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PREFACE

The primary focus of this book is “special introduction” —that is, it treats histor-
ical questions dealing with authorship, date, sources, purpose, destination, and
the like. Many recent books devote more space than we do to literary form, rhetor-
ical criticism, and historical parallels. We do not minimize the importance of such
topics, and we have introduced them where they directly bear on the subject at
hand. However, in our experience, they are better given extended treatment in
courses on exegesis, especially the exegesis of particular books. Moreover, we fear
that too much focus on these topics at the expense of traditional questions of intro-
duction tends to divorce the New Testament books from their historical settings
and students from some important debates in the first centuries of the Christian
church. This also means that we have often referred to primary sources. In debates
over such questions as what Papias means by “John the elder,” we have tended to
cite the passage and work through it, so that students may see for themselves what
the turning points in the debate are (or should be!).

Although the emphasis of this book is on “special introduction,” we have
included a brief outline or résumé of each New Testament document, sometimes
providing a rationale for the choices we have made. In each case we have pro-
vided a brief account of current studies on the book and have indicated some-
thing of the theological contribution that each New Testament document makes
to the canon. Our ultimate concern is that new generations of theological stu-
dents will gain a better grasp of the Word of God.

We have tried to write with the first- and second-year student of seminaries
and theological colleges in mind. Doubtless in most instances the material will be
supplemented by lectures. Some teachers will want to use the material in some
order other than that presented here (e.g., by assigning chapters on Matthew,
Mark, and Luke before assigning the chapter on the Synoptic Gospels). Bibli-
ographies are primarily in English, but a small number of works in German,
French, and other modern languages appear. These bibliographies are meant to
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be brief enough not to be daunting, and comprehensive enough not to be reduc-
tionistic. Lecturers may provide guidance as to what in these lists is especially
useful in particular contexts.

Not least important, we have restricted the length of this New Testament
introduction so that it can be used as a textbook. One or two well-known intro-
ductions are so long that only relatively short parts of them are assigned to stu-
dents. This means that it is possible to graduate from a seminary without ever
having read a single New Testament introduction right through. Although the
brevity of this volume precludes detailed discussion of many topics we would
have liked to pursue, we hope the constraints we have chosen will enhance its
value for classroom use.

Confessionally, the two authors are evangelicals. Doubtless that heritage
biases our readings somewhat, but (we hope) no more than other New Testa-
ment scholars are influenced by their heritage. If we have tried to eschew obscu-
rantism, we have nevertheless sometimes raised possibilities and questions that
are too quickly turned aside in some introductions. We have tried to engage a
representative sampling of the vast amount of current literature, sometimes fol-
lowing traditional paths and at other times suggesting a fresh way of looking at
an issue. Where the evidence seems entirely inconclusive to us, we have left
questions open.

Some readers will want to know how this book relates to the earlier one
(1992) with the same title but written by three of us—Carson, Moo, and Leon
Morris. In many ways this is an update of that earlier volume. Nevertheless,
several important changes have been introduced: (1) Because advancing years
have meant that Leon Morris was unable to contribute to this volume, we
decided, with his concurrence, that it would be simpler if the two of us divided
his chapters between us. As a result, each of us has written about half of this vol-
ume. We have updated and revised our own work and have largely revised or
rewritten the chapters we inherited from Leon Morris. (2) The chapter on Paul
has been expanded to include a brief analysis of the current debates on the “new
perspective.” (3) A preliminary chapter has been added to provide a brief his-
tory to explain how Christians have moved from the reading of the first hand-
written documents that make up the New Testament to contemporary study of
the New Testament. That kind of survey is rather daunting, but our aim has
been to help the student locate current trends within a stream of historical dis-
cussion and debate. (4) The section on “pseudonymity” in the chapter on the
Pastoral Epistles has been removed from that chapter and significantly
expanded. It has been added to an expanded section on Paul’s letters to consti-
tute a new chapter, “New Testament Letters.” (5) We have included in each
chapter a more substantial summary of the content of the biblical books and
brief interaction, where relevant, with some of the more recent literary and
social-science approaches to New Testament interpretation.
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These changes have added length to this volume, but we hope that the work
has retained enough compactness that it will still be useful—indeed, more use-
ful—to new generations of students.

Each of us has offered suggestions and critiques of the work of the other.
We have also tried to reduce stylistic and other differences to a minimum.
Although in a few instances, references in the text betray the identity of the
author, the work has been very much a team effort. Readers who love to com-
pare editions will discover where, in a few instances, we have changed our minds
on some matters.

We are profoundly grateful to Jonathan Davis and Michael Thate for com-
piling the indexes.

Soli Deo gloria.

D. A. Carson and Douglas |. Moo
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CHAPTER ONE

THINKING ABOUT THE
STUDY OF THE NEW
TESTAMENT

People have been reading and studying the New Testament for as long as its doc-
uments have been in existence. Even before all twenty-seven canonical New Tes-
tament books were written, some found the interpretation of the available
documents more than a little challenging (see the comment of 2 Pet. 3:15-16
regarding Paul). A distance of two millennia, not to mention changes of language,
culture, and history, have not made the task any easier. The torrential outpour-
ing of commentaries, studies, and essays across the centuries, all designed to
explain—or in some cases, explain away—the New Testament documents,
makes the task both easier and harder. It is easier because there are many good
and stimulating guides; it is harder because the sheer volume of the material, not
to mention its thoroughly mixed nature and, frequently, its mutually contradic-
tory content, is profoundly daunting to the student just beginning New Testa-
ment study.

This chapter provides little more than a surface history of a selection of the
people, movements, issues, and approaches that have shaped the study of the
New Testament. The student setting out to come to terms with contemporary
study of the New Testament must suddenly confront a bewildering array of new
disciplines (e.g., text criticism, historical criticism, hermeneutics), the terminol-
ogy of new tools (e.g., form criticism, redaction criticism, discourse analysis,
postmodern readings), and key figures (e.g., F. C. Baur, ]. B. Lightfoot, E. P.
Sanders). Students with imagination will instantly grasp that they do not pick up
New Testament scrolls as they were dropped from an apostolic hand; they pick
up a bound sheaf of documents, printed, and probably in translation. Moreover,
the text itself is something that believers and unbelievers alike have been study-
ing and explaining for two millennia.

The aim here, then, is to provide enough of a framework to make the rest of
this textbook, and a lot of other books on the New Testament, a little easier to
understand.

23




AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

PASSING ON THE TEXT

At the beginning of his gospel, L.uke comments that “many others” had already
undertaken to write accounts of Jesus (Luke 1:1—4). Although some scholars
have argued that there was a long period of oral tradition before anything sub-
stantial about Jesus or the early church was written down, the evidence is against
such a stance: the world into which Jesus was born was highly literate.! From
such a perspective, the existence of the documents that make up the New Tes-
tament canon is scarcely surprising.

These documents were originally hand-written on separate scrolls. There
is very good evidence that the writing was in capital letters, without spaces, and
with very little punctuation. Printing was still almost a millennium and a half
away, so additional copies were made by hand. In theory, this could be done by
professional copiers: in a scriptorium, one man would read at dictation speed,
several scribes would take down his dictation, and another would check each
copy against the original, often using ink of a different color to make the cor-
rections. This kind of professional multiplying of copies was labor-intensive
and therefore expensive. Most early Christian copies of the New Testament
were doubtless done by laypeople eager to obtain another letter by Paul or a
written account of the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus. That
brought the price down: Christians were investing their own time to make their
own copies, and they were not having to pay large sums to professional scribes.
On the other hand, the private copy made by an eager and well-meaning
layperson was likely to include more transcriptional errors than copies made
and checked in a scriptorium.

How the New Testament canon came together is briefly discussed in the final
chapter of this book. For the moment it is sufficient to observe that as the num-
bers of copies of New Testament documents multiplied, three formal changes
were soon introduced. First, the scroll gave way to the codex, that is, to a book
bound more or less like a modern book, which enabled readers to look up pas-
sages very quickly without having to roll down many feet of scroll. Second,
increasingly (though certainly not exclusively) the capital letters (scholars call
them “uncials”) gave way to cursive scripts that were messier but much more
quickly written. And third, because the early church, even within the Roman
Empire, was made up of highly diverse groups, it was not long before the New
Testament, and in fact the whole Bible, was translated into other languages.
These “versions” of the Bible (as translations are called) varied widely in quality.?
There were no copyright laws and no central publishing houses, so there were

1See especially Alan Millard, Reading and Writing in the Time of Jesus (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 2000).

2The best survey is Bruce M. Metzger, The Early Versions of the New Testament:
Their Origin, Transmission and Limitations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977).
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soon numerous Latin versions, Syriac versions, and so forth, as individuals or
local churches produced what seemed necessary for their own congregations.

Today the printing press churns out thousands of identical copies. When
each copy is written by hand, however, if the work is of substantial length, each
copy will be a little different than all others because the accidental mistakes intro-
duced by successive copying will not all congregate in the same place. The chal-
lenge of producing a copy that is perfectly true to the original soon multiplies. A
slightly later Christian, making a copy of a copy, spots what he judges to be mis-
takes in the manuscript before him and corrects them in his fresh copy. Unfor-
tunately, however, it is possible that some things he thought were mistakes were
actually in the original. For instance, it is well known that there are many gram-
matical anomalies in the book of Revelation. The reason for this is disputed; there
are three major theories and several minor ones. But a later copyist might well
have thought that errors had been introduced by intervening copyists and “cor-
rected” them to “proper” grammar—thereby introducing new errors.

Two further “accidents” of history and geography have helped to determine
just what material has come down to us. First, just as the Roman Empire divided
between East and West (stemming from the decision of Emperor Constantine
to establish an eastern capital in what came to be called Constantinople), so also
did the church. In the West, because it was not only the official language of
Rome but also tended in time to squeeze out Greek as the lingua franca, Latin
soon predominated in the church. Initially, there were many Latin versions, but
toward the end of the fourth century, Damasus, Bishop of Rome, commissioned
Jerome to prepare an official Latin version that would be widely distributed and
sometimes imposed throughout the churches of the West. This Latin version,
revised several times, became the Vulgate, which held sway in the West for a
millennium. By contrast, Greek dominated in the East, in what eventually
became the Byzantine Empire. Inevitably, Greek manuscripts were used and
copied much more often under this linguistic heritage than in the West, until
Constantinople fell to the Muslim Turks in 1453. Many Eastern scholars then
fled West, bringing their Greek manuscripts with them—a development that
helped to fuel both the Reformation and the Renaissance.

Second, the material on which ancient books were written (i.e., their equiv-
alent of paper) decomposed more readily in some climates than in others. The
most expensive books were made of parchment, treated animal skin. Higher
quality parchment was called vellum. More commonly, books were made of
papyrus, a plant that grew plentifully in the Nile Delta. Papyrus has the con-
stituency of celery or rhubarb. Long strips could be peeled off, pounded, and
glued together to make sheets. Although parchment is tougher than papyrus,
both materials are organic and thus readily decompose, especially when there is
moisture in the atmosphere. So it is not surprising that the best caches of really
ancient manuscripts come from the hot, dry sands of Egypt.
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So just what textual evidence has come down to us? There are about five
thousand manuscripts or parts of manuscripts (some of them mere fragments)
of all or part of the Greek New Testament, and about eight thousand manu-
scripts or parts of manuscripts of versions. All of this evidence can be classified
in various ways. For example, one can break it down according to writing mate-
rial (parchment or papyrus). More importantly, uncial manuscripts of the Greek
New Testament (i.e., those written in capital letters) number under three hun-
dred, whereas there are almost three thousand miniscules (manuscripts not writ-
ten in capitals). In addition, there are over two thousand lectionaries—church
reading books that contain selections of the biblical text to be read on many days
of the ecclesiastical year. Other sources include quotations of the Bible found in
the early church fathers, and short portions of New Testament writings on
ostraca (pieces of pottery often used by poor people as writing material) and
amulets,3 ranging from the fourth to the thirteenth century. Similar breakdowns
can be put forward for all the versional evidence. Although most of this mater-
ial springs from the thousand-year period between A.D. 500 and 1500, the ear-
liest fragments come from the first half of the second century.

It 1s useful to observe that of all the works that have come down to us from
the ancient world, the New Testament is the most amply attested in textual evi-
dence. For example, for the first six books of the Annals, written by the famous
Roman historian Tacitus, there is but a single manuscript, dating from the ninth
century. The extant works of Euripides, the best-attested of the Greek tragedi-
ans, are preserved in 54 papyri and 276 parchment manuscripts, almost all of
the latter deriving from the Byzantine period. The history of Rome by Velleius
Paterculus came down to us in one incomplete manuscript, which was lost in
the seventeenth century after a copy had been made. By comparison, the wealth
and range of material supporting the Greek New Testament is staggering.

The printing press made the hand-copying of manuscripts forever obsolete.
The first printed edition of the Greek New Testament appeared on 10 January
1514. It was volume 5 of a polyglot Bible commissioned by the cardinal primate
of Spain, Francisco Ximenes de Cisneros (1437—1517). Printed in the town of
Alcal4, called Complutum in Latin, the work came to be known as the Com-
plutensian Polyglot Bible. Volume 5 also contained the first printed Greek glos-
sary, the progenitor of countless lexicons that have been published since then.*

3Amulets are charms, often worn around the neck to ward off assorted evils. Some
amulets were simply “magic” stones or the like, but others were sayings or cherished
quotations written on papyrus, vellum, potsherd, or wood. Where superstition overlaid
Christian faith, inevitably some of these quotations were biblical. Obviously, neither
ostraca nor amulets can provide evidence for extensive passages.

4For further reading, see John A. L. Lee, A History of New Testament Lexicography,
SBG 8 (New York: Peter Lang, 2003).
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But although the Complutensian Bible contained the first Greek New Testa-
ment ever printed, it was not the first one to be published (i.e., both printed and
put on the market). That honor belongs to the edition prepared by Desiderius
Erasmus (1469-1536), a Dutch scholar from Rotterdam. Erasmus managed to
complete the edition and have it out by 1516. The volume contains hundreds of
typographical errors and was based primarily on two inferior twelfth-century
manuscripts kept in a monastery in Basle.

Erasmus continued to prepare fresh editions that corrected many of the ear-
lier typos, editions that were based on a few more Greek manuscripts. The best
of these was a tenth-century miniscule. It was better than his other manuscripts,
being a copy of an early uncial, but because it was rather different from the other
manuscripts he had at hand, Erasmus did not rely on it very much. His defini-
tive fourth edition (1527) was prepared after Erasmus had consulted the Com-
plutensian. It boasts three columns: the Greek, the Vulgate, and Erasmus’s own
Latin translation. His fifth edition (1535) abandoned the Vulgate, but so far as
the Greek text is concerned, it was largely indistinguishable from his fourth
edition.

All the early editions of the Greek New Testament were copies or adapta-
tions of the work of Erasmus. Robert Estienne (whose last name often appears in
the Latinized form, Stephanus) published four such editions of the Greek New
Testament, three in Paris (1546, 1549, and 1550) and the last one in Geneva
(1551), where as a Protestant he spent his last years. His first two editions were
a mix of the Erasmian and Complutensian editions; his third (1550) was much
more like the fourth and fifth editions of Erasmus and included, for the first time,
a critical apparatus, variant readings, printed on inner margins, of the fourteen
Greek manuscripts that were his base, plus readings from the Complutensian
Polyglot.> This third edition was destined to exercise an astonishing influence. In
1553 it was reprinted by Jean Crispin in Geneva, who introduced only a half-
dozen changes to the Greek text. Théodore de Beze (Beza), successor to Calvin
in Geneva, published nine editions of the Greek New Testament. These editions
contain some new textual evidence collated by Beza himself, but they are very
similar to the third and fourth editions of Stephanus. The King James translators
(1611) depended heavily on Beza’s editions of 158889 and 1598.

Then, in 1624, the brothers Bonaventure and Abraham Elzevir published
in Leiden a compact edition of the Greek New Testament largely taken from
Beza’s 1565 edition. The Elzevir brothers’ second edition, dated 1633, boasts
(in what would today be called an advertising blurb) that the reader now has
“the text which is now received by all, in which we give nothing changed or cor-
rupted”’: the words we have italicized reflect the Latin textus receptus, referring

5One of the fourteen was Codex Bezae, now recognized as the chief witness to the
Western Text.
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to a commonly received text, and thus a standard text. This is the “received text”
which, more or less, stands behind all English translations of the Bible until
1881. This textual tradition is grounded in what was at the time a mere handful
of mostly late miniscule manuscripts.

The following centuries uncovered the vast amount of textual evidence
already briefly summarized. The work of the textual critic is to sift this evidence
and look for patterns in the attempt to uncover what reading is closest to the orig-
inal, which of course we do not have.® Textual critics have organized this vast
manuscript evidence into text types: patterns of readings thought to reflect the
textual tradition of a particular locale. Inevitably, if a manuscript was transported
to another locale and a further copy was made using both this transported man-
uscript and manuscripts from the local region, it was possible to generate a copy
with “mixed types.” A small group of manuscripts with even stronger affinities,
usually some evidence of direct borrowing, is sometimes called a family.

As a discipline, textual criticism begins with the work of Richard Simon, a
French priest studying and writing at the end of the seventeenth century. Then,
in 1707, John Mill, an Anglican theologian, produced, two weeks before his
death, a beautiful edition of the Greek Testament, the product of decades of
work (the latter part of which was enriched by the writing of Richard Simon). It
reproduced the “received text” unaltered, but the apparatus, which took up
more space on each page than the text itself, included not only parallel passages
but the readings of all available manuscripts, versions, and printed editions. This
edition also included succinct summaries of all the known data regarding the
origin and textual descent of each book of the New Testament canon, plus
descriptions of all New Testament manuscripts then known to be extant, plus
comments on all translations.

In some ways, however, the crucial figure at the head of textual criticism is
Johann Albrecht Bengel, a Swabian pietist. His edition of the Greek New Tes-
tament, published in 1734, offered not only a text that differs in countless pas-
sages from the “received text” (though most of the changes were unimportant),
but also a substantial “critical apparatus.” Here Bengel presented the most
important of the textual variants in five groups, depending on their importance

6A small minority of textual critics argue that the pursuit of the original is a vain
exercise: e.g., D. C. Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1997). The manuscript tradition is so fluid, they say, that the attempt to
uncover the original reading is pointless. Worse, it diverts attention from the study of
what the diverse textual traditions tell us of what the church thought at various times
and places. However, not only does Parker overemphasize the freedom of the textual
tradition, but he also fails to reflect on the significance of the fact that for every book
there was an original. That we cannot reproduce it with perfect certainty with respect to
every word does not vitiate the fact that the pursuit is valuable and that its goal is, in no
small measure, attainable.
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(a practice not unlike that followed in some editions of the Greek Testament
today). His evaluation of what was most likely original corresponds to a high
degree with similar judgments made today. Bengel formulated rules or princi-
ples on which he based his decisions, and in large measure these have stood the
test of time.

For example, Bengel recognized that the number of manuscripts with a par-
ticular reading was a matter of little importance. After all, the many manuscripts
might be largely late, or belong exclusively to one textual tradition. It is impor-
tant to weigh when manuscripts were written, and how many text types support
areading (usually representing textual traditions in different parts of the world).
Bengel understood that the most important question a text-critic can ask is this:
Which reading is most likely to have generated all the others? Moreover, because
on the whole scribes tended to eliminate perceived difficulties, Bengel formu-
lated the rule, “The more difficult reading is to be preferred over the easier”
(Proclivi scriptioni praestat ardua).

Of course, none of these rules is absolute. For a start, one must try to dis-
tinguish between unintentional errors that copyists made, and intentional
changes. Intentional changes were often motivated by the desire to “improve”
the text, under the assumption that some earlier scribe had made a mistake.
Under such an assumption, Bengel’s rule works very well: the more difficult
reading is likely to be more original. But where there is an unintentional error—
for instance, where a scribe became sloppy and accidentally inserted three words
from a previous line and then carried on—then clearly the same rule does not
work. The “more difficult reading” is the one with the unaccountable insertion,
but even though it is more difficult, it is certainly not more original. The com-
plexity of the text-critical task can be met only by scholars who spend an extra-
ordinary amount of time in the manuscripts themselves, becoming deeply
familiar with the writing, scribal corrections, and tendencies of individual man-
uscripts. The discipline is never merely mechanical. It calls for both vast knowl-
edge and sound judgment.”

Intrinsic to these arguments, and progressively worked out during the next
century, are two pairs of distinctions. First, one must distinguish between exter-
nal evidence (i.e., what readings are supported by what manuscripts) and internal

"The best introductions to the subject are still those of Bruce Metzger, The Text of
the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 3rd ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1992), and Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland, The Text of the
New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical Editions and to the Theory and Practice
of Modern Textual Criticism, trans. Erroll F. Rhodes (Leiden: Brill; Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1987). Students have long relied on the reasoning displayed in entry after entry of
Bruce Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2nd ed. (Lon-
don/New York: United Bible Societies, 1994).
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evidence (i.e., what arguments from the text itself can be advanced in defense of
this or that reading). Second, with respect to the internal evidence, textual crit-
ics came to distinguish between intrinsic probability (i.e., what the author is
likely to have written, as judged by his observed proclivities) and transcriptional
probability (i.e., what copyists were likely to have put down, whether in an
intentional or an unintentional change).

This brief account of the rise of textual criticism does not begin to do jus-
tice to the countless scholars who toiled diligently on specific texts, still less to
a handful of luminaries—for example, Brian Walton (1600-61), Richard Bent-
ley (1662—-1742), Johann Jakob Wettstein (1693—1754), Edward Harwood
(1729-94), Johann Jakob Griesbach (1745-1812), Lobegott Friedrich Con-
stantin von Tischendorf (1815-74), and the combined work of Brooke Foss
Westcott (1825-1901) and Fenton John Anthony Hort (1828-92). Today the
most important center for textual criticism of the New Testament, both for the
comprehensiveness of its holdings and for the astonishingly high percentage of
texts now digitized, is the Institut fir Textforschung in Miinster.

The overwhelming majority of contemporary textual critics adopt a posi-
tion labeled eclecticism. That simply means that they choose (the Greek for the
verb “to choose” is eklegomai) the reading on the basis of what they perceive to
be the best fit once all the evidence, internal and external, is carefully evaluated.
But there are two minority groups. One continues to support the “received text,”
if not in the form published by the Elzevir brothers, then at least the “majority
text,” that is, readings that are supported by the greatest number of manu-
scripts.8 The other minority group promotes thoroughgoing eclecticism. Its mem-
bers discount the external evidence (i.e., they do not think that any consideration
should be given to arguments regarding which manuscripts or groups of man-
uscripts support any reading); all of their focus is on the internal evidence.?

8Perhaps the best defense of this view is Wilbur N. Pickering, The Identity of the
New Testament Text II, 3rd ed. (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2003). The best succinct treat-
ment of this position from the stance of mainstream eclecticism is probably that of Kurt
Aland, “The Text of the Church?” Trin/ 8 (1987): 131—-44. For popular treatments, see
D. A. Carson, The King James Version Debate: A Plea for Realism (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1979); James R. White, The King James Only Controversy (Minneapolis: Bethany House,
1995); Doug Kutilek, J. Frank Norris and His Heirs: The Bible Translation Controversy
(Pasadena: Pilgrim, 1999).

9In some ways this movement is rather a sustained critique of the weak spots in
eclecticism. It is best represented by the work of J. K. Elliott and his best students (and
earlier by the text-critical essays of G. D. Kilpatrick). See, for instance, J. K. Elliott, ed.,
The Principles and Practice of New Testament Textual Criticism: Collected Essays of G.
D. Kilpatrick, BETL 96 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1990); idem, Essays and
Studies in New Testament Textual Criticism, EFN 3 (Cérdoba: Ediciones el Almendro,
1992); Kent D. Clarke, Textual Optimism: A Critique of the United Bible Societies’ Greek
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Whatever the ongoing scholarly disputes, serious Christian readers today
are equipped with astonishingly accurate and detailed information in their
printed Greek New Testaments. The overwhelming majority of the text of the
Greek New Testament is firmly established. Where uncertainties remain, it is
important to recognize that in no case is any doctrinal matter at issue. Of course,
textual variants may raise the question as to whether a particular doctrinal stance
or historical datum is or is not supported in this or that passage, but inevitably
one can appeal to parallel passages where the text is secure to address the larger
doctrinal or historical issues. In terms of the availability and range of textual evi-
dence, owing to the large number of manuscript discoveries in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, we are incomparably better off than Christians have
been for almost nineteen hundred years.10 Perhaps too, it is worth speculating
that, in God’s providence, we are better off without the originals, for we would
almost certainly have treated them with idolatrous reverence focused more on
the mere artifact than on what the manuscript actually said.

LONGSTANDING INTERPRETIVE TRADITIONS

A perennial danger among contemporary students of the New Testament is to
overlook the two-thousand-year history of debate and interpretation generated
by these twenty-seven books. The pressure to be up-to-date with the volumi-
nous contemporary literature, combined with the penchant endemic to twenty-
first-century Western culture to revere the innovative, even the faddish, and be
suspicious of the traditional, conspires to blind us to our connections with
twenty centuries of Christian readers. Moreover, both conservative and liberal
scholars are inclined, for different reasons, to focus on the most recent centuries.
On the conservative side, many (not least evangelicals) are sometimes tempted
to think that serious theological reflection began with the Reformation and that,
provided one does careful exegesis, there is not much to be learned from histor-
ical theology anyway. On the liberal side, many treat the period before the
Enlightenment as a swamp of superstitious and unscientific interpretation now
safely abandoned by our much greater learning.!!

New Testament, JSN'TSup 138 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997). The best
response to thoroughgoing eclecticism as a movement (though not necessarily to each
particular criticism the movement offers) is the description of the goals and methods of
mainstream textual criticism offered in the sort of standard texts listed in n. 7 above.

10The stance of Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels—that textual criticism is not
concerned with getting as close as possible to the original text but is simply an exercise
in hermeneutics—is frankly baffling. See the penetrating review by Moisés Silvain WTJ
62 (2000): 295-302.

11E.g., W. G. Kimmel, The New Testament: The History of the Investigation of Its
Problems (Nashville: Abingdon, 1972), 13: “It is impossible to speak of a scientific view
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Obviously, one short section of one chapter of a book cannot pretend to do
justice to this long tradition. What follows is not a comprehensive catalog of
interpretive developments across a millennium and a half, but a highly selective
summary of a handful of important people and movements that proved influ-
ential in the interpretation of the New Testament and some small indication of
the impact of the New Testament documents in history.

1. One of the most important developments was the collection of the New
Testament documents into groups (Did the Pauline writings, or some of them,
ever circulate together? Cf. 2 Pet. 3:15-16) and into the canon of the New Tes-
tament itself. Some of the steps in that process are sketched in the last chapter of
this book and need not be probed here. But it is worth mentioning that debates
during the first centuries of the church as to what should be included in the canon
dealt with issues that are still addressed in any competent contemporary intro-
duction to the New Testament. For instance, the church fathers refused to admit
to the canon any book they judged pseudonymous (i.e., ostensibly written by some-
one such as Paul, when in fact it was not), and that refusal embroiled them in
issues of authorship. In short, not only interpretive issues but also technical mat-
ters of “introduction” occupied the interest of the church from the beginning.

2. From its inception, Christianity inevitably defined itself, at least in part,
against the background of the various forms of Judaism prevalent in the first
century. Just as the worldwide movement we refer to today as “Christianity”
has a wide diversity of forms and commitments, many of which would be con-
sidered only marginally Christian by some others in the movement, so also first-
century Judaism was highly diverse, and some of its forms were zealously
condemned by other branches as apostate. Full discussion of the relations
between the early Christians and Judaism is therefore necessarily complex.

Most of the first Christians, of course, were themselves Jews. As rising
numbers of Gentiles were added to the church, and as the earliest Christians
reflected on what God had accomplished by the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, various tensions inevitably developed among those who grappled with
such issues (see Acts 15 and Gal. 2:11-14). The New Testament documents
chronicle some of the early developments, as Christians came to recognize that
if Jesus is the exclusively sufficient ground of salvation, then certain features

of the New Testament until the New Testament became the object of investigation as
an independent body of literature with historical interest, as a collection of writings that
could be considered apart from the Old Testament and without dogmatic or creedal bias.
Since such a view began to prevail only during the course of the eighteenth century, ear-
lier discussion of the New Testament can only be referred to as the prehistory of New
Testament scholarship.” It is doubtful if anyone informed by postmodern awareness of
the unavoidable fact that all interpreters bring their biases to the text could make quite
the same remark today.
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intrinsic to Judaism, such as circumcision, or features widely observed in
Judaism, such as kosher food restrictions, could not be mandated of all believ-
ers. Moreover, if Jesus’ sacrifice dealt with our sin, then the role of the temple
sacrifices could not go unchallenged. Christians were thus driven to think
through their own relationship with the Mosaic covenant. If the Lord Jesus had
inaugurated a new covenant in his blood (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25; cf. 2 Cor.
3:6; Jer. 31:31-34), then the Mosaic covenant must be thought of as the old
covenant (cf. 2 Cor. 3:6; Heb. 8:13).

Such reflections as these, already glimpsed in the pages of the New Testa-
ment, bred ongoing discussions between Jews and Christians in the second cen-
tury. The most eloquent of these discussions comes from the pen of Justin
Martyr (c. 100—165) in the book Dialogue with Trypho. It tells of Justin’s con-
versation with a learned Jew, Trypho, and some of his friends. It not only shows
Justin’s desire to win Jews as well as Gentiles to Christ but also how a second-
century Christian apologist interpreted the Old Testament in the light of the
New to construct a whole-Bible theology.12

3. At the same time, the first Christians were soon winning Gentiles to
Christ. The book of Acts reports the expansion, identifying Antioch as the city
with the first strong church of mixed race of which we know anything sub-
stantial (Acts 11:19-30; 13:1-3; 15:1-35). Paul understood his role to be apos-
tle to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:7-10). He was capable of evangelizing Jews and
others who attended local synagogues (see especially the report of his evange-
lism in the synagogue in Pisidian Antioch, Acts 13:16—-43), but he was called
primarily to evangelize Gentile pagans, whether ordinary folk in small towns
(Acts 14:8—18), sophisticated urbanites (Acts 19), or intellectuals (Acts 17:16—
34). In such contexts he inevitably confronted various “philosophies”: the Epi-
cureans and the Stoics are mentioned in Acts 17:18, but there were many
others. At the time, the word philosophy did not call to mind an esoteric disci-
pline in which students are taught substantial doses of skepticism and not much
constructive content. In the ancient world, philosophy meant something like
what we mean by “worldview.” Various teachers taught competing worldviews,
and Christians earnestly sought to evangelize men and women who held these
diverse pagan worldviews.

12 Djalogue with Trypho almost certainly represents a later report of actual discus-
sions Justin Martyr had with Jews. Its level and tone are remarkably elevated and fair-
minded, unlike some later treatises. Almost every major Christian writer of the first five
centuries either wrote a treatise against Judaism or incorporated substantial arguments
of that sort within other works, but most scholars conclude that this became a literary
conceit usefully deployed to defend the uniqueness of Christ and of Christianity. See
especially Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, The Emergence of the Catholic Tra-
dition (100—600) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), 1:15-16.
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In one sense, the Roman world of the first three centuries of the Christian
era was highly pluralistic. To keep the peace, the Romans made it a capital
offense to desecrate a temple—any temple. But the plurality of religions and
worldviews was monolithic in at least one regard: these diverse religions agreed
that there was no one way to god. On this there was strong agreement, for it was
“an axiom of Greek culture that the cosmos was total (including the gods), per-
fect and changeless. Its harmony was endlessly repeated. Human error could be
corrected by education.”!3 In consequence, most Greeks thought that Chris-
tianity was notoriously bigoted and narrow. Thus, the pagan Celsus insisted on
the equal validity of diverse ancient customs and beliefs, over against Origen’s
insistence on the unique superiority of Christianity. Porphyry argued, “No
teaching has yet been established which offers a universal way for the liberation
of the soul.”1* One scholar puts it this way:

All the ancient critics of Christianity were united in affirming that there is
no one way to the divine. . . . It was not the kaleidoscope of religious prac-
tices and feelings that was the occasion for the discussion of religious plu-
ralism in ancient Rome; it was the success of Christianity, as well as its
assertions about Christ and about Israel. . . . By appealing to a particular
history as the source of knowledge of God, Christian thinkers transgressed
the conventions that governed civilized theological discourse in antiquity.!5

Thus, from the beginning Christians worked out their theology and inter-
preted their most sacred and authoritative documents within the context of dis-
agreement, mission, cross-cultural communication, and competing claims.

4. Moreover, even within the fledgling movement itself, various aberrant
positions soon arose, forcing Christian leaders to decide which were minor vari-
ations and which had to be condemned as thoroughly outside the Christian
camp, regardless of what their proponents claimed. Thus, in one of the earliest
of the New Testament documents, Paul warns about “a different gospel” that is
really no gospel at all and pronounces his “anathema’” on all who teach it (Gal.
1:6-9); while in one of the latest of the New Testament documents, John can
describe the departure of a certain group that had once belonged to the church
but that had departed over certain doctrinal and ethical issues as proving, by
their departure, that they had never really belonged to Christ’s people—for if
they had, they would not have left (1 John 2:19). The early church was prepared
to excommunicate not only those who refused to turn from gross moral turpi-
tude (1 Cor. 5:1-13), but also those judged to be blasphemers (1 Tim. 1:20).

BE. A. Judge, “Ancient Contradictions in the Australian Soul,” ISCAST Bulletin
33 (Winter 2001): 8.

14Cited by Augustine, City of God 10.32.

15R. L. Wilken, “Religious Pluralism and Early Christian Thought,” in Remem-
bering the Christian Past (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 42-43.
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But although doctrinal and ethical disputes helped the church clarify its
thinking from the beginning, it was soon beset by Gnosticism, a movement that
was so large and so culturally supported that it proved to be a serious threat.
Early voices of the movement (some scholars label them “proto-gnostic”) con-
stitute part of the background to some of the later New Testament documents, 16
but the movement crested in the second and third centuries. The most sub-
stantial cache of gnostic documents conveniently available in English transla-
tion is from Nag Hammadi.!'” An hour or two of quiet reading of these works
discloses a very different world from that of the New Testament. The gnostic
documents display ideas about human origins far removed from those in the
New Testament or in the entire Bible. Usually matter is seen to be intrinsically
bad; salvation is secured, not by the substitutionary death of a sacrifice, but by
knowledge of one’s true identity; and secret rites abound.

In all these domains, then, Christian apologists in the second and third cen-
turies were called upon to understand their times and to use the Christian Scrip-
tures to refute what were, from an orthodox perspective, insupportable and
dangerous heresies. Perhaps the best known of the apologists is Irenaeus, bishop
of Lyons, who devoted five volumes to the detection and overthrow of various
forms of gnosticism. Though he wrote toward the end of the second century, in
his youth he had listened to Polycarp, who had in turn been a disciple of John.

But for our purposes, the importance of the subject is found not only in its
intrinsic interest but in two related matters. The first is that, under the influ-
ence of Walter Bauer, 8 a substantial body of contemporary opinion argues that
in the earliest church there was no real distinction between orthodoxy and
heresy. Fledgling Christianity was sufficiently robust and inclusive to avoid such
distinctions, which were later and rather nasty developments, owing more to
the fact that “orthodoxy” gained the ear of the Emperor Constantine than to any
intrinsic superiority in its arguments. This argument has been refuted many
times. Bauer himself examined only the texts from the second century on. Not
only was he mistaken with respect to the second century, but he displayed more
than a little cheek by referring to the second century as earliest Christianity!?—

16See chapter 23 on the Johannine Epistles.

17James A. Robinson, ed., The Nag Hammadi Library in English, 3rd ed. (San Fran-
cisco: Harper, 1990).

18Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1971 [orig. 1934]).

1950 I. Howard Marshall, whose title amusingly draws attention to the point:
“Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earlier Christianity,” Themelios 2/1 (1976): 5-14. Other
useful works on this subject include Daniel J. Harrington, “The Reception of Walter
Bauer’s Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity During the Last Decade,” HTR
77 (1980): 289-99; Harold O. J. Brown, Heresies: The Image of Christ in the Mirror of
Heresy and Orthodoxy from the Apostles to the Present (Garden City: Doubleday, 1984);
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and the evidence already briefly scanned demonstrates that even in the earliest
books of the New Testament, Christians were willing and able to distinguish
between true and false teaching.

The second matter of some importance is the influence of The Jesus Semi-
nar, whose work, discussed elsewhere in this book (see especially the next chap-
ter), has been disseminated in the mass media. Most of the scholars connected
with The Jesus Seminar not only accept the Bauer thesis but go farther and argue
that the earliest strata of Christian teaching actually support gnosticism and
often present Jesus as rather more akin to a traveling Cynic preacher than any-
thing else. The historian Philip Jenkins has it right:

The problem with these reconstructions is the suggestion that both ortho-
doxy and Gnosticism are equally ancient and valid statements of the ear-
liest Christianity, which they are not. What became the orthodox view has
very clear roots in the first century, and indeed in the earliest discernible
strands of the Jesus movement; in contrast, all the available sources for the
Gnostic view are much later, and that movement emerges as a deliberate
reaction to that orthodoxy.20

5. Sometimes contemporary scholars give the impression that genuinely
“critical” thought on the New Testament is of relatively recent provenance. It
would be truer to say that the framework out of which “critical” thought has
been undertaken has shifted again and again during the last twenty centuries,
largely depending on the epistemological and cultural givens of the time. Chris-
tians did not have to wait until the eighteenth century, for example, before pon-
dering the relationships among the gospels. Already in the second century
Tatian (c. 110-72) produced his Diatessaron, essentially a harmony of the four
canonical gospels. His work was used in the Syrian church as a guide for its
liturgy until the fifth century.

6. It would be tedious to chart the interpretation of the New Testament
espoused by every important patristic theologian or movement. This is not, after
all, a volume of church history. Nevertheless, it is important for today’s students
of the New Testament to have some awareness of others who have studied the
New Testament before them, to feel a part of an ongoing stream of New Testa-
ment interpretation and to know something of its continuities, its disputes, and
its connections with certain events and interpretive approaches.

Graham N. Stanton and Guy G. Strousma, eds., Tolerance and Intolerance in Early Judaism
and Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Craig L. Blomberg,
“The New Testament Definition of Heresy (or When Do Jesus and the Apostles Really
Get Mad?),” JETS45 (2002): 59-72, which, despite the racy title, is penetrating.

20Philip Jenkins, Hidden Gospels: How the Search for Jesus Lost Its Way (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 115-16.
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By the end of the third century, the two most influential approaches to the
study of the Bible were centered on Alexandria and Antioch respectively. The
Alexandrian school warmly embraced philosophy as a weapon in the arsenal of
Christian apologetics, especially philosophy descended from Plato. Often
resorting to allegorical method in their exegesis, the Alexandrians sometimes
flirted with a view of the Trinity that bordered on tri-theism (belief in three
Gods). By contrast, the Antiochene school favored a more literal, rational, and
historical exegesis. As a result, they insisted that some parts of Scripture have
more doctrinal and spiritual value than others and felt no need to extract such
value from the less fecund parts by resorting to allegory. In general, they
approached the subject of Christology by beginning with Christ’s true human-
ity. The more radical fringe of the Antiochenes tended to see Christ, not as the
God-man, but as a man indwelt by God.

The patristic period cast up more than its share of theologians and other
Christian thinkers who took their primary cue from their reading of the Bible.
Some of the contributions of Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and Jerome have already
been mentioned. The most stalwart defender of orthodox Christology was
Athanasius (c. 296—373), an Egyptian by birth but Greek by education. He pro-
duced both theological apologetics, not least in defense of the full deity of Christ,
and many commentaries on biblical books. The Council of Nicea (325) gave us
the Nicene Creed, which stood against the teaching of Arius to the effect that the
Logos (“Word” in John 1:1) was “made,” insisting rather that Christ is of the
same “‘being” as his Father. John Chrysostom (c. 344—407), bishop of Constan-
tinople, was renowned for his expository preaching, which then multiplied his
influence in published form—hundreds of his sermons have been preserved,
along with practical and devotional writings and 236 letters. We are not so for-
tunate with the literary remains of Origen (c. 185-254), Alexandrian theologian
extraordinaire. Most of his works have not come down to us, but we are aware
of major commentaries from his pen, plus apologetic works, text-critical work
(some have called him, not Bengel, the father of New Testament text criticism),
and one of the first systematic theologies. Though elements of his theology were
later condemned by some synods (e.g., the Synod of Constantinople of 543),
and certainly his Alexandrian deployment of allegory seems forced by Anti-
ochene standards (let alone by later standards), there is a fresh vitality in his
writing that still bears pondering.2! Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 265—339) has been

21Although relatively little of his enormous oeuvre survives, some of his extant work
is accessible to those who read only modern English translations. Origen’s massive com-
mentary on Romans, written in Greek, is lost, but it was translated into Latin and some-
what condensed by Rufinus (345-410), and has only recently been translated from the
Latin into English by Thomas P. Scheck: Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, 2
vols. (Washington: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 2001-2).
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Christians were
a profoundly
textual people
from the
beginning: their
access to the
unique history
and unique
Person by
whom they
were saved
was above all
textual.

called “The Father of Church History.” Owing to his extensive quotations of
sources, sometimes the only access we have to important earlier documents is
his Historia Ecclesiastica. In addition to his history, he wrote numerous apolo-
getic books.

And what shall we make of Augustine of Hippo in North Africa (354-430),
the single most influential figure of the first four centuries after the apostles?
His expositions of the Psalms and of John’s Gospel can still be read with profit,
and his Confessions—simultaneously a highly personal document and a mature
theology—is still among the classic Christian works of all time. When the
Roman Empire began to fall apart after the sack of Rome in A.D. 410, Augus-
tine’s The City of God was simultaneously a refutation of the pagan accusations
that Christians were ultimately responsible for the disaster and an interpreta-
tion of Roman and Christian history to show that there are two “cities,” an
earthly, human city with all of its own loves and aims, and the city of God, which
alone endures forever. This eschatological reading of both Testaments and of
the contemporary history proved a hugely stabilizing factor for Christians as the
foundations of order were progressively swept away.

The point of this summary is to drive home the fact that Christians were a
profoundly textual people from the beginning: their access to the unique history
and unique Person by whom they were saved was above all textual. The Old Tes-
tament pointed to Christ; the New Testament told of him. Christian teachers and
pastors therefore gave themselves to the study of these documents, wrote com-
mentaries on them, and sought to commend them and defend them. This does
not always mean that these church fathers were in perfect agreement; still less
does it mean that each one was always right. But this is the early part of the her-
itage that any student of the New Testament assumes when he or she begins the
task of studying, interpreting, and teaching these twenty-seven documents.

7. One historical “hinge” that must be noted is the role played by Constan-
tine, the first (nominally) Christian Roman emperor.

During its first three centuries, the church multiplied by the power of the
Spirit, manifested in its preaching and in the quality of the life of its members.
The church enjoyed no governmental advantages or support; frequently it suf-
fered grievously under imperial persecution. For the Christians, this marked not
defeat but victory, for they were the followers of One who died an ignominious
death on a cross and yet was vindicated in the resurrection. Moreover, they
remembered that he himself had taught, “Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s
and to God what 1s God’s” (Mark 12:17; cf. Matt. 22:21; Luke 20:25). Before
that time, the authority of religion and the authority of the state were more tightly
linked, often identified. Ancient Israel was, at least in theory, a theocracy. But
Jesus established a kingdom which, when fully consummated, would embrace
everything in heaven and earth, but which, until then, would be contested. His
people on earth would be called forth from every language and tribe and nation
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but would not constitute a nation with geographical borders here on earth. Chris-
tians would find themselves living as citizens of two kingdoms, and they would
owe allegiance to both: to Caesar, they should give what is his due; and to God,
what is his due. Of course, if Caesar overstepped the mark and claimed more alle-
giance than was his due, Christians would be called to obey God rather than any
human being. Nevertheless, the principle was put in place by the Master himself:
we are citizens of two realms, we live in two cities, and the tensions are to be
borne, even unto death, until the kingdom of God is consummated.

But shortly after he emerged victorious by defeating Maxentius in 312 at
the battle of Milvian Bridge north of Rome, Constantine decreed full legal tol-
eration for Christians. The church began to enjoy imperial favor. Previously
confiscated property was restored, there were various exemptions for the clergy,
financial aid flowed to Christians, and some bishops began to enjoy civil juris-
diction. The bishop of Rome, already preeminent among the bishops, could only
gain in authority by these arrangements.

The tension between the civil and the ecclesiastical authority never disap-
peared, of course, and it kept changing its shape for more than a millennium, as
individual monarchs and popes proved peculiarly able or influential. Never-
theless, the fundamental tension between the claims of Caesar and the claims of
God, developed by Paul to help Roman Christians see that the authority of the
state is God-ordained (especially Rom. 13:1-7) and by John to help Christians
see that the state can wrongly claim idolatrous allegiance (so Revelation),
remained in place and led, in due course, to a variety of theories of the distinc-
tion between church and state.22 These developments have materially shaped, in
various ways, not only the religious but also the political heritage of many coun-
tries that have long enjoyed a substantial number of Christians. The political
and religious realities in which we work out our discipleship can often be traced
back, in convoluted ways, to distinctions made in the New Testament itself.

8. One of the crucial developments that took place during the first few cen-
turies was the rise of “monarchical bishops.” Within the period when the New
Testament documents were written, the labels “pastor” (which simply means

22We say “variety of theories” because how church and state relate to each other
varies widely. Separation of church and state does not mean the same thing in, say,
France, the United Kingdom, and the United States. But all Christian experience and
heritage on this subject, as complex and as variegated as it is, remains profoundly dif-
ferent from, for example, the Muslim heritage. Once Muhammad gained power at Med-
ina, the religious and civil authorities were one. The first three centuries of Islam
witnessed rapid growth by military conquest. There is nothing in Islam quite like the
seminal utterance found on the lips of Jesus, “Give back to Caesar the things that are
Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.” By the same token, Islam has never con-
ceived of the nation-state quite the way the West has, nor has it ever had a “clergy”
closely analogous to Christian clergy.
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“shepherd”), “elder,” and “bishop” (sometimes “overseer” in modern English
versions) all referred to the same people, that is, those primarily responsible for
the leadership of local congregations. As early as the beginning of the second
century, however (and there are hints of this trend even earlier), some bishops
or pastors came to have a measure of authority over other local congregations.
Those who gained such oversight came to be called bishops, while those who
did not retained the labels elder and pastor only. The reasons for the rise of
monarchical bishops are doubtless complex, but some of them sprang from good
motives, even if the result was rather more dubious. The number of Christians
was growing so rapidly, and churches were being planted so frequently, that the
level of training of many local Christian leaders was not very high. Partly to
accommodate the need for teaching, a class of traveling Christian preachers arose
who went from church to church.23 But who was to authorize such travelers?
Inevitably, some shysters arose, fluent in God-talk, who found this was an agree-
able way to earn a living, even though they were woefully unqualified. Others
were doubtless sincere and thought they were helping churches, but their vision
of their own competence outstripped the reality. Some were frankly heretical.
And worse, in many instances local church leaders were insufficiently knowl-
edgeable and mature to distinguish those who could genuinely help from those
who were incompetent or even dangerous. So it is not surprising that a second-
century document gives instructions as to which traveling preachers or
“prophets” were to be accepted as genuine and which were to be dismissed. The
genuine ones did not stay too long, did not ask for money, and taught faithful
Christian doctrine (cf. Didache x1).

Inevitably, under these circumstances some local pastors turned on occa-
sion to the most knowledgeable bishop/elder/pastor in the vicinity, who then
began to have a veto power over who was licensed to teach and preach in an
entire area instead of in his congregation alone. Although they provided a valu-
able safeguard, eventually such bishops gained distinctive roles and authority
unknown in the New Testament.

The reason why this is important for our purposes is that it is difficult to
understand how the early church came in time to settle its disputes over what the
apostles actually taught, without grasping the rising roles of bishops and occa-
sionally of other noted teachers. The most serious disputes called together bish-
ops from every region of the Empire in crucial “ecumenical councils” made up
primarily of bishops from the whole (Roman) world, the oikoumené. The seven

23Doubtless this system developed in part because traveling preachers/lecturers
were common in the Roman world. The best of them could make a good living. They
gained disciples who would pay for the privilege of attaching themselves to the teacher.
Occasionally one of these traveling preachers would stop traveling and settle somewhere,
opening a small academy. There were no institutions akin to modern universities.
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councils that most Christians recognize to be truly “ecumenical,” with their
dates and the subjects with which they primarily wrestled are: Nicea I (325),
Arianism; Constantinople (381), Apollinarianism; Ephesus (431), Nestorian-
ism; Chalcedon (451), Eutychianism; Constantinople II (553), Three Chapters
Controversy; Constantinople I1I (680—81), Monothelitism; and Nicea II (787),
Iconoclasm.24

9. These councils on doctrinal issues understood themselves to be deciding
what the truth of some issue really was. When the Council of Nicea (325)
decided on appropriate terms to talk about the deity of Christ, or the Council
of Chalcedon (451) deployed certain terms that have become standard in dis-
cussion of the Trinity, the participants did not think of themselves as inventing
new theology or even as discovering new truth in the Bible that no one had ever
seen before. Rather, they were adjudicating conflicting interpretations of the
Christian message and trying to formulate biblical truth in a way that made
ambiguity or outright error in that domain much more difficult.

Similarly, when in the sixteenth century the Reformers worked hard to artic-
ulate a doctrine of justification that they felt was rigorously in line with Paul and
with the rest of the Bible, it is not that no one had believed in justification before
or had failed to see how important it was. The theme constantly recurs during
the patristic period.25 But it took the disputes at the time of the Reformation to
call forth a lot of detailed work. The reasons that generate doctrinal controversy
may be ugly and painful, but God not infrequently uses such controversies to
bring renewed theological strength and clarity of vision and understanding to
his people. Such controversies therefore become part of the web of the history
of the interpretation of the New Testament, indeed, of the whole Bible.

10. After the Roman Empire fell, standards of literacy declined sharply in
the West. Latin, long dominant, virtually snuffed out remaining vestiges of what
was once a deep knowledge of Greek and Hebrew. As the Middle Ages pro-
gressed, many local clergy were abysmally trained; countless rulers, even pow-
erful ones, were illiterate or semi-literate. Perhaps the greatest centers of learning
were the monasteries, although the quality of the work done in them varied a
great deal. Nevertheless, for hundreds of years these were the centers where man-
uscripts were copied (even when they were poorly understood), where hymns
were created, where commentaries and theological treatises were written.26

24The nature of these controversies can be quickly discovered in any good dictionary
of church history, e.g., F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone, The Oxford Dictionary of the
Christian Church, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).

25See Thomas C. Oden, The Justification Reader (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002).

26For an interesting if overstated description of the role of monasteries, see Thomas
Cahill, How the Irish Saved Civilization (New York: Doubleday, 1995).
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Across the centuries, the church changed structurally and modified its
teaching in many important ways, and inevitably these changes and modifica-
tions fed back into the way people handled the New Testament. Organization-
ally, the first really great schism was between the Western (or Latin) church,
and the Eastern (or Orthodox) church. It is impossible to assign a beginning
date to the division, but the date assigned to the final separation is usually 1054.
Located primarily in the countries of Eastern Europe, the Orthodox church
tends to organize itself nationally (hence the Greek Orthodox Church, the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church, the Russian Orthodox Church, etc.) while recognizing
the honorary primacy of the patriarch of Constantinople. Its distinctive doc-
trines and features need not be traced here.2” In the West, primacy was gradu-
ally assigned to the bishop of Rome. What became the Roman Catholic Church
soon embraced considerable diversity and faced the challenges of both failures
and various renewal movements, the most powerful of which produced fresh
schisms at the time of the Reformation.

Nevertheless, it is crucially important to understand that what became the
Roman Catholic Church as we think of it today did not happen overnight. For
instance, prayers for the dead began about 300. The title “Mother of God” was
first applied to Mary by the Council of Ephesus (initially in order to defend the
deity of Christ), but prayers directed to Mary, to dead saints, and to angels rose
in popularity around 600, while the dogma of the assumption of Mary—that
she ascended bodily into heaven—was not promulgated as a dogma (a teaching
orthodox Catholics must believe) until 1950. The practice of sprinkling holy
water with a pinch of salt in it and blessed by a priest, arose around 850. The
College of Cardinals was established in 927. Canonization of dead saints was
first undertaken in 995 by Pope John XV.28 The doctrine of transubstantiation
was proclaimed as dogma by Pope Innocent 111 in 1215 (though its roots stretch
back much farther). The Bible was forbidden to laypeople and was actually
placed on the Index of Forbidden Books by the Council of Valencia in 1229. Pur-
gatory, which was taught by Gregory I in 593, was promulgated as dogma by
the Council of Florence in 1439. The immaculate conception of Mary was pro-

27For easy access to the issues, see Daniel B. Clendenin, Eastern Orthodox Theology:
A Contemporary Reader (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995); idem, Eastern Orthodox Chris-
tianity: A Western Perspective (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994); and especially Theodore
Q. Stylianopoulos, The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, Vol. 1: Scripture, Tra-
dition, Hermeneutics (Brookline: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1997). Cf. also Bradley
Nassif, “Eastern Orthodoxy and Evangelicalism: The Status of an Emerging Global
Dialogue,” SBET 18 (2000): 21-55.

28ntriguingly, during his reign, Pope John Paul II canonized sixty-four saints,
which is more than all the canonizations by popes during the last four hundred years.
This does not include several currently in process.
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claimed by Pope Pius IX in 1854, and the infallibility of the pope in his teach-
ing office on matters of faith and morals at the first Vatican Council in 1870.29

Some of these items will strike many contemporary readers as far removed
from the New Testament. But that is just the point. Once such items have
become entrenched as established orthodoxy, such orthodoxy is likely to be the
framework in which one reads the New Testament unless one rigorously
attempts to distance oneself from one’s theological heritage, self-consciously
attempting, so far as it is possible, to read oneself into the frames of reference of
the biblical writers. That is one of the things that takes place during any reform-
Ing movement.

11. Asarubric, “the Middle Ages” covers countries and centuries so diverse
and complex that generalizations regularly call forth a “Yes, but” from scholars
familiar with the period. On the one hand, the Middle Ages gave us the Cru-
sades and a broader conflict with Islam, some of the most immoral popes, the
first rounds of the “Black Death” (bubonic plague), institutionalized illiteracy
among the masses, and rising superstition of the most appalling sort (one thinks
of the hungry search for magic-endowed Christian relics and the rising traffic in
indulgences). On the other hand, the Middle Ages gave us some glorious hymns,
some soaring conceptions of God (reflected not least in the design and con-
struction of cathedrals), some theologians of immense gift and erudition, and,
toward the end of the period, some reformers of perception and courage who
urged a whole-hearted return to the Bible (e.g., Jan Hus [1373-1415] in Czecho-
slovakia, John Wycliffe [c. 1329-1384] in England), not a few of whom were
martyred.

At the risk of generalization, the theological contribution of the Middle
Ages was not so much in the domain of penetrating commentaries as in two
other fields. First, this extended period produced a stream of mystics (e.g.,
Bernard of Clairvaux [1090—1153], Julian of Norwich [c. 1342 to after 1413]).
Some of this mysticism succumbed to barely controlled subjectivism, but at its
best it gave us a corpus of hymns still being sung, in translation, today. Bernard,
for instance, wrote “O Sacred Head Now Wounded,” “Jesus, the Very Thought
of Thee,” and “Jesus, Thou Joy of Loving Hearts.”

Second, and still more important for our purposes, was the stream of theo-
logians, including Anselm of Canterbury, Peter Abelard, William of Ockham,
Thomas Aquinas, and Duns Scotus.3? The most influential of these by far was
Thomas Aquinas (1224—74), and the best known of his works 1s his Summa

29See further M. Fiedler and L. Rabben, eds., Rome Has Spoken: A Guide to For-
gotten Papal Statements, and How They Have Changed through the Centuries (New York:
Crossroad, 1998).

30For further reading, see G. R. Evans, ed., The Medieval Theologians: An Intro-
duction to Theology in the Medieval Period (Blackwell: Oxford, 2001).
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Theologiae, which is simultaneously a systematic compendium of the data of
Christian revelation as he understood them, a revision of Augustinian episte-
mology along Aristotelian lines, and an evangelistic work aimed at Muslims.
Despite the enormous influence his work has wielded, especially but by no
means exclusively within Catholicism, his categories belong rather more to the
domains of philosophy and systematics than to rigorous exegesis. To take one
small example: Although earlier Christian theologians, stretching back to the
patristic period, had sometimes distinguished moral, civil, and ceremonial law,
it was Aquinas who developed this tripartite division of Old Testament law to
establish the patterns of continuity and discontinuity between the Old and New
Testaments. This tripartite division, which was subsequently picked up and
developed by John Calvin and others, offers many helpful insights, but it is not
demonstrably the set of categories with which the New Testament writers them-
selves are operating when they work out the patterns of continuity and discon-
tinuity between the old covenant and the new. Questions about how to conceive
the relationships between the two Testaments are of course perennial, and the
influence of Aquinas in this area as in numerous others is with us still as we read
our New Testaments.

We have already mentioned that during the first few centuries of the church
aremarkable debate arose between the Alexandrian and the Antiochene schools
of interpretation—the former a champion of allegory in exegesis (though what
was meant by “allegory” in those days was more flexible and less defined than
in many contemporary treatments), and the latter insisting on a more direct or
literal exegesis. During the Middle Ages a more systematic classification of dif-
ferent methods of biblical interpretation was codified. One must distinguish
four levels of biblical interpretation (and different authors put them in differ-
ent order): the literal sense, which teaches us what happened; the allegorical
(sometimes called the tropological) sense, which teaches us what to believe; the
moral sense, which tells us what to do; and the analogical (occasionally called
the eschatological) sense, which tells us where we are going. Not infrequently
such distinctions were tied to a mystical spirituality.3! Inevitably they also had
the effect of making the Bible a closed book, reserved for experts, rightly inter-
preted only by the authorities of the church, and closed to most laypeople (after
all, the printing press had not yet been invented).

12. The Renaissance, a period of European history that historians custom-
arily attach to the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries, witnessed a
“rebirth” (which is what renaissance means) of classical culture. The printing
press was invented, the influence of which cannot easily be overstated. Con-
stantinople fell to the Muslim Turks in 1453, which sent not a few scholars scur-

31See the important work of Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, 2 vols. (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998-2000).
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rying to the West, bringing their Greek manuscripts with them. The rise of
learning and the founding of several European universities trumpeted the call,
Ad fontes— “to the sources.” The study of Greek and Hebrew became com-
monplace; the authority of Latin was increasingly displaced. The renewal of
interest in both Christian and pagan foundational documents produced a grow-
ing number of informed and highly literate “humanists” who were more than
willing to criticize the clerical abuse then rampant at almost every level of the
Catholic Church. By and large, the humanists in northern Europe became more
interested in the classical Christian texts (the New Testament and the patristics)
than in the classical pagan texts, and they have thus sometimes been labeled
“Christian humanists.” The most influential of these was Erasmus of Rotter-
dam, whom we have already met.

Those influenced by the Renaissance also became increasingly suspicious
of the four interpretive levels that had been justified by the theologians of the
Middle Ages. They wanted to read the primary sources for themselves, and they
tried to read them more “literally” or more “naturally.”32

13. Scholars still dispute the nature of the relationships between the Renais-
sance and the Reformation (sixteenth century). Certainly the demand for reform
increasingly voiced by Christian humanists contributed to the growing unrest
in Western Christendom. That fact generated the old saw that “Erasmus laid
the egg that Luther hatched.” Moreover, many younger humanists converted to
Protestantism, including such leaders as Ulrich Zwingli (d. 1531), Philipp
Melanchthon (d. 1560), John Calvin (d. 1564), and Theodore Beza (d. 1605).

The Reformation emphasis on sola scriptura (“Scripture alone”) embraced
in practice several emphases. Over against the Catholic view that revelation is
a deposit entrusted to the church, a deposit of which Scripture is only a part,
the Reformers insisted that while there is much to learn from Christian tradi-
tion, much indeed that holds us to account, only the Bible has final authority.

32]n recent years it has been pointed out, not least by Thomas C. Oden (“A Patris-
tic Perspective on European Christianity in World Perspective,” ERT 27 [2003]: 318~
36), that the Christianity of the first few centuries was not primarily a European
phenomenon. The gospel spread out from Jerusalem into what is now called Turkey
(which was for a millennium the heart of Byzantium), the North African coast, Egypt,
Ethiopia, Arabia, Syria, northern Mesopotamia, and probably as far east as the Indus
Valley, with some evidence of extension to China, not to mention extension to Rome,
and then to what are now France and Spain. Thus, for either the friends or foes of Chris-
tianity to see the Christian religion, in its origins and initial expansion, as primarily a
European phenomenon, is simply mistaken. On the other hand, one should also point
out that, owing in substantial part to the expansionist pressures from Islam, Europe
became the dominant voice preserving, articulating, defending, and expounding Chris-
tianity, especially after the fall of Constantinople. These roles, of course, contemporary
Europe seems determined to shed.
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The Bible must not be domesticated by the tradition. This emphasis had two
complementary effects: (1) Ideally, the Scriptures should be studied in the lan-
guages in which they were written; and (2) the Scriptures should be dissemi-
nated as widely as possible, which meant that vernacular translations should be
prepared. The aim of the Bible translator William Tyndale (strangled and
burned in 1536) was to make the ploughboy as knowledgeable in the Bible as
the high prelates of the church. Moreover, insistence on “Scripture alone”
prompted the Reformers to study once again what constitutes Scripture, and
this led to the rejection of the Apocrypha as part of the canon. The fact that the
Catholic Church adjudged these books (the exact number of them is somewhat
disputed) to be canonical or “deuterocanonical”—that is, canonical in a sec-
ondary sense—was not a sufficient reason for hanging onto them. Indeed, at
one stage in his life Martin Luther questioned the authority of the canonical
James (“a right strawy epistle,” in his famous phrase).33

Partly under the influence of Renaissance learning, the Reformers learned
to be suspicious of the fourfold hermeneutic they had inherited. This does not
mean they became crass literalists. They could recognize (as all good readers
can) metaphors and other figures of speech. They wrestled with what would
today be called typology. The fact that the Bible is often talking of eternal things
in the categories of everyday temporal things prompted Luther to think of Scrip-
ture as a litera spiritualis. One may doubt that this is the most helpful analysis,
yet it is vital to recognize that although the Reformers dismissed as artificial the
fourfold interpretive approach defended in the Middle Ages, they were not
unaware that the “natural” reading was not always straightforward. Moreover,
the efforts of both Luther and Calvin (to go no farther) to write both commen-
taries on books of the Bible and expositions of Christian doctrine had the effect
of tying doctrine to the Bible itself. Indeed, Calvin’s enormously influential
Institutes of the Christian Religion was meant to be a kind of accurate introduc-
tion to what the Bible teaches. This work wrestles endlessly with Scripture yet
works out its doctrinal formulations in interaction not only with issues of impor-
tance when Calvin was writing but also in interaction with eminent Christian
thinkers throughout history. In conjunction with Calvin’s commentaries, the
Institutes taught many generations of believers what to believe and how to think.
Inevitably, works such as these constituted models for the interpretation and the
teaching of Scripture. It became impossible to try to understand the New Tes-
tament, let alone the entire Bible, without reflecting on such work.34

33For an introduction to the rise and definition of the canon, see the final chapter of
this book.

34This is no less true of the Catholic Counter-Reformation, of course, than of, say,
the Puritans, even though, transparently, the two parties emerged with radically differ-
ent conclusions. Both felt the massive impact of the Reformation.
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THE RISE OF BIBLICAL THEOLOGY?35

The changing shape of biblical study, and New Testament study in particular,
during the last four centuries is a story far too complex to be compressed into a
few pages. So in this section and the next we will attempt brief probes into two
areas that we hope will serve as useful test cases of the broader developments.

