than that
suggested by the text. I have argued this point in two articles, one with
reference to the applications of the parables, the other with reference to the__._~ _~~~
meaning of u&e5  in i Cor. 5 :5.76

One type of vagueness is due to lack of speci$city,  of which superordinate
terms supply some, but not all, examples. A skilful politician may retain
universal support, for example, if he promises to “takes  steps” to meet a
crisis; he loses some votes if he is forced to specify what steps.

Another type of vagueness is due to lack of a clear cut-off point on a
scale. Words like “urban”, “warm”, and “middle-aged” are very useful, not
least because they are not quantified precisely like “above 60°F.” or
“between 39 and 61 years old.”

A third type of vagueness is that ofpolymorphous concepts, which are of
special interest in philosophy. The meaning of a word of this type cannot be
given in generalizing terms, but only as different meanings apply by way of
example in different contexts. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Gilbert Ryle and others,
insist that we cannot say in general what “thinking” is; only give examples
of the application of the term in specific situations. G. E. M. Anscombe ex-
amines the logic of “intention” in this way; and A. R. White underlines the
polymorphous character of “attention” What attending is depends on what.
we are attending to. It seems likely, to my mind, that niazrc,  faith, has this
polymorphous character, especially in Paul. Depending on the situation or
context it may involve intellectual assent, or practical obedience; it may
stand eschatologically in contrast to sight; or mean a Christ-centred ap-
propriation of God’s gift. To try to overcome this so-called ambiguity by
offering a generalizing definition is to invite misunderstanding about what
“faith” means.

Too often in biblical interpretation exegetes have looked for exactness
where the author chose vagueness. Must the “horrifying abomination” in
Mark 13:14  refer specifically to the violence of the zealots, or to a statue of
Titus, or to Caligula or Hadrian? Must “Son of man” be robbed of an am-
biguity which may have commended the term to Jesus? Might not the New
Testament writers have wished to keep some ideas open-ended no less often
than we do?

We must also glance briefly at metaphor, which is not unrelated to
questions about vagueness. A live metaphor presupposes a well-established
use of language (often popularly called the “literal” meaning) and then ex-
tends this use in a way that is novel or logically odd. The aim of this exten-
sion is twofold. Firstly, it sets up a tension which is intended to provoke the
hearer into some reaction; secondly, it provides a model, or picture, or
frame of reference, according to which the hearer now “sees” the point in
question in a new way. It should be stressed, however, that this happens

3. SOME EFFECTS OF RECENT APPROACHES IN LINGUISTICS

Ideally a comprehensive discussion of the present subject would include
an examination of transformational grammar with special reference to the
work of Noam Chomsky. However, in practice this area is far too complex
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and technical to allow for a brief summary in a few paragraphs. Our aim in
this section, therefore, must be more modest. We shall attempt to describe
and evaluate only the uses to which this approach has been put at the hands
of those engaged in Bible translation. This concerns especially the work of
Eugene A. Nida, who speaks enthusiastically of the insights of transfor-
mational grammar, and in particular draws on the technique of reducing the
surface structure of stretches of language to its underlying kernels.

Nida and Taber write, “One of the most important insights coming from
‘transformational grammar’ is the fact that in all languages there are half a
dozen to a dozen basic structures out of which all the more elaborate for-
mations are constructed by means of so-called ‘transformations’. In con-
trast, back-transformation, then, is the analytic process of reducing the sur-
face structure to its underlying kernels. ” ” We have already illustrated this
principle by noting certain kernel forms behind Eph. 1:7.  Nida and Taber
further cite the example of Eph. 2:8, 9: “For by grace you have been saved
through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God - not
because of works lest any man should boast.” This can be reduced to seven
kernel sentences: (1) God showed you grace; (2) God saved you; (3) you
believed; (4) you did not save yourselves; (5) God gave it; (6) you did not
work for it; (7) no man should boast.**  The kernel sentences may in
principle undergo further transformation in terms of what Chomsky calls
“deep structure”, but whilst this is of interest in theoretical linguistics Nida
and Taber question its practical value for the Bible translator. The
translator’s task, they suggest, is firstly to reduce utterances to kernel
sentences by “back-transformation” (if necessary making explicit any
elements that are still ambiguous), and then at the end of the process to re-
formulate the kernels into a linguistic structure which best accords with a
native speaker’s understanding in the receptor language.

One merit of this approach is to demonstrate, once again, the ar-
bitrariness of surface-grammar and the fallacy of assumptions about
logico-grammatical parallelism. The surface-grammar of the final transla-
tion may not necessarily correspond to the surface-grammar of the original
Greek. In this respect, translation is a creative task and not merely a
mechanical one.

We must also note, however, that the contrast between surface grammar
and deep grammar is used as a means of eliminating certain types of am-
biguity. As long ago as 1924, Otto Jespersen noted the fundamental
difference in structure between two such superficially parallel phrases as
“the doctor’s arrival” and “the doctor’s house”. The reason for the
difference is that, in Chomsky’s terms, “the doctor’s arrival” derives from
the transform “the doctor arrived”, which has the form NP/Vi (noun
phrase/intransitive verb); whilst “the doctor’s house” derives from the
transform “the doctor has a house”, which has the form NP/Vt//N ‘(noun
phrase/transitive verb//noun in the accusative). 83

This example of transformational techniques is already employed, by im-
plication, in New Testament exegesis and in traditional grammar. The
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traditional contrast between “objective genitive” and “subjective genitive” is
usually explained in what amounts to transformational terms. In 1 Cor. 1:6,
for example, the phrase “the testimony of Christ” (~2 ,uaet&tov r06 Xetoto$
is, as it stands, ambiguous. If it is subjective genitive it derives from the
transform “Christ testified”, in which “Christ” is subject; if it is objective
genitive it derives from the transform “Paul testifies to Christ”, in which
“Christ” is (indirect) object. Similarly, as the phrase stands, “love of God”
(4 oiy&n~ socj OEO$ in 1 John is ambiguous, and has to be interpreted as
deriving either from the transform “God loves . . .” (subjective genitive), or
from “. . . loves God” (objective genitive). It is a regular manoeuvre in
Today’s English Version to remove ambiguity of this kind by clearly reflec-
ting one particular transform. Thus “light of the world” (Mt. 5: 14) becomes
“light for the world” (objective genitive, from “lights the world”); and “the
promise of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:33) becomes “the Holy Spirit, as his
Father had promised” (objective genitive, from the transform “the Father
promised the Holy Spirit”, excluding the alternative transform “the Holy
Spirit promised”).

Transformational grammar often seeks to make explicit elements of
meaning which are implied, but not expressed, in a sentence. Chomsky com-
ments, “Surface similarities may hide distinctions of a fundamental nature
. . . It may be necessary to guide and draw out the speaker’s intuition in
perhaps fairly subtle ways before we can determine what is the actual
character of his knowledge.” 84 This principle is of positive value in Bible
translation, provided it is recognised  that, once again, translation inevitably
becomes interpretation. Sometimes it is possible that this technique of mak-
ing linguistic elements explicit goes further than the text allows. Thus it is
questionable whether Today’s English Version is justified in translating xai
i&v d ‘Irluo&  t<v  ni0-w a&& a s “Jesus saw how much faith they had”
(Mark 2.5). The R.S.V. simply has “when Jesus saw their faith”. But
presumably the translators of Today’s English Version would claim to be
making explicit what they judged was implicit in the text.

One further point arises from this principle of making linguistic elements
explicit. It demonstrates that statistical statements about word-occurrences
may often be superficial or even misleading guides to the occurrence of ac-
tual concepts. K. L. Burres makes this point about “boasting” in Rom.
3:27.85  The text reads: “Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded.
On what principle? On the principle of works? No, but on the principle of
faith.” In this form of the text “boasting” occurs once only. But if we allow a
transformational analysis to unpack occurrences which are implicit but
functionally operative, Burres suggests that we now have: “Then what
becomes of our boasting? Our boasting is excluded. On what principle is our
boasting excluded? Is our boasting excluded on the principle of works? No.
Our boasting is excluded on the principle of faith”. “Boasting” now occurs
five times.

Although Nida succeeds in demonstrating points of value in transfor-
mational approaches for Bible translation, however, I still have hesitations
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about certain uses of these techniques. Firstly, in spite of Nida’s obvious
awareness of the problem, the translator must be on guard against thinking
of semantic equivalence simply in cognitive terms. If “decease”, departure
from this life”, and so on, could all be transformed into the kernel sentence
“he dies”, it would be easy to overlook the emotive, cultural, or religious
overtones of meaning which may have been important in the original
utterance. Nida would no doubt agree that every effort must be made not to
lose sight of this problem. Indeed he and Taber stress this very point in a
chapter entitled “Connotative Meaning”. Secondly, the notion of kernel
sentences comes too near for comfort to Wittgenstein’s earlier notions in the
Tructatus about elementary propositions. We cannot attempt to evaluate
the theories of the Tract&us  in this essay, but it is not irrelevant to point out
that in his later writings Wittgenstein expressed his own deep dissatisfaction
with theories of meaning which are arrived at in this way. Theories about a
“universal” grammar of objects, events, abstracts and relations are too
reminiscent of the theory of language which Wittgenstein first propounded
and then rejected. These criticisms do not invalidate this whole approach,
but they perhaps call for caution over the ways in which it is used.

IV. A Concluding Example of Semantic Exploration: Just$cation  by Faith

By way of conclusion I shall try to show how a particular set of problems
in New Testament interpretation may be solved, or at least made to look
very different, by explorations into questions of semantics and logic. Since
hitherto we have been looking mainly at tools which have been forged in
general linguistics, I shall conclude by glancing at some possibilities which
emerge against the background of linguistic philosophy. Beginning with the
contrast between descriptive and evaluative language-uses, I shall draw on
Wittgenstein’s notion of “seeing as” on his idea of the “home” setting of a,
language-game, and on the concept of analycity or “grammaticalness” in his
own sense of the term. I shall apply these notions to three standard
problems raised by justification in Pauline thought. 86

1. How can the Christian be both “righteous” and yet also a sinner? E.
Kasemann speaks of the “logical embarrassment” of this doctrine, and F.
Prat exclaims, “How can the false be true, or how can God declare true
what he knows to be false?” ” Various answers have been put forward: for
example, that dikaiod  (&a&w)  means to make righteous, rather than to
count righteous; that “righteousness” refers only to God’s acting as cham-
pion, to vindicate the oppressed; that the “righteousness” of God means his
saving power; or that “being made righteous” means “put into  a right rela-
tion with God”, without special reference to ethics or to ethical status. *’ For
reasons which cannot be discussed here, I do not think that any of these ap-
proaches is entirely satisfactory. The “paradox” remains that the Christian
is a sinner, but that God regards him as if he were righteous.

2. Is justification present or future.7 Many passages indicate that it is a
present reality (Rom. 5:1, 9; 9:30;  1 Cor. 6:ll);  but in Gal. 5:5 Paul states
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unambiguously that believers “wait for the hope of righteousness” in the
future. Many interpreters of Paul, following Weiss and Schweitzer, believe
that it “belongs strictly speaking” to the future, but is also effective in the
present.

3. How can Paul place “faith” in contrast to “works” when it is not, as
Whiteley puts it, “another kind of work”; it is not a species of the same
genus? 89 It is not as if “having faith” were a trump card which could be
played if one had run out of “good works”.

Taking these three problems together, I shall now make three suggestions
about the semantics, or logic, of Paul’s language.

(1) In speaking of the believer as iustus et peccator we are not dealing
with two sets of descriptive assertions which may be true or false; we are
dealing with two different evaluations or verdicts each of which is valid
within its own frame of reference. Whereas two mutually exclusive asser-
tions stand in a relation of contradiction or perhaps “paradox”, this is a mis-
leading way of describing the logical relation between two competing
evaluations. If one man claims “x is black”, and another man claims, “x is
white”, one of them must be wrong. But if one claims “x is satisfactory” or
“x is fast” and the other claims “x is unsatisfactory” or “x is slow”, each
may be a valid assessment in relation to a different frame of reference. In
particular, Wittgenstein examines the phenomenon of “seeing x as y”. ‘)” A
man may see a puzzle-picture, now as a series of dots, now as a face. He
may see a drawing of a cube now as a glass cube, now as an open box, now
as a wire frame, now as three boards forming a solid angle. What is seen
remains the same; but how it is seen depends on its function within a system
or frame of reference provided by the viewer. If a thing can be “seen as”
more than one possible thing, there must be more than one possible frame of
reference within which it can be viewed. Donald Evans argues this point
about “onlooks”, in which we “look on” x as y. 9’ In Pauline thought the
Christian is “seen as” or “looked on” as righteous or as a sinner, because he
can stand within two alternative frames of reference.

(2) These two frames belong, respectively, to eschatology and to history.
In the context of history, in terms of what he is in this world and of what his
past has made him, the Christian remains a sinner. Justification is strictly a
matter of the future, when he will be acquitted at the last judgment.
Nevertheless the eschatological frame is the decisive one because it cor-
responds with future reality, and it can be brought forward and ap-
propriated in the present by faith. In this sense, justification becomes a pre-
sent reality, for it is granted “apart from the law” (Rom. 3:21,  cf. Gal. 2:16;
Phil. 3:9).  In as far as the believer is already accorded his eschatological
status, viewed in that context he is justified. In as far as he still lives in the
everyday world, he remains a sinner who awaits future justification. History
and eschatology each provide a frame or logical context in which a different
verdict on the Christian is valid and appropriate. In Wittgenstein’s sense of
the “home” setting of a language-game, eschatology is the home setting in
which the logic of justification by faith receives its currency.
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(3) We are now in a position to see that “justification” and “faith” have
an internal, “grammatical”, or analytical relation to each other in this set-
ting. “Faith”, in the context of justification (certainly not in all contexts in
Paul) means the acceptance of this future-orientated onlook as being effec-
tively relevant in the present. The verdict which, for external history, will be
valid only at the judgment day is valid forfaith  now. From an external view-
point, justification remains future; but faith involves stepping out of that
purely historical frame of reference. In this sense, faith for Paul is not as
remote from Heb. 11:l (“faith is the substance of things hoped for”) as it is
often imagined to be. But if this is true, faith may now be seen not as a mere-
ly external means which somehow “procures” justification, but as part of
what justification is and entails. In Wittgenstein’s terms, to say “justifica-
tion requires faith” is to make an analytical statement about the grammar or
concept of justification. It is like saying, “Green is a colour”,  or “Water boils
at 100°C.” 92 It does not so much state a condition, in the sense of
qualiJication  for justification, as state something more about what justifica-
tion involves and is.

I have deliberately concluded with a speculative example suggested by the
philosophical side of semantics. Many of the insights drawn from linguistics
offer largely negative warnings to the New Testament interpreter, urging
him to proceed with rigour and with caution, and challenging a number of
cherished assumptions. A number of insights drawn from philosophers,
however, seem to offer fresh perspectives sometimes of a more positive
nature.93 In this essay we have also noted philosophical contributions to the
study of synonymy and metaphor. Both sides, however, offer indispensable
contributions to the interpreter of the New Testament in so far as he is con-
cerned with language and meanings. He can ignore their methods and con-
clusions only at his own peril.
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CHAPTER V

Q U E S T I O N S  O F  I N T R O D U C T I O N

D. Guthrie

I. General Considerations

In approaching any writing there are various preliminary questions which
an exegete must settle before he can decide on the right approach to the in-
terpretation of the text. There are five main considerations, all of which are
in some respects dependent on one another. These are (1) Background, (2)
Date, (3) Destination, (4) Integrity and (5) Authorship. While the first four
are important, this essay will be devoted mainly to the fifth since this in the
past has tended to have more influence over interpretation than the rest.
Some initial comments must, however, be made on the others since they
frequently affect problems of authorship.

1. BACKGROUND

If an attempt is made to place any writing in its context, attention to
background is essential. Hence any information available about first century
life is useful to the exegete. It goes without saying that knowledge of eastern
customs and ways of thought is indispensable for a right interpretation of a
group of writings whose setting is essentially oriental. This is no less true for
the Epistles than for the Gospels. It involves some understanding of
Judaism, Hellenism and paganism. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls
has contributed to the interpretation of the New Testament almost wholly in
this area of background. New light has been cast on the relationship
between Judaism and Hellenistic thought which has particularly affected the
approach to John’s Gospel. It can no longer be interpreted as a wholly
Hellenistic production. Similarly increasing knowledge of Gnosticism and its
precursors has provided a better understanding of some of the New Testa-
ment books, particularly Colossians.

Some warning must be issued against a wrong use of background
material. The existence of parallels is not in itself proof of common ground.
The most notable example of the use of such a wrong method is to be seen in
the religionsgeschichtlich school, which played down the uniqueness of the
New Testament text to such an extent that its true perspective became lost.
Care must also be taken to ensure that any background material appealed to
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is contemporary with the writings being examined and not of considerably
later date, as has happened, for instance, in certain cases in the use of Man
daic materials.

2. DATE

In many of the New Testament writings precise dating is impossible simp-
ly because insufficient information is available. But in most cases an ap-
propriate dating is possible by taking into account available background
material and historical allusions which contain time-elements. The impor-
tance of dating for exegesis may be illustrated by the following example. If
the Epistle to the Colossians is dated in the time of fully developed
Gnosticism in the second century the interpreter of its Christology and of its
allusions to the heresy will be obliged to take this into account. But its mean-
ing and purpose will be different if, on the contrary, first century Gnosis is in
mind. Moreover, dating has an immediate effect on determination of
authorship, for if Colossians is dated in the second century, Pauline
authorship is immediately ruled out. But this raises the problem as to which
should be established first, to which the most satisfactory solution is a via
media which sees both as complementary problems, but in which the
weighting must be in favour of authorship.

3. DESTINATION

This consideration may be treated from two points of view: on the one
hand concern about the geographical location of the readers, and on the
other hand concern about their character. Although geography has little
effect on exegesis, it is not entirely unimportant. The destination of the
Pauline letters may be cited as an example. Although in all cases this is
specified, there are questions, for instance, about the precise destination of
Ephesians. If this letter is regarded as a circular, to what extent would this
affect the exegesis? It would seem to be very little affected since the
background is so general. But many New Testament books have no clear in-
dication of destination (e.g. the Gospels, and such Epistles as James, 1 John,
Hebrews and Jude). In some cases our understanding of obscure statements
in the text might well be elucidated if more information were available, but
the exegete can work only with the data he has. Although it might help if we
knew the specific group to whom Hebrews was sent, it is possible without
this knowledge to interpret it in a broadly satisfactory way.

Of more importance is the character of the readers, as far as this can be
ascertained. The exegete needs to decide to what extent statements in the
text are of purely local or of general significance. The Corinthian Epistles
are a case in point. Some of the advice given by Paul regarding women in 1.
Corinthians, for instance, may be due to the local background. It would be
questionable exegesis in such cases to assume that a general principle is
necessarily being given, although it is usually possible to extract some
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general teaching from the specific example. Moreover, the circumstances of
the original readers were conditioned by contemporary customs (e.g. the
wearing of veils by women) and this must clearly be taken into account in
considering the modern relevance of the passage. Another important con-
sideration is the extent to which Gnosis lies behind the texts. The exegete
will look for it particularly in those books which are thought to have been
sent to destinations where Gnostic influences are known to have been active.

4. INTEGRITY

Where a writing is claimed to be composed of several originally dis-
connected fragments, its integrity may then be at stake and the exegesis
affected. As an example 2 Corinthians may be cited. If the exegete comes to
the text believing, for instance, that it consists of four separate fragments, he
will not attempt to trace any unifying thread of thought or any structure.
Indeed in this case it is usually as exegetes that scholars claim to discover
different emphases in the separate parts. But those who approach the book
as a unity will be more inclined to absorb the apparent differences within an
overall understanding of the epistle. Thus differences in interpretation are
bound to result.

II. Authorship

In varying degrees, all authors impress their personal characteristics on
their respective texts. Adequate interpretation of what is written cannot be
divorced from considerations of authorship. The more that is known about
the author, the greater the possibility that his words will be correctly un-
derstood. In the field of New Testament exegesis this at once poses
problems, since for many of the books no certain data are available about
the writers. It raises the question whether exegesis of anonymous books
needs to proceed on different lines from exegesis of books where the author
is well known.

Another problem which arises as a direct result of the application of
criticism to New Testament writings is the evaluation of the effects of
theories of pseudonymity on the exegesis of a text. We need to discuss, for
instance, whether interpretation is affected by the exegete’s adoption of a
pseudonymous theory of authorship for any of Paul’s epistles. Before this
question can be answered, many factors must be examined, including the
first century approach to pseudonymity and the validity of literary devices.

1. THE VALIDITY OF AUTHOR-CRITICISM

A cursory glance at the history of criticism is sufficient to demonstrate
the importance of authorship in critical enquiry. The pre-critical period, with
its emphasis on the divine origin of scripture, was not greatly interested in
questions of human authorship. The historical background was considered
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to be irrelevant in view of the dogmatic approach to the text. As soon as a
critical approach was adopted it became of first importance to consider who
wrote the words which were the subject of exegetical examination. The
earliest serious critical examination which resulted in the rejection of the
traditional authorship of a New Testament writing was Schleiermacher’s ex-
amination of 1 Timothy.’ Since he came to the conclusion that Paul was not
the author of this Epistle, he was obliged to interpret it as a pseudonymous
letter. His example was soon followed by Eichhorn* who applied the same
methods to all three Pastoral Epistles. This movement away from traditional
ascriptions and from the claims made in the texts themselves soon spread
still further with Baur3  and his school. It is noticeable that challenges to
traditional ascriptions of authorship went hand in hand with rejection of
authority. In other words, the earlier critics never supposed a category in
which authorship could be challenged and authority maintained. Baur con-
sidered only four Pauline Epistles to be genuine, which at once implied that
the rest were of lesser calibre. His view of authorship strongly affected his
exegesis of the Epistles, although it should be noted that his assessment of
authorship was governed by his prior reconstruction of the history.

Since Baur’s time the history of criticism has shown a constant interest in
problems of authorship. Holtzmann 4 followed in the tradition which
considered that historical background was of utmost importance to the ex-
egete. In the twentieth century, reaction against the possibility of reconstruc-
ting the historical background, typified in the work of Bultmann 5 and his
associates, has lessened detailed attention to authorship, but has certainly
not eliminated it. There are many assumptions made without discussion on
the basis of earlier views which have survived in the course of the develop-
ment of criticism. Hence many modern exegetes approach the text from the
point of view of non-authenticity, with the result that interpretations resting
on acceptance of authenticity are not even discussed.

In order to illustrate this latter point some examples will be cited. In his
approach to the Gospels as books which mainly contain the theological
creations of the early church, Bultmann 6 does not discuss authorship. In the
strictest sense the writers take on the role of compilers or editors of the units
of tradition and not the role of authors. Exegesis loses sight of the personal
contribution of the writer. It is this impersonal side of Bultmann’s method of
interpretation which has caused the development of redaction criticism,’
with its restoration of the importance of the individual. Many redaction
critics, however, consider that the author is two stages removed from the
original events, the first stage being the development of units of tradition and
the second the shaping of these units into a theological whole.8 None of these
approaches looks at the Gospels in the same light as those which give weight
to traditional views of authorship. For instance, if Matthew, an apostle, was
the author of the Gospel attributed to his name, the exegete will clearly ap-
proach the Gospel from a different point of view. 9 There will be more
inclination to treat his record as historically correct than if some unknown
compiler, with his own specific theological viewpoint, had written it. ‘” A

similar difference is seen in approaches to the book of Acts, for clearly an
exegete who regards the book as written by a reliable historian will have a
different assessment of its statements from one who regards the book as an
essentially theological composition. ” This latter point illustrates a problem
that could arise among those who share a common theory of authorship.
Acceptance of Lucan authorship does not necessarily imply acceptance of
his work as history rather than theology, which shows that more is needed
than the identification of the author. ‘* For many New Testament books
information regarding the character of the author is nevertheless restricted
to deductions from the contents of the books themselves, or else scattered
material in traditions which may or may not be correct. The exegete could
wish that as much information existed about all the New Testament authors
as exists for the apostle Paul, but in most cases the data are scanty.

In considering the validity of author-criticism some attention must be
given to the implications of tradition on the subject. Are there evidences
from patristic sources that early Christians attached much importance to
questions of authorship? The answer to this question falls into two sections
- a consideration of any comments on the significance of authorship in ap-
proaching exegesis and a consideration of statements of authorship without
comment. The latter evidence is much more prevalent than the former.
There are certain comments which suggest the importance of authorship, as
when Tertullian’3  asserts that the four gospels come either from apostles or
from their pupils, an assertion which clearly shows that authorship weighed
heavily with him in his approach to the books. Indeed, this statement shows
the important connection between authorship and apostolicity in his mind.
Irenaeus14  makes a similar statement about the authors of the gospels, Mark
being described as “the disciple and interpreter of Peter”, Luke as “the
follower of Paul” and John as “the disciple of the Lord”. These statements
suffice to show the significance attaching to authorship, but the question
remains whether early and uncritical comments of this nature have any
relevance for the modern exegete. Many scholars rule them out as guesses.
Yet the strong persistence of belief in apostolic authorship demands ex-
planation. The early patristic writers may, of course, be treated as too naive
to deserve serious consideration, or their opinions may be regarded as valid
data for an approach to the text. The most reasonable approach is to subject
their comments to serious examination and where justifiable to regard their
evidence as reliable data which must be given weight in resolving the
historical background. Where there are no sound reasons for suspecting the
validity of patristic comments on authorship, to ignore such evidence would
not be in harmony with sound critical principles. I5

The close connection between traditional comments on authorship and
apostolicity has been mentioned above, but this raises the most important
problem of all - that of apostolicity itself. What importance did apostolic
origin have for authoritative Christian literature? Could any writing be
regarded as authoritative that was not known to have come from an
apostolic source? While the evidence on this theme is not conclusive, there
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are many indications that apostolic authorship was generally regarded as a
guarantee of the authority of the writing. The preponderance of apocryphal
books purporting to come from apostolic sources suggests the importance
of supposed apostolic origin among those producing this kind of literature. ”

There needs to be a right appreciation of the relationship between
apostolic authorship, apostolic content and authority. Apostolicity  is more
to be identified with apostolic content than with authorshtp.  If the New
Testament is based on what was generally recognized as apostolic doctrine,
problems arise when critical enquiry pronounces against apostolic
authorship. In that case either the book in question must be placed on a
different level from the rest, or else the early Christian basis for canonicity
must be revised. The latter course is the one generally followed, in which
case even books of pseudonymous origin can be placed alongside authentic
apostolic books. ” Yet the problem of authority is not so easily settled in this
way especially where writings claim some specified author, a claim which is
then believed to be inaccurate. It cannot be disputed that more authority
rests with literature which is known to be apostolic than with writings whose
origin is confidently declared to be non-apostolic. The Pastoral Epistles are
a good example of this difference. Those who dispute their genuine Pauline
origin generally regard them as second century productions which can prac-
tically be disregarded in the reconstruction of the development of thought in
the apostolic age. ‘* They are certainly not in that case given the same
weight exegetically as if they are treated as the actual words of the apostle.
Even those theories which propose that the content of these Epistles is
Pauline but not by Paul cannot escape the dilemma over the authority of the
writings, for secondary writings in the Pauline tradition have less validity
than primary apostolic documents. This discussion leads naturally into a
consideration of the relationship between apostolicity, anonymity and
pseudonymity.

2. APOSTOLICITY, ANONYMITY AND PSEUDONYMITY

Whenever a theory is proposed which denies the genuineness of the
ascription to a particular author, the problem of pseudonymity arises.
Whenever traditional ascriptions to books which give no claim to specific
authorship are rejected, the problem is one of anonymity. In both cases
apostolicity is ruled out unless the term is comprehensive enough to include
works in the apostolic tradition which were not written by apostles. The
questions raised are not purely academic. What grounds are there for.the
view that if pseudonymity was an accepted hterary convention,
pseudonymous works attributed to apostles would carry the same authority
as genuine writings? The main problem here is to discover to what extent it
can be demonstrated that pseudonymity was a literary convention for
writings of the type found in the New Testament. Even if this could be es-
tablished it would still be difficult to prove that such works were received on
the same footing as genuine works.
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Our first consideration must be the problem of anonymity. There are
Some instances, notably the epistle to the Hebrews, where specific
authorship appears to have been attributed to an originally anonymous
letter. In this case it cannot be supposed that the letter loses any authority
by being declared anonymous. Those patristic writers who questioned the
Pauline ascription did not dispute its canonicity, although the hesitation
over it in the West may have been due to its unknown origin. I9 It is
Significant that Origen, *’ while  disput ing the Paul ine authorship,
nevertheless recognized the apostolic content.

The case of Hebrews has led some to suppose that the key to an un-
derstanding of pseudonymity is to be found in anonymity. K. Aland,  *’ for
instance, maintains that since the real author was believed to be the Holy
Spirit, anonymity was natural. The human author was but the vehicle
through whom the Spirit spoke. Under this theory ascriptions of authorship
are seen as a retrograde step, a movement to put too much stress on the
human agent. In this case anonymity and pseudonymity would be regarded
as normal, whereas clear claims to authorship would be seen as abnormal.
Indeed, Aland goes as far as to maintain that the anonymous authors not
only believed themselves to be under the Spirit, they actually were. 22 If this
thesis is correct, it would almost make author-criticism irrelevant for ex-
egesis, since whatever the method of production the text can be regarded as
the message of the Spirit. Yet such a theory needs careful examination to es-
tablish its validity.

The first point to notice is that the Pauline Epistles, which may
reasonably be regarded as among the earliest group of writings in the New
Testament, are not anonymous and that Paul was certainly conscious of be-
ing under the inspiration of the Spirit. *’ Aland  attempts to escape from the
difficulty by maintaining a distinction between letters and epistles. 24 By
excluding the former and concentrating on the latter, he dispenses with an
examination of the writings of Paul which would prove an embarrassment
for his theory. The Christian message was, in fact, communicated powerful-
ly by the personality of this man. If this factor is not given full weight, any
exegesis of the text must be strongly affected.

The second serious weakness in Aland’s  position lies in his conception of
the activity of the Spirit. The New Testament shows the Spirit to be the
Spirit of truth, which at once rules out all methods of deception. If the Spirit
used pseudonymous methods the only acceptable hypothesis would be that
the method was so universally acknowledged that no-one would have
questioned its validity as a justifiable means of Christian communication.
But this is too big an assumption to accept without evidence. It calls for
some statement regarding the prevalence of an attitude towards
pseudonymous writings in the first century world.

Pseudonymity was certainly prevalent among both Jews and Greeks dur-
ing this period. But the widespread use of assumed names does not prove
that it was necessarily acceptable. In respect of the Jewish apocalypses, for
instance, although these were invariably ascribed to venerable names, there
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is no evidence that this pseudepigraphic form was ever officially accepted.
Indeed, these works were not included at any stage in the Hebrew canon. *j
On the other hand they enjoyed considerable popularity and it is difficult to
believe that many, if any, of the original readers supposed that the
pseudonyms were real. When ante-diluvian patriarchs are purported to write
apocalypses, it is evident enough that the motive could not have been to
deceive. But there is no suggestion that the apocalypses were ever regarded
as authoritative by official Judaism. Moreover these Jewish works bear no
relation in form to the New Testament epistles and even in respect of the
Apocalypse of John the parallels are slight.26  There are similarly no close
parallels in Greek literature to the supposed New Testament epistolary
pseudepigrapha, which forms a major obstacle to the view that this kind of
literature was an accepted convention. In fact epistolary pseudepigraphy is
the most difficult form to produce, with the result that the makers of
pseudepigrapha avoided the form. *’ Such works as 3 Corinthians and the
Epistle to the Laodiceans are so obviously not genuine that they must be
regarded as conspicuous failures as effective pseudonymous works. Since,
therefore, no real parallels can be found to the epistolary form, those who
advance hypotheses which posit epistolary pseudepigrapha cannot claim
that this was an established convention and this must clearly affect their
approach to exegesis. If, for instance, Ephesians is considered to be non-
Pauline, the interpretation of the meaning of the Epistle must differ from an
understanding of it as a Pauline Epistle. ** It is not simply that an adequate
explanation is necessary for the pseudonym, but the words themselves lose
in weight of authority when they are reduced to the utterance of an
anonymous man who has had to take cover under the pseudonym. The
suggestion that this is a sign of his modesty is unconvincing. 29 The church in
Asia took a very different view of the presbyter who “for love of Paul” com-
posed The Acts of Puu~.‘~  There would of course be less difficulty if the
writer had been in close touch with Paul and was reproducing faithfully the
apostle’s ideas in his own way, but even in this case a pseudonymous letter
could not bear the same weight as one personally written by the apostle.

3. METHODS OF DETERMINING AUTHORSHIP

One of the problems for the New Testament exegete is the fact that
methodology in relation to the examination of authorship has been
piecemeal, each exponent determining his own principles of criticism. What
weighs heavily with one seems slight or even irrelevant to another. In these
circumstances there is only one satisfactory course of action and that is for
the exegete to delineate the methods he has adopted in reaching his con-
clusions. Clearly the scope of this article is too restricted to give anything
more than a brief indication of the lines along which a constructive
methodology might proceed.

(1) Where more than one writing is attributed to the same author, it is
possible and desirable to compare the language and thought to verify
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whether the same author could have written both works. But great care
must be taken in implementing this method. Literary parallels are notorious-
ly difficult to decide either as a proof of borrowing or of dissimilar
authorship. It is not a sound principle of criticism to maintain that a man
who wrote a document A could not have written document B if the only
grounds for this conclusion are a varied use of the same terms or the use of
different terms to express the same idea. In fact the only justification for
such a conclusion is when document A plainly contradicts document B,
although even here care must be taken to ensure that the contradiction is
real and not merely apparent.

(2) Arising out of this is the deduction from use of sources as to the
character of the author. Arguments, for instance, based on the assumption
of what an apostolic author would or would not use are invalid because of
the lack of any supporting evidence. One might hold that an apostle would
not use or quote a non-apostolic source and another might see no reason to
exclude such a possibility. In the long run the decision one way or the other
is quite arbitrary and cannot form a valid basis for criticism.

(3) An approach to authorship on the basis of stylistic data would seem
to present a more objective basis, but again difficulties arise because of the
indefinable qualities of a man’s style. Before style can be used as a reliable
test of authorship it is necessary to determine what its characteristics are.
Do these, for instance, reside in the peculiar or most striking words which
an author uses, or do they reveal themselves in the unconscious patterns
with which he employs common words? Are sentence structures a sure
guide to distinctive style? Do authors have any kind of norm from which
they rarely deviate? Obviously if the last question could be answered in the
affirmative this would provide an objective test which could be relied on to
lead to an effective conclusion. Certain linguistic statisticians have made this
assertion, but their methods need careful assessment. Is it demonstrable that
every author has a statistical norm in such matters as word-frequencies or
sentence lengths from which they do not deviate beyond what might be ex-
pected from standard deviations? To be able to maintain this position with
any confidence it would be necessary for extensive examination to be made
among a wide variety of known authors. 3’ Until this has been done evidence
of this kind must be received with the greatest reserve. Even if a tendency
towards a statistical norm for authors could be established, it would still be
difficult, if not impossible, to apply the test where the extant literature does
not provide adequate samples, which is certainly the case with many of the
New Testament Epistles. The older emphasis on the number of hapaxes
used in each writing as a means of comparing authors3*  is equally difficult
unless a thorough demonstration can be made of the extent to which any
author may be reasonably expected to enlarge his vocabulary. If no certain
method of comparing style can be established, it must remain an in-
conclusive tool in the hand of the exegete for determining authorship.

(4) Another matter of some importance is doctrine. If in two accounts
claiming the same author one brings into prominence a range of doctrines
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which are absent from the other, can this legitimately be regarded as
evidence that they could not have come from the same author? The problem
resolves itself into a discussion of the extent to which an author may be ex-
pected to reflect his characteristic ideas in all that he writes. The problem
obviously cannot be resolved without reference to the purposes of each
writing. What may be expected for one purpose may not obtain for another.
It is not self-evident, for example, that Paul will write in the same way to a
Christian church which he has never visited as to a close associate. It would
be natural to suppose that the former would contain a fuller exposition of his
ideas than the latter. Nevertheless the question must be faced whether a
creative thinker like Paul could ever write in a non-creative way. In the end
a decision on this can only be subjective. No-one is in fact entitled to say
that a book must be non-authentic because some characteristic doctrine is
lacking, for this would mean tying down the personal freedom of the author
within too narrow limits. It may as reasonably be deduced that authors do
not necessarily reflect their characteristic doctrines in all their writings.

(5) Because every author writes in a historical situation, an examination
of the historical background of the writing together with an examination of
historical data known about the supposed author is a valid methodology in
order to decide whether one excludes the other. If, for instance, historical
background suggests a second century date whereas the author ascription
denotes a first century date, only two explanations are possible. Either the
ascription is incorrect or else the historical background must be re-examin-
ed. The latter course may, in fact, be the more reasonable, especially where
there is room for difference of opinion in the identification of the historical
allusions. A case in point is the Colossian letter, where the supposed second
century background of Gnosticism reflected in the heresy is being fast aban-
doned as a ground for non-Pauline authorship because of the undoubted ex-
istence of pre-Gnosticism in the first century. Additional knowledge of
Gnosticism has led to a re-appraisal of the place of this type of evidence in
disputing the Pauline origin of this epistle. 33 The same might be said about
the various allusions to persecutions in the New Testament. It is impossible
in these cases to be certain to which period of church history these in-
decisive references belong and it is certainly precarious to argue from what
might have been to what is. This could be illustrated from I Peter where the
references to persecutions might refer to Trajan’s time, but cannot be proved
to do ~0.3~

(6) The preceding considerations might suggest that no positive approach
to authorship is possible, but this would not give the full picture. In cases
where the New Testament text does not give an author’s identity, there are
no means of arriving at a conclusion without relying on external evidence
(as, for instance, in the case of Luke-Acts). For the remainder the self-claims
of the books themselves must be given adequate weight. It would seem to be
a fair principle of criticism to allow the claims to stand until they are dis-
lodged by being shown to be untenable. This means that such claims should
be given the benefit of the doubt where challenges to them fall short of
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positive proof. In these cases also due weight must be given to external tradi-
tion.

NOTES

1. l?ber  den sogenannten ersten Brief des Paulus an den Timotheus (Berlin 1807).
2. Hisrorische-Kritische Einleitung in das Neue Testament (Leipzig 18 12)111.3  15.
3. Die sogenannten Pastoralbriefe (Stuttgart (1835).
4. Einleitung in das Neue Testament (Freiburg 1885).
5. Cf. for instance, Bultmyn’s approach to history in his The History of the Synoptic

Tradition (E.T., Oxford 1958 ).
6. Emphasis on units of tradition has made emphasis on authorship irrelevant.
7. In writings of scholars like Marxsen, Conzelmann and Bornkamm. See the article on

redaction criticism, ch. Xl.
8. Clearly authorship becomes important in discussions of the theological moulding, but

even here rhe theology is more important than the personal characteristics of the author.
9. A comoarison  between the avvroach of G. Bornkamm and R. V. G. Tasker in his The

Gospel accbrding  to St. Matthew’(London,  1961) illustrates this point.
10. An unknown compiler could, of course, produce an authentic work, but anonymity
makes it more difficult to establish authenticity (cf. Hebrews).
I 1. An exegete like E. Haenchen continually refers to “Luke” but does not mean Paul’s com-
panion, whereas F. F. Bruce fully accepts the Lucan authorship and interprets the book ac-
cordingly. See E. Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles (Oxford 1971),  and F. F. Bruce, The
Acts of the Apostles (London 1952).
12. Lucan authorship may be said to corroborate other evidences of authenticity since Luke
must have had access to much first-hand material.
13. C. Marcion  iv.2.
14. Adv. Haer. iii.l.
15. E.g.  it is not sound criticism when all the statements of a particular author are discounted
because on some issue he expresses a naive opinion.
16. Cf. E. Hennecke. New Testament Atrocrvtrha  (ed. W. Schneemelcher and R.M. Wilson;
London 1963, 1965):

_ I_

17.  Those who regard pseudonymity as an acceptable literary device claim that this places
books of such origin in the same category as books which advertise their true authorship.
18. Consider, for instance, the dating of F. D. Gealy in his exegesis of these epistles in The
Interpreter’s Bible (New York 1955),  Vol. II, pp. 351ff. in which a post-Marcion period
places them in a secondary category.
19.  The earliest evidence comes from Tertullian (De Pudicitia) who placed Hebrews below
the apostolic epistles. His acceptance of Barnabas as author clearly influenced him in his
decision.
20. Cf. Eusebius, H.E. vi.25.
21. JTS ns. 12, (1961),  pp. 39-49, reprinted in SPCK Theological Collections 4 (London
1965),  l-13.
22. Aland  considers that in those days ihe Christian writers were regarded as pens moved by
the Spirit.
23. Those times when Paul draws attention to his own opinion (as for instance in I Cor.7:12)
suggest that he is generally conscious of speaking from God. His whole emphasis on the
work of the Spirit supports this view.
24. Op. cit., pp. 3, 4.
25. At the meeting of elders at Jamnia they were not considered canonical and at no stage
subsequent to this.
26. A parallel exists in the title, but in form and content John’s apocalypse differs in a mark-
ed way from the Jewish apocalypses. His is not pseudonymous, does not contain a survey of
past history and moves on a higher plane (i.e. is more spiritual).
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27. Cf. my article on epistolary pseudepigraphy in my New Testament Introduction (London
1970),  pp. 671ff. For a general discussion of canonical pseudepigrapha, cf. B. M. Metzger,
JBL, 91 (1972),  pp. 3-24.
28. A comparison between C. L. Mitton,  The Epistle to the Ephesians (Oxford 195 l), and F.
Foulkes, The Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians (London 1963),  will demonstrate this.
29. Cf. Mitton,  op. cit.
30. According !o Tertullian,  De Baptism0 17.
31. A.Q. Morton, who has advocated this view, has based his conclusions on a restricted
amount of evidence and cannot claim to have established a general principle (cf. Paul the
Man and the Myth (London, 1966),  by A. Q. Morton and J. McLeman).
32. Cf. P. N. Harrison’s approach in The Problem of the Pastorals (Oxford 1921).
33. Cf. R. M. Wilson’s treatment in his Gnosis and the New Testament (Oxford 1968).
34. Cf. the different  approaches of F. W. Beare,  The First Epistle of Peter (Oxford 1958)
and C. E. B. Cranfield,  The First Epistle of Peter (London 1950).

CHAPTER VI

T H E  R E L I G I O U S  B A C K G R O U N D

John W. Drane

It ought to be self-evident to every reader of the New Testament that one
of the most important tools in the understanding of its message is a proper
appreciation of the religious background to its thought. Jesus himself and
his disciples, along with almost all the writers of the New Testament, were
Jews, and most of the early churches embraced people with very diverse
religious backgrounds. We cannot get very far through the New Testament
without encountering the representatives of various religions, whether it be
the Pharisees and Sadducees of the gospel traditions or the enigmatic
representatives of pagan religious thought who are mentioned in the Pauline
letters and Acts. It is therefore essential for the student of the New Testa-
ment to be thoroughly familiar with the background of religious thought
against which it was written.

I. The Sources

This religious background to the New Testament writings comprises three
main elements:

1. THE OLD TESTAMENT

The Old Testament is of crucial importance for a correct understanding
of the message of the New Testament. On almost every page of the New
Testament we are reminded of the fact that the coming of Jesus was the
decisive conclusion to a long history of religious experience. He was the
promised Messiah of the Old Testament (Mk. 14:61f.),  and his coming was
the fulfilment of the ancient prophecies (Lk. 4:21).  Even relatively trivial in-
cidents in his life and work could be seen in this light (Mt. 2:16-23),  and
though it was not generally apparent at the time, even the events of his death
and resurrection were later seen as the fulfilment of Old Testament predic-
tions (Acts 2:22-36).  ’

Not only could Jesus’ own life, death and resurrection be seen in the con-
text of the Old Testament, but the new life of the Christian church could
also be interpreted in terms of Old Testament categories. St. Paul had no
doubt that because of their relationship to Jesus the Christ, even Gentile
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Christians could be described as “sons of Abraham”, heirs of the promises
made in the Old Testament to God’s chosen people (Gal. 3:29).  On almost
every page of St. Paul’s correspondence, Old Testament figures are taken up
and reinterpreted, while even small details of his language can often conceal
an allusion to some Old Testament event. Even such a cosmopolitan church
as that at Corinth could be expected to have their Christian faith thoroughly
grounded in the Old Testament (cf. 1 Cor. 1O:lff.).

2. CONTEMPORARY JUDAISM

The Judaism of the first century A.D. was no doubt more complex than
people often suppose,* but three main strands appear to have had an
important influence on the faith of the first Christians:
(a) The Pharisees and their beliefs almost certainly exercised an important
influence on the development of New Testament theology. Though to the
first evangelist they were the arch-enemies of Jesus and his followers (Mt.
22-23),  St. Paul could boast more than once of his upbringing and educa-
tion as a Pharisee (Phil. 3 :5; cf. Gal. 1: 13f.).  Though his attitude to the Old
Testament Torah shows that he had cast aside many of the most cherished
beliefs of the Pharisees, it is certain that he continued to be deeply influenced
by what he had learned from his Pharisaic teachers. At his trial before
Agrippa (Acts 26:4-g),  as before the Sanhedrin at a previous trial (Acts
23:6-lo), the author of Acts depicts him appealing to the belief in the future
resurrection which he shared with the Pharisees - and we can see from his
own treatment of this very subject in 1 Cor. 15 how deeply indebted he was
to the traditions of his fathers. 3
(b) Qumran doctrines have also played their part in helping us to unders-
tand the religious background of the New Testament. Though we must re-
ject outright any theories that Christianity was derived from the Qumran
community, there are many points of contact. One of the most spectacular
reversals of scholarly opinion in recent years has come about largely
because of the discovery that the dualism of the Qumran scrolls bears ‘a cer-
tain resemblance to that of the Fourth Gospel. As a result of this, the Fourth
Gospel can now be seen in a completely new light, both historically and
theologically,4 while some scholars are suggesting a much earlier date for it
than has hitherto been proposed. 5
(c) Hellenistic Judaism must also be taken into account. This was the kind
of Judaism that developed among the Jews of the Diaspora, as they tried to
accommodate their ancestral faith to the requirements of a different situa-
tion. Its most eloquent exponent was Philo of Alexandria, a contemporary
of Jesus and St. Paul, who set himself the task of interpreting the Old Testa-
ment in terms of Greek philosophy. In order to do this, he had to allegorize
almost the whole of the Old Testament, thus removing it from the realm of
the truly historical, but in the process he claimed to have proved that Moses
had anticipated all that was best in classical Greek philosophy! The thought
of Philo and those who followed him is often an important consideration in

the interpretation of Pauline theology. In Gal. 4:21-3  1, for instance, Paul
uses the allegory of Sarah and Hagar to prove his theological points, and the
question naturally arises whether Paul was using the same method as the
Alexandrian Jews, and if so whether he did it with the same presuppositions
in mind. The answer to this question will give us an important insight into
St. Paul’s attitude towards the Old Testament, and his understanding of
Jesus in Old Testament categories.

3. HELLENISTIC THOUGHT

The other main area of religious thought that provided a backcloth to the
early church is the religion of the Hellenistic world. By New Testament
times, the cults of the old Greek gods had lost their former power and the
main religions of the Roman empire were the mystery cults and various
forms of what later became known as Gnosticism. Both these systems were
concerned with the provision of a personal salvation for the individual.
Generalization in this area of study is always a hazardous business, but we
shall perhaps not go too far wrong if we distinguish the Mysteries from
Gnosticism by saying that the former claimed to provide a personal salva-
tion by magic, whereas the latter did it by more philosophical-theological
means. This distinction is not a very clear-cut one, but in this it merely
reflects the confusion of the Hellenistic world, where men were willing to
grasp any straw that held out the slightest support for their future spiritual
security.

What we know of these Hellenistic religions has come from two main
archaeological finds. From about 1850 large quantities of papyri were dis-
covered in Egypt, many of them containing accounts of the magical
religious observances of the Hellenistic world. These were gathered together
and published by Adolf Deissmann as Licht vom Osten in 1908.’  These
magical papyri shed a great deal of light on the popular superstitions of
Hellenism. None of the papyri as such can be dated earlier than the Chris-
tian era, and most of them are from the second to the sixth centuries A.D.
But there is plenty of other evidence for the widespread practice of magic in
New Testament times. This includes cursing tablets, magical amulets and
magicians’ apparatus, some of it dating from the pre-Christian era.’ The
Gnostic religion is known to us through the accounts of Christian forms of
Gnosticism given by the early church Fathers, and also through a vast
quantity of MSS discovered at Nag Hammadi in Egypt about 1945. ’ This
collection, written in Coptic, includes sayings attributed to Jesus but not
contained in the canonical gospels (e.g. The Gospel of Thomas), along with
more speculative and philosophical Gnostic treatises. These MSS are still in
the process of being edited and published by scholars, but so far none has
come to light from a pre-Christian period.
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II. The Use of Background Materials

How can we use such varied materials? There are two main points at
which such comparative materials can be a help to the exegete: 9

1. THE USE OF SIMILAR LANGUAGE

A quick reading of the comparative texts soon reveals that the same ter-
minology often occurs in several different contexts. Take the idea of
“knowledge”, for instance, which runs like a metallic thread through the
fabric of all the materials enumerated above. An uncritical approach to the
subject might lead us to suppose that in all these religious texts it has one
and the same meaning, and so there will be no difficulty in deciding its
meaning in the New Testament. But in fact, there is great variety even
among the non-Christian sources. “Knowledge” is a prominent theme in the
Old Testament, where knowledge of God is the prerogative of those who live
in close covenant fellowship with him; lo and in the Qumran scrolls
“knowledge” is the possession of the religious elite of the community. ” In
the writings of Philo and the Gnostics,  on the other hand, knowledge (yv-
&LG) is something secret that can be obtained only by the soul to which es-
oteric religious truths have been revealed. ‘*

In view of these distinctions of emphasis, we can see that the meaning of
yvoh~ in the New Testament is a matter for careful exegesis of the text.
What we must do is to make a careful analysis of the use of the word as it
occurs in all the relevant religious contexts, and then to compare the
different uies. As often as not, we will discover that the New Testament con-
cept, though having some relationship to Jewish or Hellenistic religious
thought, is in a distinctive class of its own, and the Christian meaning of a
given word will usually be determined by the eschatological fact of Christ. I3

The importance of exercising due caution in dealing with linguistic terms
is now generally recognised, though in the early days after the discovery of
the Hellenistic magical texts some extravagant statements were made on the
flimsy basis of common terminology. In 1913, Wilhelm Bousset wrote the
first edition of his important book, Kyrios Christos, l4 in which he suggested
that since the first Gentile Christians were accustomed to hailing their pagan
gods as xv’poq, they instinctively worshipped the Christian Jesus by using the
same word - though the practice went far deeper than that, for the word
itself carried with it a multitude of theological associations, which were also
transformed into beliefs about Jesus. I5 Consequently, when the New
Testament writers refer to Jesus as d m&coq they are demonstrating their
theological isolation from the historical Jesus, and their close association
with the pagan theology of the Hellenistic world. Far from being the guar-
dians of the truth revealed once and for all by Jesus the Christ, the apostles
were religious plagiarists of the worst sort, attempting to conceal the rags of
a discredited Jewish apocalyptist beneath the rich robes of Hellenistic deity.
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No-one today would accept this kind of argument in its entirety, for it is
now seen that in his enthusiasm for newly discovered sources of information
Bousset ignored the important semantic problems involved in transferring a
set of ideas from one culture to another. No doubt the early Christians
thought of Jesus as in some way a superior counterpart to their pagan
“lords”, but the evidence does not allow us to go much beyond that. I6 James
Barr has gone so far as to suggest that it is a linguistic impossibility for
isolated words to convey theological meaning from one context to another,
and though his judgment may well be too sweeping, it is a timely reminder
that if linguistic comparisons are to mean anything a very complex analysis
is called for. ”

2. THE USE OF RELIGIOUS MYTHOLOGY

The next question that arises is this: if several religious sources describe
their deity in similar ways, doing similar things in the same contexts, what
are the possible relationships between them? In the case of the New Testa-
ment, this has resolved itself into two main issues, concerned with the
miracle stories of the synoptic gospels and the Christology of the Pauline
churches.

(a) Miracle Stories. It was recognised from the very start that the synop-
tic miracle stories had a certain similarity to the magical performances of
wizards and “divine men” in the Hellenistic world. There is ample evidence
for that in the New Testament itself (Mt. 7:22; 1 Jn. 4:l; cf. 2 Thes. 2:9;
Rev. 13: 13ff.),  and at a later date Clement of Alexandria used the similarity
as an argument to advance the claims of the Christian faith: Gentiles, he
said, had no reason to deny the miracles accredited to Jesus, since their own
religious traditions contained miracles of a similar nature (Strom. vi.3).
There were also miracle stories told of the Jewish rabbis, ‘* though most
scholars have failed to discern any meaningful relationship between these
and the synoptic traditions. I9 It is more usual to treat the gospel miracles as
stories that describe Jesus after the pattern of the familiar figure of
Hellenistic magic. 2o Nor is there any good reason for us to dispute the
general validity of this assertion. In a world thoroughly permeated with the
superstitious and the magical, where magicians and miracle-workers were
two a penny,*’ it is no surprise that the early Christians should soon have
realised the apologetic value of the miracle traditions. For people who had
previously followed the local magus,  it was important to know that Jesus
had exercised a more powerful form of supernatural power. In the traditions
themselves, Jesus was often portrayed doing the very same things as the
Hellenistic magician claimed to be able to do. The exorcism of demons,
coupled with magical’ methods of healing, like the use of spittle, were the
stock-in-trade of the Hellenistic wonder-worker. 22

Some recent studies have emphasised again the importance of this aspect
of the synoptic traditions. R. P. Martin argues that one of the purposes of
Mark’s gospel was to tone down these magical associations that were so
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tion in Christ is revealed, his power is made manifest, and men are called to
faith and repentance. This is quite different from the purposes of either
Hellenistic or rabbinic magic. 3o

(b) Christology. Some scholars have gone further, and have argued that
the C hristology of the early church w.as largely dependent on an earlier
Hellenistic doctrine. It has often been urged that there was in the Hellenistic
world, specifically in Gnostic circles, a widespread myth of a Primal Man,
who took upon himself the appearance (though not the reality) of material
form, descending to save the souls of men, in much the same fashion as the
Christian Jesus is said to have done.3’ Thus, the pre-existence of Jesus as a
divine figure, his true involvement in material flesh, his death, resurrection
and ascension are all nothing more than a projection of pagan religiosity
through the befuddled minds of the apostles onto the pages of the New
Testament.

This suggestion founders on the fact that there is no evidence for such a
myth in pre-Christian times, though there is plenty of evidence for it from
the second century onwards. 32 This highlights another basic consideration
to be applied in the comparison of religious texts, for it is all too easy to
compare texts from quite different ages, and so to arrive at misleading con-
clusions. The fact that comparative dating of materials has caused so much
confusion in this area of study draws our attention to another problem in
utilising non-Christian sources to interpret the New Testament, for in this
field, as perhaps in no other, the attitude of every scholar is bound to be
determined by his own presuppositions, and particularly his answer to the
question: Is there such a thing as the supernatural?

The scholar who answers that question negatively must regard the whole
concept of deity as the New Testament presents it as nothing more than an
elaboration of pagan religious mythology. Since Jesus can have been no
different from any other man, the true message of the New Testament is not
one we can readily understand today in its own terms. It was essentially an
existential message, related to the thought-patterns and ideas of ancient
man, who in a vague way believed in miracles, though in fact what he
thought he believed in only existed as a mythological hangover from his
religious past. According to this view, the concept of miracle was an inven-
tion of unsophisticated man, designed to answer questions which at that
stage of his development were incapable of any other explanation. Conse-
quently, if we find ancient records like the New Testament which appear to
relate incidents in which the miraculous took place, it must be explained as a
reflection of an unsophisticated stage in the development of humanity. Since
Greek pagans were at the same stage of development as the New Testament
Christians, the miraculous elements of the New Testament and the pagan
miracles are all of a piece, and are nothing more or less than variant forms
of the same irrelevant phenomenon.

To the scholar who does accept the possibility of the miraculous, the
question is seen in a different light. He will take his starting point from the
assumption that there is no a priori reason why miracles should not happen.
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clear in the miracle stories. In the face of a Docetic Christology that had
arisen in the Gentile churches from a misunderstanding of Pauline teaching,
Mark edited the miracle traditions to exclude the possibility of mis-
understanding. He wanted to avoid the impression that Jesus was very
closely allied with the commonplace magic of Hellenism, hoping t?t  this
would sweep the ground from under the feet of would-be Docetists. J. M.
Hull reaches somewhat different conclusions after his analysis of the synop-
tics. According to him, Mark portrays Jesus acting in precisely the ways ex-
pected of the Hellenistic “divine man” while in Luke the contrast between,
the magic of Jesus and that of his opponents is brought out very clearly, and
in Matthew Jesus is portrayed not so much as a miracle worker as a teacher
of faith. 24

Can we go further, and suppose that the synoptic miracle stories are
pagan myths applied to the Christian Jesus.9 The earlier form critics often
thought so, but they tended to make pronouncements about such historical^.
auestions on quite inadequate grounds. ” The fact that the gospel traditions
have the same “form” as the Hellenistic stories proves nothing except that
the first Christians were fully aware of the apologetic requirements of the
moment, and presented their material accordingly.

In dealing with such a vast subject, we need to decide each case on its
own merits, 26 but there are a number of guidelines that may be noted briefly
here:

(i) The purpose of the magical performance in Hellenistic religion was
usually to coerce the gods to do as the “holy man” wanted. *’ The magical
papyri contain the incantations, prayers and rituals to be used to this end.
Each circumstance could be dealt with in a particular way, so that with in-
creasing pressure being brought to bear, the god was finally forced to submit
to the will of the magician. There is no parallel to this in any of the New
Testament miracles. Jesus does not operate in order to pressurize God into
acting on his behalf - indeed, on one crucial occasion there is a definite
emphasis on Jesus’ submission to the will of God (Mk. 14:32ff.).  Nor is
there any record of Jesus using the kind of spells, incantations or magical
apparatus that are described in the papyri.

(ii) It is unlikely that it would have been possible to credit Jesus with
miraculous powers if he had not in fact possessed such powers in one form
or another. Both the rabbinic and the Hellenistic miracle stories had been
evolved over a long period of time, but with the gospel traditions the situa-
tion was quite different, for the traditions were reduced to writing within the
lifetime of eyewitnesses of the events they purport to describe. This does not
necessarily mean that Jesus actually thought of himself as a magician after
the Hellenistic model, though we can have no doubt that the early Christians
were being faithful to their Lord and Master when they so portrayed him. 28

(iii) The miracles play a theological part in the gospels that is un-
paralleled both in pagan and in later Christian sources. 29 They are
eschatological events, portraying the coming of the Kingdom and
themselves being a part of the salvation brought by Jesus. In them God’s ac-
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Nor indeed is there any a priori reason why Jesus should not have been
divine, as he evidently claimed to be. Beginning as they do from completely
different premises, it is not surprising that supernaturalists reach quite
different conclusions from naturalists. For the supernaturalist, it is possible
that Jesus was divine and that miracles could take place. Whether in fact
Jesus was divine and did perform miracles is something that needs to be es-
tablished by the norms of historical and literary investigation. In this en-
quiry no investigator has the right to impose his own preconceived ideas
onto the New Testament texts (nor indeed onto the Hellenistic or rabbinic
texts), but we all need to be aware of our presuppositions, and to make due
allowance for them.

From this brief survey we can see that the benefits of a judicious use of
other religious texts in the exegesis of the New Testament are many. The
main advantage is a simple one: we are enabled to view the New Testament
writings from the perspective of men and women of the first century. This is
something we take for granted today, but it is fundamental to our whole
modern understanding of the New Testament. If we did not know about the
paganism of Hellenism we would be unable to understand most of the New
Testament. If we knew nothing about contemporary Judaism, we could
hardly begin to exegete the synoptic traditions and much of St. Paul’s
writings. Used wisely, these materials can add a basic dimension to our
comprehension of the New Testament. Used indiscriminately, they can lead
us up many a blind alley. But no reader of the New Testament can say they
are irrelevant.
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CHAPTER VII

HISTORICAL CRITICISM

I. H. Marsha l l

I. Aims and Method

By “historical criticism” is meant the study of any narrative which pur-
ports to convey historical information in order to determine what actually
happened and is described or alluded to in the passage in question. The
phrase “what actually happened” is by no means free from difficulties of in-
terpretation, but a common-sense view of it will suffice us in the present dis-
cussion.

Historical study may be undertaken in order to throw light on an obscure
narrative by determining more precisely the nature of the events to which it
bears witness. In his useful study of the matter G. E. Ladd illustrates how
the meaning of various statements in the New Testament becomes apparent
to the modern reader only when they are placed within their historical
context.’ In John 4:6 Jesus is said to have sat at the well near Sychar at “the
sixth hour”. If this detail is “historical” (i.e. refers to what actually
happened), it must have been remembered and recorded because it conveyed
some significant information to the original readers, but for the modern
reader it is a mere, empty time note without some elucidation. A knowledge
of Jewish chronology enables us to state that the equivalent time in modern
terms was probably noon.2 If so, the detail indicates that this was the
hottest time of day, and helps us to understand why Jesus felt tired from his
journey and thirsty.’ Here we see how a mixture of historical skills - a
knowledge of ancient chronology and insight into normal human feelings -
may be used to illuminate the verse in question so that the modern reader
may gain from it the full meaning which the author intended to be grasped
by his original readers.

Alongside this task of elucidation a second aim of historical criticism is to
test the historical accuracy of what purports to be historical narrative. In the
Acts of the Apostles several pieces of local colour, e.g. the various titles
given to magistrates, have been shown to be accurate by the production of
confirmatory evidence from inscriptions and other ancient documents. It is
well known that Sir W. M. Ramsay began his archaeological researches in
Asia Minor with the belief that Acts was a tendentious second-century

document. The evidence which he discovered led him to the verdict that
Luke was a first-class historian, and he devoted the rest of his life to further
researches designed to find confirmatory evidence for the historical truth of
the NT.4

The problems that arise in pursuing these two aims are obviously those of
applying historical science to the NT. This method consists in the careful
scrutiny of any given narrative by itself and in comparison with whatever
other sources of information are able to shed any light on it and the in-
cidents which it records. The marks of the good historian are consequently
that he possesses a good knowledge of all the sources which may be rele-
vant, that he is adept at probing into their reliability and establishing what is
historically probable, and that he is capable of framing a historical
hypothesis which will successfully account for what the sources say. He in-
terrogates the texts in order to construct a picture of the event which they
reflect, a picture which will be in itself historically coherent and which will
also serve to explain the wording of the sources. His tools include the
various types of criticism discussed elsewhere in this volume, and he uses
them to work back from the historical narrative to its possible sources and
so to the incident which gave rise to them. We say “incident”, but it should
be remembered that various historical situations may have influenced the
narration of the story at different stages in its transmission, and these need
to be taken into account by the historian. 5

It will be clear that many factors enter into the historian’s reconstruction
of the past, and that he cannot always arrive at certainty. Too often the
sources are fragmentary and opaque, too often the original events are too
complex for any source to reproduce them fully, too often several
reconstructions of what happened are possible. The historian is frequently
reduced to reasoned conjectures and assessments of comparative
probabilities.

II. Historical Problems in the New Testament

The process of historical study often suggests that events did not happen
exactly as they are reported in a particular source. So far as the New Testa-
ment is concerned such conclusions can arise in a number of ways.

1. DISCREPANCIES BETWEEN PARALLEL NARRATIVES

Comparison of different accounts of the same incidents in the NT may
lead to the conclusion that two or more of them cannot simultaneously be
true. For example, the order of events in Mt. 8 is quite different from the
order of the same events in Mk. In Mt. the healing of a leper (Mt. 8:1-4)
precedes the healings of Peter’s mother-in-law and of the crowds in the even-
ing (Mt. 8: 14-17), but in Mk. the order is the reverse (Mk. 1:40-45,  29-34);
again the crossing of the lake and stilling of the storm occur in Mt. 8:23-27
long before the teaching in parables in Mt. 13, but in Mk. 4 the teaching in
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parables occurs just before the crossing of the lake. It is clear that one or
both narratives cannot be in chronological order.

In the same way parallel accounts of the same incidents may differ from
each other. In Mt. 21:4Of.  Jesus reaches the climax of the parable of the
wicked husbandmen by asking what the owner of the vineyard will do to his
tenants. The question is answered by the audience, and then Jesus replies by
quoting Ps. 118:22f. In Lk. 20: 15-17, however, Jesus answers his own
question, and the audience replies, “God forbid”, before Jesus goes on to
cite the Psalm. Both accounts of the conversation cannot simultaneously be
literally true.6  Or did Jesus allow or forbid the use of a staff to the Twelve
when he sent them out on their missionary travels (Mt. 1O:lO;  Mk. 6:8)?

2. COMPARISON WITH NON-BIBLICAL MATERIAL

Exactly the same kind of problems can arise when the NT narratives are
compared with evidence from secular history, both in written accounts and
in archaeological records. There is still no completely satisfactory solution
to the problem arising from Luke’s statement that Quirinius was in office as
governor of Syria and conducted a census at the time of the birth of Jesus
before the death of Herod (Lk. 2:lf.; cf. Mt. 2:l) when compared with
Josephus’ statement that Quirinius was governor and held the census several
years after Herod’s death (Josephus, Antiquities 17:135;  18:lf.) ’

3. HISTORICAL IMPROBABILITIES

Some narratives contain incidents which appear to be inherently im-
probable. This can happen with ordinary, everyday events. One of the most
serious attacks on the historicity of the Gospel of Mark came from W.
Wrede who argued that the whole series of commands to keep the deeds and
teaching of Jesus secret were incapable of being carried out, and hence un-
historical: how, for example, could Jairus and his wife have kept the cure of
their daughter secret (Mk. 5:43) after her death had already been publicly
announced? *

4. SUPERNATURAL OCCURRENCES

The suggestion of improbability is all the stronger when the stories con-
tain miracles, visions of heavenly beings and prophetic knowledge of the
future. The problem here has two sides.

On the one hand, there is scepticism  regarding the possibility of such
events. Some scholars reject the supernatural out of hand. Others, while
theoretically preserving an open mind, act in accordance with Hume’s prin-
ciple: while miracles are rare occurrences, it is not rare for witnesses to be
mistaken, especially in an era when superstition abounded and modern
scientific knowledge was lacking. Every apparent example of the super-
natural must therefore be scrutinised  with care for the possibility of a

natural explanation. Behind this attitude lies the belief that ancient history
should be regarded as continuous in character with modern history, so that
the one can be interpreted on the analogy of the other. Since (it is said) the
supernatural is unknown today, it cannot be admitted into explanations of
the past.Y

On the other hand, it is argued that even if a person believes in the super-
natural as a private individual, he cannot as ahistorian allow supernatural
explanations of events. To do so would be to abandon the ordinary principle
of natural cause and effect in history and to allow a place to the irrational.
This procedure would put an end to historical method, since historical
method, like scientific method, must proceed on the basis of natural causa-
tion. To accept the supernatural would mean giving up the usual methods of
establishing historical probability and leave no firm basis for historical in-
vestigation, since no grounds would exist for preferring one account of an
event to another.

The result of these considerations is that many scholars feel bound to ex-
plain the events behind the NT in natural terms and to refuse to allow any
place to the supernatural as a possible category of interpretation.

5. CREATION AND MODIFICATION OF MATERIAL IN THEEARLY  CHURCH

What appears to be a historical narrative can sometimes be explained as
the product of the inventive faculty of a community or individual. Scholars
applying the method of tradition criticism often assert that in the case of the
so-called pronouncement stories the original element is simply the saying
ascribed (correctly or incorrectly) to Jesus: these sayings were remembered
because they were important for the early church, and it was the early
church which invented the settings for such isolated and context-less
sayings. Much attention has been devoted to tracing the development of
traditions, and whenever an element in a story or saying appears to reflect a
particular interest of the church or the predilection of an Evangelist the
temptation is to argue that the church or Evangelist created the element
(rather than that they preserved it because of its inherent value to them).
What appears to be historical can thus often be explained as historical fic-
tion, and the genesis of a narrative may be explained more plausibly in terms
of the motives which animated the mind of its creator than in terms of a pur-
ported historical event reported in it.

6. LITERARY GENRE

The historian needs to ask whether any narrative which is aprima facie
historical account has been assigned to its correct literary genre. A historical
narrative may turn out to be a historical novel. Did the writers of the
Gospels intend them to be taken as historical documents in the sense that
they are in their entirety reliable accounts of events as they actually
happened? It could be that the significance of Jesus was too great to be ex-
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pressed within the limits of a historical narrative: do we therefore fall into
the error of reading as history what was never intended to be so un-
derstood? What, for example, is the historical status of the temptations in
the wilderness? Have the NT writers woven event and interpretation
together in such a way that interpretation may appear in the guise of
historical event? Was the story of the tearing of the temple veil (Mk. 15:38)
intended to be a historical account or a piece of symbolism (to signify the
opening up of the presence of God to all believers)?

7. INSUFFICIENT EVIDENCE

A final question concerns the amount of evidence needed to demonstrate
that an event took place. Suppose that we have a single narrative of some
event, with no confirmatory evidence from other sources: is that report
adequate as a basis for belief, especially if the event is unusual or super-
natural? Only Jn. 11 tells us of the raising of Lazarus: is that sufficient
evidence to justify us in believing that such a stupendous event occurred
despite its miraculous nature and despite the silence of the other Gospels?
What is adequate evidence? Is it possible to prove historically that salient
events in the life of Jesus occurred? There is surely a distinction between be-
ing able to say that a certain event (e.g. that there was a person called Jesus
of Nazareth) took place with a probability approaching certainty and mere-
ly being able to say that there is no evidence that an event did not take place.
If the events in question are said to be the basis for religious faith, then the
question is manifestly of crucial importance.

III. The Legitimacy of Historical Study

It is not surprising that many people feel worried if the application of the
historical method leads to the conclusion that certain events described in the
NT either did not take place as they are recorded or cannot be established
above a low degree of probability. The discovery of errors is not a problem
in the same kind of way in the study of some secular history. Nobody is par-
ticularly disturbed by finding errors in Josephus  and having to make
allowance for them, however inconvenient this may be to the student of
Jewish history. No problem of religious faith arises. The matter is more
worrying for the Christian believer whose faith includes the belief that the
Bible is in some sense true and reliable. He has come to the study of the NT
with this working presupposition. It may not be superfluous to observe that
at least he is (or should be) aware of the existence of this presupposition, and
also that, if he is intellectually honest, he must be prepared to test its validi-
ty. It may also be worth observing that the contrary belief (namely, that the
Bible is not reliable) is every bit as much a presupposition, and indeed from
one important point of view a much less likely one, since there is a good case
that the Bible does claim to be a reliable revelation of God and that this
claim is a justifiable one. lo
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What, then, is to be the Christian believer’s attitude to historical study?
Many students have been tempted to conclude that there must be something
wrong with a method which leads to such alarming conclusions, and
therefore to pronounce the method illegitimate. But in reality the Christian
cannot deny the legitimacy of historical criticism. If he is correct in his
presuppositions, then the effects of such criticism should be ultimately to
confirm the historicity of the NT.

In fact anybody who tries to understand the NT or to defend its historici-
ty against sceptics by any kind of reasonable argument is already practising
the historical method. He may try to argue that he personally does not need
any historical proof of the truth of the NT because this is a matter of faith
and not of proof, but this is not so. Not only does he need to practise  it in
order to overcome the arguments of sceptics and give an apologetic for
Christianity (insofar as this can be done by historical argument); he also
needs it in order to elucidate the historical statements made in the NT. There
are problems of interpretation in the NT that cannot be solved apart from
historical study, and it does no good to ignore them and try to move on
straight to a spiritual or devotional exposition of a passage. ” There are, for
example, two prima facie different datings of the crucifixion in the Synoptic
Gospels and John: it is impossible to study the Gospels seriously and avoid
trying to discover when Jesus was crucified and why the Gospel records
differ on so important a date, Historical criticism is both legitimate and
necessary.

There is a deeper sense in which it is necessary. It must be practised  in
order to throw light on the nature of the truth which is to be ascribed to the
NT. The answer to this question can be determined only by applying
historical criticism to the actual phenomena. Two examples will illustrate the
point.

First, as was indicated above, theform  of a narrative must be taken into
account in order to determine whether or not it was meant to convey
historical truth. The parables of Jesus are related as if they were stories of
real events. But nobody would claim that there must have been a historical
good Samaritan or prodigal son in order that these two stories may be
“true”. The parabolic form does not demand the historicity of the story.

Second, the aims of the author must be considered. He may not have
wished to give more than a summary of an event. Matthew so abbreviates
the story of Jairus’ daughter that one gains the impression that she had
already died before Jairus first approached Jesus (Mt. 9: 18), but according
to Mark at this point she was only in extremis, and not until later did Jairus
learn that she had died (Mk. 5:23, 35; cf.‘Lk. 8:42, 49). What Matthew
reports is, therefore, not what actually happened, and it stands in contradic-
tion to the report of Mark. But when Matthew’s method of abbreviation
(possibly in order to make room for additional material elsewhere in his
Gospel) is taken into account, it is seen that he was not concerned with
detailed accuracy, and he should not be faulted for what he was not trying
to do. In the same way a first-century audience would not have expected the
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brief accounts of the various sermons in Acts to be verbatim accounts of
what was actually said, any more than we would expect the same of brief
newspaper reports of parliamentary speeches (as opposed to detailed reports
in Hansard).