If theology is disciplined discourse about God, one might think that bibli-
cal theology is disciplined discourse about God that is based on the Bible. In
that sense, of course, there has been biblical theology as long as there has been
a Bible or any part of it. But the actual expression “biblical theology” was first
coined, so far as we know, in a book by W. J. Christmann published in 1607 and
no longer extant. The title was Teutsche biblische Theologie (‘“German Biblical
Theology”). Apparently, it was a rather brief volume of proof-texts drawn from
the Bible to support Protestant systematic theology. This use of “biblical theol-
ogy”’ continued in some circles for another century and a half.

It was not long before other uses appeared. In his Pia Desideria (1675), P. ].
Spener, and later the Pietists he influenced, distinguished theologia biblica (his
own theology) from theologia scholastica, the prevailing Protestant (Lutheran)
orthodoxy that had returned to the Aristotelianism Luther had rejected. Thus,
“biblical theology” took on an overtone of protest, of being “more biblical” than
the prevailing dogmatics. In the second half of the eighteenth century, under the
influence of English Deism and the German Aufklirung (Enlightenment), a
handful of theologians once again protested against the prevailing dogmatics—
now, however, not in favor of Pietism but in favor of rationalism. Several of these
works aimed to extract from the Bible timeless truths in accord with reason,
while framing them in a way that was still largely, if sometimes uneasily, accept-
able to the ecclesiastical establishment. By far the most influential of these the-
ologians was Johann P. Gabler, whose inaugural lecture at the University of
Altdorf, An Oration on the Proper Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic
Theology and the Specific Objectives of Each (1787), captured the rising mood
and precipitated the next step. Gabler charged that dogmatic theology, con-
stantly changing and perpetually disputed, is too far removed from Scripture.
The biblical theology that he himself was recommending would be a largely
inductive study of the biblical text. Such study, he contended, would be much
more likely to gain widespread assent among learned and godly scholars, and it

353ee D. A. Carson, “New Testament Theology,” in Dictionary of the Later New
Testament and Its Developments (Downers Grove: IVP, 1997), 796814, some of which
has been adapted for use here, and the opening pages of Charles H. H. Scobie, The Ways
of Our God: An Approach to Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003). For an
earlier survey, see Gerhard F. Hasel, New Testament Theology: Basic Issues in the Cur-
rent Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978); idem, “The Nature of Biblical Theology:
Recent Trends and Issues,” AUSS 32 (1994): 203—15.
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could in turn become the foundation on which fresh systematic theology would
be constructed. Thus, Gabler’s primary appeal was not that the Bible must first
be read historically or that the documents must be set out in historical sequence
(though a little of this is implicit in what he said) but that biblical theologians
may properly go about their task without being directly bound by doctrinal con-
siderations3¢—an epoch-making suggestion at the time and one that has earned
him the sobriquet “father of biblical theology.”

The first part of Gabler’s proposal, the invitation to inductive study of the
biblical documents in a manner removed from dogmatic control, was rapidly
taken up in many European universities; the second part, that fresh dogmatics
be built on this new foundation, was largely ignored. Indeed, the more that schol-
ars worked at a merely descriptive level without reflection on the importance of
the analogia fidei (the “analogy of the faith”)—the longstanding commitment to
read the Bible within the framework of historic confessionalism—the more the
diversities within the Bible achieved prominence. The differences between the
two Testaments, for example, became so obvious under such a régime that in
1796 G. L. Bauer produced, not a biblical theology, but an Old Testament the-
ology, followed in 1800-1802 by a two-volume New Testament theology.
Although biblical theologies (i.e., whole-Bible biblical theologies) continued to
be written for another half-century and even into the twentieth century, the
move was away from them.

The tendency toward atomism in biblical theology has continued in certain
strands of the discipline to the present day. Thus, by “New Testament theology”
many writers mean the distinctive theologies found in the various New Testa-
ment writings: the theology of Paul, the theology of Matthew, the theology of
Luke-Acts, and so forth. The atomism becomes yet more pronounced when three
further tendencies are taken into account. (1) Many scholars who defend the
atomism are persuaded that some of the New Testament documents are pseudo-
nymous. The result is that “the theology of Paul,” for instance, is based on an
ostensibly authentic four or seven of the thirteen letters in the New Testament
that bear Paul’s name, while there are distinguishable theologies of, say, Eph-
esians, 2 Thessalonians, and the Pastoral Epistles, all judged to be pseudony-
mous. (2) Many scholars are convinced that they can isolate a source used by both
Matthew and Luke, often designated “Q.” This in turn leads to attempts to write
a theology of Q (see chapter 2 of this book). (3) A variation of the second ten-
dency occurs where scholars are convinced that some part of a New Testament
document reflects an unassimilated or even contradictory source or editorial
accretion (for example, see the chapters on 2 Thessalonians and Romans in this
book). Similar source criticism is applied to other New Testament documents.

36See J. Sandys-Wunsch and L. Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction
Between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology,” S/T 33 (1980): 133-58.
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Atomism triumphs, and it becomes harder to see the big picture and how the var-
1ous New Testament (not to say biblical) documents might relate to one another.

Inevitably, then, biblical theology felt the impact of historical criticism. We
shall reflect a little more on the nature of historical criticism in the next section
and repeatedly in later chapters of this book. In some ways, however, we have
already stumbled into the subject, and some of its further effects on biblical the-
ology may be usefully probed here. Perhaps the most important intersection
took place around the middle of the nineteenth century. In Tiibingen, the great
German scholar F. C. Baur undertook a fresh examination of how the Pauline
Epistles, Acts, and the Gospels came to be written. To this task he brought more
than a little philosophical naturalism (i.e., he was averse to admitting any appeal
to the supernatural in any historical questions), and he advanced reasons for dat-
ing the various New Testament books on the assumption that his re-creation of
early church history was correct. This early history, he claimed, saw the church
emerge as a minor Jewish sect, then a major Jewish sect, then a peculiar Jewish
sect in that it was admitting Gentiles under a variety of conditions; eventually
it broke from Judaism to take on a life of its own. The New Testament docu-
ments, he argued, {it somewhere along the axis of this trajectory. The debates
between the church and Judaism gradually rose in intensity and were soon hot
and furious, but once the division took place, the debate died down until even-
tually it is attested only in barely remembered historical strands. On this basis,
for instance, Baur dated Acts well into the second century (by which time the
fight was over, so the tone is very different from, say, Galatians). The bearing of
all this work on biblical theology was most clearly seen in 1864, when Baur’s
own New Testament theology was published posthumously. The combination
of a rigidly developmental reconstruction of early church history and a fairly
radical naturalism meant that the New Testament documents could not be
thought of as revelatory in any proper sense. They could not be judged to reflect
a coherent theological system; rather, they give evidence not only of historical
and theological development but of something more: the various layers prove
historically interesting but in some ways mutually incompatible. For the same
reason, they could not be viewed as theologically binding.37

This historicist impulse came to a head in what came to be called “the his-
tory-of-religions school” (die religionsgeschichtliche Schule). Here valiant efforts
were made to show that all religious movements and the documents they gen-
erate are themselves shaped by other religious movements and documents,
whether the new ones merely take over antecedent material, or modify it, or react
against it. All of this was judged to be responsible historical criticism, that is, a

37See Horton Harris, The Ttibingen School (Grand Rapids: Baker, repr. 1990 [1975]);
or, in shorter compass, Stephen Neill and N. T. Wright, The Interpretation of the New
Testament 18611986, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 20—34.
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deployment of critical reason that refuses to appeal to supernatural causes to
account for the documents that make up the Christian Bible. We may study
what first-century people thought were supernatural events and revelations, but
critical study will show these first-century judgments to be primitive and naive.
The bearing of these developments on New Testament theology came to a head,
perhaps, in the blistering and influential little book of W. Wrede, Uber Aufgabe
und Methode der sogenannten neutestamentliche Theologie (“Concerning the Task
and Method of So-Called New Testament Theology”).38 Wrede argued that to
treat each book of the New Testament separately was absurd, because each book
provides too little information to enable an interpreter to reconstruct the entire
“theology” of its author. The only responsible way forward is to construct, as
best we can, the history of early Christian religion and theology. Any unified
New Testament theology, let alone biblical theology, is a chimera.

One must not think that these voices at the leading edge of the most skep-
tical criticism (not to say of dogmatic unbelief) were the only voices. In the nine-
teenth century, the most penetrating attempt at New Testament theology that
sought to build on the Old Testament was probably that of J. C. K. von Hof-
mann.% In the first decades of the twentieth century, the most influential figure
in the same heritage was doubtless Adolf Schlatter.4? No less than their more
skeptical opponents, these scholars recognized the historical nature of the New
Testament documents, but they insisted that God had acted in history and there-
fore that a commitment to philosophical naturalism could not deal fairly with the
evidence. They judged their works to be “critical” in that their conclusions were
not naive leaps but extensively justified positions authorized by the texts.

Other voices soon assumed greater prominence. First, Karl Barth found the
works traceable to the historical and naturalist impulse utterly arid and pas-
torally useless. He diminished the importance of historical research for the
understanding of the Bible and focused on theological interpretation, remaining
more interested in systematic theology than in biblical theology.

Second, Rudolf Bultmann tried another path to bridge the gap between his-
torical understanding and theological usefulness. He adopted the naturalism

38Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1897. The work was translated into English
by Robert Morgan as “The Task and Methods of ‘New Testament Theology,””” in Robert
Morgan, The Nature of New Testament Theology (London: SCM, 1973), 68—116.

39 Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments (Nérdlingen: Beck, 1886).

400f his many books, the most important to this discussion was his Die Theologie des
Neuen Testaments, 2 vols. (Stuttgart: Verlag der Vereinsbuchhandlung, 1909-10)—
though Schlatter revised his work significantly in a later edition. The 1923 edition has
now been translated into English by Andreas Késtenberger in two volumes with the
respective titles The History of the Christ: The Foundations of New Testament Theology
and The Theology of the Apostles: The Development of New Testament Theology (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1997, 1999).
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and historicist approach of Wrede, but instead of concluding, with Wrede, that
theological synthesis was thereby ruled out of court, he “demythologized” the
texts of everything he judged that “modern man” could no longer believe (essen-
tially everything supernatural) in order to uncover what he held to be the real
and essential kernel of the New Testament—a certain form of existentialism.
The result is that God, faith, revelation, and much else besides become rede-
fined. The language is the language of orthodoxy, but the substance is the sub-
stance of Heidegger. Astonishingly influential in the middle of the twentieth
century,*! Bultmann’s work is now largely read out of historical interest, not
because he is widely followed.

The third development was the rise of the “biblical theology movement.”
Eager to be theologically relevant, influenced in part by Barth and in part by
von Hofmann, shattered by World War I and by the Great Depression and even-
tually by World War I1, the exponents of the movement exerted increasing influ-
ence from the 1930s to the 1950s. Perhaps the most influential of these scholars
was Oscar Cullmann, whose insistence on “salvation history” (Heilsgeschichte)
attempted to bring together two components, salvation and history, that had
been flying apart. Writing in a style calculated to be edifying, his delineation of
development across time allowed for a historical reading of the canon while still
preserving central canonical unity and therefore authority.*2 But the biblical the-
ology movement was remarkably diverse. It included those who held that rev-
elation was borne along on the great events of redemptive history to which
Scripture bears witness,* and those who produced the magisterial Theological
Dictionary of the New Testament with its peculiar theologically loaded word stud-
ies.** Nevertheless, by the 1960s the movement was largely dead, cut down by
critics who dismissed the linguistic naiveté of many of its exponents or who
argued that the unity they found in the canon was not really there.*5

#1See especially his Theology of the New Testament, 2 vols. (ET London: SCM,
195255 [1948-53]). For additional insight into his approach, see his important essay,
“The Problem of a Theological Exegesis of the New Testament,” available in ET in The
Beginnings of Dialectical Theology, ed. J. M. Robinson (Richmond: John Knox, 1968),
47-72 (the original appeared in 1941).

42See especially his Salvation in History (New York: Harper & Row, 1967).

43See especially G. Ernest Wright, God Who Acts: Biblical Theology as Recital, SBT
8 (London: SCM, 1962).

#Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Theologisches Woérterbuch zum Neuen
Testament (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1933-74; ET: Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964
1974).

45See especially Brevard Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1970). No less influential was James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961); and most recently his magisterial The Con-
cept of Biblical Theology: An Old Testament Perspective (London: SCM, 1999).

The last fifty
years or so
have been

characterized
by astonishing
diversity in
biblical
theology.
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The last fifty years or so have been characterized by astonishing diversity.
On the confessional flank, the biblical theology of Geerhardus Vos,*6 though it
focused more on the Old Testament than the New, taught many Christians how
to read the Bible as a single book. The contribution of George Eldon Ladd,+
seminal at the time, in some ways adopted a more conservative line in a com-
mon form: a New Testament theology that devoted separate chapters to the
theology of the Synoptic Gospels, the theology of Paul, the theology of
Hebrews, and so forth, with little attempt at integration. Still in the confes-
sional heritage, Donald Guthrie attempted to address the problem of integra-
tion by writing a New Testament theology that traced scores of themes (e.g.,
“Son of Man,” “God,” “the Cross”) through the different New Testament cor-
pora.*8 What was lost, of course, was the feel for how these and other themes
hung together within any one particular corpus and then how the corpora
related to one another.

Space does not permit discussion of the many works that marked out posi-
tions across the theological spectrum—{from the centrist New Testament the-
ologies of Werner Kiimmel,* Joachim Jeremias,° Joachim Gnilka,5! and Georg
Strecker,52 who all follow the more-or-less-standard critical orthodoxies, to the
contribution of Hans Conzelmann, who does not think it necessary or helpful to
include the historical Jesus as a presupposition to his work,53 to the canonical
theology of Brevard Childs,5 to the imaginative work of George B. Caird, who
mentally sits the authors of the New Testament around a table and gets them to
“discuss” their respective contributions,> and to the large, provocative work of
Klaus Berger, who, under the image of a tree with many branches, develops
fairly speculative theologies of the many branches according to his radical and

46 Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948).

47 A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974 [rev. ed. 1993]).

48 New Testament Theology (Downers Grove: IVP, 1981).

49The Theology of the New Testament According to Its Major Witnesses (London:
SCM, 1974 [1969]).

50 New Testament Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus (New York: Scribner’s, 1971).
This was the only volume to be published of what was supposed to be a multivolume
series tracing the theology of the different sources and corpora.

51 Neutestamentliche Theologie: Ein Uberblick (Wiirzburg: Echter Verlag, 1989);
idem, Theologie des Neuen Testaments (Freiburg: Herder, 1994).

52 Theology of the New Testament (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000).

53 An Outline of the Theology of the New Testament (New York: Harper and Row,
1967).

54 Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments: Theological Reflection on the
Christian Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).

55 New Testament Theology, ed. Lincoln D. Hurst (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994).
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detailed reconstruction of how the church developed into mutually exclusive
theological communities within the first century.¢

Asalabel, then, “biblical theology” refers to several different things, inter-
acting with one another in different ways in the hands of various scholars. It may
refer to the theology of groups behind the biblical texts, as attested by the bibli-
cal texts themselves, insofar as we can reconstruct those groups using a variety
of historical-critical and literary-critical tools. Or it may refer to the theology of
the biblical texts or corpora themselves and perhaps also to how those theologies
fit together (if the biblical theologian thinks they can be fit together!) along a
temporal trajectory. Moreover, this study of the biblical documents may be pri-
marily a self-distanced description of what the texts meant (an attempt at his-
torical description) or a self-conscious wrestling with what the texts mean (a
more hermeneutically reflective endeavor). This and similar analyses are com-
mon in contemporary discussion of what biblical theology and, in particular,
New Testament theology, truly is.57

The last fifty years have also seen works devoted to the theology of Paul,
the theology of John, and so forth, and an even longer list of monographs and
articles that purport to work out the shape of some individual theological theme
within an individual corpus.’ Some of these, of course, are described in the
chapters that follow. During the last three decades, a renewed interest in how
the New Testament writers use the Old Testament has generated a raft of
monographs which are in some respects the building blocks of future works on
New Testament and biblical theology. Add to these the many scores of com-
mentaries on New Testament books published each year5? and the countless
specialist articles, and one begins to glimpse the spread of New Testament
scholarship.

The purpose of this admittedly sketchy survey is to stake out the terrain in
which contemporary students of the New Testament necessarily work. Perhaps
it will be helpful to include one final survey of a slightly different kind.

56 Theologiegeschichte des Urchristentums (Tibingen: Francke, 1994).

57See especially Peter Balla, Challenges to New Testament Theology: An Attempt to
Justity the Enterprise, WUNT 95 (Tibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1997); Dan O. Via, What
Is New Testament Theology? GBS (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002); D. A. Carson,
“Current Issues in Biblical Theology: A New Testament Perspective,” BBR 5 (1995):
17—41; and many of the essays in T.. D. Alexander and Brian S. Rosner, eds., New Dic-
tionary of Biblical Theology (Downers Grove: IVP, 2000).

58E.g., Brian S. Rosner, Paul, Scripture and Ethics: A Study of 1 Corinthians 17,
AG]JU 12 (Leiden: Brill, 1994); Dorothy Lee, Flesh and Glory: Symbol, Gender, and
Theology in the Gospel of John (New York: Crossroad, 2003).

S9CE. D. A. Carson, New Testament Commentary Survey, 5th ed. (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2001).
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HISTORICAL CRITICISM, LITERARY TOOLS, AND THE
IMPACT OF POSTMODERNISM

We have already seen how, under the impact of certain kinds of historical crit-
icism, biblical theology as a discipline has divided, during the last 150 years,
into several mutually polarized camps. The same could be said for debates over
one’s entire approach to the New Testament—whether over technical matters
of “introduction” (such as date, authorship, historical setting, sources, authen-
ticity), or over the relationship between history and revelation, or developments
in literary theory or epistemology, or the impact of world Christianity on the
study of Scripture. In these and other domains, those who devote their lives to
the study of the New Testament occupy an ever-expanding circle of positions
and options. These can be charted in the treatment of an individual book or cor-
pus of the New Testament;®® however, when it comes to the entire New Testa-
ment, the diversity and complexity of the stances adopted can be bewildering
to the student beginning to plunge into the literature. What follows, therefore,
is a sketchy outline of the literary tools, approaches, and stances that have
shaped New Testament study, for better and for worse, during the last century
or s0.61

Historical Criticism

The historical reconstruction deployed by F. C. Baur to realign the dating
of the New Testament documents discussed above led to the historicist reduc-
tionism of Wrede. Part of this movement coagulated around the development of
various critical “tools.” We briefly noted the source criticism of Rudolf Bult-
mann. Source criticism itself, of course, should never be demonized. After all,
some reflection on source criticism is transparently called up by the nature of
some of the New Testament documents themselves. On almost any accounting,
either 2 Peter made use of Jude, or Jude made use of 2 Peter; on almost any
accounting, some kind of borrowing, of literary dependence, and thus of the use
of sources, lies behind the Synoptic Gospels: they are sufficiently close that com-
plete independence is almost impossible to maintain, yet sufficiently indepen-
dent that the precise nature of the relationship among them is hotly disputed (as
will be discussed in the next chapter). Luke clearly had access to written sources
before he put quill to papyrus (Luke 1:1-4). But Bultmann’s immensely detailed
source criticism of the Synoptic Gospels, frequently extending down to assign-

60See, for example, the important work of W. Ward Gasque, A History of the Crit-
icism of the Acts of the Apostles, BGBE 17 (Tubingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1975), though it
is now somewhat dated.

61 Although most of the ways of breaking down and ordering the following literary
tools and approaches to the New Testament text are not remarkable, some scholars adopt
slightly different classifications.
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ing half-verses and even individual words to a particular source or layer,®2 turns
out, on close inspection, to be frankly unbelievable, in part because of its detail;
it is almost impossible to imagine how anyone could have put together any book
the way his source theories demand that the gospels were composed. More
importantly, such source criticism was little interested in the ostensible sources
as atemporal documents that were somehow brought together. Rather, each
source, real or imagined, was thought to reflect the theology and outlook of dif-
ferent communities, or different writers, or of the same community at a differ-
ent time. Doubtless his most creative resort to source criticism lay in Bultmann’s
handling, not of the Synoptics, but of the Gospel of John.63

Of course, his was not the only complex source theory, whether of the Syn-
optics or of the fourth gospel. Whatever the ownership or popularity of a par-
ticular theory, however, because the sources were thought to reflect various
layers of tradition, these could be laid out in trajectories that would explain the
development of doctrine. Hence, “source criticism” gave rise to ‘“form criticism”
and to “tradition criticism.” Form criticism focused on the formal shape or char-
acteristics of various gospel units—miracle stories, for instance, or certain kinds
of parables—1in order to infer the characteristics and even the history of the
Christian communities that either shaped such material or even called it into
being.64 Tradition criticism sought to construct trajectories that were judged to
unpack the development of the tradition. This in turn led to charges that such
theories reduced the final authors of our gospels to mere “scissors and paste”
people who cut snippets out of other documents and pasted them into the pas-
tiche that constitutes our canonical Gospels. Partly as a reaction against this
objection, “redaction criticism” came into its own. It was argued that, whatever
sources the evangelists had, they did not simply cut and paste, but “edited” or
“redacted” them (hence “redaction criticism”) to produce gospels that would
have the distinctive voice and emphases of each evangelist. Thus, the evangelists
were real theologians in their own right. These and other assorted historical-
critical “tools” were, on the whole, more interested, at least initially, in drawing
inferences about the Christian communities that called such material into being
than in the historical Jesus such materials were ostensibly describing. As a result,

62See especially his History of the Synoptic Tradition (New York: Harper and Row,
1963).

63See his The Gospel of John (Oxford: Blackwell, 1971).

¢4For example, by comparing the forms of the parables recorded in different
gospels, Joachim Jeremias ( The Parables of Jesus [New York: Scribner’s, 1963], 113—14)
developed what he called ten “laws of [parable] transmission.” At one time widely influ-
ential, this work is now almost entirely eclipsed. For a useful treatment of the history
of parable research, see Craig Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables (Downers Grove:
IVP, 1990).
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these tools constitute a large part of the methodological heart of the three prin-
cipal “quests for the historical Jesus” detailed in the next chapter. Somewhat
different but not unrelated source- and form-critical work was also carried out
on the rest of the New Testament.65

There are still a few voices as radical as that of Bultmann, but not many,
and some of them have become politically polarized.6” At the same time, even
mainstream historical-critical reconstruction of the historical Jesus is remark-
ably minimalistic in its conclusions.® Inevitably, other voices, less skeptical,
usefully challenge the prevailing criteria of authenticity,® or point out the

65By and large, source and form critics have not been as adventuresome in the NT
letters as in the gospels. Even so, there are many variations. Perhaps the most extreme
source critic in recent memory is J. C. O’Neill, who argues, for instance, that Paul wrote
no more than about two-thirds of Galatians: see his The Recovery of Paul’s Letter to the
Galatians (London: SPCK, 1972).

66See, for instance, Gerd Theissen and Dagmar Winter, The Question of Criteria:
The Quest for the Plausible Jesus (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002), and the
biting review by R. T. France in Theol 106 (2003): 272—73.

67One thinks, for instance, of the work of The Jesus Seminar, with its color-coded
gospels measuring out the historical probability of this or that snippet. Of the several
books that reflect the work of the Seminar, perhaps easiest access is found in Robert W.
Funk, A Credible Jesus: Fragments of a Vision (Santa Rosa: Polebridge, 2002). See the
negative assessments by the classical historian Philip Jenkins, Hidden Gospels; Michael
J. Wilkins and J. P. Moreland, eds., Jesus Under Fire: Modern Scholarship Reinvents the
Historical Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995).

8For instance, the multivolume work of John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew (New York:
Doubleday: 1991-). The net results of the first three massive volumes (a fourth volume,
on John, is still promised) conclude that Jesus was a prophetic figure emerging from the
diversity of first-century Judaism; that he was linked in some way with John the Baptist,
expected God’s rule, and had some ill-defined group of followers (of whom only Judas
and Peter are at all known); that he performed healings and associated with outcasts; and
that he interacted with other Jewish religious groups. In the Bultmannian heritage, Meier
wants to protect the Christ of faith—the Christ in whom Christians believe, if they are
Christians at all—from the results of his own historical probings, that is, from what he
calls the Jesus of history. Implicitly, of course, this denies the incarnation—the revela-
tion of God himself in real history.

09E.g., Stanley E. Porter, The Criteria for Authenticity in Historical-Jesus Research:
Previous Discussion and New Proposals, JSN'TSup 191 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 2000). There are also countless essays and books on particular historical-critical
tools: e.g., on redaction criticism, see D. A. Carson, “Redaction Criticism: On the Legit-
imacy and Illegitimacy of a Literary Tool,” in Scripture and Truth, ed. D. A. Carson
and John D. Woodbridge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 115-42; Randall K. J.
Tan, “Recent Developments in Redaction Criticism: From Investigation of Textual
Prehistory Back to Historical-Grammatical Exegesis?” JETS 44 (2001): 599-614.
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importance of well-preserved oral instruction amongst Jesus’ followers or the
role of eyewitnesses in the formation of the gospel tradition.” Another small
but articulate group of scholars have accumulated much useful evidence that the
canonical gospels were never designed for individual communities (a Matthean
community, a Markan community, and so on) but were designed from the begin-
ning to be read by all Christians,”? which of course calls into question the com-
mon practice of identifying a particular source or stratum or form or even a
gospel with a well-defined “layer” of tradition that can be tied to an equally well-
defined community.

All of this work has produced a few gains. For instance, we are far more aware
of the complexities of synoptic relationships than we were in the past. For the
most part, we are more sensitive to the individual emphases and nuances of each
canonical gospel, refusing to read them and preach them as if they came to us in
atight “Harmony of the Gospels” instead of what they are: individual books, each
with distinctive accents.”? But what strikes the contemporary reader most pow-
erfully, as he or she first breaks into all this discussion, is its immense disarray,
the extraordinary smallness of the common ground shared by today’s scholars.

Literary Criticism

One of the perennial dangers of much of the historical-critical work is its
atomism: it keeps focusing on tinier and tinier details in the text, and recon-
structing with great erudition what some scholar thinks lies behind the text, but
it does not devote much attention to the actual reading of the text as text.

Interest in literary devices is scarcely new. Under categories such as
“metaphor” and “type,” Christians have dealt with literary aspects of the text for
centuries. The last few decades have produced a stream of essays and mono-
graphs on such things as irony in the fourth gospel. But perhaps more important

70See especially Birger Gerhardsson, Memory and Manuscript: Oral Tradition and
Written Transmission in Rabbinic Judaism and Early Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1998).

71E.g., Samuel Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher: Didactic Authority and Transmis-
sion in Ancient Israel, Ancient Judaism, and the Matthean Community (Uppsala: Almqvist
& Wiksell, 1994); idem, Story as History— History as Story: The Gospel Tradition in the
Context of Ancient Oral History, WUNT 123 (Tubingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2000). See the
useful evaluation in the review article by Peter M. Head, “The Role of Eyewitnesses in
the Formation of the Gospel Tradition,” TynB 52 (2001): 275-94.

72See especially Richard Bauckham, ed., The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking
the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).

73Even here, however, we would be remiss not to notice that Ned B. Stonehouse was
advocating precisely such sensitive reading of the canonical gospels before “redaction
criticism” had become a household word. See esp. his The Witness of the Synoptic Gospels
to Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker, repr. 1979 [1944]).
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are the works that deal with larger units of text. They ask what a “gospel” is, and
how it is to be related to other forms of biography in the first century. They
examine the narrative structure of this or that account, working through such
matters as the development of the plot, what characters are being “fore-
grounded” and “backgrounded,” where the climax of the story is, who the
implied readers are. A veritable industry has arisen around the different kinds
of letters that were written around the time of Paul, and the extent to which his
letters fit into recognizable patterns. A book like Revelation is carefully com-
pared with Jewish apocalyptic works written during the previous two or three
centuries. The shape of one of Paul’s sustained arguments is compared with the
rhetoric that was taught in Greek circles from at least the time of Aristotle on.

Most of these matters are introduced a little more fully, along with appro-
priate bibliography, in the pages ahead. One or two examples may help. In
1983, R. Alan Culpepper published a book that proved to be a seminal treat-
ment of the Gospel of John. Its title, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in
Literary Design,” nicely captures the kind of literary approach being discussed
here. Culpepper was not interested in source-critical or historical questions.
He acknowledged that such questions have their place, but he insisted that his
focus was on the literary design of the final product. Most remarkable was his
choice of literary model, the nineteenth-century English novel. His book was
replete with suggestive insights, but the thoughtful reader cannot help but
reflect on three things: (1) The choice of controlling model is remarkably
anachronistic, not least when applied to a document like the fourth gospel,
which purports to bear witness to events that happened in history. (2) The entire
effort, stimulating as it 1s, studiously avoids asking any historical questions or
drawing any historical conclusions. The text is being studied as a text in the
narrowest sense, without raising questions of extratextual referentiality, that
is, of things or events or people outside the text to which the text may be claim-
ing to refer. (3) At least some of the textual features that Culpepper integrates
into one literary whole were being used by the source critics and historical-
critical scholars to justify the existence of “seams” that suggest an awkward
melding of sources. But if certain literary features are suitably explained by the
way they fit into a literary narrative, how can they also serve as evidence of
sources deriving from distinguishable theological communities? Or, conversely,
if certain literary features in the text justify the conclusion that the fourth gospel
1s made of disparate sources somewhat awkwardly joined together and reflect-
ing rather disparate theologies, how can the same evidence be read as belong-
ing to a seamless and ahistorical narrative? In other words, although it is rarely
acknowledged, some approaches to historical criticism and some approaches
to literary criticism use the textual evidence in contradictory ways.

74Philadelphia: Fortress Press.
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Or consider the voluminous treatments of rhetoric, especially (but certainly
not exclusively) with application to the writings of Paul. In addition to numer-
ous surveys and several magisterial volumes, hundreds of essays have been writ-
ten during the past decade on the rhetoric of this or that passage. Most of them
presuppose at least a nodding acquaintance with the categories of Aristotle,
modified and developed by educators and orators such as Quintilian and
Cicero.”s More recently, however, it has been pointed out rather strongly that
the ancient handbooks on rhetoric were designed to help orators, those whose
material was prepared for oral delivery, not for letter writers.’6 The ancient
sources do not apply the categories of rhetoric to letter writing, which is what
Paul was doing. In reply, those who defend the rigorous use of the categories of
rhetoric point out that ancient tractate letters were meant to be read in public,
and therefore the principles of orality are sustained. The debate continues, exac-
erbated by the fact that although Paul was recognized as a speaker (Acts 14:11—
12), he himself was suspicious of rhetoric when it became manipulative or was
in danger of masking the substance of the gospel, “Jesus Christ and him cruci-
fied” (1 Cor. 2:1-5).

Both of these literary approaches to the text of the New Testament can yield
suggestive insights into its meaning, the shape of its arguments, its literary
coherence, and the like. On the other hand, abstracted from questions of his-
tory and truth, such approaches sometimes project a remarkable feeling of unre-
ality. Scholars from across the widest theological spectrum deploy these
approaches in various ways or qualify their deployment in various ways; these
literary approaches are not independent and neutral tools but part of the inter-
pretive matrix in which contemporary interpreters do their work.

The New Literary Criticism and the Turn to Postmodern Readings

In some ways it is difficult to draw a hard line between “literary criticism”
and the “new literary criticism.” Inevitably, there are points of overlap and var-
1ous confusions of labeling. Yet in the main, the distinction is clear enough.

75For a comprehensive introduction to the study of rhetoric, see Heinrich Lausberg,
Handbook of Literary Rhetoric: A Foundation for Literary Study (Leiden: Brill, 1998).
For a focus on classical rhetoric and an introduction to most of the categories used by
NT scholars in this regard, see Stanley E. Porter, Handbook of Classical Rhetoric in the
Hellenistic Period 330 BC—AD 400 (Leiden: Brill, 1998). For a much briefer introduc-
tion, see A. . Hauser and D. F. Watson, Rhetorical Criticism of the Bible, BIS 6 (Leiden:
Brill, 1994); and, with special reference to Pauline studies, R. D. Anderson, Ancient
Rhetorical Theory and Paul, CBET 18, 2nd ed. (Leuven: Peeters, 1999).

76See the essays collected by Stanley E. Porter and Dennis E. Stamps, eds., The
Rhetorical Interpretation of Scripture, JSN'TSup 180 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1999).
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It may be useful to begin with an influential book by Hans W. Frei.77 Frei
argues that as liberal historical criticism grew stronger in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, scholars became less interested in what the Bible actually
says and more interested in that which (they argued) lay behind the text—that is,
what really happened. Conservative rebuttals fell into the same trap: everyone
was arguing about the alleged history (real or imagined) behind the text and were
no longer thinking in the categories of the text itself. Without wanting to deny
that such historical questions are important, Frei argues that what the church
must do is immerse itself in the text. After all, Christians before the rise of his-
torical criticism believed that God himself was encountering them in the text.
Similarly, today’s Christians will find their imagination and understanding illu-
mined by the text; they will worry less about historical re-creations, will
encounter God, and will link themselves with believers before the eighteenth
century.

Clearly Frei’s approach is strongly text-centered. But what he fails to men-
tion is that Christians before the rise of the more skeptical forms of historical
criticism not only immersed themselves in the text (in this sense he is right: they
were text-centered, believing that God was encountered there), but they also
believed that the text told them the truth. Thus, the charge that conservatives and
liberals alike at the end of the eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth
century focused too much attention on arguments over the ostensible reality
behind the text and not on the text itselfis slightly manipulative. At their best, the
conservatives were not so much trying to draw attention away from the text to
what lay behind it, as they were attempting to justify the view that the text was
telling the truth about extratextual reality. However weighty this criticism, it
has been largely ignored. As a result, this particular brand of text-centered read-
ing, sometimes identified as “the Yale School,” finds many able exponents, the
most influential of whom is George Lindbeck.78

This is not the only kind of text-centered study that rightly belongs to the
“new” literary criticism. One kind, popular three or four decades ago but now
largely in eclipse, is structuralism, which “is distinguished by its rejection of
those traditional notions according to which literature ‘expresses’ an author’s
meaning or ‘reflects’ reality. Instead, the ‘text’ is seen as an objective structure
activating various codes and conventions which are independent of author,
reader, and external reality.” Indeed, structural criticism “is less interested in
interpreting what literary works mean than in explaining how they can mean

77The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century
Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974).

78Perhaps Lindbeck’s most seminal work is The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and
Theology in a Post-liberal Age (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1984)—though he has writ-
ten a string of important essays and books since then.
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what they mean; that is, in showing what implicit rules and conventions are
operating in a given work.”79

This movement led in turn to deconstruction. Deconstructionists are no less
text-centered, but they add to the brew a radical skepticism. Convinced that no
text 1s stable or coherent, deconstructionists argue that all texts are indetermi-
nate in meaning and inevitably contain inherent contradictions. That leaves the
thoughtful reader with only two alternatives: abandon any search for meaning in
texts, which is tantamount to abandoning reading itself, or find meaning in the
interplay between the reader and contradictory (though frequently evocative)
ideas sparked by a text. Small wonder that Vanhoozer writes, “Deconstruction is
not a method of interpretation but a method for undoing interpretations, for
exposing readings as functions of various ideological forces.”8" In practice, this
means that many readings of texts undertaken by deconstructionists have served
the interests of overthrowing perceived injustices and inequities, based as they
are on particular ideologies that must themselves be overthrown. But strictly
speaking, this end is not achieved by finding such reforming pressures taught by
the texts, but by finding them generated by the firm resolve to expose the alleged
inconsistencies in the text, and in the interplay between such textual phenomena
and the deconstructionist interpreters. In France, where it was born, decon-
struction has now largely been eclipsed, but it still commands widespread alle-
giance in certain circles in North America. In any case, deconstruction locates
more and more of the “meaning,” not in the text itself, but in the readers, or in
the readers’ interaction with the text, and thus in some gray space between text
and reader. If historical criticism tried to get at the historical reality behind the
text, and various literary criticisms tried so to focus on the text that increasingly
the text was cut off from all history, the end result of deconstruction is to locate
shifting meanings in front of the text, in the direction of the readers themselves.

Thus, deconstruction has been one of the inspirations behind reader-
response theory. This approach is neither author-centered (like most classical lit-
erary and historical criticism) nor text-centered, but reader-centered. In fact,
there are several competing reader-response theories. One theory locates virtu-
ally all the meaning in the individual interpreter; the text is no more than some
kind of stimulus. Another theory demands that more attention be paid to the
social context of readers: readers interpret things out of the shared literary and
cultural traditions of a particular social group, a group whose shared outlook
generates a socially constructed competence. Thus, texts come to have shared
meanings for people in a specified social group, but no other independent claim.

79C. Baldick, ed., Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1991).

80Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “The Reader in New Testament Interpretation,” in Hearing
the New Testament, ed. Joel B. Green (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 313—14.
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Another sort of reader-response theory focuses on the tensions between the indi-
vidual and the group from which he or she springs or on the interactions between
the readers and the text.

These and other approaches are often cumulatively labeled “postmodern
readings.” The term postmodern is notoriously slippery, of course, but it is use-
ful nevertheless. If it is applied first and foremost to the domain of epistemol-
ogy—the study of how we come to know anything, or think we know
anything—then the term is useful. Unlike earlier modernism, which by and large
was convinced that human beings could learn the utter and objective truth about
reality and thus gain certainty and clarity of thought and that all of this enter-
prise was a good thing, postmodernism takes quite a different tack. Postmoderns
are convinced that because we human beings are so small, our knowledge so
microscopic, and our social frame of reference so limited, our putative knowl-
edge can at best be never more than provisional. In the strongest forms of post-
modernism, all human knowledge is in some sense a social construct and
therefore provides no clear or objective knowledge of the objective world at all.
Claims to certainty must be dismissed as arrogant bigotry. Indeed, in postmod-
ern perspective, the univocal meaning cherished by modernists is narrow and
confining. Surely it is far better to encourage a multiplicity of interpretations
and approaches, none of them necessarily “right” or “wrong,” “true” or “false,”
but all of them productive, thoughtful, fruitful, a reflection of a (legitimate)
interaction between some reader or other and the text. Postmodern readers (we
are told) are less interested in the hard lines drawn by truth and error, and more
interested in the soft lines drawn by fuzziness and interpretive possibilities. They
dislike exclusion, especially any view that says another view is wrong, and they
admire inclusion, even of mutually incompatible ideas. They like possibilities
and vistas and are suspicious of boundaries and of any insistence that there is
such a thing as heresy, just as there is such a thing as orthodoxy.

In the last decade of the twentieth century, these sorts of approaches to the
study of the New Testament produced books with titles like: Reading Sacred
Texts Through American Eyes, 8! Deconstructing the New Testament,82 Mark and
Luke in Poststructuralist Perspectives, 83 Poststructuralism and the New Testament:
Derrida and Foucault at the Foot of the Cross, 84 and Liberating Exegesis.8> Schol-

81Charles Mabee, Reading Sacred Texts Through American Eyes: Biblical Interpre-
tation as Cultural Critique (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1991).

82David Seeley, Deconstructing the New Testament, BIS 5 (Leiden: Brill, 1994).

83Stephen D. Moore, Mark and Luke in Poststructuralist Perspectives: Jesus Begins
to Write (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).

84Stephen D. Moore, Poststructuralism and the New Testament: Derrida and Fou-
cault at the Foot of the Cross (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994).

85Christopher Rowland and Mark Corner, Liberating Exegesis: The Challenge of
Liberation Theology to Biblical Studies (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1989).
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arly conferences encourage participants to interpret biblical texts out of their
own experience, without regard for whether any particular reading is “right” or
“wrong”’; indeed, such categories, it is argued, betray an old-fashioned mod-
ernist approach. A certain reading may be “right” or “wrong” for one particu-
lar group, but certainly not for everyone. Among the interesting stances that
this creativity has generated is a flurry of books and essays on reading texts from
a “postcolonial” perspective,3¢ and a now voluminous literature on feminist
readings.8”

A brief introduction cannot properly evaluate these multiplying approaches
to reading the New Testament. Some of the developments described here will
turn out to be passing fancies without enduring relevance. For instance, one
writer comments, ‘“‘Structuralism may turn out to be for literary criticism what
James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake was for the novel—an experimental dead end.
While the structure of Biblical books and narratives is clearly of crucial impor-
tance for their interpretation, we have yet to be convinced that structuralism is
a useful heuristic tool for identifying such structures.”8 On the other hand,
there is an obvious and important element in postmodern epistemology that
must not be denied. None of us interprets anything from an entirely neutral
stance. One would have to enjoy the attribute of omniscience to be entirely objec-
tive. Insofar as it reminds us that we are finite, and that our findings, at some
level, must always be qualified by our limitations, postmodernism has been a
salutary advance. It has been especially useful in checking the arrogance of mod-
ernist claims. The problem is that in the hands of many interpreters, postmod-
ernism demands a nasty antithesis: either we claim we can know objective truth
exhaustively, or we insist that our finitude means we cannot know objective truth
and therefore cannot truly “know” reality. Since finite human beings can never
know anything omnisciently, only the second alternative is defensible. In that
case, all our “knowledge” is a social or a personal construct; the only “reality”
we can know is the one we construct.

There is a sense, of course, in which this latter claim is transparently obvi-
ous: the only “reality” we can know is the one we construct. But the crucial issue

86F.g., Fernando F. Segovia, Decolonizing Biblical Studies: A View from the Mar-
gins (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2000); Heikki Réisénen, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, R. S.
Sugirtharajah, Krister Stendahl, and James Barr, Reading the Bible in the Global Village:
Helsinki (Atlanta: SBL, 2000); R. S. Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Reconfigurations: An
Alternative Way of Reading the Bible and Doing Theology (St. Louis: Chalice, 2003).

87As a mere sample from a very wide range, see the multivolume and growing series,
The Feminist Companion to the Bible (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993-).

88Gordon J. Thomas, “Telling a Hawk from a Handsaw? An Evangelical Response
to the New Literary Criticism,” EQ 71 (1999): 48. Cf. similarly, Peter Cotterell and Max
Turner, Linguistics and Biblical Interpretation (London: SPCK, 1989), 30.
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1s this: Can this “reality” that we ourselves “know” be tightly aligned with objec-
tive reality? In other words, even though we finite human beings can never enjoy
omniscient knowledge, can we not legitimately claim to know some objective
things truly, even if we do not know them perfectly, exhaustively? After all, this
accords with our experience: in almost any field we can get to know some things
better than we did before, and this suggests that our knowledge is improving. In
principle, it can improve to the point that we may legitimately claim that we
know (even if it is not omniscient knowledge) some things truly. And if more or
different evidence arrives later and prompts us to change our minds, that too is
part of the improvement, the approach to true knowledge.8° We are most defi-
nitely not squeezed into the absolute antithesis: either we have perfect knowl-
edge, or else none of our “knowledge” has any more significance than any other
social construct.

This preliminary response deserves six brief further observations. First, as
has often been noted, those who insist most vociferously on the relativity of all
human knowledge without recognizing how our constructions can and do
approach knowledge of the objective, place themselves in a terrible dilemma.
For when they insist that all knowledge is a mere social construct, then they
admit that their knowledge that all knowledge is a mere social construct is also
a mere social construct—so why should we give the claim any more credence
than the contrary claim? Second, there is more than a little irony in the fact that
many interpreters of the New Testament who claim the independence of their
own interpretive grid as their epistemological right, then attempt to influence
others that they are right and even denigrate alternative views. To cite but one
example, Neil Elliott insists on the rightness of his reading of Paul’s letters,
which, he thinks, should be used as a manifesto for political action—and part of
Elliott’s rhetoric is to inveigh against various theological understandings of
Paul.% Third, Scripture itself speaks of the knowledge of Christians in a straight-
forward way. John says that he writes his first letter so that his readers may know
that they have eternal life (1 John 5:13). Luke tells Theophilus that he is writ-
ing so that the latter “may know the certainty of the things [he has] been taught”
(Luke 1:3—4). Sometimes the knowledge in view is personal (e.g., Phil. 3:10, “I
want to know Christ”); sometimes it is experiential (e.g., Phil. 3:10, “I want to
know . . . the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings”); and
sometimes it is propositional (e.g., John 8:32, “you will know the truth”; John
20:31, the fourth gospel is written so that its readers may believe that certain

89Flsewhere, borrowing language from Karl Popper, this has been called the
“asymptotic approach.” See D. A. Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts
Pluralism (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 121-22.

90Neil Elliott, Liberating Paul: The Justice of God and the Politics of the Apostle
(Maryknoll: Orbis, 1994), 73 and passim.
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things are true). The Christian gospel, the good news, has propositional content
that is to be passed on from one believer to another. That is why it can be referred
to as “the faith that the Lord has once for all entrusted to us, his people” (Jude
3). Though “truth” in Scripture can refer to more than propositional truth,
propositional truth certainly lies within its embrace. So too strong an insistence
that we cannot know the truth may assuage postmodern sensibilities, but it is a
long step removed from Scripture itself. Fourth, for the same reason, the
strongest voices in the Yale School, to which reference has already been made, are
vaguely troubling. For it is not enough to fill our minds with biblical ideas,
vocabulary, and images, unless we think that by so doing we are being led to
think true thoughts about what is actually there—that the Bible actually refers
to people, events, and even to God himself, as living outside the Bible, and that
the Bible bears true witness to them (even though, transparently, it cannot bear
exhaustive witness to them, or produce omniscient knowledge of these extra-
biblical realities among those who read about them in the Bible’s pages). We are
not saved by biblical ideas: that is a narrowly intellectualist approach. We are
saved by the God and the biblical events to which the Bible refers, bearing true
witness. Fifth, these reflections suggest that postmodernism has swung the pen-
dulum much too far. In the words of Brenda Watson,

[Where a postmodern] sees the need for articulating the partiality and pro-
visional nature of any knowledge we claim, I see the equal need for articu-
lating what are strongly persuasive grounds for regarding as a secure basis
for Christian faith—provided the enterprise is shorn of non-essential and
unjustified notions of dogmatism or of rigidity.

We live not by our doubts but by our certainties, however much later
experience and fresh evidence may require them to be modified. And even
then it is new certainties which act as the trigger in replacing the old ones.

Released from being obliged to accept the tyranny of the naturalist
presupposition and its progeny, a more confident yet appropriately flexi-
ble approach to certainty may be forthcoming. It will then be easier to
accept that balance between complete ignorance and complete knowledge
which each person has to reach for themselves and constantly monitor and
modify according to their life experience.91

Failure to get this right means that either we will domesticate the Bible by
our rigid and often merely traditional categories, or we will domesticate the Bible
by insisting that every interpretive stance has as much merit as every other inter-
pretive stance. In neither case will the Bible do its truly transforming work. And
sixth, these reflections suggest that a responsible approach to the New Testament,

91Brenda Watson, “To Know, Or Not To Know? Re-assessing Historical Skepti-
cism,” Theol 103 (2000): 195-96.



AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

and indeed to the whole Bible, will not only try to come to grips with the fact that
this is a text and therefore all its textual characteristics must be understood, but
that it conveys a grand story, and that although it can include parables like those
of Jesus and a fable like that of Jotham, it purports to tell us some true things about
God, his people, his enemies, our origins, and our destiny, and that this story line
demands that, among other approaches, we remain sensitive to the salvation-
historical®? unfolding of this drama.

Approaches Based on the Selection of Background Material

Even while a substantial number of contemporary New Testament scholars
operate out of the reader-response and postmodern matrices just described, sev-
eral other groups are more interested in what happened in history. Many of these
attempt to understand the New Testament documents by reading them against
the background of particular first-century movements. Ideally, this sort of study
is salutary: we are far more likely to avoid introducing hopeless anachronisms
into our study of the New Testament if we are well informed about how words
were used in the first century and what movements and thought patterns com-
peted with Christian claims or fed into them. Moreover, when such study is
done well, it avoids the feeling of unreality and disconnectedness that perme-
ates some of the more subjective approaches. Nevertheless, here too there are
several minefields through which one must carefully navigate.

First, the first century saw Israel at a confluence of huge cultural streams.
Rooted in the Hebrew canon and Aramaic paraphrases (the Targums), and
knowing itself to belong to streams of Judaism that stretched back for centuries,
Israel was also part of a minor province in the mighty Roman Empire, whose
official and military language was Latin and whose lingua franca was primarily
Greek. Doubtless the New Testament writers most commonly cite what we call
the Old Testament, but Paul can also quote minor pagan poets; and in any case,
once the gospel was being preached in a predominantly Gentile world,
inevitably the questions raised and the challenges to be faced ensured that the
good news about Jesus the Messiah would be shaped to prove coherent and con-
vincing in such environments. Thus, both streams can lay claim to being part of
the legitimate ““background” to the New Testament. Because of the enormous
range of such background material, however, inevitably some scholars become
experts in the Greco-Roman sources, and others in the Jewish sources. Very few
have equal standing in both streams, and many books focus on one stream at the

92The term is notoriously slippery but cannot be unpacked here. One of the most
informed treatments is that of Robert W. Yarbrough, “The ‘heilsgeschichtliche’ Per-
spective in Modern New Testament Theology” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Aberdeen, 1985). A revised form of the dissertation is The Salvation-Historical Fallacy?
Re-assessing the History of New Testament Theology (Leiderdorp: Deo, 2004).
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expense of the other.?3 Moreover, even within one of these streams, some schol-
ars focus on the textual material but know relatively little about the allied archae-
ology; others may know a good deal about the archaeology but have a more
rudimentary grasp of the textual sources. To make matters still more compli-
cated, some parts of the first-century populace, not least in Galilee, were at home
in both worlds, and each of the two streams penetrated the other. Martin Hen-
gel made this point most tellingly three decades ago.%

Second, even within these three bodies of opinion—that trace, respectively,
a Jewish, Greco-Roman, or somehow merged stream—there are many shades
of opinion. On the Greco-Roman side, for instance, some argue that the closest
background to Jesus’ sayings lies in Cynic thought. A generation or two ago,
many scholars insisted that Gnosticism is older than Christianity and is, in fact,
the religious movement out of which Christianity, as we know it, grew. Other
scholars have focused on Stoic or Sophist elements to explain 1 and 2 Corinthi-
ans. All sides wrestle with the extent to which Paul self-consciously used the
rhetorical categories that were common in the educated Greco-Roman world.
Meanwhile, on the Jewish side, some scholars establish links between the New
Testament documents and the Old Testament, while others focus on one part
or another of the literature of Second Temple Judaism: the Dead Sea Scrolls, per-
haps, or apocalyptic literature, or the writings of Philo, or some part of the vast
corpus of rabbinic Judaism. In some instances complex issues of dating and
provenance generate disparate schools of scholars with highly diverse opinions
as to the extent to which a particular corpus may legitimately be used as back-
ground (e.g., the rabbinic literature).

The third minefield to be negotiated is the manner in which such studies of
background sources may or may not be legitimately used to shed light on what
the New Testament is saying. In other words, it is possible that by forcing a New
Testament document onto the Procrustean bed of some particular ostensible back-
ground, a kind of interpretive rape takes place. This is what Samuel Sandmel rather

93E.g., compare F. Gerald Downing, Making Sense in (and of) the First Christian
Century, JSNTSup 197 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), and Peter J. Tom-
son, ‘Ifthis be from Heaven . ..’: Jesus and the New Testament Authors in their Relation-
ship to Judaism (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001).

94 Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in Their Encounter in Palestine During the Early
Hellenistic Period, 2 vols. (London: SCM, 1974). More recently, a collection of essays
edited by Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), despite its many seminal suggestions, goes
too far in the attempt to obliterate distinctions between the two heritages, as if there were
no distinction to be made whatsoever. Some of the argumentation in the book is in trans-
parent and visceral reaction against any claim that the Old Testament and Judaism con-
stitute the fundamental soil from which Christianity springs.
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shrewdly labeled “parallelomania” several decades ago:%5 apparent parallels to
New Testament texts may so domesticate those texts that the meaning of the “par-
allel” is read back into the New Testament, making it impossible to hear what the
New Testament is actually saying. For instance, the major commentary on Gala-
tians by Hans Dieter Betz% interprets the letter almost entirely from the matrix of
Greco-Roman “parallels” of disputed relevance: by and large their thought-forms
and assumptions succeed only in distorting Paul’s thought.%7 The recent New Tes-
tament theology by Georg Strecker,% rather amazingly, reads Pauline Christol-
ogy against the background of a pre-Christian gnostic-redeemer myth, a category
that has been repeatedly shown to be post-Christian.?® The so-called “new per-
spective on Paul” (discussed later in this volume), though it has earlier roots, was
precipitated in large part when E. P. Sanders argued that the various Judaisms in
Palestine of the first century all adopted a pattern of religion that he labeled
“covenantal nomism.” 1% No one disputes that Sanders identified certain impor-
tant elements in first-century Judaism and that he corrected some important mis-
judgments of earlier scholars. But because he placed all of the relevant Palestinian
Jewish background into one conceptual bucket, his theory exercised hegemonic
control over the exegesis of Paul, especially in Anglo-American circles. That hege-
monic control i1s now losing its grip, precisely because several have shown that
there are important elements in first-century Palestinian Jewish thought that do
not fit into Sanders’s grid—and this is again freeing up the exegesis of Paul from
arather narrow and stifling paradigm that did not always listen very attentively to
Paul himself.10! Sometimes the nature of the ostensible background is itself dis-
puted, and in any case, it should not be allowed to control the exegesis of the New

95“Parallelomania,” JBL 81 (1962): 2—-13.

96Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia, Hermeneia
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979).

97See esp. Philip H. Kern, Rhetoric and Galatians: Assessing an Approach to Paul’s
Epistle to the Galatians, SNTSMS 101 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

98 Theology of the New Testament. See also the review article by Simon Gathercole,
Themelios 28/3 (2003): 40—438.

990f the many books on this subject, one of the clearest is that of Edwin A. Yamauchi,
Pre-Christian Gnosticism: A Survey of the Proposed Evidences, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1983). Half a century ago, there was somewhat more of an excuse for C. H. Dodd,
The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953),
when he mistakenly read John against the background of the Hermetica (a subset of the
second-century gnostic movement). But there is very little excuse today.

100 Pau] and Palestinian Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977).

101From the voluminous literature, see Seyoon Kim, Paul and the New Perspective:
Second Thoughts on the Origin of Paul’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); D. A.
Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark Seifrid, eds., Justification and Variegated Nomism,
2 vols. (Tuibingen: Mohr-Siebeck/Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001—4).
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Testament.192 The first obligation of the interpreter of the New Testament is to
try to understand the thoughts of these documents on their own terms.

But none of these warnings means we can dispense with the study of back-
grounds. One should be as wary of “parallelophobia” as of parallelomania, since
in the providence of God the New Testament documents were written in con-
crete historical circumstances in which they are embedded. One need only
reflect, for instance, on the considerable light shed on Revelation 23 by the
archaeological and textual probing of backgrounds undertaken by gifted schol-
ars, 103 or the remarkable volumes in the series The Book of Acts in Its First-
Century Setting,104 or the comprehensive survey of background thought on
resurrection, life after death, and immortality in N. T. Wright'’s recent and thor-
ough examination of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, %5 to discern how impov-
erished we would be if there were no such research.

Social-Scientific Approaches

Social-scientific criticism is deeply indebted both to sociology and to cul-
tural anthropology. Apart from isolated studies, its rise as a burgeoning field
with a multiplying literature goes back only thirty or forty years. For the first
decade and a half, it tended to apply specific sociological theories to the dynam-
ics of the movements found in the New Testament. For instance, John Gager
applied contemporary theories of millenarian movements, functions of social
conflict, and cognitive dissonance to Paul’s conversion and the experiences of
the Pauline churches in the New Testament. 1% In his approach to the New Tes-
tament, Gerd Theissen leaned heavily not only on the sociological approaches
of Weber but on Freudian psychology.10” In other words, these sorts of

102E.g., see the dispute between Bruce Winter (Seek the Welfare of the City [ Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995]; idem, Philo and Paul Among the Sophists, SNTSMS 96 [Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997]), who argues that much of 1 and 2 Corin-
thians should be interpreted against the background of a rather early Sophist movement
in Corinth, and his most articulate critic, Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, in his review arti-
cle in RevBib 110 (2003): 428-33.

103See, for instance, Colin J. Hemer, The Letters to The Seven Churches in Their Local
Settings, ]SN'TSup 11 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1986 [repr. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001]).

104Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993—.

105N, T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
2003).

106John G. Gager, Kingdom and Community: The Social World of Early Christian-
ity (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1975).

107Gerd Theissen, The Sociology of Early Palestinian Christianity (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1978); idem, Social Reality and the Early Christians (Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1993); idem, Psychological Aspects of Pauline Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1987).



AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

approaches depended on adopting the kinds of global categories advanced by
(largely) European sociology (the grand theories of Max Weber, Emile
Durkheim, Clifford Geertz, and Mary Douglas, among others). Perhaps the
most careful of the books in this line is Wayne Meeks’s The First Urban Chris-
tians, 198 where he avoids careless transfer of contemporary social categories such
as “middle class” to the first-century setting but attempts instead to isolate the
social dynamics applicable at the time, including categories of status, honor,
benefaction, and the like.

In some ways, Meeks’s book anticipates the slight transition in focus and
terminology that took place around 1986.109 After that date, “social-scientific
criticism” came increasingly to be used of a network of approaches that owed
more to cultural anthropology than to European sociology. Now there is much
more emphasis on personal and group relationships within a particular histori-
cal and social setting. Such an approach wants to know, for instance, how a father
or mother would view his or her role in a first-century family in Ephesus, why
first-century itinerant preachers could expect hospitality, what the obligations
were between employers and employees, how the patronage system worked,
what ingredients were tied to the honor/shame culture of the day, how a local
assembly, a local church, would view itself, and be viewed, within the larger
social matrix, and much more of the same.!10 Clearly such questions are, broadly
speaking, historical, but only recently have they received the attention they
deserve. At least they are avoiding the solipsism of text-based studies that
entirely ignore the extratextual history.

108New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983.

109Effected, it appears, by the essay of J. H. Elliott, “Social-Scientific Criticism of
the New Testament: More on Methods and Models,” Semeia 35 (1986): 1-33.

110Among the more useful surveys are David G. Horrell, Social-Scientific
Approaches to New Testament Interpretation (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1999) and
Anthony J. Blasi, Jean Duhaime, and Paul-André Turcotte, eds., Handbook of Early
Christianity: Social Science Approaches(Walnut Creek/Lanham: Altamira Press, 2003).
Representative works include Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from
Cultural Anthropology (Atlanta: John Knox, 1991); idem, The Social World of Jesus and
the Gospels (London: Routledge, 1996); Jerome H. Neyrey, ed., The Social World of
Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1991); idem, Honor and
Shame in the Gospel of Matthew (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998); Richard L.
Rohrbaugh, “‘Social Location of Thought’ as a Heuristic Construct in New Testament
Study,” JSNT 30 (1987): 103-9; idem, ed., The Social Sciences and New Testament Inter-
pretation (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1996); Vernon K. Robbins, Exploring the Texture of
Texts: A Guide to Socio-Rhetorical Interpretation (Valley Forge: Trinity Press Interna-
tional, 1996)—which integrates some of the strengths of social-science criticism with
some of the strengths of rhetorical analysis. Several of the commentaries by Ben With-
erington III run down the same avenue.
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As helpful as these approaches are, to some extent they have achieved, in
the hands of some interpreters, their own regrettable hegemonic authority. By
and large, scholars who focus on the social dynamics of the individuals and
groups represented in the New Testament are at their best when they help us
understand some of the givens and presuppositions of first-century life and out-
look in this or that Roman province. Such study sheds useful light that helps us
interpret the New Testament in its own historical (and therefore social) setting.
They are at their worst when they give the impression that the horizontal axis of
social dynamics is a sufficient explanation of New Testament texts, when the
supernatural and revelatory dimensions are either systematically ignored or
specifically disowned, when specific social theory is treated as a transcultural
control that may not itself be questioned, when the values of today’s Mediter-
ranean or Palestinian world are read back into the first century without rigorous
questioning—and above all, when the text of the New Testament, far from being
illuminated by such study, is ignored or controverted or domesticated on the
grounds of the external model.111

Language and Linguistic Approaches

Although the last century witnessed a decline in the number of people with
a working knowledge of the primary languages important to New Testament
study (Greek, of course, but also Hebrew, Aramaic, and Latin, followed by the
other languages into which the New Testament was first translated), there have
nevertheless been some remarkable advances. At the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury and the beginning of the twentieth, the discovery of many colloquial Greek
papyri helped to explain the differences in Greek syntax and vocabulary that
anyone could discern between the New Testament documents and the works of
Homer (eighth century B.C.) or the works of the “classical” period (fifth and
fourth centuries B.C.). Of the numerous books that flowed out of these find-
ings, the one by C. F. D. Moule probably still circulates most widely.!12 Similar
finds have more recently enriched the study of Aramaic.

But what attracts attention here is a handful of linguistic and linguistic-
philosophical advances. The three mentioned below are far from exhaustive;
they merely represent a plethora of developments.

First, continual advance is being achieved in the study of words—words as
they are found in lexica (“lexical semantics”), and words as they are actually
used in concrete contexts (a branch of “pragmatics”). A recent volume by John

1115¢e especially the essay by Kenneth Berding, “The Hermeneutical Framework of
Social-Scientific Criticism: How Much Can Evangelicals Get Involved?” EQ 75 (2003):
3-22.

112An Idiom-Book of New Testament Greek (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1953).



AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

Lee has provided us with a highly competent history of New Testament lexi-
cography.113 In particular, Lee demonstrates how linguistic awareness is increas-
ingly, and rightly, taking us away from thinking of the meaning of words in the
categories of English “glosses” (i.e., quick translation equivalents). The latest
English edition of the Bauer lexicon!!* is certainly an improvement on its pre-
decessor in this regard, though doubtless there is more to be learned. An ongo-
ing project in Australia is making available to a wider readership the scattered
publication of papyrological finds that may have some bearing on our under-
standing of New Testament words.!!5 And an innovative lexicon prepared by
Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida organizes the Greek words to be stud-
led, not in mere alphabetical order, but in “semantic fields”; that is, it groups
words together that have similar or overlapping domains of meaning.116

Second, although linguistic theory falls into several disparate camps, one of
the more productive of these camps has carefully distinguished Aktionsart (well
known to every seminary student who has taken even the first year of Greek)
from “aspect” in the verbal system (not the kind of action, but the author’s choice
of how to envisage the action).!!7 The results challenge not a little of what tra-
ditionalists think that each tense of the Greek system actually grammaticalizes.
With only occasional exceptions, this work, though some of it has been around
for decades, has not yet broken into the general run of New Testament scholar-
ship, though breaks are appearing in the dikes of partition commonly erected
between disciplines.

113John A. L. Lee, A History of New Testament Lexicography, SBG 8 (New York:
Peter Lang, 2003).

114Walter Bauer, Frederick W. Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich, A
Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd
ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), now commonly abbreviated BDAG.

115This is the series of volumes titled New Documents Illustrating Early Christian-
ity, edited by various people. The series began in 1983, and so far has reached volume
9. It is published by Macquarie University in Australia (more recently by Eerdmans in
the United States).

116Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, eds., Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament Based on Semantic Domains, 2 vols. (New York: UBS, 1988).

117See especially Stanley E. Porter, Verbal Aspect in the Greek of the New Testament
with Reference to Tense and Mood, SBG 1 (New York: Peter Lang, 1989); idem, Idioms
of the Greek New Testament (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992); Buist M. Fanning, Verbal
Aspect in New Testament Greek (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); K. L. McKay,
A New Syntax of the Verb in New Testament Greek: An Aspectual Approach, SBG 5 (New
York: Peter Lang, 1994). These theoretical treatments are increasingly being tested on
contiguous texts: e.g., Rodney J. Decker, Temporal Deixis of the Greek Verb in the Gospel
of Mark with Reference to Verbal Aspect, SBG 10 (New York: Peter Lang, 2001).
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Third, “speech act theory” has brought major advances to how words in text
work. Words in contexts do not simply mean something, they may do something.
Speech act theory springs from the seminal work of J. L. Austin,!8 but it has
been developed in a large body of erudite literature, 1 and has now become part
of the arsenal of every New Testament scholar.120 This certainly does not mean
that every subtheory or interpretive grid erected by speech act theorists is
unquestioningly adopted—far from it. What it means is that every informed
reader of the New Testament is a little more sensitive to the exigencies of think-
ing through how words function, what they actually perform, as well as what
they mean. When Jesus cries to the storm, “Cease! Be still!” we may be misled
if we think that the words themselves are primarily meant to convey some deep
theological truth. We need to think through Jesus’ intention in uttering the
words and to mark their effect. Words do things as well as teach things. And that
fact itself requires the reader to discern a new level of meaning as well as, vicar-
iously in imagination, to grasp what the people described in the narrative
experienced.