These examples indicate that the prima facie impression which may be
gained by an untutored or naive modern reader of the NT can be wrong,
and that historical criticism is needed in order to clarify what the NT intends
to teach. Belief in the “truth” of the Bible cannot be a substitute for
historical study. We may wish that this was the case, that God had given us
a Bible that would be instantly and correctly understandable by any modern
man. But he has not done so, just as he has not given us a Bible with a
guaranteed text (instead of one that has to be determined by the techniques
of textual criticism) or in a modern lingua franca  (instead of having to be
laboriously translated into many different human tongues). The Bible needs
interpretation, and historical criticism is part of that process. This is not, of
course, to say that the Bible is hopelessly obscure until the scholars have
done their work on it; its broad meaning is clear enough, but the details of
interpretation need scholarly skill.

IV. The Implications of Inspiration

The previous section attempted to show that our understanding of the
historical truth of the NT must be formulated in the light of historical
criticism - and that in this light some of the apparent difficulties in regarding
the NT as historically reliable disappear. We must now stress the converse
point, that the process of historical criticism must take place in the light of
the doctrine of biblical inspiration. For example, John Calvin was not insen-
sitive to the existence of historical problems in the NT, and did not brush
them aside. He observed the problem caused by the different datings of the
crucifixion in the Synoptic Gospels and John. Let it be noted that there is
nothing wrong in establishing such a discrepancy. (If conservative scholars
have been slow to look for such things, it has usually been because they
have been too busy looking for answers to problems turned up by their more
sceptical colleagues). What is wrong is to stop at this point. So Calvin goes
on to seek a solution to the discrepancy in terms of the Jewish calendar. He
looks for a solution to the problem which will not sacrifice the historical ac-
curacy of the NT authors. He attempts a harmonization in the light of
historical knowledge. I2

This sort of procedure is surely legitimate. If any particular event has
been described by several witnesses, it is fair to expect that they will be in
agreement, although allowance must be made for errors of observation and
memory. A full picture can be gained only by piecing together several
testimonies from different points of view. We would have a one-sided and
wrong view of the chronology of the passion if we had only one of the
sources in question.

Nevertheless, harmonization of the Gospels has aroused much adverse
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comment. There may be only one original written source (as in passages
where two Synoptic writers are dependent on the third), so that differences
between parallel accounts may be due to the growth of tradition or to in-
dependent editorial revision. This objection has some force, but is not
decisive. For, first, it ignores the evidence of continuing oral traditions which
may have p;;served  features omitted from the written sources used by the
Evangelists. Second, the work of the later Evangelist may be an “exegesis”
of his source through which features which were played down or obscured
in the source but were nevertheless latent in it may be brought out more
clearly: Tendenz is not necessarily the fruit of creative imagination. It is true
that much misapplication of harmonization has brought the process into dis-
repute. The theory which harmonizes the two accounts of the healing of the
centurion’s servant by arguing that the centurion came to Jesus himself (Mt.
8:5-13)  and sent two deputations of friends to him, the latter of whom
repeated the centurion’s own message verbatim (Lk. 7:1-10) I4 is rightly to
be rejected as too great a strain on credulity. Harmonization is legitimate,
but only when the hypotheses necessary to establish harmony are not more
unlikely than the hypothesis of non-historical reporting in one or more of the
sources.

A conservative outlook may thus lead the critic to a more earnest reckon-
ing with the possible historicity of his sources and hence to the discovery of
historical material which may otherwise have gone undetected. Simple loyal-
ty to the truth is all that should be required to lead to such effort - the
willingness to check each and every theory, and to take nothing for granted.
But the history of NT interpretation shows that where the conservative has
not played his part the sceptic has often been content with inadequate
solutions to problems, and has not tested them carefully in the light of the
possibility that “Die Bibel hat doch Recht”.  I5 Historical criticism must press
on beyond what may be a superficial solution of a given solution in terms of
the error of the source to a deeper solution which may be able to resolve the
apparent error in the light of a more exact knowledge of the historical situa-
tion.

V. Conservatism and Scepticism

Such an attitude may well seem to have certain weaknesses. First, conser-
vative scholars may often seem unduly reactionary in their refusal to accept
hypotheses which depend on the presence of errors and contradictions in the
NT. Thereby they appear to have precluded the possibility of fruitful
research. For example, conservative scholars have never been very happy
about the dismemberment of the Epistles to the Corinthians, especially the
view of Hausrath that 2 Cor. l&13 forms part of an earlier Epistle than 2
Cor. 1-9, since this means that the various fragments have been erroneously
joined together in the wrong order. It could be argued that by this obstinate
refusal to accept an “ assured result” of criticism they have prevented
themselves from entering into a fruitful discussion of the historical develop-
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ment of the Corinthian church or of Paul’s own thought. But two comments
are in order. First, recent study suggests that earlier conservatives may well
have been right in their hesitation (whatever their grounds for it); one solu-
tion to the enigma of 2 Corinthians that finds increasing favour at present
regards 2 Cor. 10-13 as posterior to 2 Cor. l-9 and forming part of a later
Epistle. I6 Second, if the historical evidence demands the dismemberment of
the Epistle, and if there is no doctrinal reason why this should be regarded
as illegitimate, then modern scholars should not be bound by the attitudes of
an earlier generation.

What this illustration demonstrates is not that the historical method is
wrong - for it is only by the application of it that a better solution to the
problem can be found - but rather that the conservative is right to insist on
the element of conjecture in many proposed solutions and therefore to be
sceptical towards them.

This raises the possibility of another weakness in our approach. How far
should scepticism be carried? After all, the basis for the newer view of 2
Corinthians may be no better founded than the old, even if it is a more con-
genial solution. Is the conservative sufficiently sceptical with regard to con-
servative solutions to problems? Indeed - and this is the crucial point -
ought he not to adopt an approach of methodological scepticism towards the
NT text itself! The conservative, it may be argued, is prepared to adopt the
principle of historical criticism only up to a point; he refuses to apply to the
text that wholesale scepticism and questioning attitude which is the mark of
the historian. ”

This description of the conservative attitude is correct; what is debatable
is whether it represents an illegitimate, unhistorical approach to the text. It is
surely one thing to interrogate a text minutely in order to discover all that it
really says or implies; it is quite another to disbelieve every statement that it
makes until it can be proved to be true. It is at this point that a clear distinc-
tion emerges between the so-called conservative and radical viewpoints. The
position adopted by the sceptical historian is thoroughly unrealistic - as he
would soon realise if he attempted to apply it to all the ordinary statements
made to him by other people in the course of everyday life. I8 If we have a
narrative that purports to be historical from a writer whose general content
is known to be reliable, it is more reasonable to accept it as reliable until
satisfactory evidence is produced against it. In the absence of contrary
evidence belief is reasonable. l9 ‘When  a scholar finds that his general belief
in the reliability of the NT is confirmed by the available historical evidence,
he has every right to protest that methodological scepticism is unjustified. *”

One important special factor in this connection is the question of the
supernatural. The conservative scholar accepts the possibility, and indeed
the probability, of the supernatural. “If the universe is dominated by a Spirit,
miracles are possible; if by a Spirit that is Love, probable; and if that Spirit
has become incarnate, this miracle would make further ones very probable
indeed.“*’ As a Christian historian he cannot rule the supernatural out of
court in his attempt to furnish a historical account of the phenomena behind
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the NT. To do so would be to provide a naturalistic explanation of what, as
a Christian, he believes to be supernatural; it would indeed be to explain
away that on which his belief in the supernatural rests. The historian who
believes in the possibility of the supernatural cannot divorce his faith from
his historical judgment.

But this attitude does not condemn him to a non-historical approach.
Historical judgment has to be exercised on the quality of the evidence and
the nature of the event to which it bears witness. What appeared miraculous
to the contemporaries of Jesus may in some cases be better explained in
terms of insights derived from psychosomatic medicine. The nature of the
evidence may be such that an account of the miraculous is not to be taken at
its face value.** Nevertheless, if the historical critic is convinced of the
reality of the incarnation, he will be prepared to account for certain events
as miraculous without any sense of incongruity or lack of historical sense. It
has been sufficiently demonstrated by W. Pannenberg that there can be
cases where the historian can admit the supernatural without in any way
abandoning the principles of historical method. 23

VI. Conclusion

The argument so far has attempted to show that the application of the
historical method leads to the elucidation of the NT and the resolution of the
historical problems which it contains. A scepticism towards solutions to
historical problems which postulate the unreliability of the NT documents is
justified by its results. It is sensible to adopt an attitude of scholarly caution
towards historical conjectures, whether they tend towards disproving or
confirming the historicity of the NT narratives.

These points, however, do not remove the possibility of discovering in-
tractable historical difficulties in the NT. There may be a stage at which the
difficulties involved in explaining away an apparent historical error are
greater than those caused by accepting the existence of the error. Theories
which attempt to harmonise the narratives of Easter morning by postulating
several different visits by the women to the tomb seem much more im-
probable than those which allow for a certain amount of confusion in the
narratives,24 just as there came a point when the pre-Copernican solution to
the movements of the planets, though mathematically possible, broke down
under the weight of the number of epicycles  which more accurate observa-
tion of the heavens made it necessary to postulate, and the simpler Coper-
nican system became much more probable. More generally, one may ask
whether there is a stage when the number of alleged historical difficulties for
which there is as yet no solution must lead the conservative scholar to con-
clude that the absolute historical reliability of the NT is a mirage: is there a
point at which faith becomes sheer credulity? On more than one occasion
Calvin himself notes the indifference of the Evangelists to details of times
and sequences: *’ was the Spirit less concerned about such matters than we
are?
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It is certainly impossible to practise  the historical method without con-
cluding that on occasion the correct solution to a difficulty lies in the un-
historical character of a particular narrative. Several cases of this kind have
been cited above, but in many of them we have claimed that to establish that
a particular statement is unhistorical is not to establish the presence of an
error which would call in question the reliability of the NT writer. Very often-
the reader may be demanding a kind of historical truth from the narrative
which it was never intended to provide.

We must of course sympathise with the ordinary reader of the Bible at
this point. He may well argue that if what the text says did not happen, then
it is in error, and that to explain the text in terms of an abbreviated narrative
or an interpreted narrative or even as a piece of symbolism is illegitimate.
But sympathy is not an argument for dispensing with reason. The ordinary
reader may not be able to recognise when unusual literary categories are be-
ing intentionally and properly used by the NT writers any more than the
average reader of the Greek NT is likely to detect the presence of the odd
examples of prose and verse rhythms that can be found in it by a person
trained to do ~0.2~

When all this is said, however, there will still remain cases of apparent
historical error which cannot be explained away with the knowledge at pre-
sent at our disposal. There is a difference of opinion among scholars of a
conservative inclination regarding these, Some scholars are prepared to
allow that a Bible which is infallible in its doctrinal statements may
nevertheless contain inaccurate historical statements in matters that do not
affect its doctrinal affirmations: the truth of the incarnation is not affected if.
one or both of the genealogies assigned to Jesus are not accurate in every
detail. Others would disagree, and claim that, even if no solution is known at
present, nevertheless a solution exists and will one day become known. So
far as doctrine is concerned, these two views obviously differ, although not
perhaps as much as their proponents may think. In practice, however, they
are not so very different, for where the former group of scholars admit real
error, the latter group must admit apparent error. What is important is that
scholars of both persuasions are equally committed to the search for truth -
God’s truth - and both are required to be humble and cautious in their
statements regarding the phenomena in the NT. Both groups can and must
work together in a spirit of mutual understanding instead of yielding to their
respective tendencies to regard the others as beyond the pale or as
dangerous heretics. Only through mutual cooperation and discussion are we
likely to come to a resolution of these as yet unsolved problems.
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CHAPTER VIII

SOURCE CRITICISM

David Wenham

I. The JustiJication  for Source Criticism

In the prologue to his gospel the author of Luke/Acts refers to many peo-
ple before him who had “undertaken to compile an account of the things
that have been fulfilled among us” (1: 1). It is reasonable to infer from this
that he knew some of these earlier writings, and it seems likely that he would
have been influenced by them to a greater or lesser extent in the writing of
his own gospel. There is nothing comparable to Luke’s prologue in the other
gospels, but it may be surmised that the other evangelists would have been
in a similar position to the author of Luke/Acts, at least if their gospels are
rightly dated after A.D. 50 or 60. It is not likely, despite the claims of some,
that the highly literate Christian community of the first century will have
studiously refrained from putting into writing traditions of the life and
teaching of Jesus for the first thirty years of its existence, however much it
expected the imminent end of the present age.

A case for source criticism might be made out on such a priori grounds,
but the decisive evidence for the use of sources in the New Testament lies in
the New Testament documents themselves. Not only are there dislocations ’
and apparent duplications* in the documents which suggest that the gospels,
for example, have undergone a more complex editorial process than is often
imagined; but much more important and much less ambiguous evidence is
provided by the striking phenomenon of agreement between the synoptic
gospels in certain passages.3  The agreement is too close to be explained as
the accidental convergence of independent accounts, and the only adequate
explanation is either in terms of a common source lying behind the different
accounts or in terms of mutual dependence. 4

Source criticism is needed to explain this sort of evidence, and it has not
been displaced either by form criticism, which tries to explain how a story or
saying was used in the oral tradition of the church before being incorporated
into a source, or by redaction criticism, which seeks to analyse the New
Testament writers’ use of their sources. The form critic in fact needs the in-
sights of source criticism, since he must trace the literary history of the
traditions as far back as he can before speculating about the oral period;
and so does the redaction critic, since he can comment reliably on an
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author’s editorial tendencies only if he knows what sources the author was
using.

II. The Methods of Source Criticism

1. WHERE THERE ARE TWO OR MORE OVERLAPPING TRADITIONS

The search for sources is an easier and much less speculative enterprise
when the critic has several parallel traditions to analyse, such as the three
synoptic gospels, than when he has only one. Given such a situation his
procedure will be (a) to note the evidence internal to the documents
themselves, i.e. the areas of overlap and the points of difference in the
different traditions,j (b) to note any relevant external evidence, e.g. the
statements of the early church fathers about the writing of the gospels, and
(c) to propose and test different possible explanations of the evidence for
comprehensiveness and simplicity, Comprehensiveness is important, since
simplicity is no virtue if any substantial part of the evidence is not accounted
for; but simplicity is also a significant criterion, since almost any theory can
be made comprehensive if sufficient modifications and exceptions are
allowed.h

(a) Explaining the internal evidence. So far as internal evidence is concern-
ed, the basic grist to the critic’s mill is the combination of agreement and dis-
agreement in the parallel documents; in the case of the gospels this includes
agreement and disagreement in wording, order, contents, style, ideas and
theology.

(i) Wording. The extensive verbal agreement of Matthew, Mark and Luke
in various passages seems to most people to point to some sort of literary
connexion, direct or indirect, between the synoptic gospels. ’ When it comes
to asking more precisely about their relationship to each other, it is observed
that the three gospels have a very considerable amount of material where
they all run parallel to each other, and that in this so-called Triple Tradition
Matthew and Luke agree frequently with Mark’s wording (and also with his
order) either together or independently, but rarely with each other against
Mark.8  It has usually been concluded from this that Mark stands mid-way
between Matthew and Luke. Thus, for example, Matthew and Luke may be
thought to have used Mark and not to have known each other; or Mark
may be supposed to have conflated  Matthew and Luke, always following
them when they agree together and normally following one or the other
when they disagree; or Mark may be thought to have used Matthew, and
Luke may be thought to have used Mark.

These and other hypotheses make sense of the phenomenon in question,
and to try to narrow down the number of options on the basis of the
evidence of the wording is not easy, much of it being difficult to handle.
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Thus it is particularly difficult to explain the different levels of agreement in
the different parts of the tradition, for example in the Q material, i.e. in the
passages where Matthew and Luke have parallel material which is not found
in Mark. Some think that the fact that Matthew and Luke agree closely
sometimes and very loosely at other times is explicable if they were using a
single common source; others prefer to think in terms of a number of tracts
of Q material. Deciding between such alternatives is not easy, since the
evangelists were not simply copyists and scissors-and-paste editors, but in-
dividuals with minds of their own and also very probably with some
knowledge of oral traditions of the life and teaching of Jesus.’ The critic
therefore has to ask himself whether his knowledge of the evangelist’s style
and interests suggests that a particular difference can be explained as an
editorial alteration by one evangelist or the other, and/or whether one or
other of the evangelists may not have diverged from his written source under
the influence of some oral tradition. Very often the answer will not be at all
obvious.

(ii) Order. The conclusion that Mark stands mid-way between Matthew and
Luke is suggested by the agreements and disagreements of Matthew, Mark
and Luke in the ordering of their common material; but the significance of
the phenomenon of order is in other respects less clear. For example, it has
long been observed that the Q material is differently arranged in Matthew
and Luke; in Matthew it is distributed through the gospel, in Luke it is found
in two main blocks (6:20-7:35;  9:57-13:34).  This seems to some to exclude
the idea of Luke having known and used Matthew, making something like
the document Q indispensable, since it is unreasonable to think of Luke ex-
tracting the Q sayings from their Matthean setting and then grouping them
together artificially. Others on the other hand find the postulated Lukan
editing quite intelligible: Luke was using Mark as his main source, and it
was his deliberate policy not to confuse and conflate Mark and his other
sources.

Weighing such opinions is difficult, and the disagreement of scholars over
such points illustrates the precariousness of arguments about what seems
credible and incredible. The danger is that in pronouncing something in-
credible a scholar will merely reveal his own lack of imagination and his
own lack of sympathy with the situation in which the evangelist was writing.

(iii) Contents - omissions, doublets, misunderstandings. A comparison of
the contents of the different gospels tends to confirm what was said about
Mark being mid-way between Matthew and Luke in the Triple Tradition;
but does it help us go further in excluding other hypotheses?

Some would wish to argue for Marcan rather than Matthean priority on
the grounds that Mark could not have known Matthew and have left out so
much valuable material, e.g. the Sermon on the Mount. But this is very
much the sort of argument that has already been criticised,  being based on
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assumptions about “what I would have done if I were the evangelist”. In
fact it is not really so difficult to suppose that Mark might have omitted
large tracts of Matthew’s teaching material, if, for example, his aim was
primarily to write a gospel for the Gentile unbeliever. And even if this was
not his aim, it remains true that omissions may well be explicable in terms of
an editor’s particular interests. The point can be reinforced in this case by
two observations: (1) that the problem of omissions exists in one form or
another on almost any theory of synoptic origins. Thus, if Luke used Mark,
his “Great Omission” of Mark 6:45-8:26 must be explained. (2) That there
is reason to believe that Mark omitted material that he might have included
whether or not his was the first gospel. ‘O It is an attractively simple but quite
unlikely assumption that the first evangelist included in his gospel all that he
knew of Jesus’ life and teaching.

Arguments about supposed omissions or insertions of material may have
more force, if it can be shown that the insertion or omission corresponds
with some sort of break or disjointedness in the sequence of the narrative. ”
Unfortunately, however, the evidence rarely points unambiguously in one
direction, and it will often be arguable that the smoother fuller version of a
story is a later writer’s revision of the earlier dislocated text.

A rather similar argument is that based on supposed doublets in a gospel,
which may be taken to suggest the use of two sources. In Matthew, for ex-
ample, the accusations that Jesus cast out demons by the prince of demons
comes twice (9:34;  12:24),  and this is simply explained via the hypothesis
that Matthew found the saying both in Q (cf. Lk. 11: 15) and also in Mark
(3:22).  But arguments about doublets are not always quite as simple as they
may look. It is not always easy, in the first place, to be sure that two similar
stories or saying are in fact the same: there can be no doubt that Jesus did
and said the same or similar things on many different occasions, and there is
no reason for assuming that the early church could have retained in the
tradition only one saying or action of a particular type (e.g. one feeding of
the multitudes). A second point to reckon with is the fact that an author
may quite possibly repeat himself without this necessarily indicating the use
of more than one source. ‘*

Like suspected doublets, supposed misunderstandings are a possible but
not very reliable means of detecting the use of sources. If it can be shown
that something appearing in one document has been misunderstood or mis-
placed in a second document, then this evidently assists the critic who
wishes to decide which of the two documents is secondary. The problem is
to identify clear-cut examples. l3

(iv) Style. Source critics have made a lot of the differences of style between
the Synoptic Gospels. Thus Mark’s has been judged the most primitive
gospel, because his Greek is supposedly of a poor standard, containing
numerous Aramaisms, I4 and also because he includes the sort of vivid
irrelevant details that an eyewitness might be expected to include in a life of
Jesus whereas Matthew and Luke omit such things as superfluous. I5
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Unfortunately arguments such as these, at least in the way that they are
usually presented, are not at all cogent. An author’s style depends very
much on the author, and, unless he is copying a source closely and sup-
pressing his own style, an author whose Greek is poor or colloquial or
Aramaizing will use that sort of Greek whether or not he is using a source.
Mark, for example, was the sort of writer to use xai repeatedly, whether he
was writing with or without a source. I6 So far as Mark’s vivid touches go,
both common sense and a study of the development of the gospel tradition
in the early church ” suggest that such things are as likely to have been
added into the tradition as omitted from it.

A different and potentially much more convincing argument from style
depends on the possibility of detecting differences in style within a particular
work according to whether or not a source was being used at a particular
point. It has been argued, for example, that Matthew’s way of using the Old
Testament changes when he begins to run parallel to Mark and that he uses
the LXX to a much greater degree in his so-called Marcan quotations than
elsewhere, ‘* and a different argument from style has recently been proposed
on the basis of the statistical analysis of the gospels. I9 These arguments as
they have been put forward so far may not be convincing, but the method
being tried is one that could prove fruitful.

To say that arguments from style are frequently unsuccessful is not to say
that they can never be of any value. In particular instances it may be possi-
ble to urge that stylistic peculiarities in one account and not in a parallel ac-
count point to a particular relationship. It is, however, important not to
claim too much for the evidence and to remember, for example, that on oc-
casion a later gospel may have the most primitive form of a tradition.

(v) Ideas and theology. Attempts have been frequently made to try and put
the gospels into some sort of chronological order according to their par-
ticular ideas or theology. Thus Mark has been thought to have the most
primitive account of Jesus’ visit to Nazareth, since he speaks of Jesus being
unable to do miracles (except that he healed a few sick people) (6:5);
Matthew here simply and more reverently says that Jesus did not do many
miracles (13 :58);  he does not ascribe any inability to the Lord. Mark later
speaks of the disciples failing to understand Jesus’ prediction of his death
and resurrection (9:32);  Matthew speaks of their “grieving exceedingly”
(17:23),  implying that they understood at least something.

This is another argument that sounds attractive, but which is not in fact
as simple as it sounds. 1. It is often hard to be sure that a supposed
difference in outlook is a real one; in the case cited, for example, Mark could
well have substituted his account of Jesus’ visit to Nazareth for Matthew’s
without intending anything very significant by his alterations. 2. It is not
usually easy to tie down a particular idea of theology or outlook to a par-
ticular period in early church history. One cannot, for example, say simply
that Matthew’s gospel is the most Jewish and therefore the most primitive;
nor can one assume that a high Christology is always a late Christology. ‘O
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3. It is a mistake to suppose that the evangelists will simply have mirrored
the ideas of the church and of the time in which they lived. If Mark shows a
particular interest in the disciples’ failings and weaknesses, this does not
prove that he was writing in a period before the apostles had come to be
revered and respected, but more probably that he saw some particular value
in describing the disciples’ weaknesses; if he did, then it is quite likely that
this would have come across - like his literary style - whether he was using
sources or not.

(b) The external evidence. The limitations of the arguments based on the in-
ternal evidence make the potential importance of the external evidence
greater. There has in recent years been a tendency to neglect the statements
of the church fathers relating to the writing of the gospels, partly perhaps
because critics concluded on internal grounds that Mark was the first
gospel, thus contradicting the unanimous testimony of the fathers and
casting doubt on their reliability as witnesses. But if, as many believe, the
Synoptic Problem is a much more open question than previous generations
of scholars have thought, then the external evidence, which is admittedly not
very extensive and not always clear in its implications, must again be taken
seriously.

2. WHERE THERE ARE NO OVERLAPPING TRADITIONS

Source criticism may be a difficult art when the critic has several parallel
traditions to compare; it is even more difficult when he has only one tradi-
tion to work with. But this has not deterred scholars from making the
attempt, and there are a number of supposedly tell-tale signs that the critic
will look for which may indicate the use of sources.

(a) Breaks and dislocations of the sequence. First, there are from time to
time awkward breaks and apparent dislocations in the narrative sequence
which are explicable if it is supposed that the author was trying to weave
into a single account material drawn from a number of different sources.
Thus in John 14:31  Jesus says “Rise, let us go hence”, as though the
previous discourse were over and as though he were about to go out to
Gethsemane and to his death; but then the discourse resumes and three full
chapters elapse before Jesus finally goes out. One possible explanation of
this is that the evangelist was working with a number of tracts of material
which he has not wholly integrated.

The success of the critic’s search for sources via dislocations depends on
the original author’s lack of success in integrating his sources, and will
therefore be of little use if the original writer was competent as an editor. It
also depends on the critic’s ability to interpret dislocations in the text ac-
curately. Critics, whether source, form or redaction critics, are sometimes
unimaginative in their treatment of documents, making much of apparent
dislocations or incoherences  and not allowing that the New Testament
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writers might periodically have expressed themselves loosely and with
something less than absolute precision. If an argument for sources is to be
cogent, it must be clear that the phenomenon in question is really significant
and that the source critical explanation is superior to others that are possi-
ble.

(b) Stylistic inconsistency. Stylistic inconsistency within a document is a se-
cond sign pointing to the possible use of sources. For example, Luke’s birth
narratives are very Hebraic; and, although a possible explanation may be
that Luke was a versatile author who chose his style to suit his material, it is
probably simpler to postulate the use of sources at this point, whether oral
or written.2’

(c) Theological inconsistency. If it can be shown that a particular passage
or verse contains theological ideas that are quite untypical of, or better still
contradictory to, the theology of the writer as it is expressed elsewhere, then
it may reasonably be argued either that the material is an interpolation or
that it is material taken by the author from a source and not properly
assimilated. Scholars have claimed to have detected this sort of inconsisten-
cy in Mark, for example in Mark 4, where they have identified what they
regard as two inconsistent views of the purpose of parables side by side in
the same chapter.** The difficulty with this sort of argument lies in
identifying genuine and significant inconsistencies. Presumably the authors
of the documents themselves were not conscious of letting serious incon-
sistencies through, and the question in each case is, therefore, whether the
original author was correct in assuming no inconsistency or whether the
modern critic is correct in detecting certain contradictions.

(d) Historical inconsistencies. Historical inconsistencies in a document, for
example, doublets, are a fourth possible clue that may indicate that the
author is using sources.23 But for the difficulty of this sort of argument see
our earlier discussion of doublets.

III. Learning from Source Criticism

1. THE HISTORY OF THE BIBLICAL TRADITIONS

The Christian’s knowledge of the historical events that are fundamental to
his faith derives from the New Testament, and so the study of the history of
the New Testament documents is ultimately of the greatest relevance to him.
It may strengthen his convictions about those events, as also his belief in the
inspiration of Scripture; or it may do the opposite. The Christian will be en-
couraged by source criticism if it leads him to conclude that the evangelists
used primitive written sources in writing the gospels; the importance of
sources will be especially great if the author of the gospel (or of Acts) is not
thought to have been an eyewitness of the events he records. If on the other
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hand source criticism were to indicate that the evangelists’ only sources
were vague and unreliable folk traditions transmitted over a long period of
time, this would be disturbing to the believer.

The mistake should not be made, however, of thinking-that an author
cannot be trusted where no source can be detected. The limitations of the
source critic’s methods have been made clear, and it cannot be assumed that
it will always be possible to identify the use of written sources, still less of
oral sources, especially if the author was a competent editor. Whether or not
any of the evangelists are thought to have been eyewitnesses of the events
they describe, it is virtually certain that they will all have been familiar with
many of the traditions they record long before they wrote them down, and
the fact that such traditions may be recorded in the language and style of the
evangelist in question is scarcely surprising and proves nothing about the
reliability of the tradition.

2. THE METHODS AND OUTLOOK OF THE NEW TESTAMENT WRITERS

When it can be firmly established what sources were used by any par-
ticular writer, the modern reader can learn a lot from the writer’s use of his
sources, for example about the writer’s method of writing. The fact that
Matthew and Luke agree so extensively with Mark and especially closely in
the words of Jesus indicates, if it is accepted that Mark was their source,
that they were concerned to preserve the received tradition and that they did
not feel free to write the story of Jesus just as they pleased in accordance
with their own theology.

The other side to this coin is the divergence of the gospels at numerous
points, which suggests to some that the evangelists were not worried about
precision in historical details. Thus Luke has Jesus heal blind Bartimaeus on
the way into Jericho whereas his source Mark has the miracle on the way
out of the city, and it may well be concluded from this that Luke’s concern
was not with the precise location of such events. If this is the correct conclu-
sion, then clearly it is a complication for the Christian wishing to use and de-
fend the gospels as documents that are historically trustworthy. To assert
that one or more of the evangelists was reliable on the major historical and
theological questions but that he felt free over historical details may be
necessary and may be compatible with a high view of Scriptural authority,
but it is less straightforward than maintaining that the evangelists were
faithful in large and small points alike. 24

Whether the divergences between the gospels do in fact demand that we
take the more complicated view is uncertain. It was observed earlier that the
evangelists will have been familiar with many of the traditions which they
record in their gospels long before they found them in the document that
was their main written source, which means that a writer’s departures from
his main source are not necessarily his own improvisations, and that the
possibility of harmonizing the divergent accounts should not be too quickly
ruled out.25  Once this is realised and allowance is made (a) for the fact that
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different witnesses and narrators of an event will always view the event from
different perspectives, (b) for stylistic variation,(c) for the interpretative work
of the individual evangelist bringing out the meaning of the original event or
saying for a particular church situation, the number of divergences that
appear to demand the hypothesis that the evangelists were unconcerned for
accuracy in detail will not be very great. 26

A source critical analysis allows the critic to say something about a
writer’s method of writing, and also about his particular interests and ideas.
Although the redaction critic may be able to detect certain dominant motifs
in a writing even when he is uncertain about the sources used by its author,
his task is made immeasurably easier when he can compare the writing with
the source lying behind it. Thus, for example, when Matthew is compared
with Mark, Matthew is seen to have a particular emphasis on the Jewish
people; but in order to say whether this was a definite Matthean interest or
Tendenz or not, we need to know what his sources were. If Mark was his
source, the answer would presumably be yes; but if some very strongly
Jewish traditions of the Jerusalem church were his main source, the answer
might conceivably be the opposite. *’

Since it will from time to time throw light on what the author or authors
intend in a particular passage, source criticism is important for biblical ex-
egesis in general and not just for redaction criticism in particular. Difficulties
of interpretation, for example, may be cleared up when a document is com-
pared with its source and when it is seen how a tradition is used by different
writers; *’ and a source critical analysis is of obvious value to the exegete
wishing to make sense of apparently divergent versions of the same tradition
and wishing to avoid an arbitrary choice between the versions or an unin-
formed harmonization. But as well as bringing benefits, source criticism
may raise problems for the expositor, if it suggests that a biblical writer has
departed significantly from his source. For example, the expositor may find
himself having to choose between preaching on a source critic’s reconstruc-
tion of a word of Jesus and the supposed misunderstanding or creative
reinterpretation of that saying found in the gospels. He may perhaps learn
something about how the biblical tradition may be applied to different
audiences, but there are difficult questions that arise in this situation regar-
ding the authority of the different versions of the saying. The problem arises,
however, only if the source critic finds himself forced to conclude that the
later writer has departed significantly from the original meaning.

3. THE EARLIEST PERIOD OF CHURCH HISTORY

Our knowledge about what happened to the traditions of the life and
teaching of Jesus before the gospels were written is sadly lacking; but if it
can be demonstrated that collections of sayings such as Q or the postulated
parable collection lying behind Mark 4 were in existence from an early date,
this is evidence of the first importance for the historian. Through an ex-
amination of the form and contents of such documents he may also be able
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to discover something of the interests and ideas and theology of the authors
and so of the churches where the documents were compiled and first
circulated.*’ This is, however, no easy task when one is dealing with com-
plete and extant documents; it is still harder when the sources have first to
be reconstructed.

NOTES

1. E.g. one explanation of the awkwardness in Mk. 4:10-13 is that  the evangelist was
working with a source in which verses 11, 12 were not present.

2. Compare Mt. 9:32-34 and 12:22-24.
3. Compare for example Mt. 21:23-27;  Mk. 11:27-33;  Lk. 20:1-8; or Mt..8:8f. and Lk.

7:6f.
4. The agreements of 2 Peter and Jude demand the same explanation. For a similar

phenomenon in the Old Testament compare the parallelism between the books of Kings and
Chronicles.
5. The use of a synopsis, which sets out the relevant texts in parallel, is essential for this,

and the underlining in different colours of the points of agreement and disagreement will help
the student to appreciate the meaning of the so-called Synoptic Problem. (Cf. F. C. Grant
The Gospels Their Origin and their Growth (London 1957),  pp. 41ff.) The best known syn-
opses of the gospels in Greek are Synopsis Quattuor Evangeliorum, ed. K. Aland (Stuttgart
19643 ), and Synopsis of the First Three Gospels, eds. A. Huck,  H. Lietzmann, F. L. Cross
(Oxford 1959).

6. The solution to the Synoptic Problem which has commanded most support for some 50
years or more is the Two Source Theory. According to this view, Mark’s gospel was the first
of our gospels to be written. Matthew and Luke used Mark as one of their main sources, but
they also made use of a sayings source which is no longer extant and which is known as “Q”
(from the German word Quelle  meaning “source”). Sometimes Q is thought of as oral
material rather than as a written source. Although this has been the generally accepted solu-
tion of the problem for some time, there have always been dissentients. See W. R. Farmer’s
history of The Synoptic Problem (New York 1964).

7. For the view that the agreements can be adequately explained in terms of oral tradition
see. for example, B. F. Westcott, Introduction to the Study of the Gospels (London, 1895 g.
It is certainly-easy for us to underestimate the powers of memory that some had in the an-
cient world. Cf. B. Gerhardsson, Memory and Manuscript (Uppsala, 1961).

8. Dissentients from the Two Source Theory observe that the agreements of Matthew and
Luke against Mark are not so rare or so minor as is often thought.

9. A citation of Pavias in Eus. H.E. iii, 39.4,  shows that there was a living oral tradition in
the early church even after the gospels were written.
10. See the possible hints of omissions in 4:l, 33; 12:1, 38. If it is admitted that Mark knew
Q, then Mark’s omissions were extensive.
11. J. Chapman argues that Mark shows signs of disjointedness at certain points where he
omits something that Matthew includes. See his Matthew Mark and Luke (London 1937). E.
De Witt Burton lists the following criteria for identifying the second of two documents known
to be directly related: (1) misunderstandings of one by the other; (2) insertions breaking the
sequence of thought or symmetry of plan in the other; (3) clear omissions destroying the con-
nection in the other; (4) insertions that can be explained according to a writer’s aim and the
omission of which by the other could not be explained; (5) the opposite of 4; (6) alterations
conforming to the general method or tendency of the other. (Some Principles of Literary
Criticism and Their Aaulication  to the Svnoptic  Problem, Chicago 1904).
12. A simple, though nbi typical, example is the overlap at the end of Luke and the beginning
of Acts; it is quite intelligible that Luke might have gone back over ground covered in volume
1 at the beginning of volume 2.

SOURCE CRITICISM

13. G. M. Styler claims that Herod’s  grief at John the Baptist’s death is out of place in Mt.
14:9,  since Matthew has given the impression that Herod wished to kill John; Matthew has
taken the expression from Mark’s account in which it makes good sense. (Excursus on “The
Priority of Mark” in C. F. D. Moule’s Birth of the New Testament (London 1966 *), p. 229).
Styler’s observation is an interesting one, but the expression is not unintelligible if Matthew is
read for itself apart from Mark.
14. On whether Mark’s is the most Semitic gospel see E. P. Sanders, The Tendencies of the
Synoptic Tradition (Cambridge 1969) p. 254.
15. See, for example, Mark’s description of the 5000  in 6:39,  40.
16. H. G. Jameson,  The Origin of the Synoptic Gospels (Oxford 1922),  pp. 91f. and B. C.
Butler, The Originality of St Matthew (Cambridge 195 l), pp. 116f.,  argue for Matthean pri-
ority on the basis of style, claiming that it is very hard to imagine Matthew producing his
elegant, well-ordered and often poetic gospel on the basis of Mark.
17. Cf. Sanders, op. cit., passim.
18. See R. H. Gundry,  The Use of the Old Testament in St. Matthew’s Gospel (Leiden
I967),  pp. 15Of.
19. A. M. Honor&,  Nov.T  10 (1968),  pp. 95-147.
20. It is usual to date most of the Pauline corpus with its high Christology before the first of
the gospels.

It is surprisingly difficult to date any of the material in the gospels. A phrase like that in
Mt. 27:8,  “That field was called the field of blood up to today”, suggests prima facie a date
before the destruction of Jerusalem; but it is not impossible to avoid that implication.
21. So E. E. Ellis, The Gospel of Luke (London 1966),  p. 28. Something similar may be said
about the Aramaic flavour of parts of the early chapters of Acts.
22. Compare v.33, supposedly the primitive view, with vs. 11, 12 and 34, supposedly Mark’s
view.
23. A. Harnack argued that two sources lie behind Acts 2-5, in which the apostles are twice__ -. _ _ ._ _
arrested and put in custody and twice brought before the Jewish authorities For discussion
of his view see J. Dupont,  The Sources of Acts (E.T. London 1964),  pp. 35f,
24. Luke’s detailed accuracy in parts of Acts is ‘well attested, and his*prologue  does not
suggest that he was interested only in the broad sweep of events and not in the details.
25. It also means that an evangelist will often have had a way of checking his main source

healing of Bartimaeus see J. N. Geldenhuys, Commentary on
1950),  pp. 467f.

and of confirming it.
26. On Luke’s location of the
the Gospel of Luke (London __
27. The critic’s analysis of 2 Peter and Jude will be affected in some respects at least if he
belives that Jude was the source of 2 Peter rather than that 2 Peter was the source of Jude or
that a common source lies behind both of them.
28. Mark’s neo&&uuov in 14:65  is explained in Matthew and Luke, though whether rightly
or wrongly may be debated.
29. The same point would apply to other New Testament books apart from the gospels. If,
for example, Bultmann’s theory that a gnostic source lies behind I John and that this has
been edited by an ecclesiastical redactor were to be accepted, this would evidently be of in-
terest to the historian of early Christian doctrine.
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2. The value of source criticism

If some sort of answer can be given to the source critical questions, of
what value is that answer? First, it will help us to understand something of
the history of the gospel traditions and of the evangelists’ method of writing.
If, for example, it is concluded that Mark’s verse 27 is a saying imported
into the context by Mark, then this is a piece of evidence which supports the
view that Mark’s gospel is in part at least arranged topically not
chronologically; it may also be seen as evidence confirming the view that
gospel traditions (or some of them) circulated in the early church without
any particular historical context.

Second, it should help us to understand something of the evangelists’
redactional concerns. If it is concluded that Mark was Matthew’s primary
source here, then his omission of Mark’s radical saying about the sabbath
being made for man is striking, as is his addition of the saying about the
priests working on the sabbath and his quotation (for the second time in his
gospel, cf. 9: 13) of Hosea 6:6,  “I desire mercy not sacrifice”. (His change in
the order of Mark’s verse 28 may also be regarded as significant.) Matthew
may be thought among other things to be reacting against the possible an-
tinomian tendency of Mark’s verse 27 and to be showing that Jesus’ concern
was not for the abolition of the law, but for its proper interpretation.
Conversely if Mark’s verse 27 is his own addition to the tradition (whether
the saying goes back to Jesus or not), then this may tell us something signifi-
cant about Mark’s liberal view of the law (cf. also Mk. 7:19).

Thirdly, answering the source critical questions may help us decide about
some of the difficult points of interpretation in the different gospels. For ex-
ample, some scholars have wanted to take Mark’s verses 27 and 28 very
closely together, interpreting the one by the other. Thus it has been
suggested on the one hand that the div@wxo~  referred to in verse 27 is really
the vi+ 706 dv@&ov  of v.28, i.e. it is Jesus himself who is the man for whom
the sabbath was made; it has been suggested on the other hand that the vE&
tov‘ riv@&ov of v.28 is really the &@wnoc  of v.27 and that the Son of man
who is lord of the sabbath is not Jesus in particular, but man in general.
Whether either of these views is to be recommended is doubtful on any
source critical hypothesis; but if the source critic were able to establish that
Mark’s verse 27 is the evangelist’s interpolation and that Mark’s source had
his verse 28 following on from his verse 26, then this would be an additional,
though still not decisive, argument to be weighed on the side of those who
want to take verses 27 and 28 separately. Similarly in Matthew: his train of
thought in verses 5-8 is not immediately straightforward, and verse 8, for
example, does not at first sight appear to follow very well from verse 7. Now
if the source critics who say that Matthew used Mark as a source are cor-
rect, this disjointedness is simply explained. Matthew has added his own
material in verses 5-7, and verse 8 is as a result left hanging. It is not
necessary on this hypothesis - and indeed it may be a mistake - to try by in-
genuity to interpret Matthew’s verses 5-8 as a coherent unity. If on the

APPENDIX

SOURCE CRITICISM ILLUSTRATED

For an example of the source critic’s task and the potential value of his
work the student may examine Mt. 12:1-8 and its parallels (Mk. 2:23-28;
Lk. 6:1-5) with the aid of a synopsis of the gospels in Greek.

1. The source critic’s task

This passage is part of the so-called triple tradition, and Matthew, Mark
and Luke overlap extensively, notably in Mt. 12:3,4  and parallels. Compare
Mt.%  o& civ~yvwze  ri &oiquev Aavih,  SE beivau&v xai i  p&i  aviov’;  7~;s
&jM&v .& &V O~XOV  toti hoi xai ZO&- cipovc  z(% neokhw4-  &ayov  with Mark
and Luke. As well as agreements between all three gospels, there are
agreements of Matthew and Mark against Luke (e.g. in various minor points
of grammatical construction in Mt. 12:1-2 and parallels; also of Mark and
Luke against Matthew (e.g. &J.&~o  Mk. 2:23 and parallels, .G?~xav v.26, xai
&~.Yv atkoiq v.27); most modern critics would want to treat Mark here as
elsewhere as the source of Matthew and Luke. But there are mmplications,
notably in the agreements of Matthew and Luke against Mark, e.g. positive-
ly in the use of the words .%islv (Mt. 12:l  and parallels) and ~~VOS  (Mt. 12:4
and parallels), and in the order of words in the expression K@oc yde hv
tov’ uapp&zov 6 vi& TOG  &v&&ov (Mt. 12:8  and parallels), and negatively in
the omission of several Marcan phrases, including most strikingly the whole
of Mark’s verse 27. These agreements of Matthew and Luke against Mark
raise difficult questions for the source critic. Is their agreemert perhaps coin-
cidental? Certainly Matthew and Luke might both independently have
omitted Mark’s E’ni  Alp&&  ciexqdwc  since Mark’s dating of the incident in
question is problematic and apparently mistaken; but can all the other
agreements be equally simply explained? If not, then one alternative view is
that Matthew and Luke had a common non-Marcan source at this point;
Mark’s verse 27 (which is introduced by his characteristically vague im-
perfect phrase xai .&yev a&oiq)  could then be regarded as a Marcan inter-
polation into the context. Whether this view or another is correct is not im-
portant for our argument at present; the example is cited simply to illustrate
the sort of data which the source critic seeks to interpret.
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other hand Matthew is regarded as the oldest form of the tradition, then it
will at least be reasonable to see if sense can be made of the sequence as it
stands. Answering source critical questions may help the exegete in this sort
of way to interpret the gospel texts accurately.

CHAPTER IX

FORM CRITICISM

Stephen H. Travis

Form criticism of the New Testament has two aims - to classify the
various New Testament books according to their literary genre (German
Gattungsgeschichte), and to analyse the smaller units of traditional material
according to the “form” or “shape” they have assumed during the oral,
preliterary period. The German word Formgeschichte (“form-history”) is
often used in a broader sense with reference to attempts to trace the develop-
ment of units of tradition during the oral period and thus to make historical
value-judgments on the material. But this is, strictly speaking, the function
of “tradition criticism”, which is treated elsewhere in this volume. My con-
tribution will be confined to the more purely analytical aspect of form
criticism, and to units of tradition in the Gospels. ’

I. Some Axioms of Form Criticism

Form-critical methods were first applied systematically to the Gospels by
three German scholars - K. L. Schmidt, M. Dibelius and R. Bultmann. * In
order to understand how the method works, we must now list some of the
axioms from which form criticism proceeds.

(1) The Synoptic Gospels are “popular” or “folk” literature rather than
literary works in the classical sense. And the evangelists, according to
Dibelius, “are only to the smallest extent authors. They are principally
collectors, vehicles of tradition, editors.” 3 Although both these claims are
regarded by more recent scholars as over-statements, they are important
because they emphasize that the evangelists.were  not historians employing
modern methods of research, but receivers and transmitters of traditions
cherished by Christian communities.

(2) Between the time of Jesus’ ministry and the writing of the Gospels
there was a period when the sayings of Jesus and stories about him were
communicated orally among Christians. Even though “Q” may have existed
as a document as early as A.D. 50, the church continued to set great store
by oral tradition until well into the second century. Thus Papias stated: “I
supposed that things out of books did not profit me so much as the
utterances of a voice which lives and abides” (Eusebius, H.E. 111.39.4).

(3) During this oral period the traditions about Jesus circulated as in-
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dependent units. It can hardly have been otherwise, since the acts and
sayings of Jesus would be recounted by preachers and teachers as occasion
demanded. We cannot imagine the apostles giving a series of lectures in the
temple precincts on the life of Jesus. Rather they would use some particular
story or word of Jesus to bring home some point in the course of their
preaching. This is why when we look, for example, at Mk. 2: l-3:6 we find a
collection of short paragraphs (known as pericopae), each complete in itself
and with no essential connection with what precedes or follows.

However, there are exceptions to this general rule. All three early form
critics agreed that some joining up of pericopae had taken place before
Mark compiled his Gospel. But this was normally on a topical basis, for ex-
ample the “controversy stories ” in Mk. 2: l-3 :6, and the “miracle stories” in
Mk. 4:35-5:43.  Only very rarely is there reason to believe that such
groupings of traditions preserved memory of the chronological order of
events - the most famous example of this being the insertion of the story of
the woman with the haemorrhage into the story about Jairus’ daughter (Mk.
4:21-43),  which is probably due to recollection that “this is how it actually
happened.“4

The major exception to the rule about independent pericopae is the Pas-
sion Narrative, where the paragraphs are joined together in a continuous
story. 5 From early times the Passion Story may have been recounted as a
whole, both in worship and in apologetic to outsiders. For such a connected
account was necessary in order to answer the question, “How could Jesus
have been brought to the cross by people who were blessed by his signs and
wonders?“6

(4) During the oral stage these “units of tradition” assumed particular
forms according to the function which they performed in the Christian com-
munity. Form critics recognize certain forms or categories in the gospel
tradition - such as “pronouncement-stories” and “miracle-stories” (see
below) - and insist that these distinctive forms are no creation of accident or
free invention, but are determined by the setting in which they arose and the
purpose for which they were used. The technical term for this setting is Sitz
im Leben (“life-situation”). Just as information about the qualities of a par-
ticular toothpaste will be told in a distinctive manner by an advertisement,
but in a quite different manner by a scientific report, so stories about Jesus
acquired different forms or shapes according to their Sitz im Leben. Thus
form critics claim the ability to deduce the Sitz im Leben of a gospel
pericope from its form. If we find several pericopae with the same form, we
may assume that they all had the same Sitz im Leben, i.e., they all per-
formed the same function in the church’s life, whether it be worship or
apologetic or catechesis or some other function. ’

It is important to understand that for form critics “Sitz im Leben” is
primarily a “sociological ” term, denoting a whole “area” or function of the
community’s life (e.g., worship, or missionary preaching). Only in a secon-
dary sense is it applied (as often by Bultmann) to the particular historical
situation which gave rise to a particular  story or saying. Thus, for example,

Bultmann might say that the pericope about paying taxes to Caesar (Mk.
12: 13-l 7) had its Sitz im Leben (in the general, “sociological” sense) in the
apologetic of the Palestinian church, while its Sitz im Leben (in the specific
sense) was the problem about whether Christians had obligations to Caesar
as well as to God.* A further refinement of this “specific” sense is the
distinction made between the life-situation of the early church where a piece
of tradition was created or transmitted (Sitz im Leben der alten  Kirche) and
the historical situation in the life of Jesus where the piece of tradition
originated (Sitz im Leben Jesu). 9

II. .The Various Forms lo

A form critic’s main purpose, then, is to classify the gospel pericopae ac-
cording to their forms, and to assign them to their respective Sitze im
Leben. Apart from the Passion Narrative, Dibelius found five main
categories. I shall now list them, noting some variations suggested by other
scholars.

1. PARADIGMS

These are brief episodes which culminate in an authoritative saying of
Jesus, or sometimes in a statement about the reaction of onlookers. A
typical “pure paradigm” is Mk. 3:31-35:

And his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside they sent to him
and called him. And a crowd was sitting about him; and they said to him, “Your
mother and your brothers are outside, asking for you.” And he replied, “Who
are my mother and my brothers?” And looking around on those who sat about
him, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of
God is my brother, and sister, and mother.”

Dibelius also cites as “pure paradigms” Mk. 2: 1-12, 18-22, 23-28; 3: 1-5,
20-30; 10:13-16;  12:13-17;  14:3-9. He also speaks of “less pure
paradigms” - pericopae including extraneous features, such as names of
characters in the story, which are not found in the pure paradigms. These in-
clude Mk. 1:23-27;  2:13-17;  6:1-6; Lk. 9:51-56;  14:1-6.

Dibelius believed that paradigms attained this shape in order to serve as
examples or illustrations in the preaching of the early missionaries. Hence
their name (Greek parudeigma = “example”). His list of five characteristic
features of the paradigms shows how ideal they would be for this purpose:
(1) independence from the literary context; (2) brevity and simplicity - we
are told nothing of biographical interest about the participants, who act
merely as foils for the saying of Jesus; (3) religious rather than artistic
colouring; (4) the word of Jesus is made to stand out clearly as the climax of
the narrative (as in a “punch-line” joke); (5) the pericope ends with a
thought useful for preaching - either a word or act of Jesus or the reaction
of the onlookers. ”

Dibelius’ location of the Sitz im Leben of the paradigms in early Chris-
tian preaching has been criticized by Bultmann as too narrow. He prefers
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the term “apophthegm” for pericopae of this type, and subdivides them into
controversy-dialogues (e.g. Mk. 3: l-6), scholastic dialogues (e.g. Mk.
12:28-34),  which arose from the needs of polemic and apologetic, and
biographical apophthegms (e.g. Lk. 9:57-62), which purport to contain in-
formation about Jesus and were used as “edifying paradigms for
sermons”. ‘* V. Taylor has criticized the terminology of both Dibelius and
Bultmann, and claims - with some justification - that his term
“pronouncement-story” is simpler and puts the emphasis in the right place. ”

2. TALES (NOVELLEN)

These are stories of Jesus’ miracles which, unlike paradigms, include
details betraying “a certain pleasure in the narrative itself ‘,,I4 and which
Dibelius therefore attributed to a special class of story-tellers and teachers
(for whose existence there is no New Testament evidence, unless these
stories are themselves evidence). The stories may be subdivided into exor-
cisms (e.g. Mk. 5: l-20; 9: 14-29),  other healing miracles (e.g. Mk. 1:40-45;
5:21-43)  and nature miracles (e.g. Mk. 4:35-41; 6:35-44,  45-52). All the
stories follow the same basic pattern: (1) a description of the disease or
situation to be remedied; (2) a statement of the cure or solution achieved by
Jesus; (3) a statement of the results of the miracle - either the effects on the
person healed or the reaction of the onlookers. This is a natural pattern for
any story of this kind, shared by Jewish and pagan miracle-stories, as well
as by TV adverts for vitamin pills and medicated shampoos.

In these tales, says Dibelius, there is “a lack of devotional motives and the
gradual retreat of any words of Jesus of general value”, and “didactic
applications altogether fail.‘? I5 Thus, in contrast to the paradigms, they
were not formed for the purpose of illustrating sermons. Rather, their Sitz
im Leben was their use by the story-tellers “to prove the miracle-worker was
an epiphany of God, and this was done by the Tale as such apart from in-
clusion in a sermon.” They were used especially in a Hellenistic setting to
demonstrate Jesus’ superiority over rival gods and miracle-workers. I6

Bultmann, who calls these narratives “miracle-stories”, does not endorse
Dibelius’ belief in a special class of story-tellers, but agrees with him that
these stories were formed for propaganda and apologetic purposes. ”

3. LEGENDS

Dibelius took over this term from its application in later Christian cen-
turies to “legends of the saints”. It does not necessarily imply that what is
recorded is unhistorical - though that may often be the case, in the opinion
of Dibelius, and particularly of Bultmann, who treats these pericopae under
the heading “historical stories and legends”. What is important is the pur-
pose of these narratives. They are “religious narratives of a saintly man in
whose works and fate interest is taken”. And they arose in the church to
satisfy a twofold desire: the wish to know something of the virtues and lot of

the holy men and women in the story of Jesus, and the wish which gradually
arose to know Jesus himself in this way.”

Thus there are legends about Jesus (e.g. Lk. 2:41-49;  4:29f),  Peter (e.g.
Mt. 14:28-33;  16:13-23),  Judas (Mt. 27:3-g)  and other characters. In
narratives like this the characters are not simply foils for some word of
Jesus, as in paradigms - they become real people and are presented as ex-
amples to follow.

4. MYTHS

Myths are narratives which depict “a many-sided interaction between
mythological but not human persons” - the supernatural is seen breaking in
upon the human scene. I9 Only three narratives are listed in this category:
the baptismal miracle (Mk. 1:9-l 1 and parallels), the temptations (Mt.
4:1-l  1 and parallel), the transfiguration (Mk. 9:2-8 and parallels). Bult-
mann does not use the term “myth” to denote a category, but includes these
three narratives among the “historical stories and legends”.

5. EXHORTATIONS

Exhortations (Pariinesen)  is Dibelius’ term for the teaching material in the
Gospels. Their Sitz im Leben is catechesis. Formally, the sayings of Jesus
may be divided into maxims, metaphors, parabolic narratives, prophetic
challenges, short commandments, and extended commandments including
some kind of motive clause (e.g. Mt. 5:29f, 44-48; 6:2-4).

Bultmann’s treatment of the sayings of Jesus is more extensive. He
divides them according to content into three groups: (1) logia or wisdom
sayings; (2) prophetic and apocalyptic sayings; (3) laws and community
regulations. Formal characteristics cut right across these categories,
provoking B. S. Easton  to ask: “Whatformal difference is there between the
‘logion’ - Whosoever exalteth himself shall be humbled - the ‘apocalyptic
word’ - Whosoever shall be ashamed of me, the Son of Man shall be asham-
ed of him - and the’ ‘church rule’ - Whosoever putteth away his wife and
marrieth another committeth adultery?” *’ On grounds ofform rather than
content, Bultmann was able to isolate only two main types: “I-sayings” in
which Jesus speaks of himself, his works and his destiny (e.g. Mt. 5: 17; Mk.
10:45);  and “Parables”. His analysis of the parabolic material is particularly
illuminating.*’

III. Some Limitations of Form Criticism

We must now mention some limitations of form criticism as it has hither-
to been practised, and some questions which it has not yet answered
satisfactorily.

(1) How many of the forms or categories commonly referred to by form
critics have in fact been satisfactorily established? We can agree that the
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“paradigms” and “tales” are distinctive types (though the names
“pronouncement-story” and “miracle-story” are more meaningful in
English), and that parables are a particular form within the sayings tradi-
tion. But what of the rest? Dibelius’ “myths” are classified by their content,
not by their style or form. On grounds of form alone, the temptation story in
Mt. 4: l-l 1 would more naturally be described as a controversy dialogue (it
is not very different from Mk. 10:2-9; 11:27-33  or 12:18-27),  and is in fact
so described by M. Albertz.**  Similarly the “legends”, though they may
have certain typical features in common, can hardly be said to have a com-
mon form or shape. “What common form can be perceived in the stories of
the Confession of Peter, the Entry into Jerusalem, the Transfiguration, and
Jesus in the Temple at the age of twelve?” asks Redlich. 23 He therefore calls
such pericopae “form-less stories”, and Taylor for similar reasons speaks
simply of “stories about Jesus”. Most of the discourse material, too, refuses
to be categorized according to form. Bultmann’s categories, for instance,
“do little more than describe stylistic features; they do not denote popular
forms into which an individual or a community unconsciously throws
sayings.“24

Admittedly, too sharp a distinction must not be drawn between form and
content - they do influence each other. Thus it is legitimate to speak of
miracle-stories as a distinctive form - even though “miracle” is a designa-
tion of content - because all miracle-stories are told in the same basic form.
But to describe “legends” or “myths” as forms, when no common shape is
discernible in the various examples adduced, is not form criticism. Thus
R.H. Lightfoot, who did much to introduce form-critical methods into Bri-
tain, admits that we may have to be content with the form critics’ success in
distinguishing and classifying two types of story, paradigms and
miracle-stories - and no others. *j

Furthermore, even these two types are not as distinct as is sometimes
suggested. Compare, for example, Mk. 3:1-6 (the man with the withered
hand - a “pure paradigm” according to Dibelius), Mk. 10:46-52 (Bar-
timaeus - a “less pure paradigm”) and Mk. 5:25-34  (the woman with the
haemorrhage - a “tale”). Is there really as much difference between them as
Dibelius’ classification would suggest? Since Mk. 3:1-6 so obviously con-
tains a “didactic motive” (which according to Dibelius a “tale” does not
have), Dibelius classes it as a paradigm, saying that the healing is only
incidental. 26 Yet the pericope  concludes not with the saying about the sab-
bath, but with the miracle and its effect on the Pharisees. “The plain fact”,
comments A. Richardson, “is that we have here a miracle-story which is
something more than what the form critics have decided that a miracle-story
ought to be.” 27 To take another example, Mk. 1:29-3  1 is a perfect little
healing-story following the pattern of description of the illness, the cure and
the results. Yet it betrays none of the “delight in the narrative itself’ which
Dibelius regards as a feature of his “tales”. Is it because it does not fit his
theory that he nowhere discusses it in From Tradition to Gospel?

In fact there are many pericopae in the Gospels which do not fit neatly

into categories, but are of “mixed type”. Bultmann makes a virtue out of this
problem, claiming that “it is no objection to the form-critical approach, but
rather a demonstration of its fruitfulness, to find that one piece of the tradi-
tion is seldom to be classified unambiguously in a single category”. It is
difficult to see how this can be reconciled with his statement about the Sitz
im Leben earlier on the same page: “The proper understanding of form-
criticism rests upon the judgment that the literature in which the life of a
given community . . . has taken shape, springs out of quite definite con-
ditions and wants of life from which grows up a quite definite style and quite
specific forms and categories.” *’ When dealing with a living tradition, we
must certainly resist excessive systematization; but the more we resist
systematization, the more we undermine form criticism itself. 29

This question about how far it is possible to establish fixed and clear-cut
“forms” does have exegetical implications. Thus, for example, many
scholars assert that Mk. 2:19b-20  is an addition by the early church to the
pronouncement-story about fasting in vv. 18-19a. Part of their argument
for this is that vv. 18-19a  so clearly form a perfect paradigm or controversy
dialogue that the extra sayings of Jesus can hardly have stood there
originally. 3o But what if the definition of a paradigm, from which this con-
clusion is drawn, is too rigid and doctrinaire? Similarly with parables, it is
too readily assumed that Jesus could not have included allegorical traits in
his teaching, and that a parable must have been designed originally to have
only one point, so that a second point must be an addition by the church. ”

(2) The assumption that there was an “oral period” before any of the
gospel material came to be written down has been questioned by H. Schiir-
mann. He suggests that during Jesus’ ministry his disciples may have written
notes on main aspects of his teaching. 32

(3) How did the traditions about Jesus arise and how did they develop?
These are questions which form criticism has not taken seriously enough.
Dibelius and Bultmann wrote confidently about the “laws of tradition”, giv-
ing the impression that these were well-proven laws of the development of
oral tradition which could be scientifically applied both to biblical narratives
and to extra-biblical material. Their main contention was that traditions
develop from the simple to the more complex - hence, in general, legends
were regarded as later creations than paradigms. But in fact no one has
thoroughly examined these “laws of tradition”, and there is no agreement on
this matter among the experts on “folk tradition”.33 E. P. Sanders has
shown that in the manuscript tradition and the apocryphal gospels there are
developments both from the simple to the more complex, and from the com-
plex to the simpler. 34 The situation is not straightforward.

Moreover, H. Riesenfeld and B. Gerhardsson have contended that the
transmission of traditions by the early Christians must be understood on the
analogy of transmission of traditions by the Jewish rabbis. Since the rabbis’
concern was to transmit accurately the traditions as they received them, we
should assume that the Christian churches were similarly concerned for ac-
curate transmission, rather than being the “creative communities” which
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form critics often imagine them to have been. 35 Although this thesis has
been widely criticized, its insistence that the transmission of Christian
traditions should be understood in the light of the way Jewish traditions
were transmitted in the first century deserves serious attention. 36

This question of how the traditions about Jesus developed has bearing on
the problem of “doublets” in the Gospels, among which we may note the
following:

The parable of the talents/pounds (Mt. 25:14-30; Lk. 19:12-28)
The miraculous draught of fishes (Lk. 5:1-11; Jn. 21%14)
The anointing of Jesus (Mk. 14:3-9 = Mt. 266-13;

Lk. 7:36-50;  Jn. 12:1-8)
The feeding of the 5000/4OOO (Mk. 6:30-44;  8:1-10)
The healing of the centurion’s (Mt. 8:5-13  = Lk. 7:1-10;

servant/nobleman’s son Jn. 4:36-54)

The usual form-critical approach to such doublets is that divergent
traditions have developed from one original story. But since form criticism
itself involves the assumption that different stories of the same type have
come to be told in a similar way to each other, is it not also possible that two
originally different stories have assimilated features from each other in the
course of transmission? The answer to this question may not be the same in
each case, but it is a question which ought to be considered.

A similar question could be asked about parables with more than one
“moral” attached to them (e.g. Lk. 16:1-9;  or the different applications of
the parable of the lost sheep in Mt. 18:1&14  and Lk. 15:3-l). Must we
assume that this is always the result of development in the church, rather
than of development in Jesus’ mind? 37 Is it not likely that Jesus would use
similar stories on separate occasions to drive home different points, just as
Paul does with his athletic metaphor or his imagery from slavery?

(4) The concern to draw parallels with extra-biblical material can
sometimes distort rather than help exegesis. This is the fault of many form
critics’ approach to the miracle-stories. Noting formal parallels with stories
of Hellenistic “divine men” and miracle-workers, they have underplayed the
didactic purpose of the miracle-stories and regarded them as quite distinct
from the proclamation of Jesus as bringer of the kingdom of God. 38 This is
ironical when we observe that Bultmann, for example, regards as genuine
sayings of Jesus Mt. 114-6 and 12:28,  where Jesus clearly relates his
miracles to his message of the kingdom. 39 It is quite misleading to suggest
that the miracle-stories have “no didactic motive”. In Acts 3:lff,  often in
John’s Gospel, and in the paradigms involving a miracle, we see miracles
used as springboards for teaching. And Richardson has shown how suitable
many of the miracle-stories are, not just to exalt Jesus as a wonder-worker,
but to point to various aspects of the Christian message. 4o

IV. Some Insights of Form Criticism

We have seen that form criticism has limitations, and that there are some
questions it has left unanswered. But there are also real gains for our un-
derstanding of the New Testament, including the following.

(1) Form criticism has helped us, however tentatively, to penetrate into
the “tunnel period” between A.D. 30 and 50, before any of our New Testa-
ment documents were written down. For instance, it has given us clues
about methods of preaching and teaching among the early Christians, and
about their debates with Jewish opponents.

(2) The search for the Sitz im Leben of a tradition is an aid to exegesis.
Once we can discover how and why a particular story was used in the early
church, we shall have a surer way of knowing how we should use it to speak
to our own situation. It is true that suggested Sitze im Leben are often only
tentative, and frequently scholars disagree about the life-situation of a par-
ticular pericope.4’  So we must beware of claiming too much. It is true that
the quest for a Sitz im Leben involves a circular argument - “The forms of
the literary tradition must be used to establish the influences operating in the
life of the community, and the life of the community must be used to render
the forms themselves intelligible.” 42 But the method is not thereby
invalidated, since all advances in historical precision involve a certain cir-
cularity of method. Also, the evidence of the Acts and Epistles provides
some external check on any postulated life-situation. Despite these
difficulties, therefore, form criticism has drawn valuable attention to the
question of the Sitz im Leben. “In this way the gospels can be to us . . .,
within limits which need to be carefully guarded, a mirror of the hopes and
aspirations, the problems and the difficulties, of the early church.” 43

(3) Linked with this is the emphasis that the early Christians preserved
stories and sayings of Jesus not because of mere antiquarian interest, but
because they were useful for worship, preaching, teaching or some other
situation. And this helps us to understand why the Gospels ought not to be
regarded as biographies of Jesus. Independent pericopae, transmitted
because of their practical value to the church, tell us less about Jesus’ inner
development than about what he meant to the church. 44 This may well mean
that we can expect to deduce from the Gospels only the barest of
chronological outlines of Jesus’ life. 45

(4) An understanding of the form of a pericope  is often of major impor-
tance for its accurate exegesis. Attention has already been drawn to the ex-
egetical value of understanding the parable form - and the dangers of apply-
ing this too rigidly.46  Another example of form-analysis guiding exegesis is
K. Koch’s study of the beatitudes in Mt. 5%12.  He shows that these
“blessings” follow the pattern of “apocalyptic blessings” in the Old Testa-
ment and Jewish literature, rather than the quite different type of blessings
found in Old Testament wisdom-sayings. On formal grounds, therefore, it
can be established that these beatitudes are not speaking of general worldly
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well-being, but should be related to Jesus’ eschatological teaching - and the
content confirms this impression.47

(5) Form criticism draws attention to the presence of the “gospel in a
nutshell” in each pericope. “It was probably to the light thrown by the
historical traditions on these great themes [of life and death, judgment and
salvation, etc.], even more than to their historical interest, that the traditions
themselves owed their preservation; and if form criticism can show once
more the vital connexion in this respect between the gospels and the Gospel,
it will have proved its value.” 48 This insight can be overdone - plainly, the
message contained in one pericope is of limited meaningfulness to the hearer
unless he can relate it to an overall impression of Jesus which he has derived
from other pericopae. But it points the interpreter of the Gospels in the right
direction: to the authoritative and saving message contained in the gospel
tradition.

V. What Now?

Form criticism is not merely something to be studied as an aspect of
modern theology. Since an appreciation of form is necessary for the un-
derstanding of any literature, form criticism will remain a basic tool for ex-
egesis of the Gospels. And so the work goes on, as scholars seek to build on
the insights of their predecessors and to correct the weaknesses of earlier
studies. More recent trends have included attempts to discern behind the
Fourth Gospel some of the same basic forms as have been found in the
S ynoptics; 49 and to throw light on Gospel pericopae by comparing them
with Jewish forms known to us from rabbinic literature. j” If all this makes
the study of the Gospels more complicated, it can also make such study
more fruitful.
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CHAPTER X

TRADITION HISTORY

David R. Catchpole

The German word Traditionsgeschichte is often translated into English as
“tradition criticism”, but this term suffers from the same defects as the term
“form criticism” when that stands for Formgeschichte. For Geschichte does
not mean “criticism” but rather, in this context, “meaningful process” and
“changeful movement”. In New Testament study, therefore, the term “tradi-
tion criticism” would be better abandoned and replaced by the term “tradi-
tion history”, interpreted in the sense of an on-going process of development
in the form and/or meaning of concepts or words or sayings or blocks of
material. The pattern, the limits and the range of such a development may of
course vary. One example would be the evolution in the thought of a given
writer, as for instance the use of the term “head” for an unspecified member
of the body of Christ in the earlier Pauline letters (e.g. 1 Cor. 12:21)  but its
application to Christ alone in later Pauline letters (e.g. Col. 1: 18; Eph. 4: IS).
Another example would be the idea suggested by some that “Son of man” is
a term used by Jesus without implying any equation between himself and
that figure, while at a subsequent stage in the traditional process the iden-
tification is established. As to the range of the overall tradition-historical
development, the most widely used is that which stretches from the
historical Jesus via the Aramaic-speaking/Palestinian Jewish-Christian com-
munity and the Hellenistic Jewish-Christian community through to Gentile
Christianity. ’

It follows from this summary that “tradition history” includes “redaction
criticism/history”. The latter term, which in the case of the gospels stands
for the refashioning and editing of material by the theologically active
evangelist, is only a special case of the former. But as such it draws attention
to evidence within the text which permits comparisons and contrasts
between different versions. This demonstrates the fact of development and
indicates certain tendencies within the transmission process, with the result
that tradition-historical study as such is protected from any charge of im-
posing an alien pattern upon the text. That is, we are not limited to
dependence upon a priori presuppositions or the making of statements
about what may conceivably have happened; we can repeatedly see with our
eyes what actually did happen. So tradition history, as an idea, can be tested
by the evidence provided by redaction criticism, its special case.
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But tradition history stretches much further. It is not simply concerned
with the interaction of a man and his sources but also with the process of
development in material which, though related, does not have that
relationship structured by direct literary dependence. Thus, for instance,
redaction criticism is concerned with the use made by Matthew and Luke of
the earlier Markan and Q versions of the parable of the mustard seed (Mk.
4:30-32,  and par.). In this way it contributes evidence of one stage of tradi-
tion history. But the latter will also be concerned with how a postulated
original form of the parable may have developed into those variant forms
which underlie the Markan and Q versions. Similarly, redaction criticism is
concerned with the use made by John of, for example, his sources underly-
ing John 2: 13-22, but tradition history as a whole includes this and also the
process which has produced the variant forms of the material in John’s
sources and in Mark 11:15-18,  27-33; 14:58.

If the relationship between redaction criticism and tradition history is so
close, it is just the same in respect of form criticism. The work of the
pioneers of form criticism,2 and indeed already before them D. F. Strauss
and the Tiibingen school of the 19th century, makes this plain. For as soon
as the post-Easter churches are seen creatively at work inside the gospel
traditions; as soon as variations in outlook among those early churches are
appreciated; as soon as distinct concepts and traditions are assigned to
various sources and settings; as soon as history-of-religions parallels are in-
voked to this end; just so soon has form history become, in fact, tradition
history. So it is not too much to say that the totality of the application of the
historical-critical method can be described as tradition-historical criticism.

As with other areas of New Testament study, so in this attempt to
reconstruct a tradition-historical scheme, important questions about
methods and criteria for decisions are raised. It is necessary to ask about the
criteria for deciding whether or not given traditions belong to one and the
same tradition-historical development. It is also necessary to ask about
criteria for determining the setting of any given material in the mission of
Jesus or in the life of a post-Easter community. And at every stage questions
therefore arise about implications concerning historicity or otherwise. A few
examples may perhaps help in exposing the issues.

I. Post-Easter Material

Firstly, there seems to be some relationship between Luke 22:27: “I am
among you as the servant”, and Mark 10:45:  “The Son of man came not to
be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many”, and also 1
Timothy 2:5: “. . . the man , . . who gave himself as a ransom for all”.
Powerful arguments have been put forward by J. Jeremias in favour of
locating Mark lo:45 within Palestinian tradition, while 1 Timothy 2:5  has
“a more pronounced Greek flavour in every word”. 3 But what about Luke
22:27? This saying is not in a direct literary relationship with Mark lo:45
but, if it emerges that the variations between the Lukan and Markan forms
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are typical of the sort of fluctuation shown by the gospel tradition as a
whole, it would appear likely that some non-literary relationship exists
between the two. Now in view of its less advanced theological content, Luke
22:27  is unlikely to be a later form of Mark 10:45,  but it could very easily
be, as often suggested, an earlier form. And if it does turn out that these
forms are neither unrelated nor explicable in terms of a “Jesus might have
said it twice” argument, we shall not only have here the raw material of a
tradition-historical development but also find ourselves confronted by
evidence that gospel sayings cannot without more ado be taken as ipsissima
verba  of Jesus.

Secondly, there are marked divergences in the wording of Peter’s confes-
sion, “You are the messiah” (Mk. 8:29).  Matthew has in addition the term
“the Son of the living God”, and Luke the extra words “of God”. How
should the variation be explained? A harmonizing additive approach would
produce the form, “You are the messiah of God, the Son of the living God”,
but this would immediately run into difficulties. Firstly, the overloaded wor-
ding is awkward, and all the more so if we add extra wording from the
parallel in John 6:69: “the holy one of God”.4 Secondly, it is hard to
envisage the evangelists reducing the wording of Peter’s statement and scal-
ing down his acclamation of Jesus as ex hypothesi they did. More likely is
the view that Matthew and Luke have added phrases which amount to their
own commentary on the idea of messiahship. But in that case we reduce
drastically the likelihood that their additions are historical, and again we
find ourselves involved inexorably in the tradition-historical enquiry.

Thirdly, to argue that a phrase here or a nuance there is unhistorical
would not worry many who would, however, be seriously disturbed by the
idea that any sayings are as a whole inauthentic. In other words, the fact
that a saying is in the gospel tradition at all is for those persons a sufficient
guarantee that it goes back substantially to Jesus. But since we are compell-
ed to include in a discussion of tradition history an examination of the
criteria for authenticity, this approach must be examined. And when it is ex-
amined the actual contents of the gospel tradition suggest (in the view of the
present writer, though on this, as on all controversial topics, opinions would
be divided 5 ) that this approach has serious flaws, and correspondingly that
allowance needs to be made for a greater degree of post-Jesus creativity
within that tradition.

Take, for instance, Matthew 18: 17: “If he (the offending brother) refuses
to listen to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collec-
tor.” This saying has in mind a disciplinary purification of the community,
which is somewhat discordant with the message of the two parables of the
wheat and the tares (Mt. 13:24-30),  and the dragnet (Mt. 13:47f).  b
Moreover, the saying presupposes an audience which is Jewish and which
also depreciates and excludes Gentiles and tax collectors.’ This seems most
unlike the historical Jesus. The exclusion of the Gentiles was hardly his ap-
proach: quite the contrary, he announced in word (Mt. 8:l If.) and action
(Mk. 11:15-l  7) their acceptance and continually held them up as those
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whose example the Jews should follow in responding to the appeal or word
of God (Lk. 7:9; 10:12-14;  11:31f).  And what applies to the Gentiles
applies even more forcefully to the tax collectors. It was their inclusion, their
joyful participation in his fellowship meals, their genuine repentance, which
Jesus was prepared to defend with vigour and in the teeth of scathing
criticism (Lk. 7:34; 15: lf; Mk. 2: 15-17). a So it appears to be unlikely that
Matthew 18: 17 is authentic: indeed, it seems to represent a later acceptance
of attitudes which Jesus himself had resisted. ’

Similar issues are raised by Matthew 23:2f: “The scribes and the
Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; so practise and observe everything they say to
you . . .“. Such a saying undergirds Pharisaic traditional teaching with
Mosaic authority,” and accepts Moses as the final court of appeal. Far
from making any distinction between law and tradition, ” this saying
belongs to the same rabbinic outlook as that expressed in, for instance, Peah
2:6: “Nahum the Scrivener said: ‘I have received a tradition from R.
Measha, who received it from his father, who received it from the zugoth,
who received it from the prophets as a halakah  given to Moses from Sinai”
(cf. Aboth  1: 1). But the historical Jesus does not seem to have adopted so
conservative an attitude to either tradition or law: indeed, it is probable that
the combined effect of the evidence in Mark 7: 15, 10:2-9,  the traditions un-
derlying Matthew 5:2148,  and Luke 9:60 ” is that Jesus authoritatively
declared the will of God and proceeded on that basis to evaluate certain
laws, but not that he set about deducing the will of God directly from the
law. In that case, we would have to ask whether an alternative post-Easter
setting is available for Matthew 23:2f.  In view of the Pharisaic membership
and theological influence within the church, which is attested in Acts 15:5;
21:20 (cf. Gal. 2:4f, 12), the answer might not be hard to reach.

We therefore conclude that the gospel tradition itself compels us to
engage in tradition-historical enquiry. In looking to the gospels as sources
for the sayings and actions of Jesus we can hardly avoid attributing to the
later post-Easter stage both the redaction of material, and, on occasion, its
creation. But we still have to discuss the validity of two related arguments
which are often used in order to restrain tradition-historical work. The first
takes the form of a denial of differences between parallel traditions in the in-
terests of a harmonistic uniformity and in heavy reliance on the hypothesis
of eyewitness testimony. The second maximizes the differences and argues
for the separate distinctness of the incidents or settings or sayings concern-
ed. These arguments and approaches to the text must be taken seriously and
submitted to the test of the text itself in order that the problems of method
which they raise may have justice done to them. We shall, therefore, take
some relevant examples and, in so doing, hope not only to assess these ap-
proaches but also to illustrate the tradition-historical method in action.

TRADITION HISTORY

II. Unique Sayings and Incidents

In principle there is of course every likelihood that Jesus did say certain
things twice though in variant forms, and also that certain sorts of incident
did occur more than once. The question is whether the actual phenomena of
the tradition are adequately accounted for in every case by the invocation of
such a principle. We can, I believe, see the guidelines for the use of the
tradition-historical method emerging specially clearly in cases where a uni-
que and unrepeated (and often unrepeatable) situation is in involved. This
uniqueness can be grounded in either literary or historical considerations.

1. AN EXAMPLE OF LITERARY CONSIDERATIONS.

The New Testament contains several passages which presuppose an
equation: Jesus = Wisdom. This is the case in the pre-Pauline material in
Philippians 2:6-l  1 and Colossians 1:15-20,  as well as in the Johannine
prologue. I3 In the fourth gospel, indeed, this equation is presumed not only
in sayings about Jesus but also in sayings of Jesus (see especially 4:14;
6:35).  But what about the synoptic tradition?

In Matthew 11:2-l  9 = Luke 7: 18-3 5 a long section of material common
to both gospels is climaxed in a saying about wisdom. For Matthew
“wisdom is justified by her works” (11: 19), but for Luke “wisdom is justified
by all her children” (7:35).  It is the relationship between Jesus and wisdom
in the developing tradition which here concerns us. It must, first, be quite
clear that the literary setting of each version of the saying proves that the
same saying is under consideration. That is, “Jesus might have said it twice”
is not a viable option. Secondly, we clearly have to choose between the two
rather than to amalgamate them I4 if we are to avoid producing a
theologically confused hybrid version. Thirdly, the identity of the “children
of wisdom” in the Lukan strand is already made plain by the word naivtwv
which negatively precludes John and Jesus (7:33f) and positively takes up
a& d Aa& . . . . . . xai oi zeA.w’val  in 7:29. The link between 7:29 and 7:35  is
reinforced by the common use of Gwralo~v.  For Luke, John and Jesus are the
messengers of wisdom, and the people at large and the tax collectors are her
children. I5 It is probable that Luke’s understanding is broadly in line with
that of Q (even though the n&vtwv  of 7:35  is typical of his style and is
probably his own editorial insertion), for 7:29f contains un-Lukan features
and is probably substantially drawn from Q. l6 At the Q stage it probably
did not include JZ& d ho’s but did refer to prostitutes, in view of Matthew
21:32 which is related to Luke 7:29f  and in view of Luke’s addition of
7:36-50 immediately afterwards: ” the latter passage, which centres on “a
woman which was a sinner”, may well have been introduced at this point in
reminiscence of the Q form of Luke 7:29.  Be that as it may, Q like Luke saw
John and Jesus as wisdom’s messengers, ” and those who responded to their
missions as wisdom’s children. This usage of the “children of wisdom” idea
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is of course in line with the Old Testament tradition of wisdom’s children as
those who listen attentively to her teaching (Pr. 8:32f; Ecclus. 4:ll; 15:2).

This reconstruction depends, however, on the Matthaean reference to
wisdom’s “works” being secondary. But this is indeed extremely likely. For
Matthew 11 as a whole exhibits a uniform pattern of concern with “works”.
This is the case in 11:2  where the words zri  &vu tov’  X@laroc  are unlikely to
have been omitted by Luke if they stood in Q, and therefore are attributable
to Matthew. I9 This is also the’case in 11:20-23  which Matthew has added
after 11:2-19,  and in which Jesus reproves unrepentant cities who have
witnessed but rejected his mighty works. 2o So the form of Matthew 11: 19 is
the product of the evangelist’s intervention, and this intervention has signifi-
cant theological overtones. Above all, the correlation between tci &ya  tad
Xpaoi  and ~4 &vu Z+ oogiaq automatically intensifies the rapprochement
between Jesus the messiah and wisdom. This rapprochement is not yet a
straight equation, in view of a&jc; (Mt. 11:19).  2’ But it is a rapprochement
which we can, as it were, see growing closer before our eyes as Matthew
brings together some traditions which view Jesus as the person sent by, but
not the same as, wisdom,22 and others (for example, Mt. 11 :28-3023)  where
the equation has probably already been established. 24 All the more
interesting, incidentally, is Luke’s determined faithfulness to the less
developed christological viewpoint.

Here then is a case where literary setting puts us on the track of a
divergence in the tradition of one and the same saying, and consequently on
the track of an extended tradition-historical development. In the process, not
only are important questions about method posed and answered, but also
important restraints imposed on any attempt to construct too neat a
sequence in terms of time and place. By this I mean the following: (a) While
Q and Luke are witnesses to the existence of a christology which does not
go beyond the view that Jesus is a messenger of Wisdom to the “Jesus =
Wisdom” equation, Matthew is a witness to the survival of both schemes in
one and the same community without the more developed pattern
obliterating the less developed one. (b) With pre-Pauline material acting as a
witness to the remarkable earliness of the stage at which the “Jesus =
Wisdom” scheme was constructed, it is important to see that schemes later
in time can still be more primitive in content. Tempting though it must have
been to make the synoptic Jesus claim pre-existence or agency in creation as
did the pre-Pauline material, and later indeed the Johannine Jesus, the first
three evangelists still hold back. (c) Luke (a Gentile Christian) and Q
(belonging perhaps to a Hellenistic Jewish Christian environment) have in
common the view that Jesus was simply a messenger of Wisdom; Matthew’s
community stands at the point of convergence of this and the more
developed view. Therefore we have to learn to live with a greater degree of
raggedness at the edges and a less neat evolutionary process than would
emerge if we envisaged a straight and consecutive development from Jesus
to the Aramaic-speaking and Hellenistic Jewish-Christian outlooks and ul-
timately to the Gentile Christian position. Not only were the early com-

munities mixed in membership (as the Pauline correspondence also
demonstrates), but they were also communities within which spectrums of
membership probably varied in theology.

2. AN EXAMPLE OF HISTORICAL UNIQUENESS,

The visit of Mary Magdalene to Jesus’ tomb on the first Easter morning
is a case in point this time. Since it is an unrepeated occurrence there is in
principle the possibility that the different accounts may form a tradition-
historical sequence. This is, incidentally, by no means ruled out if the
traditions prove capable of harmonization,.for  the differing perspectives of
the various traditions could still form such a sequence; but it is positively
required if, as D. F. Strauss25 argued with characteristic vigour long ago,
harmonization proves impossible.

Now the timing of the visits of Mary to the tomb in Mark 16: l-8 and
John 20: If. means that they represent one and the same event, and the con-
tent of each tradition reinforces this view. The incident in John 20:lf. could
not have happened before the Mark 16:1-8  one, for it would be absurd for
the women to speculate about how the stone might be moved away (Mk.
16:3) if it had already been seen to be moved (John 20:2); equally, it would
be absurd for the women to set out to anoint a body (Mk. 16: 1) which was
already known by at least one of them to be no longer there (Jn. 20:2).  But
the John 20:lf. incident could not have happened after the Mark 16:1-8
one, for the words of Mary (Jn. 20:2), “They have taken the Lord out of the
tomb and we do not know where they have laid him”, far from presupposing
the angelic message announcing resurrection (Mk. 16:6),  show that “the
thought of a resurrection did not enter her head”.26 Attempts to achieve a
harmony between the traditions have certainly been made. Thus Z. C.
Hodges has argued for a decision by Mary not to tell of the angelic vision, 27
but this falls foul of Luke 24:23, not to mention Matthew 28:9f., and it also
leaves us wondering why at the later stage Mary is still consumed with
anguish and grief and still genuinely convinced that the body has been stolen
(Jn. 20:11, 13). For similar reasons, D. Guthrie has suggested that Mary set
out for the tomb and then, seeing the stone moved, rushed back to the dis-
ciples and left her companions to see and hear the angel. 28 But this attempt
at harmonization only produces disharmony with Luke 24:9f. It therefore
seems to respect the intentions and the contents of each tradition rather
more if we accept that one and the same event has been presented by means
of divergent traditions, and that the forms and functions of each must be
determined within the tradition-historical process.

To determine these forms and functions means taking into account a
number of possibilities, and to decide between these means a more
protracted investigation than we can accommodate here. Suffice to mention
two possibilities: (a) If John 20:3-10  were treated as separable and then
removed from the narrative, John 2O:lf., llff. could then be taken as one
unit which has been remodelled to accommodate the intervening passage.
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This underlying unit with its reference to Mary and the angels could then be
taken as parallel to, but later in composition than, Mark 16:1-8.  Since this
latter passage may itself have been subject to editorial modification - for in-
stance, an intrusion may have occurred with verse 7, or even with verses 1,
4, 5, 7 and 8b,29 or with some other combination - the tradition-historical
sequence might consist of a primary pre-Markan  unit which was then
modified by literary means into the present Markan unit (with or without a
lost ending!), which in turn developed, but not by direct literary intervention,
into the Johannine form.30 The theological and apologetic considerations
which were in force at each stage would then need to be uncovered. (b)
Alternatively, it could be that John 20: 1 l-14a,  a passage which plays little
part in the chapter as a whole, is itself an editorial bridge passage based on
general acquaintance with synoptic data and leading to the appearance of
Jesus to Mary, an event presented in a separate and self-sufficient unit of
tradition in Matthew 28:9f. In this case, John 20:lf. might also represent a
separate independent unit complete in itself,“’ which could then be
correlated with Mark 16:1-8  as a whole. If so, one possibility worthy of
consideration is that John 20:lf. is more or less the earliest form of the
tradition3* and a form which is uninfluenced by post-Easter convictions and
unhampered by the historical-critical objections 33 often felt to be involved in
Mark 16:1-8.  On this showing the tradition-historical sequence would be
from John 20: If. to the pre-Markan  form, and then to Mark, and then to the
versions of Matthew and Luke.

Here then is another example of the tradition-historical enquiry in action.
Certainly there is room for legitimate difference of opinion among scholars
as to the actual pattern of the tradition-historical development, but there can
be no doubt that the content of the gospel tradition itself demands that the
attempt to discover one be made.

III. Which Community?

The attempt to establish criteria by means of which traditions might be
attributed to Jesus, to the Palestinian community, to Hellenistic Jewish-
Christian communities or to Gentile Christian communities, is beset with
formidable difficulties and is probably incapable of producing firm results.
In part this is due to the nature of contemporary Judaism, and in part to the
nature of primitive Christianity. To the degree that we do know something
of each we can detect an extremely fluid and flexible situation in both, and to
the degree that we do not know enough about each any observations are
bound to be tentative. Again and again it is apparent that it is easier to
replace old certainties with new uncertainties than to produce assured
results, and it is as well to be open about this. Perhaps a few observations
along this line may help.

(1) The distinction between Palestinian and Hellenistic Judaism cannot
be treated as absolute. Long-established “Hellenistic” influence inside
Palestine is a firm datum by the time the Christian movement begins. One
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has only to recall the non-Palestinian origin of prominent Jewish leaders
(e.g. the high priest Ananel or the great Hillel, both of whom came from
Babylon), or the movements of distinguished rabbis in and out of Palestine
(e.g. Joshua ben Perahjah in b.Sanh.  107b), or the wide adoption of non-
Semitic loan-words, or the occurrence of so-called Hellenistic terminology
and thought forms at Qumran, or the existence of a Hellenistic synagogue in
Jerusalem (Acts 6:9).34  The openness of the channels of communication is
also suggested by the evidence of the hold kept by the Jerusalem authorities
on the Diaspora (Acts 9:2; 28:21).  It is not to be thought that all influence
of “Hellenistic” thinking was shaken off with the dust of a person’s feet
when he crossed the frontiers of Palestine. And if Judaism is not susceptible
to division into totally separate and water-tight compartments, it is not to be
thought that nascent Christianity could be. For the varied phenomenon of
Judaism was the most prominent feature of the circumstances within which
the growing Christian church developed, and theological development was,
in part at least, a response to circumstances.

(2) Distinctions between one sort of community and another may have
been less significant than distinctions within communities. And while inter-
nal distinctions are likely to have brought about creative interaction between
varieties of emphasis and even confrontation and controversy, there are
clear signs in the gospels of processes of accommodation and conciliation.
Not that such processes were bound to be successful, but the fact that they
were necessary confirms that different views could be maintained within a
single community. An example of this is the rigorist tendency which emerges
in material like Matthew 5:18f. (cf. the comments above on Mt. 23:2f.), a
point of view which is preserved rather than suppressed by both Q and
Matthew, and even in a reduced form by Luke (Lk. 16:17).  35 Yet in all these
documents material of this sort is set alongside other material whose
perspective is different. This is a particularly illuminating issue because the
spectrum of opinion existing within the Matthaean (non-Palestinian Jewish?)
community seems to mirror the spectrum existing within the early Jerusalem
community. That the leadership could safely stay in Jerusalem after a
persecution dispersed those who were “liberal” in the matters affecting law
and temple (Acts 8:l) strongly suggests that they were inoffensively conser-
vative and advocates of a Matthew 5:18f.-type  position. The judgment we
make on the relative faithfulness to Jesus of the apostles and of the Stephen
group will have a big influence on our decision about the authenticity of
Matthew 5: 18f.,  but for the present it is enough to note that the pre-persecu-
tion period in Jerusalem was one when differing outlooks co-existed inside
one Christian community. The upshot is consequently that it is more ad-
visable to speak of variant theological schemes or developing trends than to
allocate the different patterns to separate slots.

(3) There is no automatic means of deciding whether material containing
Semitisms belongs to Jesus or to the Aramaic-speaking communities. Equal-
ly, the absence of Semitisms or, say, the use of the LXX does not
demonstrate a non-Semitic or non-Jesus point of origin. Any writer may
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reformulate tradition in his own language or idiom, and he may equally ad-
just scriptural quotations and allusions to conform to the received biblical
text in use in his own community. But the existence of tradition is not

TRADITION HISTORY

thereby disproved.
To sum up, Christianity was born into an exceptionally varied world of

thought, and itself responded - indeed, within a missionary ccntext,  could
not but respond - to that variety. It could no more preserve a compartmen-
talized character than the environment did. As far as tradition-history is
concerned, the text of the New Testament permits us to reconstruct
developments and successive stages of theological reflection, but not to be
too confident about assigning these successive developments to specific
areas or times.

IV. Suggested Criteria for Sayings of Jesus

The criteria for distinguishing Jesus-material from later church
developments are still vigorously debated,36 and uncertainty about this
fundamental issue of method is in no small way the cause of the marked
variation in the conclusions of various scholars, and ultimately the cause of
the pessimistic declaration that “faith cannot and should not be dependent
on the change and uncertainty of historical research.”

The criterion of dissimilarity has been formulated in a particularly clear-
cut manner by R. H. Fuller: “Traditio-historical criticism eliminates from
the authentic sayings of Jesus those which are paralleled in the Jewish tradi-
tion on the one hand (apocalyptic and Rabbinic) and those which reflect the
faith, practice and situations of the post-Easter church as we know them
outside the gospels.” 37 It will be noticed that this lays down dissimilarity as
a necessary condition, and takes material outside the gospels as the primary
data for the life of the church. But these are two of a range of considerations
which call the dissimilarity criterion in question. Firstly, the deceptive
simplicity of this test should not mask the fact that at most it can produce
the distinctive Jesus but cannot guarantee the characteristic Jesus. And
since there can be no assurance, nor indeed any likelihood, that Jesus
overlapped in no way with contemporary Judaism and contributed nothing
to primitive Christianity, the distinctive Jesus can hardly be the historical
Jesus. 3X Secondly, by separating the “distinctive Jesus” (who is wrongly
assumed to be the historical Jesus) from what functions as the
“characteristic community”, it is a necessary presupposition of the method
that the community members must have regarded authentic Jesus-material
as neither vital nor important, since they did not ground their life and faith
upon it. In effect, Easter becomes the point of discontinuity. But that is very
doubtful since (a) H. Schiirmann has rightly drawn attention to the
pre-Easter beginnings of the community based upon a response to Jesus and
his words, and the consequent sociological continuity,3q  and (b) whatever
else Easter was not, it certainly was about the vindication of Jesus, his
pre-Easter cause and his pre-Easter words. Thirdly, it is not possible to
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salvage continuity by proposing, for example, an evolution from pre-Easter
implicit christology to post-Easter explicit christology. 4o For if the
post-Easter community members were correct, as is suggested, to regard
Jesus as the messiah on the basis of what he had said and done, it follows
that such implications must have been intended deliberately by Jesus, and
that the disciples could just as easily have drawn the correct inference before
Easter. Fourthly, the gospels themselves belong to the living experience of
the communities, and it is highly doubtful whether anything at all within
them can fail to represent the standpoint of some one community. 4’ As a
consequence, the dissimilarity principle should logically produce one and
only one result. That is, concerning the historical Jesus we know absolutely
nothing. In view of the truly radical nature of this result which the dis-
similarity criterion inevitably constructs, it is not surprising to see that its
continued existence in principle has had to be allied to its tacit abandonment
in practice. Thus: (a) R. H. Fuller declares that in the authoritative 'Ap+
“Jesus pledges his whole person behind the truth of his proclamation. This
formula has certainly been added secondarily to some of Jesus’ sayings, as a
synoptic comparison will show. But it cannot be doubted that it was
characteristic of the historical Jesus.” 42 But surely secondary additions
imply that the word figures in community theology, and that consequently
what Fuller says cannot be doubted can, and indeed by the criterion of dis-
similarity should, be doubted. (b) H. Conzelmann has analysed and assessed
sayings which refer to “the Father”, “my Father”, and “your Father”. 43
None of the first group, he suggests, goes back to Jesus. Nor do any of the
second group, though somewhat surprisingly he writes: “If the form of ad-
dress goes back to Jesus. . . .” In the third group, Conzelmann with obvious
reserve allows that Matthew 5:48; 6:32 and 23:9 may go back to Jesus. But
with much greater, and therefore rather surprising, confidence he then
affirms: “There is no doubt that Jesus designated God as ‘Father’.” But sur-
ely again, by the criterion of dissimilarity, there must be some doubt.
References to “Father” should be treated as inauthentic because of their
overlap with Judaism, and references to “Abba” should be treated as in-
authentic because of their overlap with Aramaic-speaking and Pauline
Christianity, as attested by Romans 8:15  and Galatians 4:6. 44 (c) N. Perrin
has argued that the coming of the kingdom is an authentic element in Jesus’
preaching, and has used the dissimilarity criterion to ground such an argu-
ment, first of all, on the verbal distinction between the kingdom’s “coming”
(so, Jesus) and its “b *emg established” (so, Judaism); secondly, on the Jesus-
tradition’s use of the “kingdom” as “a comprehensive term for the blessings
of salvation”, which is only rarely paralleled in Judaism; thirdly, its applica-
tion to “the final act of God in visiting and redeeming his people”. 45 But
while the distinction between Judaism and Jesus in respect of the future
coming of the kingdom is probably over-emphasized here, it is the im-
possibility of distinguishing Jesus from the church on this point which
jeopardizes the argument. Indeed Perrin appears to be aware of precisely
this Achilles’ heel in his thesis, when he writes: “A reasonable explanation is
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that usages of ‘Kingdom of God’ characteristic of the teaching of Jesus and
not of the early Church live on in the synoptic tradition. This does not mean,
of course, that’even in the Kingdom sayings the tradition suddenly becomes
historically reliable. If the Church had not had her own use for the sayings,
she would not have preserved them, and if they could not have been made
expressive of his purposes, no evangelist would have used them.” 46 It is that
last sentence which makes the fatal concession. For once it is allowed that
the coming of the kingdom is indeed a theme of early Christian theology -
and who can doubt that “May your kingdom come” (Mt. 6: 10 = Lk. 11:2)  is
the church’s prayer, even though it involves all three features listed by
Perrin? - then there are only two options open: Either accept a line of con-
tinuity from Jesus to the church, which rules out the criterion of dissimilari-
ty, or apply the criterion of dissimilarity, which rules out the line of continui-
ty. If the second option is chosen, yet more material drops out of the authen-
tic Jesus-tradition. And we are left to move step by step with inexorable cer-
tainty, but surely with increasing disquiet, to the truly radical conclusion
mentioned above: that is, concerning the historical Jesus we know abso-
lutely nothing.

The criterion of multiple attestation, i.e. whether or not a saying occurs in
more than one independent strand of gospel tradition, cannot be tested in-
dependently of the assessment of the dissimilarity test. For traditions which
are unrelated in literary terms could still emerge as an independent but com-
mon response to similar problems or insights. But if the logical possibility of
a line of continuity from Jesus to the church is accepted, multiple attestation
may have a part to play. For it can suggest that a deep impression has been
made by a particular saying or theme, or that an earlier archetype exists
behind the various forms, an archetype which is closer in time to the begin-
nings of the tradition. Even here, of course, the tradition-historical enquiry
must at some stage take over, as the examples quoted earlier demonstrate.
The same necessity is clearly indicated by the variations within multiple
attestation in the cases of, for example, the traditions of the anointing (Mk.
14:3-9;  Lk. 7:36-50; Jn. 12:1-8)  or the saying about blasphemy against
the Spirit (Mk. 3:28fi Mt. 12:31f.  = Lk. 12:lO).  One must also add in con-
nection with multiple attestation that using it can only produce eccentric
results if it is taken to mean the laying down of a necessary condition.

The criterion of coherence also lacks the force to operate as a primary
test, for it depends upon the existence of material which is already proved to
be authentic, and with which other material may cohere. It can, however,
prove useful in such circumstances. Thus, if a series of features of “Son of
man” sayings can be shown to be among features of Jesus’ mission in such a
way that the only extra element in those sayings is the actual term “Son of
man” itself, it is bound to be extremely difficult to dismiss all such “Son of
man” sayings as inauthentic. 47 On the negative side, suggestions of a lack of
coherence have to be used with caution, for, as M. D. Hooker and R. S. Bar-
bour have pointed out, there is a risk of supposing incoherence when in fact
there is paradox.48 But equally, one must be alive to the risk of too freely

invoking paradox in such a way as to attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable.
The problems which emerge during any critical examination of criteria

might suggest that there is no future for the enquiry except in pessimism or
even agnosticism. But this would, I believe, be more sceptical than is
necessary, though it must be conceded that any reconstruction of the con-
tent of Jesus’ message or the shape of his mission will involve much that is
tentative.

Dissimilarity is, as already noted, a doubtful tool when the relationship
between Jesus and the post-Easter churches is under scrutiny. It also has
some drawbacks in respect of a discussion of his relationship with Judaism,
in view of the incompleteness of our knowledge of Judaism. But even though
our understanding of Judaism must remain open to modification and
supplementation, we can do no more than work from what we actually do
know. And if we do that we can begin by taking account of that gospel
material which, after the tradition-historical investigation has got as far as
establishing the earliest form of the tradition, marks a deviation from the
basic principles of Judaism. Now certainly that earliest form may represent
the outlook of some person or community after Easter. But if there is no
reason to suppose that anything intrinsic to Easter as such has created the
tradition, we are bound to ask what decisive impulse may have led to such a
new development and deviation from Judaism. And the most probable
answer to that question is Jesus. It is important to be clear about what we
are doing. That is, dissimilarity is not being regarded as necessary. It is
merely being taken as a starting-point in the discussion of the relationship
between the tradition and Judaism, and it is at the same time being
supplemented by considerations of evolutionary continuity (not dis-
similarity) in the relationship between Jesus and the churches. As an exam-
ple one could take legal material. Mark 7: 15 is a saying widely regarded as
radical vis-a-vis the law.49 It could theoretically be the product of Pauline
influence, in view of the comparable outlook expressed in Romans 14:14.
But instead of arguing that this deviation from the law is a post-Easter con-
struction (which a consistent use of the dissimilarity criterion in a necessary
sense should oblige us to do), we ask what could have moved Mark and
Paul to take such a view. The most probable answer is Jesus, so that behind
this material there can be heard his ipsissima VOX. By the same method one
could confidently attribute radical positions on divorce and discipleship (1
Cor. 7:10b, 1 lb; Mk. 10:2-9;  Lk. 16:18  and Mt. 8:22 = Lk. 960)  to Jesus.
With multiple attestation (used positively rather than actually required) ad-
ding strength to the argument that in these sayings critical of law and tradi-
tion we do hear his voice, we have confidence in a wide range of gospel
material which expresses this position. And we are, incidentally, working
forward by this means to a position which stands some chance of explaining
adequately post-Easter phenomena. That is a substantial advance.

To this modified use of the dissimilarity test there can be added con-
siderations of coherence. That is, we assess next the material whose most
primitive form coheres with the theological presuppositions and explicit
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affirmations in the material already secured as authentic tradition. Again
there are admittedly margins for error at every stage of the process, but this
argumentation is not unique in that respect. Certainly coherence can lead
too far, and should only be operated on the basis of a clear understanding of
what sort of documents the gospels are. And, of course, there must also be a
coherence of the context presupposed by a tradition with the context of
Jesus’ mission, as well as a coherence of content. But at least the use of
coherence, after dissimilarity to Judaism has been explored, does offer cer-
tain advantages: (a) It allows for the incorporation of other material reflec-
ting similarity between Jesus and Judaism. (b) It allows for the continuity
between Jesus and some at least of the post-Easter Christian developments.
And, as we have seen, no collection of criteria which prohibits in advance
such factors can hope to do justice to the historical Jesus as he was in
himself and as he participated in the development of events and ideas of his
time.

All this is but the beginning of a process which is arduous and exacting.
The suggestions above are but guidelines, and the implementation of them is
just as certain to allow room for judgment by the individual, and therefore
room for disagreement between individuals, as any other suggestions. For
this we must settle, even if it seems by comparison with older but, in view of
the character of the gospels, unrealistic certainties to be unsettling. But it
does at least have the merit of recognizing that the gospels do belong to
Jesus and also to the churches. For Jesus this means that he is seen as not
merely historisch, a figure of the past, but also one whom we can see within
the developing tradition as truly geschichtlich, that is, a person whose
relevance is explored and exploited ever and again in places far removed
from Galilee and Jerusalem and in times long after A.D. 30.
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CHAPTER XI

REDACTION CRITICISM

Stephen S. Smalley

New Testament critics in the last century were preoccupied with the
sources of the Gospels, chiefly the synoptic Gospels. At the beginning of this
century they turned their attention to the first stages in the history of the
Gospel tradition, to the original form of the teaching of Jesus. ’ Tradition
criticism, as we have seen, was a special case of form criticism. Today, in a
relatively new approach to the analysis and study of the Gospels, the centre
of interest in New Testament criticism is moving from source criticism and
form criticism to an examination of what happened at the final stage in the
composition of the Gospels. Redaction criticism (Rldaktionsgeschichte)  has
come to birth.2

These critical methods belong together, and any sharp distinctions drawn
between them must necessarily therefore be artificial. They arise out of each
ether, and can be used to complement each other in the study of Gospel
origins. It is important to recognize this as we consider redaction criticism
on its own.

What is redaction criticism? The term “redaction” in Gospel criticism
describes the editorial work carried out by the evangelists on their sources
when they composed the Gospel~.~ It has been suggested by Ernst
Haenchen4 that “composition criticism” would better describe the study of
this process. In fact, however, “redaction” and “composition” criticism,
although close. together, are strictly speaking different disciplines. One
(redaction criticism) is the study of the observable changes introduced by
the Gospel writers into the traditional material they received and used. The
other (composition criticism) examines the arrangement of this material, an
arrangement which is motived by the theological understanding and inten-
tion of the evangelists. And some scholars expand the term “composition”
in this context to include the construction of wholly new sayings by the
Gospel writers, which are then (so it is claimed) attributed by them to
Jesus.’ It is possible that in the future composition criticism will need to be
distinguished from redaction criticism, just as redaction criticism is current-
ly distinguished from form criticism. But meanwhile, and for convenience,
the term “redaction criticism” can be understood as the detection of the
evangelists’ creative contribution in all its aspects to the Christian tradition
which they transmit.
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Why is it necessary at all in the study of the Gospels to move beyond
form criticism into redaction criticism? Since both disciplines are concerned
with the editing and shaping of the tradition about Jesus, although at
different stages, need they be separated? The answer to these questions is
straightforward. There is an important difference between the approaches of
form criticism and redaction criticism in the method used and the con-
clusions reached, as well as in the fact that they are concerned with different
stages in the history of the Christian tradition.

Form criticism (especially in its older versions) tends to view the Gospels
as collections of material which originated as independent units (an assump-
tion that itself needs qualification), and the evangelists as little more than
“scissors and paste” men who gathered these units together with a special
interpretative slant in mind. Redaction criticism, on the other hand, looks at
the Gospels as complete documents, and sees the evangelists as individual
theologians (even “authors”) in their own right. Form criticism deals with
the origins of the Gospel tradition, redaction criticism with its later stages.

Redaction criticism thus builds on form criticism, in the sense that form-
critical method enables us to detect the work of the evangelists themselves
more clearly. The newer discipline of redaction criticism moves away from
form criticism, however, in that it sets out to discover the theological uni-
queness of the evangelists in relation to their sources. To this extent redac-
tion criticism is not a real part of form criticism. But once the two have been
separated, it is important to notice that redaction criticism does not then
become simply a study of “the theology” of the evangelists.’ It is rather a
consideration of the creative way in which these writers have handled their
sources at the final stages of composition.

Any saying or narrative in the Gospels may have taken shape originally
in three basic “settings” (Sitze im Leben):  first in the teaching of the
historical Jesus, then in the life of the early church, then in the thought of the
evangelists.’ In the third setting, the Gospel writers’ own understanding, a
new and decisive forward movement in the transmission of the Gospel tradi-
tion becomes apparent. From the moment when the Gospels as such come
to birth, the oral period of the Christian tradition fades out, and individual
writers (perhaps in the context of a “school” or even church) take over from
an otherwise anonymous community. By looking carefully at the individual
comments of the evangelists, their editorial links and summaries, and
generally at the selection, modification and expansion of the material they
use (when Matthew or Luke, for example, is compared with Mark), it is
possible to discover how each writer understood and interpreted (as well as
edited) the tradition he received. This is redaction criticism.’ We shall
consider the practice, the. presuppositions and the implications of this
method after a brief glance at its history.

I. How it arose

Redaction criticism came to the fore after the second world war, and is
associated in the first place with the names of three prominent German New
Testament scholars: Giinther Bornkamm, Hans Conzelmann and Willi
Marxsen.’  These critics worked independently of each other on the three
synoptic Gospels, Matthew, Luke and Mark respectively. It was Marxsen
who gave the common approach which resulted from these studies the Ger-
man name of Redaktionsgeschichte. ”

Giinther Bornkamm’s work on the Gospel of Matthew marks the rise of
redaction criticism. As a pupil of Rudolf Bultmann, he proceeded from
form-critical assumptions to the further stage of analyzing Matthew’s own
theological outlook and intention as this is to be discerned in his handling of
traditional material. In two articles which were later included in the volume
now translated as Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew, ” Bornkamm
set out his conclusions about the first evangelist and his work. The earlier
essay I2 is a study of the episode of the stilling of the storm in Matthew
8:23-27,  and attempts to show how Matthew treated the source from which
he derived this pericope (Mk. 4:35-41). The new context and presentation
given to the incident, Bornkamm claims, reveal the independent meaning it
has for the evangelist. The miracle thus becomes to him “a kerygmatic
paradigm of the danger and glory of discipleship”. I3 The other essay of
Bornkamm14  deals with the construction of the discourses of Jesus in
Matthew, and discusses the extent to which these are controlled by the
evangelist’s own understanding of the church, the end, the law, Christ
himself, and the inter-relation of all four. Together, these two studies reflect
Bornkamm’s dominant conviction that Matthew is a distinctive redactor; an
“interpreter of the tradition which he collected and arranged”. I5

Hans Conzelmann’s work as a redaction critic has been concerned main-
ly with Luke-Acts. His book Die Mitte  der Zeit, first published in 1954, and
translated into English as The Theology of St. Luke, I6 marks a watershed in
Gospel studies and an important advance in the method of redaction
criticism itself; for it is an analysis of Luke’s unique role as a theologian.
Perhaps Dr. Norman Perrin goes too far when he concludes that as a result
of Conzelmann’s work, “Luke the historian becomes a self-conscious
theologian, and the details of his composition can be shown convincingly to
have been theologically motivated.” ” Not everyone would dismiss so easily
the historical basis from which Luke writes in both his Gospel and Acts. Ix
But undoubtedly Conzelmann has helped us to discern Luke’s special con-
tribution to a proper understanding of the biblical history of salvation
(Heilsgeschichte), which is presented and developed by the third evangelist
in three distinct stages: the periods of Israel, Jesus and the church. The
problem which Luke answers by this scheme, with its greater degree of
“realized” eschatology, is alleged to be the so-called delay of the parousia. I’)
However we view some of Conzelmann’s assumptions and final conclusions,
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he has at least helped us to see more clearly than ever the extent to which
history and theology, not one or the other, co-exist in Luke-Acts.

The third redaction critic in chronological order whose pioneering work
in this field must be mentioned is Dr. Willi Marxsen, whose book Der
Evangelist Markus  (1959 ’ ) 2o contains four studies of the second Gospel
which use the redaction-critical method. Like Bornkamm, and indeed
Conzelmann, Marxsen accepts the method and conclusions of form
criticism as a basis for his work. But once more, like them, he goes beyond
this to emphasize the important contribution made by Mark himself when
he collected together the independent units of the evangelic tradition and
wrote them up into a Gospel as such, characterized by his own theological
outlook. *’ That outlook is seen particularly, Marxsen claims, in Mark’s
treatment of such features as the tradition about John the Baptist and the
geographical references in his narratives. (Galilee, for example, is “obviously
the evangelist’s own creation”.22)  Throughout, Marxsen sees the second
evangelist as a theologically motivated redactor, whose doctrinal inter-
pretations become clearer when the use by Matthew and Luke of the Mar-
can tradition and its interpretations is considered.

One of Marxsen’s more important contributions to the whole discussion
of redaction criticism is his clarification of the threefold setting of all Gospel
material (in the teaching of Jesus, in the life of the early church and in the
writing and intention of the evangelists), of which mention has already been
made. In this as in many other ways, Marxsen laid down methodological
precedents which other redaction critics have followed. 23

These three scholars, Bornkamm, Conzelmann and Marxsen, have been
succeeded by others in redaction-critical studies of the synoptic Gospels.
For Matthew, Bornkamm has been followed (among others) by Gerhard
Barth and H. J. Held, both pupils of his.24 (Two other pupils, H. E. T6dtz5
and F. Hahn,26 have also used thismethod in the more general area of New
Testament christology.) For Mark, Marxsen has been followed among
others by the two English-speaking writers J. M. Robinson2’  and E. Best,28
and by the Swiss scholar E. Schweizer.29 And for Luke, Conzelmann has
been followed by H. Flender.30 Redaction criticism has not been applied so
frequently to the study of St. John’s Gospel as to the Synoptics,  but a start
has been made in the work of J. L, Martyn13’  B. Lindars3* and W. Nicol.33

II. How it works

An example of redaction criticism at work may help to clarify the pur-
pose and value of this method, as well as its results. 34 Before we begin, it will
be useful to spend a moment longer recapitulating the principles of redaction
criticism. We can then see these at work in our example.

The best way of examining the distinctive contribution of any evangelist
to his sources is to investigate the precise method by which he has brought
together and handled the materials available to him. 35 This means looking
carefully at the “seams” by which the sources are joined together, the sum-

maries, modifications, insertions and omissions made, and in general the
selection and arrangement of the material. It may also be illuminating to
consider the evangelist’s vocabulary, his theological standpoint (especially
as this is discernible from his christology and his use of titles for Jesus), and
finally the introduction and conclusion to his Gospel. These lines of ap-
proach will not necessarily be of equal value or yield equally important
results; but together they wilI provide a firmly based method by which to
carry out any redaction-critical investigation.

We will confine our present sample to the Gospel of Matthew, and con-
sider in this light first the Gospel as a whole, then a pericope within it, and
finally a single logion. The method of redaction criticism, we hope to show,
can be used in each case for the purpose of understanding and illuminating
the evangelist’s approach. Each example, moreover, will reveal the way in
which source criticism, form (tradition) criticism and redaction criticism
belong together and can be used together in the study of the Gospels.

1. THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW

One view of the problem of the four Gospels 36 will suggest that the writer
of Matthew has composed his Gospel by editing the sources Mark, Q and
M. But we can see that by the selection and arrangement of his material he
has imposed his own understanding and interpretation of the kerygma on
the underlying tradition with which he is working. This gives rise, for exam-
ple, to Matthew’s characteristic christology (Jesus as both king and servant;
cf. Mt. 1: 1; 12: 15-2 1, et al.), his attitude towards the law (transcended and
yet remaining in force; cf. 5:38f.; 5: 17-20, et al.), and his presentation of
the gospel itself (exclusive but also universal; cf. 15:24;  8:5-13,  et al.). 37 In
general, the evangelist works with the theme of fulfilment in mind. Evidently
he writes to present Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah who has absorbed the
functions of Moses and gone beyond them.38  Taking full account of the
character of his over-all redaction, therefore, we can hazard a guess at the
position and needs of his audience. It is possible that he wrote for a cell-type
Jewish-Christian group under pressure from orthodox Jews for alleged an-
tinomianism, and that this accounts for some of the distinctive Matthean
ambivalences of which we have just taken note. 3q

2. A PERICOPE FROM MATTHEW

The same technique can be applied to one section of the first Gospel, with
similarly illuminating results. Take, for example, the account of the
transfiguration in Matthew 17:1-8.  Source-critical analysis tells us (on one
view, at least) that this comes from Mark 9:2-8. Redaction criticism reveals,
by a comparison of the two narratives, the editorial changes which Matthew
has made and further study may suggest the theological reasons for these
modifications.

Matthew handles his Marcan source for the transfiguration individually,
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and in line with the theological understanding evident throughout his
Gospel. First, he presents Jesus “after the manner of Moses”.40  For
example, he alters Mark by referring to Moses before Elijah, thus making
the Mosaic reference more emphatic (Mt. 17:3). He adds to the description
of the actual transfiguration the detail that the face of Jesus “shone like the
sun” (verse 2), recalling the appearance of Moses after receiving the law on
Sinai (Ex. 34:29-35).  He alone of the synoptic evangelists describes the
cloud which over-shadowed the group on the mountain as “bright” (qwretvrj
verse 5), thus reminding his readers of the Shekinah glory in the Israelite
wilderness. Matthew also draws attention to the fact that after the
transfiguration Jesus remains alone after Moses and Elijah have dis-
appeared; he adds in verse 8 a&&  @VOV)  to the Marcan version. Jesus is
now seen as the unique teacher (verse 5b) and also the new Moses.

But, as W. D. Davies points out,4’ although the new Moses/new exodus
theme is undoubtedly present here and elsewhere in Matthew, it is ultimately
restrained. For Matthew sees clearly that Jesus in his uniqueness finally
supersedes Moses. At the climax of the transfiguration narrative, for exam-
ple, Matthew adds to the words of the bath qol in Mark 9:7  (“This is my
beloved Son;42 listen to him”), the phrase “with whom I am well pleased”.
This echoes Isaiah 42:l as well as Psalm 2:7,43  and reminds us not only of
Matthew’s particular (servant) christology, but also of his individual
soteriology, since this redaction suggests that Jesus was the one destined to
bring law to the nations (as in Is. 42:4).  Thus the first evangelist’s motiva-
tion in his report of the transfiguration is not merely one of reverence,
despite his mention of the disciples ’ “awe” immediately after the command
of God to listen to his Son has been heard.44 He writes out of a particular
christological understanding, and with the needs of a particular audience in
mind.

3. A SAYING IN MATTHEW

The method of redaction criticism may also be used, finally, for the ex-
amination of individual logia within the Gospel of Matthew. We may con-
sider briefly, as one instance, the crux interpretum Matthew 16:16.  Peter’s
confession at Caesarea Philippi, according to Matthew’s account, reads
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Mark (8:29)  has “You are
the Christ”, and Luke (9:20)  “(You are) the Christ of God.”

One explanation of these variations is to say that Matthew has simply ex-
panded Mark. (This assumes, of course, that Peter did not make different
confessions on the same occasion.) In that case, the expansion was either
the result of a Q tradition containing both elements of the confession (Christ
and Son of God), and reflected in the Lucan version, or due to a straight-
forward explanatory redaction on Matthew’s part. 45 Knowing his approach
as we do, it need not surprise us if Matthew at such an important moment as
this ‘should heighten as well as deepen his christology, and remind his
readers of the real and exalted status of the central figure in his Gospel. 46

III. Some Presuppositions

The critical method we have been reviewing, and illustrating in terms of
Matthew’s Gospel, rests on a number of presuppositions. It is important to
recognize these, and to be aware of the fact that the conclusions of redaction
criticism (like those of form criticism) are to some extent subjective, and
should not therefore be accepted uncritically. We shall consider two major
presuppositions belonging sometimes to redaction criticism.

(1) Form criticism relies, as we have seen elsewhere, on the so-called
“traditio-historical” approach, which can involve two basic assumptions
about the sayings of Jesus. The first is that the christology of the New Testa-
ment, including the Gospels, does not spring from the authentic teaching of
Jesus himself, but from the response to Jesus made by the first Christians.
The second is that the genuine teaching of Jesus preserved by the evangelists
(a relatively small deposit) can be isolated from the large quantity of
material created in the early church by identifying and removing the ad-
ditions made to that teaching at various stages of the church’s development.

The traditio-historical approach is also used in redaction criticism, which
(as we have seen) stems from form criticism. In this case, the same basic
assumptions are sometimes made. The only difference is that the whole
process is now used to investigate the additions made by the evangelists to
the already interpreted tradition they received, in the final stages of writing
their Gospels. And the conclusion, we are not surprised to learn, may now
be that any saying of Jesus which could have been created by the
evangelists, or shaped by them, was so created or shaped. It is possible to
recognize the particular contribution of each Gospel writer, it is further
claimed, once their own way of thinking, as distinct from that of earlier
Jewish and Hellenistic Christianity, has been identified. To recover the
authentic words of Jesus these different layers, beginning with the one for
which the evangelists themselves were responsible, can simply be stripped
off. 47

Clearly these assumptions are open to question if they are to serve as the
only basis for the conclusions of the redaction critics. No one doubts that an
important influence was exercised on the formation of the Gospel tradition
and the final composition of the Gospels by the background of the authors
as well as their audience. But the presuppositions about the basic nature of
the Christian tradition and its transmission which have been mentioned are,
as we have seen elsewhere, suspect. 48

(2) There is a tendency on the part of some who use the method of redac-
tion criticism to assume that the special contribution of the evangelists can
be discovered only when they depart from their received sources, or do not
depend on them at all, rather than when they reproduce them without altera-
tion. This assumption leads Norman Perrin, for one, to conclude that redac-
tion on the part of the evangelists involves something other than preserving
the historical tradition about Jesus. For Perrin, the “old way” of regarding a
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narrative in the Gospels as historical (he uses Mk. 8:27-9:  1 par. as his
main sample), is set over against a redaction-critical approach to it. 4y But
the use of the Christian tradition as it stands, without editorial shaping, may
be just as much an indication of the evangelist’s theological outlook. In such
a case we must assume that the tradition expressed his intention and un-
derstanding so clearly that alteration was unnecessary. 5o We do not need,
that is to say, to equate “redaction” in the Gospels with unhistorical
theologizing. It can involve the use of sources as they stand. 5’

IV. Some Implications

Provided that we are aware of the hazards inherent in the method of
redaction criticism, especially when sceptical and subjective presuppositions
form a starting-point, it can prove to be a very useful aid to the understan-
ding of the Gospels. It is not intended, and should not be used, as an end in
itself, or simply as an academic exercise. On the contrary when it is properly
used it has many advantages, as we shall see, and some far-reaching im-
plications for any reading of the Gospel material. Three of these must now
be mentioned.

1. THE JESUS OF HISTORY DEBATE

First, redaction criticism impinges on the “Jesus of history” debate. 52 The
“new quest” for the historical Jesus has made us aware that any search for
the central figure of the Jesus tradition must be allied neither to the extreme
of history alone nor to ‘that of faith alone; it must maintain a balance (as the
evangelists do) between them both.

The method of redaction criticism is clearly of importance to this question
of Christian origins. For we are bound to recognize that the Gospels were
written from within a circle of faith, by those who in a particular first-cen-
tury environment became convinced that Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ
of God, and that he had risen from the dead. Inevitably, therefore, the
evangelists reported the Jesus tradition from their own understanding, and
coloured it with their own outlook.

Such a view, when honestly advanced, affects the Christian faith at its
central point. Have we any reason to suppose that the evangelists’ redacted
version of the tradition about Jesus is at all historical? If they redacted part,
could they not have redacted all of it; leaving us with a picture of Jesus
which is interpretative and therefore informative, but essentially an un-
historical product of the human imagination? How do we know, in fact, that
any continuity exists between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith?

The suggestion that no continuity of this kind exists largely depends for
its validity on the assumption that the evangelists themselves were unaware
of the distinction between history and faith, and were prepared to disregard
the former completely in the interests of the latter. We are not, in fact, com-
pelled to believe that this was the case.53 If the Gospel writers were, on the

contrary, sensitive to what was historical and what was kerygmatic (as there
are real grounds for supposing), 54 it is unlikely that they would have treated
their traditional sources for the words and works of Jesus with anything but
respect. All the more would respect have been shown by the evangelists, in-
deeed,  if (as is probable) eyewitnesses were still around. These con-
siderations lead us to the second implication of the redaction-critical method
to be considered.

2. THE AUTHORITY OF THE GOSPELS

The second implication arises out of the first, and in many ways it has
been anticipated. Redaction criticism has an obvious bearing on the issue of
the authority of the Gospels (and indeed of the New Testament generally). If
the evangelists have redacted their tradition, can we be sure that the Gospels
are not (as the followers of Bultmann would say) simply products of the ear-
ly church, which have been written in the light of the post-Easter situation to
meet the demands and answer the questions of that day?

In answer to this important challenge, three points may be made briefly.
These are in addition to the suggestions offered in the previous section in
support of an historical rather than an existential approach to the Gospel
tradition.

(a) First, although we now recognize the theological content of all four
Gospels, it is becoming increasingly clear that theology and history belong
together (as we have noticed) at all stages in the transmission of the Jesus
tradition. So far from abandoning one or the other, all the evangelists ap-
parently drew out the theological implications of the history which they
recorded. This can be illustrated very easily from the contemporary debate
on the Fourth Gospel, with its discovery that there is a greater element of
reliable, historical tradition in John (its high theological content notwithstan-
ding) than criticism ever previously allowed. 55

(b) Secondly, as we have seen, the redactional element in the Gospels is
not necessarily opposed to the historical and traditional. Redaction can
mean the use of the tradition as it stands, without any redactional editing.
An example of this may be found in an early section of Mark’s Gospel
(2:1-3:6).56  Form criticism tells us that here Mark has assembled originally
independent units of material, the primary setting of which in the teaching of
Jesus was probably unknown to the evangelist as it is lost to us. Redaction
criticism then shows us how Mark has interpreted these incidents according
to his own theological understanding of the person and work of Jesus. The
key to this is to be found in the concept of authority; for the authority of
Jesus here is constantly questioned and constantly vindicated (2:6f., lOf., et
a,.). Indeed this (a significant comment on Mark’s christology) is the only
link in a collection of pericopes, each of which could otherwise stand
anywhere in the Jesus tradition. But while we can in this way discover
Mark’s specialized approach to his material, we are also made aware of the
fact that his contribution lies not in altering the tradition (which mostly con-
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sists of evidently primitive “pronouncement stories” suiting his theological
purpose) but in combining its separate elements and providing for them a
context and therefore a particular meaning. 57 The authenticity and authority
of the tradition at this point are thus not diminished by the Marcan redac-
tion, but increased. 58

(c) Thirdly, it may be suggested that in order to establish the authority of
the sayings of Jesus (at least), we are not necessarily confined by the
Gospels themselves to the pre-resurrection logia. The word of the risen Jesus
spoken through the evangelists can still be authoritative. To this extent the
editorial activity of the evangelists can be regarded as a medium of revela-
tion rather than an obstacle to it.

As an illustration of this point, we may consider the famous saying of
Jesus about divorce in Matthew 5:32 and 19:9  (= Lk. 16:18;  cf. Mk.
10:1 If.). Only the Matthean version of this logion contains the exceptive
clause nap&~ lo’yov nopeiaq  (19:9, ,u+ Bni nopdq),  and the question of the
origin of this phrase therefore naturally arises. (Even in Paul the prohibition
of divorce remains absolute; see 1 Cor. 7:10-13.)

One view is that Matthew has carried out a straight redaction, reflecting
his accommodation to the Christian legislation of his day. As there was
hardness of heart in Israel (Mk. 10:4f.),  so there could be in the new Israel.
But equally Matthew may be ~making  explicit what was assumed by Jesus
and the other evangelists, that divorce was made necessary by Jewish law
when sexual irregularity was discovered among partners before or after
marriage. Betrothed couples could separate when unfaithfulness was
suspected, as in the case of Joseph and Mary (Mt. 1: 19); and strict Hebrews
insisted on divorce when marriage within the forbidden degrees of kinship
was uncovered.

In any case Matthew is reporting and upholding the principle laid down
by Jesus, that marriage is a God-given ordinance within creation, and
therefore to be regarded as hallowed. But his explanatory redaction, we can
now see, draws out for his readers both the importance of the original
teaching of Jesus, and also the sole but inevitable grounds for departing
from it - grounds which were already recognised  and accepted by the Jews.
In no case may we claim that Matthew’s redaction weakens the authority of
the teaching he preserves, or departs from the mind of Christ. 59

In the light of all that has been said, it is possible to take account of the
fact that the Gospel writers have redacted their basic tradition, and still
come to the Gospels with confidence in their essential authority and
trustworthiness. For the redaction of the Jesus tradition in accordance with
the perspectives of the writers and the community surrounding them does
not remove the discoverable historical basis on which that tradition rests.
Nor does it prevent the post-Easter words of Christ from being heard and
transmitted. *

3. THE INTENTION OF THE EVANGELISTS

The final implication of redaction criticism for the study of the Gospels
concerns the intention of the evangelists. Again, this question arises out of
some of the issues already discussed in detail.

The work of redaction critics such as Bornkamm, Marxsen and
Conzelmann has helped us, as we have seen, to appreciate the theological
themes and concerns which motivated the evangelists when they wrote their
Gospels. Just as form criticism enables us to detect the shaping of individual
sayings of Jesus or pericopes about him in the course of their transmission,
so redaction criticism makes it possible to uncover this process of shaping in
each of the Gospels as a whole.

This point can be developed in one further direction. By examining the
theological perspective of an evangelist, and the way he has selected and
used his material, it is also possible to suggest why he wrote his Gospel in
the first place. We have already applied this test to Matthew. The aim of the
other Gospels may be similarly investigated. On the basis of a redaction-
critical approach it may be guessed that Mark wrote his Gospel for
would-be or present disciples, to supplement Paul’s kerygma; ” that Luke’s
intention was the kerygmatic and didactic presentation of gospel history for
the benefit of mostly non-Christian Gentile readers;62  and that John wrote
for an audience that was in the end as wide as it could be, to enable his
readers to “see” that Jesus was the Christ, the revealing and glorified Word
of God, and so to live.63 Broadly speaking the intention in each case is
evangelistic, but redaction criticism focuses attention on the precise inter-
pretation and therefore presentation of the kerygma by the four writers,
which gives their theology its individual character.64  In fine, we no longer
need to spend time trying to “harmonize” the Gospels. Their differences, un-
covered by the redaction critical approach, stand as a positive pointer to the
distinctive outlook of their writers, and their unique understanding of and
witness to the Jesus tradition.

V. Some Conclusions

Our discussion of redaction criticism as a method of studying the Gospels
has made one point clear at least. It has both advantages and disadvantages.

We may summarize the disadvantages as follows. (1) The traditio-critical
criteria on which the redaction method normally depends are often open to
question because of the assumptions involved in them. (2) It is too often
presupposed that redaction on the part of an evangelist means “com-
position”, in the sense of invention. This is unwarranted. (3) Redaction
critics are at times too subtle and subjective in their approach to the
Gospels, and in their assessment of the evangelists’ motives and methods.
This is the reason for the wide variation in their results; although this need
not surprise us with a discipline still in its infancy.65  Caution is obviously
needed in the analysis of any editorial activity, particularly when, as in the
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case of the Gospels, we are not always sure who the “editor” is, or the exact
nature of his sources. 66

On the other hand, there are positive advantages to be gained from using
this approach. (1) It treats the Gospels whole, and is a useful method for dis-
covering the exact contribution of the evangelists to their traditions. In this
way it is an extremely fruitful aid to exegesis, which helps us to perceive
more clearly the evangelists’ many-sided witness to Christ. (2) It also helps
us to see precisely how the evangelists handled their sources, with or without
shaping them. (3) We can also detect more easily by this method the inten-
tion of the Gospel writers, and see the reason for the existence of four
variations on one theme; four Gospels illuminating one gospel from different
stand points.

Clearly we must use redaction criticism in any serious study of the
Gospels. But we must use it with care. It is not a question of redaction or
history in the New Testament, but both. If we accept that, the method of
Redaktionsgeschichte can be a positive aid to understanding the four
Gospels, and using them intelligently for Christian preaching and teaching.
By this method also further light can be thrown on the crux of the whole
matter, the origins of Christianity itself.
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CHAPTER XII

HOW THE NEW TESTAMENT USES THE OLD

E. Earle Ellis

I. The Character of New Testament Usage

1. GENERAL

Old Testament phraseology in the New Testament occurs occasionally as
the idiom of a writer whose own patterns of expression have been influenced
by the Scriptures (1 Thess. 2:4; 4:5).  Most often, however, it appears in the
form of citations or intentional allusions or reminiscences. Dr. Hartman
suggests three reasons for an author’s citation of another: to obtain the sup-
port of an authority (Mt. 4:14), to call forth a cluster of associations (Mk.
12: lf.), and to achieve a literary or stylistic effect (Tit. 1: 12). He rightly
observes that an allusion sometimes can be discerned only after the total
context of a passage has been taken into account. ’

As might be expected in Greek writings, citations from the Old Testament
are frequently in agreement with the LXX, the Greek version commonly
used in the first century. But they are not uniformly so, and at times they
reflect other Greek versions, Aramaic targums,  or independent translations
of the Hebrew text.2 Apart from the use of a different text-form, a citation
may diverge from the LXX because of a lapse of memory. However, this ex-
planation is often less probable than has been supposed in the past. ’ More
frequently, as will be detailed below, citations diverge from the LXX
because of deliberate alteration, i.e. by ad hoc translation and elaboration or
by the use of a variant textual tradition, to serve the purpose of the New
Testament writer. The variations, then, become an important clue to dis-
cover not only the writer’s interpretation of the individual Old Testament
passage but also his perspective on the Old Testament as a whole.

2. INTRODUCTORY FORMULAS

Formulas of quotation, which generally employ verbs of “saying” or
“writing,” correspond to those found in other Jewish writings, e.g. the Old
Testament,4 the Qumran scrolls,5  Philo and the rabbis.6 They locate the
citation with reference to the book or writer or, less frequently, the story (“in
Elijah,” Rom. 11:2;  “at the bush,” Mk. 12:26).  At times they specify a par-
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titular  prophet (Acts 28:25), a specification that on occasion may be impor-
tant for the New Testament teaching.’ When one book is named and
another cited, the formula may represent an incidental error or, more likely,
the cited text may be an interpretation (Mt. 27:9)80r  elaboration (Mk. 1:2)
of a passage in the book named.

Introductory formulas often underscore the divine authority of the Old
Testament, not in the abstract but within the proper interpretation and
application of its teaching. Thus, the formula “Scripture (yeapi)  says” can
introduce an eschatological, i.e. “Christianized” summation or elaboration
of the Old Testament (Jn. 7:38; Gal. 4:30), and yea& can be contrasted to
traditional interpretations (Mt. 22:29).  That is, it implies that the
revelational, “Word of God” character of Scripture is present within the
current interpretation. In the words of RenCe Bloch, Scripture “always con-
cerns a living word addressed personally to the people of God and to each of
its members. . . .” 9 The formula “it is written” can also have the intended
connotation of a specific and right interpretation of Scripture (Rom. 9:33;
11:26)  even though the connotation may not always be true (Mt. 4:6).

Sometimes an explicit distinction between reading Scripture and knowing
or hearing Scripture may be drawn. It is present in the story of the Ethiopian
eunuch (Acts 8:30) and, implicitly, in Jesus’ synagogue exposition at
Nazareth (Lk. 4:16f., 21). It may be presupposed, as it is in rabbinical
writings, in the formula “have you not (0th) read?” ” That is, “you have
read but have not understood.” This formula is found in the New Testament
only on the lips of Jesus and usually within a Scriptural debate or
exposition. ”

A few formulas are associated with specific circles within the Christian
community. The nine I.& &loc (“says the Lord”) quotations probably
reflect the activity of Christian prophets. ‘* The ‘iva  nhpw&j  (“that it might
be fulfilled”) quotations, found especially in the Gospels of Matthew and
John, may have a similar origin. I3 Both kinds of quotations contain
creatively altered text-forms that facilitate an eschatological re-application
of the Old Testament passages, similar to that found in the Qumran
scrolls, I4 to the experiences and understanding of the early church. This is a
kind of activity recognized in first century Judaism to be appropriate to
prophets as well as to teachers. ”

Somewhat similar are the n&5 d l6yoq (“faithful is the word”) passages
in the Pastoral letters. I6 They appear to be instructions of Christian
prophets (cf. 1 Tim. 4:1, 6, zoic  AC@OL~  njiy  h.mw~)  and/or inspired teachers,
used by Paul in the composition of the letters. Although they do not contain
Old Testament quotations, some of these “faithful sayings” may refer to the
exposition of the Old Testament. ” They appear to arise out of a prophetic
circle engaged in a ministry of teaching.

3. FORMS AND TECHNIQUES IN QUOTATION

(a) Combined quotations of two or more texts appear frequently in a

variety of forms: a chain of passages (Rom. 15:9-12),  a commentary
pattern (Jn. 12:38-40;  Rom. 9-11) and composite or merged citations
(Rom. 3:10-18;  2 Cor. 6:16-18).  With the exception of the last type these
patterns were commonly employed in Judaism. ” They serve to develop a
theme and perhaps exemplify the principle in Dt. 19:15  that two witnesses
establish a matter. Sometimes (Rom. 10: 18-2 l), in the fashion of the rabbis,
they bring together citations from the Law, the Prophets and the Writings.
Such combinations usually were formed in conjunction with catchwords im-
portant for the theme (e.g. “stone,” “chosen” in 1 Pet. 26-9).

(b) Testimonia. Citations “testifying” to the messiahship of Jesus were of
special interest to the early church. Sometimes they appear as combined
quotations (Heb. l), combinations that possibly lie behind other New Testa-
ment citations. I9 Such “testimonies” were primarily thematic combinations
for instructional and apologetic purposes and, as the testimonia at Qumran
indicate (4Qtest), some may have circulated in written form during the
apostolic period. However, the hypothesis that they were collected in a pre-
canonical “testimony book,” used by the Church in anti-Jewish apologetic,20
is less likely.

The “testimonies” apparently presuppose a worked-out christological un-
derstanding of the particular passages and are not simply proof texts ran-
domly selected. The earliest Christians, like twentieth century Jews, could
not, as we do, simply infer from traditional usage the “Christian” interpreta-
tion of a biblical word or passage. Proof texts standing alone, therefore,
would have appeared to them quite arbitrary if not meaningless.

According to a thesis of C. H. Dodd 2’ the “testimony” quotations were
selected from and served as pointers to larger Old Testament contexts that
previously and as a whole had been christologically interpreted. For exam-
ple, Mt. I:23 in citing Is. 7: 14 probably has in view the total section, Is.
6:1-9:7,  as the additional phrase “God with us” (Is. 8:8, 10 LXX) and the
frequent use of Is. 6-9 elsewhere in the New Testament indicate. Dodd cor-
rectly perceived that the testimonia were the result of “a certain method of
biblical study” (p. 126). But what precisely was that method? It may well
have included, as Dodd thought, a systematic christological analysis of cer-
tain sections of the Old Testament. Beyond this, however, the method
probably corresponded to a form and method of scriptural exposition used
in contemporary Judaism and known to us as midrash.

4. QUOTATION AND MIDRASH

(a) The Hebrew term “midrash” has the meaning “commentary” (cf. 2
Ch. 13 :22;  24:27), and in the past it has usually been associated with certain
rabbinic commentaries on the Old Testament. Recently it has been used
more broadly to designate an activity as well as a literary genre, a way of
expounding Scripture as well as the resulting exposition. 22 Thus, “the house
of midrash”  (Sirach 5 1:23) was a place where such exposition was carried
on (and not a library of commentaries). According to Miss Bloch (op. cit.,

201200



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION HOW THE NEW TESTAMENT USES THE OLD

note 9) the essence of the midrashic procedure was a contemporization of
Scripture in order to apply it to or make it meaningful for the current situa-
tion. It can be seen, then, in interpretive renderings of the Hebrew text (= im-
plicit midrash), e.g. the Greek LXX23  and the Aramaic targums,  as well as
in more formal “text + exposition” pattern (= explicit midrash), e.g. the rab-
binic commentaries.24  Both kinds of midrash  appear in first-century
Judaism in the literature of the Qumran community.

(b) In the use of the Old Testament by the New, implicit midrash  appears
in double entendre, in interpretive alterations of Old Testament citations and
in more elaborate forms. The first type involves a play on words. Thus, Mt.
2:23  cites Jesus’ residence in Nazareth as a “fulfilment”  of prophecies iden-
tifying the Messiah as a Na[weaioq (= ?Nazirite,  Jud. 13:5,  7 LXX) or a
netzer (= branch, Is. 11:l; cf. 49:6; 60:21).25  Possibly the double meaning
of “lift up” in Jn. 3: 14; 12:32ff.,  i.e. hang and exalt, alludes to an Aramaic
rendering (z’kaph) of Is. 52:13,  which carries both meanings; the
terminology is clarified in the Synoptic Gospels where Jesus prophesies that
he is to “be killed and rise” (Mk. 8:3 1; cf. Lk. 18:3  1). 26 A similar double
entendre may be present in Acts 3:22-26 where “raise up” apparently is
used both of Messiah’s pre-resurrection ministry and of his resurrection.

The second type can be seen in Rom. 10: 11:

For the Scripture says, “Everyone (x$) who believes on him shall not be put to
shame.”

The word “everyone” is not in the Old Testament text; it is Paul’s interpreta-
tion woven into the citation and fitting it better to his argument (10: 12f.).
Similarly, in the citation of Gen. 21:lO at Gal. 4:30 the phrase “son of the
free woman” is substituted for “my son Isaac” in order to adapt the citation
to Paul’s application. More elaborate uses of the same principle will be dis-
cussed below.

More complex forms of implicit midrash  occur (1) in making a merged or
composite quotation from various Old Testament texts, altered so as to ap-
ply them to the current situation, and (2) in the description of a current
event in biblical phraseology in order to connect the event with the Old
Testament passages. Contemporized composite quotations appear, for ex-
ample, in 1 Cor. 2:9; 2 Cor. 6:16-18. The use of Scriptural phraseology to
describe and thus to explain the meaning of current and future events is
more subtle and reflects a different focus: the event appears to be of primary
interest and the Old Testament allusions are introduced to illumine or ex-
plain it. This kind of midrash  occurs, for example, in the Lucan  infancy
narratives, in Jesus’ apocalyptic discourse and his response at his trial and
in the Revelation of St. John. 27

In the infancy narratives the Annunciation (Lk. 1:26-38)  alludes to Is.
6:1-9:7  -e.g. 7:13f. (27, xae%voq,  E~dixovAavi@;  7:14  (31); 9:6f.  (32, 35)-
a section that C. H. Dodd has shown to be a primary source for early Chris-
tian exegesis.28  It probably also alludes to Gen. 16:ll  (31); 2 Sam. 7:12-16
( 3 2 ,  ?35, vi& Oeoi$  Dan. 7:14  (33b); and Is. 4:3; 62:12 (35, +ov

x~@joetaL). The Magnificat (1:46-55)  and the Benedictus (1:68-79) appear
to be formed along the same lines. It is probable that family traditions about
the events surrounding Jesus’ birth were given this literary formulation by
prophets of the primitive Jerusalem church. 2g

The response of our Lord at his trial (Mk. 14:62  par) is given by the
Gospels in the words of Ps., 11O:l and Dan. 7:13.  It probably represents a
summary of Jesus’ known response, a summary in biblical words whose
“messianic” exegesis either had been worked out in the Christian communi-
ty or, more likely, had been taught to the disciples by Jesus. That Jesus
made use of both Ps. 11O:l and Dan. 7:13  in his preresurrection teaching is
highly probable.30

The apocalyptic discourse (Mk. 13 par), which also includes the use of
Dan. 7:13,  apparently consists of a midrash  of Jesus on certain passages in
Daniel, a midrash  that has been supplemented by other sayings of the Lord
and reshaped by the Evangelists and their predecessors “into something of a
prophetic tract” linked to the Church’s experiences. In the course of
transmission the midrash  “lost many of its once probably explicit
associations with the OT text”.3’ If this reconstruction is correct, it shows
not only how teachings of Jesus were contemporized in a manner similar to
the midrashic handling of Old Testament texts but also how our Lord’s ex-
plicit midrash  was modified so that the Old Testament references, although
not lost, were largely assimilated to the current application. The process is
much more thoroughgoing than is the case in the composite quotations cited
above.

These examples suggest that implicit midrash  sometimes presupposes and
develops out of direct commentary on the Old Testament, i.e. explicit
midrash.  We may now turn to that form of the early Christian usage.

(c) Explicit midrash  in the New Testament has affinities both with the
pesher midrash  at Qumran and with certain kinds of midrash  found in rab-
binic expositions. The ancient expositions of the rabbis are preserved in
sources that date from several centuries after the New Testament writings. 32
However, in their general structure they provide significant parallels for ear-
ly Christian practice since (1) it is unlikely that the rabbis borrowed their
methods of exposition from the Christians and (2) similar patterns may be
observed in the first-century Jewish writer, Philo. 33 They probably
originated not only as “sermon” or “homily” but also as “commentary,”
that is, not only as the complement of the synagogue worship but also as the
product of the synagogue school.34 The type of discourse that finds most
affinity with New Testament expositions is the “proem”  midrash.  35 As used
in the synagogue, it ordinarily had the following form:

The (Pentateuchal) text for the day.
A second text, the proem or “opening” for the discourse.
Exposition containing additional Old Testament citations, parables or other
commentary and linked to the initial texts by catch-words.
A final text, usually repeating or alluding to the text for the day.
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The general outline of this pattern, with some variation, occurs rather fre-
quently in the New Testament. Without the text for the day, it appears in
Heb. 10:5-39:

5-7 -
8-36

Initial text: Ps. 40:7-9.
Exposition containing additional citations (16f., 30)
and linked to the initial text by catchwords: &da (8,
26), neooylo& (8, 10, 14, 18), ne$ d,ua&ac (8, 18,
26), &a&a (17).

37-39 - Final text and application alluding to the initial text
with the verbs +‘%uv  and &8oxeiv: Is. 26:20; Hab.
2:3f.

The pattern is expressed more specifically in Rom. 96-29:

6f. - Theme and initial text: Gen. 21:12.
9 - A second, supplemental text: Gen. 18: 10.
IO-28 - Exposition containing additional citations (13, 15,

17, 25-28) and linked to the initial texts by the
catch-words xaI&iv  and vi& (12, 24ff., 27).

29 - A final text alluding to the initial text with the
catchword us&Pa.

A less complex form occurs in 1 Cor. 1: 18-3 1. Here the second, supplemen-
tal text has been merged with the initial text; and the final text, the only sub-
sequent citation, does not allude to the opening text:

18-20 - Theme and initial texts: Is. 29:14 and 19:llf.; cf.
33:18.

20-30 - Exposition linked to the initial and final texts by the
catchwords uo& (26f.),  uopia  (21f.,  30), pwedc (25,
27), Pweia  (21, 23), xav@n9at  (29).

31 - Final text. Cf. Jer. 9:22f.

In 1 Cor. 26-16  the initial texts are a composite and highly interpreted
quotation :

6-9 - Theme and initial texts. Cf. Is. 64:4; 65:16, LXX.
lo-15 - Exposition linked to the initial and final texts by the

catchwords ch9ewnoq  (11, 14; cf. 13), &iv (1 If.),
yrv&%&lv  (11, 14).

16 - Final text and application: Is. 40:13.

Instead of a composite quotation the initial text of the commentary at Gal.
4:21-5:l  is itself a summary of a Genesis passage, an implicit midrash  in-
troducing the key word dhf3~ea.  It is probably Paul’s summation, but it
might have been drawn from a Genesis midrash  similar to Jubilees or to the
Qumran Genesis Apocryphon:36

21f. - Introduction and initial text. Cf. Gen. 21.
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23-29

3off.

- Exposition with an additional citation, linked to the
initial and final texts by the catchwords &v&pa  (22,
23, 26, 30), nat&ux~  (22, 23, 30, 31) and benI&?=
t&vov (22, 25, 27, 28, 30, 31).

- Final text and application, referring to the initial text:
cf. Gen. 2 1: 10.

The pattern in 2 Pet. 3:5-13 is similar, although less clear. As in Gal. 4, the
initial “text” is a selective summary of a section of Scripture:

5f. - Initial text (with eschatological application). Cf. Gen.
1;6.

7-12 - Exposition (with an additional citation: 8) linked to
the initial and final texts by the catchwords o+avdq
(5, 7, 10, 12), yij (5, 7, lo), &r&1+  (6, 9, cf. 7). Cf.
$,&a  (7, 8, 10, 12).