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

As long as it 1s, this chapter, which ventures to cover the distance from the
first writing of the New Testament documents to contemporary study of them,
cannot be more than a sketch. Several overwhelming impressions are conveyed
by developments during the last century or so. First, an extraordinary diver-
sity of approaches, methods, presuppositions, and conclusions now attends
the study of the New Testament.!2! Second, the presentation here has been

118Especially in his work How To Do Things with Words, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1975 [1962]). Austin distinguishes the locutionary act of an utterance
(i.e., what it means, made up of sense and reference) from its illocutionary act (i.e., “‘the
performance of an act in saying something as opposed to performance of an act of say-
ing something”) and its perlocutionary act (i.e., the consequential effects on the feelings,
thoughts, or actions, whether intentional or otherwise, of the speaker or the audience).

119See esp. Richard S. Briggs, Words in Action: Speech Act Theory and Biblical Inter-
pretation (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2001), and Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Mean-
ing in This Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1998).

120See, for instance, the use to which it is put in the important commentary by
Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2000).

1210ne may usefully scan the four volumes that have appeared in the Renewing Bib-
lical Interpretation series: vol. 1, Craig Bartholomew, Colin Greene, and Karl Méller,
eds., Renewing Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000); vol. 2, idem,
After Pentecost: Language and Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001);
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somewhat schematized. In order to attain some degree of clarity, we have
described some methods and movements piecemeal. In reality, many schol-
ars mingle their approaches to produce hybrids that are both interesting and
fruitful. For instance, there are social-science approaches and there are lin-
guistic approaches, but there are also now sociolinguistic approaches.!22 Third,
with only limited exceptions, this chapter has focused on Western study of the
New Testament. But of course the New Testament, not to say the earliest cen-
turies of the Christian church, was not characteristically Western.!23 Today
there is a rapidly multiplying church in many parts of the world, and although
the depth of scholarship in these fast-growing arenas is still a bit thin, new
journals are being published every year, usually in languages that most West-
erners cannot read. Insofar as it is possible to probe this literature, one is struck
both by the commonality of historic, confessional Christianity, even if it has
local flavor, and by the fresh questions that are sometimes asked by people
with limited exposure to the Western heritage. And fourth, most of the
approaches and historical developments surveyed in this chapter have had
some value, but almost all of them have sometimes been deployed irresponsi-
bly, primarily by claiming some kind of near-exclusive methodological con-
trol, or by being married to deep-seated rationalism or even philosophical
naturalism, both of which find it difficult to read the New Testament sympa-
thetically on its own terms.

One of the entailments of this burgeoning diversity of approaches is that the
“introductions” to the New Testament written in the last decade or two have
themselves taken on highly diverse emphases. It used to be that introductions to
the New Testament primarily dealt with matters of date, authorship, background,
authenticity, and perhaps a brief history of the discipline. These were written from
various stances, of course, but the matters covered were rather similar. But today,
although such matters remain the focus of some introductions, 24 others introduce

vol. 3, Craig Bartholomew, Jonathan Chaplin, Robert Song, Al Wolters, eds., A Royal
Priesthood? The Use of the Bible Ethically and Politically: A Dialogue with Oliver
O’Donovan (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002); and vol. 4, Craig Bartholomew, C.
Stephen Evans, Mary Healy, and Murray Rae, eds., “Behind” the Text: History and Bib-
Iical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003).

1220ne of the seminal books in this area is Johannes P. Louw, Sociolinguistics and
Communication, UBSMS 1 (London: UBS, 1986).

1235ee especially n. 32, above.

1245ee esp. the magisterial work of Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New
Testament (New York: Doubleday, 1997).

125E.g., Arthur G. Patzia, The Emergence of the Church: Context, Growth, Leader-
ship & Worship (Downers Grove: IVP, 2001).
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the New Testament by focusing on the growth and context of the church,125 on its
history and literature,126 or on its history and theology!?7 (not necessarily quite
the same thing!); by attempting a fairly comprehensive and integrated inter-
pretation of the whole (though inevitably that means that certain elements are
less discussed than in other works);!128 by relatively brief surveys of the material
written from a dogmatic and usually reductionistic stance that scarcely acknowl-
edges there are other judgments;!2% or by providing a brief survey and a repre-
sentative smattering of primary sources relevant to the origins of Christianity
(though of course the selection itself says a great deal and can prove limiting).130
The volume you are reading devotes most attention to the historical questions
of traditional introductions but also introduces a range of hermeneutical and
theological issues.

To project the future of the study of the New Testament demands a courage
the authors of this volume lack. Some are convinced that it lies with postmod-
ern approaches.!3! Rather amusingly, Bockmuehl lists “possible futures” to New
Testament scholarship as he extrapolates what would happen if any of the cur-
rent emphases now on offer had its way and became hegemonic. The effect, of
course, 1s to expose the rather painful reductionism of so much of the current
enterprise. He concludes by observing,

At the end of the day it may turn out that the implied reader is in a better
position to understand the text than the aloof or the distrusting interpreter.

126F g, Lee Martin McDonald and Stanley E. Porter, Early Christianity and Its
Sacred Literature (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2000).

127 Achtemeier/Green/Thompson.

128F o., Johnson.

129E.g., Gerd Theissen, Fortress Introduction to the New Testament (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2003); Bart D. Ehrman, The New Testament: A Historical Introduction
to the Early Christian Writings, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).
One of the interesting features of Ehrman’s Introduction is that it includes treatment of
some noncanonical early Christian writings. This is historically useful, of course, but it
also reflects the author’s conviction that there is no difference in authority or revelation
between the canonical books of the New Testament (which are “canonical” only for rea-
sons of historical accident) and other first- and second-century Christian literature. In
this regard Ehrman’s work is a more user-friendly version of the older work by Helmut
Koester, Introduction to the New Testament, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982).

130F . g., Delbert Burkett, An Introduction to the New Testament and the Origins of
Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

131E.g., Robert F. Shedinger, “Kuhnian Paradigms and Biblical Scholarship: Is Bib-
lical Studies a Science?” JBL 119 (2000): 453—71—and of course he offers a resounding
“No” to his question.
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Adolf Schlatter (1969) was perhaps right after all to criticize atheistic
methods of theological study for their inadequate perception of what is in
the text ... : there are limits to how much you can usefully say about the
stained glass windows of King’s College Chapel without going inside.132

But perhaps the most perceptive advice is offered by Craig Blomberg: those
with a confessional stance toward the New Testament must engage both with
the text of holy Scripture and with the way it is discussed in their own genera-
tion, bearing in mind some of the long heritage that has gone before.133

132Markus Bockmuehl, ““To Be or Not To Be’: The Possible Futures of New Tes-
tament Scholarship,” ST 51 (1998): 271-306, quote on 302.

133Craig L. Blomberg, “Where Should Twenty-first Century Evangelical Biblical
Scholarship Be Heading?” BBR 11 (2001): 16172



CHAPTER TWO

THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS

INTRODUCTION

The first three gospels were first labeled the Synoptic Gospels by J. J. Griesbach,
a German biblical scholar, at the end of the eighteenth century. The English
adjective synoptic comes from the Greek cuvoyig (synopsis), which means “seeing
together,” and Griesbach chose the word because of the high degree of similar-
ity found among Matthew, Mark, and Luke in their presentations of the min-
istry of Jesus. These similarities, which involve structure, content, and tone, are
evident even to the casual reader. They serve not only to bind the first three
gospels together but also to separate them from the Gospel of John.

Matthew, Mark, and Luke structure the ministry of Jesus according to a gen-
eral geographic sequence: ministry in Galilee, withdrawal to the north (with
Peter’s confession as a climax and point of transition), ministry in Judea and Perea
while Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem (less clear in Luke), and final ministry in
Jerusalem. Very little of this sequence is found in John, where the focus is on
Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem during his periodic visits to the city. In content, the
first three evangelists narrate many of the same events, focusing on Jesus’ heal-
ings, exorcisms, and teaching in parables. John, while narrating several signifi-
cant healings, has no exorcisms and no parables (at least of the type found in
Matthew, Mark, and Luke). Also, many of the events we think of as characteris-
tic of the first three gospels, such as the sending out of the Twelve, the transfig-
uration, the Olivet Discourse, and the Last Supper narrative, are absent from
John. By having Jesus constantly on the move and by juxtaposing actions—mir-
acles, especially—with (usually) brief teachings, the first three evangelists con-
vey a tone of intense, rapid-fire action. This is quite in contrast to the more
meditative tone of John, who narrates far fewer events than do the synoptic evan-
gelists and who prefers to present Jesus as speaking in long discourses rather than
in brief parables or pithy sayings.
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Over the last two centuries, scholars have scrutinized the Synoptic Gospels
from many angles and with many different results. This is inevitable, given the
vital importance of these books for Christian belief and life. In these books is
narrated the life of the One in whom God has chosen especially to make himself
known to human beings. They depict the events on which the significance of
history and the destiny of every single individual depend: the death and resur-
rection of Jesus the Messiah. Issues pertaining to these books individually will
be treated in the chapters devoted to each; here we address significant issues that
embrace all three accounts. Specifically, we examine three questions: How did
the Synoptic Gospels come into being? How should we understand the gospels
as works of literature? And what do the gospels tell us about Jesus?

THE EVOLUTION OF THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS

How did the Synoptic Gospels come to be written? A simple and in some ways
adequate answer would be to identify the people who, under inspiration of God’s
Spirit, wrote these books, and to note the circumstances in which they were writ-
ten. These issues are addressed in the introductions devoted to each of the four
gospels. But simply identifying the authors of the Synoptic Gospels leaves some
questions unanswered. How did the authors get the material about Jesus that
they have used? Why are the three accounts so similar at so many places and so
different at others? What was the role of the evangelists themselves? Recorders
of tradition? Authors with a viewpoint of their own? And, to raise the larger
question that lurks behind all of these, why four gospels? These and similar ques-
tions have occupied thoughtful Christians since the beginning of the church. A
second-century Christian, Tatian, combined all four gospels together in his
Diatessaron. Augustine wrote a treatise entitled The Harmony of the Gospels.!
But scholars have pursued these questions especially vigorously since the rise
of modern biblical criticism at the end of the eighteenth century.

While we may dismiss as inconsequential some of the questions raised dur-
ing this time, and even more of the answers as simply wrong, the issue of syn-
optic origins and relations is one that cannot be avoided. The number and nature
of the gospels raise such literary and historical questions. Moreover, one of the
evangelists refers to the process by which the gospel material has come to him:

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been
fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from
the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind,
since | myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning,
I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent

1Tt can be found in NPNF26.77-236.
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Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have
been taught. (Luke 1:1-4)

In this introduction to his two-volume “history of Christian origins,” Luke
acknowledges three stages in the genesis of his work: the “eyewitnesses and ser-
vants of the word” who “handed down” the truth of Jesus; those “many” who
have already drawn up accounts of Jesus and the early church; and Luke him-
self, who, having “carefully investigated” these sources, now composes his own
“orderly” account. Investigation of the process to which Luke refers appears to
be quite in order. We look first, then, at the earliest stage of transmission, dur-
ing which eyewitnesses and others handed down the tradition about Jesus, much
of it orally; then at the stage when written sources began to grow and become
more important; and last, at the stage of final authorship.2

The Stage of Oral Traditions: Form Criticism

In the course of investigation into the origins of the gospels over the last two
centuries, several distinct approaches have emerged, each of them emphasizing
different aspects or stages. Three approaches in particular have made distinct
and significant contributions to the problem of gospel origins and development:
form criticism (Formgeschichte), which focuses on the period of oral transmis-
sion; source criticism, which focuses on the way different literary units were put
together to make up the gospels; and redaction criticism ( Redaktionsgeschichte),
which focuses on the literary and theological contributions of the authors of the
gospels. These methods correspond generally to the three stages mentioned by
Luke in his introduction. Yet they are not mutually exclusive; most contempo-
rary gospel critics employ all three simultaneously in what is called traditions
analysis or tradition criticism ( Traditionsgeschichte). Nevertheless, these three
approaches are both historically and methodologically distinct, and we exam-
ine each in turn.

We begin with form criticism because, though arising only after the hey-
day of source criticism, it concentrates on the earliest stage in the process by
which the gospels came into being: the oral stage. Form critics claim that the
early Christians transmitted the words and actions of Jesus by word of mouth
for a considerable length of time. Only after two decades or so did the material
begin to be put into written sources, with the gospels themselves coming shortly
afterward.

Description. Form criticism was first applied to the Old Testament by schol-
ars such as Hermann Gunkel and was then brought into New Testament stud-
ies in the second and third decades of the twentieth century by a trio of men who
had come to recognize that the source-critical approach, pursued rigorously for

2Martin uses Luke 1:1—4 in a similar way in his introduction (1.119-21).
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several decades, had exhausted its potential. These men were Karl Ludwig
Schmidt, Martin Dibelius, and Rudolf Bultmann.3 Though differing at several
important points, these pioneers of form criticism had in common at least six
assumptions and beliefs that came to be the basis for form criticism.

1. The stories and sayings of Jesus circulated in small independent units.
The early form critics argued that an exception to this rule was the passion nar-
rative, which they thought was a self-contained literary unit from a very early
period.* Even this exception is not admitted by many contemporary form
critics.

2. The transmission of the gospel material can be compared to the trans-
mission of other folk and religious traditions. Responsibility for this transmis-
sion rests not with individuals but with the community within which the
material takes shape and is handed down. Certain laws of transmission gener-
ally observable in such instances of oral transmission can be applied to the trans-
mission of the gospels.

3. The stories and sayings of Jesus took on certain standard forms (hence
“form” criticism, or “the history of forms”) that are for the most part still read-
ily visible in the gospels. Form critics have not agreed on the number and exact
nature of these forms. Table 1 presents three influential schemes.>

4. The form of a specific story or saying makes it possible to determine its
Sitz im Leben (“setting in life”), or function in the life of the early church.
According to Bultmann, ““The proper understanding of form-criticism rests
upon the judgement that the literature in which the life of a given community,
even the primitive Christian community, has taken shape, springs out of quite
definite conditions and wants of life from which grows up a quite definite style
and quite specific forms and categories. Thus, every literary category has its ‘life
situation.’”®

5. As it passed down the sayings and stories of Jesus, the early Christian
community not only put the material into certain forms, but it also modified it
under the impetus of its own needs and situations. With this point we move from
what may be called form criticism proper (a literary enterprise) into a broader

3Schmidt’s Der Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu: Literarkritische Untersuchungen zur
altesten Jesustiberlieferung was published in 1919 by Trowitzsch & Son in Berlin and has
never been translated. Also appearing in 1919 in its original German edition was Mar-
tin Dibelius’s From Tradition to Gospel (ET New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, n.d.);
The History of the Synoptic Tradition by Rudolf Bultmann was published in 1921 (ET
New York: Harper & Row, 1963).

4E.g., Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel, 178-79.

5In addition to the Dibelius and Bultmann works mentioned, see Vincent Taylor,
The Formation of the Gospel Tradition, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1935). Taylor uses
form criticism with less historical skepticism than does either Dibelius or Bultmann.

¢Bultmann, Synoptic Tradition, 4.
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Table 1
Terminology of Form Criticism
Form Dibelius Bultmann Taylor
Brief Sayings of Jesus set in a Paradigms Apophthegms Pronouncement
context (e.g., Mark 12:13-17, Stories

which climaxes in Jesus’ saying
“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s
and to God what is God'’s”)

Stories about Jesus’ miraculous  Tales Miracle Stories
deeds (e.g., the feeding of the
5,000)

Miracle Stories

Stories that magnify Jesus as a

“hero” (e.g., Luke’s story about  Legends Historical Stories and
Jesus in the temple at twelve Legends

years of age [2:41-52])

Stories about Jesus

Teaching of Jesus that does not ~ Paranesis Dominical Sayings
climax in a single saying (e.g.,
the Lord’s Prayer)

Sayings and Parables

conception of the discipline in which historical judgments are being rendered
that by and large do not grow out of the discipline as such.

Form critics differ widely over the degree to which the early church modi-
fied and created gospel material. Bultmann, for instance, thinks the influence
was huge, attributing most of the gospel material to the early church and find-
ing relatively little that can be reliably considered to have come from the earthly
ministry of Jesus. He does so because he, with many other form critics, believes
that the early church was not concerned to distinguish between things Jesus said
while on earth and things that he was continuing to say through prophets in the
life of the church. As Norman Perrin puts it, “The modern distinction between
historical Jesus and risen Lord is quite foreign to the early church.”?

Radical historical judgments such as these are not intrinsic to form criti-
cism, and many form critics are much more conservative in their historical
assessments. Vincent Taylor is one, and there are others still more conservative
who confine the influence of the early church mainly to the arrangement of

7Norman Perrin, Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus (London: SCM, 1967), 27; cf.
Bultmann, Synoptic Tradition, 127-28.
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material (e.g., the series of controversy stories in Mark 2:1-3:6 and parallels).
But these are exceptions to the rule, and it must be said that the great majority
of form critics have pursued their enterprise with a good measure of historical
skepticism.

6. Classic form critics have typically used various criteria to enable them to
determine the age and historical trustworthiness of particular pericopes. These
criteria are based on certain laws of transmission that are thought to hold good
for any orally transmitted material. According to these so-called laws, people
tend to (1) lengthen their stories, (2) add details to them, (3) conform them more
and more to their own language, and (4) generally preserve and create only what
fits their own needs and beliefs. On the basis of these laws, many form critics
have declared that gospel material that is shorter, lacks details, contains Semi-
tisms, and does not fit with the interests of the early church or first-century
Judaism is earlier and thus more likely to be historical. The last criterion, usu-
ally called the criterion of dissimilarity, is especially important for the more rad-
ical form critics. By eliminating anything that was likely to have been introduced
by the early church or that could have been picked up from the Jewish milieu,
advocates of this criterion claim to be able to secure a “critically assured” min-
imum number of sayings and activities on which a supposedly historical under-
standing of Jesus can be based. The criterion of dissimilarity, for instance,
suggests that Mark 13:32—"“But about that day or hour no one knows, not even
the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father”—may well be original
with Jesus, since it uses language not typical of Judaism (“the Son”) and con-
tains a premise (Jesus’ ignorance) that runs counter to a view in the early church.
A fifth criterion is a by-product of this one, holding material to be authentic that
agrees with material isolated by the criterion of dissimilarity. A sixth criterion,
multiple attestation, gives preference to material found in more than one stream
of tradition (e.g., Mark and “QQ”—about which more below).

Evaluation. The historical skepticism that characterizes many of the most
prominent form critics has given form criticism itself the reputation of attack-
ing the historicity of the gospels. But as we have suggested above, this need not
be the case. As a literary discipline, form criticism entails no a priori judgment
about the historicity of the material it analyzes. Moreover, many of the assump-
tions on which form criticism is based appear to be valid: there was indeed a
period of mainly oral transmission of the gospel material, much of it likely in
small units; there probably was a tendency for this material to take on certain
standard forms; and the early church undoubtedly influenced the way this mate-
rial was handed down. Defined narrowly in this way, there is certainly a place for
form criticism in the study of the gospels.

Nevertheless, we must register certain cautions even about this narrow
application of the discipline. First, it is probable that more of the gospel mate-
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rial than many form critics allow existed from very early periods in written form
and that much of the rest of it may already have been connected together into
larger literary units.® Alan Millard, for example, has demonstrated that writ-
ing was quite common in Herodian Palestine and that there were many prece-
dents for the recording in writing of a religious teacher’s sayings.? Second, we
must be careful not to impose a straitjacket of specified, clearly delineated
forms on the material. The existence of so-called mixed forms suggests that any
classification must be viewed as provisional and general at best. Third, the
claims of form critics to be able to identify the setting in the life of the church
that gave rise to specific forms must be treated with healthy skepticism.
Often—perhaps usually—we lack sufficient data for any such identification.
Finally, and perhaps most damaging, the assumptions of many of the form crit-
ics about the nature of the transmission process are suspect. Several authors
have argued that most form critics have not sufficiently appreciated the dynam-
ics and nature of oral transmission and that far too little attention has been
given to the role of individuals—including eyewitnesses!®—in shaping and
handing down the material.!!

More serious criticisms must be directed against the antihistorical applica-
tion of form criticism typified by Bultmann, Dibelius, and many of their heirs.
First, the claim that the early church did not distinguish the earthly Jesus from
the risen Lord and thus felt free to place on the lips of the earthly Jesus sayings
uttered by early Christian prophets is unjustified. Bultmann claimed that verses
such as 2 Corinthians 5:16b—“if, indeed, we have known Christ according to the
flesh, we now no longer will know him in this way” (authors’ translation)—
demonstrated that Paul and others in the early church had no interest in the
earthly Jesus as such. But Paul is saying in this text, not that he would no longer
have any interest in a “fleshly” (i.e., earthly) Jesus, but that he was determined
no longer to regard Jesus “from a fleshly point of view.” In fact, nothing in the
New Testament substantiates the notion that early Christians did not distinguish
the earthly Jesus and the risen Lord, and the radical form critics have never come
near to explaining how the utterance of a Christian prophet in, say, Antioch in

8C. H. Dodd, for instance, proposes that from the beginning, the pattern of early
Christian preaching had imposed a certain pattern in the gospel material (“The Frame-
work of the Gospel Narrative,” ExpTim 43 [1932]: 396-400).

9Alan Millard, Reading and Writing in the Time of Jesus (Washington Square: New
York University Press, 2000).

10See Richard Bauckham, “The Eyewitnesses and the Gospel Traditions,” JSHJ 1
(2003): 28—60.

11See esp. Erhardt Gittgemanns, Candid Questions Concerning Gospel Form Criti-
cism: A Methodological Sketch of the Fundamental Problematics of Form and Redaction
Criticism (ET Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1979), and Werner H. Kelber, The Oral and the
Wrritten Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983).
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A.D. 42 would have been put on the lips of Jesus as he taught in a specific locale
in Galilee thirteen or so years earlier. That Christian prophecy actually func-
tioned in this way is being questioned more and more.!2

Second, we must question whether the transmission of the gospel material
over a period of twenty or so years can appropriately be compared with some of
the other material that form critics use to draw conclusions about the gospels.
The rabbinic literature, for instance, with which both Bultmann and Dibelius
compare the gospels, was a very undefined body of material gathered over the
course of centuries. And the rabbis never produced anything remotely resem-
bling a gospel.

Third, and related to this last point, are doubts about the validity of the so-
called laws of transmission. E. P. Sanders and others have shown that oral trans-
mission by no means always tends to lengthen material.!3 The use of such laws,
then, to attribute stories and sayings to the church rather than to Jesus is not
valid.!* Particularly to be criticized is the criterion of dissimilarity. To be sure,
the application of this criterion is often misunderstood: most who use it do not
claim that only those sayings that it can isolate are authentic, but rather that these
are the only ones we can be sure about. Nevertheless, its use has the tendency to
focus attention on what was peculiar to Jesus over against both his Jewish envi-
ronment and the early church. Its use thus tends to skew our view of Jesus.!3
More conservative form critics insist that the criterion must not be used in iso-
lation and must be used only with the positive purpose of providing evidence of
historicity rather than the negative purpose of disproving historicity.!® Even so,
the use of the criterion assumes a discontinuity in the process of transmission
that needs to be questioned.

A fourth problem with radical form criticism is its failure to come to grips
with the presence of eyewitnesses, some of them hostile, who were in a position

12E.g., David Hill, New Testament Prophecy (Richmond: John Knox, 1979), 160—
85;J. D. G. Dunn, “Prophetic ‘I’-Sayings and the Jesus Tradition: The Importance of
Testing Prophetic Utterances Within Early Christianity,” NTS 24 (1978): 175-98;
David Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 245.

13E. P. Sanders, The Tendencies of the Synoptic Tradition, SNTSMS 11 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1969).

l4Stanley Porter argues that, despite much criticism, little real progress has been
made in updating the criteria. He proposes that new criteria focusing on the Greek lan-
guage might help to move the discussion forward ( The Ciriteria for Authenticity in His-
torical-Jesus Research: Previous Discussion and New Proposals, JSN'TSup 191 [Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 2000]).

15See, e.g., M. D. Hooker, “On Using the Wrong Tool,” Theol 75 (1972): 570-81.

16See esp. Robert Stein, “The ‘Criteria’ of Authenticity,” in GP 1.225-63; Ben F.
Meyer, The Aims of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 85-87.
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to contest any wholesale creation of gospel incidents and sayings. As McNeile
putsit, “Form-critics write as though the original eye-witnesses were all caught
up to heaven at the Ascension and the Christian Church was put to live on a
desert island.”17

Fifth, many form critics are guilty of underestimating the degree to which
first-century Jews would have been able to remember and transmit accurately
by word of mouth what Jesus had said and done. The so-called Scandinavian
School, represented particularly in the work of Birger Gerhardsson,!8 looked to
key authoritative figures in the early church as the transmitters of the gospel tra-
dition and argued that the process would have been akin to the transmission of
the rabbinic traditions, in which both written materials and careful memoriza-
tion would have played key roles. Criticism that this particular approach
assumes a similarity between the scholastic setting of the rabbis and the more
popular setting of early Christianity is warranted. But the importance of mem-
orization in first-century Jewish society is undeniable, and we are justified in
thinking that this provides a sufficient basis for the careful and accurate oral
transmission of gospel material.19 Recent study of eyewitness testimony in the
Greco-Roman world at large also generally confirms the value and accuracy of
such testimony.2 And when we add to these points the very real possibility that
the words and actions of Jesus were being written down from the beginning, we
have every reason to think that the early Christians were both able and willing
to hand down accurately the deeds and words of Jesus.

The Stage of Written Sources: Source Criticism (the Synoptic Problem)

Introduction. The oral stage of the development of the Synoptic Gospels,
which we examined in the last section, probably also included some written tra-
ditions about Jesus’ life and teachings. Some of the apostles may have taken
notes on Jesus’ teachings and activities during the ministry itself, and they and
other eyewitnesses probably accelerated that process after the resurrection. At
the same time, of course, much of the material was being passed on orally. But
as time moved on, we can suspect that these early written fragments were com-
bined with oral testimony to produce lengthier written sources and, finally, the

17McNeile, 53.

18Birger Gerhardsson, Memory and Manuscript: Oral Tradition and Written Trans-
mission in Rabbinic Judaism and Early Christianity, ASNU 22 (Lund: Gleerup, 1964).
For a review of this proposal, see Peter Davids, “The Gospels and Jewish Tradition:
Twenty Years after Gerhardsson,” in GP1.75-99.

19Rainer Riesner, Jesus als Lehrer, WUNT 7 (Tubingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1981);
idem, “Judische Elementarbildung und Evangelientberlieferung,” in GP 1.209-23.

20See S. Byrskog, Story as History— History as Story: The Gospel Tradition in the
Context of Ancient Oral History, WUNT 123 (Ttbingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2000); Bauck-
ham, “Eyewitnesses.”
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canonical gospels. Source criticism is devoted to the investigation of this written
stage in the production of the gospels. It asks and seeks to answer this question:
What written sources, if any, did the evangelists use in compiling their gospels?

The question is of particular interest to the historian of the early Christian
movement and one that any student of the Synoptic Gospels is bound to ask.
For there are startling similarities, both in general outline and in particular word-
ing, among the Synoptic Gospels. Consider the italicized words in the example
in table 2, the account of the healing of a paralytic.

Table 2

Synoptic Parallels: The Healing of a Paralytic

Matthew 9:1-8

Mark 2:1-12

Luke 5:17-26

Jesus stepped into a boat,
crossed over and came to his
own town.

Some men brought to him a
paralyzed man, lying on a
mat. When Jesus saw their
faith, he said to the man,
“Take heart, son; your sins are
forgiven.”

At this, some of the teach-
ers of the law said to them-
selves, “This fellow is
blaspheming!”

Knowing their thoughts,
Jesus said, “Why do you enter-
tain evil thoughts in your
hearts? Which is easier: to say,
Your sins are forgiven,” or to
say, ‘Get up and walk’? But |
want you to know that the Son
of Man has authority on earth
to forgive sins.” So he said to
the paralyzed man, “Get up,
take your mat and go home.”

Then the man got up and
went home.

When the crowd saw this,
they were filled with awe; and
they praised God, who had

A few days later, when Jesus
again entered Capernaum, the
people heard that he had
come home. They gathered in
such large numbers that there
was no room left, not even
outside the door, and he
preached the word to them.
Some men came, bringing to
him a paralyzed man, carried
by four of them. Since they
could not get him to Jesus
because of the crowd, they
made an opening in the roof
above Jesus by digging
through it and then lowered
the mat the man was lying on.
When Jesus saw their faith, he
said to the paralyzed man,
“Son, your sins are forgiven.”
Now some teachers of the
law were sitting there, think-
ing to themselves, “Why does
this fellow talk like that? He’s
blaspheming! Who can for-
give sins but God alone?”
Immediately Jesus knew in
his spirit that this was what
they were thinking in their

One day Jesus was teaching,
and Pharisees and teachers of
the law were sitting there.
They had come from every vil-
lage of Galilee and from Judea
and Jerusalem. And the power
of the Lord was with Jesus to
heal the sick. Some men came
carrying a paralyzed man on a
mat and tried to take him into
the house to lay him before
Jesus. When they could not
find a way to do this because
of the crowd, they went up on
the roof and lowered him on
his mat through the tiles into
the middle of the crowd, right
in front of Jesus.

When Jesus saw their faith,
he said, “Friend, your sins are
forgiven.”

The Pharisees and the
teachers of the law began
thinking to themselves, “Who
is this fellow who speaks blas-
phemy? Who can forgive sins
but God alone?”

Jesus knew what they were
thinking and asked, “Why are
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Matthew 9:1-8 (cont.)

Mark 2:1-12 (cont.)

Luke 5:17-26 (cont.)

given such authority to human
beings.

hearts, and he said to them,
“Why are you thinking these
things? Which is easier: to say
to this paralyzed man, ‘Your
sins are forgiven,” or to say,
‘Get up, take your mat and
walk’? But | want you to know
that the Son of Man has
authority on earth to forgive
sins.” So he said to the man, “I
tell you, get up, take your mat
and go home.” He got up, took

you thinking these things in
your hearts? Which is easier: to
say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,” or
to say, ‘Get up and walk’? But |
want you to know that the Son
of Man has authority on earth
to forgive sins.” So he said to
the paralyzed man, “I tell you,
get up, take your mat and go
home.” Immediately he stood
up in front of them, took what
he had been lying on and went

his mat and walked out in full
view of them all. This amazed
everyone and they praised
God, saying, “We have never
seen anything like this!”

home praising God. Everyone
was amazed and gave praise to
God. They were filled with
awe and said, “We have seen
remarkable things today.”

Not only is the wording almost exact (as is true in the Greek original), but
each of the three evangelists inserts an abrupt break in Jesus’ words at the same
point. (This break, an awkward syntactical shift from a second person plural
address—“I want you to know” —to the third singular— “he said to the man”—
in Matthew 9:6/Mark 2:10/Luke 5:24, is smoothed out in the TNIV quoted
above.) Such duplication of unusual or awkward constructions occurs at other
places, along with passages in which two or three of the evangelists use precisely
the same words, in the same order, over several lines of text. In table 3, for
instance, note how Matthew and Luke use almost exactly the same words to
record Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem.2! The student of the gospels naturally
wants to know how we can account for so exact a similarity in wording.

But what makes the synoptic problem particularly knotty is the fact that,
alongside such exact agreements, there are so many puzzling differences. Take
the passage cited in table 2, for example. While the three accounts agree closely
in the portion we have put in italics, Matthew omits the “I tell you” found in
both Mark and Luke. And when we consider the passage as a whole, other
potentially more significant differences appear. Matthew, for instance, does not

21The agreement in the Greek text is almost as close, with variations only in the
tense of an infinitive, the inclusion of a nonessential verb in Luke, and the choice of a
particle at the beginning of the last sentence. (Notice the “for” in Matthew, with noth-
ing comparable in Luke (the Greek text has 8¢ [de], “and,” “but”).
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Table 3
Synoptic Parallels: Jesus’ Lament over Jerusalem

Matthew 23:37-39

Luke 13:34-35

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the
prophets and stone those sent to you, how
often | have longed to gather your children
together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her
wings, and you were not willing. Look, your
house is left to you desolate. For | tell you, you
will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is
he who comes in the name of the Lord.””

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the
prophets and stone those sent to you, how
often | have longed to gather your children
together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her
wings, and you were not willing. Look, your
house is left to you desolate. I tell you, you will
not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he
who comes in the name of the Lord.””

include the part about the paralyzed man’s friends opening a hole in the roof to
let his mat down in front of Jesus.

This combination of agreement and disagreement extends to the larger
structure of the gospels as well. Consider the list of events in table 4, which fol-
lows Mark’s order. (Any place where one gospel has deviated from the other two
in order of events is indicated with bold type.) We find here, though not per-
haps in the same proportion, the kinds of agreements and disagreements that
recur throughout the Synoptic Gospels. All three roughly follow the same order
of events, even when there is no clear chronological or historical reason to do so.
Each evangelist, however, omits material found in the other two, each contains
unique incidents, and some of the events that are found in one or both of the
others are put in a different order.

The question behind the synoptic problem, then, may be reformulated in
light of these data: What hypothesis best accounts for the combination of exact
agreement and wide divergence that characterizes the first three gospels?

The Main Solutions. While the number of solutions to the synoptic problem
is proportionate to the amazing amount of research and imaginative thinking
that has been devoted to the matter,22 we may single out four main options.

22Full accounts of the history of the investigation may be found in Werner Georg
Kimmel, The New Testament: The History of the Investigation of Its Problems (New
York: Abingdon, 1970), 7488, 144—61; Stephen Neill and Tom Wright, The Interpre-
tation of the New Testament, 1861—1986 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 112—
36; William Baird, History of New Testament Research, vol. 1: From Deism to Tiibingen
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 2905-310. The best account of recent study is Craig
Blomberg, “The Synoptic Problem: Where We Stand at the Beginning of a New Cen-
tury,” in Rethinking the Synoptic Problem, ed. David Alan Black and David R. Beck
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), 17-40.
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Table 4
Order of Events in the Synoptics

(Note: Bold type indicates places where Matthew and Luke deviate from the order of events fol-

lowed in Mark. A dash indicates that the incident does not appear in the gospel.)

Pericope Matthew Mark Luke
Jesus and Beelzebul 12:22-27 3:20-30 11:14-28
The Sign of Jonah 12:38-45 11:29-32
Jesus” Mother and Brothers 12:46-50 3:31-35 8:19-21
Parable of the Sower 13:1-9 4:1-9 8:4-8
The Reason for Parables 13:10-17 4:10-12 8:9-10
Interpretation of the Parable of the Sower 13:18-23 4:13-20 8:11-15
Parable of the Weeds 13:24-30

A Lamp on a Stand 4:21-25 8:16-18
Parable of the Seed Growing Secretly 4:26-29

Parable of the Mustard Seed 13:31-32 4:30-34 _
Parable of the Yeast 13:33 e e
Jesus’ Speaking in Parables 13:34-35 e e
Interpretation of the Parable of the Weeds 13:36-43 _ _—
Parable of the Hidden Treasure 13:44 _  —
Parable of the Pearl 13:45-46 e e
Parable of the Net 13:47-50 _ _
The Householder 13:51-52

The Stilling of the Storm 8:18,23-27  4:35-41 8:22-25
Healing of the Gerasene Demoniac 8:28-34 5:1-20 8:26-39
Raising of Jairus’s Daughter/Healing of a Woman  9:18-26 5:21-43 8:40-56
Rejection at Nazareth 13:53-58 6:1-6a 4:16-30
Sending Out of the Twelve 10:1-15 6:6b-13 9:1-6
Beheading of John the Baptist 14:1-12 6:14-29 [9:7-9]
Feeding of the Five Thousand 14:13-21 6:30-44 9:10-17
Walking on the Water 14:22-36 6:45-56

Common dependence on one original gospel. In 1771 the German writer and
literary critic G. E. Lessing argued that the relationships among the Synoptic
Gospels could be explained if they had independently used one original gospel
written in Hebrew or Aramaic.23 This proposal was adopted by others and

23G. E. Lessing, Neue Hypothese tiber die Evangelisten als blos menschichliche

Geschichtschreiber betrachtet, nos. 24—49 (1784).
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received modification at the hands of J. G. Eichhorn, who postulated the exis-
tence of several lost gospels as the sources for the Synoptic Gospels.2* The pro-
posal has not met with much favor in the last one hundred years, although C.
C. Torrey argued a form of it in 1933.25

Common dependence on oral sources. Shortly after Lessing had proposed an
“Ur-gospel” as the solution to the synoptic problem, the German critic J. G.
Herder argued that dependence of the Synoptic Gospels on a relatively fixed
oral summary of the life of Christ explained the data better.26 This approach was
expanded and defended at length by J. K. L. Gieseler in 1818.27 The view was
more popular in the nineteenth century than it is today,?8 but it continues to be
argued by a few scholars.2

Common dependence on gradually developing written fragments. The impor-
tant and controversial theologian F. Schleiermacher suggested that several frag-
ments of gospel tradition existed in the early church and that these gradually
grew until they became incorporated into the Synoptic Gospels. This thesis is no
longer argued in this form, but Schleiermacher was apparently the first to argue

24]. G. Eichhorn, FEinleitung in das Neue Testament (1804).

25C. C. Torrey, The Four Gospels (New York: Harper, 1933). See also X. Léon-
Dufour, “The Synoptic Gospels,” in Robert/Feuillet, 252—86. Léon-Dufour argues
that the synoptic evangelists are independent on the literary level, all the similarities aris-
ing through dependence on an Aramaic Matthew and oral tradition.

26], G. Herder, Von der Regel der Zusammenstimmung unserer Evangelien (1797).

27, K. L. Gieseler, Historisch-kritischer Versuch tiber die Entstehung und die friihesten
Schicksale der schriftlichen Evangelien (1818).

28B. F. Westcott was one of the better-known defenders of the view. See his Intro-
duction to the Study of the Gospels, 8th ed. (London: Macmillan, 1895), 165-212.

29John M. Rist has argued that the agreements between Matthew and Mark can be
explained by common use of oral tradition without having to bring in written sources
or to have one depend on the other (On the Independence of Matthew and Mark,
SNTSMS 32 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978]). Bo Reicke attributes
the similarities among the Synoptic Gospels to a combination of shared (mainly) oral
tradition and personal contacts among the authors ( The Roots of the Synoptic Gospels
[Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986]). And Eta Linnemann thinks that the similarities
among the Synoptic Gospels can be explained by vivid and accurate memory of the
actual events and sayings (Is There a Synoptic Problem? Rethinking the Literary Depen-
dence of the First Three Gospels [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992]). See also Robert L.
Thomas and F. David Farnell, eds., The Jesus Crisis: The Inroads of Historical Criticism
into Evangelical Scholarship (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1998), esp. chap. 1, “The Synop-
tic Gospels in the Ancient Church,” by Thomas and Farnell; chap. 3, “Source Criti-
cism: The Two-Source Theory,” by Thomas R. Edgar; and chap. 6, “Redaction
Criticism,” by Thomas.
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that Papias’s “logia” 3 refers to one of these fragments—a collection of the say-
ings of Jesus.3!

Interdependence. The last basic solution to the synoptic problem maintains
that two of the evangelists used one or more of the other gospels in construct-
ing their own. Without necessarily denying the use of other sources now lost,
advocates of this view argue that only borrowing at the final literary level can
explain the degree of similarity among the Synoptic Gospels. This solution to
the synoptic problem has been urged from early in the history of the church
(e.g., Augustine; see below) and commands almost universal assent among con-
temporary New Testament scholars—with good reason. While the ability of
first-century Jews to transmit traditions with a remarkable degree of accuracy
must not be minimized (see the discussion of form criticism above), it is
unlikely that the degree of agreement in the Greek text such as 1is illustrated
above can be explained by recourse to oral tradition alone.32 Robert Stein draws
attention to Mark 13:14 = Matthew 24:15 in this regard, where each of the
evangelists directs a parenthetical remark to the reader.33 Moreover, as quoted
above, Luke makes clear that he, at least, used written sources in writing his
gospel (1:1-4).

The hypothesis of a Semitic-language Ur-gospel encounters the same dif-
ficulty in explaining the remarkable agreement in the Greek text of the gospels.
What is the likelihood that independent translators would come up with exactly
the same wording in so many places? To be sure, we could propose a large Greek
Ur-gospel as the source for all three gospels. But this hypothesis has three seri-
ous drawbacks. First, we would have expected so major a literary product in
Greek to have been mentioned somewhere in early Christian literature—but it
is not. Second, it is harder to explain the genesis of the three Synoptic Gospels
if so significant a text already existed. And third, viewed as a comprehensive
hypothesis, this theory has difficulty explaining the differences among the Syn-
optic Gospels.

30See Eusebius, H.E. 3.39.16, and the discussion below and in chapter 3.

31See esp. F. Schleiermacher, “Uber die Zeugnisse des Papias von unseren ersten
beiden Evangelien,” TSK 5 (1832): 335-68.

32F. Gerald Downing notes that Josephus rarely quoted his sources word-for-word.
If this tendency can be assumed for the synoptic evangelists, it is the similarities, not the
differences, that require explanation (“Redaction Criticism: Josephus’ Antiquities and
the Synoptic Gospels,” JSNT 8 [1980]: 33).

33Robert H. Stein, Studying the Synoptic Gospels: Origin and Interpretation, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), 46. Stein’s entire discussion of this matter, replete with
many examples, gives a detailed defense of synoptic interdependence (29-47).

Interdepen-
dence as the
solution to the
synoptic
problem has
been urged
from early in the
history of the
church and
commands
almost universal
assent among
contemporary
New Testament
scholars — with
good reason.
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Theories of Interdependence. Only a theory that includes as a major
component literary interdependence among the Synoptic Gospels is capable of
explaining the data. One aspect of these data stands out as particularly
determinative for the viability of proposed theories: the relationship among the
gospels in the order of their recording of the events of the ministry. A study of
the sequential parallelism of the Synoptic Gospels at this point reveals a signif-
icant fact: while Matthew and Mark frequently agree against Luke in the order
of events, and Luke and Mark frequently agree against Matthew, Matthew and
Luke almost never agree against Mark. This can be seen from the data in table
4 above. Note that Matthew and Mark agree, against LLuke, in placing the accu-
sation that Jesus casts out demons in the name of Beelzebul just before the so-
called parables of the kingdom; and Luke and Mark agree, against Matthew, in
putting the stilling of the storm and the healing of Gerasene demoniac just after
these parables. At no point, however, do Matthew and Luke agree against Mark.
To put it another way, at no point does Mark follow an order that disagrees with
the other two (hence the lack of any bold type in the Mark column). This phe-
nomenon has given rise to one of the most important arguments for the nature
of synoptic relationships: the argument from order. It appears to require that
Mark be the “middle term” in any scheme of relationships among Mark,
Matthew, and Luke. In other words, Mark must have a relationship to both
Matthew and Luke, whether he is earlier than both, comes between both, or is
later than both. Figure 1 shows the four possibilities.

Each of these schemes can explain the phenomenon of order. Moreover, we
cannot exclude the possibility that there is a relationship between Matthew and
Luke independent of their use of Mark. The argument from order, in and of
itself, does not exclude dependence of Matthew and Luke on one another,
although it requires that the evangelist who wrote last would have deliberately
chosen to follow the order of the other two gospels, whenever they agreed. We
thus have the six additional possibilities shown in figure 2.

Figure 1
Synoptic Relations: Mark as Middle Term

Matthew

Mark

Luke

Matthew Luke Matthew Luke

Mark Mark
Mark

Luke Matthew




93‘

THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS
|
Figure 2
Synoptic Relations: Interdependence of Matthew and Luke
Matthew Matthew Mark Mark Luke Luke
Mark Luke Matthew Luke Matthew Mark
Luke Mark Luke Matthew Mark Matthew

Of the ten schemes, only three have received significant support in the his-
tory of the study of the question.

The Augustinian Proposal. Taking its name from the famous North African
theologian who first advocated it, this proposal holds that Matthew was the
first gospel written. Mark then borrowed from Matthew, with Luke, finally,
borrowing from both Matthew and Mark.34 Until the nineteenth century this
was the standard view of those who saw a literary relationship among the Syn-
optic Gospels. At that time, however, many began to prefer alternative pro-
posals. Augustine’s proposal has not won many modern advocates, with a few
exceptions.35

The “Two-Gospel” Hypothesis. As part of his ground-breaking critical
approach to the Synoptic Gospels, ]. J. Griesbach, while agreeing that Matthew
was the first gospel written, maintained that Luke was second and that Mark
was dependent on both Matthew and Luke.3¢ His proposal, dubbed the two-

34Augustine, The Harmony of the Gospels 1.2, in NPNF2 Vol. 6.

35B. C. Butler, The Originality of St. Matthew: A Critique of the Two-Document
Hypothesis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951); see also D. . Chapman,
Matthew, Mark, and Luke: A Study in the Order and Interrelation of the Synoptic
Gospels, ed. John M. T. Barton (London: Longmans, Green, 1937). The proposal of
John Wenham is similar, though he puts more stress on independence (Redating
Matthew, Mark, and Luke: A Fresh Assault on the Synoptic Problem [Downers Grove:
IVP, 1992]).

36]. J. Griesbach, Commentatio qua Marci evangelium totum e Matthaei et Lucae
commentariis decerptum esse monstratur (“Treatise in which is demonstrated that the
gospel of Mark has been wholly derived from the commentaries of Matthew and Luke”)
(1789). Griesbach was anticipated in this proposal by H. P. Owen in 1764 (Observations
of the Four Gospels).
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gospel hypothesis to contrast it with the two-source hypothesis, has enjoyed a
considerable resurgence in popularity in the last thirty years.37

The “Two-Source” Hypothesis. While the two-gospel hypothesis views
Matthew and Luke as the building blocks of Mark, the two-source hypothesis
holds that Mark and “Q),” alost collection of Jesus’ sayings, have been used inde-
pendently by Matthew and Luke. Markan priority was first proposed in the
1830s, apparently independently, by Karl Lachmann and C. G. Wilke, while the
full two-source hypothesis was advanced by C. H. Weisse in 1838.38 It was given
its classic expression in an 1863 monograph by H. J. Holtzmann.3? Finally, in a
work that stands as the high-water mark in source criticism, The Four Gospels: A
Study of Origins (1924),% B. H. Streeter posited the existence of two other sources
in addition to Mark and Q: “M,” the material peculiar to Matthew’s gospel, and
“L,” the material peculiar to Luke’s gospel. This “four-source” hypothesis was
an attempt to provide a comprehensive explanation of the origin of the gospels
through source criticism. Streeter even suggested dates and provenances for his
sources. His resultant scheme may be diagramed as in figure 3.

Streeter took source criticism as far it could be taken (some would say
beyond), and his was the last major work in the discipline to appear for some
time. Not everyone agreed with the details of his scheme, and most contempo-
rary gospel critics are skeptical about the existence of M and L as written doc-
uments and about the chronological and geographic conclusions he reached.
(Some scholars use M and L simply to denote, respectively, material peculiar to
Matthew and Luke.) But most scholars thought that Streeter and his predeces-
sors had clearly proven the two-source hypothesis in general, and this explana-
tion of gospel origins was generally assumed by those, such as the redaction
critics, who were working on other aspects of the gospels.

37See esp. William Farmer, The Synoptic Problem: A Critical Analysis (New York:
Macmillan, 1964); Hans-Herbert Stoldt, History and Criticism of the Marcan Hypothe-
sis (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1980); William Farmer, ed., New Synoptic Stud-
ies: The Cambridge Gospel Conference and Beyond (Macon: Mercer University Press,
1983). A collection of significant essays for and against the hypothesis is found in Arthur
J. Bellinzoni Jr., ed., The Two-Source Hypothesis: A Critical Appraisal (Macon: Mercer
University Press, 1985). In his book A History of the Synoptic Problem (New York: Dou-
bleday, 1999), David Dungan argues that the two-source hypothesis was adopted more
for philosophical and political reasons than for scholarly ones.

38Karl Lachmann, “De Ordine narrationum im evangeliis synopticis,” TSK 8
(1835): 570-90; C. G. Wilke, Der Urevangelist oder exegetisch-kritische Untersuchungen
tiber das Verwandtschaftsverhéltniss der drei ersten Evangelien (1838); C. H. Weisse, Die
evangelische Geschichte kritisch und philosophisch bearbeitet (1838).

39H. J. Holtzmann, Die synoptische Evangelien: Ihr Ursprung und ihr geschichtlicher
Charakter (1863).

40B. H. Streeter, The Four Gospels: A Study of Origins (London: Macmillan, 1924).
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Figure 3
Streeter’s Four-Source Hypothesis
Rome Antioch
(65) Mark Q" (50)

Jerusalem Caesarea
(65) //M// //L// (60)
Y Y
Jerusalem, Caesarea
Antioch Matthew Luke (80—85)
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As noted above, however, this is no longer true. The two-source hypothe-
sis has been subjected over the last thirty years to serious criticism, most notably
by advocates of the two-gospel, or Griesbach proposal, but also by others, some
of whom maintain Markan priority while questioning the existence or nature of
Q. To the extent that these challenges have introduced some caution into what
was often an overly dogmatic and simplistic reconstruction of gospel origins,
they have had a salutary effect. The two-source theory has been appropriately
dethroned from the status of being an “assured result of scholarship.” Never-
theless, properly nuanced, it remains the best general explanation of the data.
In the sections that follow, we will examine the evidence for and against each of
the two sources of the two-source hypothesis.

Markan Priority. Until the nineteenth century, most Christians assumed that
Matthew was the first gospel to be written.#! This tradition, which became the
official position of the Roman Catholic Church, must be respected, particularly
since it appears to be bolstered by the second-century testimony of Papias, as
cited by Eusebius (see below). Nevertheless, it does not settle the issue. Many

#1See the surveys in Zahn 2.392-96 and William Farmer, Jesus and the Gospel
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 13-110.



AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

gave Matthew priority on the inadequate grounds that he was the only apostle
among the synoptic evangelists. Another equally strong tradition holds that
Mark wrote his gospel based on the preaching of Peter (see the introduction to
Mark), and this makes Markan dependence on Matthew difficult. Since Lukan
priority is rarely argued,*2 the main alternative to Matthean priority is Markan
priority. Why have so many scholars been convinced that Mark is the gospel
that lies at the basis of both Matthew and Luke? The following are the most
important arguments.*3

The brevity of Mark. Mark is considerably shorter than both Matthew and
Luke: 11,025 words as against 18,293 and 19,376, respectively. It is not Mark’s
relative brevity per se that provides evidence for Mark’s priority (it cannot be
demonstrated that the shorter is necessarily the earlier), but its brevity taken in
conjunction with its close relationship to Luke, and especially to Matthew. Over
97 percent of Mark’s words have a parallel in Matthew; over 88 percent in
Luke.# It therefore makes more sense to think that Matthew and Luke have
taken over much of Mark, expanding it with their own material, than that Mark
has abbreviated Matthew and/or Luke with the omission of so much material.
To be sure, it is possible to argue that Mark is a deliberate condensation of
Matthew and Luke—as proponents of the two-gospel theory maintain.*5 But it
would be a strange condensation that generally lengthens the narratives taken
from these other gospels while omitting things like the Sermon on the Mount,
the birth narratives, and the appearances of the risen Lord. Put simply, this
argument runs: “Given Mark, it is easy to see why Matthew was written; given
Matthew, it is hard to see why Mark was needed.” 6

The verbal agreements among the gospels. As we illustrated earlier, at many
places the three Synoptic Gospels manifest a remarkable degree of verbal par-
allelism. But careful study reveals that while all three accounts sometimes agree

42See, however, R. L. Lindsey, “A Modified Two-Document Theory of the Syn-
optic Dependence and Interdependence,” NovT 6 (1963): 239.

For further details and other arguments, see esp. Kiimmel, The New Testament,
56-63; Stein, Studying the Synoptic Gospels, 49—-96; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Priority
of Mark and the ‘Q’ Source in Luke,” in Jesus and Man’s Hope, ed. Donald G. Miller
(Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, 1970), 1:131-70; Scot McKnight,
“Source Criticism,” in Interpreting the New Testament, ed. David Black and David
Dockery (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2001), 74—105.

#The statistics are from Stein, Studying the Synoptic Gospels, 48, who is citing
Joseph B. Tyson and Thomas R. W. Longstaff, Synoptic Abstract, The Computer Bible
15 (Wooster, Ohio: College of Wooster, 1978), 169—71.

#E.g., David L. Dungan, “The Purpose and Provenance of the Gospel of Mark
According to the Two-Gospel (Owen-Griesbach) Hypothesis,” in New Synoptic Stud-
1es, 411-40.

46G. M. Styler, “The Priority of Mark,” in Moule, 231.
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(as in table 2), Matthew and Mark frequently agree, as do Mark and Luke, but
Matthew and Luke agree less often. As with the argument from order, this phe-
nomenon can be explained as long as Mark is the middle term of the three. It is
much more difficult to explain if Mark is not the first, however, because on any
other hypothesis, recourse must be had to the supposition of a deliberate and
unlikely method of composition.4” With the Augustinian hypothesis, we would
have to think that Luke almost always chose to use Mark’s wording rather than
Matthew’s; with the two-gospel hypothesis, we would have to assume that Mark
almost never introduced any wording of his own. While possible, both proce-
dures are less likely than the alternative. (The minor agreements between
Matthew and Luke are discussed below.)

The order of events. We noted above that a comparison of the order of events
in the Synoptic Gospels reveals a situation similar to what is observed about the
verbal agreements: Matthew and Luke do not agree against Mark. This phe-
nomenon was noted by Lachmann, who argued, furthermore, that this situa-
tion was best explained if Mark was the prior gospel. As with the verbal
agreements, the phenomenon of order can be explained by other hypotheses.
For example, Luke might have determined to follow Mark’s order when he
diverged from Matthew (on the Augustinian explanation), or Mark might have
decided never to deviate from Matthew and L.uke when they agreed. Again, the
virtue of Markan priority is that it provides a natural explanation for this phe-
nomenon rather than having to postulate an unlikely compositional procedure
on the part of one of the evangelists.

Mark’s awkward and more primitive style. It is generally agreed that Mark
has more grammatical irregularities and awkward constructions than do
Matthew and Luke. This, it is argued, favors Markan priority, because the nat-
ural tendency would have been for later authors to smooth out such irregulari-
ties (a similar criterion is used in textual criticism). Similarly, Mark preserves
more Aramaic expressions than does either Matthew or Luke in their parallels
with Mark. It is easier to see, it is argued, why Matthew and Luke would elim-
inate or translate Aramaic expressions that would be unintelligible to their
Greek-speaking readers than why Mark would have added such Aramaic
expressions without a basis in his sources.

Mark’s more primitive theology. Many scholars find many more theologi-
cally difficult statements in Mark than in Matthew and Luke, and this suggests
(again, paralleling textual-critical principles) that Mark is the earliest. An exam-
ple is Mark 6:5, where the evangelist claims that, because of the unbelief of the

47See, however, David ]. Neville (Mark’s Gospel: Prior or Posterior? A Reappraisal
of the Phenomenon of Order, JSN'TSup 222 [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002]),
who argues that the argument from order must be pursued with greater methodological
precision and that it does not necessarily favor the priority of Mark.
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people in Nazareth, Jesus “could notdo any miracles there.” In the parallel verse,
Matthew says that Jesus “did not do many miracles there” (13:58). It is argued
that it is more likely that Matthew has removed the potentially troublesome
implication that Jesus was incapable of working a miracle than that Mark has
added it. This argument has some weight, but it is not as decisive as the ones
above. Not only could one argue about which evangelist has the more difficult
statements, but one also must take into account the effect of each evangelist’s
compositional purposes and theology. This makes it much harder to be sure
about the direction of borrowing. The same objection applies to the related argu-
ment that redaction critics have found it more plausible to explain Matthew on
the basis of Mark than vice versa. At least in some pericopes, there would be
disagreement about this,*8 and the sparsity of redactional studies assuming
Matthean priority means that most of the data will be on one side in any case.

While not all of equal weight, these arguments taken together make a strong
case for thinking that Matthew and Luke have independently used Mark’s
gospel in writing their own.

“Q”. As we noted above, Schleiermacher was the first to posit the existence of
a collection of Jesus’ sayings as a source for the gospels. His suggestion was taken
up by Weisse as the second main source of the two-source hypothesis. Like
Schleiermacher, some critics think that Papias refers to this document in his
famous statement about the logia (see the discussion in the introduction to
Matthew), but this is doubtful. At some point toward the end of the nineteenth
century, the source became known as “Q”; just how and where is a matter of
debate.* Most proponents of Markan priority think that a sayings source such
as Q must have been used by both Matthew and Luke.

The reason for positing the existence of such a written collection of Jesus’
teaching is that there are approximately 250 verses common to Matthew and
Luke that are not found in Mark. Most, though not all of this material, consists
of teachings of Jesus. Many of these verses exhibit a degree of verbal parallelism
that favors the existence of a common written source in Greek (see the example
in table 3 above). The simplest explanation for this phenomenon would be depen-
dence of one gospel on the other. Against this, however, is the lack of agreement
between Matthew and Luke in their ordering of events and the general lack of
verbal agreements between them. These factors strongly suggest that Matthew
and Luke did not use one another; hence, the need to posit an additional source.
Considerable effort has been expended in seeking to reconstruct this hypotheti-

48See, e.g., David Wenham, “The Synoptic Problem Revisited: Some New Sug-
gestions About the Composition of Mark 4:1-34,” TynB 23 (1972): 3-38.

49The designation is often thought to be the first letter of the German word Quelle,
“source.” See the discussion in John J. Schmitt, “In Search of the Origin of the Siglum
Q,” JBL 100 (1981): 609—11.
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cal source,% and the degree of certainty with which the hypothesis is entertained
by some may be gauged from the fact that a book has even been written entitled
A Theology of Q.5! Others go so far as to claim that Q was the first “gospel” and
provides us with the earliest and most authentic picture of Jesus.52 But despite
these claims, there is considerable debate about Q, and we must consider below
some of the main arguments for and against the hypothesis.

In addition to the argument from verbal agreement in non-Markan mater-
1al, there are three main arguments for the existence of the QQ source.

The agreement in order. A number of scholars have discerned in the non-
Markan material common to Matthew and Luke (sometimes called the double
tradition) a similar order.53 Such a similar order would argue for a single writ-
ten source. But the agreement in order is not all that clear, and this argument
has limited force at best.5*

Doublets in Matthew and Luke. “Doublets” are accounts that appear more
than once in a single gospel. It is argued that these occur because the evangelist
in question is following Mark at one point and Q at the other. An example is
Luke 8:17 and 12:2, in both of which Jesus says “there is nothing hidden [con-
cealed] that will not be disclosed, and [or] nothing concealed [hidden] that will
not be known.” The first is paralleled only in Mark 4:22 and the second in
Matthew 10:26. The assumption is that Luke has taken the first from Mark and
the second from Q.35 Such doublets suggest the existence of a common source
in addition to Mark; they are insufficient to show, however, that Q must have
been a single written source.

Different placement of Q material. The non-Markan material shared by Luke
and Matthew is put in different contexts, Matthew grouping much of it in his five

50See esp. James M. Robinson, Paul Hoffmann, and John Kloppenborg, The Crit-
ical Edition of Q (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000). See also A. Polag, Fragmenta Q:
Texthelf zur Logienquelle, 2nd ed. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1982); Brown,
11819, provides a helpful outline.

S1Richard A. Edwards, A Theology of Q (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976).

52See, e.g., Burton L. Mack, The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Origins
(San Francisco: Harper, 1993).

53See, e.g., Kimmel, The New Testament, 65—66; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel
According to Luke [-1X, AB (Garden City: Doubleday, 1981), 76-81. See the discussion
of this matter, along with the issue of the relationship between the wording of Q and of
Matthew and Luke in, respectively, Michael Goulder, “Self-Contradiction in the IQP,”
JBL 118(1999): 506—17; Robert A. Derrenbacher Jr., and John S. Kloppenborg Verbin,
“Self-Contradiction in the IQP? A Reply to Michael Goulder,” JBL 120 (2001): 57-76;
Michael Goulder, “The Derrenbacher-Kloppenborg Defense,” JBL 121 (2002): 33—-36.

54Stein, Studying the Synoptic Gospels, 111.

55See, on this point, John C. Hawkins, Horae Synopticae (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1909), 80—107.
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great discourses, Luke generally leaving it scattered throughout the gospel (mainly
in 6:20-8:3 and 9:51-18:14). This phenomenon is easier to explain if both were
making independent use of a common source than if Luke was using Matthew.

These arguments have convinced most scholars that Matthew and Luke
have access to a common non-Markan tradition. Probably most of these think
that Q was a single written document.5¢ But other scholars disagree. They pre-
fer to think of Q as a series of written fragments or as a combination of written
and oral traditions.5” But other scholars are not convinced that we need to posit
the existence of any such tradition, arguing that it is far simpler to think that
Luke has used Matthew. Since Luke’s knowledge of Matthew would seriously
undermine the evidence for Markan priority, most of those who deny the exis-
tence of Q also deny Markan priority.8 But some maintain both Markan prior-
ity and the use of Matthew by Luke.5

The strongest argument in favor of Luke’s use of Matthew, and therefore
against the two-source theory as a whole, is the existence of what have been
called minor agreements between Matthew and Luke and against Mark. These
consist both of agreements in the order of particular verses or sayings, and of
wording.® How can these be explained if Luke and Matthew have not used one

56See, for instance, David Catchpole, The Quest for Q (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1993); C. M. Tuckett, Q and the History of Early Christianity (Peabody: Hendrickson,
1996).

57Maurice Casey, for instance, posits multiple written sources, many, at least, in
Aramaic (An Aramaic Approach to Q: Sources for the Gospels of Matthew and Luke,
SNTSMS 122 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002]). For a critical review,
see Peter M. Head and P. . Williams, “Q Review,” TynB 54 (2003): 131—-44.

58See esp. John Drury, Tradition and Design in Luke’s Gospel: A Study in Early
Christian Historiography (Atlanta: John Knox, 1976), 120—-73; Allan J. McNicol, David
L. Dungan, and David B. Peabody, Beyond the Q Impasse: Luke’s Use of Matthew (Val-
ley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1996).

%9See especially Mark Goodacre, The Case Against Q: Studies in Markan Priority
and the Synoptic Problem (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2002); idem, The
Synoptic Problem: A Way through the Maze (New York: Sheffield Academic Press,
2001). In response to Goodacre, see esp. Paul Foster, “Is It Possible to Dispense with
Q?” NovT45(2003): 313—-37. See also Michael D. Goulder, Luke: A New Paradigm, 2
vols.; JSNTSup 20 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989); Austin Farrer, “On Dispensing with
Q,” in Studies in the Gospels: Essays in Memory of R. H. Lightfoot, ed. D. E. Nineham
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1955), 55-88. A few scholars have even suggested that Matthew
might have depended on Luke: e.g., R. V. Huggins, “Matthean Posteriority: A Prelim-
inary Proposal,” NovT 34 (1992): 1-22; cf. also Martin Hengel, The Four Gospels and
the One Gospel of Jesus Christ (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2000), 169-207.

60The number of these agreements is debated; see the tabulation and discussion in
Franz Neirynck, The Minor Agreements of Matthew and Luke Against Mark, witha Cumu-
lative List, BETL 37 (Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1974); Georg Strecker, ed.,
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another? Whether we even attempt such an explanation will depend on how con-
vinced we are by the arguments above that Luke did not know Matthew. If we
concede the strength of these earlier arguments, then several such explanations
are possible: (1) overlap of Mark and QQ, with the agreement of Matthew and
Luke being the result of their common use of QQ; (2) coincidental redaction of
Mark in the same way; (3) textual corruption, based on the known tendency of
scribes to harmonize gospel accounts; and (4) common use of oral traditions that
may have overlapped with Mark.6!

These minor agreements demonstrate that the history of gospel origins was
probably more complex than any single-source hypothesis can explain.®? But
they do not overthrow the strength of the case in favor of the two-source hypoth-
esis. A source like QQ remains the best explanation for the agreements between
Matthew and Luke in non-Markan material. Almost certainly some, if not a
substantial portion, of Q was in written form. But we must probably allow for
more than one written source and for some mixture of oral traditions as well.63

Proto-Gospel Theories. Partly in order to fill in some of the gaps left with the
two-source hypothesis, partly because of early Christian testimony, and partly
because of internal indications, various scholars have posited the existence of an
earlier edition of each of the Synoptic Gospels. Lachmann, one of the first pro-
ponents of the two-source theory, worked from the assumption of an original
gospel, arguing that Mark was the closest to that original. Some modern schol-
ars, noting the problem of the minor agreements and some elements in Matthew
and Luke that are difficult to explain if these evangelists were using the canon-
ical Mark, have suggested that one or both may have used an earlier edition of
Mark.6* This hypothesis must remain doubtful. The minor agreements are not
all of the same kind; many cannot be explained by positing dependence on an
“Ur-Mark.”65 More basically, we must question the assumption that depen-
dence on a different source must be used to explain all the changes Matthew and
Luke have made in their Markan source. Source criticism takes too much on

Minor Agreements: Symposium Géttingen 1991 (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1993); Andreas Ennulat, Die “Minor Agreements”: Untersuchungen zu einer offenen Frage
des synoptischen Problems, WUNT 62 (Ttbingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1994).

61For these suggestions, see Streeter, Four Gospels, 293—331; Stein, Studying the
Synoptic Gospels, 123-27; F. Neirynck, “Synoptic Problem,” in IDBSup, 845.

02As R. E. Brown comments, “The process was probably more complex than the
most complex modern reconstruction” (115).

635ee Hengel, The Four Gospels, 169-86.

64E.g., Gunther Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth (London: Hodder & Stoughton,
1960), 217; Vincent Taylor makes such a suggestion, but very cautiously in The Gospel
According to St. Mark, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1966), 67-77.

65K immel, 62.
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itself when it presumes to explain every line in Matthew and Luke with refer-
ence to a written source. The influence of eyewitness accounts, various oral tra-
ditions, and the evangelists’ own theological purposes must be allowed. When
these factors are taken into account, the need for an Ur-Mark disappears.

Much more popular has been the thesis that Matthew wrote an earlier edi-
tion of his gospel. In this case, however, the motivation is only partly a more sat-
isfactory explanation of synoptic relations; more important is the apparent
reference to such an earlier edition in the second-century remark of Papias
(quoted by Eusebius, H.E. 3.39.16): “Matthew collected the oracles [t& Adyo. (ta
logia)] in the Hebrew language [ ‘EBpoidt Storéxte (Hebraidi dialekto)], and each
interpreted [purivevoev (hérméneusen)] them as best he could.”®6 If Papias is
referring to a gospel written in Aramaic or Hebrew, he must be referring to an
earlier Semitic edition of our Greek Matthew, since later church fathers appealed
to Papias to prove the priority of canonical Matthew. It has been popular, then,
to suppose that a Semitic Matthew was the first gospel written; that Peter, or
Peter and Mark together, used that edition in composing Greek Mark; and that
Greek Matthew then made use of Mark.¢” The stubborn tradition that Matthew
was first written in Aramaic or Hebrew, along with the widespread belief in the
early church that Matthew was the first gospel, renders the hypothesis of a
Semitic “first edition” of Matthew attractive.

Clearly, however, if such an edition existed, the canonical Matthew is not
simply a translation of this Semitic original. Matthew does not read like “trans-
lation Greek”; more important, Matthew has probably, as we have seen, used
Greek Mark in composing his gospel. And there are other problems for the sup-
position that Mark has used a Semitic-language Matthew. Strong early tradition
views Mark as composing his gospel on the basis of Peter’s preaching (see the
introduction to Mark’s gospel). But then it is hard to imagine how Mark could
also be using an earlier edition of Matthew. Moreover, Papias may not be refer-
ring to a gospel at all (see the discussion in the introduction to Matthew). All in
all, the hypothesis of an earlier, Semitic-language edition of Matthew cannot
certainly be either proven or disproven.

The evidence for a proto-Luke comes from within Luke itself and rests on
three considerations: (1) the greater amount of special material in Luke in com-
parison with Matthew and Mark; (2) Luke’s tendency to “go his own way,” even

66The translation is by Kirsopp Lake, from Eusebius: Ecclesiastical History, vol. 1,
LCL (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1926). See further discussion of this pas-
sage in chap. 3 below under “Author.”

67F.g., Zahn 2.601-17. Others who maintain the existence of an Aramaic or Hebrew
Matthew lying behind the Synoptic Gospels are Westcott, Introduction to the Study of
the Gospels, 188—89; Chapman, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 90-92; X. Léon-Dufour,
“Synoptic Problem,” 283-86; and J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976), 97.
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in material shared with Matthew and Mark (especially in the passion narrative);
and (3) the fact that Luke includes material from Mark in blocks rather than
scattered evenly throughout the gospel. These phenomena have suggested to
many scholars that Luke had composed a first edition of this gospel with the use
of Q and L (his special material) and then later integrated Mark into this initial
work.58 While the case remains unproven,° the hypothesis is an attractive one
(see discussion in chap. 5).

Conclusion. The two-source hypothesis provides the best overall explanation
for the relationships among the Synoptic Gospels, but two caveats must be intro-
duced in conclusion. First, the process through which the gospels came into
being was a complex one, so complex that nosource-critical hypothesis, however
detailed,” can hope to provide a complete explanation of the situation. Granted
that at least one of the evangelists was an eyewitness, that various oral and writ-
ten traditions unrecoverable to us were undoubtedly circulating, and that the
evangelists may even have talked together about their work, the “scissors-and-
paste” assumptions of some source critics are quite unfounded.”! Indeed, some
source critics assume processes of collection and editing quite unlike anything
we know of from the ancient world.”2 Recognizing this complexity, along with
the stubborn persistence of phenomena that the two-source hypothesis cannot
satisfactorily explain, we should treat this hypothesis more as a working theory
than as a conclusion set in concrete. Especially important is the need to be open
to the possibility that, in a given pericope, an explanation based on the two-
source hypothesis may not fit the data. For a given text, we thus may conclude
that Matthew is more primitive than Mark, or that Luke has followed a special
eyewitness source rather than Mark, or that Matthew has relied on his own
remembrance or written notes rather than on Q.

The Stage of Final Composition: Redaction Criticism

In our account of gospel origins thus far, we have paid but scant attention
to the evangelists themselves. We have looked at the earliest, mainly oral stage
of transmission, where the apostles and other unknown Christian preachers and
teachers preserved Jesus’ teachings and the stories about him. And we have

685ee esp. Streeter, Four Gospels, 199—221; Vincent Taylor, The Passion Narrative
of St. Luke: A Critical and Historical Investigation, ed. Owen E. Evans, SNTSMS 19
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972); Friedrich Rehkopf, Der lukanische
Sonderquelle, WUNT 5 (Tubingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1959).

09See Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 9091, for criticisms.

70See, e.g., the complicated source-critical proposal of L. Vaganay, Leproblémesyn-
optique: Une hypothése de travail (Paris: Desclée, 1954); note his summary on p. 444.

71Correctly emphasized by Robinson, Redating, 93-94.

72Sharon Lee Mattila, “A Question Too Often Neglected,” NTS41(1995): 199-217.
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examined the written sources, known and unknown, that the evangelists used in
composing their gospels. The evangelist Mark, we have argued, is the author of
one of those basic sources. But our interest in Mark from a source-critical stand-
point is not in his work as an author but in his gospel as a source for Matthew and
Luke. So in both form criticism and source criticism, interest in the evangelists
themselves recedes into the background. It is redaction criticism that brings the
evangelists back onto center stage.

Description. Redaction criticism seeks to describe the theological purposes of
the evangelists by analyzing the way they use their sources. Without denying
the need for form critics to study the oral traditions or for source critics to scru-
tinize written sources, redaction critics insist that the evangelists must be given
their rightful place as authors: people who, however dependent on sources and
traditions, have creatively and purposefully molded that tradition into a liter-
ary whole with a theology of its own. The evangelists have not simply collected
traditions and sources and pasted them together. They have added their own
modifications to those traditions, and in doing so, they have brought their own
particular emphases to the story of Jesus.”3 Redaction criticism is therefore one
method of gospel study, and it includes five basic elements.

1. Redaction criticism distinguishes between tradition and redaction. “Tra-
dition,” in this sense, is everything—{from long written sources to brief orally
transmitted stories and sayings—that the evangelist had before him as he wrote
his gospel. “Redaction” refers to the process of modifying that tradition as the
gospel was actually written. Because redaction criticism depends on our ability
to identify the traditions on which the evangelist worked (so we can know what
changes he made), it is accomplished most successfully on Matthew and Luke.
We can compare their final edition with two extensive sources they have used:
Mark and Q) (albeit, a Q reconstructed from Matthew and Luke). For the same
reason, redaction criticism of Mark is a much more difficult procedure, since we
do not possess any sources that he has used.”*

73Good descriptions of redaction criticism are found in Norman Perrin, What is
Redaction Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969); R. H. Stein, “What Is Redak-
tionsgeschichte?” JBL 88 (1969): 45-56; idem, Studying the Synoptic Gospels, 262—72;
Joachim Rohde, Rediscovering the Teaching of the Evangelists(London: SCM, 1968). R.
T. France provides an illuminating example of redaction criticism at work in his “Exe-
gesis in Practice: Two Samples,” in New Testament Interpretation: Essays on Principles
and Methods, ed. I. Howard Marshall (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 253—64.

74For the methodology of redaction criticism as applied to Mark, see E. J. Pryke,
Redactional Style in the Marcan Gospel: A Study of Syntax and Vocabulary as Guides to
Redaction in Mark, SNTSMS 33 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978);
Stein, Synoptic Problem, 251—63. Skeptical of the whole enterprise of redaction criticism
as applied to Mark is C. Clifton Black, The Disciples in Mark: Markan Redaction in Cur-
rent Debate, JSN'TSup 27 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989).
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2. The redactional, or editorial activity of the evangelists can be seen in sev-
eral areas:

The material they have chosen to include and exclude. For instance, it is gen-
erally agreed that the roughly parallel sermons recorded by Matthew in chap-
ters 5-7 and Luke in 6:20—-49 are taken from Q. Luke’s, however, is less than
one-third the length of Matthew’s, and it is evident that Luke has omitted
almost all reference to the Old Testament and the law (e.g., Matt. 5:17-19, and
the antitheses of Matt. 5:21—-48). This suggests that Matthew has a serious
interest in teaching the church in his day about Jesus’ relationship to the law,
while Luke does not.

The arrangement of the material. It can be seen from table 4 above that
Matthew differs from Mark and Luke in the placement of three significant mir-
acle stories: the stilling of the storm (8:18, 23—27), the healing of the Gerasene
demoniac(s) (8:28—34), and the intertwined accounts of the raising of Jairus’s
daughter and the healing of the woman with a flow of blood (9:18-26). Since
Mark is probably Matthew’s main source for these stories, it is evident that
Matthew has chosen to put them in a different order. When we find him doing
the same thing with other miracle stories that end up in Matthew 8-9, we are
justified in concluding that Matthew is deliberately arranging the material to
make a point about Jesus as miracle worker. Such rearrangement takes place
within pericopes also: Does the change in order of the temptations (Matt. 4:1—
11 = Luke 4:1-12) reveal different emphases of the respective evangelists?

The “seams” that the evangelist uses to stitch his tradition together. In order
to fashion a continuous narrative from diverse sources, an evangelist has to sup-
ply transitions. These transitions, or seams, often reveal important concerns of
the author. Matthew, for instance, alternates teaching and narrative in a very
effective manner, signaling the transition at the end of discourses with a repeated
formula: “when Jesus had finished saying these things” (7:28; 19:1; see also 11:1;
13:53; 26:1).

Additions to the material. In Luke’s account of Jesus’ healing ministry and
call of the Twelve (6:12—19), which appears to depend on Mark 3:7-18, he men-
tions the fact, not found in Mark, that ““Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray,
and spent the night praying to God” (Luke 6:12). Here, perhaps, we find evi-
dence of a Lukan concern.

Omission of material. Where the redaction critic can be pretty sure that an
evangelist has had access to a tradition that he does not include, it is important
to ask whether the omission serves a theological interest. For instance, it is fre-
quently argued that Luke has omitted the reference to Jesus “coming on the
clouds of heaven” (found in both Mark and Matthew) in his reply to the high
priest (22:69) because he wants to avoid the idea of an imminent parousia.

Change of wording. In a well-known beatitude, Jesus, according to Matthew,
pronounces a blessing on “the poor in spirit” (5:3); according to Luke, on the
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“poor” (6:20). The redaction critic would note this difference as perhaps indi-
cating Luke’s relatively greater interest in socioeconomic issues.

3. Redaction critics look for patterns in these kinds of changes within a
gospel. Where such a pattern emerges, we may conclude that we are dealing with
a theological concern of the author. For instance, the addition of reference to
Jesus praying (noted above) is of a piece with similar additions about prayer that
Luke makes throughout his gospel. Prayer, we can surmise, was a theological
concern of Luke. Following this procedure, a general picture of the theological
stance of a particular gospel is eventually built up.

4. On the basis of this general theological picture, the redaction critic then
seeks to establish a setting for the production of the gospel. Luke’s alleged omis-
sion of references to an imminent parousia, for instance, is said to show that he
was writing in a setting where the delay of the parousia had become a problem.
To “the setting in the life of Jesus” and “the setting in the life of the church”
(the form-critical concern) is added “the setting in the life of the evangelist and
his community.”

5. Some include within redaction criticism not only the study of the evan-
gelists’ modification of tradition but the literary and theological characteristics
of the gospels, however discerned—that is, what is sometimes called composi-
tion criticism. To some extent, this is a fruitless semantic quarrel, but it is per-
haps better to maintain the narrower definition of redaction criticism so as to
differentiate it from the composition criticism that good exegetes have always
done.

Origins. William Wrede, though not a redaction critic in the sense defined
above, was something of a precursor of the emphasis typical of redaction criti-
cism. Wrede wrote at a time when the “Markan hypothesis” reigned in scholarly
study of the gospels. This hypothesis was so named, not just because it main-
tained Markan priority, but because it also claimed that Mark gave a generally
untheological, historically reliable portrait of Jesus. Wrede destroyed this
assumption by demonstrating that Mark was as thoroughly theological as the
other gospels. Specifically, Wrede argued that Mark had added the many refer-
ences where Jesus urged silence about his messiahship. This “messianic secret”
was designed to explain how it came about that so few people recognized Jesus
to be the Messiah during his lifetime.’s While Wrede's specific thesis is now
generally discredited, his contention that Mark is as much theologian as histo-
rian (or theologian instead of historian) has been widely accepted.

The implications of Wrede’s understanding of the evangelists as creative
theologians were not immediately appropriated. Redaction criticism as an iden-
tifiable discipline did not develop until the 1950s. Three German critics were

75William Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien (Géttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1901 [ET The Messianic Secret in Mark]).
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the pioneers in the field.”6 Gtnther Bornkamm’s essay on the stilling of the
storm, in which he sought to uncover Matthew’s theological point by compar-
ing his account with Mark’s, was the earliest redaction-critical work.”” More sig-
nificant were two monographs that appeared later in the decade. Hans
Conzelmann, in The Theology of St. Luke, 78 analyzed the theological standpoint
of Luke, arguing that the evangelist imposed a threefold periodization of salva-
tion history on the gospel material: the time of Israel, the time of Jesus, and the
time of the church. In doing so, according to Conzelmann, Luke provided a
basis for a continuing role of the Christian community in history, thereby defus-
ing early Christian disappointment about the delay of the parousia, namely, the
failure of Jesus to return as soon as expected. Willi Marxsen did for Mark what
Conzelmann did for Luke. Mark, according to Marxsen, was also motivated by
concern about the parousia, but Mark believed that the parousia was imminent
and wrote his gospel with the overarching purpose of gathering together Chris-
tians in Galilee to await the Lord.”

It would be impossible to select even the most outstanding redaction-crit-
ical works since these initial studies. The conclusions reached by Bornkamm,
Marxsen, and Conzelmann are not widely held anymore, but the methodology
they pioneered has won a secure place in the field of gospel studies.8? Countless
monographs, dissertations, and articles using redaction criticism analyze themes
within a gospel or the gospel as a whole, or they compare and contrast the

76R. H. Lightfoot’s 1934 Bampton Lectures, published as History and Interpreta-
tion in the Gospels (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1935), anticipate many of the
emphases of redaction criticism, as do Ned B. Stonehouse’s The Witness of Matthew and
Mark to Christ (1944) and The Witness of Luke to Christ (1951) (the two can be found
in a one-volume edition from Baker Book House [1979]). On Stonehouse’s work, see
Moisés Silva, “Ned B. Stonehouse and Redaction Criticism. Part I: The Witness of the
Synoptic Evangelists to Christ; Part IT: The Historicity of the Synoptic Tradition,” WT]J
40 (1977-78): 77-88, 281-303.

771t can be found in English translation in G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, and H. J. Held,
Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974).

78Hans Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke (New York: Harper & Row, 1960).
The German original, more revealingly titled Die Mitte der Zeit (“The Center of
Time”), was published in 1954.

79Willi Marxsen, Mark the Evangelist: Studies on the Redaction History of the Gospel
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1969); the German original appeared in 1956.

80Note particularly three monographs from conservative scholars that employ
redaction-critical methods and that dissent from the conclusions of Marxsen, Conzel-
mann, and Bornkamm: Ralph Martin, Mark: Evangelist and Theologian (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1972); I. Howard Marshall, Luke: Historian and Theologian, new, enlarged
ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989); R. T. France, Matthew: Evangelist and Theolo-
gian (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989). See also Grant R. Osborne, “History and The-
ology in the Synoptic Gospels,” Trinf 24 (2003): 5-22.
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contribution of two or more evangelists to a theme. Hardly any serious study of
the gospels proceeds without considerable utilization of redaction criticism. This
is not to say that redaction criticism has ousted form criticism or source criti-
cism; contemporary scholars employ all three together as they seek to under-
stand the final product, the gospels (the redactional stage), in terms of the raw
material that has gone into them (the stage of tradition).

Evaluation. Popularity does not make anything right. As with any other
method, we must take a critical look at redaction criticism before we endorse it
as a method of gospel study. We begin with five criticisms of the discipline. !

1. Redaction criticism depends for its validity on our ability to distinguish
tradition and redaction. We must have a rather clear idea about the sources that
a given evangelist has used before we can begin speaking about his modifica-
tions to those sources. Almost all redaction critics have assumed the validity of
the two-source hypothesis in their research—that is, that Matthew and Luke
both used Mark and another source, QQ, in writing their gospels. Those who
question the accuracy of that hypothesis will also, of course, have to establish a
different basis on which to do redaction criticism. Advocates of the two-gospel
hypothesis, for instance, will have to speak about Mark’s modifications of
Matthew and Luke rather than Matthew’s modifications of Mark, and they will
be able to do redaction criticism of Matthew only with great difficulty. But even
if we assume the general reliability of the two-source hypothesis, our difficulties
for redaction criticism are not eliminated.

First, as we have argued, in some places the direction of dependence hypoth-
esized with the two-source theory may be reversed. Some places in Mark, let us
say, may depend on a version of a story that found its way eventually almost
intact into Matthew’s gospel. In such a situation we would have to speak of
Mark’s changes of “Matthew” rather than Matthew’s changes of Mark. Second,
Matthew or Luke may sometimes depend on a version of a story independent of,
but parallel to, Mark. Again, then, what a redaction critic would label
“Matthean redaction” (of Mark) may be a tradition that Matthew is simply
passing on. Third, since we do not possess a copy of QQ, arguments about
whether Matthew or Luke has redacted Q are necessarily uncertain. Scholars
generally think that they can identify, by various factors, what the original of Q
probably was, and they base their redactional judgments on that supposition.
But the process is necessarily subjective and leaves room for much disagreement.
For instance, with respect to the difference between “poor” (Luke) and “poor
in spirit” (Matthew) already mentioned, can we be sure that Luke has social-

81For more detail on these points and others, see D. A. Carson, “Redaction Criti-
cism: On the Legitimacy and Illegitimacy of a Literary Tool,” in Scripture and Truth,
ed. D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 11942,
376-81.
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ized QQ, rather than Matthew spiritualizing it? In this case, perhaps we can sus-
pect that Luke is the one responsible, since his change conforms to an obvious
emphasis in his gospel. But the decision is often much more difficult and is
fraught with possibilities for error. All this goes to say that redaction critics often
need to be much more cautious about claiming that an evangelist has changed
his source. We may not be able to identify redactional elements as often as, or as
certainly as, we might like.82

2. Redaction critics too often assume that all the changes an evangelist
makes to his tradition are theologically motivated. Many no doubt are; but many
others, and particularly minor changes affecting one or two words, are stylistic
in nature. In other cases, even major additions may be due not to theological
concerns but to historical interest. We cannot omit simple historical purposes
from the intentions of the evangelists.83

3. Redaction critics have sometimes equated “redactional emphases” with
the evangelist’s theology. What is determined to be redaction shows us what is
distinct about a particular gospel in comparison with the others or with its
sources. We may often legitimately conclude that what is redactional, since it is
what an evangelist has deliberately changed, is particularly significant to that
evangelist. But it 1s certainly not the whole of, or perhaps even representative
of, his theology. To assume so would be to assume that the tradition an evange-
list takes over is not of interest to him or part of his theology. This is manifestly
absurd. It would be as if, in comparing the writings of Calvin and Beza, the the-
ologies of each of these men were determined only on the basis of what was
unique in each one. The common emphases of Matthew, Mark, and Luke far
outweigh their distinctives, and a holistic picture of what each teaches must take
both into account.

4. The identification of the setting of a particular gospel on the basis of the
author’s theology is often far more specific than the data allow. That the addi-
tions of Matthew to both Mark and QQ involving the Mosaic law and Old Testa-
ment quotations demonstrate that Matthew was writing in a setting and to an
audience that needed teaching on this matter is evident. And that the tenor of
these additions may even allow us to make some guesses about the particular
problems of the community in which Matthew was writing is also clear. But the
details of setting that some redaction critics hypothesize are often castles built
on sand. They usually depend on only part of the evidence (hence, different

82The difficulty of isolating “redaction” has led some to suggest a more cautious
approach that focuses on thematic studies within a gospel (e.g., “‘composition criticism”);
see Randall K. T. Tan, “Recent Developments in Redaction Criticism: From Investi-
gation of Textual Prehistory Back to Historical-Grammatical Exegesis?” JETS 44
(2001): 599 614.

83See Graham N. Stanton, Jesus of Nazareth in New Testament Preaching, SNTSMS
27 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974).
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critics working on the same gospel come up with conflicting settings) and draw
conclusions far more specific than the evidence allows. Even the tendency of
redaction critics to draw inferences about the nature of the communities to which
the evangelists were writing may have to be given up if the argument of Richard
Bauckham—that the gospels were written to the general Christian public and
not to specific communities—is accepted.*

5. Redaction criticism is often pursued in such a way that the historical
trustworthiness of the gospel material is called into question. It is not so much
that redaction criticism seeks to prove the unhistorical nature of the changes
introduced by the evangelists. Rather, many redaction critics assume that the
evangelists would have little concern about it. Thus, as Marxsen puts it, “Within
this approach, the question as to what really happened is excluded from the out-
set.”’85 In this sense, redaction criticism is a true descendent of radical form crit-
icism. Mark, Matthew, and Luke, according to many redaction critics, had no
more interest in historical accuracy than did the early Christian community as
reconstructed by Bultmann and Dibelius. So typical is the antihistorical bias of
many of the best-known redaction critics that redaction criticism, like form crit-
icism, has earned for itself the reputation of being a method that attacks the his-
torical reliability of the gospels.

But it is unfair to generalize from the way many pursue redaction criticism
to the method itself. Nothing about redaction criticism per se is antihistorical.
Indeed, as we will argue below, redaction criticism has some very positive con-
tributions to make to our interpretation of the Synoptic Gospels. Why, then, do
so many redaction critics come to conclusions that question the historical cred-
ibility of the gospels?

One major reason is an assumption among many redaction critics that an
evangelist cannot be both theologically motivated and historically accurate. We
are often presented, explicitly or implicitly, with the choice between history and
theology. Yet there is no reason why an evangelist cannot have both concerns.
That Matthew, Mark, and Luke have redacted the gospel traditions that came
to them is beyond doubt. And for some redaction critics, it appears, this is
enough to justify the conclusion that, in tampering with the tradition, the evan-
gelists have tampered with history. But this is not necessary. Rearranging,
adding, omitting, and rewording need not detract from the historicity of the
event or teaching concerned. For instance, newspapers will frequently rewrite
for their own readers news-service reports that they receive, but their rewrites

84Richard Bauckham, “For Whom were the Gospels Written?” in The Gospels for
All Christians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 9—48. See also Hengel, The Four
Gospels, 106—11. For criticism of Bauckham’s hypothesis, see Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8:
A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 27 (New York: Doubleday,
2000), 25-27.

85Marxsen, Mark the Evangelist, 23.
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need not affect the accuracy of the report. Major speeches will sometimes be
summarized in a few words, or excerpts will be taken from them. In doing so,
different newspapers may focus on different emphases in the same speech. We
do not accuse these newspapers of inaccuracy in doing this, nor should we accuse
the evangelists of historical inaccuracies if they summarize, excerpt, or reword
Jesus’ own sayings. That they have done so seems clear, as a comparison among
the evangelists at almost any page in a synopsis shows. But their failure to pre-
serve the ipsissima verba Jesu (the authentic words of Jesus) does not mean that
they have tampered with the ipsissima vox Jesu (the authentic voice of Jesus). As
long as the evangelists’ redactional modifications are consistent with what actu-
ally happened or with what Jesus actually said—even if they select, summarize,
and reword—historical integrity is maintained.86

The question, then, boils down to the intentions of the evangelists as these
can be determined from their express statements and their actual redactional
work. Did they intend to write their gospels with a concern for historical accu-
racy? Or did they theologize the message of Jesus with little interest in whether
it really happened that way or not? Redaction criticism, in itself, cannot answer
these questions. And redaction critics themselves come to radically different
conclusions about this matter. Some are convinced that a careful study of the
modifications introduced by the evangelists shows no tampering with historic-
ity. They separate redaction from tradition in order to understand the message
of the gospels better, without supposing that the redaction has any less histori-
cal foundation than the tradition.87 Thus, for instance, they may conclude that
Luke has redacted Jesus’ beatitude “Blessed are the poor” to include an eco-
nomic focus by pairing it with his “Woe to you rich,” while Matthew has
redacted the same saying as “Blessed are the poor in spirit” to emphasize the
spiritual dimension. But as long as Jesus intended both—and it is quite likely
that he did, given the Old Testament concept of “poor”—then it would be
unfair to accuse either evangelist of an unhistorical tampering with the words
of Jesus. Many instances are of course more difficult, and only a text-by-text
scrutiny of the data is finally adequate to demonstrate the case one way or the
other. Our point here is simply that redaction criticism need not be destructive
to the historical accuracy of the gospels and that redaction critics who assume
that the evangelists had no concern for history in their redactional activity have
not proven their point.

86The issue raised in this paragraph is very broad and important. For these points and
others, see esp. R. T France, “The Authenticity of the Sayings of Jesus,” in History, Crit-
icism, and Faith, ed. Colin Brown (Downers Grove: IVP, 1976), 101-41; Craig Blomberg,
The Historical Reliability of the Gospels(Downers Grove: IVP, 1987), esp. 3543, 113-52;
I. Howard Marshall, I Believe in the Historical Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977).

87See, e.g., Grant R. Osborne, “The Evangelical and Redaction Criticism: Critique
and Methodology,” JETS 22 (1979): 305-22.



‘ 112

AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

The problems of redaction criticism, then, are problems of exaggerated
claims, false assumptions, and inappropriate applications. Pursued properly,
redaction criticism offers the promise of real help in interpreting the gospels.
Specifically, the discipline of redaction criticism has several positive elements.

1. By focusing on the final, authorial stage in the production of the gospels,
it offers immediate help to the interpreter and theologian. In this respect it con-
trasts favorably with both form and source criticism, which, in their concern
with the prehistory of the gospel tradition, are important for the historian of
early Christianity but of only minimal help to the interpreter. Redaction criti-
cism looks at the level that deserves most of our attention: the final literary prod-
uct, the gospel.

2. Redaction criticism reminds us that the evangelists wrote with more than
(though not less than) historical interest. They were preachers and teachers, con-
cerned to apply the truths of Jesus’ life and teaching to specific communities in
their own day. This theological purpose of the evangelists has sometimes been
missed, with a consequent loss of appreciation for the significance and applica-
tion of the history that the evangelists narrate.

3. Redaction criticism recognizes, and increases our appreciation of, the
multiplicity of the gospels. The story of Jesus has come to us, not in one super-
gospel, but in four gospels, each with its own distinct and important contribu-
tion to make to our understanding of Jesus. While creating occasional problems
at the historical level, this fourfold gospel should be appreciated for the richness
of perspective it brings. “Jesus is such a gigantic figure that we need all four por-
traits to discern him, 88 and redaction criticism helps us to appreciate the artistry
and meaning of each of those portraits.

THE GOSPELS AS WORKS OF LITERATURE

We have sketched the process by which the gospels have come into being. We
now turn our attention to the final products, considered on their own as works
of literature. Two matters call for specific consideration: the question of the
gospel genre, and the new literary criticism.

The Genre of the Gospels

Nowhere in the New Testament is any of the four accounts of Jesus’ min-
istry called a gospel (edoyyéhov [euangelion]; on Mark 1:1, see the introduction
to Mark). “Gospel” and the cognate verb “preach the gospel” (evoyyerilouon
[euangelizomail) are used in the New Testament, and especially frequently in
Paul, to denote the message of God’s saving act in his Son (e.g., in Mark 1:14—

88_eon Morris, Studies in the Fourth Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 107.
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15; Rom. 1:16; 1 Cor. 15:1; Gal. 1:6-7).89 Probably at some time toward the end
of the first century or early in the second, titles were added to the church’s
authoritative accounts of Jesus’ ministry. Certainly this was when “gospel” was
first used to denote a work of literature.9° These titles preserve the stress on the
singleness of the gospel by the way they are phrased: not “the gospel by Mark,”
but “the [one] gospel, according to [the version of] Mark” (and Matthew and
Luke and John). Justin, in the middle of the second century, is the first author
to use the word gospel of the canonical accounts of Jesus’ ministry (Apol. 1.66;
Dial. 10.2). It was probably Mark’s use of the word in prominent places in his
gospel (e.g., 1:1, 14) that led to its use as a literary designation.®! No books before
our gospels had ever been given this designation. What implications does this
hold for the literary genre of the gospels?

The question is an important one for the reader of the gospels because accu-
rate interpretation depends to some extent on accurate decisions about genre.
The phrase “red rose” will signify something quite different in a botanical trea-
tise than it does in Robert Burns’s line “O, my luve is like a red, red rose.” Sim-
ilarly, Jesus’ walking on the water will mean one thing for the reader who takes
the gospels to be straightforward history and a very different thing for the reader
who is convinced that he or she is reading a myth or a midrash.

Modern study of the genre of the gospels began with K. L. Schmidt’s deci-
sion to classify them as “popular literature” (Kleinliteratur) rather than “literary
works” (Hochliteratur).92 As popular literature, they could be expected to fol-
low the rules of transmission typical of such literature—an important point for
Schmidt, who was one of the pioneers of form criticism. This classification also
meant that the gospels were to be viewed as distinct from the more literary
biographies of various types prevalent in the ancient Greco-Roman world. From
a slightly different perspective, C. H. Dodd viewed the gospels (and especially
Mark) as mirroring the early Christian preaching (kerygma) about Christ. As
expansions of this kerygma, the gospels were viewed more as the last stage in a

89The New Testament use of evoryyeMov (euangelion, “gospel”) and evaryyeAlopon
(euangelizomai, “to preach good news”) is taken from the Old Testament. These Greek
words translate Hebrew words (from the root 73, “bear good tidings”]) that refer to
the deliverance that God has promised his people (see esp. Isa. 40:9; 42:7; 52:7; 61:1;
Ps. 95:1).

90See, e.g., G. Friedrich, “eboryyéhov,” in TDNT 2.721-35.

91E.g., Martin Hengel, “The Titles of the Gospels and the Gospel of Mark,” in
Studies in the Gospel of Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 64—84.

92K. L. Schmidt, “Die Stellung der Evangelien in der allgemeinen Liter-
aturgeschichte,” in EYXAPIETHPION: Studien zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und
Neuen Testaments, Fs. Hermann Gunkel, ed. K. L. Schmidt, FRLANT 19.2 (Géttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1923), 59-60.
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continuous oral tradition than as self-conscious literary creations.3 These
approaches to the gospels led to the view that they could be fitted into no ancient
literary genre but were unique. Without necessarily subscribing to either
Schmidt’s or Dodd’s view of gospel origins, many (perhaps even a majority of)
contemporary scholars think that the gospels do not fit into any established lit-
erary category.%

But others are convinced that, while possessing some unique features, the
gospels share enough features with other works of the ancient world to be placed
in the genre of these works. A number of specific genre identifications have been
proposed, from Greek aretalogy (stories of the miraculous deeds of a godlike
hero) to Jewish midrash. But the most popular suggestion, as well as the most
defensible, is that the gospels are biographies. True, they are quite different from
the standard modern biography: they lack accounts of Jesus’ childhood devel-
opment and education, his character and motivations, and chronological preci-
sion. But ancient Greco-Roman biographies did not always contain such
features either. Indeed, the genre of biography was a very broad one in antiq-
uity, encompassing works of considerable diversity. It was certainly broad
enough, it is argued, to include the Synoptic Gospels.9

Our decision about how to classify the gospels will depend considerably on
how much flexibility we give to the concept of genre. Most modern literary crit-
ics emphasize that genre does not impose a rigid set of requirements but creates

93See Robert Guelich, “The Gospel Genre,” in Das Evangelium und die Evangelien,
ed. Peter Stuhlmacher (Ttbingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1983), 183-219.

94See, e.g., Kimmel, 37; Guthrie, 16—19; Martin, 1:20; Robert H. Gundry, “Recent
Investigations into the Literary Genre ‘Gospel,”” in New Dimensions in New Testament
Study, ed. Richard N. Longenecker and Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1974),101-13.

95The most thorough defense is R. A. Burridge, What are the Gospels? A Compar-
ison with Greco-Roman Biography, SNTSMS 70 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992). See also C. W. Votaw, “The Gospels and Contemporary Biographies,”
AJT19 (1915): 45-71; Charles H. Talbert, What Is a Gospel? The Genre of the Canon-
ical Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977); Philip L. Shuler, A Genre for the
Gospels: The Biographical Character of Matthew (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982);
Detlev Dormeyer and Hubert Frankemolle, “Evangelium als literarische Gattung und
als theologisches Begriff: Tendenzen und Aufgaben der Evangelienforschung im 20.
Jahrhundert, mit einer Untersuchung des Markusevangeliums in seinem Verhaltnis zur
antiken Biographie,” in ANRW 25.2, pp.1545-81; Albrecht Dihle, “Die Evangelien
und die griechische Biographie,” in Das Evangelium und die Evangelien, 383—411; David
E. Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment, LEC 8 (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1987), 17—76; Graham N. Stanton, The Gospels and Jesus, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002), 1418 (a change from the earlier edition, in which the
uniqueness of the gospel genre was emphasized).
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the presumption of “a flexible set of expectations.”?¢ Moreover, they argue that
there can really be no such thing as a “unique” book. To be understood at all, a
book would have to conform to certain generic conventions. We should proba-
bly, therefore, place the gospels into the category of the ancient Greco-Roman
bios, the biography. Even the Gospel of Luke, which might be classified as his-
toriography because of its ties to the Acts of the Apostles, can be accomodated
within the boundaries of the ancient biography.

But we should at the same time recognize the genuinely unique features of
the gospels. Unlike most other ancient biographies, the gospels are anonymous;
they lack the literary pretensions characteristic of most biographies; and, most
of all, they combine teaching and action in a preaching-oriented work that stands
apart from anything else in the ancient world.%7 This latter point is especially
important in view of the tendency among some scholars to expand the concept
of “gospel” to include such documents as Q, The Gospel of Thomas, and The
Gospel of Truth.%8 As Philip Jenkins has shown, this tendency owes more to con-
temporary ideological trends than it does to serious scholarship.?? In any case,
these documents lack the narrative and kerygmatic mixture that seems to be
intrinsic to the canonical gospel genre.

Literary Criticism

Description. We are using “Literary Criticism” as a catchall designation for
contemporary approaches to the gospels that focus on careful study of the way
the gospels function as pieces of literature. Of course, both scholars and lay-
people have pursued this kind of study of the gospels for centuries. But what
distinguishes modern literary criticism is a self-conscious turn from the pre-
occupation with the prehistory of the gospels that dominated gospel studies
from 1800—-1970 to a concentration on the text “as it is.” Investigations of the
prehistory of the Synoptic Gospels such as dominate form and source criticism,
it is claimed, have resulted in a “critical distancing of the text” that “has
transformed biblical writings into museum pieces without contemporary

96Burridge, What are the Gospels? 62.

97Patricia Cox makes the important point that ancient biographies recounted the
“deeds” (mpa&eig [praxeis]) of its subject only as a means of illuminating his or her
“essence,” or “manner of life” (€00¢ [ethos]) (Biography in Late Antiquity [Berkeley:
University of California, 1983], 65). This does not match the intention of the evange-
lists.

983ee, e.g., Helmut Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels: Their History and Develop-
ment (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1990), 1-48. And note the title of the
important study of Q by John Kloppenborg: Excavating Q: The History and Setting of
the Sayings Gospel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000).

99Philip Jenkins, Hidden Gospels: How the Search for Jesus Lost its Way (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001).
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relevance.”190 Evyen redaction criticism falls under criticism, because it is built
on traditions analysis and tends to be preoccupied with distilling theology from
the narrative. Thus, many gospel scholars no longer bother themselves with
the question of sources and forms, or even of author and circumstance of writ-
ing. They simply want to discover how the gospels function as autonomous lit-
erary texts. Applying insights from the wider world of literary studies, these
scholars analyze the narratives of the gospels, seeking to discover how the plot
unfolds and how the characters develop. The real meaning of the narrative,
indeed, is often seen to lie behind the words of the text, in the “deep structures”
that the narrative reveals. “Structuralism,” appropriately, is the name given to
the specific methodology that seeks to discover and classify these basic com-
ponents of human thought and expression.!%! Various other related methods
and viewpoints, such as deconstruction, rhetorical criticism, discourse analy-
sis, social-science criticism, and ideological criticism are often added to the
mix.102

It should be emphasized that specific approaches within this very broad
movement vary widely. As we suggest above, many literary critics are clearly
working from a radical postmodern agenda, questioning our ability to discover
the “original” meaning of the text and the utility of doing so even if we could.
For such critics, the text takes on a life of its own. The meaning it conveys is not
tied to its historical origin—whether we think of that origin as located in a com-
munity or an author—but to the way it functions as it is read by the modern
interpreter. For many literary critics, then, we cannot speak of a true or false
meaning of any given gospel text or of the gospel as a whole but only of mymean-
ing and your meaning. Meaning is located, not in an author’s intention, but in
the encounter of text and reader. Literary critics studying the gospels in this way

10Edgar V. McKnight, Post-Modern Use of the Bible: The Emergence of Reader-
Oriented Criticism (Nashville: Abingdon, 1988), 14.

101A fine brief survey of the movement generally, with competent critique, is Trem-
per Longman 111, Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zon-
dervan, 1987). Some important studies that consider various approaches within this
general movement are Norman R. Peterson, Literary Criticism for New Testament Crit-
ics (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978); Edgar V. McKnight, Meaning in Texts
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974); idem, Post-Modern Use of the Bible; Daniel Patte,
What Is Structural Exegesis? (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976); idem, Structural Exe-
gesis for New Testament Critics (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1990); Robert W. Funk,
The Poetics of Biblical Narrative (Sonoma: Polebridge, 1989); S. D. Moore, Poststruc-
turalism and the New Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994). See also Jack Dean
Kingsbury, Matthew as Story (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986).

102An excellent sample of these various approaches, applied to the Gospel of Mark,
is found in Mark and Method: New Approaches in Biblical Studies, ed. Janice Capel
Anderson and Stephen D. Moore (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).
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mirror the movement in interpretation theory generally from an author-based
hermeneutic to a text- or reader-based hermeneutic.

But not all literary critics have turned their backs entirely on author and his-
tory. Many use modern literary methods as a basic tool to uncover the meaning
intended by the authors of the gospels. They share with the more radical liter-
ary critics a conviction that tradition criticism is of minimal help in illuminat-
ing the meaning of the text. But they view various forms of literary criticism as
tools to illuminate the meaning that the evangelists intended their texts to have.

Evaluation. Literary criticism is rooted in a valid concern: study of the gospels
has too often focused on the history of the tradition behind them to the extent
that the gospels themselves become lost to sight. Focus on the text as we now
have it is a welcome corrective to this tendency. Literary critics have also shed
new light on the way different parts of the gospels function within the larger lit-
erary unit. And exegetes can profit from the taxonomies of narrative structures
that literary critics use in their interpretations. But we must also point out some
severe problems with the way many literary critics pursue their discipline.

First, there exists among many literary critics a reaction not only against
excessive historical analysis but against history itself. It appears that literary
criticism has sought to turn the problem of historical skepticism and uncertainty
into a virtue. True, they say, we can know little for certain about Jesus, but by
insisting that the truth of the gospels lies within their own “narrative world,”
the literary critic can ignore the problem. Yet the problem will not go away so
easily, for the evangelists are demonstrably referring to events in the real world.
The failure of literary criticism to deal with this means that it can never get to the
real heart of the gospels.103

Second, the casting of the text loose from the author means—as many lit-
erary critics teach—that there can be no such thing as a correct meaning of the
text. But the evangelists were individuals writing in specific circumstances and
to specific audiences; this historical setting, not the individual reader, must set
the context for interpretation.!04

Third, the general tendency to derive categories of interpretation from mod-
ern literature, such as the novel, is a questionable procedure. Quite apart from
the issue of the validity of modern theories of novel interpretation (and there is
reason for skepticism), it is doubtful whether the gospels should be compared to
the modern novel.

Fourth, there are questions about the structuralism used in much literary
criticism. These questions have to do with both the existence of the alleged deep

1033¢e, for this point, Kevin Vanhoozer, “A Lamp in the Labyrinth: The
Hermeneutics of ‘Aesthetic’ Theology,” Trin/8 (1987): 25-56.

104See, e.g., E. D. Hirsch Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1967).
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structures as well as their usefulness for interpretation. Are we attributing to
ancient writers modern structures of thinking and writing? Must all writing fall
into such structures? These questions do not apply to all forms of structuralism,
but they should make us very cautious about the usefulness of some of the more
popular and far-reaching wings of the movement.

Again, we want to emphasize that these criticisms apply only to certain
kinds of literary criticism. As we mentioned above, many scholars pursue their
literary studies of the gospels in combination with careful historical and philo-
logical study and with the aim of illuminating more clearly their original mean-
ing. Such a melding of traditional exegesis and literary criticism holds great
promise in discerning the message of the narratives through which God has cho-
sen to communicate to us his good news.

JESUS AND THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS

The two previous questions we have examined—How did the gospels come into
being? How are they to be understood as literary works?—are important in their
own right, but they become especially significant when we understand their
ramifications for the historical issue. Do the gospels tell us a great deal about
the early church but almost nothing about Jesus (Bultmann)? Do they tell us
mainly about different forms of early Christianity, with Jesus but a shadowy and
uncertain figure at its inception (some redaction critics)? Do they introduce us
into a narrative world in which Jesus becomes little more than a protagonist in
a story (some literary critics)? What do the gospels tell us of Jesus? This is a fun-
damental question for New Testament studies, and here we answer it only
briefly by surveying some of the main approaches and indicating briefly our
own position.

The Question of the “Historical” Jesus

Christians before the eighteenth century entertained few doubts that the
gospels were to be read as historically reliable accounts of the life of Jesus. The
main problem to be faced was that of harmonization: explaining how the four
gospels could be combined together to produce a smooth and coherent account
of Jesus’ life. Such attempts date from the earliest days of the church (e.g., Tat-
1an in the second century) and continue to be popular in our own day. But this
generally unquestioned confidence in the historical accuracy of the gospels’ por-
trait of Jesus changed in the eighteenth century under the onslaught of the
Enlightenment. A new, critically oriented historiography was less disposed to
accept ancient accounts at face value. This attitude applied especially to mira-
cles, which did not fit well into the deistic view of a mechanical and reliable uni-
verse. The most famous early attack on the historicity of the gospels was that of
Samuel Reimarus. His “Fragments,” published by Lessing in 177478 after his
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death, raised serious doubts about the gospel accounts. Among other things,
Reimarus suggested that the resurrection did not occur; instead, the disciples
stole the body.105

Reimarus’s attack on the gospels initiated what has been called the “first
quest for the historical Jesus.” Nineteenth-century scholars who pursued this
quest often shared the skepticism of Reimarus about the miraculous element in
the gospels. H. E. G. Paulus, for example, explained away the resurrection as a
revival from a coma in the cold tomb and argued that Jesus’ walking on the water
was in reality his walking on a barely submerged sandbar. But a major break with
this rationalistic approach came in the groundbreaking Life of Jesus by D. F.
Strauss (1835-36). Strauss, while no more accepting of the historicity of the
gospels than his rationalistic predecessors, insisted that they taught truth, but
truth of a religious and philosophical nature. Much of the gospel material con-
sisted of myths (stories with religious value) that were important witnesses to the
“absolute spirit,” a concept taken from the then-popular philosophy of Hegel.
Reaction against Strauss and other such extreme skeptics took many forms. One
was the Markan hypothesis, which viewed Mark as relatively untheological and
therefore a generally reliable basis for a historical Jesus. Such a view fed into the
many lives of Jesus, told from a liberal perspective, in which the theological and
dogmatic layers of the Greek-influenced early church (and particularly Paul)
were stripped off in order to get at the real Jesus: the humble teacher of Nazareth.

Three influential works ended the first quest. The most famous was Albert
Schweitzer’s Quest for the Historical Jesus, a chronicle of “lives of Jesus” from
Reimarus to his own time (1906).106 Schweitzer showed how each successive
“historical” Jesus was little more than the projection of the writer’s own cul-
tural and philosophical outlook back into the plane of history. Building on the
work of Johannes Weiss, 107 Schweitzer saw eschatology as the key to under-
standing Jesus. Jesus proclaimed the impending world-ending entrance of the
kingdom of God and died disappointed when it had not come. Two other books
written a bit earlier called into question the possibility of a nontheological,
untendentious picture of Jesus: Martin Kahler’s The So-Called Historical Jesus
and the Historic, Biblical Christ'98 and William Wrede’s The Messianic Secret in

1050n Reimarus and other key figures in the debate about the “historical Jesus”
through the middle of the nineteenth century, see esp. Colin Brown, Jesus in European
Protestant Thought, 1778-1860 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988). A broader survey is found
in Charles C. Anderson, Critical Quests of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969).

106Albert Schweitzer, The Quest for the Historical Jesus (New York: Macmillan,
1961). The German title is Von Reimarus zu Wrede (From Reimarus to Wrede).

107Johannes Weiss, Jesus’ Proclamation of the Kingdom of God (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1971); the German original was published in 1892.

108Martin Kéhler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic, Biblical Christ
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964); the German original was published in 1896.
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Mark.1% Thus, as E. E. Ellis puts it, “The Quest began with the supposition
that history could be extracted from the Gospels like a kernel from the husk; it
ended with the growing recognition that the process was more like peeling an
onion with history and interpretation intermixed at every layer.” 110

Rudolf Bultmann kept peeling until there was almost nothing left. His
form-critical studies of the gospels convinced him that we could know very lit-
tle for sure about Jesus himself: the accounts have simply been reinterpreted
too thoroughly by the early church. But this did not concern Bultmann, for it
is not what we can uncover about Jesus in history that matters for us but what
we can experience of Jesus in personal encounter with him here and now. His-
torical facts cannot prove articles of faith: “Rather, the acknowledgment of Jesus
as the one in whom God’s word decisively encounters man, whatever title be
given him . .. is a pure act of faith independent of the answer to the historical
question. . . . Faith, being personal decision, cannot be dependent on a histo-
rian’s labor.” 111 Bultmann, using existentialist philosophy as a guide, pursues a
program of “demythologization” in which the modern reader penctrates
through the myths of the gospels to find real truth.

A concern among Bultmann’s own pupils that he had gone too far in cast-
ing loose the Christian faith from historical moorings led to the “second quest”
for the historical Jesus. These scholars were concerned that Bultmann’s lack of
interest in history would leave the church adrift and helpless to make any claims
for itself at all. Ernst Kédsemann opened this new quest in 1953, and he was fol-
lowed by several other influential German theologians.!!2 Nevertheless, what
even the “new questers” decided can be reliably known about Jesus was so small
a residue of the whole that little was gained.

Study of the historical Jesus has not waned over the years, and the number
and variety of approaches defy simple classification. But two rather contrasting
movements deserve mention. The first, the Jesus Seminar, continues the gen-
erally negative historical judgments that typified both the first and the second
“quest.” Members of the Jesus Seminar, which has been in existence since 1985,

109The German original, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien, was first pub-
lished in 1901.

110, E. Ellis, “Gospels Criticism: A Perspective on the State of the Art,” in Das
Evangelium und die Evangelien, 30.

111Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1951-55), 1.26.

112Ernst Kasemann, “The Problem of the Historical Jesus,” in Essays on New Tes-
tament Themes (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), 15-47; Bornkamm, Jesus of
Nazareth, esp. 13-26; and note James M. Robinson, A New Quest of the Historical Jesus,
SBT 25 (London: SCM, 1959). For a conservative appraisal, see Ralph P. Martin, “The
New Quest of the Historical Jesus,” in Jesus of Nazareth: Savior and Lord, ed. Carl F.
H. Henry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966), 31-45.
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meet periodically to vote on the authenticity of gospel material. The vote has
usually gone against the gospels; only 20 percent of the sayings of Jesus, for
instance, have been accepted as possibly authentic.113 The seminar, by means
of an adroit media campaign, has attracted a great deal of attention—far more
than its work merits. As several scholars have pointed out, the seminar is not
representative of biblical scholarship generally, and its conclusions are driven
by unwarranted presuppositions.!'4 Two of its members have published signif-
icant “lives” of Jesus, revealing the general tendency of the Seminar as a whole.
While the two differ in many important respects, they agree in presenting a por-
trait of Jesus, built mainly on QQ and the noncanonical Gospel of Thomas, that
emphasizes his antiestablishment preaching and ignores or plays down his mir-
acles, atoning death, and resurrection.!15

The second movement we wish to mention has been dubbed the “third
quest for the historical Jesus.” Scholars who might be placed under this rubric
represent a wide spectrum of specific viewpoints. But they are generally char-
acterized by a serious attempt to place Jesus squarely within the matrix of first-
century Judaism and by a relatively positive approach to the historicity of the
gospels. 116

It would be impossible to catalog here the variety of interpretations of the
life of Jesus that are current in scholarship in our own day;!!7 nor have we done
more than scratch the historical surface. Indeed, the picture we come away with
from so cursory a survey can be seriously misleading, since it focuses on the new
and the unusual at the expense of the many fine restatements of a more conser-
vative approach. But at least it enables us to see the extent to which the gospels
have come to be considered exceedingly weak reeds for the historian’s labors.

113The results of the Seminar’s work are collected in The Five Gospels, ed. R. W.
Funk and R. W. Hoover (Sonoma: Polebridge, 1993).

114See especially L. T. Johnson, The Real Jesus (San Francisco: Harper, 1996).

115]. D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant
(San Francisco: Harper, 1991); M. Borg, Jesus: A New Vision (San Francisco: Harper,
1987).

1165¢e, e.g., E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985); J.
P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, 4 vols. (New York: Doubleday,
1991-); N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996).

117 A helpful survey is Ben Witherington 111, The Jesus Quest (Downers Grove: IVP,
1995); see also N. T. Wright, Who Was Jesus? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993). Two
books documenting the historical issues in some detail are Markus Bockmuehl, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to Jesus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) and
Gerd Theissen and Annette Merz, The Historical Jesus: A Comprehensive Guide (Min-
neapolis: Fortress Press, 1998 [1996]). And see the general survey of all four gospels in
Darrell L. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture: Restoring the Portrait from the Gospels
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002).
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Yet such skepticism is not warranted. The evangelists certainly claim to be
writing history. True, they write as passionate exponents of a certain interpretation
of that history, and they select and arrange their facts accordingly. But as we have
seen when discussing redaction criticism, there is no reason to think a person must
be a bad historian because he or she is a strong partisan. As Martin Hengel points
out, scholars have erred in thinking they had to choose between preaching and
historical narration: “In reality the ‘theological’ contribution of the evangelist lies
in the fact that he combines both these things inseparably: he preaches by narrat-
ing; he writes history and in so doing proclaims.”118 A truly open-minded
approach is to listen sympathetically to the case the evangelists are arguing, try-
ing to enter into their own world to see if it makes sense. We might find that it
makes more sense than the worlds we have constructed for ourselves.119

The Possibility of a Historical Outline

We have made no attempt here to prove a position with respect to the his-
toricity of the gospels. But if we may grant that others have provided, not a
proven position (there is no such thing as proof, in an absolute sense, in such
matters), but nonetheless solid grounds for accepting the gospels as historically
reliable, 20 what kind of information about Jesus can we expect to find in them?
Is it possible to reconstruct a historically coherent “life of Jesus”? Some deny
the validity of any such attempt. Brevard Childs, for instance, insists that the
“canonical shape” of the fourfold gospel should be respected. He faults tradi-
tional harmonies for seeking the meaning of the gospels in a historical construct
that disregards this canonical shape.2! While Childs is right to insist that mean-
ing 1s to be found in the texts as we have them rather than in some necessarily
hypothetical pasting together of all four accounts, he is wrong to deny all sig-
nificance to harmonies. For the truth of what the evangelists are saying is
inevitably tied to the historical reality of what they narrate. The attempt to put
together that historical reality—the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth—is
both necessary and significant.

But s it really possible? A major barrier to the enterprise has always been the
many places in which the gospels appear to contradict themselves over histori-
cal details. The most troublesome texts have been the subject of many harmo-
nizing interpretations, ranging from the ridiculous to the convincing. Our whole

118Martin Hengel, “Literary, Theological, and Historical Problems in the Gospel
of Mark,” in Studies in the Gospel of Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 41.

119Note, e.g., the approach advocated by Royce Gordon Gruenler, New Approaches
to Jesus and the Gospels: A Phenomenological and Exegetical Study of Synoptic Christol-
ogy (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1982).

1205¢e, e.g., Marshall, I Believe in the Historical Jesus; Blomberg, Historical Relia-
bility of the Gospels.

121Childs, 154-56.
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approach to this matter will depend greatly on what we think of the evangelists’
accuracy generally. The more we are impressed by their accuracy—as the
authors of this volume are—the further we will search for satisfactory explana-
tions. Nevertheless, there are some places where fully satisfactory answers sim-
ply are not available. In such cases, it is better, as Luther put it, just to let it alone
than to force unlikely meanings on the text.122

These difficulties must not obscure the fact that the Synoptic Gospels
exhibit a high degree of coherence about the general course of Jesus’ ministry as
well as about many of the incidents within that ministry. Some of the greatest
divergences do not suggest contradictions so much as accounts that have little in
common with one another (such as the infancy narratives in Matthew and
Luke). Coherence at the historical level in such situations is relatively easy to
attain. Nevertheless, a fully satisfactory historical harmony of Jesus’ life is
impossible. It was simply not the evangelists’ intention to provide us with the
kind of data we would need for such an enterprise. They give few exact chrono-
logical indicators, and those we do have (general phrases such as “after these
things,” “when,” and Mark’s “immediately”) are often too general to be of real
use to the historian. The evangelists narrate historical facts, but they so select,
arrange, and present these facts that little information of the kind needed to piece
together a detailed life of Jesus is available.

The generally similar chronological sequence in the Synoptic Gospels is not
always matched by agreement on individual episodes. In such cases, it is not a
matter of chronological error, but of chronological indifference. The evange-
lists, and sometimes the sources they use, arrange their material topically at
times, often making it impossible for us to know when in the ministry of Jesus
a particular incident occurred. An example is the series of controversy stories
that Mark narrates in 2:1-3:6. That Mark or his source has grouped these sto-
ries together because of their similarity in subject matter (Jesus in controversy
with Jews) seems likely, particularly when we note that none of the episodes is
given a specific chronological relation to any other. When, then, did Jesus heal
the man’s hand in the synagogue on the Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6)? Early in the min-
istry, as we might conclude if Mark’s placement was chronological? Or later on,
as the placement of the incident in Matthew might suggest (see 12:9-14)? We
might venture some guesses, but we cannot know for sure: the evangelists sim-
ply have not given us enough information. The fact, then, that a detailed life of
Jesus cannot be reconstructed on the basis of the Synoptic Gospels in no way
discredits the gospels as accurate historical sources. They should be judged for
what they do tell us, not for what they do not tell us.

1220n harmonizing, see esp. Craig L. Blomberg, “The Legitimacy and Limits of
Harmonization,” in Hermeneutics, Authority, and Canon, ed. D. A. Carson and John
D. Woodbridge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 13574, 388-97.
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Gospel Chronology

The task of setting the events of the gospels against the background of sec-
ular history is made easy by the references to well-known historical personages
such as Herod the Great (Matt. 2), Caesar Augustus (Luke 2:1), Herod Antipas
(Luke 23:6—-12), and Pontius Pilate (Matt. 27). With such indicators, we can
situate the gospels generally within the history of first-century Palestine and the
wider Roman Empire. But can we be any more exact? Several key incidents may
yield more exact chronological data.

Jesus’ Birth. Three data have been used to date Jesus’ birth: the involvement
of Herod the Great (Matt. 2); the decree of Caesar Augustus, issued when
“Quirinius was governor of Syria” (Luke 2:1-2); and the appearance of the “star
of Bethlehem” (Matt. 2:1-12). Herod the Great is undoubtedly the “king” of
Matthew 2. It is almost certain that Herod died in late March or early April of 4
B.C.123 Jesus must therefore have been born before 4 B.C.—but probably not
much before, since Herod slays children only two years old and younger (2:16).
Augustus ruled the Roman Empire from 31 B.C. to A.D. 14. Unfortunately, the
census to which Luke refers cannot be identified from secular sources. Josephus
refers to a local census that took place in A.D. 6, and some think that Luke has
confused the census that brought Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem with this one.
Adding fuel to the fire is the fact that the only reference to Quirinius in ancient
sources places him in office in the years A.D. 6—8. But it is unlikely that Luke,
proven so accurate in historical and geographic details in Acts, would have made
so serious a blunder. We may surmise that Quirinius had held an earlier post in
Syria,2%or that Luke 2:2 should not be translated “this was the first census that
took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria” (TNIV), but “this census was
before the census taken when Quirinius was governor of Syria.”125 In any case,
the census does not help us date the birth of Jesus. Nor does the appearance of the
star give us much help. Several identifications of the star with known astronom-
ical phenomena have been proposed—a comet reported in 5 B.C. or a conjunc-
tion of Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars in 7—6 B.C.—but none is certain. Moreover, in
light of Matthew’s statement that the star “went ahead of [the magi] until it
stopped over the place where the child was” (2:9), it is perhaps unlikely that the
star can be identified with any natural astronomical phenomenon.

All things considered, then, we can only estimate that Jesus must have been
born sometime during 6—4 B.C.

1233¢e esp. Harold Hoehner, Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1977), 12-13.

124E.g., William Ramsay, The Bearing of Recent Discovery on the Trustworthiness
of the New Testament, reprint ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1953), 238—300.

125E.g., Nigel Turner, Grammatical Insights into the New Testament (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1965), 23—-24.
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The Beginning of Jesus’ Ministry. According to Luke 3:1, Jesus began his
public ministry “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar.” Here, we
might think, is an indication that should yield an exact date. But the matter is not
so simple. Tiberius became emperor after the death of Augustus in August of
A.D. 14. If this is when Luke begins his fifteen years, then the date of the begin-
ning of Jesus’ ministry would be either 28 or 29.126 But Tiberius began a core-
gency with Augustus in A.D. 11/12. Counting from this date would place the
beginning of Jesus’ ministry in 25/26 or 26/27.127 However, while we cannot
be certain, the former way of reckoning the beginning of Tiberius’s reign is the
most natural, and it is therefore likely that Luke dates the beginning of Jesus’
ministry in either 28 or 29. With any of these dates, justice is done to Luke’s
approximation that Jesus was “about thirty years old” at the beginning of his
ministry (3:23).

The Length of Jesus’ Ministry. The synoptic evangelists provide little infor-
mation that can be used to determine the length of the ministry. It has been pro-
posed that the events in the Synoptics could be packed into less than a year, but
this compresses events too much. Moreover, Mark indicates that at the time of
the feeding of the five thousand, the grass was green (6:39), which points to the
Palestinian springtime. Yet since Jesus was crucified in the spring, Mark’s gospel
suggests a ministry of at least a year’s duration.

John supplies us with more information. He mentions the Passover three
times in his narration of Jesus’ ministry: at the time of the cleansing of the tem-
ple (2:13), at the time of the feeding of the five thousand (6:4), and at the time
of Jesus’ crucifixion (11:55). He also mentions a “feast” in 5:1 that may have
been, although probably was not, a Passover. If the three Passovers that John
mentions were distinct in time,!28 then John’s gospel requires a ministry of at
least two years.12

126F.g., Paul Barnett, Jesus and the Rise of Early Christianity: A History of New Tes-
tament Times (Downers Grove: IVP, 1999), 21. Within this general span, there are sev-
eral possibilities for the exact month and date, depending on which calendar may have
been used. See, e.g., George Ogg, The Chronology of the Public Ministry of Jesus (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1940), 174-83.

127E.g., F. Godet, A Commentary on the Gospel of St. Luke (Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, n.d.), 1:166-67.

128Most evangelical scholars argue that John's cleansing of the temple is a different
cleansing than the one narrated in the Synoptic Gospels. If, however, they are one and
the same event, then John would refer to only two separate Passovers.

129Hoehner’s claim that John’s gospel, as it now stands, requires a ministry of at
least three years, appears to depend on taking Jesus’ reference in 4:35 as an indication
that it was January or February (Chronological Aspects, 56—63). But this is unlikely (see
Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, NICNT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971],
278-80); nor does Hoehner seriously consider the possibility that John’s cleansing is the
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The Death of Jesus. On the basis of the previous two considerations, Jesus’
death must have occurred in A.D. 30 or later. Two lines of evidence have been
used to determine the precise year: astronomical/calendrical and historical. We
know that Jesus was crucified on Friday (“the Preparation Day” [Mark 15:42
par.]) in the Jewish month of Nisan. The beginning of that month was fixed at
the time when the new moon was sighted. Thus, if we knew the date of the cru-
cifixion, we could use astronomical calculations to determine the years during
which that date would have fallen on a Friday. Unfortunately, the date of Jesus’
death continues to be a matter of considerable debate, Nisan 14 and 15 being
the main possibilities. The uncertainty arises from apparently conflicting data
from the Synoptic Gospels and from John. The Synoptics appear to make the
Last Supper a Passover meal (see, e.g., Mark 14:12), making Friday Nisan 15.
But on one reading of the fourth gospel, John implies that the Passover meal had
not yet been eaten at the time of Jesus’ trial (18:28), which suggests that the day
of Jesus’ death was Nisan 14. Numerous harmonization attempts have been
offered, the two most likely being that the synoptic evangelists and John were
utilizing different calendars in use in first-century Palestine, 30 or that John in
18:28 does not really intend to suggest that the official Passover meal was still
to be eaten.13! In any case, we must remain uncertain about the day of the month
on which Jesus died. Nisan 14 probably occurred on a Friday in A.D. 30,132 and
almost certainly did in 33; Nisan 15 may have occurred on a Friday in A.D. 30,
and possibly also in 31.133 However, since the calculation of the beginning of
Nisan depended on human observation, with many possibilities for uncertainty,
we must not depend too strongly on the results. Nevertheless, the two most
likely candidates are Nisan 14 (= April 3), A.D. 33, and Nisan 14 or 15 (= April
6or7), A.D. 30.