13 - Final text and applications. 37 Cf. Is. 65 : 17.

The above examples show how a composite, interpreted citation and an
interpretive summary of a larger section of Scripture may serve as the “text”
in a midrash.  The use of short, explicit midrashim as “texts” in a more
elaborate commentary-pattern is only an extension of the same practice.
One instance of this appears in 1 Cor. 1:18-3:20,-‘*  which is composed of
the following sections, all linked by catchwords, e.g. uopoia,  pweia:

1:18-31 - Initial “text.”
2:1-5 - Exposition/Application.
2:6-16 - Additional “text.”
3:1-17 - Exposition/Application.
3:18-20 - Concluding texts: Job 5:13; Ps. 94:ll.

The synoptic Gospels also display exegetical patterns similar to those in the
rabbis.39 Mt. 21:33-44 corresponds to an ancient form of a synagogue
address : 4o

33 - Initial text: Is. 5:lf.
34-41 - Exposition by means of a parable, linked to the initial

and final texts by a catchword lieos (42, 44, cf. 35;
Is. 5:2, saga&  cf. oixohopeiv (33, 42).

42-44 - Concluding texts: Ps. 118:22f.; Dan. 2:34f., 44f.4’

In Lk. 10:25-3742  appears a somewhat different pattern, called in the
rabbinic writings the yelammedenu rabbenu (“let our master teach us”), in
which a question or problem is posed and then answered. Apart from the in-
terrogative opening it follows in general the structure of the proem midrash
(see above, p. 203):

25-27

28

- Dialogue including a question and initial texts: Dt.
6:5; Lev. 19:18.

- A second text: Lev. 18:5.
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29-36 - Exposition (by means of a parable) linked to the in-
itial texts by the catchwords ~Jquiov  (27,29;  36) and
not&iv (28, 37a, 37b).

37 - Concluding allusion to the second text (not&iv).

Mt. 15:1-9  is similar:43

l - 4 - Dialogue including a question and initial texts: Ex.
20:12; 21:17.

5-6 - Exposition/application linked to the text and/or the
dialogue by the catchwords ztpeiv  (4, 6, 8), naea’douls
(3, 6), cf. kvzo~rjlE”Yta&a  (3, 9).

7-9 - Concluding text: Is. 29:13.

Compare also Mt. 19:3-8:44

3-5

6

7-8a

8b

- Question, answered by the initial texts: Gen. 1:27;
2~24.

- Exposition linked to the initial text by the catchwords
640, a&$ $a.

- Additional citation (Dt. 24:1),  posing a problem,
with exposition.

- Concluding allusion to the (interpolated!) initial text
(ti c&+).

As the Gospels uniformly attest, debates with scribes, i.e. theologians,
about the meaning of Scripture constituted an important part of Jesus’
public ministry. They were certainly more extensive than the Gospel ac-
counts although they may have followed the same general pattern. In any
case a yelammedenu pattern known and used by the rabbis is the literary
form often employed by the Gospel traditioners. 45 In the rabbinical writings
the pattern is usually not a dialogue but the Scriptural discourse of one rab-
bi. In this respect the exegetical structure in Rom. 9-l 1 is closer to the rab-
binic model than are the Gospel traditions. 46

Certain differences between rabbinic and New Testament exegesis should
also be noted. Unlike the usual rabbinic practice the New Testament
midrashim (1) often do not have an initial text from the Pentateuch, i.e. do
not employ the sabbath text of the synagogue lectionary cycle. (2) They
often lack a second, proem text. (3) They often have a final text that does
not correspond or allude to the initial text. (4) They have an eschatological
orientation (see below, p. 209f.).  Nevertheless, in their general structure they
have an affinity with the rabbinic usage that is unmistakable and too close to
be coincidental.

(d) A kind of exposition known as the pesher midrash  appears in the
Qumran writings, e.g. the commentary on Habakkuk. It receives its name
from the Hebrew word used in the explanatory formula, “the interpretation
(pesher)  is.” This formula and its apparent equivalent, “this is” (hu^‘h),
sometimes introduce the Old Testament citation (CD 10:16)  or, more

characteristically, the commentary following the citation. Both formulas oc-
cur in the Old Testament,47 the latter translated in the LXX by the phrase
o&o5  (&&).

Besides the formula, the Qumran pesher has other characteristics com-
mon to midrashic procedure. Like the midrashim discussed above, it ap-
parently uses or creates variant Old Testament text-forms designed to adapt
the text to the interpretation in the commentary. It also links text and com-
mentary by catchwords. It is found, moreover, in various kinds of commen-
tary patterns: anthology (4Qflor), single quotations (CD 4:14) and con-
secutive commentary on an Old Testament book (1QpHab).

More significantly for New Testament studies, the Qumranpesher, unlike
rabbinic midrash  but very much like early Christian practice, is both
charismatic and eschatological. As eschatological exegesis, it views the Old
Testament as promises and prophecies that have their fulfilment within the
writer’s own time and community, a community that inaugurates the “new
covenant” of the “last (‘ah”rit)  days,“48 and constitutes the “last (‘ah”r&z)
generation” before the coming of Messiah and the inbreaking of the
kingdom of God. 49

This characteristic feature, the pesher formula combined with an es-
chatological perspective, appears in a number of New Testament
quotations:

“In Isaac shall your seed be called” (Gen. 21:12).  That is (t&z’  &w). . . the
children of the promise are reckoned for the seed.For this is (o&o~)  the word of
promise, “. . . for Sarah there shall be a son” (Gen. 18:lO).

Rom. 9:7-9

Do not say in your heart, “who shall ascend into heaven” (Dt. 30:12),  that is
(t&r’  &w) to-bring Christ down. . . .

Rom. 10:6-8

“On account of this shall a man leave father and mother and be joined to his
wife, and the two shall be one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). This is (toho . . . dotiv) a great
mystery . . . for Christ and the Church.

Eph. 5:3 If.

It is written, “Abraham had two sons.. . .” (cf. Gen. 21). These are (C&U  . . .
&v) two  covenants. . . .

Gal. 4:22-24

All our fathers were under the cloud. . . . But with many of them God was not
pleased, for they were destroyed in the desert (cf. Ex. 13f.; 16f.; Num. 20; 14).
These things (tacza)  happened as types for us. . . .

1 Cor. lO:l-5,  6f.

They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues. . . .
This is (t&d  kut~) what was spoken by the prophet Joel, “I will pour out my
spirit . . .” (Joel 2:28).

Acts 2:4, 16f.
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Jesus Christ of Nazareth. . . . This is (06&q .&JTW)  “the stone that was rejected by
you builders, which has become the head of the corner” (Ps. 118:22).

Acts 4: 1Of.

The Qumran pesher is regarded by the community as charismatic ex-
egesis, the work of inspired persons such as the Teacher of Righteousness
and other wise teachers (maskilim). The Old Testament prophecies are un-
derstood, as they are in the book of Daniel (9:2,  22f.; cf. 2:19, 24), to be a
“mystery” (raz) in need of interpretation (pesher),  an interpretation that
only the maskilim can give. 5o

(e) From midrash  to testimonia: “Words lifted from their scriptural con-
text can never be a testimonium to the Jewish mind. The word becomes a
testimonium for something or other after one has brought out its meaning
with the aid of other parts of Scripture.” 5’ With this perceptive observation
J. W. Doeve goes beyond the thesis of C. H. Dodd, mentioned above
(p. 201),  to contend that “testimony” citations in the New Testament are
derived from midrashim, i.e. expositions of those particular Old Testament
passages.

In support of Doeve are several examples of a “Christian” interpretation
of a text that is established in an exposition and presupposed elsewhere in a
“testimony” citation of the same text. 52 (1) The exposition in Acts 2: 17-3 5
and that underlying Mk. 13 (see above, p. 203) apply Ps. 11O:l  and Dan.
7:13,  respectively, to Jesus. This interpretation is presupposed in the use of
the verses at Mk. 14:62.  (2) Heb. 2:6-9 establishes by midrashic procedures
that Ps. 8 is fulfilled in Jesus; in 1 Cor. 15:27  and Eph. 1:20, 22 this un-
derstanding of Ps. 8 (and Ps. 110) is presupposed. (3) Acts 13: 16-4 1 is
probably a (reworked) midrash  in which 2 Sam. 7:6-16 is shown to apply to
Jesus.53 This interpretation of 2 Sam. 7 is presupposed in the testimonia in
Heb. 1:5 and 2 Cor. 6:18.

The midrashic expositions in these examples are not, of course, the im-
mediate antecedents of the cited testimonia texts. But they represent the
kind of matrix from which the “testimony” usage appears to be derived.
They show, furthermore, that the prophets and teachers in the early church
were not content merely to cite proof texts but were concerned to establish
by exegetical procedures the Christian understanding of the Old Testament.

We may proceed one step further. Rabbinic parables often are found in
midrashim as commehtary  on the Old Testament texts. Christ’s parables
also occur within an exegetical context, e.g. in Mt. 21:33-44  and Lk.
10:25-37  (see p. 205f.); and elsewhere, when they appear independently or
in thematic clusters, they sometimes allude to Old Testament passages.54
Probably such independent and clustered parables originated within an ex-
pository context from which they were later detached. Their present context,
then, represents a stage in the formation of the Gospel traditions secondary
to their use within an explicit commentary format.

II. The Presuppositions of New Testament Interpretation

1. GENERAL

To many Christian readers, to say nothing of Jewish readers, the New
Testament’s interpretation of the Old appears to be exceedingly arbitrary.
For example, Hos. 11:l (“Out of Egypt I called my son”) refers to Israel’s
experience of the Exodus; how can Mt. 2: 15 apply it to Jesus’ sojourn in
Egypt? In Ps. 8:4ff. the “son of man” (ben-‘adam)  given “glory” and
“dominion” alludes to Adam or to Israel’s king; 55 how can Heb. 2:8f.  and 1
Cor. 15:27  apply the text to Jesus? If Gen. 15:6 and 2 Sam. 7 are predic-
tions of Israel’s future, how can New Testament writers refer them to Jesus
and to his followers, who include Gentiles as well as Jews?

As has been shown above, the method used to justify such Christian in-
terpretations of the Old Testament represents a serious and consistent effort
to expound thee texts. The method itself, of course, may be criticized. But
then, our modern historical-critical method also is deficient: although it can
show certain interpretations to be wrong, it can achieve an agreed inter-
pretation for virtually no biblical passage. “Method” is inherently a limited
instrumentality and, indeed, a secondary stage in the art of interpretation.
More basic are the perspective and presuppositions with which the inter-
preter approaches the text.

The perspective from which the New Testament writers interpret the Old
is sometimes stated explicitly, sometimes it can be inferred from their usage.
It is derived in part from contemporary Jewish views and in part from the
teaching of Jesus and the experience of the reality of his resurrection. Apart
from its christological focus, it appears to be governed primarily by four fac-
tors: a particular understanding of history, of man, of Israel and of Scrip-
ture.

2. SALVATION AS HISTORY

Jesus and his disciples conceive of history within the framework of two
ages, this age and the age to come.56 This perspective appears to have its
backgrqund  in the Old Testament prophets, who prophesied of “the last
(‘aWrit)  days” and “the day of the Lord” as the time of an ultimate redemp-
tion of God’s people and the destruction of their enemies. 57 It becomes more
specific in the apocalyptic writers, who underscored the cosmic dimension
and (often) the imminence of the redemption and, with the doctrine of two
ages, the radical difference between the present time and the time to come.
This point of view is clearly present in the message of the Baptist that “the
kingdom of God is at hand” and that the one coming after him, Jesus, would
accomplish the final judgment and redemption of the nation (Mt. 3:2,  1Off.).

The two-fold consummation of judgment and deliverance that
characterized the teaching of apocalyptic Judaism becomes, in the teaching
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of Jesus and his disciples, a two-stage consummation. As “deliverance” the
kingdom of God that Judaism expected at the end of the age is regarded as
already present in the person and work of Jesus.5”  As “judgment” (and final
deliverance) the kingdom awaits the second, glorious appearing of
Messiah.59  This perspective may be contrasted with that of Platonism and
of apocalyptic Judaism as follows:

Platonism
(and Gnosticism): Eternity

t
Time

This Age Age to Come (Kingdom of God)

Judaism: C
1

New C
Testament: I

P
>

P--_-
- - - - - - - - - -+

Platonic and later Gnostic thought anticipate a redemption from matter,
an escape from time and history at death. The Jewish hope includes a
redemption of matter within time: The present age, from creation (C) to the
coming of Messiah (P), is to be succeeded by a future age of peace and
righteousness under the reign of God. The New Testament’s modification of
Jewish apocalyptic rests upon the perception that in the mission, death and
resurrection of Jesus the Messiah the age to come, the kingdom of God, had
become present in hidden form in the midst of the present evil age, although
its public manifestation awaits the parousia (P) of Jesus. Thus, for Jesus
“the kingdom of God does not culminate a meaningless history, but a plan-
ned divine process.” 6o Equally, for the New Testament writers faith in Jesus
means faith in the story of Jesus, the story of God’s redemptive activity in
the history of Israel that finds its high-point and fulfilment in Jesus.

For this reason the mission and meaning of Jesus can be expressed in the
New Testament in terms of a salvation history “consisting of a sequence of
events especially chosen by God, taking place within an historical
framework.“6’ Although the concept oixovo@a  as used in Eph. 1:lO
represents this idea, that is, a divinely ordered plan, the term “salvation
history” does not itself occur in the New Testament. The concept is most
evident in the way in which the New Testament relates current and future
events to events, persons and institutions in the Old Testament. That
relationship is usually set forth as a typological correspondence.

3. TYPOLOGY

(a) Typological interpretation expresses most clearly “the basic attitude
of primitive Christianity toward the Old Testament.” 62 It is not so much a
system of interpretation as, in the phrase of Dr. Goppelt, a “spiritual
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perspective”63 from which the early Christian community viewed itself. As
a hermeneutical method it must be distinguished from &CO~ (“model,”
“pattern”) as it is widely used in the Greek world. 64

Only occasionally using the term &OS, typological interpretation appears,
broadly speaking, as covenant typology  and as creation typology. The latter
may be observed in Rom. 5, where Christ is compared and contrasted with
Adam, “a type (nho~)  of the one who was to come” (5:14).  The former
appears in 1 Cor. 10 where the Exodus events-are said to be “types for us”,
to have happened “by way of example” (~VTCL%&S)  and to have been written
down “for our admonition upon whom the end of the ages has come” (10:6,
11). Covenant typology accords with the Jewish conviction that all of God’s
redemptive acts followed the pattern of the Exodus;65  it is, then, an
appropriate way for Jesus and his community to explain the decisive
messianic redemption. More generally, covenant typology approaches the
whole of Old Testament as prophecy. Not only persons and events but also
its institutions were “a shadow of the good things to come.” 66

New Testament typology is thoroughly christological in its focus. Jesus is
the “prophet like Moses” (Acts 3:22f.) who in his passion brings the old
covenant to its proper goal and end (Rom. 10:4;  Heb. 10:9f.)  and es-
tablishes a new covenant (Lk. 22:20,29). As the messianic “son of David,”
i.e. “son of God,” he is the recipient of the promises and ascriptions given to
the Davidic kings.67

(b) Because the new covenant consummated by Jesus’ death is the occa-
sion of the new creation initiated by his resurrection, covenant typology and
creation typology may be combined. As the “eschatological Adam” and the
“Son of man,” i.e. “son of Adam,” 68 Jesus stands at the head of a new
order of creation that may be compared and contrasted with the present
one. This combination in Paul and Hebrews finds its immediate back-
ground in the resurrection of Jesus.6q But it is already implicit in Jesus’
own teaching, e.g. his temple saying, his promise to the robber and his
teaching on divorce.” It is probably implicit also in his self-designation as
the Son of man (Mk. 14:62),  a designation that is derived from Ps. 8:4  and
Dan. 7:13f., 27. The Son of man in Ps. 8 refers not only to Israel’s
(messianic-ideal) king but also to Adam; ” likewise the Son of man in Dan.
7 is related not only to national restoration but also to a new creation. 72 In
apocalyptic Judaism also Israel was associated with Adam and the new
covenant with a renewed creation.73 Jesus and his followers shared these
convictions and explained them in terms of the mission and person of Jesus.

(c) The Old Testament type not only corresponds to the new-age reality
but also stands in antithesis to it. Like Adam Jesus is the representative
headman of the race; but unlike Adam, who brought death, Jesus brings
forgiveness and life.74 Jesus is “the prophet like Moses” but, unlike Moses’
ministry of condemnation, that of Jesus gives righteousness. ” Similarly, the
law “is holy, just and good” and its commandments are to be “fulfilled” by
the believer ; 76 yet as a demand upon man it can only condemn him. ” One
may speak, then, of “synthetic” and of “antithetic” typology to distinguish
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Testament faith in Jesus involves an incorporation into him: ** It is to eat his
flesh (Jn. 6:35, 54), to be his body (1 Cor. 12:27),  to be baptized into him
(Rom. 6:3),  or into his name (1 Cor. 1:13;  Acts 8:16), to be identified with
him (Acts 9:4f.), to exist in the corporate Christ (2 Cor. 5:17) who is the
“tent” (Heb. 9:ll) or “house” (2 Cor. 5:1) in the heavens, God’s es-
chatological temple.

Corporate existence can also be expressed as baptism “into Moses” (1
Cor. 10:2),  existence “in Abraham” (Heb. 7:9f.)  or “in Adam” (1 Cor.
15 :22) and, at its most elementary level, the unity of man and wife as “one
flesh” (Mt. 19:5;  Eph. 5:29ff.).  It is not merely a metaphor, as we are
tempted to interpret it, but an ontological statement about who and what
man is. The realism of this conception is well expressed by the term “cor-
porate personality.” *’

The corporate extension of the person of the leader to include individuals
who belong to him illumines the use of a number of Old Testament
passages. It explains how the promise given to Solomon (2 Sam. 7:12-16)
can be regarded as fulfilled not only in the Messiah (Heb. 1:5) but also in his
followers (2 Cor. 6: 18) and, similarly, how the eschatological temple can be
identified both with the individual (Mk. 14:58;  Jn. 2:19ff.) and corporate (1
Cor. 3: 16; 1 Pet. 2:5)  Christ. It very probably underlies the conviction of
the early Christians that those who belong to Christ, Israel’s messianic king,
constitute the true Israel. ‘O Consequently, it explains the Christian
application to unbelieving Jews of Scriptures originally directed to
Gentiles” and, on the other hand, the application to the church of Scrip-
tures originally directed to the Jewish nation. 92

Corporate personality also offers a rationale whereby individual, existen-
tial decision (Mk. 1:17;  2 Cor. 6:2) may be understood within the
framework of a salvation history of the nation or the race. These two
perspectives are considered by some scholars to be in tensionq3 or to be
mutually exclusive. 94 However, in the words of Oscar Cullmann, 95 the “now
of decision” in the New Testament is not in conflict with the
salvation-historical attitude but subordinate to it: “Paul’s faith in salvation
history creates at every moment the existential decision.” For it is precisely
within the context of the community that the individual’s decision is made:
Universal history and individual history cannot be isolated from one
another.96

The history of salvation often appears in the New Testament as the
history of individuals - Adam, Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus; yet they are
individuals who also have a corporate dimension embracing the nation or
the race. The decision to which the New Testament calls men relates to
them. It is never a decision between the isolated individual and God but is,
rather, a decision to “put off the old man” and to “put on the new man,” to
be delivered from the corporeity “in Moses” and “in Adam” and to be
“immersed in” and to “put on” Christ, i.e. to be incorporated into the
“prophet like Moses” and the eschatological Adam of the new creation in
whom the history of salvation is to be consummated. 97

the way in which a type, to one degree or another, either corresponds to or
differs from the reality of the new age. ‘*

(d) Since the history of salvation is also the history of destruction,” it
includes a judgment typology. The flood and Sodom, and perhaps the A.D.
70 destruction of Jerusalem, become types of God’s eschatological
judgment;” the faithless Israelite a type of the faithless Christian; *’ the
enemies of Israel a type of the (Jewish) enemies of the Churchs2 and,
perhaps, a type of Antichrist. *’

(e) In a brilliant and highly significant contribution to New Testament
hermeneutics Leonard Goppelt has set forth the definitive marks of
typological interpretation. 84 (1) Unlike allegory, typological exegesis regards
the words of Scripture not as metaphors hiding a deeper meaning (J&ota)
but as the record of tiistorical  events out of whose literal sense the meaning
of the text arises (pp. 18f.,  243ff.). (2) Unlike the “history of religions” ex-
egesis, it seeks the meaning of current, New Testament situations from a
particular history, the salvation-history of Israel. From past Old Testament
events it interprets the meaning of the present time of salvation and, in turn,
it sees in present events a typological prophecy of the future consummation
(pp. 235-248). (3) Like rabbinic midrash,  typological exegesis interprets the
text in terms of contemporary situations, but it does so with historical dis-
tinctions that are lacking in rabbinic interpretation (pp. 3 l-34). (4) It iden-
tifies a typology in terms of two basic characteristics, historical cor-
respondence and escalation, in which the divinely ordered prefigurement
finds a complement in the subsequent and greater event (p. 244).

In a masterly essayg5  Rudolf Bultmann rejected Goppelt’s conclusion
that salvation history was constitutive for typological exegesis and sought to
show that the origin of typology lay rather in a cyclical-repetitive view of
history (cf. Barnabas 6:13).  Although Judaism had combined the two
perspectives, the New Testament, e.g. in its Adam/Christ typology,
represents a purely cyclical pattern, parallels between the primal time ;Ind
the end time.

However, Professor Bultmann (pp. 369f.),  in interpreting the New Testa-
ment hermeneutical usage within the context of the traditional Greek
conception,86  does not appear to recognize that the recapitulation element in
New Testament typology is never mere repetition but is always combined
with a change of key in which some aspects of the type are not carried over
and some are intensified. Exegetically Goppelt made the better case and es-
tablished an important framework for understanding how the New Testa-
ment uses the Old.

4. OTHER PRESUPPOSITIONS

(a) In agreement with the Old Testament conception, the New Testament
views man as both individual and corporate existence. It presents the cor-
porate dimension, the aspect most difficult for modern Western man to ap-
preciate, primarily in terms of Jesus and his church. *’ For the New
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(b) The early Christian prophets and teachers explain the Old Testament
by what may be called charismatic exegesis or, in the words of L.
Cerfaux,”  “ spiritual interpretation.” Like the teachers of Qumran, they
proceed from the conviction that the meaning of the Old Testament is a
“mystery” whose “interpretation” can be given not by human reason but
only by the Holy Spirit.9q  On the basis of revelation from the Spirit they are
confident of their ability to rightly interpret the Scriptures. ‘O” Equally, they
conclude that those who are not gifted cannot “know” the true meaning of
the word of God. lo’

This view of their task does not preclude the New Testament writers from
using logic or hermeneutical rules and methods. However, it does disclose
where the ultimate appeal and authority of their interpretation lie.
Correspondingly, an acceptance of their interpretation of Scripture in
preference to some other, ancient or modern, also will rest ultimately not on
the proved superiority of their logical procedure or exegetical method but
rather on the conviction of their prophetic character and role.

HOW THE NEW TESTAMENT USES THE OLD
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providence in conveying his word to men not in fragmented or situation-less
dicta, but in the total context of the historical milieu of an ancient people
(Israel, the early church) and through the medium of a set of languages
which make use of non-prescriptive modes of expression. Failure to recall
this last point turns the New Testament into a legal code or a set of cold
facts, like a telephone directory.

On a different level another version of the dogmatic approach is evident
in those instances in church history when an ecclesiastical authority has im-
posed an interpretation on Scripture. To give one example, the Council of
Trent gave clear directive about the meaning of Jesus’ eucharistic  words to
the disciples in the upper room.

He said in plain, unmistakable words that he was giving them his own body and
his own blood. . . .
These words have their proper and obvious meaning and were so understood by ’
the Fathers. ’
This ruling by the Magisterium indicates an authoritative appeal to one,

highly particularized interpretation of Scripture and its use as a dogmatic in-
strument to establish church teaching. Again, as with the previous discus-
sion about Protestant proof-texting, Scripture has assumed the character of
a law-book.

CHAPTER XIII

APPROACHES TO NEW TESTAMENT EXEGESlS

Ralph P. Martin

I. Dtrerent Ways of Interpreting the New Testament

Exegesis means interpretation and as we apply the term to the books of
the New Testament we may begin with a provisional definition of the task.
To practise exegesis in regard to the New Testament literature is to enquire
what was the meaning intended by the original authors. The process is one
of uncovering that meaning, and the technique is known as heuristics, i.e.
the study which explains how to discover the sense of a passage of Scrip-
ture. This is to be the interpreter’s primary aim, requiring that his approach
to Scripture be one of honest enquiry and a determined effort to find out the
intended meaning of the author for his day.

But this approach, expressed in a way which at first glance commends
itself as straightforward and full of commonsense, both proceeds with some
assumptions which ought to be acknowledged openly and conceals several
hidden pitfalls. We can notice these as we set down some of the different
ways in which the approach to the interpretation of the New Testament has
been understood.

1. THE DOGMATIC APPROACH

Under this heading we refer to a view of the New Testament Scripture
which sees it as an arsenal of proof-texts to be arranged, without much
regard given to their literary form, historical context, theological purpose, or
even their best translation into modern English, to form a network of
probative evidence.

Seen in this light, the meaning of Scripture is atomized by being regarded
as contained in key-words or key-phrases or isolated single verses treated
without respect to their neighbouring context. Little attention is paid to the
teaching of the passage or book in which the individual texts appear. There
is obvious danger in this method. It misuses the text of Scripture by appeal-
ing to a truncated part (a verse) instead of to the larger, more intelligible unit
(a paragraph or longer section, according to the writer’s purpose). It cannot
escape the charge of subjectivism when isolated verses are chosen because
of their apparent suitability to “prove a point”. And it is forgetful of God’s

2. THE IMPRESSIONISTIC APPROACH

The impressionistic approach may seem to be the exact antithesis of the
method just described. Its main characteristic is a way of approaching the
New Testament Scripture in which the reader equates the message of the
passage before him with the thoughts which fill his mind as he reads. The ex-
ercise is one of gaining impressions from the text which has its function in
exciting and engendering a series of “thoughts”, triggered by the verses in
question. This is a popular treatment of the Bible with some recent
evangelical young people’s groups, for example the Jesus people. 2

There can be no doubt that this approach is open to grave objection. It is
a treatment of Scripture which is at the mercy of human feelings; it fails to
submit to some objective control in a recognition of the plain sense of the
text, set in its historical context. Therefore it overlooks the reality that Scrip-
ture comes to us in historical dress and requires that we respect its contex-
tual setting in the day in which it was first given. Moreover, the approach ig-
nores the fact, only too painfully obvious, that the Bible is not an easy book
to understand and its study demands our full attention and the mental dis-
cipline of concentrated effort to grasp the import of the words before us if
we are to penetrate to their true meaning. It is a counsel of despair to turn
away from serious Bible study because it is difficult, in preference for the
easy way of impressionism.
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3. THE GRAMMATICO-HISTORICAL METHOD

The grammatico-historical method has everything to commend it as an
antidote to both of the approaches mentioned. It takes seriously God’s
revelation which he has been pleased to communicate in verbal form in the
pages of holy Scripture. The New Testament is the word of God in the
words of men.3 For that reason, the reader begins his enquiry into the
meaning of a passage with a conscious endeavour to know what the words
(Gr. grammata) meant in their historical setting. And that means that he will
strive to gain understanding of the text through the language-form which
any specific passage employs. Certain corollaries follow from this apprecia-
tion of what Scripture is and how God has been pleased to make it available
to his people. For one thing, there is the problem of the best text of the New
Testament in the original Greek. The student will want to satisfy himself, as
far as he is able, that either the Greek Testament in from of him or the
translation based upon it is the “best”. By that word is meant that it is as
close to the original autographs as it is possible to get through the science of
textual criticism. The transmission of the New Testament text has been
affected by the contingencies of historical circumstances and, since we do
not possess the original autographs for inspection, it is incumbent upon us
that we use all the means available to recover the text which stands nearest
to the original.

The other matter is the ascertaining of the meaning of the Greek words
and their translation equivalents in our native language. For this we need the
help of grammar books, lexicons, dictionaries and concordances. To be
sure, there will also be a residue of places where the grammatical or syntac-
tical sense is unclear. The first epistle of John contains several instances of
this ambiguity and it is uncertain (e.g. at 1 John 4: 17) exactly how the
prepositional phrases, dependent clauses and adverbial expressions fit
together as the author originally intended. Several permutations and com-
binations are possible.4

Then, the clothing of God’s saving revelation of himself in historical
events and their interpretation means that the present-day student must take
history seriously and be alive to the setting of Scripture’s story as far as the
New Testament is concerned in the world of first century Graeco-Roman
society. Luke’s notice in his gospel (3: If.) shows the evangelist’s purpose in
describing the historical framework in which the gospel events took place.
This anchoring of the saving message in history is of immeasurable impor-
tance. It was appreciated by the early Christians in their refusal to evacuate
the gospel of its historical content and to cut it loose from its historical
moorings - a refusal which led them to oppose gnostic influences as
heretical (cf. 2 Pet. 1: 16ff.).

Furthermore, the grammatico-historical method enters a needed protest
against an inordinate desire for relevance which marks out the im-
pressionistic approach. According to the aim of the latter, the reader
professes a desire to study and to heed only those parts of Scripture which

have an easily convertible theological and spiritual value and whose applica-
tion to life stands out most obviously. This proclivity to accept only parts of
the Bible as relevant and spiritually valuable has been severely criticized in
recent years, notably by J. Barr. 5

This is a tendency, however, to be held in check as we pay due recogni-
tion to the demands of the grammatico-historical requirements. They in-
clude the reminder that the scope of the Bible covers the entire range of life
and offers a comprehensive world-view which is distorted if we choose to
narrow it to our personal interests at any given moment of our Christian ex-
perience. A true corrective is supplied by our resolve to treat the whole cor-
pus of Scripture with serious intent and to hear what its total witness may be
by the rigorous and disciplined application of a method which seeks to
elucidate the message in its original setting and in its literal sense.

4. THE MEANING FOR THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

The question is now raised whether a Christian reader of the New Testa-
ment can remain content with a line of study which sets its aim only at the
ascertaining of the first century meaning. Granted that this is a legitimate
and necessary starting-point, must we not press on to enquire about the
meaning of the text for ourselves today? This second stage of enquiry is the
determining of the true transition point needed to move from “What did the
text mean?” to “What does the text say and how do I understand it for
myself today?” The issue was first pinpointed by W. Dilthey when he drew
the distinction between explanation and understanding. 6

At this point we should notice an approach to the interpretation of the
New Testament which regards as totally unsatisfactory any attempt to stay
with the first century meaning of the text. This is the existentialist approach,
which is more fully described and criticized later in this book (pp. 294-300).
It will be sufficient to mention here its main emphasis since it is regarded as
the most serious rival to the view which has just been mentioned.

Its starting principle is the acceptance of the thesis stated by H.-G.
Gadamer (in his Wahrheit und Methode  Tiibingen 1973 “) that a modern
reader is bound to understand the meaning of an ancient author in a way
different from the one which that author intended. This barrier led Gadamer
to enunciate the principle that interpretation inevitably includes translation
from one situation to another, and that the modern interpreter should ask
what the text is saying to him in his situation. Basically the approach of ex-
istential hermeneutics is: Granted that the text meant such-and-such to its
first writer and his readers, what does the text mean to me today even
though I cannot share the presuppositions of that ancient situation and am
separated by a barrier of world-view and culture from that old-world scene?
Put otherwise, this method of exegesis asks, What would the ancient author
have meant by his words if he had been living in our contemporary situation
and how does he speak to us today? We can hear his message by taking
what we think to be his meaning given long ago and bringing it over
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(trans-lating) into our frame of reference. The chief exponent of this way of
looking at and listening to Scripture is E. Fuchs. See further pp. 308ff.

But it would be wrong to imagine that this method has gained general
currency outside a limited constituency. Opponents of Bultmann (e.g. 0.
Cullmann, whose teaching on salvation history is based on the priority of
the grammatico-historical method), insist that we must listen to what the
New Testament meant to its first readers and give that our obedience
however unpalatable and “strange” its message may be. Writing from within
the Bultmannian school, E. KHsemann objects that the existential exegetical
method may lead to serious distortions of what the New Testament is all
about and set up a new norm by which the New Testament message is re-
quired to be tested. ’

One important way of bridging the gap between the poles of reading the
New Testament in order to ascertain the first century meaning and arriving
at the contemporary application of that message is the approach known as
the seeking of sensus plenior. By this term is meant the deeper meaning of
the text, a meaning not apparently intended by the author but seen to be in-
tended by God when we have regard to the further light which is shed on the
text by developing revelation. *

A good example of this method is the exegesis of Old Testament
“Messianic” prophecies (e.g. Is. 7:14)  which yield their full meaning to the
Christian believer when he reads them in the light of interpretation given by
the New Testament writers (e.g. Mt. 1:23). There is much value in this ap-
proach inasmuch as the New Testament itself encourages its readers to see
larger fulfilments of what appeared only in embryo or in part in the Old
Testament revelation (Heb. 1: l-3). But some firm control is needed, and the
principle of sensus plenior is misused if it opens the door to the notion of a
tandem relationship between Scripture and tradition (even in the modified
form suggested by Y. M.-J. Congar ‘) or suggests that the later church has
power to sanction as authoritative for Christian doctrine ideas and dogmas
which are held to be latent in Scripture and subsequently elevated to the
status of “articles of belief’.” The criteria by which we may decide what
constitutes sensus plenior are (a) an authorization in the New Testament
which gives warrant to the “fuller sense” to be accorded to an Old Testa-
ment passage. This credential would have the effect of placing the Old
Testament teaching in a wider context, and making it germane for the
history of salvation (e.g. the Immanuel prophecies in Isaiah). Then (b) the
New Testament’s “larger fullilmentl’  should be congruous with the literal
sense. Examples of the possible homogeneity of two passages may be given
in the prophetic psalms 2 and 110 where the original setting in the Israelite
monarchy is capable of wider and deeper application to “great David’s
greater Son”.

A more cautious way of framing the interrelation between the Old Testa-
ment preparation for Christ and the fulfllment in the New is in terms of
typology. ” According to this method the emphasis is shifted from the words
in the Old Testament passages which are thought to contain hidden truth
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(which later became clarified through further revelation) to events or things
described in the Old Testament which are the subject of interpretative com-
mentary in the New. Thus we are encouraged to see in a series of historical
happenings (the Passover, the manna, the bronze serpent) and persons
(Adam, Melchizedek, Moses, David) the types (for the word typos see Rom.
5: 14 and for the adverb typikos see 1 Cor. 10: 11) of the later events in the
ministry of Jesus and the explications of the ways in which his person and
work were understood.

5. SALVATION HISTORY

This brings us to consider the method which goes right to the heart of the
Christian concern with Scripture, particularly the New Testament. We may
express it in terms of salvation history. I2 Scripture is the record of God’s
redeeming acts and their interpretation, directed to his people and calculated
to evoke their response in obedience, love and service. The latter part of that
statement is important since it is sometimes objected that when “salvation
history” is narrowly conceived as a recital of dramatic events of God’s
redemption it allows no room for the Wisdom literature in the Old Testa-
ment, or (say) the hortatory sections in Paul or the Epistle of James in the
New Testament. But these portions in the hortatory sections in Paul or in
the Epistle of James are to be classified under man’s total response to the
grace of God and his salvation. The response is as wide-ranging as the
revelation of God and covers the whole of life.

Yet even with this caveat it still remains true that the multiform character
of the New Testament does not permit us to erect a “canon within the
canon” to the exclusion of some parts of the corpus which do not apparently
relate to the person and place of Jesus Christ. We may want to give
emphasis to those parts of the New Testament which (as Luther said) “pre-
sent Christ bright and clear” and so which “promote Christ”. And in our
study of any given passage we should do well to begin with the question of
what the section may have to say to us about Jesus Christ as the focus of
God’s saving purpose for the world and the church. But we may have to ad-
mit in all candour  that the christological teaching is absent in any given sec-
tion (e.g. James). However, we shall place an appropriate value on that
passage and see it in the total perspective of the New Testament. In this
case, it will have something to say to us as we enquire why it was that James
raised the objection that “faith without works is dead”, perhaps in the con-
text of a misunderstanding of Paul’s teaching of sola  gratia, solajide and of
a travesty of his gospel which turned freedom from the law into an-
tinomianism and libertinism (as in Rom. 3:8; 6:lff.).

The important guiding principle is that we should seek to begin with the
text in its original setting and try to ascertain all we can about the occasion
of its teaching. Then we shall be in a good position to read off the applica-
tion (if any) of that teaching for our situation. Isolated verses taken from
their context should be handled with caution (though there is no denying
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that the Lord of the Scripture may speak to his people in exceptional ways,
however much we may wish to hedge about the random method of Bible
selection and indicate its hidden pitfalls to the unwary). More safety is found
in the sense of a larger unity of Scripture - a paragraph, a whole incident or
a  book  of  the  New Tes tament .  The  recogni t ion  tha t  the  passage  had  a
message for its readers long before we set eyes on it will save us from
presumption and arrogance (as though the Scripture were written primarily
for our sakes: see 1 Cor. 14:36).  This  sa lu ta ry  reminder  i s  an  e f fec t ive
answer  to  both  dogmat ism and impress ionism.

The rigorous application of the grammatico-historical method Will place a
check on any tendency either to personal idiosyncrasy in wanting to read
into the text what we wish it would say or a spiritualizing of the Bible which
allows its message to float in an undefined vacuum and untethered to the
historical events of the process of God’s activity in salvation. That activity is
located in the time-and-space framework of the history of Jesus Christ and
the apostolic church; and whether we like it or not we are shut up to this
segment of world history for the locus of redemption and its inspired inter-
pretation. The New Testament both tells the story and supplies the key to
the story. For that reason it remains the indispensable source of our
knowledge of God and his ways with men.

II. Some Principles of Exegesis

We turn now to consider some principles of interpretation which should
be kept in view as we approach any given passage. First, the principles will
be stated in the form of questions; then, we shall devote the remainder of the
essay to some illustrations of the type of literature which is found in the New
Testament.

1. LITERARY FORM

We may first ask the general question, what is the literary form
(technically known as genus litterarium) of the several New Testament
documents? The twenty-seven books of the New Testament are not written
in the same genre and it is important to know the chief classifications of the
New Testament “library” of books. One question regarding classification
has to do with the precise type of writing known as “gospel”. Is it an
attempted “Life of Jesus” on the analogy of contemporary parallels in the
ancient world (such as Plutarch’s Lives)? Or does the first Christian Gospel
(usually taken to be Mark) fall into no category for which antiquity can
produce a parallel? If so, is this unique literary type of writing the way we
should classify the later Gospels (e.g. Luke) which both follow Mark’s
general outline and add features of a more “biographical” nature which are
not found in Mark?

A similar question has to be faced in regard to the segment of the New
Testament literature which goes under the caption of “letters”. Are they
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pieces of private correspondence between (say) Paul and the churches? Or
were they composed consciously for publication and so fall into the
category of “epistles” (as Deissmann once suggested in his well-known dis-
cussion of the two classes of epistolary writing in the hellenistic world)? Ac-
cording to the decision taken in this matter, questions touching the manner
of Paul’s composition, i.e. whether his letters were “occasional writings”
composed in the urgency of the moment or carefully constructed discourses
arranged with regard to some well-attested literary forms of the day and
showing evidence of a polished style, will have to be considered. Either way,
there is the problem set by the possibility that Paul may have used a scribe
to take down his oral messages. Indeed the existence of an amanuensis is
seen in Romans 16:22.  Then, it becomes a matter of some importance to
know how much freedom Paul gave to a man such as Tertius and whether
the forms of speech and the actual words used are Paul’s own or whether he
permitted his scribe to fill in the skeleton he suggested and gave the final
product his approval when he came to append his signature. The latter
method of scribal freedom is found in our knowledge of writing methods in
the Graeco-Roman world. I3

2. BACKGROUND

We can now turn to consider the literary problems presented by a given
text or passage in one of the books of the New Testament by asking, what
do the words mean in their obvious background? Sometimes this
background will be clearly the Old Testament as when the text is written in
conscious imitation of the poetry of the Old Testament psalms or in a Sep-
tuagintal style or with the use of expressions which are identifiable as
Semitic (e.g. hyperbole, gnomic or pithy sayings, liturgical formulas). At
other times, the setting will be that of the Graeco-Roman world, as evidenc-
ed by snatches of hellenistic philosophy, lines from the Greek theatre or the
use of language which is seen in the non-literary papyri. I4

3. CULTURAL SETTING

What is the cultural setting of the passage and how is it illumined by
knowing something of the customs, traditions, folk-lore of the people who
play a part in the narrative or who were the audiences for whom the sayings
or the writing were intended? I5 At a deeper level, we shall need to enquire
about the religious and theological milieu in which the people of the story
stood and to learn something of the presuppositions (e.g. cosmological
ideas, belief in evil spirits) which informed those religious beliefs.

4. THEOLOGICAL PURPOSE

Above all, we must ask what is the theological purpose of the author and
how does he express it. I6 Underlying our attempted exegesis will be the
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desire to learn what theological motivation (called a Tendenz) has inspired
the writer. Only in this way can we hope to appreciate the meaning which he
intended in his recording (say) of a parable of Jesus or a piece of descriptive
narration or a statement of religious conviction. This does not imply that we
think that the New Testament writers had an ulterior motive in their presen-
tations. But it does insist that no New Testament author wrote without some
definite purpose in view. Sometimes the purpose is openly declared (e.g. Lk.
1:1-4;  Jn. 20:31; Col. 2:2-4;  1 Tim. 1:3ff.;  1 Jn. 2:1,  7, 12; 5:13)  and at
other times it has to be teased out of the overall writing of the author as well
as discovered by a close inspection of the contextual setting of his individual
verses.

Another matter which is raised sometimes acutely for the modern reader
of the gospels emerges from the recognition that these evangelists were also
theologians in their own right. It was not their purpose simply to reproduce
the life and teaching of Jesus in a detached and neutral way. They were men
of Christian faith who wrote to confirm the faith of their readers and quite
probably to refute some erroneous teaching which had appeared in the
churches. The implicit refutation of docetism which lies in the background
of John’s Gospel with its full stress on Jesus’ humanity is a case in point.

Many students, however, find problems with another part of this ur-
derstanding of the gospel tradition. Source criticism has shown more or less
conclusively that the evangelists used materials from the traditions they took
over, and redaction criticism has added the supplementary consideration
that the evangelists were not simply transmitters of that tradition but the
first commentators on it. Their work as editors implies that they adapted
and shaped the tradition in order to bring it into line with their own
theological purpose. It is this study of the pre-history of the gospel records
which causes some important questions to be asked. Specifically, it is asked
whether our exegesis is concerned with recovering “what actually
happened” in the story and “what Jesus really said” by pressing behind the
gospel data which include (in this view) the evangelists’ interpretations and
editorial work. An example is the way in which many modern scholars treat
the parables of Jesus. We are faced with a recoverable setting of the stories
in Jesus’ own ministry. But in addition the text both contains a transposed
setting in the life and activity of the early church and evinces a certain
embellishment to make the original message of Jesus relevant to life
situations in the later church. The question at issue is how much concern
should the modern exegete show about these adaptations and modifications
which are attributable to the early church’s interest.

As a general principle - and we may refer to other sections of this book to
discuss the points in detail - we may concede that our interest should be a
double one. In so far as we can press back to recover the ipsissima verba  of
Jesus, or at least to catch the overtone of his ipsissima VOX which may or
may not be the same thing, ” we must do so. For by this route of enquiry we
are assured of being in touch with the historical centre of our faith, the
earthly Jesus as he walked and talked in Palestine. But it is a serious mistake

to think that we should discard as worthless the testimony of the early
Christians which has become woven, often inextricably, into the narrative.
That interpretative evidence has its own value as a witness, at once inspired
and authoritative, to what the first Christians believed and taught about
their Lord or how they responded to the original version of his teaching. To
that extent both strata of the gospel tradition have their distinctive roles to
play and they should not be set in antithesis.

Nor is it it a wise course to overlook the way in which several parts of the
New Testament were written against diverse backgrounds. An example of
this feature might be given in the use of the terms “faith” and “works” in
Paul and James. Neither writer is saying exactly the same thing by these
words. Conceivably, as we have mentioned, James is correcting a defective
understanding of Paul’s teaching on the part of his followers. Or we can cite
the important place given to “righteousness” in Matthew’s gospel which
looks as though the term there is a conscious rebuttal of the false notion of
“righteousness by faith” in the hands of some misguided Christians who
turned Paul’s teaching into antinomian licence by supposing that Gentile
Christians were free to live as they pleased (see Rom. 3:31; 6:lff.; Gal.
5:13-15;  2Pet.2:17-22inthelightof2Pet.  3:16).‘*

In effect, this caution means that every section of the New Testament
must be interpreted in the light of the larger context of the overall purpose
and plan of the book of which it forms a part, and according to the purpose
for which it was intended. Often the purpose of individual verses can only be
known as we see the fuller purpose of the book or the epistle, and (paradox-
ically) the specific reason for writing is found in the sum of the individual
verses. This is the hermeneutical circle in which the modern interpreter finds
himself. I’)

An example of this inter-relation of the whole and the parts is the book of
the Revelation. Starting from the premise (which in turn is deducible from
an examination of the chapters of the book) that this book of the New
Testament belongs to the literary genre of apocalyptic (see later, p. 234f.),
we may state that its primary purpose is that of the encouragement and
strengthening of the affficted people of God as they undergo trial and
persecution. This conclusion is borne out by an inspection of individual
verses (e.g. 2: 10; 13: 10; 14: 12) and thus it becomes a principle which helps
us to interpret the message of the whole book.

III. Literary Forms and Styles

We turn now to pass under review specimen exempla of the chief literary
forms which are found in the New Testament. Obviously some choice will
have to be made in this selection; and what governs that choice is the need
to single out such material as requires some comment if we are to be helped
in the task of exegesis. The literary forms, then, will not be discussed in their
own right as examples drawn from ancient literature but rather as data con-
tributing to a fuller appreciation of Scripture as God’s word to man. That
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word was written in the style and manner of a first century writing. Our task
is to throw some light on the literary usages which the New Testament
writers employed as an aid to a clearer exegesis.

1. GENRE

The literature of the New Testament falls into four categories as we
classify it according to its literary genre: gospel, acts, epistle and
apocalypse.

(a) The literary type of “acts” need not detain us for the purposes of our
discussion. The term n&&c is known to have been applied to some
biographical works in antiquity but the author of the writing ad Theophilum
does not use the word. He uses L+o~ for his first volume (Acts 1:l) and he
calls the work of predecessors in that field by the title of “stories”, Gqyrjus~
The canonical title of “The Acts of the Apostles” was added later to the se-
cond volume in the Lucan corpus and it seems “if anything an effort to
describe the contents rather than the form”. 2o The later apocryphal Acts get
their name from the Lucan model, and in both instances there does not seem
to be any adherence to a stereotyped literary form in the choice of this title.

(b) The term “gospel” is restricted in the New Testament to the activity
and substance of the early Christian preaching. “To preach the gospel”
(Mk. 1: 14; 1 Cor. 1: 17; Gal. 1: 11) is a common expression. The New Testa-
ment invariably connects “gospel” (i.e. the announcement of good news)
with verbs of speaking and responding, and never with verbs of writing and
reading. Even where the meaning is slightly ambiguous (2 Cor. 8:18, AV)
there is no indication that the early Christians thought of the gospel as a
written composition. “Evangelist” in this period meant a herald, a
proclaimer of good news, and not a scribe busy with his reed-pen.

One of the earliest designations of the gospel records was “memoirs”
(Justin Martyr), but this term did not remain in vogue. Instead, the
Christians of the second and third centuries coined the title “Gospels” for
these books.2’

The reason for this is important, and provides a vital key to a reading of
the “gospels” today. No Christian “biographer” thought that he was pre-
serving by his literary records the memory of Jesus, which might otherwise
lapse and be forgotten. To imagine this is to overlook the Christian belief in
the risen Lord whose living presence was assured to the church in every
generation. It is true that Christians may well have desired a permanent ac-
count of Jesus’ earthly life, words and activity, especially since his first
followers were being removed from the scene by death with the passing of
the first generation. But it still remains a factor of considerable importance
in our understanding of primitive Christianity that the church’s thought and
life were not oriented to the past as though the believers were harking back
to some lost “golden age” when Jesus was here among men. His living
presence was vouchsafed by the Spirit and was made a present reality as
often as they acted upon his promise (Mt. 18:20;  28:19, 20) and broke

bread “in remembrance of” him (1 Cor. 11:24f.).
So the first account of Jesus’ ministry (the outline of it may be seen in

skeletal form in Acts 10:37-41)  boldly carried as its title: Beginning of the
gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God (Mark 1:l). Consistently thereafter
through Mark’s account the term “gospel” refers to the content of the
proclaimed message which was designed to tell the story of God’s saving ac-
tion in Jesus and of the human response to it. In this way the “gospels”
received their name because they gave the substance of the “gospel”,
declared in Romans 1: 16 to be God’s power to salvation for all who believe.

This, we may submit, is the first principle of gospel interpretation. We
place a high value on these four books because they contain the essence of
the saving events which formed the bedrock of the apostolic gospel. They
are kerygmatic (i.e. announcing the good news and calling for a decision in
regard to it) in nature and evangelical in design (i.e. intended to lead to faith
in Jesus Christ, according to Jn. 20:31).  They are historical in the way in
which they root the life-story of Jesus in the world of first century Judaism
and the times of Graeco-Roman civilization, but it is history with a distinct
bias.

The history of Jesus is reported from a particular and individualistic
perspective in order to show the kerygmatic side of that history. That means
that the separate sections (the pericopae) and the gospels seen as whole
books were intended to direct their readers’ faith to a living person, once
localized in Galilee and Jerusalem but now set free from all earthly limita-
tion, and exalted as Lord of heaven and earth as the one in whom alone
salvation is to be found. We might describe this history as salvation-history
or perhaps better as “interpreted history”, that is, history angled in such a
way as to bring out the present significance of Jesus as the living Lord,
accessible to all who call upon him, and as the exemplar of faith who trod a
road of victory through suffering which his followers in every age are bidden
to take. This last mentioned feature of the gospel story suggests to A. N.
Wilder that the truest genre of the Christian gospels is re-enacted history
centred on a faith-story in which Christ is recalled as a pattern of meaning
or orientation for the believer.22 The element of “mimesis” or re-enactment
implies that history is recalled not as a record of the past valuable for its
own sake but in order to contemporize Christ who comes out of the past to
greet his people in the present.

(c) The major part of the New Testament corpus as regards size falls into
the category of “epistle”. 23 ,As early Christianity spread across the
Mediterranean basin and churches were formed in different localities it
became necessary for lines of communication to be extended between the
various centres. In this way the role played by epistolary correspondence
assumed an importance spoken of by Polycarp in his description of Paul’s
contact with the Philippians:

During his residence with you he gave the men of those days clear and sound in-
struction in the word of truth, while he was there in person among you; and even
after his departure he still sent letters which, if you will study them attentively,
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will enable you to make progress in the faith which was delivered to you (To the
Philippians 3:2).
The fact of apostolic instruction by letter has produced a type of writing

for which there are no ancient parallels. “The letter of Christian instruction
was in fact almost as distinctive a Christian contribution to literary types as
the written gospel.” 24

While this statement may be true in the strict sense of letters composed
for a didactic purpose, the format and style of Paul’s letters follow conven-
tional patterns known to us from methods of letter-writing in the hellenistic
world. There were four parties involved: the author, the secretary, the
messenger, and the recipient. Three questions are important as they impinge
upon the exegetical task of understanding the New Testament epistles.

First, the two types of correspondence described by Deissmann need to
be borne in mind. He distinguished between an epistle, which is a conscious
literary effort intended for publication, and a letter, which is private in
character, written for a specific occasion and of ephemeral duration. If we
accept this distinction, it seems that the New Testament pieces of cor-
respondence without exception fall into the former category. Many signs in
the epistles point in this direction. (a) Paul and Peter compose in a carefully
thought-out style, the evidence for which we shall see later. John’s first epis-
tle contains recurring patterns of thought which have bewildered the com-
mentators but the overall impression is that John is pursuing certain lines of
pastoral counsel with deliberate intention. (b) Apostolic authority runs
through the major epistles of Paul showing that he was conscious of his
teaching office as “apostle to the Gentiles”. This is true even in those parts
of Pauline correspondence which are usually regarded as his “tender”
pastoral letters (Philippians: see 1:l; 2:12; 3:17)  and private com-
munications (the note to Philemon is addressed to the church in his house,
verse 2, and speaks of Paul as an ambassador, verse 9). (c) Paul intends that
his letters will be read out in assemblies of Christian worship (1 Thes. 5:27)
and will circulate among other Christian groups as they are sent on from the
addressees (Col. 4:16).  (d) He has in his mind’s eye a picture of the church
assembled for public worship as he writes (1 Cor. 5:lff.; Col. 2:5)  and in
greeting one part of the church in his epistle he takes into account also the
wider company of the church in every place (1 Cor. 1:2).  This vision of an
“ecumenical” church (as in 1 Pet. 1: 1, 5: 9; Jas. 1: 1) enforces the belief that
these epistles are all “catholic” inasmuch as their scope reaches out to em-
brace the Christian brotherhood in the world. Perhaps the only exceptions
to this rule are 2 and 3 John, which seem to be individual.

Secondly, Paul and Peter both make reference to a scribe (Rom. 16:22;  1
Pet. 5 : 12); and this has raised the question of how much liberty these men
were allowed in the actual composing of the epistles. 0. Roller’s thesis has
been mentioned. According to this, letter-writing in the ancient world was
left to professionals who took down in shorthand the substance of the
author’s thought and later, at their leisure since transcribing was a laborious
business, wrote up the letter. Then the completed letter was presented to the

author for final approval and signature. In this way Roller reconstructed the
manner in which some of Paul’s epistles came into being. But he also main-
tains that there is evidence for Paul’s activity in writing the whole letter, as
in Colossians 4:18  where no scribe is mentioned. But this is offset by other
pieces of evidence, notably in the places where he seems to be adding his
final words (Gal. 6: 1 l), appending his autograph (Col. 4: 18), or supplying a
signature as a proof of authenticity (2 Thes. 3:17).  It has been claimed that
the mark of his revising hand is apparent in (e.g.) 2 Cor. 8:23f. with its
broken syntax and in a sentence which has no main verb.

The “secretary hypothesis” has been invoked to account for the excellent
literary style of 1 Peter as well as the unusual features of word usage and
style in the Pastoral epistles.25 Certainly 1 Peter 5: 12 gives more
information than do the Pauline letters about the status of the scribe, though
it is premature for some scholars to conclude on the strength of this that
“the vocabulary and style are not decisive criteria for settling its authen-
ticity” since the secretary ex hypothesi took part in the composition of an
epistle.26  W. G. Kiimmel has entered some important caveats regarding this
theory, namely that frequent breaks and interruptions in the flow of the
epistles (e.g. Phil. 3:lf.) show that these are due to pauses in dictation and
that the scribe is writing the letter directly from Paul’s lips. Also he appeals
to a consistency of language throughout the Pauline homologoumena,
which suggests that even with scribal assistance it is the real Paul whose per-
sonality and teaching comes through the various pieces of his
correspondence.27 On the other hand, Roller objects that Paul’s style is
“mixed” and runs into that of his amanuensis. 28

Thirdly, there is a matter which offers more tangible help in the task of
Pauline exegesis. This is the apostle’s custom of using a form of epistolary
thanksgiving in the opening section of his epistles. The investigation of P.
Schubert29  called attention to the use by Paul of the formula, “I thank God
for . . .” or “I thank God upon . . .” The two points which this discussion es-
tablished were (a) that as a consistent rule Paul uses the construction of the
verb and the preposition .&c;  with the dative case as a way of introducing the
cause for which thanks are offered; and (b) that, in the epistles, the
thanksgiving period introduces “the vital theme of the letter” or “the
epistolary situation”. This discussion throws considerable light on the ex-
egesis of Philippians 1:3 and makes very probable the interpretation that
Paul is thanking God for all the remembrance the Philippians have had of
him, i.e. by their support of his ministry and sending of gifts to him. See
Moffatt’s translation. This view, if accepted, disposes of the objection often
brought against the unity of the Philippian letter that Paul would not have
waited until chapter 4 to say “Thank you” for the gift brought by
Epaphroditus. On this reading of the text, his opening word is one of
acknowledgement and it introduces the “epistolary situation” of the letter.

J. T. Sanders has pursued this line of enquiry and maintains that the
epistolary thanksgivings are borrowed from the liturgical prayers of the
community after the model of the Qumran community’s Hymns. 3o This
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hodaya formula expressing thankfulness to God reflects Paul’s conscious
sense of oneness with the worshipping body of Christ, 3’ and both in his use
of hodaya (I thank God) and beracha (Blessed be (God)) he is drawing upon
the liturgical vocabulary of the churches which in turn was modelled on
Jewish prayer forms (1 Mace. 4:30-33;  Genesis Apocryphon col. 20, lines
12ff.) and later set the pattern for early Christian liturgies (e.g. Polycarp,
Mart. 14; Didache,  9, 10; Acts of Thomas; 1 Clement 59-61; Apostolic
Constitutions 7). 32 The upshot of this investigation is to demonstrate that
Paul’s prayer-speech and his requests for the communities were not as spon-
taneous and ad hoc as is sometimes thought, but that he was consciously
following Jewish patterns as a framework into which he fitted his exposition
of the Christian gospel. And all this served a didactic purpose in that he in-
tended to teach the congregation by means of the liturgical formularies
which were the common property of the churches. The importance of this
conclusion will be apparent when we come to consider Paul’s use of Chris-
tian hymns in his epistles.

(d) The fourth literary genre is apocalyptic. The presence of this type of
Jewish material is found in the synoptic apocalypses (Mark 13; Matthew
24; Luke 2 l), 2 Thessalonians 2 and the book of Revelation. It is a necessity
for an understanding of these passages that the Old Testament and in-
tertestamental background should be appreciated (e.g. Is. 24-27; Zc. 9-14;
Joel 2, 3 and especially the section of Dan. 7-12 in the canonical Old
Testament; and such specimens of “apocalyptic” literature as Enoch,
Baruch, 4 Ezra and the Assumption of Moses which came out of the period
of the two centuries before Jesus and possibly span his lifetime). 33

The similarities of the New Testament apocalypses to the Jewish counter-
parts are important to notice, even if there are important differences. In the
area of likeness, there are the obvious features that both examples of this
genre of literature share a common religious purpose, namely (a) to
strengthen the faith of God’s people under trial and in anticipation of the
decisive intervention of God which will be the denouement of history and
the ushering in of the rule of God over all the world; and (b) to express this
message of consolation and hope against a background of dualism34 in
which, according to the time-scheme of the two ages, this age is one of
wickedness and persecution for the saints of God and the age to come is one
of triumph and vindication. There is, then, a double vision in apocalyptic
writing. Through the historical circumstances of the clash of earthly
powers35  the reader is meant to see the nature of the real engagement
between God and evil in the universe. 36

Because the seer’s vision includes both the earthly and the heavenly
worlds the language he uses is circumscribed, since he can only describe
events ostensibly set in the heavenly region in a language appropriate to the
earthly scene (e.g. what does Rev. 12:7  mean, if literally applied to the upper
world?). This is the problem of communication which the apocalyptist
solves by his recourse to the language of symbolism, the use of imagery, the
employment of mythological forms and anthropomorphisms. The book of
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Revelation is replete with examples of all these accommodations (e.g. sym-
bolic values attached to numbers in the descriptions of 7:4; 11:3;  12:6  and
20:3; the imagery of colour in ch. 4 and ch. 17; mythological ideas of the
dragon and the serpent in 12:7,  which are interpreted for the reader in 20:2;
and pictures of the celestial Christ dressed in human form 1:13-16;
19: 1 l-l 6). Unless we recognize the dramatic quality of this writing and
recall the way in which language is being used as a vehicle to express
religious truth, we shall grievously err in our understanding of the
Apocalypse, and mistakenly try to interpret its visions as though it were a
book of literal prose and concerned to describe events of empirical and
datable history. To attempt the latter course is to run into all manner of
problems of interpretation. More seriously it leads to a distortion of the es-
sential meaning of apocalyptic and so misses the great value of this part of
the New Testament as a dramatic assertion in mythopoetic language of the
sovereignty of God in Christ and the paradox of his rule which blends might
and love (see 5:5, 6: the Lion is the Lamb).

2. HYMNIC AND POETIC FORMS

One distinct advantage of reading the Old Testament in a modern version
is that one is able to see at a glance which parts of the text are cast in poetic
and hymnic style. The canonical Psalms are the obvious illustration, but by
no means are poetry and hymnody restricted to these psalms. Judges 5 is
possibly the earliest example of poetry in the Hebrew Bible, and the song of
Miriam (Ex. 15) is set in quasi-hymnic form.

(a) The reader of the New Testament needs the same guidance to show
him at a moment’s glance what are the poetic portions of the literature. The
more apparent examples come in Luke 1,2 which preserve some early can-
ticles doubtless treasured in the Jewish Christian community, and possibly
forming part of their liturgical worship. These are the MagniJicat  (Lk.
1:45-55),  the Benedictus (Lk. 1:68-79),  and the Nunc Dimittis (Lk.
2:29-32).  All the Latin titles are drawn from the opening words of the
poetic pieces. Examples of Hebrew poetic forms3’  are to be seen in these
canticles. Synonymous parallelism appears in Luke 1:46,  47:

My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour.

And to recognize this usage is to avoid the mistake of trying to distinguish
anthropologically between “soul” and “spirit” in this text. The two terms are
used synonymously.

(i) Antithetical parallelism shines through a later verse of the MagniJicat
(1:52).  There is a good example of this feature in Luke 2:14. In the angelic
jubilation known as the Gloria in Excelsis  the two lines are set in direct con-
trast, corresponding to the two spheres of acknowledgement:

To God in the highest, glory!
Peace to his people on earth!
Two additional comments may be made on this snatch of Advent celebra-
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tion. It contains a specimen of chiasmus; the lines cross in their agreements
and so form a diagram represented by the Greek letter chi (x). So the
phrase “in the highest (heaven)” matches the corresponding antithesis of
“on earth” but it is set at a different place on the lines, so forming a cross.
There are several other places in the New Testament where chiasmus has
been suspected? from the isolated cases in the gospels (e.g. Matt. 7:63q)  to
the elaborate attempt to construct Colossians 1:15-20  in chiastic form.4o

The other element in Luke 2:14 which comes to light when we have
regard to its literary formulation is the sense of Greek Ev d&&o~c .&oxias
which is decided by this construction. Apart from the textual difficulty, it
cannot now be doubted that the meaning is “Peace on earth to men to
whom God shows his mercy”, and not “to men who have goodwill” or “all
those pleasing him” (The Living Bible). The emphasis must lie on God’s ac-
tivity which unites the two spheres of heaven and earth and so “reconciles”
them - a theme which runs through the hymnic confessions of Colossians
1: 15-20 and 1 Timothy 3: 16 where the chiastic device is pressed into the
service of a profound theological interpretation of the restoring work of the
cosmic Redeemer.

Antithetical parallelism produces one notable type of sentence which has
been closely studied in recent research. This is the form known as
“Sentences of Holy Law” 4’ and these are all variations of the legal principle
of lex talionis. The basic form is seen in 1 Corinthians 3:17:

If anyone destroys the temple of God,
God will destroy him.

This is both antithesis, and chiasmus, and expresses in memorable style the
apocalyptic judgment formula: destruction to the destroyer. It is the applica-
tion of this “law” which accounts for the summary verdict pronounced on
Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5: l-l 1). From this initial premise Kasemann
launches into a full discussion of the role of charismatic prophets and
apostolic authority in the New Testament church and throws somefight  on
the eschatological dimension which is presupposed in many prescriptive
standards (e.g. in the Gospels, Mark 8:38; in Paul, 1 Cor. 14:37;  in the
Apocalypse, Rev. 22: 18f.).

(ii) The Hebrew custom of setting two lines side by side, or two stichos in
the same line, is called by the Latin term parallelismus membrorum; and
there are several examples of this feature in Paul and Peter. The device plays
a significant theological role, when the early Christians developed the
christological scheme of setting side by side the two stages of Christ’s “ex-
istence”. He was described as Man by his incarnation; and as exalted Lord
by his enthronement to God’s presence. The formula for this is given as xatai
u&exa/xazd zv&,aa.  Examples are seen in Romans 1:3ff:

Born of the family of David on his human side,
Appointed Son of God from the resurrection of the dead

by the power of holy spirit
and, at greater length, in 1 Timothy 3 : 16 and 1 Peter 3 : 18-22. The verse 1
Peter 1:20 is an example of a parallelismus membrorum, which utilizes the
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themes of pre-existence/incarnation, and employs the good classical form of
contrast ptv. . . SB. . .):

Foreknown before the world’s foundation,
Revealed at the end of time for your sake.

One or two fragments of credal formulation apply the same form to a state-
ment of soteriology, as in 1 Corinthians 15:3bff.:

Christ died for our sins
according to the Scriptures;

Christ was raised on the third day
according to the Scriptures

or Romans 4:25:
Who was handed over on account of our trespasses,
But raised in proof of our justification.
(iii) This last mentioned verse also incorporates an Old Testament feature

of considerable exegetical value. It is the “divine passive”. 42 There are
excellent grounds for believing that this mode of expression, i.e. using the
passive voice of a verb to denote the hidden action of God as the agent
responsible for the activity, was characteristic of Jesus’ way of speaking. A
feature which began as a reverential way of avoiding the use of the sacred
name of God was picked up in the apocalyptic literature and used as a con-
cealed way of expressing divine secrets; and it became customary, with an
extended usage, on Jesus’ lips. He uses it over 100 times (Jeremias, p. 11)
and some of the best examples are Matthew 5:4: “Blessed are those who
mourn, for God will comfort them”, or Luke 12:7:  “All the hairs of your
head are numbered (by God).” These are fairly obvious illustrations, once
we grasp the principle involved. A less clear case, but with equal theological
weight, is in Mark 1: 14: “Now after John had been handed over (by God to
his fate), Jesus came. . .“43 where Mark’s intention is to suggest a deliberate
parallel between John’s fate and the destiny of the Son of man who will at
last be delivered by God into the hands of sinners (Mk. 9:31, 14:41).  In a
similar vein we should understand Romans 4:25 and 1 Corinthians 11:23:
“The Lord Jesus on the night when he was handed over (to his fateful
destiny by God) . . .“44

(iv) Snatches of hymnody based on the Old Testament model are seen in
the Apocalypse of John. Scattered through the series of visions are songs of
the heavenly world (Rev. 4:ll; 11:17,  18; 14:7;  15:3,  4). While these lines
are placed on the lips of the heavenly worshippers, it is likely that in their
form they betray the influence of the synagogues of the Greek-speaking
world of the Dispersion.45 The most illustrious example of these instances,
however, is the ejaculation which became embedded in the Christian liturgy
of the later church. From the opening words of Revelation 4:8 it is known as
the Ter Sanctus  - the Thrice Holy:

Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty,
Who was and is and is to come.46
(b) Poetic and hymnic forms were more consciously adopted and made

the vehicle of theological expression in the era when the church moved out
into the hellenistic  world. Three prime examples of this style of writing are
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seen in the Pauline corpus. In each case there are good grounds for thinking
that Paul is quoting from some independent source and using a piece of
Christian liturgy (in some cases suitably edited by him) to enforce a point of
teaching.

(i) 1 Timothy 3: 16

The chief literary feature here is the use of antithesis to express two stages of
Christ’s existence. These are denoted, as we have seen, by the terms:
flesh/spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 5:16  for the formula).

Since the pioneering work of E. Norden, 47 other literary forms have been
detected in this short, creed-like statement. The authority for these forms is
the rhetorian Quintilian in his Znstitutio Oratoria. The repetition of the verb
at the beginning of each line and in the same grammatical form produces a
species of rhythm known as parison  and homoioptoton (Inst. Or. ix. 3. 76,
78). In the first couplet the verbs have the same syllabic length (5 beats) and
this leads to isocolon (Inst. Or. ix. 3. 80). Moreover, the phrases which close
the lines of the couplet:

dv oaexi (in the flesh)
Qv rrveipatl  (in the spirit)

h a v e  a  s i m i l a r  s o u n d  i n  t h e i r  e n d i n g  a n d  t h i s  d e v i c e  i s  k n o w n  a s
homoioteleuton (Inst.  Or. ix. 3. 77). These poetic forms make the short verse
one of the most precious instances of a literary piece in the entire New
Testamem4*

(ii) Ephesians 5: 14

This single verse provides another good example of Greek poetic struc-
ture. The text of this baptismal chant divides into three lines (a feature un-
fortunately overlooked by RSV) and there is a swinging trochaic rhythm
which cannot be reproduced exactly in English. The nearest we get to it is
offered in the translation:

Awake, 0 sleeper,
From the grave arise.
The light of Christ upon you shines.

Even that rendering fails to capture the assonance of the final syllables of
lines i and ii:

d %a&d&0v
6x tw-v vexph

which employs the device of homoioptoton. It is interesting that it was
precisely this triplet-form which was used in the initiation chants of the
hellenistic mystery cults (especially the Attis formula4’) and in the Hermetic
literature.
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(iii) Philippians 26-l  I

This text yields to the same literary analysis. Since Lohmeyer’s study 5o
this passage has been recognized as hymnic in form and capable of division
into strophes. Lohmeyer postulated six such stanzas. Later attempts to im-
prove on this arrangement produced a three strophe hymn in which the
device of parallelismus membrorum was utilized and a tacit acceptance was
given to Aristotle’s judgment that a perfect literary composition requires “a
beginning, a middle and an end” (Poetics 1450b 26). This is held to corres-
pond to the.three states of Christ: pre-existent, incarnate, enthroned. 5’ The
permanent contribution of Jeremias is that, in his view, the entire hymn is
built up in couplets, though his analysis suffers from some weaknesses. Yet
another proposal is to discard the notion of a hymn set in stanzas and to see
the passage as structured in the form of a set of antiphonal couplets. 52 When
this is done, the several rhetorical and lyrical features which we observed in
respect of 1 Timothy 3:16  are also seen to be present in this carmen Christi;
and the same is true in regard to Colossians 1: 15-20 which has been sub-
jected to scrutiny with a view to discovering items of poetic structure such
as metrical quantity and syllabic length. According to Ch. Masson,  there are
patterns of metre in Colossians 1: 15-20 which are the result of the regular
sequence of syllables and stresses. If his case could be regarded as plausible,
this hymn to the cosmic Christ would be the nearest approximation in the
New Testament to a Greek poem, with both rhythm and rhyme. But his
case has not convinced many readers. 53

(iv) Some comments on New Testament hymns

It may be thought that the classification of parts of the New Testament
according to the basic patterns of poetic and hymnic form is an interesting
exercise but nothing more. This is not so; and at least three consequences
follow from our conclusion that these passages are set in lyrical form.

First, we are introduced to the worshipping life of the apostolic church
and reminded that the church which meets us in the pages of the New Testa-
ment is a worshipping company of believing men and women. This is clear
from the descriptions in the Acts of the Apostles (1:42; 2:42,46;  4:3  1; 5: 12,
42; 13 :l-3; 20:7-12) as well as from the statements of Paul in his letters
(notably 1 Cor. 10-14). Since the post-Pentecostal church and the Pauline
mission churches still retained the first flush of enthusiastic experience and
the dynamism of a new-found awareness of God, it is not unexpected that
this new life imparted by faith in the exalted Lord by the Holy Spirit and ex-
pressed in a “conquering newborn joy” would find an outlet and vehicle in
religious song. 54 For the modern reader it is a fact of some importance that
our study of the documents of the early church is not simply a piece of
academic research or an investigation of principles and practice of Christian
belief and behaviour in a clinically detached and “scientific” way. Rather we
are reading the literature of a highly charged religious movement, which was
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conscious of living in days of God’s special grace and which reflected that
awareness of the divine presence and power in an uprush  of spiritual energy.
The literary deposits of that activity are to be seen in the fragments of
creed-like hymns and confessions which lie just beneath the surface of the
literature and which put us into touch with pulsating life in the apostolic
communities.

Then, we see that much of the hymnic language is poetic and suggestive
of deep spiritual reality rather than prosaic and pedestrian. The early
Christians, giving vent to their deepest emotions as these were stirred by
God’s Spirit (as we learn from 1 Cor. 14:13ff.,  26ff.; Eph. 5:19  and Col.
3: 16: it has been maintained that glossolalia was a form of rhapsodic
prayer-speech “sung with the spirit”), were seeking to interpret their un-
derstanding of God’s salvation in Christ in a way which defied rational and
coherent statement. Hence they had recourse to the language of symbol and
“myth”. Examples of the symbolism used in the hymns will come readily to
mind, e.g. the imagery of light and darkness; Christ is likened to the sun
which banished gloom and the shadows; the totality of the universe is
summed up in phrases such as “every knee should bow, in heaven and on
earth and under the earth” (Phil. 2: lo), or “thrones or dominions or prin-
cipalities or authorities” (Col. 1: 16). Exegetical questions which are raised
by these sonorous descriptions are more satisfactorily negotiated if we
remember that Paul’s language is consciously poetic. Otherwise, we shall be
hard pressed to say exactly what is meant by demonic forces located in sub-
terranean regions or to explain how Christ’s death on the cross of Calvary
in Jerusalem at a specific time in history affected the astral deities which
hellenistic  man thought of as controlling his fate and destiny. Paul is dealing
with very real problems - specifically the overthrow of evil andthe relaxing
of the grip which planetary powers exercised over his readers when they
were still victims of bad religion under the tyranny of “the elemental spirits
of the universe” (Col. 2:8, 20); but he is couching his thought-forms in a
language which his fellow-believers would appreciate and learn from; and in
some cases he is borrowing concepts and terms from his opponents’
vocabulary, and either arguing ad hominem for the sake of his churches or
disinfecting the terms by placing them in his own frame of reference. This is
very noticeable in Colossians 1: 15-20. See the references given in footnotes
53 and 58.

This brings us to the vexed question of “myth”. Some scholars deny out-
right that the New Testament makes use of myth at all, and there are sub-
stantial grounds for this conviction. 55 Myth is set in antithesis to truth, and
the New Testament is shown to be exclusively concerned with the record of
“divine fact with all the weight of historical reality” (Stahlin, lot. cit., p.
786). There is no denying the force of the assertion that if “myth” means
non-historical make-believe or fairy tales or the product of the human inven-
tiveness, there is no evidence that the writers interpreted the gospel in this
way. Quite the opposite, as the Pastoral Epistles (1 Tim. 1:4,4:7; 2 Tim. 4:4)
make clear. But if the term “myth” is differently defined and regarded as a
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language-form needed to express in human terms and with human analogies
the transcendent world of God and angels and spirits, then it seems that we
must have recourse to pictorial and mythopoetic language. The issue is
whether, to avoid confusion, we should use a new term or at least qualify the
word “myth”.56 Within this restricted definition we should recognize that
Paul and John do use the scaffolding of the story of the heavenly Redeemer
who “comes down” from the high God and returns thither after his mission
of redemption (Phil. 2’:6-11;  Jn. 3:31; 6:62).  But it is not the use of the
framework which is important nor the presence of a kinetic imagery to
denote the “movements” of katabasis and anabasis which is vital. Both
writers utilize the first century “stage props” and simply use the “myth” to
their own ends by re-casting it in terms of a human life of the earthly Jesus
whose feet stood fhmly on Palestinian soil and who tasted the bitterness of
human misery and endured death before his exaltation to the rank of cosmic
Lord. The “evangelical” content which is fitted into the “mythical”
framework really destroys it. There is thus a “mythoclastic” element in the
New Testament. 57

Thirdly, this discussion brings us to the great contribution to exegesis
offered by a study of these “hymns to Christ”. They are set in a polemical
context as part of the apostolic concern to defend the gospel against false
christological notions and to ward off heretical attacks on the infant
churches. Paul in particular makes appeal to the common deposit of Chris-
tian teaching in these hymns with a view to showing how the churches
should remain steadfast; and he enforces his teaching by supplementing the
“received text” of the hymns and modifying it to his own purpose. This is
very probably the case with Colossians 1: 15-20 where Paul has edited an
already existing hymn to bring it into line with his teaching. 58 A simpler case
is seen in Philippians 2:8  where most modern commentators see Paul’s hand
in the insertion of 0avcizov  Sd aaveov’  (even the death of the cross) to
emphasize that Jesus’ obedience to death meant a death on a cross and so a
death of atoning value (Gal. 3:13).

3. LITURGICAL EXPRESSIONS

Several words and phrases in the New Testament belong to the actual
liturgical vocabulary of primitive times. They are most easily recognized by
the simple token that in the Greek of the New Testament they have been
allowed to remain in their original Semitic form, sometimes with a Greek in-
terpretative translation to accompany them. The most interesting examples
are Abba, Amen, Hosanna, Hallelujah and Maranatha.

‘Abba was Jesus’ favourite name for God. While it was the child’s title for
his earthly parents (meaning “dear father”), there is no evidence that the
pious Jew, either in private prayer or in the synagogue liturgy, ever used this
precise form for invoking God.5q Instead he used a variant form such as
‘Abi or ‘Abinu  (“My Father, Our Father”); but ‘Abba  was avoided because
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it was thought to be too daring and presumptuous for a mortal to call upon
God in this familiar way.

The wonder of this address to God is that Jesus used it as part of his filial
obedience (Mk. 14:32-9)  and taught his disciples to use it in their approach
to God (Lk. 11:2).  Undeniably there is no mistaking in this word the ip-
sissima VOX of Jesus; and so much of his characteristic teaching about God
as Father is expressed in this caritative form of the word for father. That it
quickly was seized upon and passed into the worshipping life of the Gentile
churches is seen from Paul’s use of the exact word (in Rom. 8: 15; Gal. 4:6)
where he regards the invoking of God as ‘Abba as the sign of the Spirit’s
presence and the hallmark of the new life in Christ.

‘Amen is known from the Old Testament times as a vocal response made
by people as they endorsed the words of the speaker (e.g. Ne. 8:6).  The verb
underlying the cry means “to be firm, true” and is connected with the verb
“to believe”. It has a place in the synagogue service when the congregation
replies to the precentor’s call or the minister’s prayers, and it serves to en-
dorse the worship or the prayer as something the people believe and accept.
There are many examples of this usage in the New Testament, usually at the
close of doxologies or ascriptions of praise (e.g. Rom. 1:25,  9:25,  11:36;
Eph. 3:21; 1 Tim. 1:17,  6:16; Heb. 13:21;  1 Pet. 4:ll  et al.). It belongs too
to the scenario of the heavenly sanctuary and its worship (Rev. 5:13, 14),
though as we indicated this probably reflects the worship of the Asia Minor
churches and is extrapolated from a liturgy with which John and his readers
were already familiar.

There are two special instances of the use of Amen in Paul’s epistles,
which take on a distinct significance. First, in 2 Corinthians 1:2Off.,  the
language is rich in liturgical overtones. Paul is probably alluding to baptism
under the figure of a seal applied by the Spirit. The thought is: As God is
faithful in fulfilling his pledge to give the Spirit to all who trust him, and con-
fess Christ in baptism, and we attest his faithfulness with our Amen, so we
as apostolic messengers can be relied on to keep faith with Christian people
and not to play false.

At 1 Corinthians 14:16  Paul is describing the scene at a worship
assembly at Corinth and points to the need for intelligibility in the service so
that an outsider who comes into the room and hears the church at prayer
may not be utterly confused but may know when to express his agreement
(by saying “Amen”) with the prayer of thanks. It is shown by this incidental
allusion that Amen was in common use among the Pauline churches as the
worshipper’s assent to what he heard from the lips of his fellow-believers.

Special interest attaches to Jesus’ use of the single or double ‘Amen placed
as a preface to his public and private teaching. As with ‘Abba, this exact for-
mulation is unique; and by the stringent criterion of eliminating from the
records all that has parallels in Judaism and early Christianity, 6o the logia
which contain this usage manage to survive. In the gospels the prefacing
Amen (now to be taken as adverbial and meaning “certainly”) is found only
on Jesus’ lips (familiarly in the Johannine “verily, verily”) and in all the
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strata of gospel tradition.6’ The fact that it is retained in its Semitic form
before the Greek Ityw G,uiv  shows that the evangelists attached importance
to it. Its purpose was to draw attention to the vital words of Jesus who in
turn adopted the formula as One standing in the prophetic succession (the
prophets used “Thus says Yahweh” as a claim to an inspired utterance) and
going beyond them in his sublime authority to override the law of Moses
and to utter oracles in his own name as God’s unique Son and messenger. h2

Hosanna is a Jewish ejaculation meaning “Save now!” and is addressed
as a petition to God the Saviour (Ps. 118:25).  Other references to the
Hebrew expression (hosi‘an  na’) are in 2 Samuel 14:4  and 2 Kings 6:26, but
these are non-significant for our purpose since they are cries addressed to
men.

Psalm 118 was used at the Feast of Tabernacles and the Passover, and at
the former celebration branches of trees were carried by the pilgrims and
waved. These branches took their name from the festival and were called
“hosannahs”. This looks to be the most natural setting for the incident of
Mark 11: l-10 and par.63 In view of the evangelist’s silence as to what the
cry was intended to mean it is uncertain whether we should take it as an
appeal for God’s aid or as a greeting or benediction addressed to Jesus.
However, the word soon found a place in Christian liturgy. In Didache  10:6
there is a strange snatch of liturgical dialogue in the form of a versicle and a
response. To the invitation -

May Grace come, and let this world pass away,
the congregation’s reply is:

Hosanna to the God of David! 64
Hallelujah is another Hebrew ascription of praise (meaning “Praise be to
Jab”,  Israel’s covenant God). It is found in the New Testament at Revelation
19:1,  6 as a song of triumph to celebrate the victory of the heavenly host.

Maranatha  is a more decisive term, since it has considerable
christological interest. In the context of 1 Corinthians 16:22  it voices the
appeal of the community for the coming and presence of the Lord, and most
likely the Sitz im L&en  of the word falls in the dialogue pattern of versicle
and response at the eucharistic  service. These are the two conclusions reach-
ed by J. A. T. Robinson following suggestions made by H. Lietzmann and
G. Bornkamm,h5  viz.

(a) that in I Corinthians 16:20-24  the language is “not merely of
epistolary convention, but of one worshipping community to another, the
converse of the saints assembled for Eucharist” and (b) that in this pericope
there can be traced the remains of the earliest Christian liturgical sequence
which we possess, and which is pre-Pauline in origin.

These conclusions are now generally accepted; 66 and with this confidence
in a sententia recepta we can proceed to draw out some indications of the
ways in which exegesis is helped.

The meaning of the Aramaic expression Maranatha  is a matter of some
debate since a decision about the division of the composite word affects its
sense.h7  Most commentators agree that it should be divided as Maram?  tha
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with the translation, “Our Lord, come” (cf. Rev. 22:20; Didache  10:6:  both
contexts require an imperative) and this settles the nature of the expression
as a petition for the Lord’s coming. In the light of the eucharistic  setting of
the passage in 1 Corinthians 16 the cry seems to be one of invitation that the
risen Christ will come to meet his people at his table and be present with
them as they celebrate in his name.68 But an eschatological “coming” is not
excluded (cf. 1 Cor. 11:26),  and probably is the dominant theme of the cry. by

The christological meaning of Maran  (our Lord) is also a controverted
issue. The title cannot refer to God the Father (as was suggested years ago
by some German scholars”), nor can it be placed in any other original
setting than the Aramaic-speaking Palestinian church (against Bousset who
wanted to locate it in a bilingual region of the hellenistic communities of An-
tioch, Damascus or even Tarsus). ” It is now accepted that, on linguistic and
ideological grounds, this watchword is embedded in Palestinian Christianity
and represents a species of early christological belief. 72

But even with this admission it still becomes a question of debate whether
the term means that the early Jewish Christians offered cultic veneration of
Jesus (as Cullmann  insists)73  or whether this is no more than an expression
of hope that he will return as Lord-Son of man (so Fuller). 74 It is hard to
accept the attenuated significance given in the latter view, and when Fuller
writes that “even in the later Hellenistic church the exalted Jesus was never
the direct object of worship”, the significance of such texts as Acts 7:56-60;
Romans 9:5 and Pliny’s report of Christian worship as carmenque Christo
quasi Deo dicere has been overlooked.

Maram?  tha stands as a monument to Christian belief in Jesus’ present
lordship and the hope of the parousia. It places him on the side of God in a
unique way by appropriating a title which properly belongs to God and
shows that, from its inception, the Christian church has felt no incongkuity
in confessing one God (1 Cor. 8:6) and in the same breath in hailing Jesus as
Deus praesens, God-with-us.

4. FIGURES OF SPEECH AND LITERARY DEVICES

In this section we shall include a variety of literary forms which the reader
of the New Testament is likely to encounter and which need some brief com-
ment.

(a) Wisdom Sayings and Parables
We have already mentioned that much of the gospel speech-forms is

derived from Old Testament precedents, and this is only to be expected since
both Jesus and his hearers stood in that tradition. Jesus himself was regard-
ed as “teacher” and “prophet”, and more than one aspect of his recorded
teaching is modelled on the wisdom literature of the Jewish people.

The most elemental “form” in this background is the mahl,  a word which
contains several shades of meaning. It stands for an aphorism used to ex-
press succinctly some proverbial wisdom, a legal axiom, a philosophy of liv-

ing or a rule for conduct. The teaching of Jesus offers examples of all these:

Matthew 6~34:
Mark 8:38:
Luke 12:48:
Mark 2~27:

Do not allow tomorrow’s troubles to affect you today.
Whoever disowns me will be disowned.
All who have great privileges have great responsibilities.
The sabbath day is for man’s benefit not the other way
round.

Sometimes the maJa1  takes on the form of another Old Testament
nuance, namely a riddle. Examples from the great sermon are: Matthew
5:13  (How can you season salt once it has lost its tang?); 6:27 (Can you in-
crease your height by worrying over it?); 7:16  (Can you pick figs off a this-
tle bush?). These are conundrums drawn from experience. Some of the
m’?alim,  however, are given to awaken interest at a deeper level and to set
the enquirer or the audience thinking about God and his kingdom and the
meaning of life. These are the “dark sayings” which needed Jesus’ inter-
pretation (Mk. 4: 11, 34); and often the disciples were utterly bewildered
(Mk. 8:17; 9:6,  11; lO:lO,  24; and the upper room sayings in John’s gospel).
J. Jeremias points out that this type of saying was original with Jesus and
could not have been invented by the church which was interested in ex-
planations, not riddles. 75

When the mafal is extended into a larger story or comparison drawn
from a life-situation, it forms a parable. The rabbis told parables and il-
lumined their teaching with analogies drawn from everyday life. 76 But the
parables of Jesus are in a class by themselves for many reasons: ” (a) they
are not fables which make animals their main characters, nor do trees or
bushes speak (as in Jdg. 9:8-15; 2 Ki. 14:9;  Ezk. 17:3-8,31:3-14);(b) little
use is made of extensive allegory (as in Enoch  85-90 where the history of
Israel is told in great detail by means of speaking animals: cf. the use of
animals and reptiles in Dn. and Rev.). Mark 12: l-l 1 is the closest the
parables of Jesus get to the allegorical form; (c) the chief part of Jesus’
parables is not the tale as such so much as the “punch-line” which usually
comes at the climax of the story (cf. 2 Sa. 12: l-7 which ends on the note of
a rapier thrust, You are the man!); and (d) Jesus used parables not to amuse
or to gain a hearing but to proclaim the kingdom as a present reality. In that
sense his words were performative of the grace of God which his message of
the kingdom brought with it (see Luke 15 especially). Where this message
was refused, his words took on judgmental force and were “weapons of war-
fare” (Jeremias”)  attacking Pharisaic pride (Lk. 18:9) as well as announcing
the presence of the kingdom. Above all (e) Jesus’ parables were calculated to
make the hearers feel that they were involved in the action of the story. The
parable brings home to the listener the “existential” dimension of Jesus’
teaching and confronts him here and now with a situation from which he
cannot escape but which forces him to take sides. See Mark 4~24, 25.
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(b) Gematria

A device that is likely to cause some trouble to the present-day interpreter
is known as gematria. Since neither Hebrew nor Greek had separate
characters for numerals, the letters of the alphabet were used by being given
a numerical value. When the letters were added together a sum total was
reached; and by reversing this procedure and using the aggregate number as
a cipher it was possible to convey a message in a cryptic way. The most ob-
vious case is Revelation 13: 18 where after the lurid description of the beast
which came out of the earth to embark on a persecuting rampage against
the saints the seer remarks to the reader: “Here is the key; and anyone who
has intelligence can work out the number of the beast. The number
represents a man’s name, and the numerical value of its letters is six hundred
and sixty-six” (NEB). The commentaries should be consulted for a full dis-
cussion of this text. Solutions begin with the simplest idea that 666 falls
short of the “perfect” number of 777 just as the numerical addition of the
letters for the name “Jesus” in Greek is 888. The message then is that Jesus’
name is supreme, while the name of “Man” (generically considered) means a
persistent falling short.79  A popular view sees here a concealed allusion to
Nero Caesar who is referred to in the image of the beast with a mortal
wound (13:3, 15). If this name is written in Hebrew characters and the
vowel letter @a&)  omitted, the sum of the letters is 666; if the Latin form of
the name is examined, it yields 616; this is a variant reading of the text of
13: 18. But this seems to be a complicated method of arriving at a solution,
however much it may be conceded that the myth of Nero redivivus as an
epitome of the church’s enemy appears to underlie the Apocalypse’s
message to the Asian churches. There is an even more intricate solution
offered by E. Stauffer who takes the five names by which the emperor
Domitian was known, and uses the first letters of those titles in Greek. In
this way the total of 666 is produced. So This idea has the merit of setting the
Apocalypse in the reign of Domitian where the early fathers placed it and
where it finds its most natural background. But there are difficulties. It is ob-
vious therefore that this verse has not yet yielded its secret.

The other instance of gematria  is easier to see. In Platthew’s  birth list (ch.
I) the account of Jesus’ ancestry has been set into the framework of selec-
tive periodization with groups of fourteen names built around king David.
This is artificially contrived, as we can see from a counting of the names;
and it leads to the suspicion that the evangelist is deliberately using the name
David with its numerical value of fourteen (Hebrew characters daleth-waw-
dufeth  add up to 14) to set the pattern for this roll-call (1: 17) ” and so to
prove that Jesus is “great David’s greater Son”.

(c) Greek Rhetorical Forms

Greek rhetorical forms, in addition to those we mentioned earlier, are
further represented by some passages in which Paul is the speaker. *2
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They include Acts 17:22ff.  (Paul’s address on Areopagus) where the
speech falls into clearly defined sections corresponding to the rhetorician’s
model of exordium (verse 22), narrutio  (verse 23), divisio (verses 24ff.) and
conch&o  (verses 29ff.); and Romans 2, 3 which contain several direct
questions as though Paul were addressing a hostile audience. This is the
device of diatribe by which a speaker or writer enters into imaginary debate
with an interlocutor, raising points which he would make and objections he
would voice, which are then answered and refuted. 83 There are other brief
examples of this in Paul (1 Cor. 9 and 15:35,  36) and the influence of this
Cynic-Stoic method of argumentation has been traced in James, especially
2:2f.@

Paul’s versatility as a writer is seen in the epistle to the Romans. He can
move with agility from the employment of a hellenistic debating style such
as diatribe to a careful piece of exegesis based on the Old Testament. His
exegesis follows the rabbinic principle of g’zeruh  sYawah  and such
illustrations as the “light and the heavy”. These are two principles of ex-
egesis which Hillel included in his list of seven (the middoth).

The principle of “analogy” (Heb. g’zerah ia’awah,  lit. “similar decision”)
states that when the same word or phrase is found in two passages of the
Old Testament, one can be used to illumine the other. This is Paul’s key to
the Christian use of Genesis 15:6  adopted in Romans 4. ”

The principle of a minori  ad maius  (which is what the Hebrew, translated
literally “light and the heavy,”
8:32).

means) is also seen in Romans (at 5: 15;

Perhaps these final exempla  are themselves a parable, for they remind us
that Paul’s exegetical methods are as varied and suggestive as the often un-
expected turns in his thought; and such versatility will put us on our guard
against reading Scripture without regard to its literary style and cultural set-
ting, and encourage us to bring as lively a mind to the interpretation of
Scripture as was employed, on its human side, in composing it.

NOTES

1. Denzinger and Schonmetzer,  Enchiridion Symbolorum  (1963) 1637, quoted by R. E.
Brown, The Jerome Biblical Commentary (London 1968) 71:87.
2. Cf. R. M. Enroth,  E. E. Ericson, Jr., C. B. Peters, The Jesus People. Old-Time Religion

in the Age of Aquarius (Exeter/Grand Rapids, 1972),  p. 167.
3. For an elaboration of this statement, see G. E. Ladd, The New Testament and Criticism

(London/Grand Rapids, 1967),  ch. 1.
4. I owe this examole to Dr. J. P. Kane.
5. J. Barr, Old anh New in Interpretation (London 1966),  pp. 192-96: “One of the

theological functions of biblical interpretation is that it must exoand our conceotions  of what
is relevant and introduce new perceptions. Any attempt to judge relevance at the beginning of
our study must only perpetuate the value systems we previously accepted. Where this is so,
the relevance conception works like tradition in the negative sense” (p. 193).
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6. For the place of Dilthey, see later, pp. 313-315. See too the discussion in R. Kieffer,
Essais  de mhthodologie neo-testamentaire  (Lund 1972),  pp. 46-50, who distinguishes
between the text’s “sens” and its “signification” and insists rightly that the two must be kept
separate: “Nothing can be more disastrous for investigation of the ‘sens’  (explanation) of our
text than to announce vigorously certain propositions which spring from an interpretation
required by the ‘signification’ (understanding) of that text” (p. 50). For a comment on the
New Testament problems seen in this light we may refer to W. Marxsen, Introduction to the
New Testament (Oxford 1968),  p. 27 and more fully in his The New Testament as the
Church’s Book (Philadelphia 1972).

7. See a critique of Fuchs and Ebeling in P. J. Achtemeier, Theology Today 23 (1966), pp.
101-19.
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articles in CBO 25 (1963). vv. 262-85 and ETL 43 (1967). vv. 460-69.

9. Y. M.-J. Cbngar;  Tradi&n  and Traditions (E.T. London’lbb7), especially pp. 63f. This
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the Early Church (London 1962),  pp. 239-45. Cf. EQ 40 (1968) pp. 79ff.
10. Congar cites the Immaculate Conception of Mary, Papal Primacy and Infallibility, the
Assumption of Mary as dogmas which the Magisterium has decreed “either come from, or
are based on, Scripture” (op. cit., p. 64 n. 2).
11. See G. W. H. Lampe and K. J. Woollcombe, Essays on Typology  (London 1957); and
the several contributions to Essays on Old Testament Interpretation ed. C. Westermann
(London 1963).
12. For this term, see 0. Cullmann, Salvation in History (London 1967).
13. For many of these questions we may refer to the study of G. A. Deissmann, Lightfrom
the Ancient East (New York 1927),  0. Roller, Das Formular der paulinischen Briefe
(Stuttgart 1933),  and B. Rigaux, The Letters of St. Paul (Chicago E.T. 1968). For a discus-
sion of Roller, see C. F. D. Moule, BJRL 47 (1964-5)  p. 449.
14. See the chapters in the present volume, written by J. W. Drane and E. E. Ellis, on the
backgrounds of the New Testament writers.
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shepherd’s character” (The Historical Geography of the Holy Land (London 1966 ed.), p.
210.
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writers’ theological interest, see S. S. Smalley’s essay in the present volume.
17. See the distinction drawn by J. Jeremias, New Testament Theology, (London 197 l), Vol.
I, ch. 1.
18. For this view of Matthew’s stress on the validity of the law and the call to a higher
righteousness see G. Barth, “Matthew’s Understanding of the Law” in Tradition and Inter-
pretation in Matthew by G. Bornkamm, G. Barth and H. J. Held (London 1963),  pp. 159ff.
19. See R. S. Barbour,  Traditio-Historical Criticism of the Gospels (London 1972)  p. 19.
See also J. I. Packer, “Biblical Authority, Hermeneutics and Inerrancy” in Jerusalem and
Athens: Critical Discussions on the Philosophy and Apologetics of Cornelius van Til, ed. E.
R. Geehan  (Philadelphia 1971)  pp. 146ff.
20. H. J. Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts (London 1958 ed.), pp. 135ff. (p. 136).
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Evangelist and Theologian (Exeter 1972). ch. 1.
22. A. N. Wilder, Early Christian Rhetoric (London 1964),  pp. 36f.
23. See now W. G. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity (Philadelphia 1973).
24. E. J. Goodspeed, The Formation of the New Testament (Chicago 1926),  p. 25.
25. See J. N. D. Kelly, The Pastoral Epistles (London 1963)  pp. 25ff.,  who argues that the
linguistic and literary features of these letters may be accounted for on the supposition that
Paul employed a new secretary at this juncture in his life, “a Hellenistic Jewish Christian, a
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man skilled in rabbinical lore and at the same time a master of the higher koin?“.
26. So A. Wikenhauser, New Testament Introduction (Dublin 1958),  p. 348.
27. W. G. Kiimmel, Introduction to the New Testament (London 1966),  pp. 178.
28. 0. Roller, Das Formular der paulinischen Briefe, p. 148.
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(Stuttgart 1948),  pp. 55f. (as quoted by C. E. B. Cranfield, “Mark 13”, SJT 6 (1953) p. 300):
“But all this (i.e. the destruction of Jerusalem and the events connected with it) is for Him
only a Transparent standing in the foreground, through which He beholds the last events
before the End of the world, in which all this will at last come to its real fulfilment.”  See too
the use of Heim made in Daniel Lamont, Christ and the World of Thought (Edinburgh
1934)  especially ch. 16: Ethic and Apocalyptic.
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(New York 1969)  pp. 91-100, and T. R. Henn, The Bible as Literature (London 1970)  pp.
128ff.
38. See the full study by N. W. Lund, Chiasmus in the New Testament (Chapel Hill 1942).
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CHAPTER XIV

EXEGESIS IN PRACTICE:
TWO SAMPLES

R. T. France

This chapter is intended to bring the reader down to earth. Many
theoretical points have been made in the preceding pages, and many ideals
expressed, with carefully selected examples to illustrate the points at issue.
But in practice the exegete, be he professional or amateur, is seldom con-
cerned with carefully selected sample verses, but with the actual New Testa-
ment text in its entirety. He finds himself faced with the task of determining
the meaning not of the odd word or phrase here and there, but of a whole
connected passage, which may involve quite complex thought-patterns. He
soon finds himself forced, whether he likes it or not, to read the individual
words and phrases in their context. ‘~

This chapter will consist, then, not of lists of rules for correct exegesis, but
of an attempt to interpret two actual New Testament passages as a whole
(Matthew 8:5-13 and 1 Peter 3: 18-22). The passages have been chosen to
represent two quite different literary genres, which between them raise many
of the problems of method which confront the exegete in practice. We shall
not stop to point out at every juncture precisely what methods are being
employed. It is for the reader to notice where and how the various techni-
ques of textual criticism, literary criticism, lexical study, study of religious or
literary background, etc. are brought into play. These various techniques
will not occur in any logical order, but as the passages themselves require
them. That is how exegesis must work in practice: it is the passage in from
of us that itself dictates the methods to be used.

Only a few preliminary points need to be made before we turn to the
selected passages:

(1) We are taking “exegesis” to mean the discovery of what the text
means in itself, i.e. the original intention of the writer, and the meaning the
passage would have held for the readers for whom it was first intended. This
is exegesis proper. The further step of application of this original meaning to
our own situation is strictly a separate discipline (see the chapter by J. E.
Goldingay). It is, of course, a necessary step if our study of the New Testa-
ment is to be any more than mere antiquarianism, and in practice the ex-
egete is likely to have the contemporary relevance of the text in mind from
the start. But the two stages must not be confused, and short cuts must be
avoided. Exegesis proper should be as far as possible an objective discipline,

and it is the essential prerequisite for any more existential application of the
message of the New Testament. It is with exegesis, in this sense, that this
chapter is concerned.

(2) Exegesis is seldom a simple case of black and white, where all honest
scholars must inevitably reach the same conclusion. The exegesis offered in
this chapter is not presented as the last word on the passages concerned.
The reader will probably disagree at several points. But this is essentially an
essay in method. Where the reader disagrees with the proposed exegesis, he
should ask himself whether the author has adopted the wrong method to
solve this particular problem, or whether he is using the right method, but
using it wrongly. Both are, of course, entirely possible!

(3) This chapter presents exegesis as essentially a “do-it-yourself” pur-
suit. The author believes that no serious exegete should be content merely to
follow where some revered commentary or version leads. He should satisfy
himself whether the job has been properly done. But this does not mean the
abolition of all commentaries, lexica, concordances and versions, leaving the
exegete closeted alone with his Greek text (or, ideally, with the original
manuscripts!). It will be very clear, particularly in the second passage below,
how much the author has in fact leaned on commentaries and works of
reference. The exegete needs information, and much of what he needs will
not be found in the pages of the New Testament itself. He needs guidance on
critical, lexical, textual and other principles. He needs to be aware of the
range of suggestions which have been offered on the point at issue. But, in
the last resort, the conclusion must be his own. He must weigh the evidence,
and decide between the options for himself. If he shirks this responsibility,
he is not an exegete.

Without more ado, then, we turn to the two selected passages, trusting
that the discussion will throw up most of the major principles and methods
which must govern the practice of exegesis. The reader should note how the
various methods of study mentioned in preceding chapters are worked out
in practice.

I. Matthew 8:5-13

This passage has been chosen as an example of a pericope in the Synoptic
Gospels where a comparison with the treatment of the same material by
another evangelist may help to throw light on the special concerns of the
writer, i.e. where exegesis is aided by critical, particularly redaction-critical,
considerations.

The incident of the healing of the centurion’s servant is recorded only in
Matthew and Luke.’ It may thus be loosely referred to as “Q material”; but
a few minutes with a synopsis will reveal that the relation between the two
accounts is anything but an exact equivalence. There is nearly verbal
equivalence in the dialogue in verses 8b-10 (Lk. 7:6b, 7b-9),  but for the
rest, while the essential features of the story are the same, they are told in a
very different way. Matthew is short and to the point, but includes verses
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1 l-12, a Q saying which Luke records in a quite different context
(13 :28-29),  and which was therefore presumably preserved independently,
and inserted here by Matthew because he found it relevant in the context. ’
Luke, on the other hand, is more leisurely and colourful  in his telling of the
story, including extra detail about the centurion’s Jewish sympathies, and in
particular the account of his having approached Jesus through his friends,
rather than in person as in Matthew’s version. Other differences in detail will
be mentioned in our discussion of the passage.

Convinced advocates of Q as a single document are therefore reduced to
believing that Q preserved the dialogue, with perhaps a brief indication of
the narrative setting, and the evangelists were left to supply the details from
oral tradition. Those who in any case find a unitary Q hard to swallow find
here further evidence for an oral tradition which preserved significant
sayings with great fidelity, perhaps jotting them down to aid memory, but
was less concerned with the verbatim form of the narrative.

At any rate, the significant point is that what mattered to the early
Christians in this incident was primarily the dialogue to which it led. Doc-
trinaire form-critics will therefore label it a pronouncement-story or
apophthegm, rather than a miracle story; those less worried about exact
labelling may be inclined to ask why it should not be both! 3 But it is
certainly not just a miracle story: attention is focused on the sayings about
authority and faith.

Apart from questions of exact wording and emphasis, the only significant
factual discrepancy between the two accounts is the question whether the
centurion approached Jesus through his Jewish friends (Luke) or in person
(Matthew). Which is the original version? Has Luke added the messengers
to emphasise the centurion’s humility (see esp. Lk. 7:7a),  or has Matthew
abbreviated the story by omitting what he regarded as an inessential detail?
Here commentators differ, their conclusions depending often on their
presuppositions about the “laws of tradition”, whether oral material tends to
lose inessential details in transmission, or to be elaborated in the interest of
story-telling. It must be remembered, however, that it is almost certainly not
a question of either evangelist sitting down with a written account of the
event in from of him and deliberately either abbreviating or expanding it. It
is a question of an orally preserved story which each tells in his own way, in-
cluding just so much detail as he feels is necessary to make his point.
Matthew, as we shall see, is concerned to emphasise the faith of the cen-
turion, and for this purpose the messengers are irrelevant. Luke, on the other
hand, also wishes to indicate his humility, and here the sending of the
messengers is significant. Thus to the question whether there actually were
any messengers or not, we should probably answer “yes”, but we should be
missing the point if we therefore accuse Matthew of falsification. His
deliberate abbreviation is a valid literary device to throw the emphasis clear-
ly onto the central theme of the story, the centurion’s faith. His omission
makes no significant difference either to the miracle, or to the crucial
dialogue. If anything, it high-lights the latter.

What we have been sketching in this last paragraph is the contribution of
redaction-criticism to exegesis in this particular case. A comparison of the
handling of the story by the two evangelists has alerted us to Matthew’s
primary intention in telling the story, to teach about faith. This insight is
clearly going to be important in our detailed exegesis.

VERSE 5

Capernaum needs little comment. A Bible dictionary will tell us that it
was one of the leading towns of Galilee, a prosperous lake-side community,
which was Jesus’ base for much of his Galilean ministry. This latter fact ac-
counts for the centurion’s awareness of Jesus’ healing power: it was, no
doubt, the talk of the town.

A Bible dictionary will also supply details about centurions. They were
the backbone of the Roman army, the N.C.0.s  on whom discipline depend-
ed, responsible and respected officers. There were no Roman legions station-
ed in Palestine, but Herod Antipas had under his control a small force of
auxiliaries. These were all non-Jewish troops, drawn largely from the area of
Lebanon and Syria. The centurion was, therefore, certainly not a Jew,
though Luke makes much of his sympathy for the Jewish religion. It is as
the believing Gentile that he finds his significance in Matthew’s account. (Is
this perhaps another reason for Matthew’s omission of the Jewish friends, to
avoid blurring the sharp Jew/Gentile contrast which is a prominent feature
of his version of the story, coming into sharp focus in his addition of verses
1 l-12? Luke is concerned only with the man’s character, Matthew also
with his nationality.)

VERSE 6

This verse raises two points of translation, both of some importance for
exegesis. The first is the centurion’s address to Jesus, x&c (repeated in verse
8). Should this be translated “Lord”, or, as in Moffatt, NEB, Jerusalem
Bible, “Sir”? In other words, is it just a polite form of address, or does it im-
ply more? AG tell us that &el&  is “a form of address to respected pers.
gener.“. MM show that in secular Greek, apart from its use of a god, it cer-
tainly involves an acknowledgement of superiority, particularly in ad-
dressing a higher official. But,when  used as a form of address to Jesus, the
precise connotation of such a flexible word obviously cannot be determined
by the dictionary, but by what the context tells us of the person’s attitude to
Jesus. The centurion, as we shall see in verses 8-9, regards Jesus as a
superior authority, and a worker of miraculous healing, so “Sir” seems a bit
weak. On the other hand, there is no indication that he attributes to Jesus
any divine status, as “Lord” might well imply. However it be translated,
x&c should be regarded as acknowledging the superiority of Jesus, but can-
not be pressed into an indication of the centurion’s christological under-
standing.
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More important is the word naiq  which can mean either “child” or
“servant”. Traditionally it has always been translated “servant”, but this is
based on Luke, who has used the unambiguous term doiiloq  (as well as naic
in 7:7).  But was this what Matthew meant? Bultmann4 pronounces,
“Unquestionably naic  in Matt. 8:6 is to be understood as child: ho~los in Lk.
7:2  is an error in reproduction.” Like many of Bultmann’s “unquestionable”
pronouncements, this is not supported by any argument. The exegete should
be on his guard against unsupported dogmatic assertions, by however
august an authority! What is the evidence?

ZZaic occurs 24 times in the New Testament (see concordance). In only
one of these does it mean “son” (Jn. 4:51); in eight other cases it clearly
means “child”, but without implying any relationship to the speaker or to a
character in the narrative. In four cases it refers to a “servant” of a man,
and in eight cases to a “servant” of God.5 Thus if naiq in Matthew 8:6,  8, 13
means the centurion’s “son”, it would be agreeing with the only use of the
word by John against all the other New Testament uses (which are in fact all
in Matthew and Luke-Acts). MM also show that both “child” and “servant”
were common meanings in secular Greek, but apparently not “son”. In
Matthew, outside this passage, there are three uses in the sense of “child”
(not “son”), and two in the sense of “servant”, one of which (14:2)  is closely
parallel to the sort of “retainer” envisaged here. Thus there seems no reason
for driving a wedge between Matthew and Luke at this point, or for doub-
ting that Matthew is using naic in exactly the same sense that Luke does in
7:7,  where it is parallel to bocAos in 7:2.6 Some commentators (e.g.
Lohmeyer, Schlatter) suggest that while 802j120~  was the formal, official term
for a slave, naic was used for a slave who was held in personal friendship
(see Lk. 7:2,  &&. The use of “boy” for servants in colonial days may be
roughly parallel.

Matthew does not emphasise, as Luke does, the centurion’s fondness
for his servant, which would be remarkable, but not unparalleled, in non-
Jewish circles. He is not so interested in the man’s character as in his faith.
His kind-heartedness, as well as his friendly relations with the Jewish com-
munity, are irrelevant to this purpose, and only what is necessary to the
story is retained.

VERSE 7

This apparently straight-forward verse in fact poses a significant problem.
It all turns on the punctuation: are- the words of Jesus a promise, or a
question? Greek manuscripts bore no punctuation marks, and such
questions frequently arise. Often they are of considerable exegetical impor-
tance. Sometimes linguistic considerations help to provide an answer. More
often we are entirely dependent on the context.

The one striking linguistic feature is the very prominent Eyw’. Greek does
not usually include personal pronouns in addition to the person indicated by
the verb-inflection unless there is need to emphasise the person. When the
pronoun comes first in the sentence, the emphasis is unmistakable. So if

these words are treated as a statement, the dy; is a puzzle. It looks either
redundant, or uncharacteristically pompous - “I myself will come and heal
him.” (One is reminded of Longfellow’s “I myself, myself! behold me!“)

But if this is a question, the emphatic ky; has a real function: “Shall Z
come and heal him?” H.-J. Held’ regards this as an “astonished or
indignant question”. It is usually explained on the basis of the racial distinc-
tion. For a Jew to enter a Gentile’s house was to contract defilement (see
Acts 10-l 1). In fact there is no record of Jesus ever entering a Gentile
house, or even touching a Gentile to heal him. His two healings of Gentiles
were done by a word, at a distance. Such an apparent reluctance, on racial
grounds, would be closely parallel to Jesus’ harsh reply to the Syro-Phoeni-
cian woman (Mt. 15:24,  26), and the two stories are so closely parallel at
many points that this analogy supports an apparent reluctance on Jesus’
part in Matthew 8:7, rather than the ready response indicated by punc-
tuating as a statement.

Even if the racial overtone be doubted, an interrogative punctuation
makes the dialogue flow more smoothly. The centurion has not, in verse 6,
made any formal request, but simply presented the situation. Jesus’ question
is then drawing out the logical implication: “So you want me to come and
heal him?” The centurion’s deprecatory reply in verse 8 then follows
naturally.

If then we accept that verse 7 is a question, what is its implication? The
parallel with the story of the Syro-Phoenician woman is illuminating here.
Jesus is testing the faith of the supplicant by an apparent refusal (or at least
reluctance). In each case, faith triumphs over this obstacle, proving stronger
than the racial barrier, and in each case Jesus then effects the cure in explicit
response to this faith. Such a build-up to the story gives added point to
Jesus’ amazement at the centurion’s faith (verse lo), that it is able to see
beyond racial distinctions, and this leads on naturally to the universalistic
pronouncement of verses 11-12. Thus even this question of punctuation
proves to have implications for the meaning of the story: the recognition of
a question in these words of Jesus, and the implication of a testing of the
centurion’s faith, introduces already that contrast between Jewish racialism
and the faith of the Gentile which is Matthew’s concern here and at several
points in his gospel. Luke significantly does not record this question, with its
apparent reluctance, nor the parallel story of the Syro-Phoenician woman.

VERSE 8

Is the centurion’s deferential reply (notice mjel&  again) due to a con-
sciousness of racial distinction, and a respect for Jesus’ scruples about enter-
ing a Gentile home (so many commentators), or is the thought more of his
personal unworthiness in contrast with the greatness of Jesus? The whole of
his reply in verses 8-9 says no word about race; apparently his faith is such
that the concept is irrelevant to him. His words are all concerned with the
supreme authority of Jesus, and his ability to heal. In the face of such
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authority he both feels his personal unworthiness to receive Jesus, and
regards a personal visit as unnecessary, since a word will be enough. Thus
the context suggests that his feeling of unworthiness is personal, not racial.

This argument from context is reinforced by the Greek word used, ixavds,
which means at root “sufficient”, and thus suggests considerations of
character rather than status. A concordance will reveal similar uses, such as
Matthew 3:ll; 1 Cor. 15:9;  2 Cor. 2:16, all of which are concerned with
personal worthiness or adequacy. Hence Rengstorf concludes, “It denotes
the impression made by the person of Jesus upon the Gentile centurion . . .
He is not thinking of the ritual uncleanness which Jesus as a Jew would in-
cur by entering a non-Jewish house. What he has in view is the majesty and
authority of Jesus which lift him above everything human, especially in the
non-Jewish sphere . . . On the lips of the centurion the 04% &i$  ixav& is thus
a confession of the Messiahship of Jesus.” * The word “messiahship” seems
misconceived, but the exegesis of ixavo’q  is both lexically and contextually
sound.

In the request for healing by a mere word, uttered at a distance, we are
shown the extent of the centurion’s faith.’ No such cures had yet been
performed, as far as our records go. The centurion had heard of Jesus’ heal-
ing work, perhaps seen it, but his faith goes beyond the evidence of his
senses. The only other such healings recorded are that of the Syro-Phoeni-
cian woman’s daughter, and of the nobleman’s son in John 4. The word was
a normal part of the healing process, but it was usually uttered to the patient
in person. The next verse goes on to make explicit the unlimited power with
which the centurion credited Jesus.

VERSE 9

The centurion’s confession of faith is one of the two key pronouncements
in the story. Its main drift is clear: he likens Jesus’ authority to that of the
army officer, who need only speak the word to receive instant obedience. So
Jesus need only speak the word, and the healing will be accomplished. lo

There is, however, some dispute as to how exactly the comparison is
made. The text as usually primed gives the centurion two contrasting obser-
vations, (1) that he is under authority (and so must obey orders), and (2)
that he has soldiers under him, who must obey him. So he knows his place in
a chain of authoritative command. There is, however, evidence of a variant
reading, particularly in the old Syriac version (never an authority to be
treated lightly), which would substitute for 4,; E[ovuiav  something like dv
~Sovui~ or Btovuiav  &WV, thus eliminating the idea of subordination, and
restricting the comparison entirely to the authority exercised by the cen-
turion himself.” There are, however, good reasons why the reading “under
authority” (which is undisputed in Luke) should have been altered to “in
authority”: firstly, a tidy-minded scribe would be likely to take this simple
means of eliminating a contrasting element and reducing the whole verse to
a single point of comparison; secondly, the mention of the centurion’s sub-
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ordination might cause embarrassment if it was felt that there must be exact
correspondence at every point - to whom was Jesus “under authority”?

If then we accept the reading “under authority”, is not this last point a
problem, particularly in view of the phrase xai ydre iyd . . .? Must this not
mean, “For I too (like you) am a man under authority . . .“, and therefore
make Jesus a mere man, and a subordinate at that? However, an examina-
tion of the uses of xai y&e listed in AG (under yde) shows many cases where
it means simply “for” or, better, “for indeed”, and where there is no room
for the meaning “also”.‘2 So here the translation “For I indeed am a man
under authority . . .” would be permissible, without drawing the direct com-
parison between the status of the centurion and that of Jesus. Moreover,
even if one were to insist on the meaning “For I too am . . .“, which is
perhaps the more natural translation when E)yd follows directly after xai y&e,
it is not legitimate to restrict the point of comparison to the first clause only
(“under authority”), when in fact it is the issuing, not the obeying, of orders
which is the main theme of the verse. The xai yaie governs the whole
sentence, not just its first words. The point could be made by paraphrasing,
rather tendentiously, “For even I too, set as I am within a chain of authori-
ty, know what it is to give orders . . .”

The minor points of text and translation covered in the last two
paragraphs are, of course, quite inessential for a basic exegesis of the
passage. The main point of the verse is beyond doubt, the assertion of Jesus’
absolute authority by analogy with that of a military commander. But the
exegete is not on this account entitled to ignore the incidental details, par-
ticularly where these have given rise, as in this case, to doctrinal embarrass-
ment.

VERSE 10

This is the second key pronouncemem,  the point to which the whole
narrative has been building up. The punch-line is introduced by the state-
ment that Jesus was “amazed” by what he heard. The concordance will
show that &v,&w is a verb which is not used lightly. In particular, it is used
only twice of Jesus himself, here and at Mark 6:6.  Here the object of his
amazement is faith, there it is unbelief. Good material for the preach&, this!

The saying is introduced by ci,u+ I+w  giv, the mark of a solemn,
emphatic pronouncement. It is often singled out as one of the characteristic
rhetorical devices of Jesus, as a teacher of unique authority, since no other
Jewish teacher of the time is known to have used the phrase. A statement
thus introduced is to be carefully noted.

The pronouncement is concerned with faith. This, as we have seen, is the
focal point of the story for Matthew, and it is clinched in the peculiarly
Matthean “As you believed let it be done for you” of verse 13. Faith here is
a practical confidence in Jesus’ power to heal, based on a conviction of his
supreme authority: so much we may infer from the centurion’s saying in
verses 8-9 which gives rise to Jesus’ commendation. It would be quite inap-
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propriate to the narrative situation to ask whether this was saving, justifying
faith in the Pauline sense, or whether it involves a doctrinal acceptance of
the divinity of Jesus. These are questions derived from later theological
development in the New Testament which are certainly anachronistic when
applied to the period of Jesus’ ministry. Whether they occurred to Matthew
in his telling of the story we must consider shortly. But for the original set-
ting of the story and of Jesus’ pronouncement, “faith” must be interpreted in
terms of its context, as a practical trust based on a conviction of Jesus’
power to heal, It involves a recognition that Jesus has a unique authority,
and wields supernatural power. Beyond that the context forbids us to go.

It is this unreserved confidence and acceptance of Jesus’ authority which
amazes him, and calls forth his commendation. Here is none of that suspi-
cion or reservation of judgment which he had met with among his own peo-
ple. Here is a man who has grasped more fully than any Jew what sort of
person Jesus is, and who is prepared to act decisively on that understanding.

And the man is a Gentile. Jesus’ mission was first of all to Israel. He
deliberately restricted his activity during his lifetime to the chosen people,
and forbade his disciples for the time being to preach to Gentiles (Mt.
10:5-6;  15:24).  Yet here, spontaneously, there appears in a Gentile that
very response which his Jewish mission had failed to evoke. It ignores and
overrides racial barriers. The importance of this for Matthew we shall see
shortly, but for Jesus and his disciples it is of tremendous significance. A
whole new horizon has opened up. This incident is a preview of the great in-
sight which came later through another centurion’s faith, “Then to the Gen-
tiles also God has granted repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18).  The barrier
between the chosen people and the rest of mankind is beginning to crumble.

The precise wording of Jesus’ saying is slightly different in Matthew from
that in Luke. Luke has the familiar “Not even in Israel have I found such
faith”, but the original Matthean form seems certainly to’ be, “With no-one
in Israel have I found such faith.” I3 W. Grundmann calls this a
“radikalisierten Form” compared with the Lucan. I4 Instead of a general
comparison of the centurion with Israel as a whole, the Matthean form
states that not a single individual in Israel reaches his standard. It is thus a
more all-embracing condemnation of Israel’s unbelief, and leads ap-
propriately to the devastating saying added by Matthew in verses 11-12.
The Lucan form could even be construed as a veiled compliment to Israel:
“Not even in Israel (where I would most expect it) have I found such faith.”
But the Matthean form leaves no room for a compliment. His emphasis is,
as we shall see, single-mindedly on the rejection of Israel as the chosen race.

VERSES 11-12

This is Matthew’s own addition to the story of some words of Jesus
almost certainly uttered in a different context, and preserved elsewhere by
Luke (13:28-29).  The addition by Matthew shows clearly what was for him
the main point of the story. It is two-fold: (1) the centurion, by his faith,
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gives evidence that Gentiles are to find a place in the kingdom of God, and
(2) by the same token the Jews who do not have this faith are to be rejected
from that kingdom. Thus Matthew sees faith as the means of entry to the
kingdom, and race as irrelevant. The days of a chosen race are finished.
God’s people are now all those who believe, of whatever race.

It may be objected that Matthew is pressing the story too far. There is no
mention in the story of saving faith, or of entering the kingdom of God. The
centurion’s faith is simply a practical confidence in Jesus’ healing power.
Certainly, Matthew is developing the theme beyond the actual narrative
context, but is the development illegitimate? Is not the man who recognises
in Jesus a uniquely authoritative figure, and whose faith is praised above
that of any Jew, rightly taken as a symbol of the coming Gentile church?
Matthew is not misunderstanding and allegorizing a simple story; he is
drawing the logical conclusion from the key pronouncement which is the
focus of that story.

VERSE 11

This verse envisages the Gentiles entering the kingdom. Ii’~Moi  does not
explicitly mean Gentiles, of course, but in parallelism with the “sons of the
kingdom” (verse 12), who are clearly Jews (see below), it could have no
other meaning, and the context of Jesus’ pronouncement about the cen-
turion’s faith in contrast with Israel confirms this.

The words “will come from east and west” echo a recurring Old Testa-
ment formula, seen for instance in Psalm 107:3;  Isaiah 43:5-6;  49:12. But
the significant point is that these are predictions (or retrospective accounts)
of God’s regathering of dispersed Jews. There are similar passages which
speak of Gentiles (probably, though the reference could again be to the dis-
persed Jews) acknowledging and worshipping God in all parts of the earth,
but not coming (e.g. Isaiah 45:6; 59:19; Mal. 1: 11). There are also passages
which predict the coming of Gentiles to Jerusalem (e.g. Is. 2:2-3; 60:3-4),
but not in the terms used here by Jesus. So it seems that Jesus, in predicting
the coming of the Gentiles (itself an Old Testament idea), deliberately does
so in words recalling Old Testament hopes of the regathering of Zsr?el. Here
we see already the idea of the supplanting of the chosen race by others
which becomes more explicit as we go on.

The Gentiles are envisaged as gathering for a banquet, &var&hjuovral,
literally “recline”, is correctly translated “sit at table” by RSV, since it was a
common practice in the ancient world to recline on couches by the table
rather than to sit on chairs (cf. the disciple aivaxe&svo~  BY Z$ xd;lncl,  to;“Zquo;
at the Last Supper, Jn. 13 :23).  I5 This is no ordinary meal, however, but one
shared with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. Jesus is
here taking up a common Jewish eschatological idea, where the joys of the
Messianic age are pictured as a banquet. Derived from such Old Testament
passages as Isaiah 25:6; 65:13f, this theme was richly embroidered by later
Jewish writers, both in the apocalyptic and the rabbinic traditions. ” It
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as God’s chosen people is a common one in Jesus’ teaching, often seen by
implication in the way he applies Old Testament passages about Israel to his
own disciples, ‘* but sometimes quite explicit, as in the parable of the tenants
(Mk. 12:1-9),  or in Jesus’ laments over Jerusalem (Lk. 13:34-35;
23 :28-3 1). I9

The imagery of “outer darkness”, weeping, and gnashing of teeth is all
found in Jewish apocalyptic or midrashic sources. 2o The difference here is
that it is the “sons of the kingdom” themselves who will be the sufferers,
whereas in Jewish apocalyptic it is “the sinners”, “the ungodly”, and cer-
tainly not the Jews. Some commentators suggest that the darkness is
specifically mentioned in contrast with the bright lights of the banqueting
hall, since it is a common apocalyptic theme that the sufferings of the lost
will be increased by their being able to see the blessed in Paradise. 2’

Verses 1 l-12 are designed, then, to express in (for the Jew) the most
shocking manner possible the change which is now imminent in the
economy of God, when the chosen race will no longer have a special
privilege, but the kingdom of God will be for all who believe, from whatever
race, while those who do not believe, even though they may be sons of
Abraham, will not be able to join their father at the banquet; when “the last
shall be first, and the first last.”

would be tedious to give all the details here, but it is worth mentioning that
the presence of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob at the banquet (together with
other great Old Testament figures) is specifically mentioned in two rabbinic
passages (Pes. 119b;  Ex.R. 25:8): there will be a very polite debate about
which of them shall “say grace”, and in the end the honour will go to David!
But the important point is that in these and most of the other relevant
passages the banquet is regarded as being for the Jews only: it is “for the
children of Isaac on the day when he (God) will receive them into his
favour” (Pes. 119b).  Sometimes the banqueters are referred to as “the
pious”, but it is, often explicitly, the pious within Israel who are in mind.

Jesus is, then, deliberately predicting that the eschatological banquet with
the patriarchs to which the Jews looked forward as a national right will in
fact include Gentiles as well. For a Jew to sit at table with Gentiles meant
ritual defilement, and such an idea in the eschatological banquet would be
unthinkable. But Jesus is rejecting all racial barriers. Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, the very founders of the Jewish race, will, it is assumed, be happy to
sit with Gentiles, with no thought of defilement. Jesus is not predicting the
conversion of Gentiles to Judaism - that would have been a very acceptable
idea to many in his day. He is envisaging their inclusion in the joys of the
kingdom as Gentiles, apparently on equal terms with the patriarchs. This is
revolutionary stuff! And there is worse to come in verse 12.

VERSE 12

The phrase “sons of the kingdom” would have been readily understood
by Jews - to mean themselves! “Sons of. . .” is often used in the sense of
“belonging to.  . .“, “destined for. . .“, etc. See e.g. “sons of the
bridechamber” (Mt. 9:15); “son of hell” (Mt. 23:15).  The Talmud frequently
uses the phrase “a son of the age to come” (cf. Lk. 16:8;  20:34-35).  So the
“sons of the kingdom” are those to whom the kingdom belongs by right.
And such was the Jewish estimate of themselves: as children of Abraham, it
was their birthright. “According to the popular view in the time of Jesus,
Israel’s superiority over the Gentiles consisted in the fact that Israel, by vir-
tue of its lineal descent from Abraham, enjoyed the benefits of the vicarious
merits of the patriarchs, and the consequent assurance of final salvation. It
was the current belief that no descendant of Abraham could be lost.” ”

Yet Jesus not only says that they must share the kingdom with the Gen-
tiles, but that they, the rightful heirs, will themselves be excluded. Literally,
his words should mean that all Jews are excluded, but Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob are clearly not rejected. The point is that racial descent will be irrele-
vant. To claim to be a son of Abraham will be worthless. John the Baptist
had said as much (Mt. 3:9),  but no other Jew dared to suggest such a thing.
By calling them “sons of the kingdom” Jesus emphasises the paradoxical
reversal of roles which will take place when believing Gentiles receive what
the Jews regarded as their inalienable right.

This theme of the imminent rejection of Israel as a nation from its status

VERSE 13

Matthew now returns to the narrative, and concludes it with a minimum
of words. Yet even in this brief conclusion a comparison with the Lucan ver-
sion reveals again Matthew’s overriding concern - faith. Matthew alone in-
serts the healing word of Jesus for which the centurion had asked; taking up
the theme of verse 10, it focuses on his remarkable faith: “As you have
believed let it be done for you.” In the Synoptic accounts healing frequently
depends on faith; how much more healing at a distance, paralleled only in
Matthew 15:21-28  and John 4:46-54.  The parallel with Matthew 15:27  is
here very close, just as the themes of the two stories have run parallel
throughout, both concerned with Jesus’ encounter with a Gentile supplicant,
both focusing on the trial and the triumph of faith despite the racial barrier,
both culminating in healing at a distance. John 4:48, 50 also points out the
faith of the father.

CONCLUSION

So a request for healing from a Gentile centurion, which gave rise to a
significant dialogue with Jesus about authority and faith, has been taken
further by Matthew, both in the details of his telling of the story and par-
ticularly by the insertion of an independent saying of Jesus about
membership in the kingdom, to provide a more comprehensive piece of
teaching on the central importance of faith not only for healing but for
salvation, for inclusion in the true people of God for whom his es-
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chatological blessings are reserved. Matthew, the evangelist to the Jews, has
a great deal to say on this theme. The healing of the Gentile’s servant
provides him with an excellent paradigm of the universal application of the
work of Jesus, and he makes sure by his telling of the story and in particular
by his insertion of Jesus’ devastating saying that the message is not missed.

This understanding is the result of a “redaction-critical” exegesis of the
pericope in comparison with the Lucan parallel.22 To ignore, or to try to
remove, the differences in treatment would have been to lose a vital part of
what Matthew wants to emphasise. As a miracle story alone the pericope is
of great value, but Matthew is concerned to teach more than the miraculous
power of Jesus, and the modern reader, no less than those for whom
Matthew originally wrote, stands to gain much from a recognition of his
special emphasis.

EXEGESIS IN PRACTICE: TWO SAMPLES

and in early Jewish-Christian literature reveal a whole world of ideas which
was powerfully at work, all the more so because simply taken for granted, in
the writers of the New Testament. The exegete . . . must try to immerse
himself as deeply as possible in the mental atmosphere of the biblical writer,
his pre-suppositions, his categories of thought, his literary conventions.” ”
In fact, if you are not prepared to dirty your hands in the muddy waters of
apocalyptic and rabbinic speculations, much of the New Testament must
necessarily remain obscure. To try to understand 1 Peter 3 : 19-20 without a
copy of the Book of Enoch  at your elbow is to condemn yourself to failure.

Space does not allow a discussion of the standard questions of literary
criticism. We shall assume that the letter was written in the second half of
the first century (and probably in the earlier part of it) by Peter or someone
closely associated with him (Silvanus, writing on Peter’s behalf?) to the
churches of the northern part of Asia Minor, whose membership was large-
ly, but not exclusively, Gentile. Its occasion was an outbreak of persecution
against the Christians of that area, which, if the letter may be taken as a
unity, had already begun, and was causing serious distress. A particular
connection of the letter with baptism seems probable, but the precise form of
that connection is not clear. Earlier views that it was simply a baptismal
liturgy or sermon are now generally discounted, and it is accepted as a
genuine letter (or “epistle” in the technical sense).

Thus the overall context of our passage is an encouragement to
Christians under persecution. How serious that persecution was is disputed.
Many commentators write it off as petty local discrimination against con-
verts to Christianity, stopping far short of martyrdom. Some of the language
is very strong for such a situation, particularly when it is recognized that
n&w was often used for dying in persecution (cf. its use for Christ’s death
in 2:21).  The parallel with Christ’s “suffering” in 3:17-18 and 4:l suggests
martyrdom, as does the entrusting of their souls to God by those who
“suffer” in 4:19. And would the “suffering” of a murderer be less than death
(4: 15)?  Moreover, if we are right in interpreting 4:6 to refer to those who
have died since hearing the gospel, a martyrdom context fits the verse best,
with its contrast between being “judged in the flesh” and “living in the
spirit”; the verse reads most naturally as an assurance on the ultimate fate
of those already martyred. We shall, therefore, assume a context of persecu-
tion in which martyrdom was a real possibility. This, as we shall see, in-
creases the relevance of 3:18  and the sequel.

The immediate context of our passage is concerned with this same theme,
giving directions for the Christian’s deportment under persecution. In
3: 13-17 the Christian is envisaged vis-a-vis his persecutors. He may not
compromise his loyalty to Christ, but neither must he give them proper
cause to punish him: if he must suffer, let it be for his good deeds, not for
bad. The same theme of uncompromising loyalty to Christ despite the suf-
fering this may bring is taken up again after our passage, in 4:1-6.

Our exegesis must then be consistent with this context. Verses 18-22
must have something relevant to say to those facing fierce hostility in the

II. 1 Peter 3:18-22

In contrast to Matthew 8:5-13,  which was a relatively straightforward
narrative-cum-sayings Gospel pericope, we turn now to a concentrated
piece of doctrinal-cum-hortatory teaching in a letter. We have deliberately
chosen a notoriously obscure passage, so as to see the importance of proper
exegetical methods in the clearest possible light. As so often in the New
Testament letters, the thought is highly concentrated, and not at all easy to
follow in a logical sequence. One thought leads to another, apparently un-
related to the main theme, in a way which leaves the tidy-minded Western
reader bewildered. The passage contains one notorious centre of contro-
versy, which involves serious doctrinal implications (the “preaching to
spirits” in verse 19), and a fairly obscure piece of typology (the Flood as a
type of Christian baptism, verses 20-21). The whole passage has given rise
to more monographs, additional notes, and excursuses than almost any
other. Yet there is probably no more agreement about its exegesis now than
there ever has been.

For such a passage, the generous use of commentaries is obligatory. Only
so can the new-comer hope to grasp what are the issues involved, and what
the nature of the evidence which has led to such controversy. One commen-
tary is not enough, for few commentators (including, no doubt, the present
writer) can resist the temptation to make all the evidence point towards their
chosen solution, and to play down or even ignore the less convenient facts.
By using several reputable commentaries, the reader will not find an agreed
answer, but he will be in a fair position to work towards his own exegesis on
the basis of a cautious awareness of the issues, not of blissful ignorance. The
availability of several such commentaries is assumed in what follows, and
the source of basic information is therefore not usually stated. 23

It will soon be discovered that “the difficulty of the text lies not in the
thought of the author, which is neither odd nor fantastic, but in our
ignorance of his background and field of reference.” 24 The author of those
words continues, “More recent studies in later Jewish apocryphal writings
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name of Christ. It is the fault of many interpretations of the passage that
they ignore this requirement, and so accuse the author of inserting an irrele-
vant doctrinal digression in the middle of his exhortation. The context is not
to be thus flouted if the passage will yield relevant sense. The importance of
this discussion of the context for our exegesis will soon become apparent.

We should notice at this point that many scholars have found in various
parts of 1 Peter traces of early Christian hymns or credal formulae, marked
by a stylized, rhythmic structure for easy memorization. One such “hymn”
is often seen in verses 18 and 22; but the intervening verses are, in com-
parison, tortuous and prosaic, so that it is not possible to take the whole
passage as a hymn. This hymnic or credal origin for verses 18 and 22 is not
unlikely, and has a limited importance for exegesis. 26

VERSE 18 27

The main drift of this verse, at least up to the penultimate clause, is clear.
It is one of the most direct statements in the New Testament of the vicarious
significance of the death of Christ. But what is the relevance of such a state-
ment in this context? The obvious answer, given in most commentaries, is
that Jesus’ death is given as an example of innocent suffering. The
persecuted Christians of Asia Minor must be prepared to accept undeserved
suffering as their Master did.28  That such an application is intended cannot
be doubted, and the mention that Jesus in his suffering was righteous seems
designed to reinforce the lesson. But why then all the emphasis in this verse
on the redeeming character of Jesus’ death? Are his followers called to die
for men’s sins to bring them to God? Presumably not, unless Peter is here
stepping right out of line with the rest of New Testament teaching. Hence
the conclusion is generally drawn that Peter, having once mentioned the
death of Jesus, is drawn by the attraction of the subject to explore the mean-
ing of that death and its sequel, and forgets the exemplary purpose for which
he introduced it.2q Some would suggest that his use of a set credal formula
or hymn leads him to include details from that formula which are irrelevant
to his purpose in the context. Then, having indulged his doctrinal interests in
a wide-ranging digression, he returns to his theme in chapter 4.

We hope to show more fully as we go on that an exegesis which thus dis-
regards the context is quite inadequate. The emphasis in these verses is on
the triumph of Jesus over all opposing powers. This triumph began in his
redeeming death, was established through his resurrection, and is now effec-
tive through his ascension and sitting at God’s right hand. Verse 18 is the
beginning of this recital, and its relevance to the context is that the
persecuted Christian, facing the powers of evil, may know that these powers
are already defeated, that he shares in the triumph of his Master, to whom
all powers are subject. The apparent defeat of death was for Jesus the begin-
ning of victory. So it is for the Christian martyr: death leads to resurrection
and triumph, because Jesus through his redeeming death has once for all
conquered sin and all the powers of evil. This is no digression, but the very

foundation of the Christian hope in which the martyr may die. The justifica-
tion for this overall exegesis will emerge as we go on.

There are several details in the wording of verse 18 which deserve fuller
investigation than space permits us here. It is steeped in Old Testament
sacrificial ideas. dinat  introduces the thought of the decisive, once-for-all
nature of Jesus’ atonement, stressed so much in Hebrews. 3o naei &aetcGv
recalls the technical term for the Old Testament sin-offering as rendered in
the LXX?’ &aLoc  iin+ &di%wv  continues the sacrificial allusion by
reminding of the substitutionary principle, which required an unblemished
animal, and also very likely alludes to Is. 53:11, “By his knowledge shall the
righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous.”
neouay&yg introduces the reconciliation aspect of the atonement, reminding
us of the neouaywylj  mentioned by Paul in Romans 5:2; Ephesians 2:18. The
Old Testament background to this term is exegetically very suggestive, es-
pecially in a context of sacrificial language, but we cannot explore it here. 32
So verse 18, up to the penultimate clause, concentrates on the death of
Jesus, viewed as a decisive, sacrificial, atoning, reconciling act. It is the doc-
trine of the atonement in a nutshell.

The last clause of verse 18 begins the transition of thought from the death
of Jesus to the triumph which followed. The rhythmically balanced phrases,
focusing on the two essential events of Easter, seem clearly to come from a
traditional formula, and the close formal parallel of 1 Timothy 3 : 16 (cf. also
Rom. 1:3-4)  supports this.

The terms “flesh” and “spirit” need careful handling. In the world of
Greek philosophy they would mean the material and immaterial “parts” of a
man, of which the former dies but the latter survives. Many have
automatically read this clause in such terms, without reflecting that such a
distinction is foreign to Jewish thought, and that it is in the world of the Old
Testament and later Jewish literature that our author moves. Nor is there
any reference here to the divine and human natures of Christ: this is the
New Testament, not a fifth-century doctrinal work, and the New Testament
never speaks of two natures in Christ, let alone using u&f and nv.$a to
describe them. a&&  in the New Testament denotes the natural human sphere
of existence, and nve+a in contrast with it denotes the supernatural
sphere. 33 The closest parallel to the present use is Paul’s careful distinction
between two modes of existence, yzsy&c  and nvevpaT&,  in 1 Corinthians
15 :42ff. His distinction there is not between “body” and “soul”, but between
two types of body, adapted to two different modes of existence. So here the
contrast is between Christ’s death in the natural sphere, and his risen life in
the eternal, spiritual sphere. His earthly life ended, but that was succeeded
by his heavenly life. Thus the second phrase does not refer to Christ disem-
bodied, but to Christ risen to life on a new plane.

The reason for insisting on this is that some commentators have inter-
preted ‘&no@&  nv&,uatl  of something less than, and prior to, the resurrec-
tion of Christ, of an intermediate disembodied state. This is to make the
clause fit in with an interpretation of verse 19 in terms of a descent of Christ
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to Hades between his death and resurrection. We shall come to the exegesis
of verse 19 shortly, but we must be clear before we do so that the reference
of &OROt?$&iC  nvaGpat1  is to the resurrection of Christ and nothing less,
however inconvenient this may prove. An early Christian, reading this for-
mal contrast between Jesus’ death and his being “made alive” could not be
expected to think of anything other than the resurrection, 34 least of all of so
foreign an idea as a disembodied state. Whatever verse 19 may refer to, the
last clause of verse 18 refers to the death and resurrection of Jesus. 35

This last clause has a clear relevance to a persecuted church. Jesus was
“done to death” (&va~w&lc  is a strong word, with special reference to
judicial killing), but this was not the end. It terminated his earthly life (u&et),
but issued in a new risen life “in spirit”. So the Christian facing martyrdom
(0avatdw would be very appropriate) may be sure that death is only “in the
flesh”; it will be followed by a new risen life. Verses 19 and 22 will go on to
show that for Jesus death was the way to triumph, a triumph which his
follower can share.

VERSE 19

Here, in these nine words, all the controversy centres. Is this a precursor
of the medieval doctrine of the “harrowing of hell”? 36 If not, what is it
talking about? Why is it so obscurely worded?

Before we go into detail, it would be as well to observe that Peter
presumably wrote to be understood by his readers. What is obscure to us
can hardly have been so obscure to them. The problem lies in our not know-
ing what were the common ideas, the common background of thought,
which Peter shared with his readers, and to which therefore he can allude
without needing to explain his reference. It is this background of thought
which we must try to discover, rather than insist that the verse must or can-
not refer to the harrowing of hell, purgatory, a second chance for the dead,
etc. Our own doctrinal predilections are irrelevant: we want to find out what
Peter meant, from the meagre words he has provided for us.

Most of the relevant issues will be raised by taking the words of the verse
in order, and letting them pose the questions.

(1)‘Ev 4. In what? Most recent versions and commentators say “In the
spirit”, taking %&part, the immediately preceding noun, as the
antecedent.” It is doubtful whether anyone would have disputed this render-
ing, if it did not lead in a direction incompatible with their chosen exegesis.
For %v&atl  in verse 18 refers, as we have seen, to Christ’s risen state. To
take Bv 4 as “in the spirit” must therefore mean that verse 19 is talking
about an activity of Christ after his resurrection. If you are committed to
referring it to the period between his death and resurrection, such an inter-
pretation must be avoided. Accordingly some commentators take kv $ as a
conjunction without specific grammatical antecedent, meaning “when”, i.e.
in the course of the events mentioned in the preceding clause, viz. the
death-resurrection sequence. In support of this interpretation they note that

kv 4 occurs in this sort of sense elsewhere in 1 Peter (1:6; 2: 12; 3: 16; 4:4).  It
is to be noted, however, that in none of these cases is there any masculine or
neuter noun in the preceding clause which could be taken as the antecedent.
Here the presence of an eligible antecedent immediately before BY 4 places a
strong presumption in favour of its translation as a straightforward relative.
Dogmatic considerations apart, it would seem that .& $ must mean “in the
spirit” in the sense of that word in verse 18, i.e. verse 19 must refer to an ac-
tivity of the risen Christ.

( 2 )  Tois Bv vvilaxyj szve@autv. This is the crucial phrase. Who are they?
There are two suggested interpretations of m.+a here, either as men who
have died, or as supernatural powers. me+a in the former sense occurs
clearly in the New Testament only in Hebrews 12:23;38  there is another
clear use in the Song of the Three Holy Children 64, and 1 Enoch 22:3-13
has many references to “the spirits of the dead”, etc. But in none of these
cases is nve+a used absolutely: it is always qualified by “of the dead”, “of
the righteous”, etc. If Z& nvs$ara  here meant “men who have died”, it
would be a unique absolute use in this sense. This does not exclude the
possibility entirely, but it casts strong doubt on it. Moreover, &ne&juau~v  in
verse 20 would go strangely with this sense: one would expect “spirits of
those who disobeyed” rather than “spirits who disobeyed”, since on this in-
terpretation they were living men, not spirits, at the time of disobedience.

nve+a in the sense of a supernatural being, usually evil, is common in the
New Testament and contemporary literature. 39 Note particularly the title of
God in 1 Enoch as “the Lord of Spirits”. Used absolutely, rtve$ara  would
unquestionably be understood in this sense by a contemporary reader, es-
pecially one at all familiar with Jewish apocalyptic and other inter-testamen-
tal literature. Again, the only obstacle to accepting this meaning of the word
is a preconception that verse 19 is about Christ preaching to the dead in
Hades. 4:6 is often used to buttress this interpretation, but it should be noted
that the word 7t&Pa  is not used there, and that there is no reason to sup-
pose that the two verses refer to the same event. 4o

The interpretation of ItveZjPau~v  on lexical grounds as referring to super-
natural beings is confirmed by the sequel. They are those “who were once
disobedient in the days of Noah”. Here we step into a whole world of Jewish
mythology which is foreign to most modern readers. Jewish apocalyptic and
other writings make frequent reference to the passage in Genesis 6:1-4
about the sin of the “sons of God”. These are regarded as angelic beings
(often called “Watchers”), who, because of this sin, were cast out of heaven
and imprisoned, awaiting their punishment at the final judgment.
Meanwhile, either in person or through their offspring, they are the source of
evil on earth.4’ These fallen angels and their punishment are referred to
elsewhere in the New Testament in Jude 6 and 2 Peter 2:4.  In the latter
passage they are associated with Noah and the Flood, and this connection
was commonly made, since the two events are related together in chapter 6
of Genesis. Testament of Naphtali 3:5 specifically states that they were
cursed by God “at the Flood”, and that the Flood came on their account,
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ascension (thus taking ROe&Ve&ic  in the same sense as in verse 22), as he
passed through the lower heavens tow,ards  the seventh. This is attractive,
but the text lacks any suggestion of acquaintance with the seven-heavens
cosmology, so we may most prudently record a non liquet on the precise
location of the prison. The main point to be established is that there is no
mention of going down, or of Sheol or Hades (which is never called ylvlaxlj
in biblical literature).47 Christ went to the prison of the fallen angels, not to
the abode of the dead, and the two are never equated.

The question of when Jesus made this journey has already been raised
with reference to the phrase t!v 4, which we argued must refer to his risen
state. Unless there is evidence to the contrary, this journey must therefore be
dated at some time after the resurrection. It is tempting to connect it with
the use of ROp&Vd&i~  in verse 22 for the ascension, but noqsv’opar  is a very
general and common verb of “going”, and its repetition here need not be
significant. The precise time, like the precise location, may be left undecided.
But what does seem clear is that it was not, as some commentators have
suggested, between his death and resurrection.48  This conflicts with the
natural meaning of BY 6 and also interrupts the sequence of thought which
has already reached the resurrection at the end of verse 18, returns to it at
the end of verse 21, and proceeds to the ascension in verse 22. This se-
quence confirms that verse 19 should be read as a sequel to, not a precursor
of, the resurrection.

(4)%&v&v.  What did Jesus preach (or, more literally, “proclaim”) to the
spirits in prison? The verb means “to act as herald”, and so is essentially
neutral as to the content of the message. This neutral use is found in Revela-
tion 5 ~2.~’ But in the vast majority of New Testament uses it refers to
preaching the gospel. Here, where it is used absolutely, it would therefore
need strong arguments to disprove that it carries its usual New Testament
meaning of preaching the gospel of repentance and forgiveness. That is how
the majority of commentators take it.