The historical argument estimates the time at which it was most likely that
Pilate, the Roman governor in Palestine, would have caved in to the pressure

same as the one narrated in the Synoptics. See particularly the discussion in C. H.
Turner, “Chronology of the New Testament,” in A Dictionary of the Bible, ed. James
Hastings (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1898-1904), 1.407-9; and Karl P. Donfried,
“Chronology, New Testament,” in ABD 1:1014-15.

130Morris, John, 774—86.

131D, A. Carson, “Matthew,” in EBC'8 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 528-32.

132For this conclusion, which differs from the claims of some other scholars, see
Rainer Riesner, Paul’s Early Period: Chronology, Mission Strategy, Theology (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 57-58.

133The most recent calculations are found in Colin . Humphreys and W. Graeme
Waddington, “The Date of the Crucifixion,” JASA 37 (1985): 2—10; see also J. K.
Fotheringham, “The Evidence of Astronomy and Technical Chronology for the Date
of the Crucifixion,” JTS 35 (1934): 146—62; Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words
of Jesus (London: SCM, 1966), 36—41.
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exerted on him by the Jewish leaders at the time of Jesus’ trial. Hoehner, for
instance, has argued that Pilate’s desire to accommodate the Jewish leaders is
credible only after A.D. 31, in October of which year the anti-Semitic Sejanus,
ruler of the empire in fact under Tiberius, was executed.'3 Combined with the
astronomical argument, this narrows the possibilities down to one year: A.D. 33.

But it may be doubted whether this set of circumstances is needed to explain
Pilate’s behavior, for the Roman administration, whoever was in charge, was
concerned to maintain stability in the provinces, and Pilate had already given
some indication of failure at this point. Quite apart from this argument, how-
ever, some scholars think that the astronomical data are more favorable to the
A.D. 33 date. In contrast, the year 33 is virtually ruled out if Jesus was cruci-
fied on Nisan 15, as the synoptic evangelists appear to suggest. Moreover, a cru-
cifixion as late as A.D. 33 might fail to leave enough time between the death of
Jesus and Paul’s conversion (see chap. 7).

The various data do not, then, allow us at this time to decide the matter with
certainty. But the A.D. 30 date is slightly preferable.
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CHAPTER THREE

MATTHEW

CONTENTS

That Matthew was a skilled literary craftsman no one denies. Disagreements over
the structure of this gospel arise because there are so many overlapping and com-
peting structural pointers that it appears impossible to establish a consensus on
their relative importance.

If we consider the structure of the book as a whole, then, apart from several
idiosyncratic proposals,! there are three dominant theories.

1. Some have detected a geographic framework that is related to Mark’s
gospel (see chap. 2 on the synoptic problem).2 Matthew 1:1-2:23 is the prologue,
and it 1s tied to 3:1—4:11 (Jesus’ preparation for ministry) to constitute an intro-
duction parallel to Mark 1:1-13. Matthew 4:12—13:58 finds Jesus ministering
in Galilee (cf. Mark 1:14-6:13). This ministry extends to other locales in the
north (Matt. 14:1-16:12; Mark 6:14-8:26) before Jesus begins to move toward
Jerusalem (Matt. 16:13-20:34; Mark 8:27-10:52). The confrontation in
Jerusalem (Matt. 21:1-25:46; Mark 11:1-13:37) issues in his passion and resur-
rection (Matt. 26:1-28:20; Mark 14:1-16:8).

This sort of analysis rightly reflects the broad chronological development of
Jesus’ ministry and preserves some geographic distinctions. But it is based

1E.g., C. H. Lohr proposes a giant chiasm (“Oral Techniques in the Gospel of
Matthew,” CBQ 23 [1961]: 403-35), but there are too many tenuous pairings to con-
vince many scholars that Matthew had this in mind. M. D. Goulder attempts to tie the
structure of this gospel to a lectionary cycle (Midrash and Lection in Matthew [London:
SPCK, 1974]). So little is known about first-century lectionary cycles, however, that the
proposal is long on speculation (cf. L. Morris, “The Gospels and the Jewish Lectionar-
ies,” in GP1.129-56), quite apart from the extraordinary diversity of lection lengths that
Goulder proposes.

2E.g., A. H. McNeile, The Gospel According to St. Matthew (London: Macmillan,
1915).
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entirely on a selection of thematic considerations and does not reflect on the /it-
erary markers that Matthew has left us. Precisely because, with minor alter-
ations, this sort of analysis could be applied to any of the Synoptic Gospels, it
tells us very little of the purposes that are uniquely Matthew'’s.

2. Following suggestions made by Stonehouse, Lohmeyer, and Krentz,3
Kingsbury has argued for three large sections, tightly tied to christological devel-
opment.* The first he titles “The Person of Jesus Messiah” (1:1-4:16); the sec-
ond, “The Proclamation of Jesus Messiah” (4:17—-16:20); and the third, “The
Suffering, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus Messiah” (16:21-28:20). Immedi-
ately after the two breaks come the decisive words émo to1e (apo tote, “from that
time on”), signaling progress in the plot. The last two of the three sections each
contains three summary passages (4:23-25; 9:35; 11:1; and 16:21; 17:22-23;
20:17-19).

Though this outline has gained adherents (e.g., Kiimmel), it suffers from
several weaknesses. It is not at all clear that dmo t91e (apo tote)is so redactionally
important for Matthew that his entire structure turns on it: after all, Matthew
uses it at 26:16 without any break in the flow of the narrative. One could argue
that there are four passion summaries in the third section, not three (add 26:2).
At both structural transitions, Matthew may have been more influenced by his
following of Mark than by other considerations. In any case, the outline breaks
up the important Peter passage in Matthew 16 in an unacceptable way. Even the
christological development is not as clear as Kingsbury alleges: the person of
Jesus (section 1) is still a focal point in sections 2 and 3 (e.g., 16:13-16; 22:41—
46); the proclamation of Jesus can scarcely be restricted to section 2, for two of
the discourses (chaps. 18 and 24-25) and several important exchanges (chaps.
21-23) are reserved for the third section.

3. The most frequently proposed structures turn on the observation that
Matthew presents five discourses, each of which begins in a specific context and
ends with a formula found nowhere else (lit. “And it happened, when Jesus had
finished saying these things, that...” [Matt. 7:28-29; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1]).
It becomes attractive to link narrative with discourse in five pairs. Bacon pro-
posed just such a scheme, calling the five sections “books.”5 Book 1 deals with
discipleship (narrative, chaps. 3—4; discourse, chaps. 5-7); book 2 with

3Ned B. Stonehouse, The Witness of Matthew and Mark to Christ (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1944), 129-31; Ernst Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Matthéus, ed. W.
Schmauck (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1956); E. Krentz, “The Extent of
Matthew’s Prologue,” JBL 83 (1964): 409-14.

4]. D. Kingsbury, Matthew: Structure, Christology, Kingdom (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1975).

5B. W. Bacon, “The ‘Five Books’ of Moses Against the Jews,” Exp 15(1918): 56—
66. The idea is then worked out in detail in Bacon’s Studies in Matthew (LLondon: Con-
stable, 1930).
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apostleship (narrative, 8—9; discourse, 10); book 3 with the hiding of the reve-
lation (narrative, 11—-12; discourse, 13); book 4 with church administration (nar-
rative, 14—17; discourse, 18); and book 5 with the judgment (narrative, 19-22;
discourse, 23—25). This leaves Matthew 1-2 as a preamble and 2628 as an epi-
logue. Bacon himself thought that this was Matthew’s self-conscious response
to, and fulfillment of, the five books of Moses.

Few today think that Matthew intended any link between these five sec-
tions and the five books of Moses: proposed connections are just too tenuous.
The ties between each narrative and discourse pair are not always very strong,
and any outline that relegates the entire passion and resurrection narrative to
the status of an epilogue must be seriously questioned.

But something of the scheme can be salvaged. That Matthew reports exten-
sive teaching of Jesus outside the five discourses is no criticism of the outline: the
fivefold sequence of narrative and discourse does not assume that Jesus is not
portrayed as speaking in the narrative sections. He may do so, even extensively
(e.g., chaps. 11, 21). The point, rather, is that the five discourses are so clearly
marked, from a literary point of view, that it is well-nigh impossible to believe
that Matthew did not plan them. Chapters 1-2 do constitute a preamble or pro-
logue: all four canonical gospels preserve some kind of independent opening
before turning to the first step taken in common, namely, the ministry of John
the Baptist (in Matthew, beginning at 3:1). Certainly Matthew 2628 must not
be taken as a mere epilogue. But it is just possible that Matthew thinks of these
chapters as the climactic, sixth narrative section, with the corresponding “teach-
ing” section laid on the shoulders of the disciples (28:18—20) and therefore open-
ended.

Superimposing on these literary markers the transparent development of
the plot, we arrive at a seven-part outline:

The prologue (1:1-2:23). This is divisible into six sections, treating the
genealogy of Jesus (1:1-17), his birth (1:18-25), the visit of the Magi (2:1-12),
the escape to Egypt (2:13—15), the massacre at Bethlehem (2:16-18), and the
return to Nazareth (2:19-23). A quotation from the Old Testament, introduced
by an appropriate fulfillment formula, dominates the last five of these sections.

The gospel of the kingdom (3:1-7:29). The narrative (3:1-4:25) includes the
foundational steps (3:1-4:11)—including the ministry of John the Baptist (3:1—
12), the baptism of Jesus (3:13—17), and the temptation of Jesus (4:1-11)—and
Jesus’ early Galilean ministry (4:12—25). The first discourse (5:1-7:29) is the Ser-
mon on the Mount. After the setting is established (5:1-2), the kingdom of heaven
is introduced, with its norms (5:3—12) and its witness (5:13—16). The great body
of the sermon runs from 5:17 to 7:12, beginning and ending with the way in which
the kingdom is related to the Old Testament scriptures, “the Law and the
Prophets.” This is particularly the theme of 5:17—48, with its initial explanation
(5:17-20) and dependent antitheses (“You have heard . .. but I tell you” [5:21—
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48]). The demand for perfection (5:48) introduces correlative warnings against
rank hypocrisy (6:1-18), with particular attention devoted to the proper way to
go about the three traditional manifestations of Jewish piety: alms (6:2—4), prayer
(6:5-15), and fasting (6:16—18). To maintain such a stance it is necessary to pur-
sue kingdom perspectives (6:19-34), including unswerving loyalty to kingdom
values (6:19-24) and uncompromised trust in God (6:25-34). The demand for
balance and perfection, fulfilling Old Testament expectations (7:1-12), is fol-
lowed by a conclusion that sets forth two ways (7:13—14), two trees (7:15-20),
two claims (7:21-23), and two builders (7:24—27); every reader must choose. The
closing verses (7:28—29) not only offer the first instance of the formula that ter-
minates the five discourses but reaffirm Jesus’ authority, thus preparing for the
series of authoritative miracles that dominate the next two chapters.

The kingdom extended under Jesus’ authority (8:1—11:1). The narrative (8:1—
10:4) includes not only a number of miracles, each symbol-laden to portray some
facet of the kingdom and its king, but the calling of Matthew (9:9) and Jesus’
insistence on eating with public sinners (9:10—13) while announcing that the
dawning kingdom, manifest in his own presence, was a time for joy (9:14-17).
The miracles and Jesus’ audacity are pushing back the frontiers of darkness, but
the narrative ends with the demand for prayer for more workers (9:35-38) and
the commissioning of the Twelve (10:1—4). This naturally leads to the second
discourse, on mission and martyrdom (10:5-11:1), which moves from the
immediate project (10:5b—16) to warnings of future sufferings (10:17-25), a
prohibition of fear in the light of the Father’s providence (10:26—31), and a more
general description of authentic discipleship (10:32-39). Response to such dis-
ciples, for good or ill, is equivalent to response to Jesus himself (10:40—42). The
transitional conclusion (11:1) points to Jesus’ expanding ministry.

Teaching and preaching the gospel of the kingdom: rising opposition (11:2—
13:53). The narrative (11:2—12:50) not only establishes the relative roles of John
the Baptist and of Jesus in the stream of redemptive history (11:2-19) but
reverses public expectations by reporting Jesus’ strong condemnation of the
“good,” Jewish, religious towns of Galilee (which are aligned in his mind with
pagan cities such as Tyre and Sidon, or a proverbially wicked center such as
Sodom), and by announcing relief and rest to the weary and broken—provided
they find it in the context of the “yoke” of the Son (11:20—30). Tension mounts
as Sabbath conflicts erupt (12:1-14), as Jesus proves to be rather more a meek
and suffering servant than a visibly conquering king (12:15-21), and as con-
frontation develops not only between Jesus and the Pharisees (12:22—45) but
between Jesus and his own family (12:46—50). The reversal of expectations is a
major theme of the discourse that follows, which is a series of parables (13:1—
53; see outline below).

The glory and the shadow: progressive polarization (13:54—19:2). The nar-
rative (13:54-17:27) is a series of vignettes that reflect the rising polarization
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(e.g., rejection at Nazareth, 13:54—58; Herod and Jesus, 14:1-12; demands for
asign, 16:1-4) or, where they display the power of Jesus’ ministry, nevertheless
betray the profound misunderstanding of its nature and focus (e.g., the feeding
of the five thousand, 14:13—21; the walk on the water, 14:22—33; Jesus and the
tradition of the elders, 15:1-20; the transfiguration, 17:1-13; the healing of the
epileptic boy, 17:14-20[21]). The high point of the narrative is the confession of
Jesus by Peter (16:13-20), but the aftermath—the first passion prediction
(16:21-23; cf. the second in 17:22—23)—shows how little even he has under-
stood. The fourth discourse (18:1-19:2) describes life under kingdom author-
ity. Greatness is irrefragably tied to humility (18:3—4); few sins are more odious
than causing believers, Jesus’ “little ones,” to sin (18:5-9); the saving of lost
sheep is judged more important than the mere nurture of safe sheep (18:10—14);
the priority of forgiveness and the importance of discipline in the messianic com-
munity are set forth (18:15-35). The transitional conclusion (19:1-2) serves as
an introduction to the Judean ministry.

Opposition and eschatology: the triumph of grace (19:3—26:5). The narrative
(19:3-23:39) leads through a number of exchanges and parables that stress the
surprising conduct expected of those who would follow Jesus (19:3-20:34),
leading up to the events of passion week (21:1-23:39). The triumphal entry
(21:1-11), Jesus’ cleansing of the temple (21:12—17), and his cursing of the fig
tree (21:18-22) are preludes to a string of controversies in the temple court
(21:23-22:46), increasingly pointed and focused on Jesus’ messianic claims.
Exasperated, Jesus pronounces his woes on the teachers of the law and the Phar-
isees (23:1-36) and utters his lament over Jerusalem (23:37-39). The Olivet (or
eschatological) Discourse that follows (24:1-25:46), notoriously difficult to
interpret, begins with the setting overlooking the temple (24:1-3), and describes
the birth pains of the interadvent period (24:4—28) and the coming of the Son of
Man (24:29-31), before reflecting on the significance of the birth pains (24:32—
35) and urging the need to be prepared, since the day and hour of the coming of
the Son are unknown (24:36—41). A series of parables presents variations on the
theme of watchfulness (24:42—25:46). The transitional conclusion (26:1-5)
includes this gospel’s fourth major passion prediction and some details of the
plot against Jesus, which prepares for the final section of the book.

The passion and resurrection of Jesus (26:6—28:20). The pace is now rapid.
The anointing at Bethany (26:6—13) and Judas’s betrayal agreement (26:14—16)
are rapidly followed by the Last Supper (26:17-30), including the words of insti-
tution in vv. 26-30), a prediction of abandonment and denial (26:31-35),
Gethsemane (26:36—46), the arrest (26:47-56), Jesus before the Sanhedrin
(26:57-68), Peter’s denial of Jesus (26:69—75), the formal decision of the San-
hedrin (27:1-2) and the death of Judas Iscariot (27:3—10), Jesus before Pilate
(27:11-26), the soldiers’ treatment of Jesus (27:27—-31), the crucifixion and mock-
ing (27:32—44), Jesus’ death (27:45-50) and its immediate impact (27:51-56),
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the burial of Jesus (27:57—-61), and the guard at the tomb (27:62—66). The res-
urrection narratives (28:1-17) climax in the Great Commission, placing the job
of spreading the gospel and the content of Jesus’ teaching squarely on the shoul-
ders of the small enclave of witnesses, who are assured of Jesus’ presence with
them to the end of the age (28:18-20).

No outline can do justice to the numerous mini-structures that the text dis-
plays (cf. Kimmel, 106—7).6 Nevertheless there are many that leap from the page.
In particular, this gospel is full of triadic structures—not only in the Sermon on
the Mount,” but throughout the work.8 For instance, in the parables discourse
(Matt. 13), Matthew largely agrees with Mark as far as 13:23, but from 13:24 on
he goes his own way and starts producing triads. There are three parables of
growth: 13:24-30; 13:31-32; 13:33. Each is introduced by "AAAnv nopafornyv +
ool (allen parabolen + autois, “another parable” + “to them”). After a small
interpretive explanation, another triad follows (13:44; 13:45-46; 13:47-50).

In fact, the challenge of sorting out Matthew’s mini-structures is even more
daunting, partly because by taking into account longer or shorter sections, it is
possible to uncover multiple structures. Perhaps this should not be too surpris-
ing in a culture that loved various forms of parallelism, but the effect is some-
times striking. To take but one example: the third discourse, the parables of the
kingdom, can be read as a large chiasm:

To the crowds (13:3b-33)
1. the parable of the soils (13:3b-9)
2. interlude (13:10-23)
(a) on understanding parables (13:10-17)
(b) interpretation of the parable of the soils (13:18-23)
3. the parable of the weeds (13:24-30)
4. the parable of the mustard seed (13:31-32)
5. the parable of the yeast (13:33)
Pause (13:34-35)
—parables as fulfillment of prophecy (13:34-35)
—interpretation of the parable of the weeds (13:36-43)

To the disciples (13:44-52)
5'.the parable of the hidden treasure (13:44)

6Cf. Kimmel, 106—7. Doubtless that is why Robert H. Gundry prefers to assert
that Matthew has no clear structure, but follows an indefinite plan (Matthew: A Com-
mentary on His Literary and Theological Art [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982], 30).

7See D. C. Allison Jr., “The Structure of the Sermon on the Mount,” JBL 106
(1987): 423-45.

8See esp., W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison Jr., The Gospel According to Saint
Matthew, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988-97), 1.62-68.
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4'.the parable of the expensive pearl (13:45-46)
3'. the parable of the net (13:47-48)
2'. interlude (13:49-51)
(a') interpretation of the parable of the net (13:49-50)
(b'") on understanding parables (13:51)
1'. the parable of the teacher of the law (13:52)°

AUTHOR

It is frequently asserted that the gospel commonly designated as Matthew’s, like
the other three canonical gospels, is anonymous. That is formally correct if the
standard of comparison is, say, Paul’s epistle to the Romans, where the opening
lines of the agreed text designate both the author and the initial readers. There
is nothing comparable in Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John. Nevertheless, we have
no evidence that these gospels ever circulated without an appropriate designa-
tion, xowo, po@Bodov (kata Matthaion, “according to Matthew””) or the like. How
early are these titles?

Until recently, most scholars tacitly assumed that the four gospels first cir-
culated anonymously and that the present titles were first attached to them
about A.D. 125. There is little evidence to support this date as the decisive turn-
ing point; it is little more than an educated guess, based only on the presuppo-
sition that the gospels were originally entirely anonymous and on the fact that
by about 140, and perhaps earlier, the traditional attributions were widely
known, without significant variation. Now, however, this consensus has been
vigorously challenged by Martin Hengel.10 Hengel examines the practice of
book distribution in the ancient world, where titles were necessary to identify a
work to which any reference was made. In this context he studies the manner in
which second-century authors refer to the gospels, calling to mind, among other
things, Tertullian’s criticism of Marcion for publishing his own gospel (a highly
truncated version of Luke) without the author’s name. Tertullian contends that
“a work ought not to be recognized, which holds not its head erect . . . which
gives no promise of credibility from the fulness of its title and the just profession
of its author.”!! Hengel argues that as soon as two or more gospels were pub-
licly read in any one church—a phenomenon that certainly occurred, he thinks,
not later than A.D. 100—it would have been necessary to distinguish between

9See D. A. Carson, “Matthew, ” EBC 8 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 3034,
331-33, and sources cited there.

10Martin Hengel, Studies in the Gospel of Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985),
64—-84. Cf. the admirable discussion in R. T. France, Matthew— Evangelist and Teacher
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989), 50—80.

Tertullian, Against Marcion, 4.2.
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them by some such device as a title.!2 The unanimity of the attributions in the
second century cannot be explained by anything other than the assumption that
the titles were part of the works from the beginning. It is inconceivable, he
argues, that the gospels could circulate anonymously for up to sixty years, and
then in the second century suddenly display unanimous attribution to certain
authors. If they had originally been anonymous, then surely there would have
been some variation in second-century attributions (as was the case with some
of the second-century apocryphal gospels). Hengel concludes that the four
canonical gospels were never even formally anonymous.

Objections have been raised against this proposal in four areas.

1. Some of Hengel’s arguments are of the “what must have been the case”
variety. That is a fair charge. Even so, what must have been the case in the
church’s reference to the gospels that were circulating is based on demonstrable
second-century practices. Certainly Hengel’s reconstruction makes more sense
than any other theory that seeks to explain the unanimity of second-century
attribution.

2. Hengel’s arguments are no defense against pseudonymity. Again, that is
correct. But most scholars think of the four canonical gospels as anonymous,
not pseudonymous. In any case, not only was pseudonymity in the first century
largely restricted to apocalyptic works, but as soon as the church began to dis-
cuss the issue, there was unanimity in rejecting the authority of any work that
fell under the suspicion of being a pseudonymous composition.

3. Anonymity was surely less threatening than Hengel intimates. Was not
the epistle to the Hebrews, for example, written anonymously? Certainly Ter-
tullian overstates the argument. Nevertheless, the epistle to the Hebrews is dis-
tinguished from other epistles by a title, namely, its (assumed) addressees; and
its adoption by the church into the canon was constrained in part by doubts as
to the identity of its author. It is not an accident that it was first accepted in the
East, where tradition associated it with the apostle Paul. Hengel himself has dis-
cussed this question at length.13

4. Hengel’s interpretation assumes that xoto uo®6oiov (kata Matthaion,
“according to Matthew”) is an attribution of authorship, whereas parallels show
that the phrase “according to” serves other purposes. For example, in the titles
“Gospel According to the Hebrews” and “Gospel According to the Egyptians,”
the prepositional expression does not indicate authorship. Plummer says it
“implies conformity to a type, and need not mean more than ‘drawn up according

12The argument has not been taken up and evaluated by many writers—e.g., Don-
ald A. Hagner, Matthew, WBC (Dallas: Word Books, 1993-95), 1.1xxvi, simply asserts
that the title koo podBoiov “was affixed to the Gospel sometime in the second
century.”

13Hengel, Mark, 170-72 n. 57.
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The argument
that Matthew
was understood
to be the author
of the first
gospel long
before Papias
wrote his
difficult words
affirming such
a connection
seems very
strong, even
if not
unassailable.

to the teaching of.”’1# Plummer and others acknowledge that by the time of Papias,
xortd (kata, “according to”) is understood to indicate authorship, but they insist
that the expression does not necessarily bear that weight. Hengel agrees that xortd.
plus the accusative is not itselfa necessary indication of authorship and indeed is
only rarely used in that way in contemporary Greek literature. But he draws atten-
tion to a telling analogy. In the Greek fathers, the one Old Testament is referred to
as “‘according to the Seventy” or “according to Aquila” or “according to Sym-
machus,” where the prepositional expression is used to introduce the person or
group thought to be responsible for producing the version concerned. In the same
way, the onegospel early circulated in four distinct forms, “according to Matthew,”
“according to Mark,” and so forth, where the prepositional expression introduces
the person understood to be the originator of the particular form.

In short, the argument that Matthew was understood to be the author of the
first gospel long before Papias wrote his difficult words affirming such a con-
nection seems very strong, even if not unassailable.

Before considering Papias’s disputed words, it is important to recognize that
the credibility of Papias himself is widely questioned. Although Irenaeus, writ-
ing in the second half of the second century, insists that both Papias and Poly-
carp knew the apostle John personally, the fourth-century church historian
Eusebius disputes the claim in the case of Papias (Eusebius, H.E. 3.39). Largely
on this ground, modern scholarship tends to date Papias to A.D. 140 or later; but
if Irenaeus is right and Eusebius is wrong, then there is no reason Papias could
not have written twenty or more years earlier, and with excellent access to accu-
rate information. In recent years it has been repeatedly shown that Eusebius
misunderstood Papias on several points and tried his best to reduce his impor-
tance because he could not stand his millenarian views. (The evidence and argu-
ments are summarized in chap. 6 below.)!5 It is far more likely that Irenaeus is
correct in his assessment of Papias than that Eusebius is.

Whatever the date and knowledge of Papias, what he actually wrote is avail -
able to us only in quotations preserved by Eusebius. The five exegetical books
of Papias, Logion Kyriakon Exegesis (Exegesis of the Dominical Logia), survived
into the Middle Ages in some libraries in Europe, but they are no longer extant.
It is from this work that Eusebius (H.E. 3.39.14-16) quotes Papias’s two

14Alfred Plummer, An Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to St.
Matthew (London: Robert Scott, 1909), vii.

15]n addition to the literature cited in connection with John, see the following dis-
cussions that focus on the Matthean connections, all of them arguing against Eusebius:
C. Stewart Petrie, “The Authorship of “The Gospel According to Matthew’: A Recon-
sideration of the External Evidence,” NTS 14 (1967-68): 15-32; France, Matthew—
Evangelist and Teacher, 53—56; Gundry, Matthew, 609ff. Gundry points out, among
other things, that Eusebius had earlier (H.E. 3.36.1-2) associated Papias with Ignatius,
who died not later than A.D. 110.
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surviving comments on the authorship of the gospels. The one that bears on the
fourth gospel is discussed later in this volume; the one that bears directly on
Matthew is notoriously difficult to translate, as indicated here. “Matthew cuve-
tdEeto (synetaxeto, ‘composed’? ‘compiled’? ‘arranged [in an orderly form]’?) T
Moy (ta logia, ‘the sayings’? ‘the gospel ?) in ‘EBpoidt Stodéxtw ( Hebraidi dialek-
to, ‘the Hebrew [Aramaic] language’? ‘Hebrew [ Aramaic] style’?), and each
npwivevoey (hermeéneusen, ‘interpreted’? ‘translated’ ‘transmitted’?) them as best
he could.”16

There is no doubt that the early church understood this to mean that
Matthew first wrote his gospel in Hebrew or Aramaic (the same Greek word
was used to refer to both cognate languages) and that it was then translated by
others. But there are serious problems with this view. Although a few modern
scholars argue that Matthew’s entire gospel was first written in Aramaic,!” sub-
stantial linguistic evidence is against them. In the first place, the many quota-
tions from the Old Testament do not reflect a single text form. Some are
unambiguously Septuagintal; others are apparently translations from a Semitic
original; still others are so eccentric as to defy easy classification.!8 Had the
gospel first been written in Aramaic, one might have expected that the Old Tes-
tament quotations would be either the translator’s own rendering of the Ara-
maic or standard quotations from the accepted Bible of the early church, the
LXX. The mix of text forms suggests an author writing in Greek but knowl-
edgeable in Semitic languages and therefore able to vary his form.

Second, assuming that Matthew depends on Mark (see chap. 2 on the syn-
optic problem), the detailed verbal connections between Matthew and Mark
make it extremely unlikely that Matthew was first written in Aramaic. Of
course, those who do not accept the priority of Mark, or who propose that an
Aramaic edition of Matthew preceded the publication of Mark, which then
served as the heart of our Greek Matthew, will perceive no problem here.

Finally, the Greek text of Matthew does not read like translation Greek.
True, there are Semitisms and, more frequently, Semitic enhancements,!® but

16For the bearing of this Papias passage on the synoptic problem, see chap. 2 above.

17E.g., C. F. Burney, The Poetry of Our Lord (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1925); C. C. Torrey, Our Translated Gospels (London: Hodder & Stoughton, n.d.); A.
Schlatter, Der Evangelist Matthéus: Seine Sprache, sein Ziel, seine Selbstindigkeit, 6th
ed. (Stuttgart: Calwer, 1963); P. Gaechter, Die literarische Kunst im Matthdusevangelium
(Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1966); . W. Wenham, “Gospel Origins,” Trin] 7
(1978): 112—34. In very recent times, a small number have argued that Hebrew (not Ara-
maic) underlies the canonical gospels, but this proposal has been rightly dismissed by the
overwhelming majority of those who have looked into the matter.

18See the excellent charts in Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1.34-57.

19Tn modern linguistic theory, the term “Semitism” is rightly applied only to phe-
nomena in the Greek New Testament where sense can be made of an expression only
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these are largely restricted to the sayings of Jesus, and (arguably) they are intro-
duced for effect by an author who is demonstrably capable of writing idiomatic
Hellenistic Greek.2° One could argue that a very good translator could have pro-
duced the same effect, but he would have had to be a very good translator indeed.

How, then, should the statement of Papias be taken? Among the dominant
proposals are these (see also Guthrie, 44—-49):

1. Some identify the Moyo (logia, “sayings”) with some independent collec-
tion of Jesus’ sayings, perhaps Q (on which see chap. 2 on the synoptic prob-
lem).2! That would make Matthew the author of a sayings source (if Q, about
250 verses common to Matthew and Luke). Papias confused this source with the
canonical Matthew. But it is not at all clear how an apostolic source as important
as this could have fallen so completely out of use as to be lost to posterity. Indeed,
the entire Q-hypothesis, however reasonable, is still merely a hypothesis. How-
ever much one may speak of material common to Matthew and Luke, it is far
from clear that such material was all drawn from one common source. Besides, as
we shall see, Papias does not normally use Ady1o. to refer only to sayings.

2. Some of the same criticisms can be raised against the view that Adyio (logia)
refers to Old Testament “testimonia” books, that 1s, it was a book of Old Testa-
ment proof texts compiled by Matthew from the Hebrew canon, used in Christian
apologetics and now incorporated in canonical Matthew.22 It is not certain that
such books ever existed independently. In any case, it does not explain the diver-
sity of text forms in Old Testament quotations in Matthew, still less the fact that
Matthew most closely follows the LXX where he is parallel to Mark.

3. ]. Kurzinger,23 followed by Gundry,2* thinks that to: Adyia: (ta logia) refers
to canonical Matthew but that ‘EBpoidt Storéxtw ( Hebraidi dialekto) refers, not
to the Hebrew or Aramaic language, but to Semitic style or literary form:
Matthew arranged or composed (cuvetdéeto [ synetaxeto]) his gospel in Semitic
(i.e., Jewish-Christian) literary form, dominated by Semitic themes and devices.
This is an unlikely rendering, but certainly possible (see LS] 1.401). In this view,

by appealing to a Semitic underlay. “Semitic enhancement” refers to literary phenom-
ena that do occur elsewhere in purely Greek texts but whose frequency of occurrence in
some New Testament book is most easily explained by observing that the construction
or expression is common in one or more of the Semitic languages.

20See Moule, 276—80.

21'This view was made popular by T. W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (London:
SCM, 1949), 18ff.

22], R. Harris, Testimonies, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1920); F.
C. Grant, The Gospels: Their Origin and Their Growth(New York: Harper, 1957), 65, 144.

23 ], Krzinger. “Das Papiaszeugnis und die Erstgestalt des Matthdusevangeliums,”
BZ 4 (1960): 19-38; idem, “Irendus und sein Zeugnis zur Sprache des Matthiusevan-
geliums,” NTS10 (1963): 108-15.

24 Gundry, Matthew, 619-20.
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the last clause of Papias’s statement cannot refer to translation, since Semitic
language is no longer in view: everyone simply interpreted the text to the world
as he was able. Kiirzinger points out that immediately preceding this passage,
Papias describes Mark as the £punvevtric (hermeéneutes) of Peter; this, Kiirzinger
says, cannot mean that Mark was Peter’s “translator,” but that Mark “inter-
preted” Peter and thus “transmitted” his message to the world. If the same rea-
soning is applied to the cognate verb in Papias’s statement about Matthew,
Kiirzinger’s interpretation becomes possible.

But however possible, it is not the natural way to read the passage, and it is
certainly not what later church fathers understood. Without exception, they held
that the apostle Matthew wrote canonical Matthew and that it was first written
in Semitic. That is true, for instance, of Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 3.1.1, quoted in
Eusebius, H.E. 5.8.2), Tertullian (Adv. Marc., 4.2), Origen (quoted by Euse-
bius, H.E. 6.25.3-6), Eusebius himself (H.E. 3.24.5-6), and Jerome (De vir.
ill. 3).25

There seems to be increasing agreement as to what t¢: Aoyt (ta logia) means.
Although at this period it would be most natural to use this expression to refer
either to Old Testament oracles of God, and thus derivatively to the entire Old
Testament, or else to the sayings of Jesus, two bits of evidence suggest that
Papias used the term to refer to the words and deeds of Jesus—in short, to the
substance of what became our gospels. First, although the title of his five-vol-
ume work is Exegesis of the Dominical Logia, enough is known of this work to
conclude that it was not restricted in scope to an exposition of Jesus’ words but
included exposition also of deedsalleged to have been performed by Jesus. More-
over, in the sequence preserved in Eusebius, just before Papias tells us of how
Matthew wrote, he tells us that Mark recorded from Peter’s teaching “the things
said or done by the Lord.” This teaching, however, was given as the occasion
demanded; Peter was not speaking “as if he were making an ordered collection
(ovvtogig [syntaxis]) of the Lord’s oracles (1o xvproka: Adywo. [ ta kyriaka logial).”
Clearly, what Mark was writing was the gospel that bears his name, with its col-
lection of “things either said or done by the Lord”; and the parallelism between
this clause and & Adywo: (ta logia) shows that the latter expression can include
deeds as well as words. When a few lines later we read that Matthew 1 Adyio
cvvetateto (ta logia synetaxeto, “‘composed the logia,” or “put the logia in
order”), it is most natural to conclude that what he was doing, at least in Papias’s
mind, was composing the gospel that bears his name. It is thus highly unlikely
that td Adyia should be understood to refer to QQ or to a book of “testimonies.”

25These and other passages are conveniently summarized in France, Matthew—
Evangelist and Teacher, 60—62. For the fullest account of the use of Matthew in the early
church, see Edouard Massaux, Influence de I'évangile de Saint Matthieu sur la littéra-
ture chrétienne avant Saint Irénée, BETL 75 (Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1986).
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In short, the evidence leads to a difficult conclusion. Unless we adopt the
solution of Kiirzinger, we are gently nudged to the conclusion that Papias was
wrong when he claimed that Matthew was first written in Aramaic. And if he
was wrong on this point, what prevents us from supposing that he was likely
wrong in his ascription of authorship to the apostle Matthew?

Such skepticism, superficially plausible, seems a trifle extreme. The two
issues are not integrally connected. Authors have been known to err on one point
without erring on all points! Moreover, plausible reasons have been advanced to
suggest why Papias may have been led astray on the question of a Semitic orig-
inal. It may have been an intelligent, albeit erroneous, guess. The early church
fathers assumed that Matthew was the first gospel to be written. Since Jesus and
his apostles lived and served among the Hebrews, it may well have been a nat-
ural conclusion that the first gospel to be written was produced “in the Hebrew
[Aramaic] dialect” —the more so if Papias, living in the Hellenistic world, had
no real knowledge of just how much Greek was spoken in first-century Pales-
tine, especially in Galilee. Moreover, Papias may have confused canonical
Matthew with another gospel, written in Aramaic or Hebrew, that was well
known in the second century. Reports have come down to us of a “gospel accord-
ing to the Hebrews,” a “gospel of the Nazareans,” and a “gospel of the Ebion-
ites.” It is uncertain whether these titles refer to three separate books or two or
more of them refer to one book.2¢ Epiphanius claims that the Ebionites, a group
he regards as heretical, based their beliefs on a gospel of Matthew that they called
“According to the Hebrews,” written in Hebrew, but (as far as Epiphanius was
concerned) falsified and mutilated; for a start, it eliminated the genealogy of
Jesus and began with the ministry of John the Baptist. Similarly, Irenaeus says
that the Ebionites used only the gospel of Matthew but denied the virgin birth—
which again suggests that their Matthew did not include Matthew 1-2. The
great translator Jerome claims that he translated the “gospel according to the
Hebrews” into both Greek and Latin. This book he associates with the Nazare-
ans, who, he insists, gave him permission to copy the Hebrew original of the
gospel according to Matthew. Yet as far as we can tell from his frequent refer-
ences, the actual content is far removed from canonical Matthew. All this sug-
gests that there was ample opportunity for confusion to arise between some
“gospel according to the Hebrews” and Matthew, engendering the theory that
the latter was originally written in Hebrew or Aramaic.

We note several other factors in the contemporary debate over the author-
ship of Matthew:

1. Only this gospel refers to “Matthew the tax collector” (10:3). On the
assumption of apostolic authorship, this is best seen as gentle self-deprecation,
an allusive expression of gratitude for the freedom of grace (see 9:9—13). Those

26For a competent treatment of the sources, see P. Vielhauer in Hennecke 1.118-39.
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who deny apostolic authorship of this book are inclined to interpret the same
evidence as the reason why the unknown author(s) chose to associate the book
with Matthew as opposed to some other apostle.

2. In Mark 2:14 and Luke 5:27, the man whom Jesus calls from his role as
tax collector is identified as Levi. In what is transparently the same story,
Matthew 9:9-13 identifies the man as Matthew. All three Synoptic Gospels, in
their respective lists of the apostles (Matt. 10:2—4; Mark 3:16-18; Luke 6:13—
16; cf. Acts 1:13), name a “Matthew,” and Matthew 10:3 identifies this
Matthew as the tax collector. The reasonable assumption is that Matthew and
Levi are one and the same person. But other suggestions are not lacking. Pesch,?’
followed by Beare,28 has argued that the calling of the tax collector concerned
one Levi, but that the unknown first evangelist, choosing to identify this other-
wise unknown disciple with an apostle, substituted the name of a relatively
obscure apostle, Matthew, whom he then dubbed a tax collector. Albright and
Mann suggest that “Matthew” is the personal name and that “Levi” refers to
his tribe (i.e., that the original designation was “Matthew the Levite” but that
at some early point in the tradition the designation was confused and became
the common personal name Levi).29 The theory has its attractions. It would
explain why the author has such a detailed command of the Old Testament. As
for the likelihood that a Levite would find employment as a disreputable tax
collector, Albright and Mann argue that there were far more Levites than were
needed to run the temple complex and that many therefore had to seek employ-
ment elsewhere. By taking on this task, Matthew the Levite forfeited the esteem
of his tribe and his race, the most strict of whom viewed tax collectors not only
as traitors (since they were indirectly serving the despised Herods; see Schurer
1.372-76) but as immoral and rapacious (since the tax-farming system ensured
that a fair bit of corruption was bound up with the job). But the linguistic trans-
formation of “Levite” to “Levi” is not very plausible, and no text preserves the
designation “Matthew the Levite.” On the whole, the most economical expla-
nation still seems the best: “Matthew” and “Levi” are alternative Semitic names
for one person—a phenomenon found not only in Simon/Cephas (= Peter) but
also in inscriptional evidence.30

3. The assumption that Matthew was a tax collector (essentially a minor
customs official collecting tariff on goods in transit) and was the author of this

27R. Pesch, “Levi-Matthaus (Mc 214/Mt 99 103): Ein Beitrag zur Lésing eines alten
Problems,” ZNW 59 (1968): 40-56.

28F. W. Beare, The Gospel According to Matthew (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981), 224-25.

29W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann, Matthew, AB 26 (Garden City: Doubleday,
1981), clxxvii—viii, clxxxiii—1v.

30See W. L. Lane, The Gospel According to Mark, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1974), 100-101 n. 29.
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gospel makes sense of a number of details.3! Not all the evidence cited is equally
convincing. A number of peculiarly Matthean pericopes do depict financial
transactions (17:24—27; 18:23-35; 20:1-16; 26:15; 27:3-10; 28:11-15), but
none of them betrays an insider’s knowledge of the customs system. Certainly
a customs official in Matthew’s position would have had to be fluent in both
Aramaic and Greek, and such fluency must have been important when the
gospel was first crossing racial barriers: indeed, it squares with the notion of a
gospel written in Greek that nevertheless could draw on Semitic sources. C. F.
D. Moule suggests that 13:52 is a subtle self-reference by the author: the
“scribe” (ypopporevg [ grammateus]|, TNIV “teacher of the law”) who becomes
a disciple should not be understood as a reference to a rabbinic scribe but to a
“scribe in the secular sense,” that is, a well-educated writer.32 Goodspeed goes
further yet; after compiling impressive evidence that shorthand was widely prac-
ticed in the Roman world, he suggests that Matthew’s training and occupation
would have equipped him to be a kind of note taker or secretary for the group of
disciples, even during Jesus’ ministry.33 The theory is plausible enough, but
completely without hard evidence.

4. On the assumption of Markan priority, some think it unlikely that an
apostle would so freely use the work of a secondary witness such as Mark and
believe that this tells against any theory of apostolic authorship. But plagiarism
in the modern sense, and the shame associated with it, developed in the wake of
the invention of the printing press and the financial gain that could be associated
with the mass production of some writing. The wholesale takeover, without
acknowledgment, of someone else’s literary work, with or without changes, was
a common practice in the ancient world, and no opprobrium was connected with
it. In that case, it is hard to think of a reason why an apostle might not also find
the practice congenial, the more so if he knew that behind Mark’s gospel was
the witness of Peter.

5. Among the reasons Kimmel (p. 121) advances for holding that apostolic
authorship is “completely impossible” is the insistence that this gospel is “sys-
tematic and therefore nonbiographical.” This is a double non sequitur because
(1) atopically ordered (““systematic”) account can yield biographical information
as easily as a strictly chronological account,3* and (2) it is surely a false step to

31See Gundry, Matthew, 620-21.

32C. F. D. Moule, “St. Matthew’s Gospel: Some Neglected Features,” SE 2 (1964):
90-99; Moule, 94-95.

3E. J. Goodspeed, Matthew: Apostle and Evangelist (Philadelphia: J. C. Winston,
1959).

34Even contemporary biographies commonly treat certain parts of their subject’s

life in topical arrangements; see, e.g., Antonia Fraser, Cromwell: Our Chief of Men (St.
Albans: Panther, 1975), 455ff.
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assume that apostles would for some reason prove incapable of choosing any-
thing other than a chronological form.

6. The most powerful reason today for denying even the possibility of apos-
tolic authorship is bound up with an entire array of antecedent judgments about
the development of the gospel tradition, about the shape of the history of the
church in the first century, about the evidence of redactional changes, and much
more. The conclusion drawn from these prior judgments is that Matthew is too
late and too theologically developed to be assigned to any of the first witnesses.

It is impossible here to address all of these issues. Some of them have been
briefly discussed in chapter 2. We must recognize that these interlocking theo-
ries not only discount the external evidence, such as it is, but in fact rest on far
less tangible support than is often thought. For instance, how far the theology
reflected in this gospel has developed is often judged on the basis of Matthew’s
Christology. But a high Christology developed very early, as the so-called
Christ-hymns in the Pauline corpus (e.g., Phil. 2:5-11; Col. 1:15-20) testify,
and it has been shown that Matthew is quite careful to distinguish, at point after
point, what the first disciples understood during the time of Jesus’ ministry and
what he himself knows to be the case some decades later.35 Such evidence might
almost better be taken to supportapostolic authorship; that is, only those present
at the beginning would be likely to preserve such distinctions and point out with
such sharpness how much the first disciples did not understand at the begin-
ning (e.g., Matt. 16:21-23). Other factors alleged to demonstrate the lateness of
Matthew’s gospel are briefly mentioned in the next section.

7. Several scholars have argued that the author could not have been a Jew,
let alone an apostle, on one of two grounds: (1) it is alleged that there are too
many signs of a profound ignorance of Jewish customs and culture; (2) some
have argued that the work is too anti-Jewish (some prefer the more emotionally
laden term “anti-Semitic”) to have been written by a Jew.36 But the alleged igno-
rance of Jewish culture is sharply disputed. For example, it is alleged that
Matthew lumps together the teaching of the Pharisees and the teaching of the
Sadducees as if there were no difference between the two (16:12). But Matthew
himself elsewhere highlights some of the differences (22:23-33). All that
Matthew 16:12 requires us to hold is that in certain respects, allied with their
joint failure to recognize the Messiah when he came, the Pharisees and the

35D. A. Carson, “Christological Ambiguities in the Gospel of Matthew,” in Christ
the Lord, Fs. Donald Guthrie, ed. Harold Rowdon (Leicester: IVP, 1982), 97114,

36E.g., John P. Meier, The Vision of Matthew: Christ, Church, and Morality in the
First Gospel (New York: Paulist, 1979), 17-23; G. Strecker, Der Weg der Gerechtigkeit
(Goéttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962), 34; Sjef van Tilborg, The Jewish Leaders
in Matthew (Leiden: Brill, 1972), 17. This subject is admirably treated in Davies and
Allison, Matthew, vol. 1, passim.
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not an apostle.
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questions are
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Sadducees were at one. Groups that differ do not have to differ on everything;
compared with some other group—in this case, the group of nascent Chris-
tians—they may hold more in common than they themselves at first suspect.
Common enemies make strange bedfellows. Many alleged errors (e.g., the use
of Zech. 9:9 in Matt. 21:4-5, where Matthew has two animals) are better treated
in the commentaries.37

As for the anti-Jewishness of Matthew, it must be remembered that this
book depicts Jesus as being sent only to Israel (15:24) and recalls Jesus forbid-
ding his disciples from extending their ministry beyond Israel (10:5-6), while
at the same time it reports a commission to spread the gospel to all nations
(28:18-20) and looks forward to people from every point on the compass par-
ticipating in the Jewish messianic banquet (8:11-12). Arguably, the tension in
presentation stems from two factors: (1) Matthew attempts to distinguish what
happened “back then,” during Jesus’ ministry, from what is happening in his
own day; (2) Matthew’s ambivalent treatment of the Jews may well be shaped
in part by the confusing cross-currents between Christianity and Judaism at the
time of writing. Some Jews were still being converted, and Matthew wants to
woo them and stabilize the faith of new Jewish converts; others, especially more
conservative leaders, were appalled by this upstart faith and opposed it, ensur-
ing that Matthew would warn his readers against their views, and especially
against their rejection of Jesus the Messiah.38

It must be said that at one level very little hangs on the question of the
authorship of this gospel. By and large, neither its meaning nor its authority is
greatly changed if one decides that its author was not an apostle. What changes,
however, is the matrix of thought in which these and related questions are eval-
uated. Strong commitments to the view that this gospel reflects late traditions
that cannot possibly be tied directly to any apostle inevitably casts a hermeneu-
tical shadow on how the evidence, including the external evidence, will be eval-
uated. Conversely, the judgment that in all probability the apostle Matthew was
responsible for the work casts a hermeneutical shadow on the reconstruction of
early church history. The web of interlocking judgments soon affects how one
weighs evidence in other parts of the New Testament. Such problems can be
addressed both as large-scale theoretical challenges and at the level of their con-
stituent details. All that can be attempted in this short Introduction is a rather
perfunctory statement of how we read the evidence and of why we weight things
as we do.

370n this particular passage, see Barnabas Lindars, New Testament Apologetic(Lon-
don: SCM, 1961), 114; Carson, “Matthew,”436—40.
383ee France, Matthew— Evangelist and Teacher, 70—73.
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PROVENANCE

From the time of the influential work of Kilpatrick,3 many have held that this
book is not the work of an individual author but the product of a Christian com-
munity. Whoever wrote it was simply putting down the materials, liturgical and
otherwise, that were circulating in his church. Doubtless this unknown writer
ordered the material in various ways, but the book as a whole is best seen as the
product of community thought and catechesis, rather than the theological and
literary contribution of a single author. Indeed, Kilpatrick argues that the com-
munity deliberately and pseudonymously assigned the work to Matthew in
order to ensure its wider acceptance in the Christian church.

On the basis of form criticism (see chap. 2 above), Stendahl argues that the
conception of individual authorship must be relegated to an entirely subsidiary
role. Unlike Kilpatrick, however, he thinks the group that produced Matthew 1s
not some church as a whole but a school, a group within the community devoted
to study and instruction, and particularly interested in the way the ancient
Hebrew Scriptures are to be related to Christian life and thought. 40

These proposals no longer have the influence they once did. In part, this
owes something to redaction criticism (see chaps. 1 and 2), with its insistence
that the evangelists, even if they took over traditional material, so presented it
and shaped it that they gave it a distinctive theological cast. Reasons for a more
traditional ascription of authorship were outlined in the last section. But whether
this gospel is understood to be the product of a single author or a community of
thought, one must try to hazard a guess as to its geographic provenance.*!

Because the Fathers held the work to have been written first in Aramaic,
quite naturally they also presupposed that it was written in Palestine. Indeed,
Jerome specifically ties it to Judea (De vir. 1ll. 3). Certainly, a Palestinian origin
makes sense of many features: the inclusion of Aramaic words without transla-
tion (see 5:22; 6:24; 27:46), the assumption of some Jewish customs, the bilin-
gual character of the text forms when the Old Testament is cited, and the
adoption for literary purpose of forms of speech that are more typically Semitic
than Greek.

Most scholars today, however, opt for Syria as the place of origin. This choice
depends primarily on two factors: (1) the adoption of a date after A.D. 70, by
which time most of Palestine was destroyed; (2) the influence of Streeter,*? who

39@G. D. Kilpatrick, The Origins of the Gospel According to St. Matthew (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1946).

40 K. Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1968).

41 For an excellent survey, see Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1.138—47.

42B. H. Streeter, The Four Gospels (London: Macmillan, 1930), 500—-23.
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argued for Antioch as the provenance of this gospel. The first factor, we shall
argue, is too subjective; the second is far more important. Not all of Streeter’s
arguments are weighty. But Antioch did boast a very large Jewish population
yet was the first center for outreach to the Gentile world; these two realities come
together rather forcefully in Matthew, “which breathes a Jewish atmosphere and
yet looks upon the Gentile mission in a most favorable light.”43 Moreover, the
Gospel of Matthew has its first convincing external attestation in the writings of
Ignatius, bishop of Antioch in the early years of the second century (see Eph.
19:1-3 and Matt. 2; Smyr. 1:1 and Matt. 3:15; Polyc. 2:2 and Matt. 10:16). Nei-
ther argument is conclusive, still less so others that have been adduced, but
Syria, if not necessarily Antioch, is an entirely plausible suggestion.

Other centers have been suggested: Alexandria, Caesarea Maritima, Edessa,
and Phoenicia all have their champions. The most plausible alternative to Syria
is the Transjordan, defended by Slingerland,* who notes that both 4:25 and 19:1
seem to view Jesus’ presence in Palestine from the east side of the Jordan. That
is possible, though Davies and Allison cautiously argue against such a reading
of the text.*s

In short, we cannot be certain of the geographic provenance of this gospel.
Syria is perhaps the most likely suggestion, but nothing of importance hangs on
the decision.

DATE

The quotations of Matthew in Ignatius (referred to above) put an upper limit
on the date that can be assigned to the publication of this gospel. The modern
consensus approaches that limit: most hold that Matthew was written during
the period A.D. 80-100. Yet most of the reasons advanced in defense of this date
depend on a network of disputed judgments.

1. Most scholars today hold that Matthew borrowed from Mark. Dates for
Mark commonly vary from about A.D. 55 to 70, with opinion generally favoring
the high end. Hence, a date of Matthew before 80 seems impracticable. There
are several disputed points in this chain of reasoning. Some scholars continue to
uphold the unanimous or virtually unanimous opinion of the early church that
Matthew was written first.#6 Although we have argued that Markan priority is

43Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1.144.

#H. D. Slingerland, “The Transjordanian Origin of St. Matthew’s Gospel,” JSNT
3(1979): 18-29.

45Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1.142, 420.

46“Virtually unanimous” because some have suggested that the fact that Papias
treats Mark before he treats Matthew (at least as Eusebius represents Papias) indicates
that Papias thought Mark was written first.
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more likely, a theory of straightforward dependence is probably too simplistic,
and in any case we recognize that the arguments are sufficiently fragile that we
are reluctant to let too much rest on them. Moreover, even if Markan priority
prevails and if Mark is dated to, say, A.D. 60, there is plenty of time for Matthew
to be published before 70, when Jerusalem and its temple were destroyed.

2. Many aver that anachronisms in Matthew point to a date of writing after
A.D. 70. The two most commonly cited are the reference to the destruction of
a city and the references to the church. In the parable of the wedding feast, we
are told that the king “sent his army and destroyed those murderers and burned
their city” (22:7). This, it is argued, must be seen as an oblique reference to the
destruction of Jerusalem at the end of the Jewish War (A.D. 66-70), and the
mention of the burning suggests knowledge of what had already happened at
the time of writing. The utterance is cast as a prophecy but depends on histori-
cal knowledge. This judgment, it is thought, is confirmed by the fact that such
sweeping destruction of an entire city seems wildly disproportionate to the
offense—namely, lame excuses for turning down a wedding invitation. But quite
apart from the question as to whether Jesus could predict the future, most schol-
ars who think that Mark was written before A.D. 70 concede that he predicts
the fall of Jerusalem (Mark 13:14; cf. Matt. 24:15). They argue that if Mark
wrote about 65, he was so close to the events that he could see how political cir-
cumstances were shaping up. But on this reasoning, Matthew, even if he bor-
rowed from Mark, could have done the same thing in 66. More to the point, the
language of Matthew 22:7, including the reference to the burning of the city, 1s
the standard language of both the Old Testament and the Roman world describ-
ing punitive military expeditions against rebellious cities. Granted that Jesus
foresaw the destruction of Jerusalem (as did many prophets before him), the lan-
guage he used does not in any detail depend on specific knowledge as to how
things actually turned out in A.D. 70.47 In fact, Robinson goes so far as to argue
that the synoptic prophecies about the fall of Jerusalem, including Matthew
22:7, are so restrained that they must have been written before 70.48 Otherwise,
he insists, we should expect to see some indication that the prophecies had actu-
ally been fulfilled. True, the punishment in this particular parable seems extrav-
agant if the offense was nothing more than the social gaffe of turning down the
wedding invitation of a petty monarch. But there is reason to think this offense

47See K. H. Rengstorf, “Die Stadt der Mérder (Mt 227),” in Judentum Urchristen-
tum, Kirche, Fs. ]. Jeremias, ed. Walther Eltester (Berlin: Tépelmann, 1960), 106—29;
B. Reicke, “Synoptic Prophecies on the Destruction of Jerusalem,” in Studies in New
Testament and Early Christian Literature, Fs. A. P. Wikgren, ed. D. E. Aune (Leiden:
Brill, 1972), 121-34.

48], A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1976), chap. 2.
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is more serious: in the first-century world, it smacks of rebellion against one’s
lord. More important, many of Jesus’ parables begin with the commonplace and
then introduce elements that destroy the listeners’ world of expectations. The
monarch represented by the king in this parable is God himself; the wedding is
the wedding of God’s own Son. To refuse his invitation—indeed, his com-
mand—is dangerous rebellion that invites catastrophic retribution.

Explicit references to “church” (¢éxkAnoio [ekklesia], Matt. 16:18; 18:17—
18) are often taken to betray an interest in church order that developed only later.
But these texts say nothing about church order. Bishops and deacons are not
mentioned (though Phil. 1:1, written before A.D. 70, does!). The church envis-
aged is simply the messianic community. The discipline pictured in Matthew
18 is cast in broad principles applicable even in the earliest stages of Christian-
ity. And Meyer has mounted an admirable defense of the authenticity of
Matthew 16:18.49

3. The references in Matthew to the effect that something or other has con-
tinued “to this [very] day” (Matt. 27:8; 28:15)%0 are frequently taken as evidence
that there was a long interval between the events of Jesus’ day and the time of
writing. But how long is a long interval? Would not three decades suffice? If we
were to say that the effects of President Nixon’s resignation continue “to this
day,” would that be thought an inappropriate judgment on the ground that the
resignation took place some thirty years ago?

4. Tensions between Jews and Christians must have been high when this
book was written, and the most plausible date for such tensions, it is argued, is
either just before or just after the Council of Jamnia (c. 85), which allegedly intro-
duced the so-called Birkath ha-Minim into the Jewish synagogue liturgy. This
was a clause in the Eighteen Benedictions that were supposed to be recited three
times a day by all pious Jews. In the version found in the Cairo Geniza,>! it reads,
“Let Nazarenes [= Christians] and minim [= heretics] perish in a moment; let
them be blotted out of the book of the living, and let them not be written with
the righteous.” This had the effect (it is argued) of expelling Christians from the
synagogues and was the climax of mutual antipathy between Jews and Christians
in the first century. But mutual suspicions between Jews and Christians have
much longer roots, as both Acts and the epistles of Paul testify. It is far from clear

49Ben F. Meyer, The Aims of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 189-91.
See also France, Matthew— Evangelist and Teacher, 242ff.; Craig L. Blomberg,
Matthew, NAC 22 (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 252-53.

50Some add Matt. 11:12, but that passage is relevant only if an anachronism is read
into the text; see Carson, “Matthew, ” 265—68.

51Probably this version was in use in Palestine at the end of the first century. For
discussion of the various versions, including the Babylonian version still in use today (in
which the “doers of wickedness” are not identified), see Schiirer, 2.455-63.
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that such antipathy followed a straight line of development, enabling us to plot
its apex; it must have varied enormously from place to place and from time to
time. Moreover, there is now very strong evidence that the circumstantial recon-
struction that locates the Birkath ha-Minim at the time of Jamnia is to be ques-
tioned at every level (see discussion in chap. 6, the section “Date”).

It appears, then, that arguments for a relatively late date of Matthew depend
on a network of antecedent judgments, each of which can be questioned in turn.
Theological developments that many scholars think must have taken at least two
generations of believers may well have occurred more rapidly (after all, Romans
was written within thirty years of the resurrection).52 And some of the argu-
ments, such as the contention that the prophecy of Matthew 22:7 is in reality a
prophecy after the fact, can be turned on their heads to argue for a date before
A.D. 70. Indeed, five other arguments point in the same direction.

1. The question of date is marginally bound up with the question of author-
ship. If the apostle Matthew is judged, on balance, to be the evangelist, a date
before A.D. 70 is more plausible (though certainly not necessary—there is excel -
lent evidence that the apostle John was active for at least two decades after 70).

2. The early church fathers are unanimous in assigning Matthew an early
date. Because this is tied to Matthean priority, a view discounted by most schol-
ars today, the relevant patristic evidence is given little weight in the contempo-
rary debate. But the two issues do not have to be tied together. Whether Mark
was written shortly after Peter’s death, in the mid-sixties, as Irenaeus claims (see
H.E. 3.1.1),53 or while Peter was still alive, as Clement of Alexandria assumes
(H.E. 2.15.1-2; 6.14.6-7), there is time for Matthew to write before A.D. 70.
More can be said for Clement’s dating than is sometimes thought.

3. Some sayings of Jesus might be taken to indicate that the temple was still
standing when Matthew wrote (Matt. 5:23-24; 12:5-7; 23:16-22; cf. 26:60—
61). It might be objected that Matthew is simply being historically accurate:
these things were said during Jesus’ days, regardless of whether the temple was
still standing when Matthew wrote. But one must at least inquire why Matthew
would include so many utterances cast in terms no longer relevant to his read-
ers. The story about the payment of the temple tax (17:24-27) is stronger evi-
dence yet. Before A.D. 70, the episode, whatever else it meant, would be taken
as a gesture reinforcing solidarity with Israel. After 70, when the tax still had to
be paid by Jews but was collected on behalf of the temple of Jupiter in Rome,5

52See Moule, who argues that the period before A.D. 70 is “the most plausible dat-
ing” of Matthew’s gospel (p. 242).

53Taking the £é£080¢ (exodos) of Peter and Paul to refer to their death.

54 See Robinson, Redating, 107—15; contra Hengel, Mark, 2—6.

S55Josephus, Wars 7.218; Dio Cassius, 65.7.2; Suetonius, Domitian Hist. Rom. 12.
Cf. E. M. Smallwood, The Jews Under Roman Rule (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 371-76.
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the same episode might suggest solidarity with idolatry. Even if for other reasons
Matthew had wanted to preserve this pericope, it is hard to see how, if he was
writing after 70, he could have permitted such an implication without comment.

4. While many assign Matthew to the period A.D. 70—-100, we actually have
few primary sources from that period, so it is difficult to check the claims. By
contrast, Gundry has compiled a list of passages in Matthew that he thinks, on
the basis of features known to have existed during that period, suggest a date
before 70.56 Not all of his suggestions are equally convincing, but many carry
considerable weight (e.g., insertion of the Sabbath day alongside winter as an
undesirable time to flee from Jerusalem [24:20]; baptism before teaching [28:19;
cf. Didache 7:1 and other later sources]).

5. Arguing for a date earlier than A.D. 90, Kilpatrick draws attention to the
fact that, although the apostolic fathers demonstrate their knowledge of many
epistles from the Pauline corpus, in Matthew there is no undisputed instance of
dependence on Paul.57 Indeed, Kilpatrick argues that some passages in Matthew
would not have been written as they are if certain passages in Paul were known
(e.g., Matt. 28, with respect to the list of resurrection appearances in 1 Cor. 15).
Kilpatrick concludes that a church unaffected by Paulinism and apparently
unacquainted with Paul’s epistles cannot possibly be dated after 90. We are
inclined to agree, but wonder why this terminus ad quem must be so late. If
Matthew was written before 70, this complete independence from Paul would
be still easier to understand.

None of the arguments presented is conclusive. Other arguments tend to
be even less decisive, owing to additional imponderables. For example, Gundry
specifies a date not later than A.D. 63, but this depends on his view that Luke
borrowed from Matthew and that Luke-Acts was published while Paul was still
alive. Few agree with the latter (see the discussion in chap. 7), and fewer yet agree
with the former.

On balance, then, the preponderance of evidence suggests that Matthew
was published before 70, but not long before.

DESTINATION

The usual assumption is that the evangelist wrote this gospel to meet the needs
of believers in his own area. There is a prima facie realism to this assumption if
we hold that Matthew was working in centers of large Jewish population,
whether in Palestine or Syria (see “Provenance” above). Since the book betrays
so many Jewish features, it is not easy to imagine that the author had a predom-
inantly Gentile audience in mind. But it is not implausible to suggest that

56Gundry, Matthew, 602—6.
S7Kilpatrick, Origins, 129-30.
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Matthew wrote his gospel with certain kinds of readers in mind, rather than
readers in a particular location. Moreover, the strong arguments of Bauckham
and others, to the effect that the gospels were first written to be read by all Chris-
tians, should not be lightly set aside.8

PURPOSE

Because Matthew includes no direct statement of his purpose in writing, all
attempts at delineating it are inferences drawn from his themes and from the
way he treats certain topics as compared with the way the other gospels treat
similar topics. This forces us to recognize several limitations that must be
imposed on quests to uncover his purpose. Matthew’s dominant themes are sev-
eral, complex, and to some extent disputed. Attempts to delineate a single nar-
row purpose are therefore doomed to failure. It is always possible for other
scholars to emphasize complementary themes and correspondingly to shift the
purpose to another area. Students of the New Testament are well aware how dif-
ficult it is to achieve consensus on the purpose of some of Paul’s letters, even
though most of them were written with occasional purposes in mind that may
actually be articulated in the text. How much more difficult is it to isolate the
distinguishing purpose of a gospel!