There are, however, strong arguments against this interpretation in this
particular case. (a) In the LXX, whose language is clearly familiar to our
author, xphuw  is used as often of bringing bad news as of good: see e.g.
Jonah 1:2; 3:2,  4. (b) Enoch’s mission to the fallen angels, which was cer-
tainly in the author’s mind, as we have seen, was to proclaim judgment;
when they plead for mercy he has to refuse it (1 Enoch 13-15, esp. 14:4-5).
(c) The statement in verse 22 that all spiritual powers are subject to Christ
would cohere better with a proclamation of his victory than with an offer of
salvation. (d) The purpose of the letter, to boost the morale of persecuted
Christians, would be better served by a mention of Christ’s triumphing over
evil powers than of an offer of salvation to them. This last point we shall
develop further shortly. Meanwhile, these arguments seem to the present
writer sufficient to demand here the original neutral meaning of x@uuw,  “to
make proclamation”; the reference would then be to an announcement to
the fallen angels of his triumph over them and all evil through his death and
resurrection, which have placed all spiritual powers under his control (v.22).

and Jubilees 10:5  regards their sin as taking place in Noah’s day.
But it is the Book of Enoch which gives the most detailed account of the

sin and punishment of the angels, to which it returns again and again. The
story is told in great detail in 1 Enoch 6- 16, and the prison where the angels
are bound is described in 18:12-19:2;  21:1-10. There are further references
in 54:3-6, and throughout chapters 64-69. The story is told again in sym-
bolic form in chapters 86-88, and a further reference occurs in 106:13-17.
A bare listing of these references is not enough to indicate the extent of the
hold which this mythology had on the minds of the authors of the Enochic
literature: the exegete who wants to get inside the skin of the writer and
original readers of 1 Peter (and of 2 Peter and Jude at least) should read the
relevant parts of 1 Enoch in full. As he does so he will discover numerous
points of contact with 1 Peter 3: 19-20. He will find the fallen angels referred
to as nvEi,uata  (15:4, 6, 8), he will find many references to their
imprisonment,42 and he will find their disobedience (21:6 etc.) connected
with Noah and the Flood.43 But most striking of all is the fact that in
chapter 12 Enoch is given a commission to go to these fallen angels and
proclaim to them their punishment; this mission is the subject of chapters
12-16. Here is a remarkable parallel to Christ’s mission in 1 Peter 3: 19
(compare ROQ&VfkiC  .hljptm  with Enoch’s commission in 12:4,  Roedov  xai
TELRE  . . .)P"

The evidence is more than sufficient to indicate that zci iv pvlaxfi Rved,uara

must be the fallen angels who, according to apocalyptic tradition, sinned at
the time of Noah, and are in custody awaiting their final punishment. To us
the reference is obscure; to a church which knew and prized the Book of
Enoch (as the author of Jude so evidently did too) it would need no explana-
tion.

(3) ZZoe&v0&ic.  Where did he go to, and when? Advocates of a reference
here to Christ’s going down to Hades between his death and resurrection
naturally assume that ROp&Ve&iS  indicates “descended”. But it does not say
so. Indeed, in verse 22 the very same participle is used of his going into
heaven. In itself it is neutral. Clearly he went to wherever the spirits were in
their prison. And on this point Jewish tradition is divided. A prison under
the earth is indicated in Jubilees 5:6, 10 (“depths of the earth”), and this
tradition is apparently followed in Revelation 20, where the (ovlaxrj  of verse
7 is presumably the ~;PVUUOS  of verses 1 and 3.45  In 1 Enoch 17-18, however,
the place is reached by a journey to the furthest west, where heaven and
earth join, and there, beyond a chasm, he finds the prison in “a place which
had no firmament of the heaven above, and no firmly founded earth beneath
it”, which is described as “the end of heaven and earth” (18:12, 14). 46 The
prison of the angels is elevated still further by the rather later 2 Enoch,
which locates it in the second of seven heavens (2 Enoch 7:1-3;  18:3-6;  cf.
also Test. Levi 3:2),  using a new cosmology developed in Hellenistic circles,
and much valued in late Jewish and early Christian works (see e.g. 2 Cor.
12:2).  It has therefore been suggested that 1 Peter 3:19 had this view in
mind, and regards Christ as visiting the fallen angels in the course of his
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We conclude then that 1 Peter 3: 19 has nothing to do with a descent of
Christ to Hades, or a second chance for the dead, but refers to a tradition
not mentioned elsewhere in the New Testament that after his resurrection
Christ proclaimed his victory to the fallen angels in the “prison” where they
were awaiting their final punishment. Whether the other New Testament
writers did not know this tradition, or knew it but had no occasion to men-
tion it in the writings preserved, it was clearly well-known to Peter’s readers.
It is closely related to the common New Testament theme of Christ’s
triumph through the cross over Satan, death, and all powers of evil. 5o It
shows the all-embracing sovereignty and control of the risen Christ.

And this was a theme of real practical importance to Peter’s readers.
They might be called to endure the worst that anti-Christian prejudice could
inflict. But even then they could be assured that their pagan opponents, and,
more important, the spiritual powers of evil that stood behind them and
directed them, were not outside Christ’s control: they were already defeated,
awaiting final punishment. Christ had openly triumphed over them. Here is
real comfort and strength for a persecuted church which took very seriously
the reality and power of spiritual forces. These brief allusive words of Peter
convey the same message of encouragement as Paul’s great “more than con-
querors” passage in Romans 8:31-39.

It is the greatest strength of the exegesis here proposed that it yields a
sense so pastorally relevant to the context of a persecuted church. 5’

VERSE 20

We have already dealt with the disobedience of the spirits in the days of
Noah. The mention of God’s patience may reflect a current interpretation of
Genesis 6:3, that the 120 years referred not to man’s life-span, but to the
period of grace granted before the punishment should come. 52 The dating of
the angels’ sin within this period is in agreement with Jewish tradition, as we
have already seen.

The mention of the flood now leads to a change of scene; the fallen angels
are left behind, and the Flood, once mentioned, becomes the basis for more
teaching relevant to the encouragement of persecuted Christians. Two facts
are isolated from the story: (1) that few were saved; (2) that they were saved
“through water”.

That few were saved was of obvious pastoral application. The persecuted
Christians must have been painfully conscious of their small numbers and
relative feebleness compared to the pagan majority among whom they lived.
But Noah and his crew were an even smaller minority: only eight out of the
whole wicked population of the world. Yet they were saved, and the world
destroyed. If Peter had known the cliche, he might have added, “One with
God is a majority”! 53

That they were saved through water is the means of transition to the next
theme, baptism, of which this water is regarded as a type; verse 2 1 expounds
this typology and its significance for the readers. The precise meaning of
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“through” is debated: is it local (they passed through the water to safety) or
instrumental (by means of the water)? Both could be true of Noah, though
the former is much more obvious: the idea of the water which destroyed the
rest of mankind and from which Noah escaped being nonetheless the means
of his salvation (by carrying the ark) is a little whimsical, though certainly
not beyond the imagination of a keen typologist. On the other hand, the in-
strumental sense is much easier when one considers the typological
application: the Christian is more easily viewed as saved “by means of” the
water of baptism than by passing through it, though the latter is also possi-
ble. Probably Peter is deliberately exploiting the ambiguity of the word 616
to assist his passage from the Old Testament story to its typological
application. 54

VERSE 2 1

The first seven words, in which the typological relation is succinctly ex-
pressed, are almost impossibly difficult to construe from the grammatical
point of view.55  The main questions are: (1) What is the antecedent of o”? (2)
Does dvtitvR~v  refer to i+c or to /3&mr,ua?  (3) Assuming that c is the sub-
ject, what is the syntactical function of pchmupa (or, if @mupa  is the sub-
ject, where does c fit in!)? Space forbids a discussion of these questions. We
shall assume that the antecedent of 5 is the immediately preceding Satoq,

that &vthRov  refers to ;,u@  and that /khmupa  is an explanatory addition, in
apposition to 0” (viz., water); this gives the translation, “which (water) now
also saves you, the antitype (of Noah and his crew) - that is, baptism.”
However, a little juggling with the different grammatical possibilities will
soon show that the various permutations all yield essentially the same sense,
that as Noah and his family were saved through water, so Christians are
saved through the water of baptism, the relationship of the latter to the
former being described as t.hthVROV.  Exegetically aivzi~vnov  is the key.

The only other New Testament use of &VzhVRO~  is Hebrews 9:24, where it
refers to an earthly sanctuary as a “copy” of the true sanctuary of heaven.
But within the same word group we also find rdnoc used for the “model” or
“pattern” from which such a copy is made (AC. 7:44; Heb. 8:5 quoting
LXX Ex. 25 :40), for a moral “example” to be copied (1 Pet. 5:3 and several
other uses), and, most significantly for our purpose, for Old Testament
figures as “types”, prefigurations, of New Testament persons (Rom. 5 : 14; 1
Cor. 10:6,  cf. ~VRL%~C in 10: 11, though in 1 Cor. 10 the sense of “example”
is probably adequate in context). Here we .have all the materials for, and
probably the actual beginning of, the technical use of njnoc as a
hermeneutical term which quickly developed in the Christian church. That
typology, by whatever name or none, was widely practised  by Christians
right from the time of Jesus himself cannot be doubted. 56 Here we have the
beginning of its technical terminology.

The essential principle of New Testament typology is that God works ac-
cording to a regular pattern, so that what he has done in the past, as record-
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ed in the Old Testament, can be expected to find its counterpart in his work
in the decisive period of the New Testament. Thus persons, events and in-
stitutions of the Old Testament, which in themselves need have no forward
reference, are cited as “types”, models of corresponding persons, events and
institutions in the life of Christ and the Christian church. 57 On this principle,
then, as dVthROV  warns us, Peter takes the salvation of Noah in the Flood
as a model of the Christian’s salvation through baptism. He has thus ac-
complished another change of scene, from the story of the Flood to Chris-
tian baptism, which is startlingly abrupt to the modern reader, but which
would seem quite natural to a reader accustomed to typological application
of Old Testament narratives. A grasp of the typological principle will go a
long way towards dispelling the exegetical obscurity of some parts of the
New Testament.

Peter’s confident pronouncement that the water of baptism “saves you” is
sure to sound an alarm bell in a faithful Protestant mind. Is this a doctrine of
baptismal regeneration, an ex opere operato  view of the sacrament? Two
points may be made in this connection. Firstly, such “realist” language con-
cerning the effect of baptism is by no means unparalleled in the New
Testament;58 any view of baptism which finds it a rather embarrassing
ceremonial extra, irrelevant to Christian salvation, is not doing justice to
New Testament teaching. But, secondly, Peter is very careful to qualify his
statement immediately by pointing out the true nature of baptism, involving
two aspects, one negative and one positive, which between them effectively
allay fears of a “magical” view of the sacrament.

The negative aspect is given in the strange words, “not a removal of dirt
from the body”. This is certainly not a straightforward way of saying “not
the outward act of washing”, but that is the meaning assumed by almost all
commentators:59 Peter is defending the true nature of baptism by asserting
that the outward act does not bring salvation in itself, but only as it
represents a right inward attitude. The words are unusual, but they are cer-
tainly not inappropriate to convey the sense of an outward, physical
washing, perhaps with reference to the Jewish ritual washing before meals:
baptism is not a matter of washing away ritual uncleanness, but a transac-
tion with God in the sphere of UVV&~~.

This brings us to the second, positive, aspect of baptism, and to another
very obscure phrase: UVV&~UEW~  ciyatbjs  Enephpa & t&v.  The two key
words are clearly UVVE/~~~~~ and Bnephqpa.  Etymologically, knsedtvpa
(which occurs only here in the New Testament) ought to mean “enquiry”,
“asking a question”. That is the almost invariable meaning of the common
verb, dnsewzdw. In Matthew 16: 1 the verb carries the very unusual meaning
“request”,m and on this basis some have translated Bnsph~pa  here as “a re-
quest (appeal) to God for a good conscience”. If the more obvious meaning
“enquiry” made any sense here, there would be no need to suggest this
translation, which would be unique in the whole of Greek literature, but it is
not easy to see how baptism could be viewed as an “enquiry” to God, nor
h o w  avvelSjoe~c  aiya&ic  would fit in with this meaning. We are, then, ap-
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parently faced with a choice between the regular meaning “enquiry”, which
makes no sense in the context, and an otherwise unknown meaning, “re-
quest”, which is at least intelligible, but which introduces a view of baptism,
as an act of supplication, for which there is no parallel in the New Testa-
ment or the early church.

The solution to this dilemma is found in the papyri, where kneeo;tl7,ua
appears as a technical term in legal contracts, signifying the formal question
addressed by one party to the other and the response, a formal undertaking
or pledge. Etymologically, knephpa  would be expected to denote only the
first of these, but in fact it is used for the total transaction, and so carries the
meaning “pledge”, “undertaking”, “contract”. ” Here we have a meaning
clearly relevant to baptism, where the baptizer puts formal questions to the
candidate concerning his beliefs and his moral commitment, and the can-
didate responds with a “pledge”. Such a form of baptism is attested very
early in the Christian church, and may well be referred to in the New
Testament. 62
“pledge”.

Most recent c’ommentators accordingly accept the meaning

The genitive preceding &zxeedtqpa  could be related to it either as subjec-
tive (“pledge proceeding from a good conscience”) or objective (“pledge to
maintain a good conscience”). The latter seems more consistent with the
New Testament view of baptism as a transition from the old life to the new:
it looks forward to a life of obedience, rather than being based on an already
good conscience.

The precise meaning of uvvei&p~  is never easy to define. It is certainly
much wider than “conscience”, as even its other uses in this letter (2:19;
3: 16) will show. A long discussion in TDNT 63 concludes that in the
“Post-Pauline Writings” uv~ei&pc~  dya&j is “a formula for the Christian life”
in all its aspects. Commentators suggest “disposition” or “attitude” as
translations for uVvaibp~  here, with sometimes an element of “loyalty” or
“sense of duty”. 64 Thus the total meaning of the phrase before us will be a
pledge to God of a life loyally devoted to his service. The contrast with the
preceding negative clause is thus very strong: the saving significance of bap-
tism does not lie in the external, physical act of washing, but in the moral
and spiritual commitment to God which it symbolizes.

The verse concludes with an unexpected addition, “through the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ”. The connection of baptism with the resurrection of
Christ is expounded by Paul in Romans 6:1-l  1. It is a uniting with Christ in
his death and resurrection, leading to a sharing of his risen life. Some such
idea is probably the connection of thought leading Peter to reintroduce the
resurrection in his argument here. It erodes still further any mechanical idea
of the efficacy of baptism, by adding another aspect of its spiritual
significance. Not only is baptism an act of commitment by the candidate: it
is also a uniting with the risen Christ giving him the power to live up to his
commitment.

We have now examined verse 21 in detail to see just what Peter is saying
about the nature of baptism, and why he regards it as the antitype of the
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Flood. But why did he mention baptism at all? Was he simply carried away
by the fascination of typology, so that, having mentioned the Flood, he
could not resist pointing out its typical significance? And then, realizing that
he might have laid himself open to misunderstanding, did he feel obliged to
qualify his statement that baptism “saves” before he could return to his
theme? Or is this perhaps a deliberate turn in the argument, introduced
because it was relevant to his readers’ situation, and not just an academic
digression? We have so far eschewed the suggestion of irrelevant academic
theorising; must we admit it here?

If, as many scholars believe, the whole letter is closely connected with
baptism, either as incorporating parts of a baptismal liturgy or sermon, or as
written for the occasion when baptism was to be administered, here is an ob-
vious explanation for the “digression” of verse 2 1. But has it no relevance to
the overall theme of the Christian under persecution? These were men
whose faith was costly, and who were in dire need of assurance that the
salvation for which they faced persecution was a reality. Just as Luther was
to return in times of doubt and despair to the assurance “baptizatus sum”,
so Peter reminds his readers of what their baptism means. It marks them out
as God’s chosen few who, like Noah, will be saved though all around mock
them and perish. Their baptismal pledge commits them to unswerving loyal-
ty to God whatever the consequences. And their baptism is a symbol of
their being united with the risen Christ, who in his resurrection has triumph-
ed over all the powers of evil. It is a reminder, in fact, of all that they stand
for, and of the strength in which they stand, the victory of the risen Christ. It
is, properly understood, a real assurance of salvation, and as such is intense-
ly relevant to a persecuted minority. This is no academic digression.

VERSE 22

The last phrase of verse 21 has brought Peter back to the theme of the
end of verse 18 and of verse 19, the triumph of the risen Christ. This theme
he now concludes with an exultant description of Christ’s ascension and sit-
ting at God’s right hand with all powers subject to him. The language used is
based on Psalm 110: 1, and has many parallels in the New Testament. It
poses no serious exegetical problems. Verse 19 has shown the victory of
Christ over the fallen angels; verse 22 rounds out the picture to include +he
whole range of spiritual powers. 65 To the modern Western reader this may
appear no more than a picturesque way of expressing the universality of the
dominion of Christ “at the right hand of God”. But experience in African
society shows that to a community in which evil spirits are a part of every-
day concern, and in which securing protection against the powers of evil
ranks very high among life’s priorities, such a bold assurance is breath-
taking. We may be sure that Peter’s readers, who were facing the very real
onslaught of evil powers through their persecutors, could find real courage
from these words.

CONCLUSION

We insisted at the outset that the key to the exegesis of such a passage is
its context. The verses both preceding and following our passage are con-
cerned with the Christian’s attitude under persecution. It is the exegete’s
duty to discover why, in this context, Peter feels it right to delve into the
rather obscure and complicated doctrinal matters dealt with in verses
18-22. It is not good enough to accuse him of exercising his private
theological hobby-horses in an irrelevant academic digression set in the mid-
dle of a serious piece of pastoral exhortation.

It has been our aim in the detailed exegesis above to keep this context
always in mind, and to show how each point introduced is relevant to the
readers’ situation. We cannot pretend that the passage is plain sailing. The
author does have a tendency to jump from thought to thought extremely
rapidly, sometimes with little more obvious logical connection than in a
game of word-chains. But he does not lose sight of his readers, and each
point, however obscurely connected with what precedes, has a practical
bearing on the situation of a persecuted church.

We shall attempt to make this clear by concluding with a paraphrase of 1
Peter 3: 18-22, along the lines of the exegesis outlined above, adding in
brackets the relevance of the various points to the situation of the original
readers.

“ . . . 17. It is better to suffer, if suffer you must, for good deeds than for
bad. 18. Because Christ also suffered for no fault of his own when he, the
just one, died on behalf of the unjust. (So do not complain if your suffering
too is undeserved.) His death was an effective, once-for-all sacrifice to make
atonement for (your?) sins, so that you might be restored to fellowship with
God. (It is for this faith that you are called to suffer; it is no optional extra,
but the only way of salvation; it is worth the cost.) He was put to death (as
you may well be), but that was only in the earthly sphere: he has been raised
to new spiritual life (as you will be too, if you die for him). (So death was, for
Jesus, the way of achievement and victory; do not fear those who can only
kill the body.) 19. In the triumph of his resurrection he went to the fallen
angels awaiting judgment in their place of confinemem,  and proclaimed to
them the victory won by his redeeming death. (Even the most wicked of
spiritual powers have had to recognize the authority of the risen Jesus;
whatever the forces against you, they are not his equal.) 20. These were
those spirits who rebelled against God in the days of Noah, while God in his
mercy was still withholding the punishment of the Flood (as he is now delay-
ing judgment on your persecutors), and the ark was being built, but, when
the Flood came, there were few, only eight, who were saved in the ark. (It is
nothing new to be a minority standing for God. Noah and his family must
have been very conscious of the weight of opposition, but in the end they
were saved, and the rest drowned. “Fear not, little flock.“) It was through
water that Noah and his family were saved, 2 1. and similarly the water of
baptism now saves you, since Noah’s experience was a prefiguration of
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Christian experience. (So let your baptism be an assurance to you of you.
ultimate salvation.) Of course, it is not the mere outward washing of the
body which is the essence of baptism, but the candidate’s commitment to a
life of loyal service to God. (Do not forget your pledge. You are committed,
and can not go back, however strong the pressure. The ceremony without
the commitment is not true baptism, and gives no ground for assurance.)
Baptism involves your union with the risen Christ (and hence gives you the
power to remain faithful), 22. who has now gone into heaven, where he sits
at God’s right hand, and all angels and spiritual powers are under his con-
trol. (So whom have you to fear.7 You are on the winning side. Your
persecutors, and the spiritual forces which drive them on, can have no ul-
timate victory. Your Lord reigns!)”

EXEGESIS IN PRACTICE: TWO SAMPLES

NOTES

1. The vexed question of the relationship of Jn. 4:46-54  to this Synoptic pericope is beyond
our scope here. Whether or not the Johannine account refers to the same incident (and this is
at least doubtful), it is clearly not derived from the same strand of tradition. See further C. H.
Dodd Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge 1963),  pp. 188-195.

2. In such cases it is, of course, always arguable that Jesus made the same point in similar
words on two different occasions. There is no inherent improbability in this suggestion, and
many of the parallel traditions in the Gospels may most probably be accounted for in this
way. In this particular case, however, the force of the saying is so clearly in line with the
emphasis Matthew is concerned to bring out by his handling of the rest of the narrative (as
the discussion below hopes to show) that it seems more probable that he was responsible for
its insertion at this point.

3. See S. Travis above, pp. 157-159.
4. The History of the Synoptic Tradition (E.T. Oxford 1963),  p. 38, n. 4.
5. Five of these refer to Jesus, and derive from ‘ebed in Is. 42fi one (Mt. 12:lS)  is an actual

ouotation of Is. 42:l. So here the meaning “servant ” is certain. The others are in Luke and
Acts referring to David and to Israel as God’s x&c.

6. T. W. Manson,  The Sayings of Jesus (London 1949),  p. 64 argues that the original
meaning was “son”, on the assumption that Jn. 4:46-54  refers to the same incident. This in-
volves the improbable supposition that the doiioc  of Lk. 7:s is a different person from the xais
of 7:7  (and, presumably, the So&c  of 7:2!).

7. G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, and H.-J. Held, Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew
(E.T. London 1963),  p. 194.

8. TDNT 3, p. 294, S.U. ixavds.  This article is a good illustration of the direct exegetical
usefulness of TDNT at many points.

9. Note Matthew’s addition of P&V, emphasising the miraculous element in the cure re-
quested.
10. Many commentators press the analogy further: the commander represents Jesus; whom
then do the soldiers represent? To whom is Jesus envisaged as issuing commands? To this
question there can be only one answer - the powers of illness, the demons or spirits to whom
the servant’s paralysis is supposed to have been attributed. But was this a right question to
ask? Must we expect point-for-point correspondence.7 The point of the analogy lies in the
authority which achieves its end by a mere word of command. There is no mention of spirits
or demons in this story, or indeed in any story of the healing of paralysis. (Acts 8:7
deliberately distinguishes between exorcism of spirits and healing of paralysis.) Good exegesis
does not require pressing every comparison or parable to the point of full allegorical cor-
respondence.
11. G. Zuntz argued strongly for this reading in JTS 46 (1945), pp. 183ff,  cf. J. Jeremias,
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Jesus’ Promise to the Nations (E.T. London 1958),  p. 30 n.4, arguing that J& k&&av is a
mistranslation of the original Aramaic phrase “i’J  authority”; also M. Black, An Aramaic Ap-
proach to the Gospels and Acts (Oxford 1967 ), p. 159, supporting the same reading on
grounds of parallelism.
i2. E.g. Lk: 1:66;  22:37;  Jn. 4:23;  1 Cor. 5:7; 11:9;  12:13,  Heb. 5:12; 12:29.
13. Many MSS have substituted the Lucan wording, as frequently happens in Synoptic
passages, but a large number of the most reliable,early  MSS and versions preserve this text.
14. Das Evangelium nach Matthiius  (Berlin 1971 ), p. 252.
15. Some commentators (e.g. Lohmeyer, S&latter) suggest that the reclining in itself in-
dicates a banquet in contrast to an ordinary meal (where one would sit). But &&ivo~~r  and
xara&ivopal  seem to be more widely used in the New Testament, including the very informal
meal of the five thousand (Mk. 6:39), and the meal at the house of Simon the Pharisee whose
lack of due ceremony Jesus particularly noted (Lk. 7:36ff).
16. Details of these expectations may be found by consulting SB (under Mt. 8:1 1, where one
is referred to a long excursus in Vol. IV/2 on Jewish ideas of heaven and hell), or, more
briefly, by looking up S&U~VOV  in TDNT. McNeile’s  commentary refers one to a useful treat-
ment in G. Dalman, The Words of Jesus (E.T. Edinburgh 1902),  pp. 110-113.
17. J. Jeremias, Jesus’ Promise to the Nations (E.T. London 1958),  p. 48.
18. For details see R. T. France, Jesus and the Old Testament (London 1971),  pp. 6&67.
19. Cf. ibid., pp. 67-74. See further Tyn.B 26 (1975), pp. 53-78.
20. See examples quoted by W. C. Allen, The Gospel according to S. Matthew (Edinburgh
1907)  p. 78. SB give further examples: see under Mt. 8:12 for references to relevant sections
of the Excursus in Vol. IV/2.
2 1. The Lucan parallel (13:28-29)  brings this aspect out more clearly with its use of &&3~.
22. The discussion of the pericope  by H.-J. Held, op. cit., pp. 193-197, provides a valuable
example of the redaction-critical approach and its positive contribution to exegesis.
23. The following provide a representative cross-section of gooq recent commentaries in
English: E. G. Selwyn, The Fir{t Epistle of St. Peter (London 1947 ); F. W. Beare,  The First
Epistle of Peter (Oxford 1970 ); B. Reicke, The Epistles of James, Peter, and Jude (New
York 1964); J. N. D. Kelly, The Epistles of Peter and of Jude (London 1969); E. Best, 1
Peter (London 197 1).
24. W. J. Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation to the Spirits: a study of 1 Peter 3:18-4:6  (Rome
1965)  p. 7. This detailed study by a Jesuit scholar is a fine example of painstaking, resj?onsi-
ble and independent exegesis. A few hours with this book would richly repay the serious stu-
dent, not only as a contribution to his understanding of this text, but as an example of how
the job should be done.
25. Ibid., p. 9.
26. See above, pp. 235-241 on such hymns in the N.T.
27. There are several uncertainties about the text of this verse, but none of them affects the
exegesis significantly. Whether or not J&e +&, ir&e +&, or just +j,;v  is added after n&e;
@aerr&  matters little: the thought is of Christ dying for sins, without restriction to any one
group. Similarly, whether +c or +ic  is read, it is Christians in general who are clearly
thought of as being brought to God. The variants &a&v/d&Oav~v might seem more signifi-
cant, but in fact it is not doubted that if &r&v is read it must refer in this context to the death
of Christ, as in 2:21, so the reference is the same whichever verb is read.
28. Compare the similar sequence of thought in 2:18-2la,  leading to 2:2lb25.
29. Cf. Mk. 10:45,  where Jesus’ death, introduced as an example of selfless “service”, is then
described in terms of its redemptive purpose, which presumably the disciples are not called to
imitate.
30. Heb. 9:25-28;  cf. 7:27; 9:12; 1O:iO.
31. See e.g. Lev. 5:6-7; Ezk. 43:21;  Ps. 39:7 (Heb. 40:7;  EVV 40:6). The LXX form is
singular, neei &o&c but the plural is used in this technical sense in Heb. 5:3; lo:26 (cf. 1
Jn. 2:2; 4:10), and would be so understood by a reader familiar with the LXX.
32. See TDNT I, pp. 131-134.
33. Among many discussions of these and related terms, see the relevant articles in TDNT
and W. J. Dalton, op. cit., pp. 124-134.
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55. So difficult that even the cautious Hort proposed to emend a text which is very firmly
supported in the MSS by accepting Erasmus’ conjecture of 4 for d(for which there is no early
MS support), thus contravening all the accepted canons of textual criticism!
56. For typology  in the teaching of Jesus, see R. T. France, op. cit., pp. 43-80; for Paul see
E. E. Ellis, Paul’s Use of the Old Testament (Edinburgh 1957)  pp. 126-135.
57. The subject is well treated by G. W. H. Lampe and K. J. Woollcombe, Essays on
Typology  (London 1957)  pp. 9-38; more briefly, R. T. France, op. cit.,.pp. 38-43.
58. See e.g. Jn. 3:5; Rom. 6:3-4;  Gal. 3:27; Col. 2:12; Titus 3:5.
59. The oddity of the language used has caused W. J. Dalton, op. cit., pp. 215-224!  to
suggest that the phrase refers not to an act of washing but to the Jewish rite of circumcision,
commonly regarded as the removal of uncleanness. His case is well argued, but there remains
the difficulty of explaining why it would be relevant to mention circumcision at this point to a
largely Gentile readership, and the question whether such readers could be expected to
recognize such a cryptic way of referring to circumcision.
60. ‘The simple verb .&r& often carries this meaning, but the only other use of the com-
pound &&eota’w in this sense seems to be LXX Ps. 136:3.
61. See MM s.v.; cf. G. C. Richards, JTS 32 (1931), p. 77.
62. Rom. 10:9;  1 Tim. 6:12. AC. 8:37, which clearly illustrates the pomt, is not the original
reading, but is a Western gloss already known by Irenaeus towards the end of the second
century.
63. TDNT 7, pp. 898-919.
64. See esp. 2:19 for this last element.
65. For lists of spiritual beings comparable to the three-fold list here cf. Rom. 8:38;  1 Cor.
15:24; Eph. 1:21;  Col. 1:16.  Such lists are found also in Jewish writings: see SB on Eph.
1:21.

34. &ro&v is not in fact used elsewhere of Christ’s resurrection; but it is used frequently of
believers being raised to eternal life, in Rom. 8:11 in explicit parallel with the resurrection of
Jesus.
35. The datives oaexi and ~CYE@CITL  are usually, and rightly, taken as “datives of reference”,
meaning “as to the flesh“, “as to the spirit”. I7v&pazr  alone could be taken as instrumental,
“made alive by the spirit”, but it would make little sense to speak of Jesus being “put to death
by the flesh”, and the two balancing phrases may be assumed to have the same grammatical
structure.
36. The doctrine is already well developed in the Odes of Solomon 42, probably written in
the second century, so it is not a priori impossible that it appears in the New Testament.
37. Selwyn argued against this on the ground that nowhere else in the New Testament does a
relative depend on a dative of reference. Kelly replies with reason that the ancient commen-
tators took it that way, and Greek was their native language!
38. In Lk. 24:37, 39 it means a “ghost”, probably regarded as man’s angelic counterpart or
“double”; cf. Acts 12:15.  In Lk. 23:46 (cf. Acts 7:59) it is in a quotation from Ps. 31:5,
where “my spirit” probably means simply “myself”.
39. For some New Testament examples of the absolute use see Mt. 8:16; 12:45;  Lk: 10:20;
AC. 23:8-9.
40. Note also that the verb in 4:6 is &yydiCop~r,  not, as here, xn&ao, which we shall argue
has a quite different meaning in this context. 4:6 is probably to be interpreted with reference
to Christians who have died: “This is why the gospel was preached to those (who are now)
dead . .”
41. See e.g. Jubilees 5:1-11;  lO:l-13; 2 Baruch 56:10-13. For further references see W. J.
Dalton, op. cit., pp. 169-170.
42. See esp. GeupwrrjeLov  in 18:14; 21:10, and the whole idea of bonds in chapter 10.
43. See the sequence from chapter 6 to chapter 10, and within chapters 65-67; and esp.
106:13-17.
44. So remarkable is the parallel that some have proposed an emendation of 1 Peter 3: 19 to
read iv w’ xal ‘EVWY,” roic. . ., the name of Enoch having been lost from the text because of its
similarit’y in sound to Ev r$ xai. This emendation has even found its way into the translations
of Moffatt and Goodspeed. It finds little support today, simply because a narration of
Enoch’s mission intrudes without justification into the context here, where Christ is the sub-
ject both of verse 18 and of verse 22. But the suggestion is evidence of how irresistibly this
verse recalls the Enoch literature to those who are acquainted with it.
45. Cf. also 2 Pet. 2:4, raera&oac,  though it is questionable whether the word need still con-
vey the classical Greek view of Tartarus as a subterranean dungeon.
46. There is also a mention of the fallen angels being on earth, in the Lebanon region: 13:9.
47. See W. J. Dalton, op. cit., pp. 157-159.
48. Other New Testament evidence for such a journey is very precarious, the only likely
references beine AC. 2:27.3  1 (where Jesus’ being in Hades simply means being dead - cf. Mt.
12:40),  and EpTh.  4:9, which can also be interpreted of the “descent to earth” of the incarna-
tion. Rom. 10:7  is a hypothetical suggestion which is mentioned only to be rejected.
49. Cf. Lk. 12:3;  AC . 15:21; Rom. 2:21;  Gal. 5:ll.
50. E.g. Lk. 10:17-18; Jn. 12:31;  1 Cor. 15:24-28; Eph. 1:20-22;  Col. 2:15.
5 1. B. Reicke, p. 111, takes the application further, and suggests that Christ is still being
presented here as an example: as he preached even to the very powers of evil, so they should
be prepared to preach to their persecutors. This application would depend on taking q&uw
in the sense of “preach the gospel”.
52. So Targum  Onkelos ad lot. Note that 1 Enoch 9: 11 also refers to God’s patience before
the Flood, with reference to the sin of the angels.
53. For attempts to find symbolic meaning in the number eight (which interestingly is men-
tioned also in 2 Pet. 2:5  in the same connection) see the commentaries of Reicke and Kelly.
Reicke takes it of the totality of the church, Kelly of the eighth day, the day of resurrection
and of baptism. Such numerical symbolism seems to be largely a matter of taste! In context
the more obvious significance is to stress how few they were.
54. So e.g. Beare and Kelly.
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PART FOUR

The New Testament and the Modern Reader



CHAPTER XV

DEMYTHOLOGIZING - THE PROBLEM OF MYTH
IN THE NEW TESTAMENT*

James D. G. Dunn

The subject of myth is a vast and complex one. To do it justice one would
require an all-embracing competence in such diverse fields as early Greek
literature and drama, the comparative study of religion, anthropology, psy-
choanalysis and the philosophy of history. It is important, however, that the
problem of myth in the NT - that is whether there is myth in the NT, and if
so what the NT exegete does with it - should not be tackled on too narrow a
front, but rather should be set in the wider context of the investigation and
treatment of myth in other disciplines. We shall first therefore briefly ex-
amine the concept of myth in general (I); we should then hopefully be in a
better position to evaluate the various claims made over the past 150 years
or so that mythological thinking and particular myths have decisively in-
fluenced the NT writers in their presentation of the salvation event of Jesus
Christ - particularly the key contributions of D. F. Strauss (II), the History
of Religions school (III) and R. Bultmann (IV).

I. The Problem of Definition

The basic problem of myth is the problem of definition. There are two
questions here: (1) What is myth? Is the word “myth” a hold-all for a wide
diversity of meanings, or should its use be restricted as a narrowly defined
technical term - clearly marked off, for example, from legend and saga, folk
tale and fairy tale, symbol and analogy? (2) What is the function of myth;
what does myth do? Or, as I prefer to put the question, What is the truth of
myth? Does one remain at the level of explicit statement and story? Or is
the truth of myth implicit - a subconscious and unintended disclosure of the
nature of man and his world?

(1) What is myth? “There is no one definition of myth, no Platonic form
of a myth against which all actual instances can be measured.“’ The prob-
lem of definition extends back to the original usage of the word y<eoc. In
terms of etymology it means simply “word” or “story”. And in early Greek
literature its meaning can range from a “true story”, “an account of facts”,
and so “fact” itself, to an invented story, a legend, fairy story, fable or poetic
creation.* But in later Greek thought mythos came to stand in antithesis
both to logos (rational thought) and historia, and so came to denote “what
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cannot really exist”. In a western Europe conscious of its Graeco-Roman
heritage it was inevitable that this sense of “myth” should be determinative,
so that in the 19th century “myth” usually meant anything that was op-
posed to reality. For the same reason it was probably inevitable that the
term should become attached primarily to the ancient stories of the Greeks
- the stories of Prometheus, Perseus, Heracles, etc. - so that the “classical”
(and still popular) meaning of myth is a fabulous, untrue story about gods
(or demi-gods) set at the dawn of time or in a timeless past.

In the 19th and 20th centuries however the concept of myth has been
thrown back into the melting pot, and its meaning and the precise demarca-
tion of its meaning are the subject of a vigorous and ongoing debate. In his
recent essay on the subject W. Pannenberg distinguishes three main com-
peting views.3  (a) “Myth” as used by anthropologists and comparative
religionists - that is, myth as a story whose subject is the primal age and
whose function is to provide a basis for the present world and social order in
that primordial time - what M. Eliade calls “archetypal history”. “Myth
narrates a sacred history; it relates an event that took place in primordial
time, the fabled time of the ‘beginnings’.” 4 (b) Myth as defined originally by
C. G. Heyne - myth, that is, as a primitive conceptual form, the “mode of
conception and expression” in the childhood of the human race, exposing
the structure of primitive consciousness as yet untouched by modern
science; such mythical thought has been rendered obsolete by modern
science. As we shall see, it is this concept of myth which has dominated the
debate about demythologizing within NT hermeneutics. 5 (c)  Myth as
poetry, myth as belonging to a sphere where it is judged by standards other
than that of its understanding of the world, myth as symbol and drama able
to awake feeling, “invite thought” and evoke response. 6

When we turn to the problem of myth in the NT we must bear in mind
this diversity of meaning of the word “myth” and not permit any one defini-
tion to determine and answer the problem from the outset.

(2) What is the truth of myth? The paradox of a word which could mean
both “fact” and “invented story” did not escape the Greeks, and the
problem of the truth content of myth was one which tested the finest minds
of the ancient world as it does today. Above all we should mention Plato.
Plato was openly critical of traditional myth, though he allowed that the best
of them, even if false (~EI~OC)  had a value in teaching children: More impor-
tant, he recognized that mythical thought was an indispensable complement
to rational thought (logos). “Myth carries the lines of logos organically
beyond the frontiers of conceptual knowledge . . . It arises when there is
need to express something which can be expressed in no other way.” *

In the modern discussion about the truth of myth many answers have
been proposed. The following are probably the most important. (a) The
dominant view among anthropologists at the turn of the century (E. B.
Tylor, J. G. Frazer, etc.) was that myth only tells us something about
primitive man, how he speculated about the heavens and the annual cycle of
nature and fertility, how he handled his fears of the unknown (particularly

death and beyond), how he conceptualized the mysterious in his present ex-
perience (gods, demons, spirits), how he sought to control and manipulate
these powers by ritual magic, and so on. (b) Closely associated with the first
was the view that myth fulfilled a legitimation function: that myth originated
from ritual and its truth lay in legitimizing the cult (W. Robertson-Smith), or
the broader idea of “charter myth” - a story used to assert and justify a
tribe’s rights, loyalties and beliefs and lacking any deeper meaning (B.
Malinowski).9  (c) More recently the recognition of the importance of
dreams in psychoanalysis has led to the understanding of myth as the ex-
pression of the subconscious, the archetypal images rising from the depths
of man often drawing on the psychic heritage of centuries and so telling us
something about man as he is. “Myth is the natural and indispensable in-
termediate stage between unconscious and conscious cognition.” “Myths
are original revelations of the preconscious psyche, involuntary statements
about unconscious psychic happenings.” lo (d) Somewhat analogous is the
structuralist definition of the French anthropologist C. Levi-Strauss who
holds that the true “message” of myth is nothing to do with content as such;
myth is rather a piece of algebra about the workings of the human mind in
the abstract. Levi-Strauss believes that the structure of all myths is identical
with that of the human mind: human thought is a process of binary analysis;
so myth is a model whereby the binary divisions in society, the contradic-
tions in man’s view of the world (between village and jungle, male and
female, life and death, earth and sky, etc.) can be resolved and overcome. In
a phrase, myth reveals man striving to create order out of the contradictions
in which he finds himself involved. ” (e) A fifth understanding of the truth of
myth may be termed the poetic view - myth as the expression of a whole
area of human experience and awareness, of (universal) values and truths,
that can only be presented in symbolic language, what K. Jaspers calls “the
cipher language of myth” I2 - myth as the poet’s awareness of a
“moreness” to life than eating, sleeping, working, loving, without wishing or
attempting to define that “moreness” except by means of evocative images
and symbols.‘3 (fl A sixth view is that at least some myth is the expression
of distinctively religious experience, that ultimately myth is not merely
man’s response to what he thinks of as divine, but is itself somehow
revelatory of the divine. Thus “stories about gods” may not always simply
be the expression of primitive, unscientific conceptualization but may rather
in the first instance be the product of religious consciousness, “the vestibule
at the threshold of the real religious feeling, an earliest stirring of the
numinous consciousness”.‘4 So too the “which came first?” controversy in
the myth-ritual debate may be wrongly conceived, since the roots of both
myth and ritual may lie in primitive man’s attempts to express an irreducibly
religious experience. Or in Jung’s words.

“No science will ever replace myth, and a myth cannot be made out of any
science. For it is not that ‘God’ is a myth, but that myth is the revelation of a
divine life in man. It is not we who invent myth, rather it speaks to us as a Word
of God.” I5
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The primary problem of myth is therefore the problem of definition. As
we narrow the focus of discussion to the NT, we must constantly ask of
those who postulate the presence of myth in the NT, What kind of myth?
Myth in what sense? Above all we must bear in mind that mythical thinking
can move on different levels: myths as consciously invented stories intended
merely to give pleasure or to serve a legitimation function; myths as
primitive conceptualizations of reality now wholly superseded by the ad-
vance of scientific investigation, though perhaps still retaining a power to
evoke and move particularly by their repetition in the cult; I6 myth as a
veiled window into the reality of man, whether into the structure of his mind
or into the depths of his collective subconscious, or as an expression of his
values and aspirations; ” myth as man’s conscious or unconscious
perception of a “beyondness” in his experience of reality, which comes to
him with the force of inspiration or revelation, which can be expressed only
by means of symbol and image and analogy, and which may neither un-
critically nor unscientifically be taken as prima facie evidence of an on-
tological reality which is “larger” and more complex than our scientific in-
vestigations have so far recognized. ‘* If myth or mythological thinking is
present in the NT we must not assume that it moves only on one level and
not another, but must always ask, What is the function, what is the truth of
this myth? in each individual instance.

II. The Problem of Miracle - D. F. Strauss

Is there myth in the NT? Insofar as NT writers take up the question the
answer is a blunt and unequivocal No! The word itself is found only five
times (1 Tim. 1:4;  4:7; 2 Tim. 4:4; Tit. 1:14;  2 Pet. 1:16).and in every case
the writers completely repudiate myth. For these writers myths are invented
and untrue stories, whether Hellenistic speculations about divine emanations
or more Jewish speculative interpretations of OT stories. Myth is unreal, un-
true, unhistorical, in contrast to the reality, truth and historicity of the
gospel. What is rejected here, however, is only one genre of myth. The ques-
tion of whether other levels of myth and of mythological thinking are pre-
sent in the NT is neither posed nor answered.

Subsequent attempts to wrestle with the problem at this deeper level
reveal something of its complexity. I am referring here to the long and
respected tradition of biblical interpretation by means of allegorizing. For by
turning to allegory the allegorizer expresses his dissatisfaction with the ob-
vious meaning of the biblical text (it is unedifying, outmoded, or whatever)
and seeks for a deeper meaning. That is to say, he treats the biblical
narrative as a type of myth whose literal meaning can be disregarded and
whose truth can be extracted by the methods of allegorical exegesis. This
was certainly the way Philo used the OT. So too the Alexandrians (par-
ticularly Origen), even though they rejected the charges of opponents that
the biblical accounts are in fact myths, nevertheless by using allegorical in-
terpretation treated the Bible in effect as a collection of myths. ”

In the 19th century the problem of myth re-emerged with disconcerting
sharpness as the problem of miracle; or to be more precise, with D. F.
Strauss myth was given a central and positive role in the NT as the decisive
answer to the problem of miracle. For much of the 18th and 19th centuries
the question of miracle stood at the storm centre of theological debate. For
many the truth of Christianity stood or fell with the historicity or otherwise
of the biblical miracles2’  - not unnaturally since for centuries Christian
apologetic had presented the miracles of the Bible as sure proof of the super-
natural origin of and divine approval for Christianity. But post-Enlighten-
ment man, with his growing scientific knowledge of the cosmos and his high
regard for the perspicacity and sufficiency of reason, found the very concept
of miracle less and less satisfactory: the laws of nature, the chain reaction of
cause and effect, could not be violated and suspended in the way “miracle”
supposed; God would not work in such an arbitrary and unreasonable
manner. Miracle ceased to be an aid to apologetic and became instead an
embarrassment and a problem.

This is Strauss’s starting point for his minute investigation of the events of
Jesus’ life.*’ Since miracles are incompatible with natural law (and with
reason) they are incompatible with history; and since miracles are incom-
patible with history, then the Gospels are not historical records. What is the
status of the Gospel narratives then? Strauss’s answer is simple: they are
myths. What does Strauss mean by myth? As his negative assessment of the
Gospels shows the influence of post-Enlightenment rationalism, so his
positive assessment shows the influence of German idealism. For Strauss
myth is the expression or embodiment of an idea; it is the form in which the
idea is apprehended.22  In the case of the Gospels, myth is the expression of
the first Christians’ idea of Christ - an idea shaped partly by Jewish expec-
tations concerning the Messiah and partly by the “particular impression
which was left by the personal character, actions and fate of Jesus”. It was
this idea of Christ which gave rise to the accounts of miracles in the
Gospels; the miraculous element in any recorded event was created out of
or by the idea?3 Some of these accounts are pure myths - that is, they have
no historical foundation whatsoever: for example, the cures of the blind, the
feeding of the 5,000, and the transfiguration, which all grew out of the dis-
ciples’ belief that Jesus was Messiah, the one greater than Moses and Elijah
according to Jewish expectation. 24 Others are historical myths - that is, a
historical fact overgrown with mythical conceptions culled from the idea of
Christ: for example, f’Peter’s miraculous draught of fishes [Luke 5. l-l 11 is
but the expression about the fishers of men [Mark 1.171 transmuted into the
history of a miracle”; and underlying the now mythically presented baptism
of Jesus is the historical event itself.25 In a word, myth is an invented,
symbolical scene.

Strauss’s contribution to our subject has been epochal and is still fun-
damental to the modern programme of demythologizing. His painstaking
scrutiny of individual narratives, his careful analysis of what the miracle in-
tended by the evangelist would have involved, and his ruthless exposure of
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the shifts and artifices to which rationalist explanations of Gospel miracles
resorted, is without equal in NT scholarship.26 It is largely due to Stray:ss
that more recent debates on the historical Jesus have focused on the
teaching of Jesus rather than on his “works”. Perhaps above all, Strauss
showed the importance of starting with the text as it stood, and of respecting
the purpose of its author; against those who played down or explained away
a Gospel miracle he insisted that where the writer intended to narrate a
miracle his intention must be taken seriously. Furthermore, he showed that
there are other considerations to be taken into account than simply those of
historicity: the idea of Jesus cherished- by early Christianity, or, as we would
say now, their faith in the risen Jesus, must have influenced their representa-
tion of the historical Jesus; simply to ask after the historicity of this or that
episode or detail may be to miss the author’s point. *’

At the same time, Strauss’s basic statement of the problem of “miracle”
and his use of “myth” cannot escape criticism. In effect he works with the
equation: miracle = story of unnatural/unhistorical event = myth = idea.
But does the equation hold?

(1) To define miracle as
(Hume):*

“a transgression of a law of nature. . .”
or even to judge an event “irreconcilable with the known and un-

iversal laws which govern the course of events” (Strauss) begs too many
questions about natural law. Of course the “law” of cause and effect is ax-
iomatic in all scientific investigation - inevitably so - and its operation can
be easily recognized in such a relatively simple case as one billiard ball strik-
ing another. But whenever we are dealing with human relationships or the
relation between the physical world (especially the body) and the psyche
(including such unquantifiables  as temperament, will-power, purpose) the
matter is more complex. What is and what causes a decision? What is the
scientific explanation of love and does it begin to do its subject justice? Is
the pleasure and uplift I experience at hearing Beethoven’s Eroica
Symphony merely the effect of certain sound waves on my ear drum? And
so on. The “chemistry of human relationship” raises the question of other or
complementary causes which are less determinable than (other) “natural
laws”. Such considerations become all the more important when one is dis-
cussing the impact of a charismatic figure such as Jesus.29  And if this line of
reasoning were pursued it would also become possible to postulate divine
activity in a “miracle” even though the closed weft of history and the con-
tinuum of cause and effect as it presents itself to objective observation is left
undisturbed?’

Consequently, we must question any definition of miracle which sets God
as cause over against the natural world in a dualistic way, so that any effect
attributed to God must be described in terms of “violation” or “interven-
tion”. For all the sophistication of our understanding of the universe how far
in fact have we passed beyond the threshold of knowledge of reality in all its
complexity and depth? After all, at the time Strauss was writing his Life of
Jesus, Michael Faraday was only beginning to recognize the nature of elec-
tro-magnetic waves with his talk of “lines of force” and conception of a sort
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of cosmic cobweb of electrical forces - a comparatively recent discovery in
the history of scientific investigation. What other sources of energy and
“lines of force” (particularly in relation to the human personality) have we
yet to discover simply because we have not yet been able to conceptualize
and measure them? I think here, for example, of such parapsychological
phenomena as telepathy and levitation, claims concerning which have been
made for centuries and yet have still been too little investigated. 3’ Perhaps
after all reality consists of a sort of intermeshing of physical, psychical and

spiritual forces in a cosmic pattern of which only a few threads at present
are visible, not least in the human being himself, so that, for example, the
concept of “demon-possession” regains in status as the first century’s
recognition of the complex forces (not least spiritual) which bear upon the
human personality (to put it no more strongly). Such a conceptualization of
reality can be maintained without lapsing into pantheism or denying the
“otherness” of God. 32

(2) Moving to the other end of Strauss’s equation, it is evident that there
are two central characteristics of his concept of myth: myth is the narrative
of an unhistorical event; myth is the embodiment of an idea. These two
characteristics are the two sides of the one coin: where an account is un-
historical (evidenced by historical improbabilities and inconsistencies) there
is a mythical idea; where there is myth (evidenced for instance by poetic
form or messianic ideas) there is no history. Idea (myth) and history are
mutually exclusive.

But this dualism between history and idea (or as we would say today,
between history and faith) is too sharp.

(a) Are all accounts of miracles to be explained as inventions to embody
ideas? What, we might ask, are the ideas which created the stories of
miracles attributed to the other Galilean(?) charismatics, Honi the
Circle-Drawer (1st century B.C.) and Hanina ben Dosa (1st century
A.D.)?“j Perhaps these stories testify to nothing more than the imgination
of the story tellers of the Galilean bazaars and market places. But more
likely they testify to some sort of historical feats on the part of Honi and
Hanina  which gave rise to their reputations. So too with Jesus. For the
earliest Christians the most probable source for many of the accounts of
Jesus’ miracles would be the recollections of episodes in Jesus’ ministry cir-
culating in Galilee and among his first admirers and disciples.34

(b) Are history and idea (faith) mutually exclusive? No doubt post-Easter
faith is discernible at many points in the miracle stories (see note 27), but
has it created the whole, or is it merely hindsight? Strauss himself recogniz-
ed that Jesus’ role as an exorcist cannot be disputed on historical or literary
grounds,” but in his view historical improbability tells against the historicity
of other cures attributed to Jesus. 36 Yet he fails to take account of the fact
that Jesus himself appealed to a much wider range of healings, and that it
was Jesus who saw them as evidence of the presence of the blessings of the
end-time (Matt. 11 :S/Luke  7:22).  37 Idea and history are here united by
Jesus himself! If we took this point in conjunction with the considerations
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marshalled above (p. 290f.) and pursued the argument at greater length than
this paper permits, even the so-called nature miracles would become much
less clear cut in terms of strict historical improbability,38  and in particular
the possibility would begin to gain in strength that the transformation in
Jesus’ mode of existence which we call “resurrection” was not so much an
exception to natural law as a paradigm of the inter-relationship of physical
and spiritual, a partial glimpse of the overall pattern of persons and things.

(c) The logic of Strauss’s dualism between history and idea is worked out
to its conclusion when Strauss attempts to reduce christology to the idea of
God-manhood, an idea embodied in Christ but only mythically not
historically, an idea realized only in (an idealized view of) Humanity. 3y Here
Strauss’s Hegelian idealism comes to full flower, only to wither before the
blast of man’s inhumanity to man, since he has so completely cut it off from
the one historical root that could give it sustenance.

All this does not demonstrate the historicity of any one miracle attributed
to Jesus. But hopefully enough has been said to show that Strauss’s flight
from history at this point was premature, and that his posing of the
problems of miracle and myth in the NT was inadequate. “Myth” (in
Strauss’s sense) and “miracle” are not synonymous.

III. The Influence of Jewish and Hellenistic Myths

At the turn of the century the problem of myth in Christianity was posed
in a new form by the History of Religions school. 4o Already at the time of
Strauss the growing awareness of other religions had brought home the
significance of the fact that in laying claim to various miracle stories
Christianity was not at all unique. Even before Strauss the conclusion had
been drawn that if these other stories are to be judged unhistorical myths,
the same verdict cannot be withheld from the biblical accounts of creation,
virgin birth, etc. But in the latter part of the 19th century and early 20th cen-
tury various influential scholars came to the conclusion that not only did
Christianity have its own myths, but in fact Christianity had been
significantly influenced at its formative stage by particular myths of other
religions; indeed, the plainly mythical thinking of other systems had
decisively shaped Christian faith and worship at key points. The chief
sources of influence were thought to be the myths of Jewish apocalyptic, of
Gnosticism and of Hellenistic mystery religions.

(1) Jewish apocalyptic thought can justifiably be labelled  mythical - par-
ticularly its concept of an end-time and new age qualitatively different from
this age (restoration of primeval paradise, Zion’s glory, etc.) and its por-
trayal of the end in terms of cosmic catastrophe (slaying the dragon of
chaos, stars falling from heaven, etc.).4’ And it would be hard to deny that
Jesus was influenced by apocalyptic thought or that apocalyptic thought
had a constituent part in the theology of the early church (Mark 13 pars;
and 2 Thess. 2:1-12; Rev. 4-21).42  But in what sense is Jewish and
Christian apocalyptic mythical? Certainly the language of apocalyptic is not

to be interpreted literally or pedantically, as is clear from the apocalyptists’
use of symbol and cipher (e.g. the “great beasts” and “seventy weeks” of
Dan. 7; 9: “that which restrains” and “the breath of his mouth” of 2 Thess.
2; “the lamb” and the beast with the number 666 of Rev. 5; 13).43  Yet to
describe apocalyptic hopes merely as invented stories created to comfort
believers in time of crisis would be unjust. Rather are they inspired visions of
the future born of confidence in God alone. Thus, for all the mythical
character of its language (for example, the primeval dragon myth in Rev.
12ff, as in Isa. 27:l;  51:9f),” the general point can be made with some
force that apocalyptic embodies a dissatisfaction with the present and an in-
sight into or revelation of future reality as God’s which is integrally and
irreducibly Christian. How else, after all, can hope which is neither rooted in
nor dependent on the present world express itself? 45

(2) The debate about the influence on NT thought of Gnostic motifs, par-
ticularly the preChristian Gnostic redeemer myth 46 is long and complex. 47
It must suffice here to note that already there was speculation concerning
the Primal Man at the time of the earliest NT writings (Paul), that this
speculation is properly described as mythical (myth in the sense of an ac-
count of “archetypal history”), and that Paul’s Adam Christology shows
Paul’s awareness of it and indeed may not unjustly be described as part of
that first century speculation - though Paul’s contribution is distinctively
Christian (1 Cor. 15:44ff; cf. Phil. 2:6ff ).48 Perhaps also Paul’s description
of the body of Christ in cosmic terms (Eph. l:lO, 23) owes something to
gnostic-type thought. Of course Paul has no intention of reducing Christ to
a symbol expressive of community or to a cosmic idea, though what he con-
ceives to be the ontological reality of Christ underlying this image is not
easy to determine. So too if there is anything that can properly be called a
“divine man” christology, related to Primal Man speculation, which can be
said to have influenced the presentation of Jesus as a miracle worker by the
opponents of Paul in 2 Cor. and the earlier collections of miracle stories
used by Mark and John,4q then the point to note is that all three NT writers
provide a sharp corrective by emphasizing that the character of the gospel is
determined by the suffering and death of Jesus.

(3) A central element in many of the major mystery cults at the time
when Christianity came to birth was the (variously represented) myth of the
god who dies and rises again - the myth deriving ultimately in most cases
from the annual cycle of the earth’s fertility. The History of Religions school
claimed that initiation to the cult was conceived as an identification of the
initiate with the god in his dying and rising again, and consequently main-
tained that Hellenistic Christianity was strongly influenced by the mysteries,
particularly in its theology of baptism. 5o This interpretation of the mysteries
and hence of their potential influence on Christian thought has been strongly
and justifiably challenged; 5’ however, the fact remains that the more we
interpret Paul’s view of the sacraments in terms of a conveying or bestowing
of grace or Spirit, the less easy is it to deny the influence on Paul of the
mythical thought of Gnosis or the mysteries. 52
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The impact of the History of Religions school on the problem of myth in
the NT has been considerable and lasting. Indeed the parallels between the
Jesus depicted by NT faith and the Jewish and Hellenistic myths were
thought by some to be so striking that they concluded that Jesus himself was
a mythical construct, nothing more than an amalgam of Jewish messianic
and apocalyptic hopes with the Hellenistic myth of the dying and rising
god.53  The artificiality and special pleading of such attempts is their own
condemnation. On the contrary, the parallel between Christian faith and
these Jewish and Hellenistic mythical formulations breaks down precisely at
this point. By applying the same sort of (mythical) language to a historical
individual the NT writers in effect demythologize it. This is true even of the
more history-conscious Jewish apocalyptic: Son of man ceases to be merely
a man-like figure (Dan. 7:13  - in contrast to the beast-like figures, 7:2-12)
and becomes Jesus of Nazareth; similarly Joel’s apocalyptic hope (including
the “wonders in heaven” and “moon turned to blood”) is taken to be fulfilled
by the events of the first Christian Pentecost (Acts 2: 16-2 1). The contrast is
even sharper with the Hellenistic myths. Sallust said of the Attis myth:
“This never happened, but always is.” 54 In direct antithesis, the NT writers
proclaim, “This did happen” (Jesus’ life, death and resurrection) and only
thereby can the redemption for which the Jewish and Hellenistic world
longed come to historical realization for man now and hereafter. Thus, even
if the same sort of mythical language has been used to describe the “Christ
event” and Christian experience and hope of salvation in the NT, the point
to be noted is that by its reference to Jesus the Hellenistic, unhistorical myth
has been broken and destroyed as myth in that sense.55  The parallels
between myth-type language in the NT and the particular myths of
Hellenistic religion and philosophy should not blind us to its particular func-
tion and thus distinctive truth within NT Christianity. It is this function and
truth which it is the task of demythologizing to uncover.56

IV. The Problem of Objectifying God - R. Bultmann

Despite the sharpness of the challenge posed by Strauss and History of
Religions scholars like J. Weiss, W. Heitmiiller and W. Bousset, the domi-
nant theology at the turn of the century (Liberal Protestantism) had been
largely able to shrug off the problem of myth. In the last analysis myth in
the NT was of little consequence since it did not touch the heart of the
gospel proclaimed by Jesus. The problem of miracle could be ignored since
Jesus himself assigned nothing of critical importance to his miraculous
deeds. The problem of Hellenistic influence on Paul could be ignored by
emphasizing the gap between Jesus and Paul. Even the problem of
apocalyptic influence on Jesus could be set aside since apocalyptic was only
the shell and husk of Jesus’ message which could be stripped off to uncover
a kernel of timeless moral truth untouched by myth. 57 Rudolf Bultmann
destroyed this comfortable position by denying that gospel and myth could
be distinguished in this fashion. For Bultmann the kerygma is expressed

through myth, not alongside it or inside it. The gospel is not somehow
separate and distinct from myth; rather it is embodied in the mythical
language of the NT. To discard the myth is to discard the gospel. With Bult-
mann therefore the problem of myth seems to threaten the gospel itself, and
posed in these terms it touched many raw nerves, sparking off a debate
which has as yet produced no large scale consensus.

Bultmann’s whole work has in effect been addressed to different aspects
of this problem,” but it was his 1941 lecture which set the present debate in
motion5’  Here, although his summary statements of the problem are over-
simplified and confusing, his understanding of myth is fairly clearly that of
C. G. Heyne (see above p. 286): viz. myth is a primitive, pre-scientific con-
ceptualization of reality. There are two key characteristics of myth in this
sense: it is incapable of abstract thought and it lacks understanding of the
true causes of natural and mental processes. M, Evidently in Bultmann’s view
NT thought can be described as mythical because it evinces these
characteristics: for example, it represented the other worldly in material,
spatial terms, the cosmos as a three storied structure (underworld, earth,
heaven); and it attributed mental disorders to demons who were everywhere
on earth and causation of events to spiritual powers who controlled the
lower reaches of heaven. In the 20th century we no longer conceive reality
in such terms; with the development of scientific  knowledge we cannot: “it is
no longer possible for anyone seriously to hold the New Testament view of
the world” (p.4). 6’

The problem is, however, that the gospel in the NT is expressed in these
terms - Jesus’ healings as a victory over demons, his death as a triumphing
over the powers, his “ascension” as a literal going up (from second to third
floor), his “parousia” as a literal coming on clouds from above back down
to earth, and so on. What is to be done? We cannot simply cling to the first
century world view - that “would mean accepting a view of the world in our
faith and religion which we should deny in our every day life” (p. 4). Nor
can we reject the myth while preserving the gospel unscathed (pp. 9f, 12).
The correct solution, argues Bultmann, is to demythologize it - that is, not
to eliminate the myth, but to interpret it.

But to demythologize one must have some insight into the truth of the
myth in question. Such an insight Bultmann claims, though the claim itself is
presented in arbitrary manner and on the basis of the undeclared assump-
tion that mythological thinking (all mythological thinking?) 62 is concerned
with precisely the same questions as Bultmann himself.

“The real purpose of myth is not to present an objective picture of the world as it
is, but to express man’s understanding of himself in the world in which he lives.
Myth should be interpreted not cosmologically, but anthropologically, or better
still, existentially . . . The importance of the New Testament mythology lies not
in its imagery but in the understanding of existence which it enshrines” (pp. 1Of.).

Yet though he fails to justify his starting point he does attempt to justify his
procedure. Demythologizing is not simply a matter of reading Heidegger’s
existentialism into the NT. On the contrary, the criterion for determining the
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truth of NT myth is “the understanding of human existence which the New
Testament itself enshrines” (p. 12). 63 Nevertheless, while he does justify his
claim that demythologizing must involve interpretation in existential terms,
it is the “only in existential terms” implicit in his starting point which leaves
him most vulnerable to criticism.

In the second part of the essay he elaborates the NT “understanding of
existence”, principally from Paul. And lest his presentation of “the life of
faith” should appear no different from the existentialist philosopher’s talk of
“authentic existence”, 64 he goes on to insist, again in rather arbitrary
manner, that the possibility of such authentic life becomes actual (as distinct
from remaining theoretical) only through “the event of Jesus Christ” (pp.
22-33). This does not mean however that he has retreated once more into
the language and thought forms of the NT. For when he goes on to talk of
the saving event of cross and resurrection it becomes fairly clear that he is
talking in fact of the proclamation of cross and resurrection as saving event,
about saving event in the here and now of existential encounter with the
kerygma:

“To believe in the cross of Christ does not mean to concern ourselves with a
mythical process wrought outside of us and our world, or with an objective event
turned by God to our advantage, but rather to make the cross of Christ our own,
to undergo crucifixion with him’ (p. 36). ‘The real Easter faith is faith in the word
of preaching which brings illumination” (p. 42). 65

Similarly, in an essay given over to an investigation of the christological
confession of the World Council of Churches, Bultmann maintains that so
far as the NT is concerned statements about Jesus’ divinity “are not meant
to express his nature but his significance.” 66

The questions raised by all this are legion, and I have already criticized
Bultmann’s setting up of the problem at several points; but here we have
space to take up only three issues.

(1) The real problem for Bultmann is not the problem of mythological
language as such, but the problem of any language which objectzJ$es  God
(hence the title to this section). It is the problem of what to do with language
which speaks as though God was an object, as though God’s activity con-
sisted in objective acts within the space-time complex which were therefore
open to historical investigation and so to verification or falsification, so that
faith would become dependent on the findings of historical and scientific
research.(”  That this was the real problem of NT mythology for Bultmann
was already evident in the 1941 essay,68 but it became more explicit in his
subsequent restatements of the problem: “Mythological thought . . . objec-
tifies the divine activity and projects it on to the plane of worldly
happenings”; “myths give to the transcendent reality an immanent
this-worldly objectivity”; “mythological thinking naively objectifies the
beyond as though it were something within the world.” 69 It is because
mythological language is objectifying language and so threatens faith that
demythologizing is necessary.

For the same reasons demythologizing is possible only in terms of ex-

istentialist interpretation; only the language of existential encounter enables
Bultmann to speak of God’s activity without objectifying it. God acts now;
faith recognizes God acting in the existential encounter of the word of the
cross which addresses me as a word of God, as a word of grace. It is by
wedding faith firmly to the kerygma alone that Bultmann seeks to deliver
faith from the vagaries of historical criticism and from myth. Hence his
claim at the end of the 1941 essay: “It is precisely its immunity from proof
which secures the Christian proclamation against the charge of being
mythological” (p. 44). So too his claim at the end of his later discussions:
“Demythologizing is the radical application of the doctrine of justication by
faith to the sphere of knowledge and thought. Like the doctrine of justifica-
tion, demythologizing destroys every longing for security.” ‘O

But can we equate the problem of myth in the NT so completely with the
problem of objectifying God? And if existentialist interpretation is really ad-
dressed to the latter problem does it provide such a theologically satisfying
answer to the former problem as Bultmann claims? These two questions
provide the cues for my other two comments.

(2) What is NT myth? In the 1941 essay Bultmann defined mythology as
“the use of imagery to express the other worldly in terms of this world and
the divine in terms of human life, the other side in terms of this side” (p. 10
n. 2). This definition was rightly criticized since its concept of myth is too
all-embracing:” in particular the definition confuses myth and analogy and
in effect makes it impossible to speak of God at all. 72 Bultmann recognized
this and subsequently attempted to defend the legitimacy of talk of “God as
Creator” in terms of analogy.73 But as soon as one recognizes that “use of
imagery to express the other worldly in terms of this worldly” can be
legitimate (that is, without objectifying God) - use of metaphor, symbol,
analogy - the question arises, How much of the “mythological language” of
the NT is in fact metaphor, symbol and analogy? Does the “God-talk” of
the NT always imply such a naive and primitive conceptualization as Bult-
mann assumes? We have already noted how the Acts 2 sermon treats the
cosmic spectacle language of Joel 2 as little more than apocalyptic
sound-effects. So we must ask whether the NT writers’ concept of the
cosmos was quite so unsophisticated as Bultmann suggests. For example,
the seer of Revelation quite obviously intended his language to be un-
derstood symbolically (see above p. 292f.). And if P.S. Minear is right, “the
prophet was aware of the danger of absolutizing the relative and of
diminishing the inexpressible transcendence of God to the dimensions of his
own creation.“74 Paul certainly thought in the current terms of more than
one heaven, but how he conceptualized them and whether he considered any
language adequate to describe them is another question (“whether in the
body or out of the body I do not know, God knows”, “unutterable
utterances” - 2 Cor. 12:2ff);  and though he talked of spiritual powers as
real beings in the heavens (e.g. Rom. 8:38; 1 Cor. 2:6, 8; Eph. 6:12),  it is
clear that for Paul the “powers” which pose the greatest threat to man are
the personiJications,  sin, death and law. 75 To take only one or two other

296 297



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION DEMYTHOLOGIZING - THE PROBLEM OF MYTH IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

examples: was the talk of Jesus’ death as sacrifice, of atonement through his
blood, intended as any more than a vigorous metaphor giving a meaningful
way of understanding Jesus’ death to hearers long familiar with the practice
of sacrifice, a metaphor, that is, drawn from the life of the times like the cor-
relative metaphors of cleansing, justification, redemption, adoption, etc? It
would certainly be quite justified to argue that the kerygma of the letter to
the Hebrews in effect “demythologizes” the sacrificial ritual and the temple
by emphasizing the reality of forgiveness and of immediate personal
relationship with God in the writer’s “here and now”. 76

The issue is of course more complex, but at least the point begins to
emerge that much of the “mythological” language of the NT was in fact
analogical and metaphorical language - and consciously so - only the
analogies and metaphors were the ones appropriate to the age and inevitably
took up the language and concepts of the age. But if the beyondness of God
was often conceived in terms of “somewhere beyond the frontiers of scien-
tific knowledge”, then the fact that first century frontiers of scientific
knowledge were not very far advanced does not really touch the
metaphorical and analogical value of first century attempts to speak of that
beyondness. In short, Bultmann’s posing of the problem of myth in the NT
is inadequate because the questions, What kind of myth? Myth in what
sense? have not been subjected to a sufficiently thorough examination.

(3) What is the truth of NT myth? If demythologizing in existentialist
terms is addressed to the problem of objectifying God does it really answer
the problem of myth? Does Bultmann’s reduction of the “God-talk”,
Christ-event talk to the kerygmatic encounter of the here and now really un-
cover the truth of such mythological language as is used in the NT?
Paradoxically, while his concept of myth in the NT is too broad (2), his un-
derstanding of the truth of myth is too narrow. ” Bultmann has been
attacked here from two sides. He has been attacked by his more radical dis-
ciples for the illogicality of his stopping place. If the gospel can be translated
so completely into existentialist categories without remainder, why does
Bultmann insist on retaining a reference to Christ, and defend so vigorously
his right to continue speaking of “God acting in Christ”? If “the self un-
derstanding of the man of faith is really the constant in the New
Testament”, ” then where does christology properly speaking come in at
all? Does Bultmann’s flight from history into the kerygma answer the
problem of myth since the kerygma is itself mythological; does Bultmann’s
programme of demythologizing not logically involve “dekerygmatizing” as
well?” If faith is merely man’s possibility of authentic existence, then the
realisation of that possibility cannot be tied exclusively to Christ. *’ Why
indeed retain the idea of ‘God at all? Does the first century concept of a
cosmologically transcendent God not demythologize existentially into the
concept of self-transcendence? *’

These attacks bring out a point which should not be ignored - that Bult-
mann has always seen his task at this point in terms of Christian evangelism
and apologetic (as well as being required by the NT itself). He wishes to

affirm the gospel and to “defend” faith by setting it free from the objectifica-
tion and meaninglessness of first century conceptualizations. “The task of
demythologizing has no other purpose but to make clear the call of the
Word of God.” 82 Hence his initial setting up of the problem in terms of a
distinction between kerygma and myths3 - the heritage of German idealism
allowing him to affirm almost as an a priori that the kerygma is the truth
within the myth, a truth which challenges me today without conflicting with
the 20th century scientific world view. Yet it is difficult to see how Bult-
mann’s position can hold before the criticisms of such as Ogden without the
arbitrary appeal to faith born of the kerygma to which Bultmann is in fact
reduced.84 But his resort to fideism has obviously proved unsatisfactory to
those cited above - and by the very canons to which Bultmann himself
appealed when he proposed his programme of demythologizing. Conse-
quently the apologetic stand must be made further to the right.

The criticism of Bultmann from the right has often been expressed in
terms of reducing theology to anthropology, which is not altogether un-
justified, but forgets that Bultmann added “or better still, existentially” (see
above p. 295 and n. 62). The same criticism is better expressed in terms of
reducing christology to soteriology,85  or as the criticism that he has
telescoped what faith might wish to affirm regarding the past and the future
into the present. On the contrary, Christian faith must make affirmations
about Jesus as Jesus, and about past and future including the past
and future of Jesus Christ (as well as about God) if it is to retain any
meaningful continuity with original Christianity.86  In particular, it must
be said that if the phrase “the resurrection of Jesus” is not attempting
to talk about something which happened to Jesus, if it merely describes
the rise of Easter faith,” then it is of no more value than the mystery
religions’ myth of the dying and rising god, for all that it has been attached
to a (once) historical (now dead) figure.** In which case, the focus of
Christianity must shift from the Christ of faith to the historical Jesus, or
Christianity itself reduces to a mystery cult; that is, Christianity becomes a
form of imitatio Christi  moralism (Jesus the first Christian) *’ or a modern
vegetation cult (Christ the principle of life, the image of annual rebirth), and
whatever grace is experienced through it cannot either legitimately or
meaningfully be described as “the grace of God in Christ”. Moreover, if
“the resurrection of Jesus” is not saying something by way of promise about
the present and future of Jesus as well as about the present and future of
believers, then we must also point out that Christianity loses the purpose
and hope which originally was one of its crucial and distinctive elements. ‘)”
To be sure, the Fourth Gospel’s shift in emphasis from future to past and
present (“realized eschatology”) can be dubbed a sort of “demy-
thologizing”,‘j’ but only if one recognizes that its realized eschatology
does not involve a total abandonment of future eschatology (5:28f.; 6:39f.,
44, 54; 11:25;  12:48;  14:2f.;  17:24);92  even for John the truth of the
“eschatological myth” includes a still future hope which does not dissolve
away in the acids of the demythologizing process. Bultmann fails to realize
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how much NT myth cannot be demythologized because it is saying
something fundamental to the Christian gospel and saying what cannot be
expressed in other than mythological terms. 93

In short, it would appear that because it is addressed primarily to the
problem of objectifying God rather than to the wider problem of myth in the
NT, Bultmann’s programme of demythologizing fails to do justice to the
truth of NT mythological language by abandoning the very historical and
ontological affirmations about Jesus which that language is able to convey
by its very nature as myth. Space forbids the fuller discussion which the sub-
ject deserves.