The challenge increases when we recognize that Matthew, like any gospel
writer but unlike the writer of an epistle, is committed to describing what hap-
pened during the ministry and passion of the historical Jesus, while nevertheless
addressing issues that are contemporary to his own ministry. This leads some
commentators to try to infer what kind of situation might prompt Matthew to
include this or that pericope (e.g., the transfiguration) and to present it as he does.
But it is always possible that he sees no direct connection between what happened
formerly and what is happening currently in his own congregation(s). For
instance, he may at times be interested in explaining the basis in Jesus’ ministry
for beliefs and practices that are accepted (or disputed) in the evangelist’s time.
That means inferences must be more remote and therefore more speculative.

Because Matthew devotes so much space to Old Testament quotations, some
have suggested that he wrote his gospel to teach Christians how to read their
Bibles—what we refer to as the Old Testament. Others appeal to the same evi-
dence to infer that he was trying to evangelize Jews. Or perhaps he wrote to train
Christians to sharpen their apologetics as they wrestled with the Pharisaic Judaism
of their own day. Because Matthew devotes many passages to Jesus’ teaching on
the law, some have thought he was aiming to confute incipient antinomianism, or

58Richard Bauckham, ed., The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel
Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). See the discussion in Craig S. Keener, A
Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 45-51.
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even Paulinism. Others have appealed to the same evidence to argue that Matthew
was a master churchman, struggling to develop a distinctively Christian ethical
structure and to do so in a way that retains the unique place assigned to Jesus with-
out offending too many Jewish sensitivities over the law. Conversely, others sup-
pose that Matthew was trying to head off too rapid an institutionalization of the
church, returning to an earlier, more charismatic emphasis while retaining some
of the gains that a few decades of church experience had brought. Or did he write
his work to train leaders, or as a catechesis for new converts?

These and many more suggestions have been put forward as the purpose of
Matthew’s gospel. Still others find contradictory strands in Matthew—for
example, between Jewish exclusivism and worldwide mission, or between recog-
nition of the place of law and the assumption that the law has been fulfilled in
Christ—and conclude that no unitary purpose is possible: the conflicting
emphases reflect different strands of tradition that have been brought together
by incompetent redactors.

These diverse opinions do not prevent us from saying anything about
Matthew’s purpose. If we restrict ourselves to widely recognized themes, it is
surely fair to infer that Matthew wishes to demonstrate, among other things: (1)
that Jesus is the promised Messiah, the Son of David, the Son of God, the Son
of Man, Immanuel, the one to whom the Old Testament points; (2) that many
Jews, especially Jewish leaders, sinfully failed to recognize Jesus during his min-
istry (and, by implication, are in great danger if they continue in that stance after
the resurrection); (3) that the promised eschatological kingdom has already
dawned, inaugurated by the life, death, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus; (4)
that this messianic reign is continuing in the world as believers, both Jews and
Gentiles, submit to Jesus’ authority, overcome temptation, endure persecution,
wholeheartedly embrace Jesus’ teaching, and thus demonstrate that they con-
stitute the true locus of the people of God and the true witness to the world of
the “gospel of the kingdom”; and (5) that this messianic reign is not only the
fulfillment of Old Testament hopes but the foretaste of the consummated king-
dom that will dawn when Jesus the Messiah personally returns.

Doubtless this complex array of themes (and more could be enumerated)
was designed to meet diverse needs. Such themes would effectively instruct and
perhaps catechize the church (the latter facilitated by the carefully crafted, top-
ical arrangement of many sections). They would also be effective in equipping
Christians in the task of Jewish evangelism and might prove to be an effective
evangelistic tool in their own right.

TEXT

Compared with Acts, for example, the text of Matthew is relatively stable. But
as with all the Synoptic Gospels, Matthew’s text s afflicted with many variants
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that are tied to the synoptic problem. This provides many opportunities for har-
monizing or disharmonizing alterations in the transmission (e.g., variants at
12:47; 16:2-3; 18:10—11). But not every instance of possible harmonization
should be taken as such and assumed to be secondary (12:4, 47; 13:35 may well
be examples where caution is required). Davies and Allison provide an excel-
lent bibliography on these textual matters.

ADOPTION INTO THE CANON

The gospel of Matthew was universally received as soon as it was published and
continued to be the most frequently cited gospel for centuries. The refusal of
Marcion to accept it carries no weight, since his antipathy to all things Jewish is
well known. So far as our sources go, the book never divided the Eastern and
Western wings of the church as did, say, the epistle to the Hebrews.

MATTHEW IN RECENT STUDIES

Until a quarter of a century ago, English-language commentators ignored
Matthew more than any other of the canonical gospels. This has been redressed
by the publication of numerous major commentaries.®® Two of these six, how-
ever, are mildly eccentric. The bibliography and discussion in Beare (1981) was
fifteen years out of date the day it was published. Gundry’s work (1982) is a
detailed redaction-critical study of the Greek text but comes to so many con-
clusions that scholars of all stripes find implausible that it has not been well
received. In particular, several of his contentions—(1) that Q (see chap. 2 above)
embraces far more than the 250 or so verses normally assigned to it; (2) that the
changes and additions Matthew makes in his sources are entirely motivated by
theological concerns and are without historical referent (including, e.g., the birth
narratives in Matt. 1-2); and (3) that the genre of literature he was writing
(which Gundry labels “midrash”) would have been recognized as a mixture of
history and ahistorical reflection by the first readers—have all come in for con-
siderable criticism. On the third point, it has repeatedly been observed that in
the first century, “midrash” could refer to many different kinds of commentary:
it was not a well-defined genre that readers would instantly recognize, thereby

59Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1.147—48 n. 127, to which must be added C. M.
Martini, “La problématique générale du texte de Matthieu,” in L’évangile selon
Matthieu: Rédaction et Théologie, BETL 29, ed. M. Didier (Gembloux: Duculot, 1972),
21-36.

0See the commentaries by Albright and Mann (1981), Beare (1981), Gundry
(1982), Carson (1984), France (1985), Davies and Allison (1988-97), Harrington (1991),

Blomberg (1992), and Keener (2003).
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enabling them to draw conclusions about its nonreferential nature.! Extending
well beyond the commentaries, excellent surveys in English of recent Matthean
studies are provided by Stanton®? and France.63

Until fairly recently, much scholarly energy during the past half-century
was devoted to redaction-critical studies of Matthew. Beginning with the
groundbreaking work of Bornkamm, Barth, and Held,%* many scholars focused
on differences between Matthew and Mark, and between Matthew and what
can be retrieved of QQ, in order to determine what is distinctive in Matthew’s
gospel. Although many of these proved suggestive, not a few were so narrowly
based as to be somewhat eccentric. Rolf Walker thinks that Matthew was writ-
ten to show that Israel has been entirely rejected: the Great Commission autho-
rizes that the gospel be preached exclusively to Gentiles.®5 Only rarely is Walker
exegetically convincing. His treatment of ndvto 1 £6vn (panta ta ethne, “all
nations”) in 28:19 has persuaded almost no one; nowhere does he adequately
struggle with the fact that all the disciples and early converts were Jews. Hubert
Frankemolle argues that Matthew is so unlike Mark that it cannot meaningfully
be called a gospel at all; %6 rather, like Deuteronomy and Chronicles, it is a book
of history—the history, not of Jesus, but of the community, since in this “liter-
ary fiction,” Jesus is an idealized figure intentionally fused with Matthew the
theologian. But Frankemolle overemphasizes formal differences between Mark
and Matthew and neglects substantial differences between Matthew and
Deuteronomy or Chronicles. Although he is right to read Matthew as a unified
book, he does not adequately reflect on the fact that for most of his gospel,
Matthew heavily depends on Mark and Q (however Q is understood).

Some studies have been widely accepted, not least the work of Bornkamm. 67
He holds that whereas in Mark the disciples do not understand what Jesus says
until he explains things to them in secret, Matthew attributes large and instant

61The most extended refutation, however—that of Charles L. Quarles, Midrash
Criticism: Introduction and Appraisal (Lanham: University Press of America, 1998)—
is itself sufficiently eccentric (though it makes a number of telling observations) that it
cannot be entirely relied upon. See the review by Peter Enns in WTJ 62 (2000): 303-6.

62Stanton, ““The Origin and Purpose of Matthew’s Gospel: Matthean Scholarship
from 1945 to 1980,” in H. Temporini and W. Haase, eds., ANRW 2.25.3, pp. 1889—
1951.

63France, Matthew— Evangelist and Teacher.

04G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, and H. J. Held, Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew
(ET London: SCM, 1963).

65SR. Walker, Die Heilsgeschichte im ersten Evangelium (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1967).

66Hubert Frankemélle, Jahwebund und Kirche Christi: Studien zur Form- und Tra-
ditionsgeschichte des “Evangeliums” nach Matthius (Munster: Aschendorff, 1974).

67Bornkamm, Barth, and Held, Tradition and Interpretation, 105-16.
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understanding to the disciples. In fact, this is what sets the disciples off from the
crowds: the disciples understand. The faltering of the disciples at various points
stems from their lack of faith, not from any lack of understanding. Yet one is
tempted to qualify this thesis. Apart from the fact that he relies rather too heav-
ily on the so-called Messianic secret in Mark, Bornkamm does not adequately
deal with the disciples’ request for private instruction (13:36), their failure to
understand Jesus’ teaching about his passion even after his explanations (e.g.,
16:21-26; 17:23; 26:51-56), or the passages that deal with “stumbling” and
“falling away.” This is not a peripheral failure; at bottom, Bornkamm does not
wrestle with the degree to which the failure of the disciples turns on their location
in the stream of redemptive history. They were unprepared before the passion
and resurrection to conceive of a messiah who could be defeated, who could die
the ignominious and odious death of the scum of Roman society. To this extent,
the disciples’ coming to deeper understanding and faith was unique: it was in part
a function of their place in salvation history, a place rendered forever obsolete by
the triumph of Jesus’ resurrection. Our coming to faith and understanding today,
or even in Matthew’s day, therefore, cannot be exactly like the coming to faith and
understanding of the first disciples. In numerous ways Matthew makes this clear,
but Bornkamm is so interested in reading Matthew’s church into Matthew’s
description of the first disciples that the exegesis becomes skewed.t8

Although a handful of scholars have argued that the author or final redactor
of Matthew’s gospel was a Gentile,% one of the most conspicuous recent trends
in the study of the New Testament in general and of Matthew in particular has
been the tendency to stress the essential Jewishness of many of its documents. In
the case of Matthew, however, this trend has sometimes gone over the top. Sev-
eral scholars have argued that Matthew’s gospel is so Jewish that it is scarcely
Christian at all, but a kind of Judaism. In such a reading, the evangelist may var-
iously be considered an apostate, a reformer, or a revolutionary, but his docu-
ment cannot really be judged to be genuinely Christian.”® But Donald Hagner

68See esp. Andrew H. Trotter, “Understanding and Stumbling: A Study of the Dis-
ciples’ Understanding of Jesus and His Teaching in the Gospel of Matthew” (Ph.D.
diss., Cambridge University, 1987).

09One thinks of the works of Wolfgang Trilling, Georg Strecker, and others; see the
review of such literature in Boris Repschinski, The Controversy Stories in the Gospel of
Matthew: Their Redaction, Form and Relevance for the Relationship between the
Matthean Community and Formative Judaism, FRLANT 189 (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 2000), 13-61.

70See Andrew Overman, Matthew’s Gospel and Formative Judaism: The Social World
of the Matthean Community (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990); idem, Church and Commu-
nity in Crisis: The Gospel According to Matthew, The New Testament in Context
(Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1996); Anthony Saldarini, Matthew’s
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Because of
the tight
relationships
among the
Synoptic
Gospels, the
contribution
made by any
one of them
must be
evaluated in
light of the
contribution
made by all
three.

has shown that the weight such authors rest on a singular reading of Matthew
5:17ff. and a few other texts is unjustified.”! Moreover, the interest in evangeliz-
ing all the nations is not restricted to the Great Commission (28:18-20) but is
embedded as well in utterances about how Gentiles will sit down with Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom (8:11-12) and in parables with a similar pur-
pose (esp. 21:28-22:14),72 while atonement language to describe Jesus’ death is
unswervingly taken over from Mark (Mark 10:45; Matt. 20:28).

Some recent studies, however, have manifested an increasing concern to
read Matthew holistically—that is, to read Matthew in his own right, even while
keeping an eye cocked on the synoptic (and other) parallels. Where the first
gospel is studied as a book on its own and not simply as a modified Mark, its
themes, unity, and essential power more easily come into focus. This is not to
deny the validity of other approaches; it is to insist that the traditional histori-
cal-critical method be complemented by greater literary sensitivity. To take up
again the theme of the disciples’ understanding in Matthew: one recent work
strenuously argues for a closer dialog between those engaged in narrative criti-
cism and those committed to such historical-critical approaches as redaction
criticism. Such dialog results in the conclusion that the disciples in Matthew,
while at one level comprehending Jesus to be the Messiah, consistently misun-
derstand the kind of Messiah Jesus 1s.73

THE CONTRIBUTION OF MATTHEW

Because of the tight relationships among the Synoptic Gospels, the contribu-
tion made by any one of them must be evaluated in light of the contribution
made by all three. If Matthew suddenly disappeared, much of its material would
still be found, more or less intact, in Mark and Luke. In that sense, Matthew
cannot be said to make the same sort of independent contribution that Hebrews
or the Apocalypse does, for example.

But the Synoptic Gospels as a whole make an irreplaceable contribution.
Alongside John, they constitute the foundational witness to the person, min-

Christian-Jewish Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); David Sim,
The Gospel of Matthew and Christian Judaism: The History and Social Setting of the
Matthean Community (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998).

1Donald A. Hagner, “Matthew: Apostate, Reformer, Revolutionary?” NTS 49
(2003): 193-209.

72See especially Wesley G. Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables: The Nation,
the Nations and the Reader in Matthew 21.28-22.14, SN'TSMS 127 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2003).

73Jeannine K. Brown, The Disciples in Narrative Perspective: The Portrayal and
Function of the Matthean Disciples (Atlanta: SBL, 2002).
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istry, teaching, passion, and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah. Nor are the three
Synoptic Gospels to be seen as merely redundant testimony. Each provides its
own slant, together providing a kind of stereoscopic depth that would otherwise
be almost entirely missing. And at a secondary level, each provides a window
onto the life of the church at the time each was written. But this window, 1t must
be insisted, is never transparent: it is at best translucent, and the shadows one
sees through it have to be interpreted with some care.

Within this framework, we may highlight some of Matthew’s emphases,
and therefore some of the peculiar contributions this gospel makes to the canon.

1. Matthew preserves large blocks of Jesus’ teaching in the discourses
already enumerated. Doubtless that was one of the major reasons this gospel
was so popular in the early church.”* However they came to be preserved in this
form, there can be no doubt that the church would be greatly impoverished
without the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew’s list of parables, his version of the
eschatological discourse, and so forth.

2. Matthew complements the other gospels, Luke in particular, by giving
an alternative account of Jesus’ virginal conception, cast in Joseph'’s perspec-
tive. Quite apart from other stories in the birth narrative of which there is no
other record (e.g., the visit of the Magi, the flight into Egypt), the whole
account is strongly tied to the antecedent revelation in what we now call the Old
Testament.”>

3. More generally, Matthew’s use of the Old Testament is particularly rich
and complex. The most noticeable peculiarity is the number of Old Testament
quotations (variously estimated between ten and fourteen) found only in
Matthew and introduced by a fulfillment formula characterized by a passive
form of mAnpdw (pleroo, “to fulfill”). These “formula quotations” are all asides
by the evangelist, his own reflections (hence, the widely used German word for
them, Reflexionszitate). Characteristically, they adopt a text form rather more
Semitic and rather less like the LXX than most of the other Old Testament quo-
tations in Matthew. The precise significance of these features is disputed.’¢
What is clear is that Matthew’s appreciation for the links between the old
covenant and the new is characterized by extraordinarily evocative nuances. For
instance, his notion of prophecy and fulfillment cannot be reduced to mere ver-
bal prediction and historical fulfillment in raw events (though it sometimes
includes such a notion). He employs various forms of typology and a fortiori

74See especially Massaux, Saint Matthieu.

75The most detailed study is that of Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah:
A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives (Garden City: Doubleday, 1977).

763ee, among other studies, the bibliographical entries under Doeve, France (Jesus
and the Old Testament), Gundry, McConnell, Moo, Rothfuchs, Soarés-Prabhu, Stan-
ton (“Matthew””), Stendahl, Westerholm, Knowles, and Beaton.
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arguments and adopts a fundamentally christological reading of the Old Testa-
ment. Thus, Jesus’ temptations (Matt. 4:1-11), for instance, are in some sense
areenactment of the temptations confronted in the wilderness by the Israelites,
God’s “son” (Exod. 4:22—23)—except that Jesus the Son of God is entirely vic-
torious in them because he is determined by God’s Word. Allison has shown
how much of a role exodus typology plays in the book.7

4. In the same way, Matthew’s treatment of the law is especially suggestive.
Although many think Matthew internalizes the law, radicalizes it, subsumes it
under the love command, absolutizes only its moral dimensions, or treats it as
a schoolmaster that conducts people to Christ, it is better to use Matthew’s own
category: Jesus comes to “fulfill” the law (5:17). In Matthew’s usage, that verb
presupposes that even the law itself enjoys a teleological, prophetic function.’8

5. Matthew’s gospel is foundational not only as one looks backward to the
scriptures of the old covenant but also as one looks forward to what the church
became. The later debates on the relation between Israel and the church find
much of their genesis in Matthew, John, Romans, and Hebrews. Not a little of
this debate, as far as Matthew is concerned, has focused on his treatment of the
Jewish leaders.”®

6. Finally, there are shadings to Matthew’s portrait of Jesus—surely the
heart of his gospel—that are unique. It is important to say, again, that much of
what is central in Matthew’s thought in this regard is not unique;8° it is not just
in Matthew that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of David, the Son of God, the Son
of Man, the Servant of the Lord, and so forth. Whatever special coloring these
titles take on in Matthew, their semantic overlap with their usage in other gospels
is even more striking. Nor is it justifiable to try to isolate one christological title
as that which explains or hermeneutically controls all the others in this gospel.8!
But having entered these caveats, Matthew’s shadings are important. He may
achieve such shading by associating a particular title with some theme, as when
he repeatedly links “Son of David” with Jesus’ healing ministry (and he is not

77Dale C. Allison Jr., The New Moses: A Matthean Typology (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1993).

78See esp. the bibliographical entries under Meier (Law), Banks, and Carson
(Matthew, 140ff.).

79See discussion of the options in D. A. Carson, “Jewish Leaders in Matthew’s
Gospel: A Reappraisal,” JETS 25 (1982): 161-74.

80A point perhaps not sufficiently observed in the important article by G. M. Styler,
“Stages in Christology in the Synoptic Gospels,” NT'S 10 (1963—64): 398—4009.

81The best-known instance is the argument of Kingsbury (Matthew) that “Son of
God” is for Matthew the controlling title under which all others must be subsumed. See
the important response by David Hill, “Son and Servant: An Essay on Matthean Chris-
tology,” JSNT 6 (1980): 2-16.
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alone in this association).82 He may also do it by introducing titles of which the
other evangelists make no mention, as when he insists that Jesus is Immanuel,
“God with us” (1:23).
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CHAPTER FOUR

MARK

CONTENTS

Mark’s story of Jesus’ ministry is action oriented. Recounting little extended
teaching of Jesus, Mark shifts scenes rapidly (e06vc¢ [euthys], “immediately,” is
almost a standard linking word in Mark). Jesus is constantly on the move, heal-
ing, exorcising demons, confronting opponents, and instructing the disciples.
This fast-paced narrative is punctuated by six transitional paragraphs or state-
ments, which divide Mark’s account into seven basic sections.

Preliminaries to the ministry (1:1—13). While it could be the title of the entire
gospel, Mark 1:1 is probably the heading for 1:1-13, the preliminaries to the
ministry. The “beginning” (¢py1 [arché]) of the “good news” about Jesus Christ
consists in the ministry of John the Baptist, the eschatological forerunner (1:2—
8), Jesus’ baptism by John (1:9-11), and Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilder-
ness (1:12-13).1

First part of the Galilean ministry (1:16—3:6). The important summary in
1:14—15—]Jesus’ entrance into Galilee, proclaiming the good news that the time
of fulfillment had come and that the kingdom was near—is the first of the six
transitional sections. It introduces Jesus’ ministry in Galilee (1:16—8:26) and,
more immediately, the opening events in that period of ministry (1:16—3:6). After
Jesus’ call of four disciples (1:16—20), Mark gives us a glimpse of a typical day in
Jesus’ ministry, including teaching in the synagogue, exorcisms, and healings
(1:21-34). The extraordinary nature of these events attracts great crowds of
people, but Jesus insists on moving from Capernaum, on the Sea of Galilee
(where these events took place), to other towns in Galilee (1:35-39). After
another healing story (1:40—45), Mark narrates five events that focus on Jesus’

1For this view of Mark 1:1, along with nine others, see C. E. B. Cranfield, The Gospel
According to Saint Mark, CGTC (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), 34—
35.
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controversy with Jewish leaders: there are disputes over his claim to be able to
forgive sins (2:1-12), over his fellowship with “tax collectors and ‘sinners’”
(2:13-17), over his disciples’ failure to fast regularly (2:18-22), and over the
Sabbath (2:23-28 and 3:1-6). The section climaxes with the plot of the Hero-
dians to take Jesus’ life.

Second part of the Galilean ministry (3:13—5:43). Mark’s second transitional
passage focuses on Jesus’ immense popularity and emphasizes Jesus’ ministry
of healing and exorcism (3:7—-12). It introduces the third major section of the
gospel, in which Jesus continues the Galilean ministry. Mark here focuses espe-
cially on the kingdom (3:13-5:43). Like the second section, this one also begins
with a narrative about the disciples—in this case, Jesus’ appointment of twelve
of them to be “apostles” (3:13—19). There follow further stories about the grow-
ing opposition to Jesus on the part of both Jesus’ family (3:20-21, 31-34) and
“the teachers of the law” (3:22-30). Jesus uses parables to explain this opposi-
tion as part of “the secret of the kingdom of God” (4:1-34). The section comes
to a climax with four miracles, each of them representing one of the character-
istic types of Jesus’ miracles: the calming of the storm (a nature miracle, 4:35—
41); the casting out of a “legion” of demons from a man in the region of the
Gerasenes (an exorcism, 5:1-20); the healing of a woman with a flow of blood
(a healing, 5:25-34); and the raising of the daughter of Jairus from the dead (a
resurrection, 5:21-24, 35-43).

The concluding phase of the Galilean ministry (6:7—8:26). The story of Jesus’
movement away from the region of the Sea of Galilee, where so much of the
action of 1:16—5:43 takes place, to his hometown of Nazareth in the hill coun-
try of Galilee (6:1-6) is Mark’s third transitional text. In the ensuing fourth
section of his gospel (6:7-8:26), Mark amplifies notes that he has sounded in
the two previous sections— Jesus’ amazing feats of power, his criticism of cer-
tain Jewish customs, and the growing opposition to him. He also initiates what
will become an important theme in the gospel: the disciples’ lack of under-
standing. The disciples are again featured at the beginning of this section, as
Jesus sends the Twelve out on a mission (6:7—13). The rumor that Jesus is John
the Baptist returned from the dead, mentioned along with other popular esti-
mates of his person, leads Mark to include here a flashback explanation of
John’s death at the hands of Herod Antipas (6:14—29). After the return of the
Twelve, the press of the crowds forces Jesus and his disciples into the wilder-
ness, where the five thousand are fed (6:30—44). This is followed by Jesus’
miraculous walking on the water, as he meets the disciples crossing the Sea of
Galilee (6:45-52). At Gennesaret, on the western shore of the sea, Jesus heals
many people (6:53-56), and shortly afterward he explains the real nature of
impurity in response to Jewish criticism (7:1-23). Jesus then leaves Galilee
(and Israel) for the regions of Tyre and Sidon to the North, where he commends
the faith of a Gentile woman (7:24-30). Very quickly, however, we find him
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back in the regions around the Sea of Galilee, healing (7:31-37), feeding the four
thousand (8:1-13), teaching without much success the “blinded” disciples
(8:14-21), and, with considerably greater success, healing a physically blinded
man (8:22-26).

The way of glory and suffering (8:27-10:52). Mark’s gospel reaches its cli-
max with Peter’s recognition of Jesus’ messiahship (8:27-30). It forms the fourth
major transition in the gospel, as the emphasis shifts from the crowds and the
power of Jesus displayed in miracles to the disciples and the cross. The ensuing
fifth section of the gospel (8:27—10:52) has at its heart a thrice-repeated sequence
that embodies a central purpose of Mark at this point in his narrative:

Jesus predicts his death 8:31 9:30-31 10:32-34

The disciples misunderstand 8:32-33  9:32(33-34) 10:35-40

Jesus teaches about the cost 8:34-38  9:35-37 10:41-45
of discipleship

Followers of Jesus, Mark suggests, must imitate their master by humbling them-
selves and serving others. In addition, we have in this section the transfiguration
(9:1-13), the driving of a demon out of a young lad (9:14-29), and teaching
about putting others first (9:38-50), divorce (10:1-12), humility (10:13-16),
and the difficulty of combining wealth with discipleship (10:17-31). The sec-
tion concludes, as Jesus nears Jerusalem, with his giving sight to Bartimaeus in
Jericho (10:46-52).

Final ministry in Jerusalem (11:1-13:37). Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem
marks the beginning of the next major stage in the gospel: the days of confronta-
tion with various Jewish groups and authorities preceding the passion (11:1—
13:37). Jesus’ public entry into the city, with its messianic overtones (11:1-11),
sets the stage for the confrontation; and the cleansing of the temple (11:12-19),
a strike at the heart of Judaism, forces the issue. The withering of the fig tree, in
addition to being a lesson in faith, is also an acted parable of judgment upon
Israel (11:20-25). It is thus no surprise that we find “the chief priests, the teach-
ers of the law and the elders” challenging Jesus’ authority (11:27-33), or Jesus
telling a parable in which the Jewish leaders’ rebelliousness to God is a promi-
nent theme (12:1-12). Jesus is further questioned about the appropriateness of
paying taxes to a Gentile ruler by “the Pharisees and Herodians” (12:13-17),
about implications of the doctrine of resurrection by the Sadducees (12:18-27),
and about the greatest commandment in the law by a teacher of the law (12:28—
34). Finally, Jesus takes the initiative, asking about the interpretation of Psalm
110:1 in an effort to force the Jews to consider his claims to be Messiah (12:35—
40). After Jesus’ commending of a widow’s sacrificial giving (12:41—-44) comes
the Olivet Discourse, in which Jesus encourages the disciples to be faithful in

light of coming suffering and as they look toward his triumphant return in glory
(13:1-37).



‘ 172

AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

The passion and empty-tomb narratives (15:1-16:8). The last section of
Mark’s gospel has two parts: the passion narrative (chaps. 14-15) and the story
of the empty tomb (chap. 16). Mark leads into the passion narrative with his only
mention of a definite date: it is two days before the Passover when the chief priests
and teachers of the law plot Jesus’ death (14:1-2). The narrative of Jesus’ anoint-
ing in Bethany is found here for topical reasons (for it took place “six days before
the Passover”; see John 12:1-8): the anointing of Jesus’ head points to his royal
dignity (14:3-9). As Judas provides a means of arresting Jesus quietly, Jesus
arranges for himself and the disciples to celebrate Passover together (14:12-26).
After this meal, during which he uses elements of the Passover ritual to refer to
his death, Jesus and the disciples leave the city for Gethsemane on the Mount of
Olives, where Jesus agonizingly prays and is then arrested (14:27-52). There fol -
lows the series of judicial proceedings and trials: a nighttime hearing before the
supreme Jewish council, the Sanhedrin (14:53—65), during which Peter denies
the Lord (14:66—72), a quick morning trial before the Sanhedrin (15:1), and the
decisive trial before the Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate (15:2—15). Pilate sen-
tences Jesus to death by crucifixion; he is mocked by the soldiers and executed at
Golgotha (15:16—41). The burial takes place that same day (15:42—47). But the
despair of the women who saw him buried gives way to awe at the empty tomb
and the angel’s announcement of the resurrection (16:1-8).

AUTHOR

Like the other three gospels, Mark is anonymous. The title, “According to
Mark” (koo Maprov [ kata Markon)),? was probably added when the canonical
gospels were collected and there was need to distinguish Mark’s version of the
gospel from the others. The gospel titles are generally thought to have been
added in the second century but may have been added much earlier.3 Certainly
we may say that the title indicates that by A.D. 125 or so an important segment
of the early church thought that a person named Mark wrote the second gospel.

Mark’s connection with the second gospel is asserted or assumed by many
early Christian writers. Perhaps the earliest (and certainly the most important) of
the testimonies is that of Papias, who was bishop of Hierapolis in Phrygia of Asia
Minor until about A.D. 130. His statement about the second gospel is recorded
in Eusebius’s Historia Ecclesiastica (History of the Church), written in 325.

20r “The Gospel According to Mark” —the manuscript tradition makes it hard to
be sure whether the longer or shorter form is the original. NA27 prints the shorter, but
Hengel argues for the longer (“The Titles of the Gospels and the Gospel of Mark,” in
Studies in the Gospel of Mark [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985], 66—67).

3Ibid., 64—84; for a contrary view, see Helmut Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels:
Their History and Development (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992), 26-27.
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And the presbyter used to say this, “Mark became Peter’s interpreter [ her-
meneutes] and wrote accurately all that he remembered, not indeed, in
order, of the things said or done by the Lord. For he had not heard the
Lord, nor had he followed him, but later on, as I said, followed Peter, who
used to give teaching as necessity demanded but not making, as it were, an
arrangement of the Lord’s oracles, so that Mark did nothing wrong in writ-
ing down single points as he remembered them. For to one thing he gave
attention, to leave out nothing of what he had heard and to make no false
statements in them. (H.E. 3.39.15)*

Three important claims about the second gospel emerge from this statement:

1. Mark wrote the gospel that, in Eusebius’s day, was identified with this
name.

2. Mark was not an eyewitness but obtained his information from Peter.5

3. Mark’s gospel lacks “order,” reflecting the occasional nature of Peter’s
preaching.6

The importance of these claims is magnified when we realize that the pres-
byter Papias is quoting is the presbyter John, probably the apostle John him-
self. If Papias is to be trusted, the identification of Mark as the author of the
second gospel goes back to the first generation of Christians.

Christian writers of the second and third centuries confirm that Mark was
the author of the second gospel and that he depended on Peter for his informa-
tion: Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 106; Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses3.1.2;
Tertullian, Adversus Marcion4:5; Clement of Alexandria, Hypotyposeis (accord-
ing to Eusebius, H.E. 6.14.5-7); Origen, Commentary on Matthew (again
according to Eusebius, H.E. 6.25.5); and, probably, the Muratorian Canon. 7
Some scholars dismiss these testimonies as secondhand evidence going back to

4The quotation is taken from the translation by Kirsopp Lake in Eusebius: Ecclesi-
astical History, vol. 1, LCL (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1926).

5In identifying Mark as Peter’s hermeneuteés, Papias may mean that he was Peter’s
“translator” (from Aramaic into Greek) (see H. E. W. Turner, “The Tradition of Mark’s
Dependence upon Peter,” ExpTim 71 [1959—-60]: 260—63) or, more probably, his “inter-
preter,” one who repeated and transmitted Peter’s preaching (Zahn 2.442-44).

6This may mean that Mark, in the judgment of the presbyter, lacked chronological
order (Martin Hengel, “Literary, Theological, and Historical Problems in the Gospel
of Mark,” in Studies in the Gospel of Mark, 48) or, more probably, that it lacked rhetor-
ical/artistic order (Robert A. Guelich, Mark 1-8:26, WBC [Waco: Word, 1989], xxvii).

7This canon is a list of New Testament books found in a fragment named “Mura-
torian” because the sole manuscript to preserve the list, an incomplete Latin manuscript
of the seventh or eighth century, was discovered and published by Cardinal L. A. Mura-
tori in 1740. The fragment has traditionally been dated in the late second century, but
that has been challenged recently, it being argued that a fourth-century date is more
likely (see A. C. Sundberg Jr., “Canon Muratori: A Fourth Century List,” HTR 66
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Papias, believing that Papias invents his claim about Mark’s connection with
Peter in order to defend the gospel against its detractors.8 But Papias does not
appear to be defending Mark’s authorship or his connection with Peter but only
the reliability of the gospel, against the charge that it lacked “order.” Moreover,
no dissenting voice from the early church regarding the authorship of the sec-
ond gospel is found. This is surprising, since the tendency in the early church
was to associate apostles with the writing of the New Testament books. While
we must not uncritically accept everything that early Christian writers say about
the origins of the New Testament, we should not reject what they say without
good reason. The early and uncontested claim that Mark wrote the second
gospel based on Peter’s teaching can be overturned only by rather clear indica-
tions to the contrary from the gospel itself.?

To assess this internal evidence, we must first identify the “Mark” intended
by Papias and the other early Christian writers. That they refer to the (John)
Mark mentioned in Acts (12:12, 25; 13:5, 13; 15:37) and in four New Testament
epistles (Col. 4:10; Philem. 24; 2 Tim. 4:11; 1 Peter 5:13) is almost certain.!® No
other early Christian Mark would have been so well known as to be mentioned
without further description.!! Son of a woman prominent in the early Jerusalem
church (Christians had gathered at her home during Peter’s imprisonment [Acts
12:12]) and cousin of Barnabas (Col. 4:10), “John, also called Mark,” accom-
panied Paul and Barnabas as far as Pamphylia, in Asia Minor, on the first mis-
sionary journey (Acts 13:5, 13). For whatever reason (and speculation has been
rampant), Mark left Paul and Barnabas before the first journey ended, and Paul
therefore refused to take him along on his second extended preaching trip. Barn-

[1973]: 1-41; G. M. Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment and the Development of the
Canon [Oxford: Clarendon, 1992]). But a second-century date may still be defended
(e.g., Everett Ferguson, “Canon Muratori: Date and Provenance,” Studia Patristica 18
[1982]: 677-83; C. E. Hill, “The Debate Over the Muratorian Fragment and the Devel-
opment of the Canon,” WTJ 57 [1995]: 437-52).

8E.g., Kimmel, 95; Rudolf Pesch, Das Markusevangelium, HTKNT (Freiburg:
Herder, 1976-80), 1:4-7.

9In favor of Papias’ early date and reliability, see esp. Robert W. Yarbrough, “The
Date of Papias: A Reassessment,” JETS26 [1983]: 181-91; Robert H. Gundry, Mark:
A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 1026—
34; on the need to respect the early traditions, see also Richard T. France, The Gospel of
Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002),
37-41. Brown (159-61) thinks that “Peter” might be a kind of shorthand for the apos-
tolic tradition in general.

10A few scholars think that an unknown Mark wrote the gospel (see, e.g., Pesch,
Markusevangelium,1.9-11).

11Jerome is the first to explicitly identify the Mark of the second gospel with the
John Mark mentioned in the New Testament.
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abas disagreed with Paul’s decision and separated himself from Paul, taking
Mark along with him (Acts 15:36—40). Yet Paul and Mark were eventually rec-
onciled: Paul mentions Mark’s presence with him during his Roman imprison-
ment (Philem. 24; Col. 4:10). Peter, writing from Rome, also mentions that
Mark was with him, calling him his son (1 Pet. 5:13), perhaps implying that
Mark had been converted through his ministry.12 Mark has also been identified
as the “young man” who “fled naked” from Gethsemane when Jesus was
arrested (Mark 14:51-52). It has been argued that this enigmatic reference,
peculiar to Mark’s gospel, is an autobiographical reminiscence.!3 This may be
the case, but the identification may call into question Papias’s claim that Mark
was not an eyewitness. !4

Does the little we know of John Mark from the New Testament present any
difficulty to identifying him as the author of the second gospel? Some scholars
think so, pointing to Mark’s alleged ignorance of Jewish customs and errors
about Palestinian geography.!> But neither difficulty stands up to scrutiny; care-
ful and sympathetic interpretation of the alleged problem passages reveals no
errors in such matters. In contrast, two features of Mark and his career as they
are presented in the New Testament fit the author of the second gospel. The
Greek style of Mark’s gospel is simple and straightforward and full of the kind
of Semitisms that one would expect of a Jerusalem-bred Christian.16 And Mark’s
connection with Paul may help explain what many scholars have found to be a
Pauline theological influence in the second gospel. Both features are far too gen-
eral to offer any positive evidence toward an identification. But the important
point is that nothing in the second gospel stands in the way of accepting the ear-
liest tradition that identifies John Mark as its author. Our decision, then, will
rest almost entirely on external evidence, and especially on the tradition handed
down through Papias and Eusebius from the unnamed presbyter. Those who
are skeptical of the reliability of Papias conclude that the author of the gospel is
unknown.!7 Yet as we have seen, there is nothing in the New Testament that is

12See Zahn 2.427.

13E.g., A. B. Bruce, “The Synoptic Gospels,” in EGT 1.441-42. Early tradition
also identified the home of Mark and his mother as the location of the Last Supper.

14K immel calls the identification “‘a strange and wholly improbable conjecture”
(p. 95), but he gives no better explanation for the inclusion of these verses in Mark’s gospel.

5E.g., ibid., 96-97.

16Note Martin Hengel’s judgment: “I do not know any other work in Greek which
has so many Aramaic or Hebrew words and formulae in so narrow a space as does the
second gospel” (‘“Literary, Theological, and Historical Problems,” 46).

17E.g., Kimmel, 95-97; Joachim Gnilka, Das Evangelium nach Markus, EKKNT
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1978; Zurich: Benziger, 1979), 1.32-33; W. R.
Telford, The Theology of the Gospel of Mark (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999), 10-12.
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inconsistent with Papias’s claim that Mark wrote the second gospel. And since
we have no indication that anyone in the early church contested Papias’s claim,
we see no reason not to accept it.

But can we also accept the tradition that Mark is dependent on the preach-
ing of Peter? Here again, skepticism is rampant. Modern approaches to the
gospels consider the gospel material to be the product of a long and complex
process of traditions-history, a view that has difficulty accommodating the direct
connection between Mark and Peter suggested by Papias.!® While recognizing
this as something of a problem, two factors may mitigate its force. First, we must
question whether the assuredness with which critics identify the origins and
growth of traditions is always justified. In many cases the basis for such judg-
ments does not appear to be strong, and we may well think that the derivation
of a given pericope from Peter himself may satisfy the evidence equally well.
Only a doctrinaire form critic would insist that all the gospel tradition must have
been transmitted through the faceless “community.”1? Second, we must proba-
bly allow for Mark to have used sources other than Peter. As long as the apos-
tle was a central source for the gospel, Papias’s claim stands.

On the other side of the ledger are factors that could be taken to point to
Peter’s connection with this gospel. The vividness and detail of the second gospel
are said to point to an eyewitness. Only Mark, for instance, mentions that the
grass on which the five thousand sat was green (6:39). But even if valid (and
some scholars insist that there was a tendency to add such detail to the tradi-
tion), this feature would do no more than show that there was some eyewitness
testimony behind Mark’s gospel.

This focus may be narrowed by another feature of the gospel: the especially
critical light in which the Twelve are displayed. While found in all four gospels,
the picture of the disciples as cowardly, spiritually blind, and hard of heart is
particularly vivid in Mark. This, it is held, points to an apostolic viewpoint, for
only an apostle would have been able to criticize the Twelve so harshly. Two
other factors suggest that this apostolic witness may be Peter’s. First, Peter fig-
ures prominently in Mark, and some of the references are most naturally
explained as coming from Peter himself (e.g., the references to Peter “remem-
bering” [11:21; 14:72]).20 Second, C. H. Dodd has pointed out that Mark’s
gospel follows a pattern very similar to that found in Peter’s rehearsal of the basic
kerygma, the evangelistically oriented recitation of key events in Jesus’ life found

18Thus, for instance, Guelich concludes that Papias is right in identifying Mark as
the author but wrong in thinking that the gospel is based on the preaching of Peter (Mark
1-8:26, xxvi—xxix); cf. also Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion and Commentary, AB 27 (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 17-24.

19Martin, 1.204-5.

20Tbid., 1.204.
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in such texts as Acts 10:36—41.21 We might add, finally, that Peter’s reference to
Mark as “my son” in his first letter fits nicely with the relationship between
Peter and Mark mentioned by Papias; it discourages one from thinking Papias
simply invented such a relationship.

Each of these factors is commensurate with the tradition that Mark is based
on Peter’s preaching, and one or two of them may even point slightly in that
direction. But none of them, nor all of them together, is sufficient to establish the
connection. Again, however, there seems to be no compelling reason to reject
the common opinion of the early church on this matter.

PROVENANCE

Early tradition is not unanimous about the place where Mark wrote his gospel,
but it favors Rome. The anti-Marcionite prologue to Mark (late second cen-
tury?) claims that Mark wrote the gospel “in the regions of Italy.” Both Irenaeus
(Adv. Haer. 3.1.2) and Clement of Alexandria (according to Eusebius, H.E.
6.14.6—7) suggest the same thing. Several considerations are said to confirm a
Roman provenance: (1) the large number of Latinisms in the gospel;22 (2) the
incidental mention of Simon of Cyrene’s sons, Alexander and Rufus, at least
one of whom may have been known to Mark in Rome (when writing to the
Roman church, Paul greets a Rufus [16:13]); (3) the apparently Gentile audience
of the gospel; (4) the many allusions to suffering, which would be appropriate
if the gospel was written under the shadow of persecutions of the church in
Rome; (5) the fact that 1 Peter 5:13 locates Mark in Rome with Peter in the early
sixties; and (6) the connection with an important early center of Christianity,
which would have explained the gospel’s quick acceptance.

Some of these points are very weak: numbers one and three could fit a prove-
nance anywhere that boasted Gentiles and Latin influence; number two assumes
that there was only one Rufus in the early church; and number six is of ques-
tionable validity and, even if accepted, could point to several possible locations
(Jerusalem, Antioch, Ephesus). The other two points, however, do carry some
weight. The date of Mark’s gospel is not certain (see below); but if it was writ-
ten in the middle 60s, the Neronian persecution in Rome might explain the focus
on suffering (point number four). The presence of Peter and Mark in Rome at

21C. H. Dodd, “The Framework of the Gospel Narrative,” ExpTim 43 (1932): 396—
400.

22See esp. Mark’s explanation of the widow’s two copper coins as equaling a k08pdv-
¢ (kodrantes), a Roman coin (12:42), and of the “courtyard” (0OAN [aule]) as being a
Tpoutwplov (praitorion), another distinctively Roman/Latin name (15:16). Readers in
the eastern part of the Roman Empire would almost certainly have known these Greek
terms. For a complete list of Mark’s Latinisms, see Kiimmel, 97-98.
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about the time the gospel was probably written (point number six) is certainly
significant. Moreover, there is nothing in the gospel that is incompatible with a
Roman provenance.

The only other provenance that finds support in early tradition is Egypt
(Chrysostom, Hom. Matt. 1.3 [c. 400]). If Morton Smith is right, Clement of
Alexandria may also have connected Mark with the church in Alexandria.
According to Smith, a letter he discovered in the monastery of Mar-Saba in
Egypt is an authentic letter of Clement, in which he says that Mark, after writ-
ing his gospel in Rome with Peter, came to Alexandria, where he composed a
“deeper,” gnostic-oriented gospel.23 But the authenticity of the letter is dis-
puted, and in any case, it simply corroborates a Roman provenance for the
canonical Mark. Chrysostom’s identification of Egypt as the place of Mark’s
composition may even be a mistaken inference from Eusebius.24

Three other specific provenances have gained support from modern schol-
ars. Syria, or more specifically, Antioch, has been proposed by scholars who
note, among other things, its proximity to Palestine (which explains why Mark
assumes his readers will know Palestinian place-names), its large Roman colony,
Peter’s connection with Antioch, and the fact that the presbyter whom Papias
quotes comes from the East.25 Other scholars, while less specific, are inclined
to think that Mark was written somewhere in the East.26 In his groundbreaking
redactional study of Mark, Willi Marxsen argues for a Galilean provenance.
Noting the positive significance accorded to Galilee in Mark, Marxsen theo-
rizes that for Mark, Galilee was the place of revelation and that the references to

23Morton Smith, The Secret Gospel: The Discovery and Interpretation of the Secret
Gospel According to Mark (New York: Harper & Row, 1973). Despite the dispute over
the authenticity of this letter, a handful of more radical scholars have not only affirmed
its authenticity but have argued that Clement got the sequence wrong: our canonical
Mark, they say, is actually an abbreviation of this long gnostic-oriented gospel (which,
of course, we do not have). Even on the supposition that the ostensible letter of Clement
is authentic, however, the overwhelming majority of scholars agree that Clement has the
sequence right: the gnostic document is a later expansion of canonical Mark. See espe-
cially Scott G. Brown, “On the Composition History of the Longer (‘Secret’) Gospel of
Mark,” JBL 122 (2003): 89-110.

24H.E. 2.16.1: “Mark is said to have been the first man to set out for Egypt and preach
there the gospel which he had himself written down.” See, e.g., Vincent Taylor, The
Gospel According to St. Mark, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1966), 32; Martin 1.215.

25], Vernon Bartlet, St. Mark (London: Thomas Nelson & Sons, n.d.), 5-6; Mar-
cus, Mark 1-8, 33-37.

26E.g., Kimmel, 98. Bo Reicke suggests Caesarea, its Palestinian location fitting
his theory of gospel origins, and its Roman flavor (it was the Roman administrative cen-
ter) explaining the large number of Latinisms (The Roots of the Synoptic Gospels
[Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986], 165-66).
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Jesus “going before” the disciples into Galilee (14:28; 16:7) were a summons to
Christians to gather in Galilee and await the return of Christ.2” Marxsen’s the-
ory is fraught with problems, however, and there is no convincing reason to
locate Mark in Galilee. While certainty is impossible, a Roman provenance is
the best alternative, granted the strength of the early tradition and the lack of
any evidence from within the New Testament to the contrary.

DATE

Mark has been dated in four different decades: the 40s, the 50s, the 60s, and the
70s.

A Date in the 40s

A date in the 40s has been proposed on the basis of historical and papyro-
logical considerations. C. C. Torrey argues that Mark’s “abomination that
causes desolation” (13:14) is a reference to the attempt in A.D. 40 of the
Emperor Caligula to have his image set up in the Jerusalem temple, and he con-
tends that the gospel was written shortly after this.28 But the identification is
unlikely. José O’Callaghan bases his early dating of Mark on three papyrus frag-
ments found at Qumran (7Q5; 7Q6,1; 7Q7), dated c. 50, which he claims con-
tain, respectively, Mark 6:52—53, 4:28, and 12:17.29 But most scholars have
contested the identification.30 Even if it were valid, it would prove only the exis-
tence at this date of tradition that came to be incorporated into Mark.3! Another
theory holds that Peter may have journeyed to Rome in the 40s after being freed
from prison (see Acts 12:17) and that Mark may have written the gospel at that

27Willi Marxsen, Mark the Evangelist (Nashville: Abingdon, 1969).

28C. C. Torrey, The Four Gospels, 2nd ed. (New York: Harper, 1947), 261-62.
Moreover, Torrey’s theory assumes an early Aramaic gospel of Mark. A similar pro-
posal has recently been defended by Gunther Zuntz (“Wann wurde das Evangelium
Mareci geschrieben?” in Markus-Philologie: Historische, literargeschichtliche, und stilis-
tische Untersuchungen zum zweiten Evangelium, ed. Herbert Cancik, WUNT 33 [Tubin-
gen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1984], 47-71).

29]osé O’Callaghan, “Papiros neotestamentarios en la cuere 7 de Qumran,” Bib 53
(1972): 91-100. See William Lane, The Gospel According to Mark, NICNT (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 18—21, for a summary and discussion; see also, on 7Q5, C. P.
Thiede, The Earliest Gospel Manuscript? The Qumran Fragment 7Q5 and Its Significance
for New Testament Studies (Guernsey: Paternoster, 1992).

30See, e.g., Pierre Benoit, “Note sur les fragments grecs de la Grotte 7 de Qumran,”
RevBib79 (1972): 321-24; Lane, Mark, 19-21.

31]n a similar vein, Maurice Casey reconstructs Aramaic sources in Mark from the
Dead Sea Scrolls, concluding that the gospel might have been written ¢. 40 (Aramaic
Sources of Mark’s Gospel, SNTSMS 102 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998].
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time.32 But so early a date for Mark’s gospel makes it hard to explain the silence
of Paul and other New Testament writers about it, and it does not perhaps allow
sufficient time for the development of the tradition behind Mark.

A Date in the 50s

Another problem in the way of dating Mark as early as the 40s arises if we
give credence to the traditions that the gospel was written in Rome on the basis
of the preaching of Peter. Although possible, it is not likely that Peter came to
Rome in the early 40s.33 But there is evidence that Peter was in Rome in the
mid—50s, making it possible to date Mark in the later 50s without contradicting
the well-established tradition of the origin of the gospel.3* The strongest case
for this dating comes not from Mark directly but from the relationship of Mark
to Luke-Acts. The argument assumes that Acts ends where it does, with Paul
languishing in a Roman prison, because Luke published the book of Acts at that
time (about A.D. 62). This would require that the gospel of Luke, the first vol-
ume of Luke’s literary effort, be dated at about the same time or slightly earlier.
If we then accept the prevailing scholarly opinion that Luke used the canonical
Mark as one of his key sources, Mark must have been written at the latest in the
late 50s (to allow time for the gospel to circulate).35 This argument is based on
two key assumptions: that Acts is to be dated in about A.D. 62, and that Luke
has used canonical Mark.3¢ The latter may be granted; but the former is not so
clear. The ending of Acts need not reflect its actual date of publication; Luke
might have had other reasons for ending Acts where he does (see chap. 7).

32]. W. Wenham, “Did Peter Go to Rome in A.D. 42?” TynB23 (1972): 97-102;
idem, Redating Matthew, Mark and Luke: A Fresh Assault on the Synoptic Problem
(Downers Grove: IVP, 1992), 146-82.

33Wenham is representative of those who think that Peter may have come to Rome
after his miraculous release from prison, recorded in Acts 12 (“Did Peter Go to Rome?”
97-99). Yet Peter is back in Palestine by the time of the Jerusalem Council in A.D. 48
or 49 (Acts 15), and it is difficult to think that Paul and Barnabas would have taken along
on the first missionary journey one who had worked closely with Peter in Rome for some
years. For a discussion of Peter's movements, see Oscar Cullmann, Peter: Disciple,
Apostle, Martyr, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962), 38—39.

34Peter was probably in Corinth before A.D. 55 when Paul wrote 1 Corinthians (see
1:12; 2:22), and in Rome in about 63 (the probable date of 1 Peter). Eusebius implies
that Peter was in Rome during the reign of Claudius, who died in 54 (H.E. 2.14.6). The
absence of any reference to Peter in Romans suggests that Peter was not in Rome in 57.

355ee esp. Adolf von Harnack, The Date of Acts and of the Synoptic Gospels (New
York: Putnam’s, 1911). Reicke’s argument is similar, although he thinks Mark was writ-
ten at about the same time as Luke (Roots of the Synoptic Gospels, 177—80). C. S. Mann
thinks that Mark composed a first draft of his gospel in A.D. 55 (Mark, AB [Garden
City: Doubleday, 1986], 72—83).

36See Gundry, Mark, 1026—45.
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A Date in the 60s

The majority of contemporary scholars date Mark in the middle to late 60s
for three reasons. First, the earliest traditions favor a date for Mark after the
death of Peter.37 Second, and perhaps more important for most, the internal evi-
dence of Mark is said to favor a date during, or shortly after, the onset of perse-
cution in Rome. Mark has much to say about the importance of disciples’
following the “road to the cross” walked by our Lord. This emphasis best fits a
situation when Christians were facing the grim prospect of martyrdom, a set-
ting that would have obtained in Rome at the time of, or after, Nero’s famous
persecution of Christians in A.D. 65.38 Third, Mark 13 is said to reflect the sit-
uation in Palestine during the Jewish revolt and just before the Roman entrance
into the city, and thus it must be dated between 67 and 69.39 None of these points
is decisive. The tradition about the date of Mark is neither especially early nor
widespread, and other traditions place the writing of Mark during Peter’s life-
time.*0 Christians faced suffering on many occasions other than Rome in the

37The anti-Marcionite prologue (late second century?), Irenaeus (A.D. 185; see
Adv. Haer. 3.1.2), and perhaps Papias’s citation of the presbyter (note the tense: “Mark,
who had been Peter’s interpreter”).

38For this case, see esp. Cranfield, Mark, 8; Hugh Anderson, The Gospel of Mark,
NCB (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1976), 26; Brown, 163—64; Martin, 1.213;
James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, PN'TC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2002), 7-8. Martin Hengel cites other arguments in support of a late date: (1) the clar-
ity of Mark’s writing; (2) Mark’s lateness in comparison with Q; (3) the assumption in
Mark of the existence of a worldwide mission (see 13:10; 14:9); and (4) the prophecy of
the martyrdom of James and John (“The Gospel of Mark: Time of Origin and Situa-
tion,” in Studies in the Gospel of Mark, 12—-28).

39Hengel, “Time of Origin,” 2—-28; Augustine Stock, The Method and Message of
Mark (Wilmington: Glazier, 1989), 6-8; Guelich, Mark 1-8:26, xxi—xxxii.

40Clement of Alexandria says: “When Peter had preached the word publicly in
Rome and announced the gospel by the Spirit, those present, of whom there were many,
besought Mark, since for a long time he had followed him and remembered what had
been said, to record his words. Mark did this, and communicated the gospel to those
who made request of him. When Peter knew of it, he neither actively prevented nor
encouraged the undertaking” (recorded by Eusebius in H.E. 6.14.6—-7; the translation is
from Taylor, Mark, 5-6). Tertullian may also witness to this tradition (see Adv. Marc.
4.5.3). It has even been argued that the key early traditions can be reconciled by under-
standing the word £€£080¢ (exodos) in Irenaeus (e.g., “after the ‘exodos’ of these [Peter
and Paul]”) to refer not to their death but to their departure from Rome (so T. W. Man-
son, Studies in the Gospels and Epistles, ed. Matthew Black [Philadelphia: Westminster,
1962], 34—40; France, Gospel of Mark, 37). Others reconcile the conflicting traditions
by assuming that Mark began his gospel during Peter’s lifetime but published it after
his death (Zahn 2.433-34; Guthrie is favorable to the suggestion [p. 86]). This tradi-
tion about the date of Mark is neither especially early nor widespread, and other tradi-
tions place the writing of Mark during Peter’s lifetime.
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mid—60s, and as Joel Marcus has pointed out, Mark’s treatment of suffering
omits some of the features we might have expected had the Neronian persecu-
tion been in the background.#! A similar point can be made with respect to Mark
13: the details of the discourse are not specific enough to suggest a particular
historical situation.

A Date in the 70s

The main argument for dating Mark as late as the 70s rests on the assump-
tion that Mark 13 reflects the actual experience of the sacking of Jerusalem by
the Romans.*2 But the argument is seriously flawed. As several scholars have
shown, Mark 13 shows very little evidence of being influenced by the course of
events in A.D. 70. Jesus’ predictions reflect stock Old Testament and Jewish
imagery having to do with the besieging of cities rather than the specific cir-
cumstances of the siege of Jerusalem.* Even more damaging to this argument
is the assumption on the part of these critics that Jesus could not accurately have
predicted the course of events in 70. As long as we grant Jesus the ability to do
5o, Mark 13 will offer no help in dating the gospel.

Conclusion

A decision between a date in the 50s and one in the 60s is impossible to
make. We must be content with dating Mark sometime in the late 50s or the 60s.

AUDIENCE AND PURPOSE

Mark is a self-effacing narrator. He tells his story with a minimum of editorial
comments and says nothing about his purpose or his intended audience. We
must depend, then, on the early testimonies about Mark and on the character
of the gospel itself for information about his readers and his purpose.

Audience

The extrabiblical sources point to a Gentile Christian audience, probably
in Rome. The Roman destination of Mark’s gospel is simply an inference from
its Roman provenance. If Mark wrote in Rome, he probably wrote to Romans.
This is either stated or implied in the early traditions about the gospel, which

4Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8, 32-33.

428ee Kiimmel, 68; Pesch, Markusevangelium 1.14; Gnilka, Das Evangelium nach
Markus 1.34.

43See esp. Bo Reicke, “Synoptic Prophecies of the Destruction of Jerusalem,” in
Studies in New Testament and Early Christian Literature, ed. David E. Aune, NovTSup
33 (Leiden: Brill, 1972), 121-33; John A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976), 13-30.
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have Mark recording the preaching of Peter for those who had heard the great
apostle in Rome. As we have noted above, the many Latinisms of the gospel are
compatible with, if not conclusive for, a Roman audience. That Mark writes to
Gentiles seems clear from his translation of Aramaic expressions, his explana-
tion of Jewish customs such as the washing of hands before eating (7:3—4), and,
in the few texts he includes on the subject, his interest in the cessation of the rit-
ual elements in the Mosaic law (see 7:1-23, esp. v. 19; 12:32-34). It is also worth
reminding ourselves that Mark’s “audience” was almost certainly just that:
Christians listening to Mark’s gospel being read aloud to them.#4

Purpose

Mark’s purpose is much harder to determine. Interest in this question was
stimulated by redaction criticism, which sought to discover the overall thrust of
the gospels from the author/redactor’s handling of tradition. Redaction critics
typically stress theological purposes in the writing of the gospels, and this has
certainly been the case with respect to Mark. However, the dominant view that
Mark was the first gospel to be written always made redaction-critical study of
Mark something of an uncertain enterprise. Setting aside questions of possible
sources, therefore, recent scholarship has attacked the problem of Mark’s pur-
pose with an array of literary tools. The large number of specific proposals
emerging from these redactional and literary studies forbids our giving anything
close to a complete survey. We mention here four representative interpretations,
the first focusing on eschatology, the second on Christology, the third on apolo-
getics, and the fourth on politics.

Willi Marxsen, who initiated the modern redactional study of Mark,
thought that Mark wanted to prepare Christians for Jesus’ imminent parousia
in Galilee.45 He argued that Mark focuses on Galilee as the place where Jesus
meets with his disciples at the expense of Jerusalem, where Jesus is rejected and
killed. Jesus’ command to his disciples to meet him in Galilee (14:28; cf. 16:7)
was taken by Marxsen as a prediction to Mark’s community of Jesus’ glorious
return to them. But the meeting with Jesus to which these verses refer is clearly
a post-resurrection meeting, not the parousia.* Moreover, the geographic con-
trast that Marxsen (and some before him) discerns is much better explained as
a reflection of the actual course of Jesus’ ministry than as a theologically moti-
vated invention of Mark’s.

#See, e.g., Robert H. Stein, “Is Our Reading the Bible the Same as the Original
Audience’s Hearing It? A Case Study in the Gospel of Mark,” JETS 46 (2003): 63—78.
He notes that this oral context renders dubious some of the more complicated and eso-
teric proposals about Mark’s text and intention.

+sMarxsen, Mark the Evangelist.

46See, e.g., Robert H. Stein, “A Short Note on Mark XIV.28 and XVI.7,” NTS 20
(1974): 445-52.
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Theodore Weeden found in Mark a polemic against a “divine man” (theios
aner) Christology, a way of viewing Jesus that saw him as a wonder-working
hero but denied or neglected his suffering and death.4” To counter this tendency,
Mark wrote a gospel that emphasized the humanity and suffering of Jesus. Wee-
den is correct to see in Mark a focus on Jesus’ suffering, but he goes too far in
identifying Mark’s opponents as people who held to a divine-man Christology.
For one thing, evidence for a polemical stance in Mark is not at all clear—he
probably does not have any opponents in view at all.*8 For another, the very exis-
tence of a Hellenistic divine-man concept as a category into which early Chris-
tians would have put Jesus is open to question.

A specific kind of apologetic was discerned in Mark by S. G. F. Brandon. He
thought that Mark had attempted to mask the political implications of Jesus’
life—and especially his death. According to Brandon, Jesus was a sympathizer
with the Jewish revolutionaries, the Zealots. For this reason he was crucified by
the Romans, a method of execution generally reserved for political criminals.
By branding Jesus as a rebel against Rome, his crucifixion made it very diffi-
cult for Christians to win a hearing from the Roman public—particularly in the
aftermath of the Jewish revolt in Palestine, when, according to Brandon, Mark
wrote his gospel. To overcome this difficulty, Mark transferred as much of the
blame for Jesus’ death from the Romans to the Jews as he could, a process
revealed by the many manifestly unhistorical features in the Sanhedrin and
Roman trials.50 But there is no need to follow Brandon in finding these trials to
contain unhistorical fabrications.5! In general, Brandon’s theory can be sustained
only by arguing, without any evidence, that Mark (and all other writers who

47Theodore Weeden, Mark: Traditions in Conflict (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1971).

#85ee Jack Dean Kingsbury, The Christology of Mark’s Gospel (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1983).

49See, e.g., David Tiede, The Charismatic Figure as Miracle Worker (Missoula: SP,
1972).

505, G. F. Brandon, Jesus and the Zealots (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1967).

S1For studies of Jesus’ trials that generally vindicate the historicity of the gospel
accounts, see David R. Catchpole, The Trial of Jesus: A Study in the Gospels and Jewish
Historiography from 1770 to the Present Day (Leiden: Brill, 1971); Josef Blinzler, Der
Prozess Jesu, 2nd ed. (Regensburg: Pustet, 1955); Darrell L. Bock, Blasphemy and Exal-
tation in Judaism and the Final Examination of Jesus, WUNT 110 (Ttbingen: Mohr-
Siebeck, 1998); James P. Sweeney, “The Death of Jesus in Contemporary Life-of-Jesus
Historical Research,” Trin] 24 (2003): 221—41. See further, Raymond E. Brown, The
Death of the Messiah. From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary on the Passion Nar-
rative in the Four Gospels (New York: Doubleday, 1994).
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have come after him) has eliminated the political element from Jesus’ teaching
and ministry.

Another hypothesis about Mark’s purpose also focuses on politics. Casti-
gating interpreters for too often bringing their inherited Christian theological
categories and concerns into the Gospel of Mark, Richard Horsley argues that
the major purpose of Mark is to present Jesus as arguing for a particular
social/political program. Opposition between Jesus and Jewish leaders in the
gospel has to do with competing visions of Israel’s restoration and kingdom pro-
grams, not religious issues per se.52 Horsley may be justified in his claim that
Christian interpreters have too often ignored the political dimension of the
gospel.>3 But his political categories appear to be imposed on a gospel that self-
evidently speaks in religious categories. Moreover, his criticism of interpreters
for reading into the gospel a Christian theological agenda sounds a bit ironic in
light of the similarity between his understanding of Mark and contemporary
“liberation” theologies.

These four specific suggestions about Mark’s purpose represent only a sam-
pling of recent proposals, but they share with many others the fault of being
overly specific and based on only a selection of the data. Any attempt to deter-
mine Mark’s purpose must take into account the gospel as a whole and refrain
from arguing beyond the evidence.

Certain features of Mark’s gospel are especially relevant to an investigation
into its purpose: its focus on the activity of Jesus, especially his working of mir-
acles;5* its interest in the passion of Jesus (Mark, claimed Martin Kéhler in a
famous aphorism, is “a passion narrative with an extended introduction”); its
repeated correlation of Jesus’ predicted sufferings and the “cost of discipleship”
in 8:26-10:52. As Ralph Martin has shown, two general concerns emerge from
these characteristics: Christology and discipleship.55 Mark presents a balanced
Christology in which Jesus’ miracle-working power (the focus in 1:16—8:26) is
set beside his suffering and death (the focus in 8:27-16:8). The one who is iden-
tified as the Son of God in the opening verse of the gospel5¢ is confessed to be the

52Richard A. Horsley, Hearing the Whole Story: The Politics of Plot in Mark’s
Gospel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001).

53The neglect of political issues is also a theme in N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Vic-
tory of God, vol. 2 of Christian Origins and the Question of God (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1996).

54Peter Bolt argues, for instance, that Mark invites his readers to identify with those
who are the recipients of Jesus’ healing miracles and exorcisms as a means of convinc-
ing them that in Jesus they can overcome death (Jesus’ Defeat of Death: Persuading
Mark’s Early Readers, SN'TSMS 125 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003]).

S5Martin, Mark, esp. 156—62.

S6For the textual problem, see the section “Text” below.
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Son of God by the Roman centurion as Jesus dies, humiliated and in agony, on
the cross (15:39). Mark wants his readers to understand that Jesus is the Son of
God, but especially the suffering Son of God. Moreover, believers are to be
followers of Jesus. Mark also shows that Christians must walk the same road as
Jesus—the way of humility, of suffering, and even, should it be necessary, of
death. Mark wants to impress on his readers the famous words of the Lord:
“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross
and follow me” (8:34).

Mark thus wants to help his readers understand who Jesus is and what real
discipleship involves. But we must recognize that Mark has many other things
to say that cannot easily be placed into these categories. Recent study has
stressed the theological purposes behind the writing of the gospels, and we may
agree that the evangelists were writing with some specific points to make to the
Christian communities in their day. But we should not ignore two other more
general purposes that were probably at work in the production of Mark: histor-
ical interest, and evangelism. In addition to encouraging certain beliefs and
actions in his Christian readers, Mark was providing them with a record of Jesus’
deeds and words. This was becoming a great need in Mark’s day as the original
eyewitnesses such as Peter were beginning to pass from the scene. While it 1s
unlikely that Mark was written for non-Christians directly, the focus in the
gospel on Jesus’ actions, the similarity between the gospel’s structure and the
early Christian evangelistic preaching, and Mark’s announced intention to write
a book about “the gospel” (1:1 NIV) all suggest that Mark wanted to arm his
Christian readers with a knowledge of the “good news of salvation.”57

SOURCES

Our ability to identify the sources Mark has used in composing his gospel
depends on our solution to the synoptic problem. If the Griesbach, or two-
gospel, solution is correct, then both Matthew and Luke are sources for Mark,
and we could seek to identify the ways in which he has “epitomized” these two
major sources. If, however, the two-source solution is correct, then both
Matthew and Luke have depended on Mark, and we would possess no written
source that Mark has used. As we argue in chapter 1, the two-source theory is
much more likely to be correct. Any knowledge of Mark’s sources, then, will be
based on extrapolations from his gospel itself. And this, as the many conflicting
reconstructions demonstrate, is a highly dubious procedure.8

57See Guthrie, 57—58; Cranfield, Mark, 14—15; Moule, 122.
$8Kammel, 8485, lists a number of suggestions.
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The most persistent theory is that there existed a written pre-Markan pas-
sion narrative,% but even this idea now meets with less favor than it used to.60
We must admit that we have no certain knowledge of the written sources, if any,
that Mark used in putting his gospel together. His material may have come to
him in small pieces of tradition, as the classic form critics thought, in both small
pieces of tradition and longer oral summaries, or in a combination of these along
with some written sources. In any case, if, as we have argued, the traditions
about the Petrine origin of Mark are correct, then Peter himself is the immedi-
ate source of much of Mark’s material.

TEXT

The two most important textual problems in Mark’s gospel concern its beginning
and its end. The words “Son of God” (vi00 8e00 [ hutou theou]) in 1:1 are omitted
in a few important early manuscripts (the original hand of the uncial &, the uncial
0, and a few minuscules). The words could have been accidentally omitted;6! they
are found in the majority of early and significant manuscripts (the uncials A, B, D,
L, W), as well as in the mass of later manuscripts; and the inclusion of the phrase
fits well with Mark’s Christology. On the other hand, the phrase is the kind that
later scribes were prone to insert in the narrative.52 A decision is therefore difficult;
but perhaps the evidence for including the words is slightly stronger.63

The ending of Mark’s gospel poses quite a different, and more severe, prob-
lem.* The majority of manuscripts include the so-called long ending, in which

%9See, e.g., Martin Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel (New York: Charles Scrib-
ner’s Sons, n.d.), 178-217.

60See esp. Eta Linnemann, Studien zur Passionsgeschichte, FRLANT 102 (Géttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1970). A convenient summary of the discussion in Eng-
lish is found in John R. Donahue, “Introduction: From Passion Traditions to Passion
Narrative,” in The Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14—16, ed. Werner H. Kelber
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 8—16. See also the survey of approaches and meth-
ods to the question in Marion L. Soards, “Appendix IX: The Question of a Premarcan
Passion Narrative,” in Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 2.1492—1524.

01'The eye of a scribe may have passed from ov (ou) at the end of Xp161t00 ( Christou,
lit. “of Christ”) to the same letters at the end of 000 (theou, lit. “of God”), omitting what
is between, thereby effectively dropping out vio¥ 8e0U (huiou theou, “of the Son of
God”).

025ee, e.g., Marcus, Mark, 141.

03], K. Elliott, on the other hand, has argued that 1:1-3 has been added by a scribe
to compensate for a lost first sheet (“Mark 1.1-3—A Later Addition to the Gospel?”
NTS46[2000]: 584-88).

¢4For a history of interpretation, see Stephen Lynn Cox, A History and Critique of
Scholarship Concerning the Markan Endings (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1993).
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are narrated several resurrection appearances of Jesus, Jesus’ commissioning of
the disciples, and his ascension. This long ending is printed as verses 9-20 in
the KJV; in modern English versions, it usually appears in the margin or with a
notation. Since it 1s found in the bulk of the manuscripts and can be traced to
the first half of the second century, this long ending can lay some claim to be
considered as the original ending of Mark’s gospel.65

65William R. Farmer has recently argued that Mark composed vv. 920 before writ-
ing his gospel and then added it at the end of this gospel as he finished ( The Last Twelve
Verses of Mark, SN'TSMS 25 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974]).
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But the arguments against this ending being original are very strong. First,
it is missing from what are generally considered the two most important man-
uscripts (the uncials X and B), as well as several others. Second, Jerome and
Eusebius both state that the best manuscripts available to them did not contain
this longer ending. Third, two other endings to the gospel exist: a shorter end-
ing (attested in the uncials L, ¥, C, 099, 0112, and some other witnesses), and
the longer ending combined with an interpolation (attested in the uncial W and
mentioned by Jerome). The presence of these alternative endings suggests that
there was uncertainty about the ending of Mark for some time. Fourth, the
longer ending contains several non-Markan words and expressions. Fifth, the
longer ending does not flow naturally after 16:8: Jesus is presumed to be the sub-
ject in verse 9 (the Greek does not have an expressed subject), although “the
women” is the subject in verse 8; Mary is introduced in verse 9 as if she has not
been mentioned in verse 1; and “when Jesus rose early on the first day of the
week” (v. 9) sounds strange after “very early on the first day of the week” (v. 2).
With the great majority of contemporary commentators and textual critics, then,
we do not think that verses 9-20 were written by Mark as the ending for his
gospel. The resemblances between what is narrated in these verses and the nar-
rative of Jesus’ resurrection appearances in the other gospels suggest that this
longer ending was composed on the basis of these other narratives to supple-
ment what was felt to be an inadequate ending to the gospel.

If verses 9—20 were not the original ending to Mark’s gospel, what was?
Three main possibilities exist. First, Mark may have intended to write more but
been prevented from doing so (by his death or arrest?).6” Second, Mark may have
written a longer ending to his gospel, including one or more resurrection appear-
ances, and this ending may have been lost in the course of transmission. It has
been suggested, for instance, that the last leaf of Mark’s gospel—presuming the
gospel was in the form not of a scroll but of a codex, or many-paged book—may
have been accidentally torn off.®8 Third, Mark may have intended to end his
gospel with verse 8. This third possibility is becoming more popular and is the
most likely. Mark refrains from making very many editorial comments about the
significance of the history he narrates. He lets his story speak for itself, forcing his
readers to discover the ultimate significance of much of the story of Jesus. A
somewhat enigmatic ending to the gospel suits this strategy perfectly. The reader
knows that Jesus has been raised (v. 6). But the confusion and astonishment of the

66T he secondary character of the longer ending has been argued in the monograph
by Joseph Hug, La finale de I'évangile de Marc, EBib (Paris: Gabalda, 1978).

67E.g., Zahn, 2.479-80.

68C. F. D. Moule speculates that the loss of the bottom sheet could have resulted in
both the ending and the beginning of the gospel being lost, and that 1:1, as 16:9-20, is
a later attempt to fill in the resulting gaps (131-32n.).
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women (v. 8) leaves us wondering about just what it all means. And that is just
the question Mark wants us to ask—and find answers to.6

MARKIN RECENT STUDY

For many centuries, little attention was paid to Mark’s gospel.”® The early church
quickly saw Matthew come to pride of place among the gospels, with Mark con-
sidered to be a rather inferior and inconsequential extract from Matthew. It was
only in the nineteenth century that Mark came into a position of prominence.
The liberal school of interpretation, pioneered by scholars such as H. J. Holtz-
mann, found in Mark’s simplicity of style and relative paucity of theological
embellishment evidence of an earlier and more factual account of the life of Jesus
than was presented in the other gospels. This isolation of Mark was destroyed by
the work of W. Wrede. Specifically, Wrede argued that Mark had imposed on
the tradition the notion of the messianic secret. Jesus’ many commands for silence
about his status in the gospel, argued Wrede, were invented by Mark in order to
explain how it was that Jesus was not recognized to be the Messiah during his
lifetime.”! Today few hold to this notion of the messianic secret.’2 The motif itself
1s more likely to reflect the actual situation in the life of Jesus than it does a later
invention.”3 But at the time, Wrede’s work was taken to indicate that Mark wrote
with just as much theological interest and bias as did the other evangelists.

The dominance of the form-critical approach during most of the first half
of the twentieth century resulted in little interest in Mark as a gospel as such—

09Joel F. Williams suggests, “Mark ends his Gospel by juxtaposing a promise for
restoration in 16:7 with an example of failure in 16:8” (“Literary Approaches to the End
of Mark’s Gospel,” JETS 42 [1999]: 2135 [33]). See also, for this general approach,
Donald H. Juel, A Master of Surprise: Mark Interpreted (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1994),107-21; Andrew T. Lincoln, “The Promise and the Failure: Mark 16:7, 8,” JBL
108 (1989): 283-300; cf. also Ned B. Stonehouse, The Witness of Matthew and Mark to
Christ, reprint ed., with The Witness of Luke to Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979),
86—118; Kimmel, 100-101; Lane, Mark, 590-92; Pesch, Markusevangelium,1.40—47.

70For a history of interpretation of Mark’s gospel, see Sean Kealy, Mark’s Gospel:
A History of Its Interpretation from the Beginning Until 1979 (New York: Paulist, 1982);
Martin, Mark, 29-50.

1William Wrede, The Messianic Secret (London: J. Clarke, 1971); the German
original was published in 1901.

72See David E. Aune, “The Problem of the Messianic Secret,” NovT'11(1969): 1-31.
See also on the general topic, Neil Elliot, “The Silence of the Messiah: The Function of
‘Messianic Secret” Motifs Across the Synoptics,” SBL 1993 Seminar Papers, ed. Eugene
H. Lovering Jr. (Atlanta: SP, 1993), 604—22; Paul Danove, “The Narrative Rhetoric of
Mark’s Ambiguous Characterization of the Disciples,” JSNT 70 (1993): 21-38.

73See, e.g., Hengel, “Literary, Historical, and Theological Problems,” 41—45.
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attention was focused on the tradition before Mark. With the advent of redac-
tion criticism in the 1950s, this changed, and an avalanche of studies on Mark’s
theology, purposes, and community flowed from the presses. The contributions
of Willi Marxsen, Theodore Weeden, S. G. F. Brandon, and Ralph Martin have
been described above. To these could be added numerous other studies, devoted
either to the gospel as a whole or to specific themes within the gospel. Two
themes received considerable attention in these studies and deserve special men-
tion here: Mark’s Christology7+ and his portrait of the disciples.

The methodology of interpreting the gospels, and Mark in particular, has also
been the subject of debate. Scholars have attempted to refine the technique of
redaction criticism as it may be applied to Mark,”6 while at least one study ques-
tioned the fruitfulness of the whole approach for the study of Mark.7? In this
respect, we might mention two other methods that are being used in recent study
of Mark. The first is sociological analysis, exhibited in Howard Clark Kee’s Com-
munity of the New Age.’8 Kee analyzes Mark’s community, suggesting that it was
molded by an apocalyptic perspective and that Mark was seeking to redefine and
encourage the community in light of God’s purposes in history. Another direc-
tion 1s determined by the recent interest in the application of modern literary tech-
niques to the gospels. These studies have dominated Markan scholarship in recent
years. They focus on the way in which Mark, as a narrative, is put together and
how it may be understood by the contemporary reader.” Some of these studies, by
looking for the “deeper structures” below the surface of Mark’s narrative, or by
adopting a reader-response hermeneutic, or by explicitly pursuing an ideological
approach, are of limited value in understanding the text of Mark’s gospel. But

74E.g., Kingsbury, Christology.

7SE.g., Ernest Best, Following Jesus: Discipleship in the Gospel of Mark, [SN'TSup
4 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981).

76E.g., E. J. Pryke, Redactional Style in the Marcan Gospel: A Study of Syntax and
Vocabulary as Guides to Redaction in Mark, SNTSMS 33 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1978).

77C. Clifton Black, The Disciples According to Mark: Markan Redaction in Current
Debate, [SN'TSup 27 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989).

78Howard Clark Kee, Community of the New Age (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1977).

79An excellent sample of these approaches to Mark can be found in Janice Capel
Anderson and Stephen D. Moore, eds., Mark and Method: New Approaches to Biblical
Studies (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992). See also Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, Nar-
rative Space and Mythic Meaning in Mark (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986); B. L.
Mack, A Myth of Innocence: Mark and Christian Origins (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1988); Mary Ann Tolbert, Sowing the Gospel: Mark’s World in Literary-Historical Per-
spective (Minneapolis: Augsburg/Fortress, 1989); Juel, A Master of Surprise; Horsley,
Hearing the Whole Story.
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Mark is the
creator of the
gospel in its
literary form —
an interweaving
of biographical
and kerygmatic
themes that
perfectly
conveys the
sense of
meaning of that
unique figure in
human history,
Jesus of
Nazareth, the
Son of God.

other studies, taking seriously the text of Mark as we have it and applying useful
literary tools, contribute significantly to our appreciation of Mark’s structure and
purposes. Of course, we should not give the impression that newer methods have
displaced older approaches. Traditional critical, exegetical, and theological stud-
les continue to enrich our understanding of Mark. Notable in this respect is the
series of articles by Martin Hengel, which show that Mark must be taken seriously
as a historian of early Christianity and that his obvious theological interests do not
force us to abandon his material as historically worthless.80

THE CONTRIBUTION OF MARK

One might be tempted to mimic the early church and wonder why one should
bother with Mark at all. Those who do not consider the gospel an inferior extract
of Matthew and/or Luke may well find Mark’s significance to lie almost entirely
in his supplying to these more verbose evangelists the basic raw material of their
own gospels. On this view, Mark’s significance could be considered mainly his-
torical: he was the first to compose a gospel, the first to set forth an account of
the ministry of Jesus in this peculiar modification of the Greco-Roman biogra-
phy genre.

But that accomplishment in itself should not be underrated. Mark is the
creator of the gospel in its literary form—an interweaving of biographical and
kerygmatic themes that perfectly conveys the sense of meaning of that unique
figure in human history, Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God. The newer
approaches to Mark as literature have revealed the artistry and power of Mark’s
narrative. Furthermore, by tying the significance of Jesus for the church so
tightly to a specific series of historical occurrences in Palestine in the third
decade of the first century, Mark has ensured that the church, if it is to be true
to its canonical documents, never abandons the real humanity of the Christ
whom it worships. By reminding Christians that their salvation depends on the
death and resurrection of Christ, Mark has inextricably tied Christian faith to
the reality of historical events.

Mark’s very organization of this history makes a point in this regard. The
structure of the gospel has been understood in various ways. Philip Carrington
suggested that a synagogue lectionary sequence lies at the basis of its structure,!
but this is most unlikely.82 Equally improbable is the complicated series of Old

80Hengel’s essays have been collected in Studies in the Gospel of Mark (Philadel-
phia: Fortress Press, 1985).

81Philip Carrington, The Primitive Christian Calendar (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1952).

820n the issue of Jewish lectionaries and the gospels, see Leon Morris, The New
Testament and the Jewish Lectionaries (London: Tyndale, 1964).
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Table 5
Parallels between Peter’s Preaching and Mark
Acts 10 Mark
“good news” (v. 36) “the beginning of the good news” (1:1)
“God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the coming of the Spirit on Jesus (1:10)

the Holy Spirit” (v. 38)

“beginning in Galilee” (v. 37) the Galilean ministry (1:16-8:26)

“He went around doing good and healing Jesus” ministry focuses on healings and exorcisms
all who were under the power of the

devil” (v. 38)

“We are witnesses of everything he did . .. the ministry in Jerusalem (chaps. 11-14)

in Jerusalem” (v. 39)

“They killed him by hanging him on a cross”  focus on the death of Christ (chap. 15)

(v. 39)

“God raised him from the dead on the “He has risen! He is not here” (16:6)

third day” (v. 40)

Testament correspondences discerned by Austin Farrer.83 Most think that geog-
raphy plays a significant role in the gospel’s structure, and there is truth to this.
But the significance of the geography lies, not in some particular theological
scheme of Mark, but in the actual sequence of the ministry of Jesus. As C. H.
Dodd has noted, the sequence of Mark’s gospel follows the same sequence
revealed in the early church’s preaching.84 Note the parallels between the
preaching of Peter in Acts 10:36—40 and the structure of Mark in table 5.

While the sequence in table 5 is to a considerable extent dictated by the
actual course of events, Mark’s straightforward, action-oriented account pre-
serves the sequence more clearly than do the other gospels. The kerygmatic
structure of Mark helps the readers of the gospel understand the basic salvation
events and prepares them to recite those events in their own evangelism.

This same bare-bones narrative sequence also throws into prominence the
structural divide of Caesarea Philippi. Though often differing on the structure
of Mark, commentators find in this incident the hinge on which the gospel turns.

83Austin Farrer, A Study in St. Mark (Westminster: Dacre, 1951).

84Dodd, “Framework of the Gospel Narrative.” Dodd’s scheme was criticized by D.
E. Nineham (Studies in the Gospels [Oxford: Blackwell, 1955], 223-39) but has been
accepted by others (e.g., Lane, Mark, 10-12).
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The material in 1:1-8:26, with its stress on Jesus’ miracles, leads up to Peter’s
divinely given insight into the true nature of the man Jesus of Nazareth. But
immediately after the confession, and dominating the remainder of the gospel,
is the focus on the suffering and death of Jesus. As we have noted, this combi-
nation of emphases reveals a major christological purpose of Mark’s: Jesus is the
suffering Son of God and can truly be understood only in terms of this suffering.

As we also noted above when discussing the purpose of the gospel, another
central theme in Mark is discipleship. The Twelve figure very prominently in
Mark and serve in general as a pattern for the disciples whom Mark addresses
in his gospel. To be sure, the Twelve are not always presented as models to be
emulated: their conspicuous failure, though present to some degree in the other
gospels, is especially prominent in Mark. Mark portrays the disciples as hard of
heart (e.g., 6:52), spiritually weak (e.g., 14:32—42), and incredibly dim-witted
(e.g., 8:14-21). As Guelich puts it, Mark presents the disciples as both “privi-
leged and perplexed.”’85 Perhaps in both these ways they are models for the dis-
ciples of Mark’s day and of ours: privileged to belong to the kingdom, yet
perplexed about the apparent reverses suffered by that kingdom when Chris-
tians suffer. In another way, Mark perhaps wants implicitly to contrast the sit-
uation of the Twelve, seeking to follow Jesus before the cross and the
resurrection, with that of Christian disciples at his time of writing: the latter,
however, follow Jesus with the help of the powers of the new age of salvation
that has dawned.
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CHAPTER FIVE

LUKE

CONTENTS

Luke’s gospel is the longest book in the New Testament. Like Matthew, Luke fol-
lows the basic outline of Jesus’ ministry established by Mark: preparation for the
ministry, ministry in Galilee, movement to Jerusalem, passion and resurrection.
But Luke introduces many more modifications to this basic sequence than does
Matthew. Especially striking is the amount of space he devotes to Jesus’ move-
ment to Jerusalem. Occupying one chapter in Mark (10) and two in Matthew (19—
20), this section accounts for almost ten chapters in Luke (9:51-19:27). And in
order to make room for this expansion, Luke has abbreviated the Galilean phase
of the ministry (Luke 4:14-9:17, compared to Mark 1:14-8:26; Matthew 4:12—
16:12). But not only does Luke go his own way in terms of the basic structure of
the ministry; he also introduces quite a bit of new material not found in any other
gospel. Famous parables, such as the Good Samaritan (10:25-37), the Prodigal
Son (15:11-32), and the Shrewd Manager (16:1-9) occur only in Luke. Only Luke
records Jesus’ encounter with Zacchaeus (19:1-10), his raising of a widow’s son
at Nain (7:11-17), and his words on the cross asking God to forgive his execu-
tioners (23:34) and assuring the dying thief of entrance into Paradise (23:43). Just
why Luke differs in these ways from Mark and Matthew will be a matter to
explore later when we consider the composition of Luke’s gospel. For now we will
content ourselves with a general overview of Luke’s story of Jesus.

The Prologue (1:1—4). Alone among the evangelists, Luke introduces his
gospel with a formal prologue modeled along the lines of those found in Hel-
lenistic literature.

The Births of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:5-2:52). Luke’s “infancy narra-
tive” focuses especially on the parallel miraculous births of John the Baptist,
Jesus’ forerunner, and Jesus himself. Angels foretell the births of both John (1:5—
25) and Jesus (1:26—38). The expectant mothers, Elizabeth and Mary, who are
kinswomen, meet (1:39-45). Mary’s song of praise (1:46—56) is matched by that
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of the father of John the Baptist, Zechariah, in response to the birth of the child
(1:57-79). Luke concludes the story of John’s birth by saying that he “grew and
became strong in spirit” (1:80); just as he claims at the end of chapter 2 that Jesus
“grew in wisdom and stature” (2:52 NIV). In chapter 2, Luke records the birth
of Jesus in Bethlehem (2:1-7), the visit of the shepherds (2:8-20), the presen-
tation of the baby Jesus in the temple (2:21-40), and the one story we have of the
boy Jesus (2:41-52).

Preparation for the Ministry (3:1-4:13). Following the pattern set by Mark,
but like Matthew going into considerably more detail, Luke narrates the ministry
of John the Baptist (3:1-20), the baptism of Jesus (3:21-22), and Jesus’ tempta-
tions (4:1-13). Like Matthew, Luke includes Jesus’ genealogy, although the dif-
ferences in the two suggest that different lines of descent are traced (3:23-38).

The Ministry of Jesus in Galilee (4:14—9:50). For thematic reasons, Luke
opens his narrative of Jesus’ public ministry with Jesus’ sermon and rejection
in Nazareth (4:16-30). By doing so, Luke forefronts Jesus’ claim to be the
anointed one (the Messiah) predicted in Isaiah. He then records typical activity
of Jesus: an exorcism, a healing, and the proclamation of the kingdom of God
(4:31-44). There follows a section contrasting the gathering of disciples with
the opposition of Jewish authorities. Jesus brings about a miraculous catch of
fish, ending in a call of Simon to catch men (5:1-11), and then heals a leper
(5:12—16) and a paralytic (5:17—26). Controversies arise over Jesus’ association
with sinners (5:27—-32), the failure of Jesus’ disciples to follow Pharisaic guide-
lines for fasting (5:33—39), and the Sabbath (6:1—-11). This unit ends with the
appointing of the Twelve (6:12—16). As a fitting follow-up to the call of the
Twelve, Luke then presents Jesus’ teaching about discipleship (6:17—-49). Chap-
ter 7 includes miracles—the healing of the centurion’s servant (1-10) and the
raising of the widow’s son in Nain (11-17)—as well as Jesus’ teaching about
John the Baptist (7:18—35) and the anointing of Jesus by a sinful woman (7:36—
50). After a transitional interlude about women who followed Jesus (8:1-3),
Luke goes on to highlight the importance of responding to the word of God by
narrating the parable of the sower (8:4—15), which he follows with Jesus’ teach-
ing about the lamp and about the need to listen (8:16—-18), and Jesus’ re-defin-
ition of his “family” in terms of hearing and doing the word of God (8:19-21).

The next unit features four examples of Jesus’ characteristic miracles: a
“nature” miracle, the stilling of the storm (8:22-25); an exorcism, the healing of
the Gerasene demoniac (8:26—39); and the twin story of the healing of the
woman with the hemorrhage and the raising of the daughter of Jairus (8:40-56).
Luke concludes his story of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee with a section focusing on
Jesus’ identity and the nature of discipleship. Jesus sends out the Twelve (9:1—
9), feeds the five thousand (9:10—17), and is recognized by Peter as the “Messiah
of God” (9:18-27). Then comes the transfiguration (9:28-36), the healing of
the boy with an evil spirit (9:37-45), and teaching about discipleship (9:46-50).
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Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem (9:51—19:44). In this long section about Jesus’
journey from Galilee to Jerusalem, it is not easy to follow the course of the jour-
ney or to determine at most points of the narrative just where on the journey
Jesus is. Luke seems more intent on stressing the journey motif than in giving
precise locations. He is making the point that Jesus moved consistently forward
on his way to Jerusalem for the consummation of the work he came to earth to
accomplish.! Teaching of Jesus dominates this section of the gospel. Luke begins
with a section (9:51-11:13) that continues his focus on discipleship. After being
rejected by some Samaritans, Jesus warns about the cost of following him (9:51—
62). He then sends out seventy-two preachers and rejoices at their report of suc-
cess (10:1-24). In debate with a teacher of the law, Jesus uses the parable of the
Good Samaritan to teach about true love for the neighbor. A dispute between
two sisters is the occasion for Jesus to emphasize again the importance of lis-
tening to him (10:38—42). The unit concludes with teaching about the pattern
and priority of prayer (11:1-13).

As Luke has done earlier, he turns at this point from Jesus’ followers to his
opponents. In 11:14-54, Jesus rebukes his opponents for accusing him of exor-
cising demons in Satan’s name (11:14-28), condemns his generation for failing
torepent (11:29-32), warns about the darkness of unbelief (11:33-36), and pro-
nounces woes on his opponents (11:37—54). Chapters 12—14 blend further
rebukes of Jesus’ opponents with teaching of the disciples. Jesus warns that
opposition to him is opposition to God himself (12:1-12). The right use of
money then becomes the topic, with Jesus using a parable to rebuke the arro-
gant rich (12:13-21) and comforting his followers with the reminder of God’s
providential care (12:22—-34). Jesus goes on to emphasize the need to discern the
times and to take appropriate action in light of the situation (12:35-13:9). Jesus’
healings on the Sabbath create further controversy (13:10—17; 14:1-6) and he
teaches about the eventual spread of the kingdom (13:18-21) and how it is to
be entered (13:22—30). Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem underscores the failure of
so many Jews to respond to him (13:31-35), a point reiterated in his warning
about those who seek places of honor (14:7—14) and the parable of the great ban-
quet (14:15-24). This section ends with another warning about the cost of dis-
cipleship (14:25-35; cf. 9:57-62).

God'’s grace is the theme of the three parables about “lost” things in chap-
ter 15: the sheep (15:1-7), the coin (15:8-10), and the son (15:11-32). The right
use of money is again the theme of chapter 16, in the parables of the dishonest
manager, and the rich man and Lazarus. After teaching about faithful service
(17:1-10), Luke includes varied teaching of Jesus, most of it centered on the
kingdom of God and the proper response to it (17:11-19:27). Included is com-

1“He de-emphasizes all topographical data except those relating to Jerusalem, and
the result is striking” (Robert/Feuillet, 230).
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mendation for a Samaritan’s faith (17:11-19), teaching about the nature of the
kingdom and its final establishment (17:20—37), a call for persistent faith (18:1—
8) and humility (18:9-17), a warning about the dangers of wealth (18:18-30),
a prediction of the passion (18:31-34), and the healing of a blind man (18:35—
43). The section climaxes with the story of Jesus’ encounter with Zacchaeus
(19:1-10), a tax collector who embodies Luke’s call to disciples to manifest the
sincerity of their repentance in the way they use their wealth. A parable about
the need to use the resources Christ puts at our disposal concludes this unit
(19:11-27). And concluding Luke’s major section on the journey of Jesus to
Jerusalem is the triumphal entry into Jerusalem (19:28-44).

Jesus in Jerusalem (19:45—21:38). This section is devoted to what Jesus did
and taught in Jerusalem in the days before his passion. Luke reports the cleans-
ing of the temple (19:45—-46) and Jesus’ teaching (19:47—-48), including teach-
ing about his authority (20:1-8). The parable of the wicked tenants (20:9—18)
is followed by a series of attempts to trap Jesus (20:19—44) and by a warning
about the teachers of the law (20:45-47). Luke tells us of the widow’s gift (21:1—
4) and describes Jesus’ teaching about his coming again in glory (21:5-36). The
section ends with further teaching in the temple (21:37-38).

Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection (22:1-24:53). In 9:51-19:44, Luke departs
quite radically from the narrative pattern of Jesus’ ministry established by Mark
and followed largely by Matthew. But in chapters 22—23, the passion narrative
proper, Luke, though still adding his distinctive touches, follows his predeces-
sors quite closely. Luke sets up the action to follow by relating how Judas agreed
to betray Jesus into the hands of the Jewish authorities (22:1-6). He then nar-
rates the Last Supper and related teaching (22:7-38) and the arrest of Jesus in
Gethsemane (22:39-54). Jesus is denied by his “chief” disciple, Peter, and
mocked by the soldiers (22:55-65). There follow a series of trials: before the
Jewish Sanhedrin (22:66—71), before Pilate (23:1-5), before Herod Antipas
(23:6-12), and again before Pilate (23:13—25). Luke then narrates Jesus’ cruci-
fixion and burial (23:26-56). In his story of the resurrection, Luke again goes his
own way. After the empty tomb account (24:1-12), he focuses on Jesus’ con-
versation with a pair of disciples on the road to Emmaus (24:13-35). Another
appearance of Jesus before his disciples follows (24:36—49), and Luke concludes
his gospel with a brief account of the ascension (24:50-53).

LUKE-ACTS

No analysis of Luke’s gospel can proceed without a preliminary decision about
the nature of the relationship between the gospel and the book of Acts. The pro-
logues to the books leave no doubt that a relationship exists. The same man—
Theophilus—is addressed in each, and the “former book” mentioned in Acts
1:1 is undoubtedly the Gospel of Luke. While scholars have always recognized
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Virtually all
scholars today
agree that the

same person
wrote Luke and
Acts, and most
also find a
considerable
degree of
thematic unity.

the relationship between these books, the implications of that relationship for the
books’ genre, purpose, and theology became a focus of attention only with the
publication of H. J. Cadbury’s The Making of Luke-Acts in 1927. Since then,
the tendency has been to insist that Luke and Acts form one book, divided for
logistical reasons (the limits of what a single papyrus scroll could hold) into two
volumes. In the process of forming the canon, the two books were separated,
giving rise to the unfortunate tendency to consider them separately. So today
one generally finds the names linked by a hyphen as a way of marking their close
relationship.

Nevertheless, the nature and extent of the unity of Luke-Acts must still be
explored.2 Virtually all scholars today agree that the same person wrote both
books,? and most also find a considerable degree of thematic unity. Luke-Acts
together shows how God has acted in history to fulfill his promises to Israel and
to create a world-wide body of believers drawn from both Jews and Gentiles.
The focus on Jerusalem in both Luke and Acts conveys this movement. As Luke
in the gospel emphasizes (more than the other gospels) the movement toward
Jerusalem (e.g., 9:51; 13:33; 17:11), the book of Acts describes a movement away
from Jerusalem.* Luke thereby shows how Jesus fulfills God’s plan for Israel as
the basis for a movement out from Israel to embrace the entire world. Other spe-
cific themes, such as salvation, the activity of the Holy Spirit, and the power of
the Word of God, run through both books.

But disagreement begins to set in when one turns to the issues of genre, pur-
pose, and narrative development. If the Gospel of Luke, with the other gospels,
belongs to the general category of Hellenistic biography (as we argued in chap-
ter 2), then what can we say of Luke-Acts? For biography, however generally
we define it, does not describe the book of Acts.5 Most scholars would place
Acts in the category of “history” (see chap. 7); and it is possible that Luke’s
gospel could also be considered a historical treatise.6 But Luke is much more

2See especially the thorough survey in J. Verheyden, “The Unity of Luke-Acts:
What Are We Up To?” in The Unity of Luke-Acts, ed. J. Verheyden , BETL 142 (Leu-
ven: Leuven University Press, 1999), 3-56.

3Although this is contested by Albert C. Clark, The Acts of the Apostles: A Critical
Edition with Introduction and Notes on Selected Passages (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1933), 393-408.

See, e.g., Johnson, 220.

SDespite the attempt of Charles H. Talbert to argue otherwise ( Literary Patterns, The-
ological Themes, and the Genre of Luke-Acts, SBLMS 20 [Missoula: SP, 1974]).

6See, e.g., Daryl D. Schmidt, “Rhetorical Influences and Genre: Luke’s Preface and
the Rhetoric of Hellenistic Historiography,” in Jesus and the Heritage of Israel, ed. David
P. Moessner (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1999), 27—-60; Gregory E. Sterling,
Historiography and Self-Definition: Josephus, Luke-Acts, and Apologetic Historiography,
NovTSup 44 (Leiden: Brill, 1992); David Aune, The New Testament in its Literary



LUKE

203 ‘

like Matthew and Mark than like Acts; we would expect to classify it in the same
category as the other gospels. The lack of generic unity between Luke and Acts
at least raises questions about how closely the two books are related. The same
point can be made with respect to the books’ narrative unity. The popularity of
narrative criticism in recent years has fostered the publication of a number of
works dedicated to revealing the overall narrative scheme of Luke-Acts.” Most
evident is the rough parallelism between the two books. Both open with a
descent of the Holy Spirit, go on to narrate miracles and preaching, emphasize
traveling, and feature trial scenes toward their close. But more detailed sugges-
tions for narrative unity are generally unconvincing and, indeed, tend to be self-
defeating by the very number of contradictory proposals.8

The upshot is that we should probably consider Luke and Acts to be two
separate books that stand in close relationship to each other.? Luke almost cer-
tainly had both books in mind when he began to write, and certain common
themes and purposes bind them together. But we should probably respect the
canonical status of the two and consider each on its own when it comes to the
question of genre, structure, purpose, and, to some extent, theology.

AUTHOR

As we noted above, scholars agree that Luke and Acts were written by the same
individual. Not only do the prologues connect the two books, but language,
style, and theology also point to common authorship. Internal and external evi-
dence combine to point strongly to Luke, the doctor, Paul’s “dear friend” (see
Col. 4:14), as the author.

Environment (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987), 77; Ben Witherington III, The Acts of
the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 12-24;
Francois Bovon, Luke 1: A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 1:1-9:50, Hermeneia (Min-
neapolis: Augsburg/Fortress, 2002), 8.

“See, for instance, Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Lit-
erary Interpretation, 2 vols. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990); and the commentaries
on Luke (The Gospel of Luke, NICNT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997], 6-10) and
Acts (forthcoming) by Joel B. Green.

8See especially, Mikeal C. Parsons and Richard I. Pervo, Rethinking the Unity of
Lukeand Acts(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993). Wikenhauser thinks that Luke wrote
Acts so long after the gospel that they can be considered separately (pp. 352—54).

9See, e.g., John Nolland, Luke 1-9:20, WBC (Dallas: Word, 1989), xxxiii—xxxiv;
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, AB 31 (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 49; Loveday Alexander, The Pref-
ace to Luke’s Gospel: Literary Convention and Social Context in Luke 1:1—4 and Acts
1:1, SNTSMS 78 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 145-46. Note also
the discussion in The Unity of Luke-Acts, ed. J. Verheyden.
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The prologue to the gospel (Luke 1:1-4) makes clear that the author was not
an eyewitness to the ministry of Jesus.1? He claims that the “things that have been
fulfilled among us” “were handed down to us by those who from the first were
eyewitnesses and servants of the word” (1:1, 2). The third gospel betrays consid-
erable interest in Gentiles and may point to a Gentile author. He was quite clearly
an educated man, and he writes very good Greek (note his reference to “their lan-
guage” in Acts 1:19; Aramaic was not Luke’s language). The opening paragraph,
as we have noted, is written in good classical style (1:1—4). The rest of the first two
chapters has a strong Semitic cast,!! while the remainder of the book is in a good
Hellenistic Greek that constantly reminds the reader of the Septuagint. This ver-
satility points to a very competent writer.!2

But the most important internal evidence comes from the book of Acts. The
latter half of Acts contains several passages written in the first-person plural.
These “we” passages seem to identify the author of Acts as a companion of Paul
at these points in his travels. Comparison with references in Paul’s letters to his
companions narrows the field of candidates down to a handful—including
Luke. (We develop the case for this identification and respond to objections that
have been raised to it in chap. 7.) Analysis of the Greek of Luke and Acts has
been used to bolster this identification, the argument being that the books use
a great deal of medical language.!3 But H. J. Cadbury has called this argument
into question, noting that most of the alleged medical vocabulary appears in
everyday Greek writings of the period.!* Nevertheless, if the language falls short

10There has been considerable debate over the meaning of the word
TopNKOAOVONKOTL (parekolouthekoti) in v. 3 of the prologue. Cadbury insists that it must
mean “having kept in touch with” and implies the author’s personal involvement in at least
some of the events narrated (“The Tradition,” in The Beginnings of Christianity, Part 1:
The Acts of the Apostles, by F. J. Foakes Jackson and Kirsopp Lake [London: Macmillan,
1920-33], 2.501-3). Others, probably correctly, argue that the word means simply “hav-
ing investigated,” with no implication of personal involvement (e.g., Joseph A. Fitzmyer,
The Gospel According to Luke I-1X, 2nd ed. [New York: Doubleday, 1983], 297-98).

110On the significance of the Semitic flavor of the language in chaps. 1-2, esp. in the
so-called hymns, see Stephen Farris, The Hymns of Luke’s Infancy Narratives: Their
Origin, Meaning, and Significance, [SNTSup 9 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985).

12“He composed his narrative (diegesis) not merely as an ancient historian of the
Hellenistic mode, nor merely as a theologian of the early church writing in a biblical
mold, but also as a conscious littérateur of the Roman period” (Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X,
92). X. Léon-Dufour thinks that Luke “to a Greek ear was at once refined and often vul-
gar”’ (Robert/Feuillet, 223).

13See especially W. K. Hobart, The Medical Language of St. Luke (Dublin: Hodges,
Figgis, 1882), and note also Adolf von Harnack, Luke the Physician (New York: Put-
nam, 1907).

14H. J. Cadbury, The Style and Literary Method of Luke, HTS 6 (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press, 1919).
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of proving that the author was a doctor, it certainly is compatible with the
hypothesis. And some passages may indicate the particular outlook of a doctor,
as, for example, when Luke speaks of a “high” fever, where Matthew and Mark
speak only of a fever (Luke 4:38; Matt. 8:14; Mark 1:30).15

Yet the main reason for singling out Luke as the author of Luke-Acts comes
from the external evidence. The heretic Marcion identified Luke as the author
of these books in the middle of the second century. The same identification is
made just slightly later in the Muratorian Canon (c. 180-200?16). In Adversus
Haereses, Irenaeus claims that Luke, a doctor, Paul’s companion, wrote the
gospel (3.1.1, 3.14.1). The so-called “Anti-Marcionite” Prologue to Luke
assumes that Luke is the author, claiming he was a native of Antioch and a doc-
tor.17 In the beginning of the second century, Tertullian characterizes the third
gospel as a summary of Paul’s gospel (Against Marcion 4.2.2 and 4.5.3). The old-
est manuscript of Luke, Bodmer Papyrus X1V, cited as P75 and dated A.D. 175—
225, ascribes the book to Luke.!8 Some have claimed that these identifications
are simply the product of a careful scrutiny of the internal evidence. But this is
unlikely.1® The tradition deserves to be taken seriously for three reasons. First,
although both Luke and Acts are anonymous—there is no explicit claim to
authorship—it is unlikely that the books ever circulated without a name
attached to them in some way. As Martin Dibelius notes, a book bearing the name

15Alfred Wikenhauser agrees that the language does not prove a medical author,
but then adds, “Nevertheless the tradition need not be abandoned, and it may still be
sustained, for the author displays familiarity with medical terminology (cf. e.g., Lk. 4,38;
5,12; 8,44; Acts 5,5 10; 9,40), and he indisputably describes maladies and cures from
the point of view of a medical man (e.g., Lk. 4,35; 13,11; Acts 3,7; 9,18)” (New Testa-
ment Introduction [ET New York: Herder, 1963], 209); his conclusion is only slightly
softened in the latest (German) edition (Wikenhauser, 254—55). Loveday Alexander has
argued that Luke’s preface finds its closest parallels in the technical prose or “scientific
treatises” of the Hellenistic world—just the kind of book for a doctor to write ( The Pref-
ace to Luke’s Gospel, 176-77).

160n the date of the Muratorian fragment, see chap. 4, n. 7.

17Both the Greek and the Latin forms of the prologue are printed in Kurt Aland,
Synopsis Quattuor Evangeliorum (Stuttgart: Wirttembergische Bibelanstalt, 1964), 533.
R. G. Heard cites the Greek text and an English translation (“The Old Gospel Pro-
logues,” JTS6[1955]: 7).

18Fitzmyer, Luke—IX, 35-36. Note the comment of Kirsopp Lake about the titles of
the gospels, “Why should this testimony not be accepted? No reason has ever been shown,
for the view that antiquity tended to anonymous books is contrary to evidence” (p. 4).

19E. Earle Ellis calls the view that before the middle of the second century someone
used “shrewd detective work” to discover a previously unknown author of this gospel
“an exercise in improbabilities” ( The Gospel of Luke, 2nd ed. [London: Marshall, Mor-
gan & Scott, 1974], 42).
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of the person to whom it was dedicated is unlikely to have lacked the author’s
name (it would have been on an attached tag).20 Second, no one in the early
church disputes the identification of Luke as the author. Both Irenaeus and Ter-
tullian write as though there was no doubt about the Lukan authorship of these
books. And third, it is hard to understand why Luke’s name would have been
attached to the gospel if it had not been there from the beginning. The manifest
tendency in the early church was to associate apostles with the books of the New
Testament. The universal identification of a non-apostle as the author of almost
one-quarter of the New Testament speaks strongly for the authenticity of the
tradition.

On the basis of Colossians 4:10—14, Luke is usually thought to have been
a Gentile Christian. In verses 10—11a of this passage, Paul transmits greetings
from three men and then says, “These are the only Jews [literally, “those of the
circumcision” | among my co-workers for the kingdom of God.” He then goes
on to extend greetings from Epaphras and Luke. The natural implication of the
text is that Luke is not one of those fellow workers who is “‘of the circumcision,”
that is, a Jew. A few scholars have contested this conclusion and argued for var-
1ous reasons that Luke was a Jew.2! But the case is not a persuasive one. A sug-
gestion that has greater merit is that Luke was a god-fearer—a Gentile who had
strong sympathies for Judaism without becoming a convert.22 Such a hypothe-
sis explains, on the one hand, Colossians 4:10—14 and the Gentile focus of
Luke’s writings, and, on the other hand, the author’s intimate knowledge of the
Old Testament (in Greek) and Judaism.

PROVENANCE

Early tradition (the Anti-Marcionite prologue, c. 175, is the earliest) claims that
Luke was from Antioch;23 but we possess too little evidence to know for sure.
The same tradition, along with at least one other (the Monarchian prologue)
asserts that Luke wrote his gospel in the region of Achaia. Some scholars are

20M. Dibelius, Studies in the Acts of the Apostles (ET: London: SCM, 1956), 148.
Note his claim: “Both writings, Gospel and Acts, were offered to the literary reading
public from the very beginning under the name of Luke as author” (p. 89).

21E.g., Ellis, The Gospel of Luke, 52—53. Fitzmyer argues that Luke was a non-Jew-
ish Semite (Luke [-IX, 41-47). John Wenham's suggestion that Luke is to be identified
with Lucius of Cyrene, a kinsman of Paul’s and one of the Seventy (“The Identification
of Luke,” EQ 63 [1991]: 3-44) is imaginative but has too much data against it.

228ee, e.g., Darrell Bock, Luke 1: 1:1-9:50, vol. 1, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1994), 5-7.

23 Another small bit of evidence favoring Antioch is the fact that D and a few other
authorities make Acts 11:28, locating events at Antioch, a “we” passage.
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inclined to agree with this tradition,?4 and it would fit in with what we know 1f
Luke remained in Rome until Paul was released from prison, then went to
Greece and wrote his gospel. But the evidence is very slim. Still other traditions
(e.g., some late manuscripts of Luke) give Rome as the place of composition,
but it is not known on what basis. In the end we must say that there is not suf-
ficient evidence to link the gospel definitely with any particular area. Achaia is
a reasonable conjecture, but we cannot say more.

DATE

The date of Luke’s gospel is closely intertwined with the dates of Mark and Acts.
Luke must have been written a bit later than Mark if, as we have argued in chap-
ter 2, Luke used Mark as a primary source for his gospel. And Luke must, of
course, be earlier than Acts, since Acts presupposes the existence of Luke (see
Acts 1:1). Two main options for the dating of Luke are extant in scholarly liter-
ature: the 60s and 75-85.25 We will consider first some of the reasons to date
Luke in the 60s.

1. Acts makes no mention of several key events from the period 6570 that
we might have expected it to mention: the Neronian persecution, the deaths of
Peter and Paul, and the destruction of Jerusalem at the hands of the Romans.
No event later than 62 is mentioned.

2. Luke spends much of the last part of Acts describing Paul’s arrest, trials,
and journey to Rome. We would have expected him to have completed the story
by telling us what happened to Paul in the end. But he ends Acts with Paul
imprisoned in Rome. This may point to the date at which Luke published Acts
(about A.D. 62).

3. Luke tells us how the prophecy of Agabus about a world-wide famine
was fulfilled (Acts 11:28); we might have expected him all the more to show how
Jesus’ prophecy of the fall of Jerusalem (Luke 21:20) took place. The inference
is that it had not yet taken place.

4. The most probable reading of the Pastoral Epistles is that Paul was
released from his Roman custody described at the end of Acts and returned to
the Eastern Mediterranean for further ministry—including ministry in Eph-
esus. But in Acts 20:25, 38 Paul claims that he would not see the Ephesians

2%E.g., Brown, 270-71.

25A few scholars advocate dates beyond this range at either end. John Wenham, for
instance, puts Luke in the period A.D. 57-59 (Redating Matthew, Mark, and Luke,
230-38); while J. C. O’'Neil (The Theology of Acts in Its Historical Setting [London:
SPCK, 1961], 1-53) and John Drury put it early in the second century ( Tradition and
Design in Luke’s Gospel: A Study in Early Christian Historiography [ Atlanta: John Knox,
1976], 15-25).

The date of
Luke’s gospel
is closely
intertwined
with the dates
of Mark and
Acts.
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again. If the later visit to Ephesus had taken place, we might have expected Luke
to have reflected the fact in some way.

5. The Pauline Epistles were evidently treasured in the early church, but
they are ignored in Acts. The later we put Acts, the more difficult it is to account
for this.

6. It is questioned whether a Christian writer would give as friendly a pic-
ture of Rome as we find in Luke-Acts after the Neronian persecution.

Not all these points, of course, are equally strong. But their cumulative
weight is enough to give a date in the 60s considerable plausibility. Especially
important is the lack of mention in either Luke or Acts of the fall of Jerusalem.
So cataclysmic an event in the history of the Jewish people is unlikely to have
gone completely unmentioned in books that focus so much on the nature and
theological continuity of Israel and the people of God.26 Along with many other
scholars, therefore, we prefer to date Luke in the 60s.27 Nevertheless, there are
problems with so early a date—problems that lead many other scholars to date
Luke after 70, usually in the period 75-85.28 We next consider and respond to
these arguments.

1. Luke’s version of Jesus’ prediction of the fall of Jerusalem reflects the
actual events. In Mark (Luke’s presumed source), Jesus refers to an “abomina-
tion that causes desolation” in the temple (Mark 13:14). But Luke has changed
this to “Jerusalem . . . surrounded by armies” (Luke 21:20), more accurately
depicting the actual circumstances of Jerusalem’s envelopment by the Roman
legions. Similar Lukan redactions are said to reflect the same “after-the-event”
stance (Luke 13:35a; 19:43-44).29 Two responses to this argument can be made.
First, the argument to some extent reflects an anti-supernatural bias, denying,
in effect, that Jesus could have accurately predicted the circumstances of
Jerusalem’s fall before the event. Once we truly come to grips with the nature of
Jesus’ person as presented in the gospels, we can hardly doubt his predictive
powers. Second, Jesus’ predictions about the fall of Jerusalem in Luke are, in
fact, remarkably vague, employing standard first-century language for siege
techniques.3? To be sure, Philip Esler has challenged this argument, claiming

26This point is key to the early dating of almost all the New Testament documents
by J. A. T. Robinson ( Redating the New Testament [ Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976]).

27See especially Leon Morris, The Gospel According to St. Luke: An Introduction
and Commentary, TNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 22-26. See also I. Howard
Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 33-35; Bock, Luke 1:1-9:50, 16-18.

28This is the dominant view in critical scholarship. See, e.g., Brown, 273-74;
Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 53-57.

29See, for a brief presentation, Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 54.

30Bo Reicke characterizes the claim that this is a prophecy after the event as “an
amazing example of uncritical dogmatism in New Testament studies” and points out
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that Luke includes details not normally associated with a siege.3! But many of
these details reflect Old Testament language describing God’s judgment for
covenant unfaithfulness.32 Nothing in Luke’s predictions of the fall of Jerusalem
need reflect detailed knowledge after the event.

2. A broad consensus of scholars holds that Luke used Mark in writing his
gospel. But if we date Mark in the mid—60s or later, then Luke could not have
been written before 70 at the earliest. For this argument to work, of course, Luke
would have had to use Mark in its final form, and a good number of scholars
question whether this was the case. Nevertheless, most scholars are convinced
that Luke did use Mark, and we have argued for this position ourselves in chap-
ter 2. But the issue of Mark’s date still remains. While most scholars prefer a
date for Mark in the mid—60s or later, we have argued in chapter 4 that it might
be as early as the late 50s. And since both Mark and Luke were in the group
associated with Paul, Luke might have obtained a copy of Mark very shortly
after it was written.

3. Luke claims in his prologue that “many” people had drawn up accounts
of the life and significance of Jesus (1:1). Considerable time would have had to
elapse to allow for the writing of these accounts and their circulation to the extent
that Luke would be able to know and evaluate them. But how much time? If we
date the latest gospel event in about A.D. 30, and Luke writes in the 60s, then
these predecessors of Luke’s would have had over thirty years to produce their
accounts. Surely this is enough time.

4. A broader and more subjective argument concerns some of the peculiar
emphases of Luke’s theology. A popular interpretation of the development of
early Christianity holds that the church moved from a fervent belief in the immi-
nent return of Jesus in glory to a resignation that his return would be postponed
indefinitely. And with the early Christians’ modified eschatological timetable
went considerable theological revisions and developments. Specifically, for our
immediate purposes, the problem of “the delay of the parousia” led to a theo-
logical movement dubbed “early Catholicism.” The name reflects the fact that
Christians who began to have to reckon with a long period of time on earth were
led to replace the earliest charismatic-oriented church with an institutional
church. And Luke, it is claimed, reflects the movement toward early Catholi-
cism. He downplays references to Jesus’ return in the gospel and refers often in

that in none of the synoptics does the prophecy conform exactly to what we know about
the destruction of Jerusalem (“‘Synoptic Prophecies of the Destruction of Jerusalem,” in
Studies in New Testament and Early Christian Literature, ed. D. E. Aune [Leiden: Brill,
1972], 121).

31Philip F. Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts, SNTSMS 57 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 27-30.

328ee, e.g., Darrell Bock, “Gospel of Luke,” in DJG, 499.
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the book of Acts to the church and its leadership. We deal with Luke’s escha-
tology below, and we cannot explore the whole matter of “early Catholicism”
here. Suffice to say that the neat developmental scheme that is the foundation for
“early Catholicism” is most improbable and that the “delay of the parousia”
was not nearly the issue that some want to make it. Luke certainly betrays a dif-
ferent theological outlook than does Mark and Matthew; and a tendency to give
less attention to the return of Christ is undoubtedly present in his gospel. But we
have no reason for thinking that this de-emphasis must be a late development.
Nor does Acts betray any real interest in an “institutional”” church.33 Many crit-
ics are far too prone to attribute different theological emphases in the books of
the New Testament to long developments in time when in reality they reflect
simply different circumstances and different purposes.

The only really significant argument for dating Luke after A.D. 70 is the
argument that Mark must be dated in the mid-60s at the earliest. But we have
seen reason to question the necessity of dating Mark as late as that. And if Mark
is dated in the early 60s, then Luke could well have been written in the mid- or
late-60s.

ADDRESSEE(S)

Following the convention of Hellenistic literature, Luke opens his gospel with
a prologue in which he acknowledges his predecessors, states his purpose, and
recognizes his addressee— Theophilus. Since “Theophilus” is the translitera-
tion of a Greek word that means “lover of God,” some scholars have suggested
that the address is generic. Luke writes to any person who might fit into the cat-
egory of a lover of God. But the more natural interpretation is that Luke has a
definite individual in view.34 This person’s name might have been Theophilus;
or Luke might be using an alias to guard the person’s true identity.35 By calling
him “most excellent” (kpdmote | kratiste]), Luke may also imply that Theophilus
was a person of rank, perhaps a Roman aristocrat (compare Acts 24:3 and
26:25).36 Theophilus may, in fact, have been Luke’s patron, the person who
incurred the costs of Luke’s writing. Since Luke writes to convince Theophilus
of the “certainty of the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4), he was proba-
bly a recent convert to the faith.

However, while addressed to a single individual, it is almost certain that
Luke had a wider reading public in view. Theophilus, though probably a real

33See on this especially I. Howard Marshall, Luke: Historian and Theologian, 2nd
ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 81-83, 212-15.

34See, e.g., Alexander, The Preface to Luke’s Gospel, 188.

35See, e.g., Martin Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel of Jesus Christ
(Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2000), 102.

36Tbid.; contrast Alexander, The Preface to Luke’s Gospel, 188-93.
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person, stands as representative of a class of people whom Luke addresses in his
two books.3” Though not necessarily having the same social rank as Theophilus,
the wider public Luke addresses probably shared with him a Gentile back-
ground.38 Luke implies such an audience in many ways: his concern to situate
the gospel events in the context of secular history (e.g., Luke 2:1; 3:1-2); his
emphasis on the universal implications of the gospel (e.g., his genealogy begins
with Adam in contrast to Matthew’s, which begins with Abraham); his omission
of material that focuses on the Jewish law (e.g., the antitheses of Matthew 5; the
controversy about “uncleanness” [Mark 7:1-23]); his tendency to substitute
Greek equivalents for Jewish titles (e.g., “Lord” or “Teacher” for “Rabbi”); his
focus on Gentile converts in the book of Acts.3 Some scholars have gone fur-
ther, suggesting that the combination of a Gentile focus and a presumption that
the readers know the Old Testament and Judaism point to an audience of god-
fearers, Gentiles who, before their conversion, had strong sympathies with
Judaism.#® This is possible but not provable. Equally uncertain is the locale to
which Luke is directed. Some scholars agree with the tradition that identifies
Greece as the destination,*! but the tradition is neither early nor widespread.
And in any case, we should perhaps recognize the possibility that Luke, like the
other gospels, was not so much written to a specific location as to a specific kind
of reader.*

PURPOSE

Any assessment of Luke’s purpose in writing his gospel must again touch base
with the question of the relationship between the gospel and the book of Acts.
We suggested above somewhat of a mediating view. Luke clearly intends the

37“The formal dedication of this work to Theophilus, whose title (“Your Excel-
lency’) shows that he held high office in the Roman government, strongly suggests that
it was intended for publication and was therefore directed primarily to the outside world”
(G. B. Caird, The Gospel of St Luke [Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963], 14). It is even
possible that Luke mentions Theophilus only because he is his patron and not because
he represents the intended audience (see Achtemeier/Green/Thompson, 155).

38There have been only a few dissenters from this conclusion, as for instance, Jacob
Jervell, who thinks the focus on Jewish-Christian relationships suggests a Jewish-
Christian audience for Luke-Acts ( The People of God: A New Look at Luke-Acts [Min-
neapolis: Augsburg, 1972], esp. 173-77).

39For these points, and others, see, e.g., Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 58—-59.

40E.g., Walter L. Liefeld, “Luke,” in EBC 8.802; Nolland, Luke 1-9:20, pp. xxxii-
111; Bock, Luke 1:1-9:50, 14—15.

4#1Brown, 270-71.

42See the argument of Richard Bauckham, “For Whom Were the Gospels Writ-
ten?” in The Gospels for All Christians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 9-48.
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two books to be read in relationship to each other but not as a single narrative
broken in two only by space considerations. The reader should be sensitive to
commonalities between the two books even as he or she allows each book to
stand on its own. This posture is certainly appropriate in considering Luke’s
purpose.

We begin with Luke’s own claim about his purpose in writing, found in the
prologue. He writes so that Theophilus “may know the certainty of the things
you have been taught.” The word “certainty” (doddrero [asphaleia]) has the
notion of assurance. Luke wants Theophilus, and other converts like him, to be
certain in their own minds and hearts about the ultimate significance of what
God has done in Christ. By the time Luke wrote his gospel, the early church had
separated from Judaism and was, indeed, experiencing hostility from many
Jews. At the same time, the new and tiny Christian movement was competing
with a welter of religious and philosophical alternatives in the Greco-Roman
world. Why should Theophilus think that Christianity is the one “right” religion
out of all these alternatives? Why should he think that Christians and not Jews
constitute the true people of God, those who are the true heirs of God’s Old Tes-
tament promises? Why, to put the matter at its most foundational level, should
Theophilus continue to believe that God has revealed himself decisively in Jesus
of Nazareth? Luke’s gospel, along with the book of Acts, 1s intended to answer
these questions and to give new converts to the faith a “reason for the hope that
is within them.”43

COMPOSITION

As we noted in chapter 2 and above, Luke stands in a complex relationship to
Mark and to Matthew. Verbal similarities among the three evangelists have con-
vinced most scholars that a literary relationship exists among them; and most
also conclude that Mark is the middle term among the three. We will not rehearse
here the arguments that lead us to agree with the general consensus that Mark is
not only the middle term between Matthew and Luke but that Mark also pre-
cedes Matthew and Luke and is the primary source for both (see chap. 2). But
Matthew is more dependent on Mark than is Luke. Matthew takes over (though
he often abbreviates) 90 percent of the material in Mark; Luke takes over only
55 percent.* Markan material accounts for about 40 percent of Luke’s gospel.
So over half of Luke’s gospel must have originated from a source other than Mark.
About 20 percent of this non-Markan material has parallels with Matthew.

43Most recent commentators on Luke agree in general about this central purpose.
See, e.g., Bock, Luke 1:1-9:50, 14-15; Green, The Gospel of Luke, 21-25.

#The figures are from B. H. Streeter, The Four Gospels: A Study of Origins (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 1924), 160.
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As we noted in chapter 2, some scholars think that the simplest explanation
for this similarity is that Luke has used Matthew.*5 But the problems with this
view are so intractable that most scholars are persuaded that Luke and Matthew
have independently used a lost source, called “Q.” We think this hypothesis is
likely, though the exact nature of Q (written? oral? one document or many?)
must be left open (see again chap. 2). But this still leaves us with about 40 per-
cent of Luke’s gospel for which we must account. This material, traditionally
labeled “L.,” was assigned to a single source in the heyday of source criticism.
But most scholars today are inclined to think of a series of sources, ranging from
personal interviews to brief written documents. The Semitic-flavored infancy
narrative, for instance, may originate from a source; as may some of the parables
in Luke’s central section.* We must recall at this point that Luke would have
had ample opportunity to gather material for the writing of his gospel. From the
“we” passages of Acts, we know that L.uke spent two years in Palestine while
Paul languished in prison (see Acts 21:8; 24:27; 27:1). We can imagine him not
only collecting written evidence but listening carefully for authentic oral teach-
ing handed down in the Christian communities and interviewing eyewitnesses
to the ministry.

Yet a further question pertaining to Luke’s sources is the hypothesis of a
“Proto-Luke.” As we have seen in our survey of the gospel above, Luke not only
takes over less of Mark than does Matthew, but his central section, featuring the
movement of Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem, has no real parallel in either
Matthew or Mark. Luke’s passion narrative, while sticking closely to the basic
outline of events found in Matthew and Mark, has many distinctive features.
And, perhaps most striking is the way Luke tends to put his Markan material
into blocks. All these considerations suggest that [.uke may have written an ear-
lier edition of his gospel, using Q and “L,” and only later added the material
from Mark.4” One can even suggest a plausible historical scenario: on the basis

458ee esp. Mark Goodacre, The Case Against Q: Studies in Markan Priority and the
Synoptic Problem (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2002); idem, The Synoptic
Problem: A Way through the Maze (New Y ork: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001); Michael
D. Goulder, Luke: A New Paradigm, 2 vols.; JSN'TSup 20 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989);
Allan J. McNicol, David L. Dungan, and David B. Peabody, Beyond the Q Impasse:
Luke’s Use of Matthew (Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1996). See also, A. Far-
rer, “On Dispensing with Q,” in Studies in the Gospels, ed. D. E. Nineham (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1955), 55-58; Drury, Tradition and Interpretation, 120—73.

46See, for the former, Farris, The Hymns of Luke’s Infancy Narrative; and, for the
latter, Craig Blomberg, “Midrash, Chiasmus, and the Outline of Luke’s Central Sec-
tion,” in Gospel Perspectives, vol. 3, ed. R. T. France and David Wenham (Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1983), 217-61.

47See esp. Streeter, Four Gospels, 199-221; Vincent Taylor, The Passion Narrative
of St. Luke: A Critical and Historical Investigation, ed. Owen E. Evans, SNTSMS 19
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of his researches in Palestine, Luke put together a first edition of his gospel
(“Proto-Luke”); then, after arriving in Rome and finding a copy of Mark (writ-
ten recently in Rome), he integrated material from it into his final edition.48 The
hypothesis of a Proto-Luke has, of course, met with considerable criticism, it
being argued that none of the reasons for positing Proto-Luke really demands
the hypothesis.*> And we should certainly not think of Proto-Luke as a gospel
in its own right, but more as a first draft of what became the gospel of Luke.
Still, while it must remain in the realm of unproven hypothesis, we think the
proposal retains some merit.

Luke, of course, does not slavishly take over the sources that he uses. Some
of his alterations involve an improvement in style relative to Mark. We may note
one example among many. Mark, perhaps from Semitic influence, uses parataxis
(constructions linked with a simple “and”) a great deal; Luke tends to replace
parataxis with genitive absolutes or other subordinate clauses. We may surmise
that he treated his QQ source the same way.3° Luke also abbreviates what Mark
has written by omitting details that are not essential for his purpose. For exam-
ple, in the parable of the sower Luke has 90 words where Mark has 151 (Luke
8:4-8; Mark 4:1-9). Luke’s omissions often involve incidents he has included
elsewhere, apparently derived from one of his other sources. But the situation is
complex, because Luke sometimes includes material from two stories, creating
“doublets.” Thus, Jesus’ words about taking up the cross and following him in
9:23—-24 seem to come from Mark 8:34-35; but the very similar 14:27 and 17:33
resemble Matthew 10:38—39 and may well have come from Q.

Luke also shares more material with John than does either Matthew or
Mark. For example, both Luke and John mention Martha and Mary, Annas,
and a disciple named Judas in addition to Judas Iscariot. Both have an interest
in Jerusalem generally and in the temple. Both attribute Jesus’ betrayal to the
activity of Satan (Luke 22:3; John 13:27). Both include the detail that the ear of
the high priest’s servant that Peter cut off in Gethsemane was the rightear (Luke
22:50; John 18:10). And both tell us that Pilate three times declared that Jesus
was innocent (Luke 23:4, 14, 22; John 18:38; 19:4, 6). The relationship between
John and the Synoptics is a complicated subject. Most scholars doubt that John
has used Luke. But it is possible that John has at least read Luke and that some
of the similarities we noted above are due to that knowledge (see the discussion
in chap. 6).