V. Conclusion

What is the problem of myth in the NT? It is not reducible to the problem
of miracle; the activity of the divine within the world need not be conceived
in terms of intervention and suspension of natural laws. It is not reducible to
the problem of dependency on other mythological formulations which con-
ceptualize the hoped for deliverance from the frustrations and contradic-
tions of the human condition; when such borrowing does take place the
character of the mythological language is transformed by its reference to the
historical man Jesus. It is not reducible to the problem of objectifying God;
the two problems overlap only in part, and to equate them is to ignore much
of the truth of NT myth.

The problem of myth in the NT is that the NT presents events critical to
Christian faith in language and concepts which are often outmoded and
meaningless to 20th century man. More precisely, the problem of myth in
the NT is (1) the problem of how to speak of God at all, the problem of
analogy, compounded by the fact that many of the NT metaphors and
analogies are archaic and distasteful to modern sensibilities (e.g. blood
sacrifice); (2) it is the problem of how to speak of God acting in history,
compounded by the fact that in the first century world the activity of divine
beings is often evoked as the explanation for what we now recognize as
natural and mental processes, that is, where the natural cause and effect se-
quence is not recognized and causation is attributed solely to the divine in-
stead (e.g. epilepsy as demon possession); (3) it is the problem of how to
conceptualize the margin between the observable domain of scientific
history and “beyond” and how to speak of “passage” from one to the other
- compounded by the fact that out of date conceptualizations determine cer-
tain traditionally important expressions of NT faith about Christ at this
point - in particular, the problem that “ascension” (Acts 1: 11) and parousia
“in clouds” “from heaven” (Mark 13:26;  1 Thess. 4: 16) were not merely
metaphors or analogies but were intended as literal descriptions, but descrip-
tions which derive from and depend on a first century cosmology which is
impossible to us.

The problem is that the faith and hope of the first Christians is not readily
distinguishable from this first century language and conceptualization. On

the contrary, their faith and hope is expressed through that language; it does
not have an existence apart from that language. The question then to which
demythologizing addresses itself is whether the gospel is forever imprisoned
within these first century thought forms, whether it can be re-expressed in
20th century terms. Are we justified in saying that there is a faith and hope
which can be expressed in other language and’ thought forms but which
remains the same faith and hope? If such first century theologizing as Adam
christology, talk of spiritual powers in the heavens and ascension can no
longer have the same meaning for us as it had for the first Christians, what
meaning should. it have?

The problem of myth in the NT is thus a complex one and an adequate
answer would require careful exegesis of many different passages. Perhaps I
have said enough in the earlier discussions to indicate the broader
theological considerations which would guide my own answers, and the
following chapter continues the discussion on a somewhat different tack.
The point is that each must tackle the problem for himself and no one else
can tackle it for him; for in the end of the day it is the problem of how Z ex-
press my faith as a Christian. The more one regards the Christ-event and the
faith of the first Christians as normative, the more tightly one is bound to
the expressions of the faith and hope of these first Christians as the starting
point for the elucidation and interpretation of one’s own self-understanding
and experience of grace. By this I do not mean of course that one must cling
to the words themselves as though they were a sort of magic talisman.
Rather one must always seek to rediscover afresh the reality of the love and
faith and hope which these words expressed, and then seek to re-express that
reality in language meaningful to one’s own experience and to one’s
neighbour. The process of demythologizing is therefore a dialectic between
me in all my 20th century conditionedness and the faith of the first
Christians in all its first century conditionedness. Such a dialectic is not a
once-for-all question and answer from one to other, but a continuing
dialogue of question and answer where each repeatedly puts the other in
question and where one wrestles existentially with the text and with oneself
till an answer begins to emerge - an answer which poses a further question
in reply. Nor is it a dialogue which involves only my voice and the voice of
the past, since it is only part of the wider human search for reality and truth
and other voices break in posing other questions and offering other answers.
Nor is it a dialogue which can ever reach finality of form or expression since
each man’s question is peculiarly his own and since 19th century gives way
to 20th and 20th begins to give way to 21st and each new generation has its
own agenda; rather is it a dialogue which must be taken up ever afresh by
each believer and by each believing community. In short, the dialectic of
demythologizing is the language of living faith.
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CHAPTER XVI

THE NEW HERMENEUTIC

by A. C. Thiselton

I. Aims and Concerns: How may the text speak anew?

(I) The approach to the New Testament which has come to be known as
the new hermeneutic is associated most closely with the work of Ernst
Fuchs and Gerhard Ebeling.’ Both of these writers insist on its practical
relevance to the world of today. How does language, especially the language
of the Bible, strike home (trefln)  to the modern hearer?’ How may its
words so reach through into his own understanding that when he repeats
them they will be his words? How may the word of God become a living
word which is heard anew?

This emphasis on present application rather than simply antiquarian
biblical research stems partly from connexions between the new
hermeneutic and the thought of Rudolf Bultmann, 3 but also from a pastor’s
deep and consistent concern on the part of Fuchs and Ebeling, both of
whom served as pastors for some years, about the relevance and effec-
tiveness of Christian preaching. Central to Fuchs’s work is the question
“What do we have to do at our desks, if we want later to set the text in front
of us in the pulpit?” 5

It would be a mistake to conclude that this interest in preaching, however,
is narrowly ecclesiastical or merely homiletical. Both writers share an in-
tense concern about the position of the unbeliever. If the word of God is
capable of creating faith, its intelligibility cannot be said topresuppose faith.
Thus Fuchs warns us, “The proclamation loses its character when it an-
ticipates (i.e. presupposes) confession.” 6 Whilst Ebeling boldly asserts,
“The criterion of the understandability of our preaching is not the believer
but the non-believer. For the proclaimed word seeks to effect faith, but does
not presuppose faith as a necessary preliminary.” ’

Nevertheless the problem goes even deeper than this. The modern hearer,
or interpreter, stands at the end of a long tradition of biblical interpretation;
a tradition which, in turn, moulds his own understanding of the biblical text
and his own attitude towards it. His attitude may be either positive or
negative, and his controlling assumptions may well be unconscious ones. ’
The New Testament is thus interpreted today within a particular frame of
reference which may differ radically from that within which the text first

addressed its hearers. Hence simply to repeat the actual words of the New
Testament today may well be, in effect, to say something different from
what the text itself originally said. Even if it does not positively alter what
was once said, it may be to utter “nothing more than just a tradition, a mere
form of speech, a dead relic of the language of the past.” 9 For never before,
Ebeling believes, was there so great a gulf between the linguistic tradition of
the Bible and language that is actually spoken today. lo

Two undue criticisms must be forestalled at this point. Firstly, some may
believe that this problem is solved simply by an appeal to the work of the
Holy Spirit. Fuchs and Ebeling are fully aware of the role of the Holy Spirit
in communicating the word of God; but they rightly see that problems of
understanding and intelligibility cannot be short-circuited by a premature
appeal of this kind.” The New Testament requires hermeneutical
translation no less than it obviously requires linguistic translation. This point
will become clearer as we proceed.

Secondly, Fuchs and Ebeling do not in any way underestimate the power
of the New Testament to interpret itself, and to create room for its un-
derstanding. Ebeling insists that hermeneutics “only consist in removing hin-
drances in order to let the word perform its own hermeneutic function.” I2
“Holy Scripture, as Luther puts it, is sui ipsius interpres.”  I3 The “one
bridge” to the present is “the Word alone”. I4 Similarly Fuchs stresses the
importance of Heb. 4: 12-13 (“The word of God is living and active, sharper
than any two-edged sword”) even in the present moment. I5 Indeed it is
crucial to Fuch’s position, as we shall see, that the New Testament itself
effects changes in situations, and changes in men’s pre-conscious stand-
points. The language of Jesus “singles out the individual and grasps him
deep down.” I6 “The text is itself meant to live.” ”

The key question in the new hermeneutic, then, is how the New Testa-
ment may speak to us anew. A literalistic repetition of the text cannot
guarantee that it will “speak” to the modern hearer. He may understand all
of its individual words, and yet fail to understand what is being said. In
Wolfhart Pannenberg’s words, “In a changed situation the traditional
phrases, even when recited literally, do not mean what they did at the time
of their original formulation.” ‘* Thus Ebeling asserts, “The same word can
be said to another time only by being said differently.” I9

In assessing the validity of this point, we may well wish to make some
proviso about the uniquely normative significance of the original formula-
tion in theology. The problem is recognized by Fuchs and Ebeling perhaps
more clearly than by Bultmann when parallel questions arise in his
programme of demythologizing. *’ It is partly in connexion with this
problem that both writers insist on the necessity of historical-critical
research on the New Testament.*’ At the same time, at least two
considerations re-enforce their contentions about the inadequacy of mere
repetition of the text from the standpoint of hermeneutics. Firstly, we
already recognize the fact that in translation from one language to another,
literalism can be the enemy of faithful communication. “To put it into
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another language means to think it through afresh.” 22 Secondly, we already
have given tacit recognition to this principle whenever we stress the impor-
tance of preaching. The preacher “translates” the text, by placing it at the
point of encounter with the hearer, from which it speaks anew into his own
world in his own language. *’ But this hermeneutical procedure is demanded
in all interpretation which is faithful to the New Testament. For “God’s
revelation consisted simply in God’s letting men state God’s own problems
in their language, in grace and judgment.” 24

(2) How, then, may the text of the New Testament speak anew? Four
sets of considerations are relevant to a positive answer, each of which turns
on a given point of contrast.

(a) Firstly, Fuchs and Ebeling draw a contrast between problems about
words (plural) and the problem of the word (singular). Ebeling laments the
fact that too often preaching today sounds like a foreign language. 25 But he
adds, “We need not emphasize that the problem lies too deep to be tackled
by cheap borrowing of transient modern jargon for the preacher’s stock of
words. It is not a matter of understanding single words, but of understan-
ding the word itself; not a matter of new means of speech, but of a new com-
ing to speech.” 26 Mere modern paraphrase of the New Testament does not
answer the problem. The concern is, rather, that the word of God itself
should “come to speech” (das Zur-Sprache-kommen der Sache  selbst), in
the technical sense which this phrase has come to bear in the philosophical
writings of Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer. 27

(b) Secondly, hermeneutics in the writings of Fuchs and Ebeling con-
cerns “the theory of understanding”, and must not be reduced ‘to a collec-
tion of rules.” 28 Indeed, because it concerns the whole question of how a
man comes to understand, Ebeling asserts, “Hermeneutics now takes the
place of the classical epistemological theory.” 29 This is why hermeneutics
cannot be separated from philosophy. Because it concerns “a general theory
of understanding”, hermeneutics is “becoming the place of meeting with
philosophy.“30 Similarly for Fuchs the central question of hermeneutics is:
“how do I come to understand?” 3’ Yet both writers are concerned not
simply with the theory, but with the practice of setting understanding in mo-
tion. Fuchs suggests an analogy. It is possible, on the one hand, to theorize
about an understanding of “cat” by cognitive reflection. On the other hand,
a practical and pre-conceptual understanding of “cat” emerges when we ac-
tually place a mouse in front of a particular cat. The mouse is the
“hermeneutical principle” that causes the cat to show itself for what it is. ‘*
In this sense biblical criticism and even the traditional hermeneutical “rules”
do “notproduce understanding, but only the preconditions for it.” 33

Admittedly it would not be wholly incorrect to argue that this distinction
goes back in principle to Schleiermacher. An illuminating comment comes
from the philosopher Heinz Kimmerle, whose research on the earlier
writings of Schleiermacher is so important for the new hermeneutic. He
writes, “The work of Schleiermacher constitutes a turning point in the
history of hermeneutics. Till then hermeneutics was supposed to support,

secure, and clarify an already accepted understanding (of the Bible as
theological hermeneutics; of classical antiquity as philological
hermeneutics). In the thinking of Schleiermacher, hermeneutics achieves the
qualitatively different function of first of all making understanding possible,
and deliberately initiating understanding in each individual case.” 34 This
touches on yet another central and cardinal feature of the new hermeneutic.
The concern is not simply to support and corroborate an existing understan-
ding of the New Testament text, but to lead the hearer or the interpreter
onwards beyond his own existing horizons, so that the text addresses and
judges him anew. This fundamental principle will emerge most clearly in
connexion with Hans-Georg Gadamer and the wider philosophical
background.

(c) The problem of initiating understanding brings us to another concept
which is also central in the thinking of Fuchs, namely that of d a s
Einverstiindnis. 35 This is often translated as “common understanding”,
“mutual understanding” or “agreement”, and in one essay as “empathy”.
Fuchs illustrates this category with reference to the language of the home.
Members of a close-knit family who live together in one home share a com-
mon world of assumptions, attitudes, and experiences, and therefore share a
common language. A single word or gesture may set in motion a train of
events because communication functions on the basis of a common un-
derstanding. Fuchs explains, “At home one does not speak so that people
may understand, but because people understand.” 36 The problem of
understanding a language, in the sense of “appropriating” its subject matter,
“does not consist in learning new words - languages are learned from
mothers.“37 So important is this category of Einverstiindnis for Fuchs that
in the preface to the fourth edition of Hermeneutik he stresses that “all un-
derstanding is grounded in Einverstiindnis,” and in a later essay he sums up
the thrust of his Hermeneutik with the comment, “Ernst Fuchs,
Hermeneutik (is) an attempt to bring the hermeneutical problem back into
the dimension of language with the aid of the phenomenon of ‘empathy’ (des
Phiinomens  d e s  Einverstiindnisses)  a s  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  a l l
understanding.“38

Jesus, Fuchs maintains, established a common understanding with his
hearers, especially in the language of the parables. Or more accurately, the
parables communicated reality effectively because they operated on the
basis of this common understanding, which they then extended and
reshaped.3y  The hermeneutical task today is to re-create that common world
of understanding which is the necessary basis of effective communication of
language and appropriation of its truth. Such a task, however, stands in
sharp contrast to a merely cognitive and conscious exchange of language.
Like Heidegger’s category of “world”, it is pre-conceptual. “It is neither a
subjective nor an objective phenomenon but both together, for world is prior
to and encompasses both.” 4o It is therefore, for Fuchs as for Gadamer,
primarily a “linguistic” phenomenon, reflecting ways in which men have
come to terms with themselves and with their world. 4’
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(d) Both Fuchs and Ebeling view language as much more than being only
a means of information. Ebeling writes “We do not get at the nature of
words by asking what they contain, but by asking what they effect, what
they set going . . .” 42 In the terminology of J. L. Austin, Fuchs and Ebeling
are most interested in the performative functions of language, in which “the
issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action.” 43 The word of God,
Ebeling believes, enacts “an event in which God himself is communicated
. . . With God word and deed are one: his speaking is the way of his
acting.“44 Thus the word of Jesus in the New Testament does not simply
provide information about states of affairs. His language constitutes a call
or a pledge.45 He promises, demands or gives. 46 Actually to make a
promise, or to convey a gift is very different from talking about promises or
gifts. The one is action; the other is mere talk.

In the terminology used by Fuchs, language which actually conveys reali-
ty constitutes a “language-event” (Sprachereignis), whilst Ebeling uses the
term “word-event” (Wortgeschehen) in much the same way. 47 Fuchs
comments, “The true language-event, for example an offer, shows that,
though it sets our thoughts in motion, it is not itself thought. The immediate
harmony between what is said and what is grasped is not the result of a
process of thought; it takes place at an earlier stage, as event . . . The word
‘gets home’.” 48 For example, to name a man “brother” performatively is
thereby to admit him into a brotherly relationship within the community. 4’)
In this sense, when the word of God addresses the hearers anew, it is no
longer merely an object of investigation at the hands of the interpreter.
Fuchs concludes “The text is therefore not just the servant that transmits
kerygmatic formulations, but rather a master that directs us into the
language-context of our existence.” 5o It has become a language-event.

II. Subject and Object: Understanding as experience

Two further principles now emerge from all that has been said. The first
concerns the interpreter’s experience of life, or subjectivity. Ebeling writes,
“Words produce understanding only by appealing to experience and leading
to experience. Only where word has already taken place can word take
place. Only where there is already previous understanding can understan-
ding take place. Only a man who is already concerned with the matter in
question can be claimed for it.” 5’ This is certainly true of a text which
concerns history: “It is impossible to understand history without a stand-
point and a perspective.” 52 Thus there are connexions between the new
hermeneutic and Bultmann’s discussion about pre-understanding.

The second principle concerns the direction of the relation between the in-
terpreter and the text. In traditional hermeneutics, the interpreter, as know-
ing subject, scrutinizes and investigates the text as the object of his
knowledge. The interpreter is active subject; the text is passive object. This
kind of approach is encouraged by a notion of theology as “queen of the
sciences”. But it rests upon, or presupposes, a particular model in

epistemology; a model which is exemplified in the philosophy of Descartes.
If understanding is viewed in terms of experience rather than knowledge, a
different perspective may also be suggested. James Robinson offers an il-
luminating comment. In the new hermeneutic, he explains, “the flow of the
traditional relation between subject and object, in which the subject in-
terrogates the object . . . has been significantly reversed. For it is now the
object - which should henceforth be called the subject-matter - that puts the
subject in question.” 53 Thus Fuchs asserts, “The truth has us ourselves as
its object.” 34 Or even more strikingly, “The texts must translate us before
we can translate them.” 55

1. LANGUAGE AND PRE-UNDERSTANDING

It is well known that Rudolf Bultmann, among others, has repudiated the
idea that an interpreter can “understand” the New Testament independently
of his own prior questions. One cannot, for example, understand a text
about economic history unless one already has some concept of what a
society and an economy is. 56 In this sense Bultmann rightly insists, “There
cannot be any such thing as presuppositionless exegesis . . . Historical un-
derstanding always presupposes a relation of the interpreter to the subject-
matter that is . . . expressed in the texts.” 57 “The demand that the
interpreter must silence his subjectivity . . . in order to attain an objective
knowledge is therefore the most absurd one that can be imagined.” 58
“Preunderstanding”, or a prior life-relation to the subject-matter of the text,
implies “not a prejudice, but a way of raising questions.” 59

This principle must not be rejected merely because it has particular con-
nexions with other assumptions made by Bultmann in his programme of
demythologizing. Other more moderate scholars including, for example,
Bernard Lonergan and James D. Smart, have made similar points. ‘”
Lonergan rightly asserts, “The principle of the empty head rests on a naive
intuitionism . . . The principle . . . bids the interpreter forget his own views,
look at what is out there, and let the author interpret himself. In fact, what is
out there? There is just a series of signs. Anything over and above a re-issue
of the same signs in the same order will be mediated by the experience, in-
telligence, and judgment of the interpreter. The less that experience, the less
cultivated that intelligence, the less formed that judgment, the greater will be
the likelihood that the interpreter will impute to the author an opinion that
the author never entertained.” 6’

In this connexion both Bultmann and the new hermeneutic look back to
Wilhelm Dilthey, and even beyond to Friedrich Schleiermacher. 62 Both the
later thinking of Schleiermacher after 1819 and also the earlier thinking as
rediscovered by Heinz Kimmerle  are relevant in different ways to the new
hermeneutic. At first sight, Fuchs’s central concept of Einverstiindnis  seems
to relate to the later Schleiermacher’s insistence that the modern interpreter
must make himself contemporary with the author of a text by attempting
imaginatively to re-live his experiences. Especially if we follow the translator
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who rendered Einverstiindnis as “empathy”, this looks like Schleiermacher’s
procedure of entering into the hopes and fears, desires and aims of the
author through artistic imagination and rapport.

We have seen, however, that “mutual understanding” in Fuchs operates
at a pre-conscious level. It is not primarily, if at all, a matter of psychology,
as it was in the later thought of Schleiermacher. With Manfred  Mezger,
Fuchs believes that this psychological approach founders on the existential
individuality of the “I” who is each particular interpreter. 63 Thus Mezger
asserts that we must find “the new place at which this text, without detri-
ment to its historical individuality, meets us. The short cut by which I pic-
ture myself as listener in the skin of Moses or of Paul is certainly popular,
but it is not satisfactory, for I am neither the one nor the other” (i.e. neither
Moses nor Paul).64  Mezger adds that the way to overcome this problem is
“not by treating the particular details with indifference, thus effacing the
personal profile of the text, but by becoming aware of the involvement
(Betrofinheit)  which is the same for them as for me, but which is described
in a particular way in each instance.” 65 He then quotes Fuchs’s redoubled
warning that the modern listeners “are not the same men to whom the
gospel was first proclaimed’; although their concrete situation can
nevertheless be “appropriated”
translated.66

today, when the text is accurately

In the earlier writings of Schleiermacher, however, as Kimmerle  has
shown, hermeneutics are more language-centred, and less orientated
towards psychology. Understanding is an art, for the particular utterance of
a particular author must be understood “in the light of the larger, more un-
iversal, linguistic community in which the individual . . . finds himself.” ”
“Rules” perform only the negative function of preventing false interpreta-
tion. Even on a purely linguistic level the subjectivity of the interpreter has a
positive role to play. What we understand forms itself into unities made up
of parts. In understanding a stretch of language, we need to understand
words in order to understand the sentence; nevertheless our understanding
of the force of individual words depends on our understanding of the whole
sentence. But this principle must be extended. Our understanding of the
sentence contributes to our understanding of the paragraph, of the chapter,
of the author as a whole; but this understanding of the whole work in turn
qualifies and modifies our understanding of the sentence.

This principle prepares the way for hermeneutics in Heidegger and
Gadamer, as well as in Fuchs and Ebeling, and is in fact tantamount to a
preliminary formulation of the theory of the hermeneutical circle. 6x It
shatters the illusion, as Dilthey later stressed, that understanding a text
could be purely “scientific”. As Richard Palmer puts it, “Somehow a kind of
‘leap’ into the hermeneutical circle occurs and we understand the whole and
the parts together. Schleiermacher left room for such a factor when he saw
understanding as partly a comparative and partly an intuitive and
divinatory matter . . .” 69 Still commenting on Schleiermacher but with
obvious relevance to Fuchs’s notion of Einverstiindnis, Palmer adds, “The
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hermeneutical circle suggests an area of shared understanding. Since com-
munication is a dialogical relation, there is assumed at the outset a com-
munity of meaning shared by the speaker and the hearer. This seems to in-
volve another contradiction: what is to be understood must already be
known. But is this not the case? Is it not vain to speak of love to one who
has not known love. . .?“‘O Thus we return to Ebeling’s comment, “Words
produce understanding by appealing to experience and leading to ex-
perience. Only where word has already taken place can word take place.
Only where there is already previous understanding can understanding take
place.“”

This helps to explain why the new hermeneutic inevitably involves
problems of philosophy. 72 But it also raises theological questions. In one
direction, the New Testament cannot be understood without reference to the
interpreter’s own experiences of life. Thus Fuchs insists, “Zn the interaction
of the text with daily l&e we experience the truth of the New Testament.” ”
In another direction, it raises questions about the relation between exegesis
and systematic theology. For the total context of any theological utterance
is hardly less than Scripture and the history of its interpretation through
tradition. In Heinrich Ott’s words on the subject, Scripture as a whole con-
stitutes “the ‘linguistic room’, the universe of discourse, the linguistic net of
co-ordinates in which the church has always resided . . . Heidegger says,
‘Every poet composed from only a single poem . . . None of the individual
poems, not even the total of them, says it all. Nevertheless each poem
speaks from the whole of the one poem and each time speaks it’.” 74

2. THE INTERPRETER AND THE TEXT

All that has been said about the subjectivity of the interpreter, however,
must now be radically qualified by the second of the two major principles at
present under discussion. We have already noted Fuchs’s assertions that the
texts must translate us, before we can translate them, and that the truth has
“ourselves” as its object. It is not simply the case that the interpreter, as ac-
tive subject, scrutinizes the text as passive object. It is not simply that the
present experience throws light on the text, but that the text illuminates pre-
sent experience. Ebeling insists, “The text . . . becomes a hermeneutic aid in
the understanding of present experience.” 75 In an important and
often-quoted sentence in the same essay he declares (his italics) “The
primary phenomenon in the realm of understanding is not understanding
OF language, but understanding THROUGH language.” l6

Both Ebeling and especially Gadamer call attention to the parallel
between theological and juridical hermeneutics in this respect. ” The
interpretation of legal texts, Gadamer insists, is not simply a “special case”
of general hermeneutics, but, rather, reveals the full dimensions of the
general hermeneutical problem. In law the interpreter does not examine the
text purely as an “object” of antiquarian investigation. The text “speaks” to
the present situation in the courtroom, and the interpreter adjusts his own
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thinking to that of the text. Each of our two principles, in fact, remains
equally relevant. On the one hand, the interpreter’s own understanding of
law and of life guides him in his understanding of the ancient legal texts; on
the other hand, that preliminary understanding is modifled and moulded, in
turn, as the texts themselves deliver their verdicts on the present situation.
Even outside the courtroom itself, Ebeling believes that “the man who has
no interest in giving legal decisions will be a poor legal historian.” ‘*
Similarly Gadamer asserts, “Understanding the text is always already
applying it.” ”

These two principles operate together in Gadamer’s version of the
hermeneutical circle. We have already noted the idea in Schleiermacher and
in Heidegger that we can understand a whole only in the light of its parts,
but also that we can understand the parts only in the light of the whole. But
Heidegger and especially Gadamer take us a step further. *’ The “circle” of
the hermeneutical process begins when the interpreter takes his own
preliminary questions to the text. But because his questions may not be the
best or most appropriate ones, his understanding of the subject-matter of the
text may at first remain limited, provisional, and even liable to distortion.
Nevertheless the text, in turn, speaks back to the hearer: it begins to inter-
pret him; it sheds light on his own situation and on his own questions. His
initial questions now undergo revision in the light of the text itself, and in
response to more adequate questioning, the text itself now speaks more
clearly and intelligibly. The process continues, whilst the interpreter achieves
a progressively deeper understanding of the text.

In his recently published book the American scholar Walter Wink
develops his own particular version of this kind of approach. *’ He criticizes
New Testament scholars for failing to interpret the New Testament in accor-
dance with its own purpose, namely “so to interpret the scriptures that the
past becomes alive and illumines our present with new possibilities for per-
sonal and social transformation.” 82 Because of a deliberate suspension of
participational involvement, “the outcome of biblical studies in the academy
is a trained incapacity to deal with the real problems of actual living persons
in their daily lives.” 83 The kind of questions asked by the New Testament
scholar are not those raised by the text, but those most likely to win a hear-
ing from the professional guild of academics. 84 Scholars seek to silence their
own subjectivity, striving for the kind of objective neutrality which is not
only an illusion, but which also requires “a sacrifice of the very questions the
Bible seeks to answer”.85

Nevertheless, Wink is not advocating, any more than Fuchs, a suspension
of critical studies. In order to hear the New Testament speak for itself and
not merely reflect back the interpreter’s own ideas or the theology of the
modern church, the interpreter must allow critical enquiry first to distance
him from the way in which the text has become embedded in the church’s
tradition. The text must be heard as “that which stands over against us”. X6
Only after this “distance” has first been achieved can there then occur “a
communion of horizons” between the interpreter and the text. ” Thus whilst

Wink acknowledges the necessity for “rigorous use of biblical criticism”, his
primary concern, like that of Fuchs, is “for the rights of the text”. **

Hans-Georg Gadamer makes some parallel points. Descartes’ theory of
knowledge, in which man as active subject looks out on the world as passive
object, provides only one possible model for the apprehension of truth. This
model is more appropriate to the “method” of the sciences than to the art of
understanding in hermeneutics. There has always been a tradition in
philosophy which stressed the connexion between understanding and ex-
perience. For example, Vito, with his sensitivity for history, rejected the
narrow intellectualism of Descartes’ notion of truth, even in the latter’s own
lifetime. In ancient times the Greek idea of “wisdom” included practical un-
derstanding of life as well as intellectual theory. *’ Later, Shaftesbury
stressed the role of wit, Reid stressed the role of common sense, and
Bergson stressed the role of intuitive insight, as valid ways through which
truth could be revealed.” It is not simply a matter of discovering theoretical
“methods” by which man can arrive at truth. In true understanding, man is
grasped by truth through modes of experience.” A more adequate model
than that provided by Descartes is the experience of truth in a work of art,
in which something real and creative takes place. We shall refer to
Gadamer’s comments on this in our third section.

One reason why hermeneutics, according to Gadamer, must take account
of something more than cognitive “knowledge” (Erkenntnis) is that every in-
terpreter already stands within a historical tradition, which provides him
with certain presuppositions or pre-judgements (Vorurteile). q2 Gadamer
insists, “An individual’s pre-judgements, much more than his judgements,
are the reality of his being (die geschichtliche Wirklichkeit seines Seins)“.  ‘)’
To bring these pre-judgements to conscious awareness is a major goal of
hermeneutics, and corresponds to what Walter Wink describes as “distan-
cing”. For Gadamer believes that the very existence of a temporal and
cultural distance between the interpreter and the text can be used to jog him
into an awareness of the differences between their respective horizons. The
interpreter must cultivate a “hermeneutically trained” awareness, in which
he allows the distinctive message of the text to reshape his own questions
and concepts. y4

Once this has been done, the interpreter is free to move beyond his own
original horizons, or better, to enlarge his own horizons until they come to
merge or fuse with those of the text. His goal is to reach the place at which a
merging of horizons (Horizontverschmelzung), or fusion of “worlds”,
occurs.” This comes about only through sustained dialogue with the text, in
which the interpreter allows his own subjectivity to be challenged and in-
volved. Only in the to-and-fro of question and answer on both sides can the
text come to speech (zur-Sprache-kommen). 96 Thus in Gadamer’s notion of
the merging of horizons we find a parallel to Wink’s ideas about “fusion”
and “communion”, and to Fuchs’s central category of Einverstiindnis.  But
this is achieved, as we have seen, only when, firstly, the interpreter’s subjec-
tivity is fully engaged at a more-than-cognitive level; and when, secondly,
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the text, and the truth of the text, actively grasps him as its object.

III. The Establishing of New “Worlds” in Language: Heidegger and the
Parables

To achieve a merging of horizons, or an area of shared understanding
amounting to Einverstiindnis, involves, in effect, the creation of a new
“world”. In common with Heidegger’s philosophy in both the earlier and
later periods, Fuchs believes that man stands within a linguistic world which
is decisively shaped by his own place in history, i.e. by his “historicality”.
But together with the later Heidegger, Fuchs also looks for a new coming-
to-speech in which the confines and conventions of the old everyday
“world” will be set aside and broken through. The language-event, especially
the language-event of the parables of Jesus, corresponds to the establish-
ment of a new world through language.

It is difficult to summarize Heidegger’s view in a few paragraphs, but we
may note the following major themes.

(1) One consequence of man’s historical&y (his being radically con-
ditioned by his place within history) is that he views objects from the
man-centred perspective of his own world. He sees things from the point of
view of this relation to his own purposes, seeing them through a kind of grid
of egocentric functionalism. A hammer, for example, is not merely a neutral
“object” of wood and metal; but a tool which can be used for certain jobs.
Thus a hammer is something very different from a broken hammer;
although in “neutral” terms of their physical properties the difference would
not be very great.” Man’s language both reveals, creates, and sustains this
perspective. Thus in everyday language “time”, for example, “has ceased to
be anything other than velocity, instantaneousness . . . Time as history has
vanished from the lives of all peoples.” ‘*

(2) Man has lost touch with genuine reality still further by accepting in
his intellectual orientation the legacy of Plato’s dualism. In Heidegger’s
words, Western philosophy since Plato has “fallen out of Being”. ” It
embodies a split perspective, in which subject becomes separated from ob-
ject. “Appearance was declared to be mere appearance and thus degraded.
At the same time, Being as idea was exalted to a suprasensory realm. A
chasm . . . was created.” Iw Man thus looks out, in the fashion of Plato and
Descartes, onto a merely conceptualized world, a reality of his own making.
He himself, by seeing “reality” through the grid of his own split perspective,
becomes the measure of his own knowledge. lo’ An example of the evil
consequences of this can be seen in the realm of art. Art is divided off into
one of the two realms, so that it is either a merely “material” thing, in which
case it cannot reveal truth; or it is conceptualized into “aesthetics” in which
case it becomes tamed and emasculated and, once again, unable to reveal
truth. By contrast “on the strength of a recaptured, pristine, relation to Be-
ing, we must provide the word ‘art’ with a new content.” lo2

(3) The combined effect of these two factors is to lead to circularity and

fragmentation in the use of language. The truth of language now depends on
an artificial correspondence between man’s concepts and what he supposes
to be “reality”, but which is in fact another set of his own concepts. lo3 For
everything which he thinks and sees, he thinks and sees through the medium
of his own “linguisticality” or language-conditionedness. Thus, Heidegger
concludes, “He is always thrown back on the paths that he himself has laid
out; he becomes mired in his paths, caught in the beaten track . . . He turns
round and round in his own circle.” ‘04

Fuchs and Ebeling accept the linguistic and hermeneutical problems
which Heidegger’s diagnosis lays down. Ebeling believes that language has
become loosed from its anchorage in reality, to disintegrate into “atoms of
speech . . . Everything seemed to me to fall into fragments.” lo5 This has
precipitated “a profound crisis of language . . . a complete collapse of
language”. lo6 Today “we threaten to die of language poisoning.” “With the
dawn of the modern age . . . the path was clear for an unrestricted develop-
ment of the mere sign-function of language . . . Words are reduced to ciphers
. . . and syntax to a question of calculus.” lo7 Language has wrongly become
a mere “technical instrument”. ‘OS Yet, Fuchs argues, language and reality
are bound so closely together that there can be no “reality” for us outside
this language. lo’

The solution, if it is a solution, offered by Heidegger, and indirectly by
Fuchs, is to put oneself in the place at which language may, once again, give
voice not to a fragmented set of human concepts, but to undivided “Being”.
Firstly, this “Being” is not the substantial “beingness”  (Seiendheit) of
human thought; but the verbal, eventful, temporal Being-which-happens
(Sein or better, Anwesen). Echoing Heidegger, Fuchs declares, “Language
. . . makes Being into an event.” ‘lo Secondly, when language is once again
pure and creative, Heidegger believes, “the essence of language is found in
the act of gathering.” “I Before the advent of Plato’s dualism, the word
(logos) was “the primal gathering principle”. ‘I2 Where modern Western
culture and its idle talk merely divides and fragments, the pure language of
Being integrates and brings together. Thus Fuchs writes, “The proclamation
gathers (i.e. into a community) . . . and this community has its being, its
‘togetherness’, in the possibility of its being able to speak the kind of
language in which the event of its community is fulfilled . . . The language of
faith brings into language the gathering offaith.” ‘I3

Once again this notion of “gathering” approaches the idea of sharing a
common “world”, or achieving Einverstiindnis. But Heidegger, followed by
Fuchs, insists that language can achieve this “gathering” only when man
accepts the role of listener, rather than that of subject scrutinizing “object”.
For Heidegger, this means a silent, receptive waiting upon Being. Language
is the “house” or “custodian” of Being (das Haus des Seins . . . des
Anwesens). ‘I4 Man’s task is to find the “place” (Ort) at which Being may
come to speech. ‘I5 As listeners, whose task is to cultivate a wakeful and
receptive openness to Being, Heidegger urges that “we should do nothing,
but rather wait.” ‘I6 The listener must not impose his own concepts of
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reality onto Being, but should “know how to wait, even for a whole
life-time”. ’ ”

Although in principle he is concerned with the word of God rather than
the voice of Being, Fuchs does at times seem to identify the two. The word
of God relates to “the meaning of Being” (der “Sinn”  des Seins) and comes
as the “call of Being” (der Ruf zum Sein).“’ But above all man “listens” in
receptive silence and openness to the text of the New Testament. To be sure,
critical analysis, as in Wink’s and Gadamer’s “distancing”, is first necessary
as a preliminary. In this way, by active critical scrutiny, the interpreter
“must in the first instance strike the text dead”. ‘I9 But after this he must
wait for God, or Being, to speak “In the tranquillity of faith, where noise is
reduced to silence, a voice is heard . . . It sings out in Phil. 2.6-l 1 . . .” I20

All these principles about language and “world” apply in particular to
Fuchs’s handling of the parables of Jesus. By means of the image part or
picture-half (Bildhiilfte)  of the parable, Jesus creates and enters a “world”
which, in the first place, is shared by the hearer. He stands within the
hearer’s horizons. But everyday conventions and everyday assumptions are
then challenged and shattered by the actual message or content-half
(Sachhiilfte).  The hearer is challenged at a deep and pre-conceptual level. It
is not simply a matter of his assessing certain “ideas” presented to him by
Jesus. Rather, “he is drawn over on to God’s side and learns to see
everything with God’s eyes.” 12’ The parable is both a creative work of art,
and also a calling of love, in contrast to flat cognitive discourse. Thus “Jesus
draws the hearer over to his side by means of the artistic medium, so that
the hearer may think together with Jesus. Is this not the way of true love?
Love does not just blurt out. Instead, it provides in advance the sphere in
which meeting takes place.” ‘22

The difference between entering a “world” and merely assessing ideas is
further clarified by Gadamer in his comments on the nature of games and
the nature of art. A game creates a special “world” of experience. The
player participates in this world, rather than simply observing it, by accep-
ting its rules, its values, and its presuppositions. He yields himself to them,
and acts on them. It is not a matter of his consciously carrying them in his
mind. Hence the reality of a game is something shared by the players in the
play itself. ‘23 Such “real-life” experience (Wirklichkeitserfahrung) is also
involved when one is grasped by a true work of a~?.‘~~  It is not a mere set
of concepts to be manipulated by a spectator, but a “world” which takes
hold of a man as someone who enters into it. It is not something presented
as a mere object of scrutiny, or source of theoretical concepts. ‘25

In his treatment of specific parables, therefore, Fuchs insists that the main
point is not simply to convey a conscious “idea”. In this sense, he steps
away from Jiilicher’s “one-point” approach. For the “point” or verdict of a
parable may come differently to different people. Thus in his work ‘on the
Parable of the Unmerciful Servant, Fuchs declares, firstly, that “the parable
is not intended to exemplify general ethics.” ‘26 Secondly, the verdict for
Israel is “God is harder than you are”; whilst the verdict for the Church is

“God insists upon his indulgence.” 12’ If these verdicts, however, are turned
into merely conceptual generalizations, the result is only a self-contradic-
tion: God is hard and indulgent.

Three principles are especially important for understanding Fuchs’s ap-
proach to the parables.

(1) The image-part or picture-half of the parable is not merely an il-
lustrative or homiletical device to make a lesson more vivid or memorable. It
is a means of creating a common world in which Jesus and the hearer stand
together. When Jesus speaks “of provincial and family life as it takes place
in normal times”, of the farmer, of the housewife, of the rich and poor or the
happy and sad, he is not simply establishing a “point of contact” but stan-
ding with the hearer in his “world “. 12*  “We find existentialia wherever an
understanding between men is disclosed through their having a common
world.” 12’)

(2) Conventional everyday presuppositions about life and “reality” may
then be challenged and shattered. This is where Fuchs’s approach relates
closely to Heidegger’s verdict about the circularity and “fallenness” of
man’s everyday concepts and everyday talk. Something new and creative
must break in to rescue him; in this case, the creative word and person of
Jesus. Thus in the parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matt. 20: 1-16)
at first “we too share the inevitable reaction of the first. The first see that the
last receive a whole day’s wage, and naturally they hope for a higher rate for
themselves.“‘30 But then comes the shock: “in fact they receive the
same. . . It seems to them that the lord’s action is unjust.” Finally comes the
verdict on the assumption which has been brought to light: “Is your eye evil
because I am kind?” The word of Jesus thus “singles out the individual and
grasps him deep down.” For the hearer, by entering the world of the
parable, has been drawn into an engagement with the verdict of Jesus. “The
parable effects and demands our decision.” It is not simply “the pallid re-
quirement that sinful man should believe in God’s kindness. Instead it con-
tains, in a concrete way . . . Jesus’ pledge.” Jesus pledges himself to “those
who, in face of a cry of ‘guilty’, nevertheless found their hope on an act of
God’s kindness.” “I

The creative language event, therefore, shatters the mould imposed by
man’s “linguisticality”. Even ordinary life, Fuchs suggests, can provide a
model of this occurrence: “A new observation can throw all our previous
mental images into confusion . . . What has already been observed and
preserved in mental images comes into conflict with what is newly
observed.” ‘32 This conflict, this clash, demands a decision and re-orienta-
tion. Robert Funk illustrates this principle with reference to the parable of
the Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 1 l-32). The “righteous” find themselves in the
“world” of the elder brother, endorsing his conventional ideas of justice and
obligation. “Sinners” participate in the “world” experienced by the prodigal
son. Funk writes, “The word of grace and the deed of grace divide the
audience into younger sons and elder sons - into sinners and Pharisees. This
is what Ernst Fuchs means when he says that one does not interpret the
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parables; the parables interpret him. The Pharisees are those who insist on
interpreting the word of grace, rather than letting themselves be interpreted
by it.” 13’ The judges find themselves judged. Sinners find themselves
welcomed. “It is man and not God who is on trial.” ‘34 The same principle
operates in the parable of the Great Supper (Matt. 22:2-10;  cf. Luke
14:16-24).  One group is excluded; the other, embraced. “Each hearer is
drawn into the tale as he wills.” ‘35

Walter Wink applies this approach to the interpretation of the parable of
the Pharisee and the Publican  (Luke 18.9-14). Most of Jesus’ own hearers
would at first identify themselves with the Pharisee as the hearer of religious
and social status; but “then suffer shock and consternation at the wholly un-
expected justification of the publican”. ‘36  This of course raises a major
hermeneutical problem, to which both Fuchs and Wink are eager to call
attention. The modern reader already knows that it is the Pharisee who will
be condemned. Hence nowadays “a simple descriptive approach wrecks the
parable.“13’ It must come to speech anew, and not merely be “repeated”.
For the ending of the parable has now in turn become embedded in the con-
ventional judgements of “religious” man, from which the language-event is
meant to free us!

(3) There is not sufficient space to comment adequately on the impor-
tance of Christology for Fuchs’s understanding of the parables. We must
note, however, that he stresses this aspect with special reference to the
oneness of word and deed in the ministry of Jesus, and also to the status and
role of Jesus as one who pronounces God’s word in God’s stead. God is pre-
sent in the word of Jesus. Moreover, since Jesus enters the common world of
understanding experienced by the hearer, the hearer makes his response to
God’s word “together with” Jesus. Thus in the parable of the labourers in
the vineyard “Jesus acted in a very real way as God’s representative” es-
pecially in “his conduct . . . and proclamation”. Jesus gives us “to unders-
tand his conduct as God’s conduct”. “Jesus’ proclamation . . . went along
with his conduct.” Finally, if I respond in faith,” I am not only near to
Jesus; in faith I await the occurrence of God’s kindness together with
Jesus.“‘38  Similarly, in the parable of the Unmerciful Servant, “God
accepted the conduct of Jesus as a valid expression of his will.” The hearer
“lets Jesus guide him to the mercy of God”. “Jesus does not give a new law,
but substitutes himself for the law.” I39

This means that as Jesus stands “together with” the hearer, he becomes in
some sense, a model for faith. For as the hearer, through the language-event,
enters the “world” of Jesus, he finds a new vision of God and of the world
which he shares with Jesus. For Fuchs this means especially the abandon-
ment of self-assertion, even to the point of death; which is the repetition of
Jesus’ own decision to go the way of the cross and way of love. I40 “To have
faith in Jesus now means essentially to repeat Jesus’ decision.” 14’  This is
why the new hermeneutic has definite connexions with the new quest of the
historical Jesus. Fuchs writes, “In the proclamation of the resurrection the
historical Jesus himself has come to us. The so-called Christ of faith is none
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other than the historical Jesus . . . God himself, wants to be encountered by
us in the historical Jesus.” ‘42 For the message of Jesus to come-to-speech
creatively and liberatingly as language-event presupposes some kind of con-
tinuity between his words and his life. Thus Ebeling also concludes, “The
kerygma . . . is not merely speech about man’s existence. It is also a
testimony to that which has happened.” ‘43

IV. Some Conclusions

(I) Whilst the new hermeneutic rightly faces the problem of how the in-
terpreter may understand the text of the New Testament more deeply and
more creatively, Fuchs and Ebeling are less concerned about how he may
understand it correctly. Admittedly they insist on the need for historical-
critical study, but rightly or wrongly we receive the impression that this is
mainly a preliminary to the real task of hermeneutics. Fuchs and Ebeling are
looking at one side, albeit a neglected and yet important side, of a two-sided
problem. Rather than simply “first” using critical methods, is it not possible
both to “listen” to the text as subject, and also alongside this critically to
test one’s understanding of it? May not both attitudes be called into play
successively and repeatedly as if in dialogue?

It will be suggested, by way of reply, that this is necessarily to surrender a
vision of wholeness in exchange for a split conceptualizing perspective in
which the text becomes once again, a mere “object” of scrutiny. But whilst
we may accept the warning of. Heidegger and Gadamer that the subject-
object “method” of Descartes is not always adequate, nevertheless concep-
tualizing thinking must be given some place in hermeneutics. Commenting
on Heidegger’s notion of openness to the call of Being, Hans Jonas points
out that thinking “is precisely an effort not to be at the mercy of fate”. ‘44 To
surrender one’s own initiative in thinking in exchange for a mere “listening”
is precisely not to escape from one’s own conditionedness by history and
language, but is to make everything “a matter of the chance factor of the
historical generation I was born into”. ‘45 Theologians, Jonas concludes,
have been too easily seduced by the pseudo-humility of Heidegger’s orienta-
tion. The Christian has been delivered from the power of fate, and must use
his mind to distinguish the true from the false.

We have already seen that Heidegger, and presumably Fuchs, would
regard this as a misunderstanding and short-circuiting of the whole problem
of man’s “linguisticality”. Subject-object thinking, they believe, as well as
distancing man from reality also sets in motion a vicious circularity by
evaluating one set of human concepts in terms of another. But the New
Testament itself, especially Paul, seems to be less pessimistic than Heidegger
about the use of reason or “mind” (nous).  In this respect Heidegger stands
nearer to the sheer irrationality of Zen Buddhism. For it is noteworthy that
after reading a work of Suzuki’s, Heidegger declared “This is what I have
been trying to say in all my writings.” ‘46 Moreover the actual practical
difficulties of trying to distinguish between the true and the false in “non-
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objectifying” language are insuperable. They have been exposed, for exam-
ple, by Paul van Buren in his discussion of Heinrich Ott.14’  Thus, in spite of
its emphatic character, there is some justice in the verdict of J. C. Weber,
when he insists that in Fuchs’s thought “there can be no basis for dis-
tinguishing the language of the word of God and the language of Being . . .
In what way can we know that language does not bring to expression illu-
sion, falsehood, or even chaos? If the criterion of truth is only in the
language-event itself, how can the language-event be safeguarded against
delusion, mockery, or utter triviality? Why cannot the language-event be a
disguised event of nothingness? . . . Fuchs’s ontology is in danger of dissolv-
ing into a psychological illusionism.” 14*

(2) The new hermeneutic is also one-sided in its use of the New Testa-
ment and in its relation to the New Testament message. To begin with, there
are large areas of the New Testament which are explicitly concerned with
rational argumentation and with the elucidation of theological concepts.
Bornkamm, among others, has drawn attention to the role of reasoned argu-
ment in Paul, and Hebrews also invites consideration in this respect. 14’)
However, the approach of Fuchs and Ebeling better fits such language -
categories as hymns, poems, metaphors, and parables. It is no accident that
Fuchs tends to concentrate his attention on the parables, and also on such
passages as 1 Cor. 13 and Phil. 2:5-l  1. This seems to confirm our claim
that the new hermeneutic is one-sided. It is tempting to wonder whether if
Fuchs were still pastor to a congregation, they would find themselves con-
fronted regularly by the same kinds of passages. This is partly, too, because
Fuchs tends to see the “translated” message of the New Testament itself in
narrowly selective terms. In the end, almost everything in the New Testa-
ment can be translated into a call to love; into a call to abandon self-asser-
tion.

The problem for the new hermeneutic, however, is not only that certain
parts of the New Testament take the form of cognitive discourse; it is also
that it is frequently addressed to those who already believe, and often
spoken out of an already existing theological tradition in the context of the
historical community of the church. But tradition, even within the New
Testament, is for Fuchs a factor that tends to obscure, rather than clarify,
the original proclamation of Jesus, which was to unbelievers. Just as
Heidegger wishes to step back “behind” the conceptualizing tradition of
Western philosophy, so Fuchs wishes to step back “behind” the tradition of
the primitive church.

The consequences of such a move can be seen most clearly in Fuchs’s
handling of the resurrection of Christ. This may never be seen as a past
historical event known on the basis of apostolic testimony. Like Bultmann,
Fuchs sees it simply as expressing the positive value of the cross; as express-
ing, exhaustively and without historical remainder, Jesus’s abandonment of
self-assertion in the death of the cross. In his attempt to support such a view,
Fuchs even claims that Paul made a mistake in 1 Cor. 15:5-8,  being driven
to ground the resurrection in history only by the exigency of a polemic

against the Corinthians. Iso Fuchs can find no room in his hermeneutic for
tradition, the church, or history after the event of the cross. The issue is put
sharply by P. J. Achtemeier: “The church itself could, and did, become a
historical ‘security’ for faith, thus robbing faith of its announcement of the
danger of all such security . . . In this way . . . the new hermeneutic attempts
to defend a view of faith based on some portions of the New Testament
from a view of faith based on other portions.” 15’

Once again, however, these difficulties should not blind us to the positive
insights of the new hermeneutic where they occur. Fuchs does make some
valid comments on the hermeneutics of the epistles; and from this kind of
viewpoint Robert Funk offers some very valuable insights on 1 Cor. 2:2-16
and especially on “Second Corinthians as Hermeneutic”. He sees this epistle
as “a re-presentation of the kerygma in language that speaks to the con-
troversy in which (Paul) is engaged”. 15* The main contribution of the new
hermeneutic, however, concerns the parables of Jesus, and here, although
many criticisms about exegetical details could be made, the suggestiveness

and value of the general approach is clear.
(3) Just as it  represents a one-sided approach to the hermeneutical task

and also a one-sided use of the New Testament, the new hermeneuticfurther
embodies a one-sided view of the nature of language. This shows itself in
two ways.

Firstly, like Heidegger whom they follow here, Fuchs and Ebeling fail to
grasp that language functions on the basis of convention, and is not in fact
“reality” or Being itself. Whilst language admittedly determines, or at least
shapes, the way in which reality is perceived and organized in relation to a
language-community, effective language-activity presupposes “rules” or
conventions accepted by that community. It is an established principle not
only of Korzybski’s “general semantics”, but also of general linguistics since
Saussure, that the word is not the thing. Saussure himself described “l’ar-
bitraire du signe”  as the first principle of language study, and the point is
discussed in the chapter on semantics. ‘53 Opaqueness in vocabulary,
polysemy or multiple meaning, change in language, and the use of different
words for the same object in different languages, all underline the conven-
tionality of language. But the attitude of Fuchs and Ebeling, by contrast, is
close to that which has been described as the belief in “word-magic”. Their
view is sometimes found especially among primitive peoples. Malinowski
comments, “The word . . . has a power of its own; it is a means of bringing
things about; it is a handle to acts and objects, not a definition of them . . .
The word gives power.” ‘54 Heidegger, of course, would not be embarrassed
that such an outlook is primitive; he is concerned with “primal” language. ‘55
But this does not avoid the problem when Ebeling writes that a language-
event is not “mere speech” but “an event in which God himself is
communicated.“‘56

This is not to say that we should reject Ebeling’s contrast between a word
which speaks about reconciliation and a word which actually reconciles;
between speaking about a call and actually calling. But in two articles I have
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tried to show that the sense in which “saying makes it so” is best explained
in  te rms  of  per format ive  language ,  and  not  in  te rms  of  word-magic .  15’
Furthermore, it  should be stressed that, in spite of any appearances to the
contrary, Fuchs and Ebeling base their approach on a particular view of
l a n g u a g e ,  n o t  OII  some tirmation of  fa i th  about  the  “power”  of  God’s
word.

Secondly, the new hermeneutic has a one-sided concern with imperatival,
conative, directive language as over against the language of description or
information. Ebeling writes, “We do not get at the nature of words by ask-
ing what they contain, but by asking what they effect, what they set
going.“I” “The basic structure of word is therefore not statement . . . but
appraisal, certainly not in the colourless sense of information, but in the
pregnant sense of participation and communication.” I59  Here it is
important to see exactly what we are criticizing. We are not criticizing his
concern with function, with communication, with self-involvement. We
welcome this. But it is false to make two exclusive alternatives out of this, as
if description somehow undermined other functions of language. Indeed in
my article on the parables as language-event, I have argued in detail, firstly,
that not all descriptive propositions function in the same way (some may be
open-ended); and secondly that, in Austin’s words, “for a certain perfor-
mative utterance to be happy, certain statements have to be true.” I60 Amos
Wilder presses this kind of point in a different way. He writes, “Fuchs
refuses to define the content of faith . . . He is afraid of the word as conven-
tion or as a means of conveying information . . . Fuchs carries this so far
that revelation, as it were, reveals nothing . . . Jesus calls, indeed, for deci-
sion . . . But surely his words, deeds, presence, person, and message rested

upon dogma, eschatological and theocratic.” 16’
* ’ (4) There is some force in the criticism that the new hermeneutic lets
“what is true for me” become the criterion of “what is true”, and that its
orientation towards the interpreter’s subjectivity transposes theology too
often into a doctrine of man. We have noted Fuchs’s comment that he
proposes “a more radical existential interpretation” than even Bultmann.
The hermeneutical task, he writes, is “the interpretation of our own existence
. . . We should accept as true only that which we acknowledge as validfor
our own person.” ‘62 At the same time, we should also note that there is
another qualifying emphasis in Fuchs. He insists, “Christian faith means to
speak of God’s act, not of. . . acts of man.” ‘63

Some conservative theologians believe that we are drawn into a man-cen-
tred relativism if we accept either the notion of the hermeneutical circle, or
Fuchs’s idea of “self-understanding” (Selbstverstiindnis).  Thus J. W.
Montgomery calls for “the rejection of contemporary theology’s so-called
hermeneutical circle.” ‘64 He writes “The preacher must not make the
appalling mistake of thinking, as do followers of Bultmann and post-Bult-
mann new hermeneutic, that the text and one’s own experience enter into a
relationship of mutuality . . . To bind text and exegete into a circle is not
only to put all theology and preaching into the orbit of anthropocentric sin-

fulness, but also to remove the very possibility of a ‘more sure word of
prophecy’ than the vagueness of men.” ‘65

The problem formulated by Montgomery, however, turns on episte-
mology, or the theory of understanding, and not upon theological con-
siderations alone. To begin with, there are some areas of discussion in which
it is possible to distinguish between “Scripture” and “interpretation of Scrip-
ture”, and others in which it is not. We can and must distinguish between
the two, for example, when we are discussing questions about theological
method in principle and at a formal level. As Ebeling points out, this was
important in the Reformation and for Luther. But as soon as we begin to
consider a particular text, every way of understanding it constitutes an act
of interpretation which is related to the experience of the interpreter. This is
clear, for example, when we look back on Luther’s handling of specific texts.
On this level, it is simply philosophically naive to imply that some inter-
preters can have access to a self-evidently “true” meaning as over against
their interpretation of it. Moreover, the interpreter’s understanding, as
Gadamer rightly insists, is a progressive  one. In the words of Heinrich Ott,
“There is no final black-and-white distinction between ‘having understood
and ‘not having understood’ . . . Understanding by its very nature takes
place at different levels.” ‘66 Thus the interpreter is in the position of a
student confronted with a new text-book on a new subject. At first his
preliminary understanding of the subject-matter is disjointed and fragmen-
tary, not least because he does not yet know how to question the text ap-
propriately. Gradually, however, the text itself suggests appropriate
questions, and his more mature approach to it brings greater understanding.
At the same time, the parts and the whole begin to illuminate one another.
But in all this the interpreter is not merely active subject scrutinizing passive
object. The text “speaks” to him as its object, moulding his own questions.
The notion of the hermeneutical circle is not, then, a sell-out to man-centred
relativism, but a way of describing the process of understanding in the inter-
pretation of a text.

The problem of “self-understanding” is often misunderstood. It does not
simply mean man’s conscious understanding of himself, but his grasp of the
possibilities of being, in the context of his “world”. It concerns, therefore, his
way of reacting to life or to reality or to God and not merely his opinions
about himself. 16’ In one sense, therefore, it is less man-centred than is often
supposed. In Ebeling’s words, “When God speaks, the whole of reality as it
concerns us enters language anew.” 16* In another sense, however, it is true
that a pre-occupation with self-understanding may narrow and restrict the
attention of the interpreter away from a wider theological and cosmic
perspective. Indeed this underlines precisely the problem of one-sidedness
which we have noted in connexion with the task of hermeneutics, with the
scope of the New Testament, and with language. We saw, for example, that
Fuchs fails to do full justice to the resurrection of Christ.

(5) The new hermeneutic is concerned above all with the “rights” of the
text, as over against concepts which the interpreter himself may try to bring
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with him and impose on it. A “subject-object” scrutiny of the text which
takes no account of man’s linguisticality tends to tame and to domesticate
the word of God, so that it merely echoes back the interpreter’s own
perspectives. By contrast, the text should challenge him, judge him and
“speak” to him in its otherness. But in order that this word may be un-
derstood and “strike home”, there must also be a common “world”, an
Einverstiindnis,  in which the horizons of the text become fused with those of
the interpreter.

Some further strengths and weaknesses of this rejection of mere
“knowledge” and “analysis” can be seen when the new hermeneutic is set in
the wider context of literary interpretation, of art, and even of educational
theory. In the world of literature for example, Susan Sontag  argues that in-
terpretation impoverishes, tames, and distorts, a literary creation. “Inter-
pretation makes it manageable, comfortable”. Instead of interpreting
literature we ought simply “to show how it is what it is”. ‘69 Similarly R. E.
Palmer sees a further attempt “to transcend the subject-object schema” in
the French phenomenological literary criticism of Blanchot, Richard or
Bachelard, and in the phenomenological philsophy of Ricoeur or
Merleau-Panty.”  “O In the realm of art one could cite the work of Adolph
Gottlieb. In education theory it is possible to see both gains and losses in the
move away from concerns about “knowledge” and “information”, in ex-
change for an emphasis on participation, engagement and “experience”. The
pupil will gain from attempts to help him to understand in terms of his own
life-experiences; but he may well lose as less stress is laid on the “content”
part of instruction.

It is our claim that both aspects are important for New Testament inter-
pretation, but that at present there is more danger of neglecting the new
hermeneutic than of pressing its claims too far. Although it would be wrong
to reduce its lessons simply to a few maxims for preachers, nevertheless it
does have something to say about preaching and basic Bible study. For ex-
ample, it calls attention to the difference between talking about the concept
of reconciliation or the concept of joy, and on the other hand so proclaiming
the word of Christ that a man experiences joy or reconciliation, even if these
concepts are never mentioned. The preacher must concern himself with
what his words effect and bring about, rather than simply with what con-
cepts they convey. The gospel must not merely be spoken and repeated; it
must also be communicated. Similarly in Bible study the student is not only
concerned with “facts” and information, but with verdicts on himself.
Moreover as he “listens” to the text he will not be content only to use
stereotyped sets of questions composed by others, but will engage in a con-
tinuous dialogue of question and answer, until his own original horizons are
creatively enlarged.

The otherness of the New Testament must not be tamed and
domesticated in such a way that its message becomes merely a set of predic-
table religious “truths”. Through the text of the New Testament, the word of
God is to be encountered as an attack, a judgement, on any way of seeing

the world which, in Fuchs’s phrase, is not “seeing with God’s eyes”. The
hermeneutical task is a genuine and valid one. Two sets of horizons must be
brought together, those of the text and those of the modern interpreter; and
this must be done at a more than merely conceptual level. Few questions
can be more important than that asked by Fuchs, namely how the text of
the New Testament, written in the ancient world, can come alive in such a
way as to strike home in the present.

NOTES

I. For objections to the customary use of the term, see C. E. Braaten, “How New is the
New Hermeneutic?” in Theology Today 22 (1965), pp. 218-35, and J. D. Smart, The
Strange Silence of the Bible in the Church (London, 1970),  pp. 37-8; as against James M.
Robinson, “Braaten’s Polemic. A Reply”, in Theology Today, lot. cit., pp. 277-82.

2. E. Fuchs, “Zur Frage nach dem historischen Jesus” (Gesammelte Aufsiitze  II; Tiibingen
1960),  pp. 41 l-14 and 418; cf. Studies of the Historical Jesus (London 1964),  pp. 196-S
and 202.

3. E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik (Tiibingen 19704),  p. 281; cf. R. Bultmann, Essays Philosophical
and Theological (London 1955),  p. 14. Cf. further, E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, p. 182, and R.
Bultmann, Faith and Understanding (London 1969),  pp. 286-312.

5. E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 8.
6. E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 30; cf. Zum hermeneutischen Problem in

der Theologie (Gesammelte Aufsiitze  I, Tilbingen  1959),  pp. 9-10.
7. G. Ebeling, “Non-religious Interpretation of Biblical Concepts” in Word and Faith, p.

125.
8. G. Ebeling, The Word of God and Tradition (E.T. London 1968)  pp. 1 l-3 1, especially

26, 28.
9. G. Ebeling, God and Word (Philadelphia 1967)  p. 3; cf. pp. 8-9.

IO. Ibid., p. 4.
Il. E. Fuchs, “Proclamation and Speech-Event” in Theology Today 19 (1962), p. 354; and
G. Ebelinrr.  Theologv  and Proclamation (E.T. Collins, London. 1966). LID.  42 and 100-102.
12. G. Ebeling, W&d  and Faith, pp. 318-19.
13. Ibid., p. 306.
14. Ibid., p. 36.
15.  E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, p. 92.
16. E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 35.
17.  Ibid., p. 193.
IS. W. Pannenburg, Basic Questions in Theology I (E.T. London 1970) p. 9.
19. G. Ebeling, “Time and Word”, in J. M. Robinson (ed.), The Future of our Religious
Past: Essays in Honour of Rudolf Bultmann (London (1971), p. 265 (translated from Zeit
und Geschichte, 1964) (my italics). Cf. further, W. G. Doty, Contemporary New Testament
interpretation  (Englewood Cliffs, N.J. 1972),  pp. 34-7.
20. In addition to the previous chapter, see Ian Henderson, Myth in the New Testament
(London 1952),  p. 3 1, and A. C. Thiselton, “Myth, Mythology”. in The Zondervan Pictorial
Encyclopedia of the Bible (Grand Rapids 1975),  vol. 4, pp. 333-343.
21. G. Ebeling, “The Significance of the Critical Historical Method for Church and
Theology in Protestantism” in, Word and Faith, pp. 17-61; and E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, pp.
159-66, and especially Studies of the Historical Jesus, pp. 95-108.
22. G. Ebeling, The Nature of Faith (E.T. London 1961),  p. 188.
23. E. Fuchs, “Translation and Proclamation”, in Studies of the Historical Jesus, pp.
I9 l-206; cf. Hermeneutik, pp. 249-56, and Marburger Hermeneutik (Tiibingen 1968)  pp.

328 329



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION THE NEW HERMENEUTIC

2-4. Fuchs’s approach is related to that of Manfred  Mezger. See M. Mezger, “Preparation
for Preaching: the Route from Exegesis to Proclamation” in R. W. Funk (ed.) J Th. Ch. 2.
Translating Theology into the Modern Age (Tiibingen 1965),  pp. 159-79,  especially 166.
24. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, lot. cit., pp. 135-6.
(Fuchs writes almost the whole sentence in italics.)
25. G. Ebeling, The Nature of Faith, p. 15, cf. Introduction to a Theological Theory of
Language (London 1973),  pp. 15-80.
26. G. Ebeling, The Nature of Faith, p. 16; cf. God and Word, pp. 2-3, and E. Fuchs, “The
New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, lot. cit., p. 125.
27. H.-G. Gadamer, 4y
neutik (Tiibingen 1965

ahrheit und Methode. Grundziige  einer philosophischen Herme-
) p. 360 (E.T. Truth and Method (London 1975),  p. 350).

28. G. Ebeling, “Word of God and Hermeneutics”, in Word and Faith, p. 313.
29. Ibid., p. 317.
30. Ibid.; cf. The Word of God and Tradition, p. 9.
31. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, lot. cit., p. 136.
32. E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, pp. 109-10 (“die Maus  das hermeneutische Prinzip fur das
Verstiindis der Katze zu sein . . .“).
33. G. Ebeling, The Word of God and Tradition, p. 17.
34. H. Kimmerle, “Hermeneutical Theory or Ontological Hermeneutics” in R. W. Funk
(ed.), J Th. Ch. 4, History and Hermeneutic, p. 107 (my italics); cf. pp. 107-121.
35. See E. Fuchs, Marburger Hermeneutik, pp. 171-81 and 239-43.
36. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, lot. cit., p. 124; cf.
Marburger Hermeneutik, p. 176.
37. E. Fuchs, “The Hermeneutical Problem” in J. M. Robinson (ed.), The Future of Our
Religious Past pp. 267-8 (translated from E. Dinkler (ed.) Zeit und Geschichte, p. 357).
38. Ibid., p. 270; German from Zeit und Geschichte. p. 360. Cf. Hermeneutik. p. 136.
39. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem,” lot. cit., p. 126;
“Proclamation and Speech-Event”, lot. cit., pp. 347-5 1; Hermeneutik, pp. 2 19-30; Studies
of the Historical Jesus, pp. 97-9 and 130-66; and Marburger Hermeneutik. pp. 23 l-2. The
parables are discussed further below.
40. Richard E. Palmer, Hermeneutics. Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey,
Heidegger. and Gadamer (Evanston 1969),  p. 139.
4 I. This point is elucidated below, but for a simple introduction to this aspect of Fuchs’s
thought, see Paul J. Achtemeier, An Introduction to the New Hermeneutic (Philadelphia
1969).  pp. 91-100.
42. G. Ebeling, The Nature of Faith, p. 187.
43. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, (Oxford 1962) p. 6; cf. Philosophical
Papers (Oxford 1961),  pp. 220-39. Cf. further A. C. Thiselton, “The Parables as
Language-Event: Some Comments on Fuchs’s Hermeneutics in the Light of Linguistic
Philosophy” in Scottish Journal of Theology 23 (1970), pp. 437-68, especially 438-9; R. W.
Funk. Language, Hermeneutic and Word of God New York 1966),  pp. 26-8; J. M. Robin-
son, “The Parables as God Happening” in F. T. Trotter (ed.) Jesus and the Historian
(Philadelphia 1968)  p. 142; and W. G. Doty, op. cit., pp. 39-43.
44. G. Ebeling, The Nature of Faith. DO.  87 and 90.
45. E. Fuchs,Zur  Frage nach dem hisiorischen  Jesus, pp. 291 and 293 (cf. Studies of the
Historical Jesus. VD. 94 and 95).

.a

46. E. Fuchs, lot. cit. (German) pp. 288 and 291 (English, 91 and 93); 224 and 226 (English
36 and 38); and 347 (English 141).
47. Cf. E. Fuchs, Zum hermeneutischen Problem in der Theologie, pp. 28 l-305; Marburger
Hermeneutik, pp. 243-5; and Studies of the Historical Jesus, pp. 196-2 12; and G. Ebeling,
Word and Faith, pp. 325-32, and Theology and Proclamation pp. 28-3 1. On the different
terminology in Fuchs and Ebeling, James Robinson explains, “Sprachereignis and
Wortgeschehen are synonyms . . . The choice depends on which Buhmannian  term serves as
the point of departure, Heilsereignis or Heilsgeschehen” (New Frontiers in Theology, 2: The
New Hermeneutic, p. 57).
48. E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 196 (German, p. 411).

49. Ibid.
50. Ibid., p. 211.
5 I. G. Ebeling, Word and Faith, p. 320.
52. G. Ebeling, The Word of God and Tradition, p. 18; cf. E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, pp.
103-26.
53. J. M. Robinson, New Frontiers in Theology 2: The New Hermeneutic. pp, 234.
54. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, ibid., p. 143 (his
italics).
55. E. Fuchs, “The Hermeneutical Problem”, lot. cit., p. 277 (“die Texte zuvor uns
iibersetzen miissen  bevor wir sie iibersetzen kiinnen”, in E. Dinkler (ed.) op. cit., p. 365). Cf.
G. Ebeling, Word and Faith, p. 331.
56. R. Bultmann, “Is Exegesis Without Presuppositions Possible?” in Existence and Faith
London 1964),  p. 347; cf. pp. 342-51. R. Bultmann, “The Problem of Hermeneutics”, in
Essays Philosophical and Theological, pp. 242-3 (cf. pp. 234-61).
57. R. Bultmann, Existence and Faith, pp. 343-4 (his italics) and 347.
58. R. Bultmann, “The Problem of Hermeneutics”, lot. cit. p. 255.
59. R. Bultmann, Existence and Faith, p. 346.
60. Cf. B. J. F. Lonergan, Method in Theology (London 1972)  pp. 156-S  (cf. 153-266); and
J. D. Smart, The Interpretation of Scripture (London 1961),  pp. 37-64.
61. B. J. F. Lonergan, op. cit., p. 157. A. C. Thiselton, “The Use of Philosophical Categories
in New Testament Hermeneutics”, The Churchman 87 (1973), pp. 87-100.
62. R. E. Palmer, op. cit., p. 94. 96 (cf. F. Schleiermacher, Hermeneutik und Kritik, ed. by
F. Lucke, p. 29).
63. E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, p. 281 (my italics).
64. M. Mezger, “Preparation for Preaching: The Route from Exegesis to Proclamation”, IOC.
cit., p. 166 (cf. J. M. Robinson, op. cit., p. 59).
65. Ibid.
66. Ibid., pp. 166-7.
67. H. Kimmerle, “Hermeneutical Theory or Ontological Hermeneutics”, lot. cit., p. 109.
68. Cf. M. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics (E.T. New Haven 1959, Anchor edn.
1961)  pp. 123-38.
69. R. E. Palmer, op. cit., p. 87.
70. Ibid.
71. G. Ebeling, Word and Faith, p. 320.
72. Ibid., p. 317.
73. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, p. 142 (his italics).
74. H. Ott, “Systematic Theology and Exegesis” in his essay “What is Systematic
Theology?” in J. M. Robinson and J. B. Cobb Jr. (eds.) New Frontiers in Theology: I, The
Later Heidegger and Theology (New York ,1963), pp. 86 and 87; cf. M. Heidegger,
Unterwegs zur Sprache (Pfullingen, 1959,196O ) pp. 37-8.
75. G. Ebeline. Word and Faith, p. 33 (his italics).
76. Ibid., p. 3-18.
77. H.-G. Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode, pp. 307-24, especially p. 311 (E.T. pp.
289-305.  292f.): and G. Ebeling, Word and Faith, p. 330.
78. G. Ebeling; lot. cit. -
79. H.-G. Gadamer, op. cit., p. 291; cf. pp. 29&95 (E.T. pp. 274-8).
80. H.-G. Gadamer, op. cit., pp. 250-90, especially 250-61 and 275-90 (E.T. pp. 235-74,
23545,  258-74). Cf. M. Heidegger, Being and Time (E.T. London 1962)  pp. 188-95.
8 I. W. Wink, The Bible in Human Transformation: Towards a New Paradigm for Biblical
Stzaiv  (Philadelphia 1973).
82. Ibid., p. 2.
83. Ibid., p. 6.
84. Ibid., p. IO.
85. Ibid., p. 3.
86. Ibid., p. 32.
87. Ibid., p. 66.

330 331



88. Ibid., p. 62.
89. H.-G. Gadamer, Wuhrheit  und Merho& nn. 17-18  (F; T
90. Ibid., pp. 214 (E.T. pp. 24-6).
91. Ibid.. DD xxvi and 77LlOS (E-T. pp. xxvi, 73-99)., . .
92. Ibid., ou. 2%X61 (E.T. no. 233-45).
93. Ibid., p: 261 (E.T.‘p. 245).
94. Ibid., pp. 282-3 (E.T. p. 266).
95. Ibid., pp. 288-90 (E.T. pp. 270-4).
96. Ibid., p. 345. (E.T. pp. 326f.).
97. M. Heidegger, Being and Time, sect 15. pp. 95-102.
98. M. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics (Anchor ed. New York 1961),  p. 31.
99. Ibid., p. 30.
100. Ibid., p. 89-90.
101. Cf. M. Heidegger, Nietzsche (2 ~01s.  Pfullingen 196 1) vol. 2, pp. 148-89 (especially on
Descartes).
102. M. Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 111; cf. Unterwegs zur Sprache
(Pfullingen 1952  and 1960),  pp. 83-155, especially 86-7; and Holzwege (Klosterman,
Frankfurt 1963 ) pp. 7-68. Heidegger’s essay “The Origin of a Work of Art” is translated in
A. Hofstadter and R. Kuhns (eds), Philosophies of Art and Beapry  (New York 1964).
103. M. Heidegger Vom Wesen der Wahrheit (Frankfurt 1961 ), pp. 6-13; also rp. in
Wegmarken (Frankfurt 1967),  pp. 74-82.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
1 Il.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.
125.

-_
M. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 132.
G. Ebeling, Introduction to a Theological Theory of Language (London 1973), p. 71.
Ibid., p. 76.
G. Ebeling, God and Word, p. 2 and 17.
G. Ebeling, Introduction to a Theological Theory of Language, p. 127.
E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, pp. 126-34,  and Marburger Hermeneutik, pp. 228-32.
E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 207.
M. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 145.
Ibid., p. 108.
E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, pp. 208-9 (his italics).
M. Heidegger, Unterwegs zur Sprache, p. 267.
Ibid., p. 19.
M. Heidegger, Gelassenheit  (Pfullingen, 1959),  p. 37.
M. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 172.
E. Fuchs, Hermeneutik, p, 71.
E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 194 (his italics).
Ibid., p. 192 (his italics); cf. Hermeneutik, pp. 103-7.
E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 155.
Ibid., p. 129.
H.-G. Gadamer, op. cit., p. 100; cf. pp. 97-115 (E.T. pp. 94, 91-108).
Ibid., p. 66-96 (E.T. pp. 63-90).
Ibid., p. 98 (E.T. p. 92); cf. A. C. Thiselton, “The Parables as Language-Event”, lot.

cit., p. 442-5.
126. E. Fuchs, “The Parable of the Unmerciful Servant”,
1959),  p. 487.

in Studia Evangelica (Berlin,

127. Ibid., p. 493; cf. pp. 487-94, and Studies of the Historical Jesus, pp. 152-3.
128. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, lot. cit., p. 126.
129. E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 97; cf. Marburger Hermeneutik, pp.
171-81.
130. E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, p. 33; cf. pp. 32-8 and 154-6.
I3 1. Ibid., p. 33-7.
132. E. Fuchs, “Proclamation and Speech Event”, lot. cit., p. 349.
133. R. W. Funk Language, Hermeneutic and Word of God (New York 1966)  pp. 16-17
(his italics).
134. Ibid., p. 17.

135. Ibid., p. 192; cf. pp. 124-222.
136. W. Wink, op. cit., p. 42.
137. Ibid., p. 43.
138. E. Fuchs, Studies of the Historical Jesus, pp. 368 (his italics).
139. E. Fuchs, “The Parable of the Unmerciful Servant”, lot. cit., pp. 491-2.
140. E. Fuchs Studies of the Historical Jesus, pp. 80-82.
141. Ibid., p. 28.
142. Ibid., p. 3&3l (Fuchs’s italics).
143. G. Ebeling, Theology and Proclamation, p. 38; cf. pp. 32-8 1 which provides a response
to Bultmann.
144. H. Jonas in The Review of Metaphysics 18 (1964),  p. 216; cf. pp. 207-33.
145. Ibid.
146. Quoted by W. Barrett, “Zen for the West “, in N. W. Ross (ed), The World of Zen. An
East- West Anthology (London 1962), p. 344; cf. p. 284 and D. T. Suzuki, “Satori, or Acquir-
ing a New Viewpoint”, ibid., p. 41-7.
147. P. van Buren, Theological Explorations (London 1968),  pp. 81-105.
148. J. C. Weber, “Language-Event and Christian Faith” in Theology Today 21 (1965), p.
455: cf. pp. 448-57.
149. Cf. G. Bornkamm, “Faith and Reason in Paul”, in Early Christian Experience (Lon-
don 1969)  p. 29-46.
150. Cf. E. Fuchs, Marburger Hermeneutik, p. 123-34 and Glauben  und Erfahrung, p. 2 16.
151. P. J. Achtemeier, op. cit., pp. 156-7 and 162.
152. R. W. Funk in J. M. Robinson and J. B. Cobb (eds), op. cit. (The New Hermeneutic), p.
168: cf. pp. 164-97;  cf. also Language Hermeneutic and Word of God, pp. 275-305.
153. F. de Saussure, Cours  de linguistique g&%-ale  (edn. critique par R. Engler, Wiesbaden
1967)  pp. 146-57. Cf. J. Lyons, Introduction to Theoretical Linguistics (Cambridge 1968)
pp. 4-8, 38, 59-70, 74-5, 272 apd 403; S. Ullmann, Semantics, An Introduction to the
Science of Meaning (Oxford 1958 ), p. 8&l 15; and A. C. Thiselton, “The supposed Power
of Words in the Biblical Writings”, in JTS 25 (1974),  pp. 283-299.
154. B. Malinowski, “The Problem of Meaning in Primitive pguages”  in C. K. Ogden and
I. A. Richards (eds), The Meaning of Meaning (London 1949 ). pp. 489-90.
155. Cf. M. Heidegger, Existence and Being (London 1968 ), p. 291-3 15; Wegmarken, pp.
74-82; and Unterwegs zur Sprache, passim.
156. G. Ebeling The Nature of Faith, pp. 87 and 183 (my italics).
157. A. C. Thiselton, “The Supposed Power of Words in the Biblical Writings” and “The
Parables as Language-Event” lot. cit.
158. G. Ebeling, The Nature of Faith p. 187.
159. G. Ebeling, Word and Faith, p. 326.
160. J. L. Austin How to Do Things with Words (Oxford 1962),  p. 45 (his italics); cf. A.C.
Thiselton, “The Parables as Language-Event?, lot. cit., p. 438.
I6 I. A. N. Wilder, “The Word as Address and Meaning”, in J. M. Robinson and J. B. Cobb
Jr. (eds), op. cit., p. 213.
162. E. Fuchs, “The New Testament and the Hermeneutical Problem”, lot. cit., p. 117 (my
italics).
163. Ibid., p. 114.
164. J. W. Montgomery, “An Exhortation to Exhorters”, in Christianity Today 17 (1973)  p.
606; (cf. also his essay in C. F. H. Henry (ed.), Jesus of Nazareth Saviour and Lord (London
1966)  p. 23 1-6.
165. Ibid.
166. H. Ott, “What is Systematic Theology?“, lot. cit., p. 80.
167. Cf. E. Fuchs, Marburger Hermeneutik, pp. 20 and 41-7.
168. G. Ebeling, The Nature of Faith, p. 190.
169. S. Sontag, “Against Interpretation”, reprinted in D. Lodge (ed.), Twentieth Century
Literary Criticism (London 1972),  p. 656 and 660; cf. pp. 652-9.
170. R. E. Palmer, op. cit., p. 246.

332 333



THE AUTHORITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

CHAPTER XVII

THE AUTHORITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

Robin Nixon

I. Introduction

The problems of the interpretation and the authority of the New Testa-
ment have always been closely related. It has been possible to profess accep-
tance of New Testament authority but to use such a system of interpretation
that the New Testament itself becomes secondary and its message never
bursts out spontaneously and freely but is allowed to run only along careful-
ly guarded canals. So different schools of thought within the church have
argued for hundreds of years about the right method to use and about which
methods are most true to the New Testament itself. ’ We have now moved
into a much more fluid situation in theological debate than there has perhaps
ever been before. Previously the lines of battle were more or less clearly
drawn. There were accepted norms, even if different interpretation of those
norms, and Scripture, church and reason battled with each other for the last
word. In the last few years however two particular factors have changed the
whole scene. First there is the growth of religious pluralism. This has many
implications, and in some cases involves the denial of the uniqueness of
Christianity, while in others it means that the Bible or the New Testament
are not treated as norms. Related to this is the growth of ecumenism. Even
where churches or individual Christians have not been concerned with
denominational union schemes, they can no longer fail to be aware that
ways of approaching the Bible can no longer run along purely
denominational lines. At almost every level of understanding and interpreta-
tion denominational boundaries are largely irrelevant and it would be quite
anomalous in these days for serious Bible study to be carried out in ex-
clusive groups of, say, Anglicans or Presbyterians.

The second factor is the emergence of a whole range of problems facing
the church, because they are also facing humanity, which seem, at least at
first sight, alien to the world and the message of the Bible. The whole cast of
modern thought tends to be man- and experience-centred and some will go
only very reluctantly if at all to God and the objective truths set out in the
Bible for help and guidance. Those who do go to the Bible will often find
that there is nothing there which can be applied direct to the situation in
question. As James Barr has put it:

“The locus of the authority question has shifted. The critical question is no
longer ‘What was said back then?’ but ‘What should we say now?’ The centre of
the authority crisis . . . lies in the present day . . . The sense of doubt . . . arises
from a concentration on that which is closer to the present-day-decision as
against that which is more remote.” 2

The importance and difficulty of understanding and applying rightly the
authority of the Bible in the situation can readily be appreciated.

The Commission on Faith and Order of the World Council of Churches,
at their meeting at Boldern near Zurich in October, 1968, suggested that
there were six major question areas which could be divided into smaller or
subsidiary questions. 3 They were as follows:

(1) The question of priorities within the Bible itself and its relation to the
community which produced it.

(2) The question of diversity within the Bible.
(3) The question raised by changes of world-outlook since biblical times

and by our temporal distance from the biblical situation.
(4) The question of relations between past and future in respect to the

authority of the Bible.
(5) The question of the relation between biblical authority and other

kinds of authority.
(6) Questions of the use, function and application of biblical material.
The purpose of this chapter is to cover approximately the same ground

but in a slightly different way. First of all we shall discuss the question of the
meaning of authority. Then we shall examine the problems of interpretation
and authority within the New Testament, paying special attention to those
which arise from the use of the critical methods described in previous
chapters. Finally we shall deal with the problems of interpretation and
authority today.

II. The Meaning of Religious Authority

The whole question of authority has become a major issue in almost
every sphere of present-day society. There has been something of a swing in
many areas from the objective to the subjective. Attempts have been made
to distinguish between “authoritarian” and “authoritative” as epithets for
the process involved. The first term would indicate that facts had to be
accepted and commands obeyed however unreasonable they might seem
simply because the source of authority had said so. The second is taken to
mean that facts are accepted and commands obeyed because they commend
themselves to those to whom they are addressed. With the spread of educa-
tion and man’s supposed “coming of age” the “authoritative” model has far
wider approval in most,  areas of life today than the “authoritarian”.

The meaning of “authority” when applied to the Bible or to other sources
of religious information or instruction is likewise taken in different ways. ’
Barr uses the terms “hard” and “soft”.’ He defines “hard” authority as
meaning that the Bible has authority before it is interpreted and that that
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authority is applicable generally. This type of concept has normally been
prevalent in the understanding of biblical authority, particularly in the West.
This may be partly connected with the Roman legal tradition which has had
such a great influence in many aspects of church affairs. “Soft” authority on
the other hand suggests that authority comes after interpretation and
application and is limited to passages where an authoritative effect had in
fact been found. He commends this idea, with its more personal and
religious connotation, of a passage that has “spoken to us with authority”,
as a correct description of the way in which many people in fact become
convinced of the authority of the Bible. But he goes on to conclude: “When
carried beyond this, however, and given the logical status of the ground for
belief in biblical authority, it is manifestly wrong” (his italics).

The Christian faith is full of situations where complementary truths need
to be held together. This is basically because of the involvement of God in
human affairs and the possibility of having two levels of explanation of the
phenomena. So we can conceive of Christ as divine and human. We can
also understand the sacraments as having both a divine objective aspect and
also a human subjective one, providing a grace-faith reciprocal. It is not
difficult to extend this to the principle of authority. Jesus is referred to as
speaking or acting “with authority” (exousia) (Mk. 1:22,  27; 2: 10 etc.) This
authority is something which commended itself to those who encountered
him, because he had made no formal claims to divine authority which they
had heard and accepted. 6 But for those who have accepted Jesus as God
incarnate there will also be an objective authority about his teaching. They
will naturally tend to maintain that there is no incompatibility between the
two and that his words have authority because his person has authority. The
difficulty arises when the teaching of Jesus in some field does not commend
itself to the hearer. If he is a believer in Jesus’ unique position he will have to
choose between the two types of authority. It is at this point that the concept
of “soft” authority will be found not to have made sufficient allowance for
human sinfulness and blindness and the true way of the disciple is to wrestle
with the saying of the master until it can be seen to mean something in his
own experience.

The principles which are applied to the authority of Jesus may also be
related to the record of the teaching of Jesus which we have in the Gospels
and to the New Testament as a whole. It is on the grounds of its relation to
some aspect of their spiritual experience that most Christians will begin to
accept that the New Testament is authoritative. But once they begin to go
deeper into their faith and to study the New Testament further they will find
difficult passages which do not immediately ring true. The adoption of the
“soft” authority principle would lead to the neglect or rejection of such
passages and very likely to the unbalancing and impoverishment of their
spiritual lives. But to submit to the “hard” authority of the New Testament
does not mean the abdication of the use of the mind. It involves an approach
of humble expectation that God can speak through the whole of his word. It
implies the willingness to enter into dialogue with the most difficult parts of

the text in the expectation that their true meaning will not yield itself lightly
either to intellectual understanding or to spiritual experience. The grace-faith
reciprocal will be found in the approach to the Scriptures as to the
sacraments and what is accepted as the word of God will still need to
become the word of God to the one who has ears to hear. If in one sense this
may be described as “hard” authority, in another sense it is also something
far deeper than that. For the Bible is not just a collection of commands to be
obeyed. As the Christian grapples with the text of Scripture he will find that
through it the living God encounters him and shapes and guides as well as
judging and testing him. To him what is accepted as the word of God will bit
by bit become in his experience a word of God directed to him and his situa-
tion. It is here that the “New Hermeneutic”, rightly used, helps to add a new
dimension to some of the rather arid theories of biblical authority which
have sometimes prevailed in the past. ’

III. Interpretation and Authority Within the Bible

Any careful student of the Old Testament soon realises that, whatever
critical view of the origin and date of its documents is adopted, the material
contained in it was written down over a considerable period of time and that
what came later very often depended in one way or another on what had
come before. There can therefore be discerned in the Old Testament a con-
tinuing process of interpretation and application of truths already received
in the light of new situations experienced for instance by the prophets. The
prophets claimed to speak with authority (“Thus says the Lord”) and they
both added to the sum of God’s revelation and also re-directed the thrust of
what others had said or written before. We are justified in seeing in some
sense a progressive revelation in the Old Testament and with that goes the
implication of the need for continuing re-interpretation within the biblical
tradition itself.

The very earliest Christians had as their scriptures simply the Old Testa-
ment and it is clear that for all its immense and indeed indispensable value it
was not sufficient for the revolutionized situation in which they found
themselves. God’s revelation in the Old Testament had been partial and
piecemeal. His revelation of himself in Christ was complete and final (Heb.
1: If.). This meant that a whole new way of understanding the Old Testa-
ment had to be developed because the person of the Messiah revealed in the
human form of Jesus of Nazareth, incarnate, crucified and risen, became the
central reference point.’ It was not said that the Old Testament had no
meaning in its original context, but all the stress was now laid on its meaning
for those “upon whom the end of the ages has come” (1 Cor. 10: 11). To
read the Old Testament now was to read it without the veil of misunder-
standing or partial understanding that there had been before (2 Cor.
3: 12-18). Further things were revealed in Christ which had not been reveal-
ed in the Old Testament, but the new treatment of many themes which had
been dealt with in the Old Testament indicated a shift in the locus of authori-
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ty. The Old Testament per se no longer had direct authority over the people
of God. It was Christ to whom all authority was given in heaven and on
earth (Mt. 28:18).

The best known example of the way in which the teaching of the Old
Testament was reinterpreted in Christ is to be found in the Sermon on the
Mount (Mt. 5-7). In this collection of teaching various precepts of the Law
are taken and given a fuller and deeper meaning in the light of Christ. There
is a shift from an external authority over actions to an internal one over
thoughts and motives. The contrast of “it was said to the men of old” with
“but I say to you” makes it plain that the claims of Christ came higher than
those of the Old Testament. But the general thrust of the teaching is found in
the concept of fulfilment,  which involved not the demolition of what had
gone before but the giving to it of a new depth of meaning never previously
recognized. ’

A problem is however raised by this. The Sermon on the Mount is
presented by Matthew as a collection of sayings of Jesus. Many scholars
have questioned the authenticity of some or even all of them. Does such a
questioning affect their authority? Some of the issues concerning the ip-
sissima  verba of Jesus have been discussed above. lo While scholars like
Jeremias and the Scandinavians Riesenfeld and Gerhardsson have done
much in recent years to support the belief that we have a reliable tradition of
the teaching of Jesus, others have been more sceptical. While it is important
that we should know whether there is a good case for the evangelists’ recor-
ding faithfully the substance of the teaching of Jesus, it can hardly be claim-
ed that the issue of authority is greatly affected by whether isolated sayings
are considered to be ipsissima verba of Jesus. It was presumably in the
providence of God that the incarnation took place in an age without elec-
tronic recording devices and the modern Christian would have been very
hard pressed to wade through the millions of words used by Jesus in public
teaching had he had access to them. Further in order to understand them he
would have to be acquainted with Aramaic (as well as possibly Hebrew and
Greek). The attempt by scholars to push back as far as possible to hear the
authentic voice of Jesus is a perfectly proper and indeed a praiseworthy one.
Yet it must be confessed that we cannot avoid the presence of the New
Testament writers as mediators to us of the teaching of Jesus. They, or those
who were responsible for their oral or written sources, selected, edited and
translated the sayings of our Lord and apart from them we cannot hear his
voice at all. If they can be shown to be men of honest intent who were well
placed to be in touch with the teaching of the incarnate Jesus, we may feel
that they have given us faithfully the general sense of his teaching. ”

This discussion has led us to the point where we can see that not only do
Jesus and the New Testament writers interpret the Old Testament in a new
and authoritative way, but that there is a process of interpretation going on
within the New Testament itself. If the interpreter in some way has authori-
ty, we must ask who the interpreter is? The Christian of New Testament
times would not think that it was simply the human agent who recorded the

sayings of Jesus or explained them in some other context. He would think of
it, when rightly done, as being the work of the risen Jesus through his Holy
Spirit. If the word of the Lord Jesus could come in this way to his disciples,
its authority could hardly be less than that of the words which he spoke in
his Galilean ministry. It is of course a real possibility that the Gospels as
well as the Epistles contain such words. Redaction-criticism I2 has reminded
us again of the importance of the evangelists and their creative contribution.
If they were indeed writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, it makes
no difference to the authority of their writings whether their creative
editorial role seems to be small, as is probable in the case of Mark, or large,
as in different respects it is with the other three evangelists. It would be very
naive to think of the evangelists as simply writing down all they know. The
problem of the inspiration of the evangelists as creative editors of their
material is not substantially different from the problem of the writers of the
Epistles as interpreters of the Christ event.

The fact that the early Christians regarded the death and resurrection of
Jesus as being central to their faith carries with it the inevitable corollary
that explanation of these things after they had occurred could not be given
by the incarnate Christ. While scholars disagree how much Jesus taught
about these things beforehand, all agree that he could not have explained
them fully if only for the reason that the disciples, brought up in Judaism
with very different messianic expectations, could not have understood
properly. While Jesus apparently gave certain terms and categories (such as
“Son of man” and *‘servant”) by which his death and resurrection were to
be interpreted, it is the New Testament writers who are left to expound
things more fully. What is often implicit in the Gospels, because a Gospel is
a special literary form centred round the telling of a story about Jesus of
Nazareth, is much more explicit in the Epistles. Can we therefore say that
the Epistles are the interpreters of the Gospels? I3 This would be something
of a half-truth, particularly when it is remembered that most of the Epistles
were probably written before most of the Gospels. It would be better to see
the writers of the Epistles as having much greater liberty than the
evangelists. They were not bound by the form of the story but were free to
apply the truths of the revelation of God in Christ according to the par-
ticular needs of their readers or hearers. They could concentrate on
systematic doctrinal teaching or on moral and spiritual application accor-
ding to need. They were also free to refer in a much fuller way to the activity
of the risen Christ through his Spirit in the church. Epistle and Gospel were
meant to go hand in hand but the former is given no authority over the latter
in the canon of the New Testament.

Here we are brought face to face with the problem of diversity within the
New Testament. The formation of the canon was a recognition of the fact
that there were different interpretations of the Christ event current in the
apostolic church. If it were possible to have everything understood “in the
flat”, then presumably only one Gospel would have been necessary, for in
that a full and final interpretation of the ministry, death and resurrection of
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Jesus could have been given. Instead of that we have four preserved for us,
three of which cover a great deal of the same ground and yet frequently give
different emphasis and interpretation, as anyone using a synopsis can soon
discover. If we turn to the Epistles we discover what has looked to many
scholars like a straight confrontation between the teaching of some of the
Epistles of Paul and the Epistle of James. If the extreme ideas of thesis, an-
tithesis and synthesis, which had such currency in some circles in the
nineteenth century, have largely been abandoned, there is today an in-
creasing interest in the concept of diversity in the New Testament. The ma-
jor work in this field has been concerned with the period just after the New
Testament I4 but now the questions are being pushed back into the canon
itself. It is an observable fact that all spontaneous movements, political or
otherwise as well as religious, if they are to endure must acquire some sort
of institutional form. It is not therefore surprising to see that the unstruc-
tured Christian life of the apostles and earliest disciples in due course
developed into the increasingly rigid form of the catholic church. Many
Christians have seen this as a process of corruption and decline in which
both the word and the Spirit came to be stifled. Lutheran scholars have often
gone further than this and have seen in some of the attempts to organize the
church in the New Testament the spectre  of Friihkatholizismus or early
catholicism.  I5 Against this tendency, which they see particularly prominent
in the writings of Luke and in the Pastoral Epistles, they set what they
believe to be the authentic New Testament note which is found in the
genuine epistles of Paul. It is possible to approach the problem in a more
constructive way and to see two approaches to theology and to life in the
biblical writings from very early times. I6 The faith of the New Testament
can be shown to be greater than any one man’s ability to experience and ex-
press it fully. A truly balanced Christianity will contain emphasis on word,
Spirit and church and even if the resultant product comes out rather
differently in different parts of the New Testament it is hard to deny that
they are all present in one way or another in all the canonical writings. It is
true that the writing of a New Testament theology now requires a proper
distinction between the sources and an indication of the differences of
emphasis involved, but there is still such a thing as a New Testament
theology. ” Even the division between Palestinian and Hellenistic Christiani-
ty may have been greatly exaggerated. ‘* It is not really such an exercise in
hermeneutical gymnastics as is sometimes suggested to find compatibility as
well as diversity between the theology of Paul and that of John or even
James.

IV. Interpretation and Authority Today

While it is possible to reach a measure of agreement about what happen-
ed in biblical times, drawing conclusions from that for application to the
situation today is a much more complicated and controversial task. We
have to deal with questions about norms, about the status of the canon,

about the development of doctrine, about primary and secondary issues,
about cultural transposition and about the actual application of the New
Testament to the situation of the church and of individuals today.

1. THE IMPORTANCE OF NORMS

Disputes in the past have often been concerned with the use of norms and
in particular the way in which the norms of Bible, church and reason have
been defined and related to one another. Today there has been a good deal
of questioning whether there are or ought to be any norms at all when it
comes to the outworking of Christian principles in the modern world. As
Barr points out, the ideas of “authority” and “norm” are closely related ” so
that this is one expression of the movement against any external authority.
Amongst proponents of the view that the quest for norms is a false trail is
D. E. Nineham?’ In an unpublished paper to the Durham University
Lightfoot Society entitled “The Dogma of Normativeness” (a title which he
toyed with but did not use for his John Rylands Library lecture) he describ-
ed the quest for norms as “Judaistic” and therefore an affront to the
freedom of the gospel. The standpoint adopted by Nineham is strongly
criticized by H. E. W. Turner.

“The argument that the quest for norms is a false trail in principle ignores the
vital importance of the givenness of God. An unmitigated theological pluralism
leads at once to a theological relativism which would make all theological
statements possible with an equal chance of success or failure. This would mean
the end of Christianity as we or anybody else have understood it.” ‘I

Turner goes on to state that “freedom does not mean unlimited openness
and any possible ‘Judaism’ lies not in the quest for or possession of norms
but in certain ways in which they can be used or abused.” He refutes
Nineham’s attempt to force the dilemma, “either unrelated norms or no
norms at all,” and points out that the givenness of God is a related
givenness.

It is certainly difficult to convince those who argue that there are no
norms. In the end one can only show that a world-view which makes sense,
though not providing slick answers to every problem, and a present religious
experience which appears spiritually satisfying are both linked to the
historical person and activity of Jesus Christ. Thus he is in some sense a
norm for both doctrine and experience and the documents which witness to
him and which have always been accepted by his followers are also in some
sense at least normative. In the end conviction will only be brought if those
who accept this live it out in all aspects of their thought and conduct. The
sort of approach which Nineham advocates tends to be much more effective
in demolition than in construction.

2. THE STATUS OF THE CANON

If there are to be norms at all in Christian theology, few have ever denied
that the Bible should be at least one of them. At times it may have been sub-
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ordinated to the church or to reason, but it has still been counted as a norm.
This means therefore that to certain writings, now ancient, a special status is
ascribed and they are collected into a canon which marks them off from
other contemporary or later writings. There have in the past been relatively
minor disputes about the contents of the canon (Should Esther or 2 Peter go
out or should Barnabas or Hermas come in?) but now the whole idea of a
canon is under attack. Is Holy Scripture Christian? asks C. F. Evans in the
provocative title of a book in which he argues that the concept of a holy
book may not accord with the faith to which that holy book itself bears
witness.”

We find this same point being made by Nineham  when he quotes an emi-
nent English theologian as referring to “the curse of the canon” and of R. H.
Lightfoot’s remark to him that the production of the first gospel may have
been “the first serious failure of nerve on the part of the infant Church”. ”
Nineham  himself draws back from a full-scale attack on the idea of a canon
because his spiritual experience is refreshed by returning to the Bible, but he
does not believe that this justifies any dogma of normativeness. Barr draws
attention to “the accidental nature of the process which led to the formation
of the Bible as we know it”. 24

Barr confesses himself not to be convinced by the arguments used but
asserts that they have opened up the discussion in a potentially fruitful way.
Those who believe in the providence of God may well also believe that there
was nothing accidental about the formation of the canon even though it did
not happen in a neat and tidy way. After all, the crucifixion is a particularly
clear example of the way in which human limitations and even human sin
can be overruled to fulfill the purposes of God in history.

One of the strongest reasons for treating the biblical documents as Scrip-
ture is found in the concept of their being witnesses to the saving acts of
God.”  But this particular concept is criticized by Barr, who has devoted
much of his work to showing the weaknesses of the methodology of the
modern “biblical theology” school. 26 He concludes that “in general, then,
the possession of proximity to the historical events is an ambiguous quality
and it does not of itself validate the status of the existing Bible as theological
norm for today.” 27

Barr likewise follows Evans in rejecting the argument that the New Testa-
ment derives its authority from the apostles. “The idea that the writings are
holy scripture because they are ‘apostolic’ seems therefore to depend on
legends, semantic misunderstandings and erroneous extensions of valid
truths”. ‘* The argument given here is rather brief and seems somewhat
facile. It fails to take into account much of the recent work which has been
done on the idea of tradition in the New Testament, particularly that of
Riesenfeld and Gerhardsson. But it does remind us that we can have no cut
and dried proof that all the New Testament documents were written by
apostles or by their companions. We have again to admit that the evidence
is incomplete and to resort to what many would believe to be a proper
assumption, that the God who had gone to such lengths as he did to reveal

himself in Jesus Christ for the salvation of mankind would also see to it that
a basically reliable record of that revelation was available for all to whom it
was addressed. 29

The problem is that in practice we use the canon selectively. The difficulty
is not just that some like Charles Gore go to Paul for preference and others
like William Temple to John. It is that for many Christians whole books are
practically neglected. K. Aland has drawn attention to this in his important
monograph, The Problem of the New Testament Canon. 3o He shows that
the canon proceeded from the Christian communities rather than being im-
posed by ecclesiastical authority and that the regulajidei  had an important
role in determining its contents. He asserts that the twenty-seven books of
the New Testament canon will not be bettered by any extension though not
all the competing documents have survived. Modern demands are always
for reduction and in practice the canon is undergoing a reduction and
narrowing. He suggests that there are three possibilities open to us. We may
accept the situation as it is, or we may try to formulate principles by which
we can select from the formal canon to make a new actual canon or we can
accept the official canon and see that it is made real by using it all. As a
Lutheran he favours the second course of action. But Luther was at his
weakest when dealing with the canon and it is unlikely that any new canon
could be widely agreed now. It may be that the early church was less naive
than is often supposed in its principles of selection and what has been so
widely accepted and used for so long should not lightly be overthrown. Barr
on the other hand points out that we cannot really change the canon today.

“ . . . formation of scripture and canonization of scripture, are processes which
were characteristic of a certain time, a certain stage in the life of the people of
God. We are in fact no longer in that stage, it is a matter of history to us, and
even historically we are not too well informed of the arguments and categories
which were employed.” 3’

There are then strong arguments for keeping the canon as it is and seeking
to understand it more seriously.

3. THE DEVELOPMENT OF DOCTRINE

It is possible to take the Bible as a norm in the sense that it gives us the
raw materials of the Christian faith but to hold a theory of the development
of doctrine which renders its authority very much secondary to that of the
church in successive ages. Newman’s “Essay on the Development of Chris-
tian Doctrine” is a classical statement of this position. Hanson points out
that he had to abandon the idea that the consubstantiality of the Son had
always been taught in the church as a disciplina  arcani.  He demonstrates
the attractiveness of the idea that the contemporary church in each age can
correct the decisions of the church in ages before. “People whose historical
consciences cannot accept the old theory can readily accept this one”. j2 He
goes on to criticize Newman’s approach and shows how the Bible ceases to
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be the norm of faith. “Indeed, the Bible becomes less and less relevant as the
progress of history leaves it further and further in the dim past”. 33

If this approach leads to the development of doctrine which is contrary to
that revealed in the Bible or to the making of assertions about supposed
historical events without any evidence from the Bible or other contemporary
sources, it seems to stand self-condemned. On the other hand it has to be ad-
mitted that the doctrines of the incarnation and the trinity cannot be read
straight out of the New Testament. It was necessary for the theologians to
grapple with the phenomena of the New Testament and then try and for-
mulate some systematic statement of orthodox belief. The great majority of
the church’s leaders and thinkers have accepted for centuries that the for-
mulations were correct. Yet the formulation of the creeds and their accep-
tance as subsidiary norms has also recently come under attack. Turner
shows the importance of the work of systematization and the making of a
coherent wholeT

There is nothing absolute about the creeds and there is no a priori reason
why the contemporary church should not seek to restate the
doctrines which they contain in more modern thought-forms. Indeed this is
the task of the church in every age in its role as “a witness and a keeper of
holy Writ”. Perhaps Hanson is over-optimistic when he asserts that the
Ecumenical Movement will be the means by which we come to a full un-
derstanding of Christianity. “The Holy Spirit has given the Church a norm
of faith in the Bible, but only a united church can fully understand that
norm.“3”  This process of understanding and formulating is of course
something quite different from that of adding to the faith of the Bible and of
providing for the Bible a framework of interpretation which will not let it
stand as it should in judgement over the church. The very fact of the number
of questions that are open now is itself witness to the failure of the church at
any period in history to provide a scheme of biblical interpretation which
will satisfy the church at all subsequent times.

4. PERMANENT AND TEMPORARY FACTORS

While there have always been major philosophical problems in supposing
that revealed facts about the nature of God or his action in Christ could be
changed, it is much easier to suppose that there are secondary matters
where there could be development from age to age. Within the New Testa-
ment itself we find for instance the “Apostolic Decree” of Acts 15. This was
something formulated and promulgated by the leadership of the church as a
result of a top-level conference, but the evidence of the New Testament
writings as a whole is that its effect was decidedly limited. It was a ruling
about practice rather than doctrine. The Pauline churches came to live un-
der grace rather than law but did not think themselves to be overthrowing
the authority of the Old Testament. They were recognizing the temporary
nature of the approach to the Law under the old covenant. It is interesting to
note that nowhere in the New Testament is there made explicit a division

between the moral principles and the legal and ceremonial aspects of the
Pentateuch but the whole life-style of the churches indicated that most
Christians had taken the point that there was a difference between them.
There is therefore no a priori reason for supposing that ethical instructions
given to individual churches or Christians in the New Testament were sup-
posed to have universal validity in that form. The precise application of the
story of the rich young ruler (Mk. 10:17-22)  to every Christian would seem
to be a recipe for chaos, though every one should face up to its basic moral
challenge.3h

The question of church order is now also treated by most scholars as a
secondary question. It is true that Paul tries to impose some measure of con-
formity upon the Corinthian church (1 Cor. 11:16;  14:33-36),  but he never
treats this as of fundamental importance. The diversity in church order
between the Pauline churches and that at Jerusalem suggests that there is no
one given form of order and ministry in the New Testament which is valid
for everyone everywhere. 37 To say this does not mean to deny that there are
important principles connected with the organization of the church and the
ordering of its ministry and sacraments, nor to deny that serious error can
occur in these areas and that the best possible pattern should be aimed at.
But it does mean that we have passed the day of sterile inter-denominational
quarrels, with each side trying to justify its position as the exclusively right
one by an appeal to Scripture.

The possibility of development in the field of ethics or church order is
made possible by an understanding of the need for cultural transposition
between the world and the church of the New Testament and the world and
the church of today. The most often quoted example of this concerns Paul’s
injunctions about headdress in 1 Corinthians 11. Most twentieth century
Christians do not find excessive difficulty in understanding that the principle
underlying this can be applied to dress today, in whatever way is ap-
propriate to the national or local conditions. Again it seems likely that the
New Testament writers by and large accepted the social and political con-
ditions of their day but taught such radical principles of love and of the
dignity of man that in the end society would be transformed by this
teaching. A particular social order provided the framework in which they
practised the Christian life, but they did not have the opportunity of shaping
the legislation of professedly Christian states.

There is, as Barr points out, a great danger in “cultural relativism”. This
would mean “a marked passivity of Christian faith and theology in relation
to whatever happens to pass current in the culture of our own time”. 38 The
New Testament would lose its authority if it could not stand in judgement
over the democratic ideals of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants as much as
over the tyranny of Herod or of Nero. The principles of human nature,
human conduct and human relationships do not change from age to age and
the New Testament principles are available for translation into our situation.

Does the principle of translation into twentieth century terms allow for
demythologization? The subject has been more fully treated above, 3y and
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one must agree that there is an urgent need for translating the gospel into
present-day terms. This is very different from listing what modern man can
and cannot believe, which is often more a statement of what some
theologians with a certain philosophical background can and cannot believe.
A true demythologization of something like the ascension, showing the real
truth which was being expressed in the biblical language and relating that to
modern thought and knowledge, does nothing to diminish the authority of
the New Testament. To rewrite the whole gospel story to fit our own con-
temporary prejudices is a different matter altogether. We should rather, in
dialogue with the Scriptures, allow them to help shape our presuppositions. “I

Many of the issues mentioned above find their crystallization in a
problem currently facing many sections of the Christian church. Should
women be ordained to the presbyterate? While some frankly ignore the
biblical evidence as irrelevant to the contemporary church, those who take
the New Testament seriously have to grapple with the issues above. What
does the New Testament actually say about the ministry of women? Is it a
primary or secondary matter? Does the Pauline discussion of the order of
creation in r$ation to the question make it an issue of theological principle
rather than of church order? What sort of cultural transposition do we have
to make and is it so great that we may almost have to demythologize the
biblical doctrine of creation? Has the development of understanding which
eventually brought freedom to slaves also now grown ripe for the freeing of
women from any restrictions on their ministry? In what sense do we talk
about views being “scriptural” or “unscriptural”? Does the matter have to
be instanced or commanded in the New Testament or is it simply sufficient
that it is not forbidden? Can those who claim that genuine Pentecostal
phenomena ended with the apostolic age at the same time claim the pattern
of the apostolic church to be normative for women’s ministry? 4’

V. Conclusion

Since the religion and science controversies of the last century intelligent
Christians have been learning increasingly to see that God works through all
sorts of means for which some explanation other than divine action may
also be given. There is no longer any need to posit a “God of the gaps”. If
this is true both in matters of doctrinal and historical truth and also in or-
dinary Christian living, there should be no great difficulty in applying the
same principle to biblical criticism. If the careful literary and historical study
of the Bible suggests that it came into its present form in certain ways which
are explicable at the human level, that does not mean that it is not also the
word of God. While some solutions of critical problems would be hard to
square with any theory of the inspiration and authority of the Bible, the ma-
jority are neutral. The discovery of the role of the early church or the role of
the evangelist in the compilation of the Gospels makes them no less
authoritative than if they had all been simply a verbatim record of what
Jesus said and did. A fearless attempt to interpret the New Testament cor-

rectly will do more to strengthen than to undermine its authority. 42 For the
authority of the Bible comes home most clearly to us when we understand it
as fully as we are able to do. This understanding is built up for the church as
a whole by the work which scholars and devout Christians have done in try-
ing to grapple with the true meaning of the text and its application in each
generation. The New Testament has the authority of a once-for-all revela-
tion which witnesses to a once-for-all redemption, though the church has
always found that, in the words of John Robinson (one of the Pilgrim
Fathers), “The Lord hath more light and truth yet to break forth out of His
holy word.” Nonetheless the church has been given a basic norm by which
to guide and shape her life and which will act as a judge if she neglects it.

The Bible has been given to us to provide eternal principles and not as a
direct solver of current problems. If it is rightly accepted as a norm its prin-
ciples will be seen to bear on contemporary situations and it is one of the sad
facts of the present church scene that there seems to be little understanding
of how to apply biblical teaching.43 All the tools at our disposal must be
used to elucidate the original meaning of the text, but there is needed in addi-
tion an understanding of the’contemporary  world, not just from a secular
point of view, but with reference to the way in which the Spirit is working. It
is very rarely the scholar sitting isolated in his study who discovers anything
really fresh in the message of the scriptures. The task of understanding and
application needs interplay between evangelist, pastor and layman in the
world on the one hand and theologian on the other. The individual Christian
should be able to go to the New Testament and find “a command, a promise
or a warning, an example to follow or an error to avoid”. 44 But he will do
this, not by reading the Bible in isolation so that he fails to contextualize
what he has read, but by engaging in study of the text and discussion of its
meaning with other Christians also. The authority of the New Testament,
rightly understood, will never be fully experienced in this life. But if
Christians approach it desiring to hear the voice of God speaking to them
they will find that the Spirit takes the word in the church and makes it for
them something living and active. Only by those with such an attitude can
its true authority be found.
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CHAPTER XVIII

EXPOUNDING THE NEW TESTAMENT

John Goldingay

“Exegesis”, “exposition”, and other words in this field are used in various
ways. In this chapter, however, “exegesis” refers to elucidating a verse or
passage’s historical meaning in itself, “exposition” to perceiving its
significance for today. ’ “Interpretation” and “hermeneutics” cover both
these major aspects of the task of understanding the Bible.

All four words are sometimes used synonymously, however. In part this
reflects the fact that these two major aspects of interpretation have often not
been sharply distinguished. The “classic” evangelical treatments of Stibbs 2
or Berkhof’ simply assume that if you can understand a passage’s
“meaning”, the question of its “significance” will look after itself. Conse-
quently, all that is required of the preacher is “to say again what St. Paul
has already said”. His message to us will then be self-evident. There is of
course a realization that a literal application of a text will sometimes be il-
legitimate. On the one hand, social and cultural changes make anxiety about
women’s hats unnecessary today and our job in expounding 1 Corinthians
I1 is not to dictate fashion to contemporary ladies but to see what principles
underlie Paul’s specific injunctions there. On the other hand, the change in
theological era effected by Christ’s coming complicates the application of
the Old Testament to God’s New Testament people. With such provisos,
however, the application to today of the Bible’s eternal message has not
seemed difficult.

Earlier chapters of this book have shown how modern study of the Bible
has raised major problems for this approach, and “the strange silence of the
Bible in the church”4 witnesses to it. The development of critical methods,
even when most positive in its conclusions, has made interpreting the New
Testament much more complicated. What if “John (has) written up the
story (of Jesus and the Samaritan woman) in the manner he thought ap-
propriate” which is thus “substantially the story of something that actually
happened”5  - but not entirely so? What about tradition- and redaction-
criticism which, far from revealing “the historical Jesus”, might seem to
remove any possibility of knowing what his actual words were, let alone of
saying them again? And, while the study of the New Testament’s religious
background may not seem threatening in the same way, to be told that to
try to understand a particular passage “without a copy of the Book of
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Enoch at your elbow is to condemn yourself to failure” b may be daunting.
Nor can we still assume that when the exegetical problems are solved, the

application will look after itself. Modern study has striven to read the Bible
in its historical context as a document (or an anthology) from a culture quite
different from ours which thus speaks to quite different circumstances. 7 The
situation of the church, the customs of society, the very nature of life were
unique (as those of every culture are unique - they are not even uniform
within the Bible itself). But the Bible’s message relates to the particulars of
that situation. There is thus a “hermeneutical gap” not only between the
event and the account of it in the Bible, but also between the Bible and us,
because of the chasm between its situation and ours; a gap which yawns
widest when the Bible speaks of the supernatural realities which are the very
heart of its concern but which are missing from “modern man’s” world-view
- hence the pressure to “demythologize” them. * Thus elucidating God’s
message to Timothy does not establish what is his word to us, to whom he
might actually have something very different to say. Indeed, “simply to
repeat the actual words of the New Testament today may well be, in effect,
to say something different from what the text itself originally said”, ’ and to
contribute further to the “death of the Word”. Our task is to stand first in
the Bible’s world, hearing its message in its terms, then in the world of those
to whom we have to speak - as we see Jesus doing in the parables ‘O - if we
are to relate the two.

Paradoxically, however, we can in fact only rightly hear the Bible’s
message as we do bridge the gap between its world and ours. Appreciating
its meaning in its own day, even “objectively”, ” cannot be a cool,
“academic” (in the pejorative sense) exercise. We may only be able to do so
in the act of working out and preaching the equivalent (which may well not
mean the identical) message today. Thus exegesis and exposition are in-
terwoven after all, and sometimes the exegete cannot resist nudging the
preacher, ” while the preacher finds himself having to come back with ad-
ditional questions about exegesis.

So how does the expositor go about his task? In exposition “as with most
other human activities . . . practice precedes theory”. I3 Thus the pages that
follow attempt to suggest answers to this question in connection with the
passages exegeted in Chapter 14 above.

I. Matthew 8513

(I) What is the point of this story about the centurion’s servant? The
subject is faith - but this is too broad a definition to be satisfying. Quan-
titatively, most of the passage is an example of the nature of faith, which
casts itself without qualification on Jesus (verses 5-10); but this cannot be
the point of the whole, because it does not cover verses 11-13. The Lukan
parallel does have such a purport; the difference between the two shows how
one has to treat each version in its own right as bearing a distinctive
message. Often we have been so concerned with harmonizing parallel
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passages that we have failed to listen to them in their distinctiveness. It is
significant that Tatian’s  Diatessaron is not in the canon! Matthew gives the
story an eschatological orientation by introducing the saying about the
messianic banquet (verses 11-12). He thus turns a story about the nature of
faith into one about the cruciality of faith: “the central importance of faith
not only for healing but for salvation, for inclusion in the true people of God
for whom his eschatological blessings are reserved”. I4 This summary also
indicates how the parts relate to the whole: verses 5-10 describe the nature
offaith,  verses 1 I-13  the cruciality of faith both in this life  (verse 13) and
with regard to the kingdom (verses 1 l-12). At least, this is the logical order,
and it corresponds to the material’s critical history (that is, it reflects the
awareness that verses 11-12 are Matthew’s addition). In the passage itself
the eschatological blessing precedes the physical one. I think this is
Matthew’s way of making the former his climax after the dramatic tension
established by verses 5-10; the final verse is now only a coda.

(2) The exposition of the first section will concentrate on the main point
of the nature of faith. Although the passage illustrates Jesus’ positive at-
titude to soldiers and a soldier’s consideration for his “boy”, it is not about
the ethics of war or about how to be a good employer, any more than John
4 is about how to win people for Christ. I5 The passages may have
implications in these areas - but “the crucial problem in the theory and
practice of interpretation is to distinguish between possible implications that
do belong to the meaning of a text and those that do not belong”. ” One
check on this, in the case of the Bible, is to ask whether what is claimed to
be implicit is elsewhere explicit. Thus since Jesus is elsewhere set forth as an
example of ministry and Paul in his ministry exemplifies many of the
features of pastoral care described in John 4, we might infer that the chapter
by implication offers a model for ministry even though we cannot ask John
whether he intended it that way (and even if, in fact, we could, and the idea
proved not even to have been at the back of his mind). We can use the
passage thus; though by imposing our questions on a passage we may miss
the questions it intended to raise.

What then is faith, according to this first section of Mt. 8:5-13? And
also, what does the word suggest to the minds of our congregation?
Matthew does not mean “believing things that are not true” or “mental
assent”; nor by the attitude of faith does he mean “we expect well of life”,
refusing to yield to scepticism or despair;” nor, however, is this Paul’s
“saving faith”. It is a practical confidence in Jesus’ power to heal, based on
a conviction of his supreme authority,” the praying faith that the believer
is called to exercise in his Lord when he is in need, I9 the faith that lays hold
of the Lord’s power to act.

Jesus has not found such faith inside God’s people, now he finds it out-
side. Within the context of Jesus’ ministry, this means among Jews as op-
posed to Gentiles, but to expound the text in such terms would be exactly to
repeat its words and thereby to convey a very different meaning. The church
would no doubt enjoy a sermon warning the Jews of the possibility of losing
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their places in the kingdom. But now it is the church itself that is in danger
of being of little faith (cf. the challenge of Rom. 11: 17-2 1). Thus it is offered
the example of an outsider with the warning “Make sure that Jesus does not
have to say of you ‘With no-one in the church have I found such faith’ “.
Quite consistently the significance of the Jews as we expound the gospels is
that they warn us of what the church may become; we are not the sinner in
the parable but the Pharisee.

(3) Similarly, the passage’s climax (verses 11-12) goes on to give the
church a warning on the cruciality offaith  for salvation: “Many will sit at
table with Paul, Augustine, and Calvin, while the members of the church are
missing”. And we must beware of identifying the missing members with the
obviously nominal or those who do not share our particular orthodoxy (or
non-orthodoxy). Part of the point of the passage is that the axe falls on those
who least expect it, and the sermon must confront those present with the
danger they may be in themselves, not bolster their false security by lamen-
ting the fate of those absent.

But how are we to understand the picture of the eschatological banquet
and its alternative of outer darkness, weeping, and gnashing of teeth? Jesus
takes up what were customary ideas (cf. Lk. 14:15)  which also however
appear elsewhere in the Bible (Is. 25; Rev. 3:20; 19:9,  17) in contexts which
indicate their symbolic significance. Behm2’  describes the picture of the
eschatological banquet as “a meaningful expression for perfect fellowship
with God and with Christ in the consummation”. This, however, is a
colourless abstraction until we have re-expressed it in contemporary sym-
bolism. Think of the best party you’ve ever been to - when things have gone
well, people have enjoyed themselves, made new friends; think of the wed-
ding that makes the reunion of old friends possible; or the gathering together
of the scattered family at Christmas, or even the more intimate wedding an-
niversary meal out for two. Recall the feel of such occasions; and then im-
agine being left out of the in-crowd, the black sheep of the family, the re-
jected lover. That is how heaven and hell will feel. ”

Beyond the need for such “desymbolizing” of these verses there arises
also the question of demythologizing them. Inside the imagery of the ban-
quet is the “myth” of historical consummation, of final fulfilment and loss.
That this “myth should be interpreted not cosmologically, but
anthropologically or, better still, existentially” 22 is unlikely, since the first
century expression of the faith had open to it a non-eschatological form
such as was maintained by the Sadducees,  but this was rejected and the es-
chatological form chosen. Admittedly men today do not think in es-
chatological terms (except for the “doomwatch” syndrome?), but then they
are not often despairing existentialists either; 23 the call to decision is also
strange to them. But neither the call to decision nor its eschatological
motivation seem to be merely part of the first century expression of the faith.
They are part of “the stumbling-block of the Gospel”.24

(4) The closing verse of the pericope asserts the cruciality offaith  in its
other aspect, in this Zif. The verse’s meaning is clear - the boy was healed.

But various answers are given to the question of its significance for us.
(a) As the sick experienced healing in Jesus’ day, so they may now; the

passage encourages expectant prayer for healing. This is the simple, obvious
interpretation. It is also the approach that leads to prescribing ladies’
headgear. Further, it is often belied by experience. This must make us con-
sider possible alternatives - without letting experience have the final word
either way, lest we become confined within the limitations of what we
currently experience.

(b) Miraculous healings were a sign that God’s Kingdom had come in
Jesus, but as such they were confined to his (and his apostles’) earthly
ministry and do not occur today; the passage encourages faith in Christ as
the one who proved himself by these signs. This interpretation matches the
church’s general (though not universal) experience; but the theological
justification for connecting miracle exclusively with the time of Jesus and the
apostles is at best an argument from silence, at worst contradicted by such
passages as 1 Corinthians 13:8-13  (which implies that spiritual gifts, ap-
parently including healing, have a place in the church until Christ’s coming).

(c) Physical healing is part of the total wholeness which Christ brought,
whose more important aspects are the non-physical; the passage thus en-
courages us to seek spiritual wholeness (forgiveness, renewal) in Christ.
Again, this fits experience, though it is in danger of being an argument not
from silence, but from invisibility - there aren’t miracles you can see but
there are miracles that you can’t see (or are there? 25)!  And there is no
evidence that physical healing, which certainly can symbolize spiritual heal-
ing, always does so. 26

(d) Christ’s healing miracles are part of his restoring creation’s unspoilt
state, which is continued by the efforts of science; the passage encourages us
to seek physical healing from Christ through medicine. This approach is
even more congenial to the modern mind - too much so for comfort. Can
we really imagine that Matthew would acknowledge this as a valid expres-
sion of his message for a later age?

We must, in fact, if we are to expound the passage aright,  return first to
exegesis. General approaches to the problem of interpreting the significance
of miracles must give way to looking at particulars. Matthew surely in-
dicates how he understood the incident’s significance by his insertion of the
eschatological passage, which moved the emphasis from faith’s physical
consequences onto (not the spiritual in a general sense but) the es-
chatological. He was certainly challenging the church to manifest an expec-
tant, praying faith in the face of whatever crises threatened (these would in-
clude, but not be confined to, illness); 27 but his emphasis is on the fact that
the question whether or not the church manifests such faith is of importance
beyond the challenge of coping with earthly crises.

The final verse of this passage thus exemplifies a most difficult aspect of
exposition: how may we decide between different opinions as to the applica-
tion of a passage whose historical-critical meaning may be agreed? The
answer lies in going back to exegesis: an even more rigorous approach to the
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question “What was the author saying?” provides guidelines for interpreting
the passage now. The story was in applied form when it reached Matthew -
it was a “pronouncement story”, one less interested in the miracle than in
the words which accompanied it;28 Matthew has further applied it. The
Gospel itself thus suggests the area of application of the story within which
we may work out more precisely how it applies to us. 29

(5) The insights of source-, form-, and redaction-criticism thus clarify the
expositor’s task. But they also add to his problems, for they show that the
narrative is by no means a straightforward account of an event and its
significance in Jesus’ actual ministry. It is a redactor’s rewriting of oral
tradition’s recasting of any actual event: can it still retain its authority for
us?

The gospels do not simply describe “history as it actually happened” (that
will o’ the wisp); they preach the significance of Jesus to the church of their
day. But if this was the evangelist’s aim, then we believe that the Holy Spirit
who is the inspirer of Scripture inspired them to do this well. We have gain-
ed a daughter, and not lost a son - for the disciplines of criticism can also
take us back behind this preaching, into the meaning of Jesus’ teaching and
ministry in its original historical context. We are enriched rather than
deprived as we can see what the Spirit was saying in several different
situations.

(6) The evangelist, then, is the model expositor, in that he adapts and
transforms the story so that it may speak to his congregation’s situation.
But does this mean that we too are free to do what we like with the tradition
as we receive it-to adapt and transform it with the creativity that the Spirit
inspires in us? Does historical-critical exegesis matter after all - does not
Matthew’s example (or John’s, or other New Testament writers’ in their use
of the Old Testament) encourage us to ignore his meaning and let the words
mean today whatever we feel needs to be said?

The Spirit may indeed in this way cause new light to break out of God’s
word; “charismatic exegesis” 3o may still be a spiritual gift. Many have had
the experience of being blessed by some word from Scripture taken in a
sense which they now realize was strictly invalid, though in keeping with the
general tenor of the Bible. At least it spoke relevantly to us, and was not the
mere dead word from the past which historical-critical exegesis has often
turned the Bible into. Nevertheless such exegesis should be the starting-point
of exposition, because:

(a) While it is not clear that the Bible’s exegetical practice is meant to be
normative for US,~’  historical-critical exegesis is an expression of our
elemental awareness of history as modern men, which seeks to understand
other ages in their own terms before asking what insights they have for us.
“Charismatic” exegesis is an anachronism.

(b) Historical-critical exegesis establishes what God was saying at one
point, and that the crucial point for the faith. It enables us then to move
from the known to the unknown, from the general area of application to the
specific, and gives us the former as a check on the latter. While we may be

sure that the evangelists were inspired, modern charismatic exegesis cannot
be checked!

Exposition is both a cerebral and a pneumatic exercise. The mind is in-
volved in extrapolating from what we know God was saying then to what he
is saying now, though we see the Spirit’s activity in this process too. The
Spirit will give flashes of insight but is active also as these are examined,
tested, and followed up by the mind. Surely we need this combination (1
Cor. 14: 15).

II. 1 Peter 3:18-22

(I) If exposition involves starting from a passage’s central idea which is
developed in its various parts, then this will seem a passage as difficult to ex-
pound as to exegete if there is no real train of thought running through it -
as many commentators have concluded. The exegesis, however, has
suggested that the unity of the passage lies in what it says “to those facing
fierce hostility in the name of Christ”, 32 in its attempt to answer the
question: “Why should a Christian be prepared to die?” Because:

18a Jesus set you an example
18b He is worth suffering for
18~ Death is followed by resurrection
19-20a He is Lord of the evil powers
20b Judgement on sinners is only being delayed
2oc Minorities have been saved in the end before
21 Your baptism is the guarantee of your salvation
22 He is Lord of all.

Presumably this will be a sermon with eight points!
This passage exemplifies the occasional  nature of the Bible, which was

produced in response to specific historical situations. What are we to do
with a passage that answers this particular question, in a day when martyr-
dom is not a threat?

(a) There will be times when its message is awefully  relevant, and such
times need preparing for. If we have not formulated our attitude to persecu-
tion (like that to dying generally) before it happens, the moment itself may
be too late. So the passage can be preached as part of educating the people
in the whole counsel of God.

(b) In less sharp ways than was the case for Peter’s readers, all
Christians face hostility. The powers of evil which stood behind their
persecution assail us too, finding embodiment in more petty (perhaps only
verbal) attacks, which a fortiori Peter’s argument covers.

(c) We all have to be prepared to die (Mk. 8:34),  and that daily (Lk.
9:23).  Jesus himself has, perhaps, by anticipation provided the area of
application of Peter’s message.

We must beware however of the besetting sins, the occupational hazards
of the expositor who worships the god “relevance”: blunting the edge of
Peter’s message and losing the pointedness of the specific by generalizing or
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trivializing or spiritualizing it away. We must somehow feel this bite in our
exegesis and communicate it in our exposition.

(2) Jesus “died on behalf of the unjust . . . His death was an effective,
once-for-all sacrifice to make atonement for (your?) sins, so that you might
be restored to fellowship with God” - so verse 18, which “is steeped in Old
Testament sacrificial ideas”. 33 And so, often, are our sermons. Peter uses
this terminology (as well as ideas from contemporary post-biblical Jewish
writings - verses 19-20) because it speaks to his readers, whether Jewish or
non-Jewish, who know about cult and sacrifice. But we do not move in that
world. And therefore while, to understand the Bible, we must learn to think
in that world’s terms, we must also learn to speak of the same realities in
our own world’s terms. This is not just for the sake of outsiders (it is not to
such, in fact, that the New Testament expounds the technical working of the
atonement), not even just for the sake of younger Christians who have not
yet got into the Biblical world, but for our own sakes, so that we ourselves
may more effectively hear the gospel. It is not enough to explain what
atonement, sacrifice, substitution are; a metaphor that needs explaining is
thereby shown to have lost its force. And in this particular case explaining it
does not solve the problem. For the idea of sacrifices to propitiate God is so
foreign that people may still find it objectionable when they understand it.
They cannot help evaluating it from within the terms of our attitudes -
which are also culturally determined, of course, but that is less easy to ap-
preciate! We need to go on further in exegesis to find out what is expressed
by the metaphor, and then to find a new metaphor which says as much as
the old.

Unpacking this particular metaphor reveals various layers:
(a) At its heart is the experience - perhaps a universal human one, cer-

tainly one we share with the biblical world - of estrangement and reconcilia-
tion, and the cost involved in this.

(b) This experience suggests a metaphor for understanding relationships
between God and man: things come between these parties too.

(c) Sacrificial systems provide a way of effecting reconciliation as the
cost is symbolically paid by the offending party and symbolically accepted
by the other side.

(d) The Old Testament describes one particular version of this. Note that
God himself prescribes the system and thus takes the initiative in reconcilia-
tion.

(e) The New Testament takes up aspects of the Old Testament sacrificial
system as a metaphor for understanding the cross: Christ was bearing the
cost by offering himself.

(c) His achievement breaks the bounds of the metaphor, however, in that
he was as much on the side of the offended party as on the offender’s: God
was in Christ reconciling . . .

Having analysed the biblical metaphor, we need, in re-expressing it, to
remove its cultic aspect, which is strange to our world, without losing the
atonement’s objective side (what it means for God), as well as the subjective

side (the need to win man back to God). We might recall how, when we are
attacked, instinct tells us to put up our weapons and return the blow - like
for like, eye for eye, abuse for abuse. It’s as if hostility has a force which
must be dissipated, and we have to ensure its deflection away from us back
to the other person, so that it can be absorbed there. Alternatively, however,
we can let that force strike us, affect us, hurt us, be absorbed by us. Man’s
rebellion against God (which admittedly does not lie near the surface of his
consciousness but is the theological significance of his general self-seeking
aggressiveness, his hostility to other men, made in God’s image, and his
self-destructiveness) is also a hostility which must be absorbed somewhere -
it can’t just disappear into thin air. The cross is in history the concretizing of
God’s acceptance of man’s hostility, his refusal to return it. God copes with
the sin which prevents fellowship between himself and man by absorbing its
force in himself and thus dissolving it. 34

(3) Jesus “went to the fallen angels awaiting judgement in their place of
confinement, and proclaimed to them the victory won by his redeeming
death . . . These were those spirits who rebelled against God in the days of
Noah, while God in his mercy was still withholding the punishment of the
flood”. ” Here is a different world of thought which again raises the question
of demythologizing.

Demythologizing the “spirits in prison” might mean
(a) Shedding the particular imagery of personal, supernatural evil as it is

conceptualized here, while still maintaining that “there is about (Evil) . . . the
subtlety of a malevolent personality rather than the crudity of a blind,
irrational force . . . (A) degree of perverted ingenuity is required to make the
world go quite so wrong”. 36 The sin that led to the flood did not just have its
origin in man. ”

(b) Shedding not merely this particular imagery but also the personal
nature of supernatural evil itself, seeing it as powers, forces, laws of an im-
personal kind, but still recognizing that there is more to evil than the sinful
acts of sinful men.

(c) Shedding any idea of the supernatural nature of evil, stressing that
Peter is not here arguing the existence of spirits and of angels, authorities
and powers (verse 22), but asserting the risen Christ’s lordship over these
entities which were only too real to people. The demythologized equivalents
for us are the driving forces of love, power, knowledge, success and failure,
present and future, death and life - all with the peculiar ambiguity of the
spirits in that they are sometimes good, sometimes tragic and deadly. 38

The Creator’s restraint of, and now Christ’s lordship over these
demythologized powers must indeed be preached because they are the
powers we are aware of. But we should also realise that the powers of evil
are greater than we are aware of. Paul does explicitly indicate that there is in
the activity of evil another level than the merely human: “We wrestle not
against flesh and blood but against principalities . . .” (Eph. 6:12).  The con-
ceptualization may need updating, but there is something ontological to
re-express.
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And what of the way the experience and achievement of Christ is
described?

(a) He was made alive in the spirit (verse 18): even if the conceptualiza-
tion is mythical on the surface, the claim here made of Jesus is that he rose
from death in history.

(b) He went to preach to the spirits, went to heaven (verses 19,22  - nope-
&is each time): here is language that presupposes a three-dimensional
heaven, but the reality is one that we may seek to re-express, perhaps in
terms of other dimensions than those of time and space.

(c) He is at God’s right hand (verse 22): the three-dimensional heaven
may be presupposed here, but more likely writer and readers understood
this particular expression as a metaphor drawn from earthly life (cf. Ps.
110); we must not be over prosaic in interpreting the Bible, and treat the
writers as too unsophisticated.

(4) The picture in mythical terms of the evil powers that threaten the
Christian (verses 19, 22) brackets a linking in historical terms of the days of
Noah and of the readers (verses 20-l): a “typical” relationship is ascribed
to the latter. Is typology arbitrary? 39 How does it work? 4o

(a) Typology is (here anyway) not a method of exegesis but one of ex-
position. It does not aspire to be a guide to the original meaning of the flood
story but starts from the historical reality (this is not allegory) and uses
typology as a means of suggesting its significance for a new day, in the light
of Christ’s coming.

(b) Near the heart of the answer to the question “What holds the two
Testaments together?” is the fact that both deal with the same people,
through whom the God of Israel who is also the God and Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ is working out his purpose in the world. This link is im-
plicit here, indeed explicit if ~V&WZOV  does go with +&, though it is
assumed rather than argued. But it provides part of the rationale for trying
to relate what God did with his people in Old Testament times to what he is
doing with them now.

(c) Very probably the significance of baptism as a symbolic undergoing
of death/judgement  as the gateway to new life/salvation is in the author’s
mind. This theological significance of baptism is thus similar to that of the
flood.

(d) There is no clear evidence to indicate whether or not Peter meant to
extend the parallel as far as asserting that Noah was saved by means of
water - rather than simply that water was involved on both occasions. 4’

It seems to me to be unreasonable to accuse Peter of being “arbitrary” in
his use of typology here. Indeed, I doubt if this really is what is usually
meant by typology; he is not suggesting that in Christian baptism you find
the real meaning or fulfilment of the flood, but that the former performs an
equivalent function to the latter (cf. RSV rather than NEB or JB), that there
is a relationship of analogy between them. 42

(5) Can we ourselves use this expository method, then? Can we suggest
other analogies to the good? And if so, how can we safeguard ourselves

from being arbitrary?
(a) The Old Testament regards the sea as an embodiment of the powers

of chaos which assert themselves against God and threaten his people; the
flood is an example of the sea at work in this way, though only under God’s
control. “The Lord sits enthroned over the flood” and thus protects his peo-
ple (Ps. 29:10-l  1). This idea might be further applied by taking the flood as
a type of danger that threatens the church, perhaps by God’s own hand but
under his control (an understanding perhaps implicit in the New
Testamene3). On the other hand, to take the wood of the ark as a type of the
cross44 is to move into a wholly new area of parallelism and to take a
chance point of contact (the use of wood) as of intrinsic significance, thus
making a “form-mistake”. 45

(b) In that the flood story is about God’s judgement, it can be used as a
way of picturing the final judgement (cf. 2 Peter 3), and it seems reasonable
to claim that the writer of Genesis would not have regarded this application
of his story as inconsistent with his original intention. On the other hand, to
take Noah in his humiliation as a type of Christ46 seems to go against the
way the author presents him, even if it fits in with modern work on such
myth as may underlie the narrative.47

The fact that the New Testament uses typology does not bind us to do
so;48 but some application of a principle of analogy such as is illustrated
here enables us to work on biblical passages, not as a substitute for but on
the basis of historical-critical exegesis. But two criteria which set boundaries
to the validity of the exercise are that we move within areas of application
and development of ideas suggested by the Bible itself, 49 and we apply the
passage in the spirit of the original writer.

III. The Expositor’s Method

There are no rules that guarantee effective fulfilment of the task of inter-
pretation, but it may be helpful to summarize some guidelines in the light of
the exercise above - not that these can be neatly separated or put in strict
sequence; they rather tend in practice to interact, and insight on a later point
will throw corrective light on conclusions reached earlier.

_ Base your understanding of the text’s significance for us on its original
meaning (rather than treating the text as a mere jumping-off ground for your
own thoughts).

- Be open to and expectant of finding in the text something fresh, even
contradictory of what you thought (rather than letting your theological
tradition constrict you to finding only what you knew already).

- Keep listening to what the text says, hearing it through on the
questions it raises (rather than cutting it off in mid-sentence because it has
answered the questions we are interested in). 5o

- Work persistently at a precise understanding of the specific central
point of the passage, so that you can express in a phrase what it is that holds
the passage together; and also at how the parts relate to it and to each other
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(rather than being satisfied with an understanding only of individual words
and verses, or with a general impression which misses the author’s par-
ticular purpose here, or with too narrow a definition which leaves one or two
aspects of the passage unembraced).

- Identify the particular circumstances, issues, questions, problems, and
mistakes which the writer was dealing with, and consider how far these were
peculiar to his situation (rather than assuming that what he says is without
context).

- Consider in the light of this understanding what was his specific aim
here and what exactly he says to the situation (rather than presuming that
his statements and imperatives are necessarily general and universalizable).
“In order to find out (a man’s) meaning you must . . . know what the ques-
tion was”.5’

- Note the particular connotations with which he uses theological or
other words or concepts, such as faith, salvation, election (rather than
reading into such words what they may not mean in this particular context).

- Distinguish symbol, metaphor, and myth from literal presentation, e.g.
by parallel usage in the Bible or elsewhere, though realizing that the ancient
mind may not have made the distinction which is inevitable for us (rather
than being woodenly “literalist”).

- Get the feel of such images so that they may have the impact on you
that they had on the original readers (rather than being exclusively cerebral
in approach to interpretation).

- Elucidate what such language is referring to (rather than assuming
either that the medium is the message5*  or that we know the meaning of
familiar images such as the good shepherd or being in Christ).

- Establish how concepts present develop within the Bible (e.g. within the
Old Testament, between the Testaments, between Jesus, the tradition, Mark,
and the other evangelists, between Jesus and Paul) as a means to seeing
pointers as to their significance for us.

- In these tasks use the resources available: a synopsis, commentaries -
more than one53 - and if possible reference works such as TDNT, NIDNTT
and other wordbooks; listen to such authorities as witnesses whose
testimony can help you make an informed decision as to where the evidence
leads (rather than assuming that scripture’s perspicuity means that I can
rely on my own uninformed intuition, or that its obscurity means that I must
turn scholarly books into paper popes).

- Use tools such as source-, form-, and redaction-criticism as creative
hermeneutical aids, with discernment but openness (rather than reverting to
a precritical approach on the assumption that they can never be of construc-
tive help or can only be used by experts).

- Identify the particularities of your situation today when set over
against those of the Bible: differences in culture, in the church’s situation,
and so on (rather than failing to locate the exposition’s target).

- Ask what angles of the biblical message especially apply here, without
failing to preach the whole counsel of God, or to ask whether it is the

passage that is irrelevant or rather whether we are54  (rather than assuming
that because all Scripture is equally inspired it is all always equally
applicable).

- Know your congregation, know the connotations that words and con-
cepts (e.g. flesh, soul) have for them, know where they are, know their
hangups (rather than forgetting that you are trying to communicate with a
specific audience).

- Discern how the attitudes, assumptions, and challenges, implicit and
explicit in the passage differ from yours and your congregation’s and con-
front them (rather than finding only false comfort in what confirms us in our
present position).

_ Apply without trivializing, and reinterpret where necessary without los-
ing the principles expressed in the original word (rather than assuming either
that this specific expression of God’s will necessarily relates directly to a
different age, or that it is so time-conditioned that it can be of no help to us
now).55

- Resymbolize and remythologize so that the significance of the original
may be felt anew (rather than only reusing biblical symbols just because
they are biblical ones).

- Let the dynamic of the passage’s own development, as you understand
it, determine the dynamic of your presentation - e.g. the sermon’s structure
or the Bible study outline (rather than assimilating it to some preconceived
sermon pattern or set of Bible study questions).

- Avoid flaunting critical data in the pulpit, but where it is relevant be
open with your congregation about how you understand the origin of the Bi-
ble (rather than maintaining a double standard whereby the simple believer
is left in blissful ignorance of the truth of the Bible’s origin 56 - something
less defensible now than it was in the days when criticism was carried on
without a thought for its implications for the doctrine or the preaching of
Scripture).

_ Seek to lead your congregation into the same position of being con-
fronted by the text as you have occupied in your preparation.

- Remember that the next time you approach this passage you are a
different person and may find new light there” (rather than assuming that
you have now understood it once and for all). Freshness of approach - not
inventiveness, but openness and expectancy - is of key importance in the
preacher (or any Bible student).

So here I am . . .
Trying to learn to use words, and every attempt
Is a wholly new start . . .

These words from “East Coke? express T. S. Eliot’s hopelessness about
ever being able to say adequately what needs to be said. The expositor too
will recognise the impossibility of ever speaking adequately of God and his
ways with men, but by the same God’s grace may be less despairing, and
may make the aim expressed here his own.
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10.
11.
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L. Berkhof. Principles of Biblical Intermetation (Grand Ravids 1950).
The title of a book by j. D. Smart (London 1970).
Above, p. 12f.
Above, p. 265.
Above, p. 345.
Above, pp. 294-300.
Above, p. 309.
Above, p. 320.
Cf. above, p. 252f.
Ea. above v. 259.
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Above, p. 263f.
Cf. above, p. 14.
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17. So G. A. Buttrick in The Interpreter’s Bible (New York and Nashville 195 l), Vol. VII, p.
341.
18. Above, p. 260.
19. See the treatment of faith in Matthew by H. J. Held, op. cit. on p. 278, n.7 above, pp.
215-299.
20. TDNT II, p. 34.
2 I. In The Becomers  (London 1973),  pp. 89-106, Keith Miller suggests in some detail how
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22. Bultmann; cf. above, p. 295.
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pretation (New Haven/London 1967),  pp. 8, 62-63.

2. A. M. Stibbs, Understanding God’s Word (London 1950); Expounding God’s Word
(London 1960; revised ed. 1976).

23. Cf. A. Kee, The Way of Transcendence (Harmondsworth 1971),  pp. 49-51.
24. Cf. above, pp. 298-jO0:

. .

25. Cf. J. V. Taylor’s doubts as to whether Christians often manifest such renewal in The
Go-Between God (London 1972),  p. 124.
26. The exposition is parallel to Strauss’s interpretation of the miracles as Jesus himself
appeals to them, as indicating the moral effects of his doctrine (see p. 304, n.37 above)!
27. Cf. again Held, lot. cit.
28. Cf. above, p. 254.
29. On the evangelists’ fixing areas of application of material that comes to them, see (with
explicit reference to the parables) A. C. Thiselton in SJT 23 (1970), especially pp. 458-461,
466-8.
30. See G. C. Berkouwer, ffob  Scripture (Grand Rapids 1975)  pp. 1 IOff., and Ellis pp. 000
above.
3 I. Cf. R.N. Longenecker in Tyn.B 21 (1970), p. 38; also J. Barr, Old and New in fnter-
pretation (London 1966),  p. 131.
32. Above, p. 265f.
33. Above, p. 267.
34. Of course this analogy does not say all that needs to be said about the atonement (no
more than any one biblical metaphor does); but it does re-express in non-cultic terms the idea
of reconciliation, substitution, and the price being paid by God himself.
35. Above, p. 277.

36. Cohn Morris, The Hammer of the Lord (London 1973),  p. 54.
37. Cf. B. S. Childs, Myth and Reality in the Old Testament (London 1962’),  pp. 50-9 on
Gen. 6:1-4.
38. Cf. Paul Tillich’s  sermon on “Principalities and Powers” in The New Beine (London
1956)  pp. 50-9 (reprinted in The Boundaries of Our Being (London 1973)  ppp (89997);
also R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (London 1952). 6 21.3. 26.3. There is also

,,J

a fascinating sermon of i?ihch’s  on “Heal the Sick; Cast out the Demons” in l’he Eternal
Now (London 1963),  pp. 47-53 (The Boundaries of Our Being, pp. 49-55) in which he
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39. So Beare in his commentary, in lot.
40. Cf. above, 273f.; but note the critique of James Barr, op. cit., chapter 4.
41. Cf. above, p. 272f.
42. I wonder in fact whether &irvnov  here does not have its more usual meaning of “copy”
(the flood being the “original”), rather than the unusual meaning “fulfilment”  (the flood then
being the “foreshadowing”) as is generally assumed.
43. Cf. G. Bornkamm in Bornkamm, Barth, and Held, op. cit., p. 57.
44. So Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho. - 138.
45. Cf. Barr, op. cit., p. 117.
46. Examples in Helen Gardner, The Business of Criticism (London 1966),  pp. 9Off.
47. Cf. Gardner, pp. 96-l.
48. Cf. n. 31 above.
49. Cf. n. 29 above.
50. Cf. W. W. Johnson, Interpretation 20:4 (1966),  pp. 423-4.
5 I. R. G. Collingwood,  quoted in the Tillich  Festschrift Religion and Culture, edited by W.
Leibrecht (London 1958),  p. 147.
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53. Cf. above, p. 264.
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- “Understanding God’s Word Today”, in J. W. R. Stott (ed.), Christ
the Lord (London: Collins Fontana 1977).

T. C. VRIEZEN, An Outline of Old Testament Theology (Oxford: Blackwell
19702 ). Includes sections on the tasks of exegesis and exposition (ch. 4).
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Best read: The Interpretation articles especially Haller.
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