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972); Friedrich Rehkopf, Der lukanische
Sonderquelle, WUNT 5 (Tubingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1959).

48But would the MS have survived the “shipwreck voyage”?

49See, e.g., Guthrie, 203—7; Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 90-91.

500n Luke’s style vis-a-vis Mark, see esp. Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 107-8.
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TEXT

In most New Testament books textual variation is comparatively minor, but in
Luke and Acts the so-called “Western” text presents a more complex situation.
This text, whose principal representatives are Codex Bezae (D) and the Old
Latin manuscripts, includes quite a lot of material not found in the other tex-
tual traditions. In Luke, for example, D includes the story of the man working
on the Sabbath (6:4); the words “And he said, ‘You do not know what kind of
spirit you are of, for the Son of Man did not come to destroy men’s lives, but to
save them’” (9:55); additional clauses in the Lord’s Prayer (11:2—4); Jesus’
agony in the garden (22:43); the languages used in the inscription on the cross
(23:38); and the information that the stone before Jesus’ tomb was one “which
twenty men could scarcely roll” (23:53). The Western text is certainly old, for it
was used by Justin and Tatian and others in the second century. Although it
sometimes omits passages found in other text types, it more often adds mater-
ial (as we have just seen in the case in Luke). The changes and additions clarify
passages that the scribe apparently considered unclear. It tends to harmonize
passages and remove other kinds of “difficulties.”>! Few of the Western text’s
additions are likely to represent the original; but they must be taken seriously
(see chap. 7 for discussion of the Western text and Acts).

More significant for the gospel is a series of passages in which the Western
text omits readings that are well attested elsewhere. Westcott and Hort labeled
these passages “Western non-interpolations,” a cumbersome expression
designed to avoid casting any doubt on their cherished “neutral” text. They con-
sidered these passages to be rare occasions when the Western text preserved the
better reading. They reasoned that since the Western text so consistently
includes additional material and longer readings, special attention must be given
to it when it omits passages. Some of these Western omissions are: the words to
Martha, “You are worried and upset about many things, but few things are
needed—or indeed only one” (10:41-42); the command to repeat the Lord’s
Supper together with the words about the cup following those about the bread
(22:19b-20); the prayer for forgiveness of those who crucified Jesus (23:34); the
words “he is not here; he has risen” (24:6); Peter’s visit to the tomb (24:12);
Jesus’ showing his hands and feet (24:40); and the ascension (24:51).

Each of these texts must, of course, be considered on its own. But the gen-
eral tendency of modern textual criticism is to look more favorably on the pos-
sible authenticity of these passages than did Westcott and Hort.52 Papyri such

51See J. F. J. Klijn, A Survey of the Researches into the Western Text of the Gospels
and Acts, part 1 (Utrecht: Kemink & Zoon, 1949); part 2, NovTSup 21 (Leiden: Brill,
1969).

525ee Klyne Snodgrass, “Western Non-Interpolations,” JBL 91 (1972): 369-79;
Metzger, 191-93.
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Luke’s gospel
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that we possess
the text
substantially as
he wrote it.

as P75 (the oldest manuscript of this gospel, which dates from the end of the sec-
ond century or the beginning of the third) and P45 (about much the same date),
as well as careful study of the text of the fathers has tended to show that West-
cott and Hort’s “neutral” text—what is today called the Alexandrian—goes
back to the second century. And the preservation of this basic text type in uncials
such as Codex Vaticanus (B) shows that it was copied faithfully through the
years. It is an austere form of text, avoiding the picturesque elaborations that
we find in the Western text. Most textual critics still consider it the best form of
the text, although they do not accord it the kind of pure status that Westcott and
Hort did. Certainly, readings preserved by the Western text must be given seri-
ous consideration, but without other support they will generally not be consid-
ered to represent the original text. Especially is this the case where D is the only
Greek manuscript to support a reading (which happens with quite a few West-
ern readings; the strength of supporting evidence is with the Old Latin). In any
case, the wealth of textual evidence for Luke’s gospel gives us assurance that we
possess the text substantially as he wrote it.

ADOPTION INTO THE CANON

Pinning down the date when Luke is first clearly referred to in the early church
is difficult. The church fathers often used language from a source without giv-
ing any explicit reference. So whether language that is similar to that now found
in Luke’s gospel comes from that gospel, from a source used by Luke, or from
some other tradition is often not easy to say. This kind of uncertainty confronts
us as we face a number of passages in Clement of Rome (1 Clem. 13:2; 48:4),
Polycarp (Phil. 2:3), and Ignatius (Magn. 10). These resemble passages in Luke,
but we cannot be sure that they are quotations from the gospel itself. It is more
likely that the Didache (late first or second century) and the Gospel of Peter (per-
haps middle of the second century) used Luke. Justin Martyr certainly used
Luke (or a harmony based on it), and 2 Clement seems to have done the same.
Marcion, of course, had an expurgated Luke as the one gospel in his canon.
Some have argued that it was not our Luke that Marcion used, but an earlier
source that both he and Luke employed, but evidence for this is lacking, and
there seems no real doubt that it was the third gospel that formed the basis of
Marcion’s work. In any case, from this time onward there is no real doubt: Luke
1s universally accepted in the church as authoritative and part of the canon of
sacred books.

LUKE’S GOSPEL IN RECENT STUDY

As the author of two volumes that trace the history of the Christian movement
from its inception in Judea to its arrival in the capital of the Empire, Luke as a
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historian has naturally enough been a central topic of scholarly discussion.3
Interest in Luke’s abilities and success as a historian has not disappeared, espe-
cially in conjunction with Acts (see chap. 7). But attention has shifted in the last
forty years to Luke’s work as a theologian and as a narrator.

The onset of redaction criticism in the late 1950s focused attention on the
evangelists as authors and on their theological motivations for writing as they
did. The first significant redaction-critical work on Luke was Hans Conzel-
mann’s The Theology of Saint Luke, and his monograph set the agenda for much
recent discussion of Luke’s theology. The original German title, Die Mitte der
Zeit, “The Middle of Time,” captures one of the book’s central thrusts. Citing
Luke 16:16, Conzelmann thought that Luke had introduced the idea of a three-
stage salvation history: the period of Israel; the period of Jesus’ ministry; the
period of the church. Luke’s gospel, of course, focuses on the second of those
stages: the “middle of time.” In itself, this scheme is neither problematic nor
particularly noteworthy. But what made Conzelmann’s proposal significant was
his explanation of the origin of this salvation history and its consequences. Luke,
Conzelmann suggests, was the first to draw up such a conception of history. And
he does so in response to the problem created by the delay of the parousia. Jesus
and the earliest Christians expected Jesus to return in glory at any time. As time
went by and the parousia did not take place, doubts about the faith began to
spring up. In response to this difficulty, Luke re-interprets eschatology to focus
on the present experience of the kingdom and develops a conception of history
that helps Christians find their place in the world. Jesus’ ministry is transformed
from the basis for proclamation into a history with meaning in its own right.
And to give that history meaning, it is anchored in a previous history, the period
of Israel. The period of Jesus’ ministry, in turn, gives rise to the period of the
church, the time in which Luke’s readers must find their place. To help them
discover meaning and security for the indefinitely prolonged period before the
delayed return of Christ, Luke attributes new power and significance to the
church. It becomes, in the book of Acts, an institution dispensing salvation
through the sacraments. This way of viewing the period of the church has
become known as “early Catholicism” ( Friihkatholismus).

More will be said about “early Catholicism” in the chapters on Acts, the
Pastoral Epistles, and 2 Peter. Suffice to say here that the basic premise of the
scheme—that the early church was shaken when Jesus did not return immed;i-
ately—is questionable. Certainly Luke’s gospel focuses more on the presence
of the kingdom and less on its future manifestation than do Mark and Matthew.

53“Broadly speaking it may be said that in the period before 1950 Luke was almost
exclusively viewed as a historian” (W. C. van Unnik, “Luke-Acts, a Storm Center in
Contemporary Scholarship,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. Leander Keck and J. Louis
Martyn [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966], 19).
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But Luke has by no means abandoned future eschatology, and his approach falls
well within the parameters of the typical New Testament eschatology tension
between “now” and “not yet.”5*

Conzelmann’s redaction-critical approach to Luke spurred many other
studies of a similar nature. Indeed, Conzelmann’s monograph was one of the
key factors in turning Luke-Acts into what W. C. van Unnik called “a storm
center in contemporary scholarship” during the 1960s and 70s.55 Many of these
studies followed Conzelmann’s lead in almost entirely displacing Luke the his-
torian with Luke the theologian.56 Other redaction-critical approaches to Luke,
however, used redaction-critical methods to analyze Luke’s theological contri-
bution without dismissing Luke’s historical interests.

If the onset of redaction-critical techniques turned Luke-Acts into a “storm
center” in scholarship, the more recent popularity of narrative analysis has cre-
ated a “sea change” in approach.57 Redaction critics compared Luke’s gospel to
sources and traditions and to the other gospels. Narrative critics generally ignore
the issue of sources and tradition and study Luke in close conjunction with the
book of Acts. Their concern is to use narrative analysis to uncover the teaching
and theology of the two-volume literary work Luke-Acts. Key themes and
words are traced through the two books; larger structural components are ana-
lyzed; comparisons are made with other similar works of literature from the
ancient world.38 The turn to narrative analysis is a welcome recognition that the
Gospel of Luke must be interpreted as a careful and well-thought out literary
production. And while we have registered some reservations about tying the
gospel too closely to Acts, there is no doubt that the two books must be inter-
preted in relationship to each another. The danger in narrative criticism is that
it is sometimes practiced in isolation from other approaches that must also fac-
tor into any finally determinative interpretation of Luke’s gospel. Luke’s use of
sources does not tell us the whole story; but analysis of his use of Mark and com-
parison with Matthew can still help us understand what Luke is about. Nor can
serious historical study of the time of Jesus be abandoned. Luke is not creating
a work of literature from whole cloth as a novelist might go about his or her work.

51See especially E. Earle Ellis, Eschatology in Luke (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1972).

55“Luke-Acts, a Storm Center in Contemporary Scholarship,” is the title of van
Unnik’s contribution to the volume Studies in Luke-Acts, published in 1966.

56The valuable book by I. Howard Marshall, Luke: Historian and Theologian, ana-
lyzes and critiques this movement.

57The phrase is from David P. Moessner and David L. Tiede, “Introduction: Two
Books but One Story?” in Jesus and the Heritage of Israel: Luke’s Narrative Claim upon
Israel’s Legacy (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2000), 1-3.

58Some representative works are Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts;
Green, The Gospel of Luke.
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He is narrating events that transpired in a particular time and place; and these
“historical constraints” must be recognized.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF LUKE

Pride of place in Luke’s contribution to our understanding of the faith must be
given to his sweeping historical survey of the life of Christ. Only Luke takes us
from the very beginning of the “Jesus story,” the birth of John the Baptist, to its
end, the ascension of Jesus. Along the way, Luke includes many stories of Jesus
and teachings of Jesus not found in the other gospels. What does Luke teach us
by adding this material to the tradition he takes over from Mark and Q? Four
contributions deserve particular mention.

First, as several scholars have emphasized, is the central importance of
God’s plan in Luke-Acts.? The hymns in the infancy narrative set the whole
story of Jesus in the context of God’s promises in the Old Testament to his
people Israel (see esp. 1:54—55, 68—79; 2:29-32). The same theme is taken up
by Jesus himself in the programmatic declaration in the synagogue at Nazareth
(4:18-19). What happens in the ministry of Jesus happens because God 1s work-
ing out a program that he had set in place long ago. Luke’s frequent use of the
word 8¢t (dei, “it is necessary”’) underscores this point. “It is necessary” that
Jesus be in his Father’s house (2:49), that he preach the good news of the king-
dom in many cities (4:43), that, as a prophet, he perish in Jerusalem (13:33), that
he stay in Zacchaeus’s house (19:5), and, especially, that he die on the cross (9:22;
17:25; 22:37; 24:7). As Jesus summarizes in a climactic assertion at the end of the
gospel: “Everything must [dei] be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law
of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms” (24:44). In the events of Jesus’ birth,
life, death, and resurrection, God is pursuing a plan, a plan revealed in the Old
Testament, brought to its decisive point in Jesus’ death and resurrection, but
only finally fulfilled in the proclamation of the gospel to all nations. The theme
of God’s plan thus binds together the gospel and Acts.6

The fulfillment of God’s plan provides the overarching structure for Luke’s
gospel. That plan aims at the provision of salvation for the world, and this focus
on salvation constitutes Luke’s second main contribution. Often singled out as
the key thematic verse in the Gospel of Luke is 19:10, Jesus’ closing comment

S9E.g., Joel Green, The Theology of the Gospel of Luke (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1995), 47; Robert C. Tannehill, “The Story of Israel within the Lukan
Narrative,” in Jesus and the Heritage of Israel, ed. David P. Moessner (Harrisburg: Trin-
ity Press International, 1999), 325-39; D. L. Bock, “Gospel of Luke,” DJG, 502-3;
John Squires, “The Plan of God in the Acts of the Apostles,” in Witness to the Gospel:
The Theology of Acts, ed. I. Howard Marshall and David Peterson (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1997), 20.

60See especially Tannehill, “Story of Israel.”
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on the Zacchaeus episode: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what
was lost.” Luke is the only synoptic evangelist to use the noun “salvation” (sote-
ria four times [1:69, 71, 77; 19:9]; soterion twice [2:30; 3:6]) and “savior” (soter
[1:47; 2:11]), and he uses the verb “save” (s0dzo) more than any other book in
the New Testament (although this is mainly because of Luke’s greater length).
Salvation is the thematic center of Luke’s gospel.t! It will be noted from the ref-
erences cited above that many come in the birth narrative. Luke again uses the
hymns of these chapters to set the tone for the ministry of Jesus to follow. In
Jesus God is coming to his people as their savior. Luke emphasizes that this sal-
vation is available in the present time through Jesus with frequent references to
“today” (eleven times) and “now” (fourteen times). Salvation in Luke focuses
especially on role-reversal, programmatically summarized in Mary’s song of
praise: “‘He [God] has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered
those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers from
their thrones but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good
things but has sent the rich away empty” (1:51-53). Mary’s reference to rulers,
the hungry, and the rich touches on a key facet of Luke’s presentation of salva-
tion: the coming of the kingdom reverses worldly status. But Luke’s story of sal-
vation is ultimately concerned with spiritual, not social or economic, status:
Jesus has come to rescue the lost and those who are “far away” by providing for
the forgiveness of sins (e.g., 1:77; 5:17-26; 7:48-50; 19:1-10; 24:46—47). As
we would expect, the hymns of Luke 12 initially cast this salvation in terms of
the deliverance of Israel in fulfillment of God’s promises (cf. 1:68-75). But
before we leave these chapters, we find also the announcement that this salva-
tion will not only mean “the glory of your people Israel” but also “a light for
revelation to the Gentiles” (2:29-32). The same point is made even more
empbhatically in 3:6, where Luke (alone among the evangelists) climaxes the
quotation from Isaiah 40:3—5 with the promise that “all people will see God’s
salvation.”

With this reference we introduce the third of Luke’s noteworthy contribu-
tions: his emphasis on Gentiles as ultimate recipients of God’s salvation. Luke
by no means ignores Jews; the initial focus on the fulfillment of God’s promises
to Israel is not lost. But the notion of what that fulfillment will mean for both
Israel and the Gentiles changes as the gospel unfolds. Jesus’ universal signifi-
cance 1s hinted at in Luke’s genealogy, which traces Jesus’ ancestry back to
Adam, not to Abraham (as in Matthew). In his teaching in the Nazareth syna-
gogue, Jesus rebukes the townspeople and reminds them of God’s grace to the
widow of Zarephath and Naaman the Syrian (4:25-27). Jesus commends a Gen-
tile centurion for his faith (7:1-10) and makes a Samaritan the hero of one of his

61See esp. Marshall, who says, “Itis our thesis that the idea of salvation supplies the
key to the theology of Luke” (Luke: Historian and Theologian, 92; cf. also 116-18).
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most famous parables (10:30—-37; 17:16). These hints of the extension of God’s
grace to Gentiles in the gospel prepare the way, of course, for the inclusion of
Gentiles in God’s people that Luke is so concerned to emphasize in the book of
Acts.

A fourth theme in Luke’s gospel is the concern of Jesus for the outcasts of
society. Jesus is constantly seen interacting with those on the margins of Jewish
society: the poor (e.g., 1:46-55; 4:18; 6:20-23; 7:22; 10:21-22; 14:13, 21-24;
16:19-31; 21:1-4), “sinners” (e.g., those who did not abide by all the pharisaic
rituals—5:27-32; 7:28, 30, 34, 36—50; 15:1-2; 19:7), and women (7:36—50;
8:1-3,48;10:38-42; 13:10-17; 24:1-12). Luke often pictures these outcasts as
particularly responsive to the message of Jesus. He warns both explicitly and
implicitly about the importance of putting aside the entanglements of this world
in order to embrace freely and wholeheartedly the message of the kingdom .62
This message has been seized on by certain theologians, especially liberation
theologians, to argue that the poor and the oppressed are specially favored by
God, while the rich and powerful are rejected. Passages such as Jesus’ blessing
on the poor and his corresponding “woe” on the rich (6:20, 24) could suggest
just such a view. But we must recall that Jesus uses the language of “poor” and
“rich” against the background of the Old Testament, where these terms held
not only economic but social and spiritual significance. The “poor” are those
who not only do not have much money but who also depend on God, and the
“rich” are those who not only have money, but who use their wealth and power
to oppress the poor. Translation of Luke’s categories of “poor” and “rich” into
our cultural categories must take account of these nuances.3

Another facet of Luke’s interest in socioeconomic issues is his strong teach-
ing about the need for disciples to reveal their sincerity in following Jesus by the
way they handle their money. Several of Luke’s additions to the gospel tradition
focus on the matter of stewardship: John’s admonition (3:10—14), the parable
of the “rich fool” (12:13-21), the parable of the shrewd manager (16:1-13), the
parable of the rich man and Lazarus (16:19-31), Jesus’ encounter with Zac-
chaeus (19:1-10). What special factors in Luke’s situation or audience led him
to say so much on this matter cannot be known. But the present state of the
church in the developed nations eloquently attests to the continuing need for
such teaching.

62See especially Craig L. Blomberg, Neither Poverty Nor Riches: A Biblical Theol-
ogy of Material Possessions, NSBT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 11146, 160—74.

63See, e.g., Charles H. Talbert, Reading Luke (New York: Crossroad, 1984), p. 70;
Green, Theology, 79-94
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CHAPTER SIX

JOHN

CONTENTS

Like the other canonical gospels, John’s gospel sets out to tell the story of Jesus’
origins, ministry, death, and resurrection. Like them, it does not purport to be
neutral. The evangelist intends to engender faith (20:30-31), and to that end he
shapes his witness with the needs of his readers in mind.!

Like many other facets of the Gospel of John, its basic structure seems fairly
simple until one starts to think more deeply about it. Doubtless this complexity
wrapped in simplicity is the reason why scores of studies on John’s structure have
been published during the last few decades.

On the face of it, the fourth gospel offers a prologue (1:1-18) and an epi-
logue, or appendix (21:1-25), between which are the two central sections, 1:19—
12:50 and 13:1-20:31. Under the influence of two or three influential scholars,
these are now frequently designated, respectively, the Book of Signs and the Book
of Glory,? or the Book of Signs and the Book of the Passion.3

Nevertheless, the designation “Book of Signs” makes it sound as if the signs
are restricted to 1:19—12:50, whereas 20:30—31 makes it clear that from the evan-
gelist’s perspective the entire gospel is a book of signs: the passion and resurrec-
tion of Jesus is the greatest sign of all. Moreover, although Jesus’ passion is related
in chapters 13—20, the passion narrative itself does not begin until chapter 18. If
chapters 13—17 can be included on the ground that they are thematically tied to

1At several points this chapter has used, with permission, material from D. A. Car-
son, The Gospel According to John, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990)—some-
times verbatim, more frequently in condensed form.

2R. E. Brown, The Gospel According to John (Garden City: Doubleday, 1966-70),
CXXXV111—CXXXIX.

3C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1953), 289.
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the passion, so also are many passages in chapters 1-12 (e.g., 1:29, 36; 6:35ff;
11:49-52).

Others have advocated a quite different structure. Wyller,* for example,
holds that 10:22—-29 is the “structural summit” of the work, the “change of fate”
of the hero, around which the rest of the material is organized. Despite the
superficial plausibility of his argument, it is difficult to believe, on thematic
grounds, that these verses have quite the structural importance Wyller assigns
to them, and almost impossible to believe that Plato’s simile of the cave is the
most plausible model for the structure of a gospel. Another scholar has detected
a massive concentric structure patterned after the concentric structure of the
prologue.’ However, structures that are so complex and disputed as not to be
intuitively obvious should not be assigned much credibility.

Trying to account for all the complexity in John, one recent and important
discussion of the structure of John’s gospel finds major chiasms and what the
author, George Mlakushyil, calls bridge-pericopes and bridge-sections—sec-
tions that fit into two or more structured units and that tie them together.¢ For
instance, he suggests that 2:1-12:50 might be called the Book of Jesus’ Signs,
that 11:1-20:29 1s the Book of Jesus’ Hour, and that the overlapping chapters,
11-12, constitute a bridge section. Although this or that detail may be disputed,
he does succeed in showing how unified and tightly organized the fourth gospel
is. Many have pointed out, for instance, that individual sections of various
length are neatly brought to a close (e.g., 1:18; 4:42; 4:53-54; 10:40—-42; 12:44—
50; 20:30-31; 21:25).

One of the reasons that critics find so many mutually exclusive structures
in John is that his repeated handling of only a few themes makes it possible to
postulate all kinds of parallels and chiasms. Another is that various structures
seem to serve as overlays to other structures. For instance, it has often been noted
that the section 2:1—4:54 reflects a geographic inclusio(i.e., a literary device that
both introduces and concludes a passage by the same literary feature): the action
moves from Cana to Cana. But although that device helps us see the boundaries
of this unit, it is less than clear that Cana per se is so important in Johannine
thought that it should be accorded paramount theological significance, beyond
its minor role in helping readers to follow the movement of the text.”

“Egil A. Wyller, “In Solomon’s Porch: A Henological Analysis of the Architectonic
of the Fourth Gospel,” ST 42 (1988): 151-67.

SJeffrey Lloyd Staley, The Print’s First Kiss: A Rhetorical Investigation of the Implied
Reader in the Fourth Gospel, SBLDS 82 (Atlanta: SP, 1985).

6George Mlakushyil, The Christocentric Literary Structure of the Fourth Gospel,
AnBib 117 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1987).

7See further Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the Gospel of John, ed. Francis
J. Moloney (New York: Doubleday, 2003), 298-316.
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Following the prologue (1:1-18), Jesus discloses himself in word and deed
(1:19-10:42). This large unit begins with a prelude to Jesus’ public ministry
(1:19-51). As in the synoptic tradition, John the Baptist is first introduced: his
relation to Jesus is articulated (1:19-28), as is his public witness concerning
Jesus (1:29-34). The prelude ends with reports as to how Jesus gains his first
disciples (1:35-51).

The rest of this first large unit (1:19-10:42) may be divided into three sec-
tions. The first reports Jesus’ early ministry: his signs, works, and words (2:1—
4:54). This includes the first sign, namely, the changing of the water into wine
(2:1-11), the clearing of the temple (2:12—17), and the utterance about Jesus’
replacing the temple (2:18-22). The inadequate faith of many who trust him at
this juncture (2:23-25) sets the stage for the exchange between Jesus and
Nicodemus (3:1-15), the dialogue rapidly turning to monologue. Twice in this
chapter the evangelist himself apparently offers his own extended comment, the
first at this point (3:16—21), and the second after his description of John the Bap-
tist’s continuing witness concerning Jesus (3:22—30, followed by 3:31-36). On
his way to Galilee, Jesus stops in Samaria and leads both a Samaritan woman
and many of her countrymen to faith in himself (4:1-42). The section is capped
by the second sign, the healing of the official’s son (4:43—54).

In the next section (5:1-7:53), there are more signs, works, and words, but
now in the context of rising opposition. The healing of the paralytic at the pool
of Bethesda (5:1-15), which connects sin and illness, is performed on the Sab-
bath, and this triggers some opposition, which Jesus quickly transforms into a
christological question, especially regarding the nature of his sonship to the
Father (5:16-30). These central christological claims give rise to treatment of
the witnesses concerning Jesus (5:31-47). The feeding of the five thousand (6:1—
15) and the walking on the water (6:16—21) serve to introduce the bread of life
discourse (6:22—58), where Jesus’ claims that he is himself the true manna
(esp. 6:27-34), the bread of life (6:35-48) that must be eaten. This gives rise to
more hesitations: opinion is divided over him, and even some of his disciples
turn against him, while he himself retains the initiative in determining who truly
are his followers (6:59—71). Skepticism and uncertainty regarding him continue,
even among members of his own family (7:1—-13). This means that the first
round of exchanges at the Feast of Tabernacles (7:14-44), climaxing in his
promise to pour out the eschatological Spirit consequent on his own glorification
(7:37—-44), 1s frankly confrontational and leads to the first organized opposition
from the Jewish authorities (7:45-52).

After the pericope of the woman caught in adultery (7:53-8:11), which we
believe was not part of the original text (see discussion below in the section
“Text”), the last section (8:12—10:42) reports climactic signs, works, and words
in the context of radical confrontation. The second round of exchanges at the
Feast of Tabernacles (8:12—59) ends with Jesus telling the authorities they are
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children of the devil, while he himself is none less than the “I am”—and this
sparks off a futile attempt to stone him to death. The healing of the man born
blind (9:1-41), in which no connection between sin and the man’s condition is
allowed, comes to its climax with the denunciation of those who think they see.
In chapter 10, Jesus presents himself as the good shepherd of the sheep. The
effect is to make his own messianic flock the one locus of the people of God, with
predictable reactions from the Jews (10:1-21). At the Feast of Dedication, Jesus’
claims to be both Messiah and Son of God engender open opposition (10:22—
39), prompting Jesus to make a strategic retreat to the area where John the Bap-
tist had earlier baptized—a retreat that prompts the reader to recall John’s true
witness and that is nevertheless accompanied by growing numbers of people
who are placing their faith in Jesus (10:40-42).

Although many include the next unit, 11:1-12:50, as part of the Book of
Signs, there appear to be good reasons for treating these chapters as something
of a transition. The account of the death and resurrection of Lazarus (11:1-44)
is both a foil and an anticipation of Jesus’ death and resurrection and directly
leads to the judicial decision to kill Jesus (11:45-54). In the next section (11:55—
12:36), set during the “Jewish Passover” (11:55-57) in anticipation of the death
of the true Passover lamb, Mary anoints Jesus in anticipation of his death,
thereby displaying sacrificial love for him—the only kind of any value (12:1—
11); the triumphal entry announces Jesus’ kingship, but the ominous signs are
already present that this kingship will be unlike any other (12:12—19); and the
arrival of the Gentiles triggers Jesus’ announcement of the dawning “hour” of
his death and exaltation (12:20—-36). This transitional unit concludes with a the-
ology of unbelief, that is, theological reflections that reveal the nature and
inevitability of unbelief (12:37-50).

The final major unit of the book depicts Jesus’ self-disclosure in his cross
and exaltation (13:1-20:31). It opens with the Last Supper (13:1-30), but
instead of preserving any report of the institution of the Lord’s Supper, John
recalls how Jesus washed his disciples’ feet (13:1-17), an act that simultaneously
anticipated the unique cleansing effected by his impending death and left an
example for his disciples to emulate. Jesus’ prediction of the betrayal (13:18—
30) leaves no doubt that he remains in charge of his own destiny, in submission
to his Father’s will. The so-called farewell discourse that follows—partly
dialogue and partly monologue—is conveniently broken up into two parts
(13:31-14:31 and 15:1-16:33). In some ways this farewell discourse explains
the significance of the last sign— Jesus’ own death and exaltation— before the
sign itself takes place and thus becomes a theology of the place of Jesus and his
death and glorification in the stream of redemptive history, including the role
and function of the promised Paraclete, the Holy Spirit whom Jesus bestows on
believers in consequence of his exaltation. There follows the prayer of Jesus
(17:1-26), in which Jesus prays for his own glorification (17:1-5), for his dis-
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ciples (17:6—19), for those who will later believe (17:20—-23), and, climactically,
for the perfection of all believers so as to see Jesus’ glory (17:24-26). The trial
and passion of Jesus follow (18:1-19:42), with particular emphasis on the nature
of Jesus’ kingship. The resurrection of Jesus (20:1-31) includes not only sev-
eral resurrection appearances but the remarkable saying regarding the gift of the
Spirit and the forgiveness of sins (20:19-23) and the equally remarkable con-
fession of Thomas, “My Lord and my God!” (20:28). This large unit ends with
a concise statement of the fourth gospel’s purpose (20:30-31).

The epilogue (21:1-25) not only ties up several loose ends (e.g., Peter’s
restoration to service) but, in symbolic ways, it points to the growth of the
church and the diversity of gifts and callings within the church. Appropriately,
it ends with the greatness of Jesus (21:25).

AUTHOR

The fourth gospel does not explicitly assert its author’s name: like the Synop-
tics, it is formally anonymous. As far as we can prove, the title “According to
John” was attached to it as soon as the four canonical gospels began to circulate
together as “the fourfold gospel.” In part, no doubt, this was to distinguish it
from the rest of the collection; but it may have served as the title from the begin-
ning (see chap. 3 above, on Matthew). But even if the attribution “According to
John” was added two or three decades after the book was published, the obser-
vation of Bruce is suggestive: “It is noteworthy that, while the four canonical
gospels could afford to be published anonymously, the apocryphal gospels
which began to appear from the mid-second century onwards claimed (falsely)
to be written by apostles or other persons associated with the Lord.”8

External Evidence

Although there are several earlier documents, both within the orthodox
stream and within Gnosticism, that allude to the fourth gospel or quote it (see
the discussion below), the first writer to quote unambiguously from the fourth
gospel and to ascribe the work to John was Theophilus of Antioch (c. A.D. 181).
Before this date, however, several writers, including Tatian (a student of Justin
Martyr), Claudius Apollinaris (bishop of Hierapolis), and Athenagoras, unam-
biguously quote from the fourth gospel as from an authoritative source. This
pushes us back to Polycarp and Papias, information about whom derives pri-
marily from Irenaeus (end of the second century) and Eusebius, the historian of
the early church (fourth century). Polycarp was martyred in 156 at the age of
eighty-six. There is no reason therefore to deny the truth of the claims that he
associated with the apostles in Asia (John, Andrew, Philip) and was “entrusted

8F. . Bruce, The Gospel of John (Basingstoke: Pickering & Inglis, 1983), 1.
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with the oversight of the Church in Smyrna by those who were eye-witnesses
and ministers of the Lord” (H.E. 3.36).

Irenaeus knew Polycarp personally, and it is Polycarp who mediates to us
the most important information about the fourth gospel. Writing to Florinus,
Irenaeus recalls:

I remember the events of those days more clearly than those which have
happened recently, for what we learn as children grows up with the soul
and becomes united to it, so I can speak even of the place in which the
blessed Polycarp sat and disputed, how he came in and went out, the char-
acter of his life, the appearance of his body, the discourse which he made
to the people, how he reported his converse with John and with the others
who had seen the Lord, how he remembered their words, and what were
the things concerning the Lord which he had heard from them, including
his miracles and his teaching,® and how Polycarp had received them from
the eyewitnesses of the word of life, and reported all things in agreement
with the Scriptures. (H.E. 5.20.5-6)

Most scholars recognize that this “John,” certainly a reference to John the
apostle, the son of Zebedee, is (so far as Irenaeus is concerned) none other than
the John whom he emphatically insists is the fourth evangelist. For Irenaeus,
that the gospel should be fourfold (in the sense already described) was as natural
as that there should be four winds. As for the fourth gospel itself, he wrote,
“John the disciple of the Lord, who leaned back on his breast, published the
gospel while he was resident at Ephesus in Asia” (Adv. Haer. 3.1.1). In other
words, the name of the fourth evangelist is John and is to be identified with the
beloved disciple of John 13:23.

The evidence of Papias similarly depends on secondary sources. Papias was
a contemporary of Polycarp and may himself have been a student of John (Ire-
naeus, Adv. Haer. 5.33.4, affirms it; Eusebius, H.E. 3.39.2, denies it). That
Eusebius does not mention that Papias cited the fourth gospel is irrelevant:
Eusebius’s stated purpose was to discuss the disputed parts of the New Testa-
ment as well as some of those people who linked the first century with what fol-
lows, rather than to provide a list of citations regarding “acknowledged” books.10

Another piece of evidence regarding Papias is harder to evaluate. About
A.D. 140 an eccentric follower of the writings of Paul, Marcion, who had
become convinced that only this apostle had truly followed the teachings of Jesus

9The translation is from the Loeb edition of Eusebius, except for this clause, where
the Loeb edition clearly errs.

10]n this connection, however, it is rather remarkable that 1 John should be men-
tioned, since it was universally accepted. Perhaps, as some have suggested, it is because
it belongs to the so-called General, or Catholic, Epistles, which constituted a rather
exceptional group of writings.
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while all the others had relapsed into Judaism, went to Rome to try to convince
the church there of his views. He argued, unsuccessfully, that ten letters of Paul
and one gospel, a mutilated version of Luke, comprised the proper New Testa-
ment canon. Marcion was so dangerous that he succeeded in arousing responses.
In particular, the so-called anti-Marcionite prologues to the gospels have been
viewed as part of these responses (though it must be admitted that some schol-
ars think they emerged at a later period). The anti-Marcionite prologue to John
has come down to us in a rather corrupt Latin version. It tells us that the Gospel
of John was published while John was still alive and was written down at John’s
dictation by Papias, a man from Hierapolis and one of John’s near disciples. As
for Marcion, he had been expelled by John himself. This information, the pro-
logue argues, derives from the five exegetical books of Papias himself: the ref-
erence 1s to his Exegesis of the Dominical Logia, which survived into the Middle
Ages in some libraries in Europe but which is regrettably no longer extant.

Some of the information provided by the anti-Marcionite prologue is clearly
mistaken. It is extremely doubtful that John excommunicated Marcion: the
chronology is stretched too thin. Moreover, it has been suggested that Papias,
for his part, may have said that the churches or certain disciples “wrote down”
what John said and was subsequently misquoted as meaning “I wrote down,”
since in Greek the latter may be formally indistinguishable from “they wrote
down.”11 Even so, there is no doubt in this document that John himself was
responsible for the fourth gospel.

Not only Irenaeus but Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian provide firm
second-century evidence for the belief that the apostle John wrote this gospel.
According to Eusebius (H.E. 6.14.7), Clement wrote, “But that John, last of all,
conscious that the outward facts had been set forth in the Gospels, was urged on
by his disciples, and, divinely moved by the Spirit, composed a spiritual Gospel.”
A more enigmatic and, in its details, less believable version of the same develop-
ment is preserved in the Muratorian Canon, the earliest orthodox list of New Tes-
tament books to come down to us, probably from A.D. 170-80. It tells us not only
that John's fellow disciples and bishops urged him to write but that by a dream or
prophecy it was revealed to Andrew that John should in fact take up the task, writ-
ing in his own name, but that the others should review his work and contribute to
it. Most scholars take this to be someone’s deduction from John 21:24.

Some indirect evidence is in certain respects much more impressive. Tat-
1an, a student of Justin Martyr, composed the first harmony of the fourfold

11]n the imperfect tense, anéypoodov (apegraphon) means either “I wrote down” or
“they wrote down”’; in the aorist tense, there is normally a formal distinction: “I wrote
down” is ameypoyo (apegrapsa), while “they wrote down” is aneypoyay (apegrapsan).
But even this distinction could be blurred; see J. B. Lightfoot, Essays on the Work Enti-
tled “Supernatural Religion” (London: Macmillan, 1889), 214.
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From the end of
the second
century on,

there is virtual
agreement in
the church as to
the authority,
canonicity, and
authorship of
the Gospel of
John. An
argument from
silence in this
case proves
impressive.

gospel: he took the books apart and wove them together into one continuous
narrative known as the Diatessaron. First prepared in Greek, this harmony
exerted an enormous influence in its Syriac translation. But the crucial point to
observe is that it is the Gospel of John that provides the framework into which
the other three gospels are fitted. This could not have been the case had there
been questions about the authenticity of the book.

Indeed, by the end of the second century the only people who denied Johan-
nine authorship to the fourth gospel were the so-called Alogoi—a substantivized
adjective meaning “witless ones,” used by the orthodox as a pun to refer to those
who rejected the Logos (the “Word” of John 1:1) doctrine expounded in the
fourth gospel, and therefore the fourth gospel itself. (Epiphanius gave them this
name in Haer. 51.3; they are probably the same group mentioned by Irenaeus
in Adv. Haer. 3.11.9.) Even here, there were sometimes competing forces at
work. For instance, Gaius, an elder in the Roman church who was one of the
Alogoi, maintained orthodoxy at every point except in his rejection of John’s
gospel and the Apocalypse. At least part of his motivation, however, was his vir-
ulent opposition to Montanism, an uncontrolled charismatic movement arising
in the middle of the second century that claimed that its leader, Montanus, was
the mouthpiece of the promised Paraclete. Since all of the Paraclete sayings that
refer to the Spirit are found in John’s gospel (14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7-15), Gaius
did not need much persuading to side with the Alogoi on this point.

Certainly from the end of the second century on, there is virtual agreement
in the church as to the authority, canonicity, and authorship of the Gospel of
John. An argument from silence in this case proves impressive: “It is significant
that Eusebius, who had access to many works that are now lost, speaks without
reserve of the fourth gospel as the unquestioned work of St. John.”12 The silence
is most significant precisely because it was Eusebius’s concern to discuss the
doubtful cases.

The external evidence that maintains that the fourth evangelist was none other
than the apostle John, then, is virtually unanimous, though not impressively early.
But even if we must turn to Irenaeus, toward the end of the second century, to find
one of the first totally unambiguous witnesses, his personal connection with Poly-
carp, who knew John, means the distance in terms of personal memories is not
very great. Even Dodd, who discounts the view that the apostle John wrote the
fourth gospel, considers the external evidence formidable, adding, “Of any exter-
nal evidence to the contrary that could be called cogent I am not aware.”13

12B. F. Westcott, The Gospel According to St John: The Greek Text with Introduc-
tion and Notes (London: John Murray, 1908), 1:lix.

13C. H. Dodd, Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1963), 12; cf. J. A. T. Robinson, The Priority of John (London: SCM,
1985), 99-104.
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The fact remains that, despite support for Johannine authorship by a few
front-rank scholars in this century and by many popular writers, a large major-
ity of contemporary scholars reject this view. As we shall see, much of their argu-
mentation turns on their reading of the internal evidence. Nevertheless, it
requires their virtual dismissal of the external evidence. This is particularly
regrettable. Most historians of antiquity, other than New Testament scholars,
could not so easily set aside evidence as plentiful and as uniform.

One way of circumventing the force of the external evidence is by appeal -
ing to the words of Papias, as reported and interpreted by Eusebius, in sup-
port of the hypothesis that there were two Johns. Papias writes (according to
Eusebius): “And if anyone chanced to come who had actually been a follower
of the elders, I would enquire as to the discourses of the elders, what Andrew
or what Peter said, or what Philip, or what Thomas or James, or what John or
Matthew or any other of the Lord’s disciples; and things which Aristion and
John the elder, disciples of the Lord, say.” Eusebius then comments: “Here it
is worth noting that twice in his enumeration he mentions the name of John:
the former of these Johns he puts in the same list with Peter and James and
Matthew and the other apostles, clearly indicating the evangelist; but the lat-
ter he places with the others, in a separate clause, outside the number of the
apostles, placing Aristion before him; and he clearly calls him ‘elder’” (H.E.
3.39.4-5).14 From this passage, many have inferred that it was this second
John, a disciple of John the son of Zebedee, who wrote the fourth gospel. Per-
haps, indeed, Irenaeus and Theophilus and other early Fathers confused their
Johns.15

But recent study has shown that this appeal to Papias is precarious, for four
reasons.

1. It is now widely recognized that whereas Eusebius makes a distinction
between apostles and elders, understanding that the latter are disciples of the
former and therefore second-generation Christians, Papias himself makes no
such distinction. In the terms of Papias, “the discourses of the elders” means
the teaching of Andrew, Peter, and the other apostles. It is Eusebius who else-
where writes, “Papias, of whom we are now speaking, acknowledges that he

14]n this instance we have followed the translation of H. J. Lawlorand J. E. L. Oul-
ton, Eusebius: The Ecclesiastical History and the Martyrs of Palestine (1927; reprint, Lon-
don: SPCK, 1954), 1.89, since it observes distinctions in the Greek text overlooked by
the more popular Loeb edition.

15T'0 mention but three who follow this line with varying degrees of confidence, see
Ben Witherington II1I, John’s Wisdom: A Commentary on the Fourth Gospel (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1995), 16; Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John, Sac-
Pag 4 (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1998), 8; D. Moody Smith, John, ANTC
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 26-27.
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received the discourses of the apostles from those who had been their followers”
(H.E. 3.39.7). Transparently, that is not what Papias said.16

2. In the Papias quotation, John is designated “the elder” precisely because
he is being grouped with the elders just mentioned, that is, with the apostles. It
1s worth noting that “apostle” and “elder” come together with a common refer-
entin 1 Peter 5:1. Indeed, the Greek syntax Papias employs favors the view that
“Aristion and John the elder” means something like “Aristion and the afore-
mentioned elder John.”17 Not only here but in H.E. 3.39.14, it is John and not
Aristion who is designated “the elder.” In choosing to refer to the apostles as
elders, Papias may well be echoing the language of 3 John (on the assumption
that Papias thought that epistle was written by the apostle John).18

3. It appears that the distinction Papias is making in his two lists is not
between apostles and elders of the next generation but between first-generation
witnesses who have died (what they said) and first-generation witnesses who are
still alive (what they say). Aristion, then, can be linked with John, not because
neither is an apostle, but because both are first-generation disciples of the Lord.
And this supports the witness of Irenaeus, who says that Papias, not less than
Polycarp, was “a hearer of John.”

4. In any case, Eusebius had his own agenda. He so disliked the apocalyp-
tic language of Revelation that he was only too glad to find it possible to assign
its authorship to a John other than the apostle, and he seizes on “John the elder”
as he has retrieved him from Papias.19

Martin Hengel has recently devoted an entire monograph to the thesis that
it was John the elder, not John the apostle, who was the author of the penultimate
draft of the fourth gospel (which then, after his death, was lightly edited, with
21:24-25 also being added).20 But Hengel’s “elder” is not the second-century
disciple of the aged apostle that many modern scholars have reconstructed. Hen-
gel argues that “John the elder” is none other than the “beloved disciple” (13:23;
19:26-27; 20:2-9; 21:24), a Palestinian Jew who was a contemporary of Jesus
and an eyewitness of at least some events in Jesus’ life, but not John the son of
Zebedee. Even Hengel admits his “hypothesis may sound fantastic.”2! He 1s

16See J. B. Lightfoot, Essays (London: Macmillan, 1893), 58ff.

17So C. S. Petrie, “The Authorship of “The Gospel According to Matthew’: A
Reconstruction of the External Evidence,” NTS 14 (1967-68): 21.

18Those who instead preserve a distinction between the apostles and the elders in
Papias’s words must introduce a couple of rather clumsy ellipses: see, inter alios, Richard
Bauckham, “The Eyewitnesses and the Gospel Traditions,” JSHJ 1 (2003): 31-32.

1Cf. G. M. Lee, SE 6.311-20.

20Martin Hengel, The Johannine Question (ET Philadelphia: Trinity Press Interna-
tional, 1989).

21Tbid., 130.
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forced to concede that “the figures of John son of Zebedee and the teacher of the
school [i.e. his hypothesized ‘John the elder’] . . . are deliberately superimposed
in a veiled way” and therefore admits that “it would be conceivable that with
the ‘beloved disciple’ ‘John the elder’ wanted to point more to the son of
Zebedee, who for him was an ideal, even theideal disciple, in contrast to Peter,
whereas in the end the pupils impress on this enigmatic figure the face of their
teacher by identifying him with the author in order to bring the Gospel as near
to Jesus as possible.”22 It is hard to imagine how one could get closer than this
to affirming apostolic authorship while still denying it!23

Why Hengel prefers his hypothesis of an otherwise unknown first-century
Palestinian Jew by the name of John, who was a contemporary of the apostle
John, to the apostle himself, is far from clear. He thinks, for instance, that the
Judean focus of the fourth gospel argues for an author who was not a Galilean,
as John the apostle was. He judges that the verbal link between “elder” (some-
times rendered “presbyter”) in Papias and the same expression in 2 John 1 and
3 John 1 is very significant (though in fact apostles were known to refer to them-
selves as elders on occasion; see 1 Peter 5:1).2¢ He hypothesizes that there may
have been unambiguous evidence in Papias to the effect that this “John the
elder” wrote the fourth gospel and holds that one must “reckon with the possi-
bility that Eusebius sometimes concealed information which seemed disagree-
able to him or omitted it through carelessness”’;25 on this view the early church
simply repeated the error.

All of this is exceedingly weak. From the evidence of Eusebius, it is far from
certain that there ever was an “elder John” independent of the apostle; and if
there was, it 1s still less certain that he wrote anything.26 If against the evidence
we accept Eusebius’s interpretation of Papias, we will assign the fourth gospel
to the apostle John and the Apocalypse to the elder John—while mainstream
biblical scholarship assigns neither book to the apostle. Meanwhile, Hengel’s
objections to identifying the beloved disciple with the apostle John are not at all
welighty. Because they turn on an evaluation of the internal evidence, to that we
must turn.

22]bid., 131-32.

23For detailed interaction with the somewhat similar views of Richard Bauckham
(e.g., see his “The Beloved Disciple as Ideal Author,” JSNT 49 [1993]: 21-44), see D.
A. Carson, The Letters of John, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, forthcoming).

24Hengel, The Johannine Question, 132.

25]bid., 21.

26Most of the more recent introductions to John simply do not discuss the patristic
evidence: e.g., Achtemeier/Green/ Thompson; Johnson; Brown, An Introduction to the
Gospel of John. By contrast, see Craig L. Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of John’s
Gospel: Issues and Commentary (Leicester: IVP, 2001), 23-26.
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Internal Evidence

The classic approach of Westcott, updated by Morris?” and Blomberg,28 was
to establish five points: the author of the fourth gospel was (1) a Jew, (2) of Pales-
tine, (3) an eyewitness, (4) an apostle (i.e., one of the Twelve), and (5) the apos-
tle John. The first two points are today rarely disputed and need not detain us
here, except to make three observations.

1. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls compels us to recognize that it is
unnecessary to resort to a period of expansion into the Hellenistic world to
account for John's characteristic expressions. See further discussion below in the
section “Provenance.” Moreover, the evangelist’s detailed knowledge of Pales-
tinian topography and of features in conservative Jewish debate probably
reflects personal acquaintance, not mere dependence on reliable Jewish sources.

2. To this we must add the widely accepted fact, already appealed to by
Lightfoot in the last century,?? that at least in some instances John’s quotations
are closer in form to the Hebrew or Aramaic than to the Greek (esp. 12:40;
13:18; 19:37).

3. The attempt of Margaret Pamment to argue that the beloved disciple is
a Gentile believer turns on her argument that 21:11f. is concerned with the Gen-
tile mission (in this she is partly right), which, she says, “suggests the beloved
disciple [who appears in this chapter] is a gentile.”30 This is a classic non
sequitur. Granted that all the first believers were Jews, at least some of the first
witnesses to Gentiles had to be Jews!

The other three points, however, are all disputed and turn in large part on
the identity of the “beloved disciple,” the now-standard way of referring to the
one whom the TNIV more prosaically describes as “the disciple whom Jesus
loved” (e.g., 13:23). The raw information is quickly canvassed. The beloved dis-
ciple first appears as such at the Last Supper, where he is reclining next to Jesus
and mediating Peter’s question to the Master (13:23). He is found at the cross,
where he receives a special commission having to do with Jesus’ mother (19:26—
27), and at the empty tomb, where he outstrips Peter in speed but not in bold-
ness (20:2-9). In the epilogue (chap. 21), he is said to be the one who wrote “these
things.” If “wrote” means that he wrote the material himself (and did not sim-
ply cause the material to be written, as some have suggested) and “these things”
refers to the entire book and not just to chapter 21, then the beloved disciple is
the evangelist. If that is correct, then it is natural to identify the eyewitness who

27Leon Morris, Studies in the Fourth Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 218—
92.

28Blomberg, Historical Reliability, 27-30.

29Lightfoot, Essays, 20—21.

30Margaret Pamment, “The Fourth Gospel’s Beloved Disciple,” ExpTim94 (1983):
367.
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saw the blood and water flow from Jesus’ side as the beloved disciple, even
though he is not so described.

But who is the beloved disciple? The traditional view, that he is John the
son of Zebedee, has been advanced for reasons of quite different weight. That
the beloved disciple was at the Last Supper is not disputed (13:23). The Synop-
tics insist that only the apostles joined Jesus for this meal (Mark 14:17 par.),
which places the beloved disciple within the band of the Twelve (and coinci-
dentally speaks against Hengel’s hypothesis, described above). He is repeatedly
distinguished from Peter (John 13:23-24; 20:2-9; 21:20), and by the same token
should not be confused with any of the other apostles named in John 13-16.
That he is one of the seven who go fishing in chapter 21 and, by implication, is
not Peter, Thomas, or Nathanael, suggests he is one of the sons of Zebedee or
one of the other two unnamed disciples (21:2). Of the sons of Zebedee, he can-
not be James, since James was the first of the apostolic band to be martyred
(probably toward the end of the reign of Herod Agrippa I, A.D. 41—-44; see Acts
12:1-2), while the beloved disciple lived long enough to give weight to the
rumor that he would not die (21:23). The fact that neither John nor James is
mentioned by name in the fourth gospel, which nevertheless has place not only
for prominent apostles such as Peter and Andrew but also for relatively obscure
members of the apostolic band such as Philip and “Judas (not Judas Iscariot)”
(14:22) is exceedingly strange, unless there is some reason for it. The traditional
reason seems most plausible: the beloved disciple is none other than John, and
he deliberately avoids using his personal name. This becomes more likely when
we remember that the beloved disciple is constantly in the company of Peter,
while the Synoptics (Mark 5:37; 9:2; 14:33; par.) and Acts (3:1-4:23; 8:15-25),
not to mention Paul (Gal. 2:9), link Peter and John in friendship and shared
experience. It has also been noted that in this gospel most of the important char-
acters are designated with rather full expressions: Simon Peter; Thomas Didy-
mus; Judas son of Simon Iscariot; Caiaphas, the high priest that year. Strangely,
however, John the Baptist is simply called John, even when he is first introduced
(1:6; cf. Mark 1:4 par.). The simplest explanation is that John the son of Zebedee
is the one person who would not feel it necessary to distinguish the other John
from himself.

The evidence is not entirely conclusive. For instance, it is just possible that
the beloved disciple is one of the unnamed pair of disciples in John 21:2. But
once the logical possibility has been duly noted, it seems to be a rather desper-
ate expedient that stands against the force of the cumulative internal evidence
and the substantial external evidence.

Other identifications have been advanced. Some, for instance, have sug-
gested Lazarus, on the grounds that “beloved disciple” would be an appropri-
ate form of self-reference for one of whom it is said that Jesus loved him (11:5,
36). One or two have suggested the rich young man of Mark 10:21, on much the
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same ground. Still others argue for the owner of the upper room, supposing that
the reason he could lay his head on Jesus’ breast was that, as the host, he was
placed in a position of honor next to Jesus; perhaps he was John Mark.

None of this is convincing, and all of it is notoriously speculative. Accord-
ing to the synoptic evidence, only the Twelve were present at the Last Supper:
that alone rules out all three suggestions. There is nothing to be said for the first
two, other than that Jesus loved them; but that is surely an insufficient ground
for identifying the beloved disciple, presupposing as it does that the circle of
those whom Jesus loved was extremely limited. As for the second suggestion,
to appeal to the Gospel of Mark to sort out the identity of the beloved disciple
in John seems to be a dubious procedure. And if the owner of the upper room
was present as host in any sense, why is it that all four gospels present Jesus tak-
ing the initiative at the meal, serving, in fact, as the host? Moreover, there is no
patristic evidence that John the son of Zebedee and John Mark were ever
confused.

In his commentary, Brown strongly argues that the beloved disciple is John
the son of Zebedee (though he does not identify him with the evangelist), largely
along the lines just taken. By the time of his more popular book, outlining his
understanding of the history of the Johannine community, however, to say noth-
ing of his final book, published posthumously,3! Brown has changed his mind32
without answering his own evidence. He now thinks the beloved disciple is an
outsider, not one of the Twelve, but a Judean with access to the high priest’s
court (18:15-16), possibly the unnamed disciple in 1:35-40. Others have
advanced extensive lists of reasons why the beloved disciple could not be John
the son of Zebedee.33 These vary considerably in quality, but they include such
entries as these: John the son of Zebedee was a Galilean, yet much of the narra-
tive of the fourth gospel takes place in Judea; John and Peter are elsewhere
described as “unschooled, ordinary men” (Acts 4:13), so John could not be
expected to write a book of subtlety and depth; John and James are elsewhere
described as “Sons of Thunder” (Mark 3:17), presumably suggesting impetu-
osity, intemperance, and anger—yet this book is the most placid, even mystical,
of the canonical gospels; John was vengeful against the Samaritans (Luke 9:54),
so it is hard to imagine him writing a book that treats them so kindly (John 4).

None of these arguments seems to carry much weight against the mass on
the other side.

31Brown, An Introduction to the Gospel of John, 192—99.

32R. E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist, 1979),
33-34.

3E.g., Pierson Parker, “John the Son of Zebedee and the Fourth Gospel,” JBL 81
(1962): 35-43; see also Domingo Leén (“;Es el apéstol Juan el discipulo amado?”
EstBib45 [1987]: 403-92), who raises the objections in order to rebut them.
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1. Although John the son of Zebedee was a Galilean, by the time he wrote,
he had not only lived for years in Judea (during the earliest period of the church)
but (in any traditional view) in the great metropolitan center of Ephesus. To
restrict John'’s focus of interest to the place of his origin, when at the time of writ-
ing he had not lived there for decades, seems rather unrealistic.34

2. It has long been pointed out that the expression in Acts 4:13 does not
mean that Peter and John were illiterate or profoundly ignorant but, from the
point of view of contemporary theological proficiency, “untrained laymen”
(NEB), not unlike Jesus himself (John 7:15). The astonishment of the authori-
ties was in any case occasioned by the competence of Peter and John when they
should have been (relatively) ignorant, not by their ignorance when they should
have been more competent. Jewish boys learned to read.35 Since John sprang
from a family that was certainly not poor (they owned at least one boat [Luke
5:3, 10] and employed others [Mark 1:20]), he may well have enjoyed an edu-
cation that was better than average. And surely it would not be surprising if
some of the leaders of the church, decades after its founding, had devoted them-
selves to some serious study.

3. The suggestion that a “son of thunder” could not have become the apos-
tle of love, or that a man steeped in racial bias against the Samaritans could not
have written John 4, is an implicit denial of the power of the gospel and the mel-
lowing effect of years of Christian leadership in an age when the Spirit’s trans-
forming might was so largely displayed. The argument is as convincing as the
view that Saul the persecutor of the church could not have become the apostle
to the Gentiles.

4. Although the “other disciple” who arranges for Peter to be admitted to
the high priest’s courtyard (18:15-16) is not explicitly said to be the beloved
disciple and may be someone else, the connection with John has more to be said
for it than some think. It appears that this “other disciple” was in the band of
those who were with Jesus when he was arrested and therefore one of the Eleven
who had emerged from the upper room and had accompanied Jesus up the
slopes of the Mount of Olives. His close association with Peter supports (though

34There is more than a little irony in this observation. Maurice Casey (Is John’s
Gospel True? [New York: Routledge, 1996], 172—74), as usual with more than a little
scorn, dismisses those who point to the accurate knowledge of customs and places in
Israel as evidence for the Palestinian Jewish nature of the author of the fourth gospel.
But as Craig Blomberg ( The Historical Reliability of John’s Gospel [ Leicester: IVP, 2001],
34 n. 25) points out, “To the extent that Casey’s argument has any force, it boomerangs
to undercut the critical consensus that precisely this same information demonstrates a
Judean rather than Galilean home for the author.”

35See especially Alan Millard, Reading and Writing in the Time of Jesus, The Bib-
lical Seminar 49 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), esp. 146, 157-58.
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it does not prove) the view that he is none other than John. That a Galilean fish-
erman could have access to the high priest’s court is frequently dismissed on the
ground that a fishmonger could not enter unquestioned into the waiting room
of the prime minister. In fact, the social model is all wrong. We have already
seen that John’s family enjoyed some substance; it may have been rich, and in
many socleties money breaks down social barriers. The relevant social barriers
of first-century Palestine may not have been that strong in any case; rabbis were
expected to gain a skilled trade apart from their study (thus Paul was a leather-
worker), so that the stratification that divided teacher from manual laborer in
Stoic and other circles of the Hellenistic world was not a significant factor in
much of Palestine. Galilee supplied the fish for all of the country except for the
coast and was brought into Jerusalem through the Fish Gate (see Neh. 3:3;
Zeph. 1:10). As Robinson comments, the tradition that says that John’s acquain-
tance with the girl at the gate and with the high priest’s household stemmed from
familiarity with the tradesman’s entrance may not be entirely fanciful .36 He may
have had a place in the city (19:27) and served on occasion as his father’s agent
(arole that crops up in the saying of 13:16). It has been pointed out that the
peculiar term for cooked fish (oydprov [opsarion]), the form in which much of the
trade would be conducted, occurs five times in the fourth gospel (6:9, 11; 21:9,
10, 13) and not elsewhere in the New Testament.

5. Although in the past it has been argued that a Palestinian could not write
such fluent Greek, the argument no longer stands. There is now a powerful
consensus that at least in Galilee, and perhaps elsewhere in first-century Pales-
tine, the populace was at least bilingual, and in some cases trilingual. Aramaic
was used for everyday speech, at least in the villages. (Hebrew may have been
used for some formal and cultic occasions, but how many people could speak it
is uncertain.) And judging by the number of Greek coins and the amount of
Greek inscriptional evidence uncovered, Greek was common enough as an
alternative language that linked the Jews not only to the Mediterranean world
in general but to the Jewish Diaspora and (in Galilee) to the Decapolis in par-
ticular. Some whose work brought them into close relationship with the army
may also have attained a working knowledge of Latin. In any case, if John lived
abroad for years before writing, he had ample time to practice his Greek. More-
over, although the Greek of John'’s gospel is reasonably competent, it is not ele-
gant, and it betrays a fair number of Semitizing “enhancements.”37 It is, “with
little exception, the language of the Septuagint.”38 This sort of evidence is per-

36Robinson, Priority, 117.

370On the difference between Semitisms and Semitic enhancements, see n. 19 in
chap. 3 above. John’s gospel undoubtedly betrays both Aramaic and Hebraic enhance-
ments; whether it betrays any Aramaisms or Hebraisms is disputed.

38G. D. Kilpatrick, “The Religious Background of the Fourth Gospel,” in Studies
in the Fourth Gospel, ed. F. L. Cross (London: Mowbray, 1957), 43.
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fectly consonant with what little we know of the background of John the son of
Zebedee.

In short, the internal evidence is very strong, though not beyond dispute,
that the beloved disciple is John the apostle, the son of Zebedee. What, then, is
the relationship between the beloved disciple and the fourth evangelist?

The traditional answer is that they are one and the same. Today this is com-
monly denied. Some think that John the son of Zebedee probably in some way
stands behind the tradition in the fourth gospel but that the material went
through lengthy adaptations. It finally wound up in the hands of the evangelist
(whose identity is unknown—unless he is the “elder” John), whose work was
subsequently touched up by a redactor, whose hand is perhaps betrayed in
21:24-25. Others think that the influence of John the son of Zebedee is more
immediate and pervasive: he did not actually write the book but caused it to be
written, perhaps through an amanuensis who enjoyed certain liberties of expres-
sion and who might appropriately be called the evangelist. Important factors to
be assessed are these:

1. Perhaps the most frequently advanced reason for denying that the beloved
disciple is the evangelist lies in the expression “beloved disciple” itself. It is argued
that no Christian would call him- or herself ““the disciple whom Jesus loved”: the
expression smacks of exclusivism and is better thought of as something someone
else would say aboutanother disciple. Similarly, it is argued, the person who wrote
that Jesus was in the bosom of the Father (£i¢ 1ov k0Anov o0 mortpdc [ ets ton kolpon
tou patras], 1:18) would be loath to say of himself that he reclined in the bosom of
Jesus (&v 1 x6An® 100 ’Inco0 [ en to kolpo tou lesou], 13:23).

But these arguments, often repeated, should be abandoned. When a New
Testament writer thinks of himself as someone whom Jesus loves, it is never to
suggest that other believers are notloved or are somehow loved less. Thus Paul,
in describing the saving work of the Son of God, can suddenly make that work
personal: he “loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20). In no way does
this imply that Paul thinks the Galatians are loved less. The suggestion betrays
a profound ignorance of the psychological dynamics of Christian experience:
those who are most profoundly aware of their own sin and need, and who in con-
sequence most deeply feel the wonders of the grace of God that has reached out
and saved them, even them, are those who are most likely to talk about them-
selves as the objects of God’s love in Christ Jesus. Those who do not think of
themselves in such terms ought to (Eph. 3:14-21). If a “son of thunder” has
become the apostle of love, small wonder he thinks of himself as the peculiar
object of the love of Jesus. But that is scarcely the mark of arrogance; it is rather
the mark of brokenness. This experience is the common coinage of Christians,
so that even if the form of their words seems to single out the individual, it says
little about any alleged narrowness of Christ’s love, since such language is so
common among Christians as they speak of themselves.

What is the
relationship
between the

beloved
disciple and
the fourth
evangelist? The
traditional
answer is that
they are one
and the same.
Today this is
commonly, but
wrongfully,
denied.
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Thus, if we are to hear overtones of 1:18 in the description of John lying on
Jesus’ bosom (13:23), it is no more than a suggestive example of a pattern that
is constantly prescribedin the fourth gospel: Jesus is the mediator of his Father’s
love, his Father’s judgment, his Father’s redemption, his Father’s knowledge,
his Father’s covenant, his Father’s presence.

2. The same sort of reasoning probably explains why the evangelist does not
name himself. He prefers to refer to himself obliquely, the better to focus on the
One he serves; to achieve his purposes in writing, he does not need to stand
explicitly on his apostolic dignity. He is already well known by his intended
readership (21:24-25) and, like Paul when he is writing without strong polem-
ical intent, does not need to call himself an apostle (Phil. 1:1; cf. Gal.1:1). As
most scholars agree, the beloved disciple is no mere idealization but a historical
figure; yet even so, in certain respects he serves as a model for his readers to fol-
low. They too are to serve as witnesses to the truth and to make much of the love
of Jesus in their lives.

Even if someone protested that this sort of reasoning does not seem to pro-
vide an adequate reason for the refusal of the beloved disciple to identify him-
self, it must surely be admitted that if the evangelist is someone other than John
the son of Zebedee, his failure to mention the apostle John by name, when he
mentions so many others, is even more difficult to explain.3 The point may be
pressed a little further. The suggestion that the expression “the disciple whom
Jesus loved” is something one is more likely to say about someone else than
about oneself is not only without merit, but it is self-defeating. It implies that the
evangelist (someone other than the beloved disciple, on this view) thought Jesus
loved certain disciples and not others. Whatever the reason that Jesus nurtured
an inner three (Peter, James, and John) according to the synoptic witness, it is
very doubtful that Jesus conveyed the impression that he did not love the other
nine.

3. Some think the “these things” that the beloved disciple is said to have
written (21:24) refers only to the contents of chapter 21, not to the book as a
whole. Quite apart from the fact that this view depends on a certain reading of
chapter 21, it results in an anomaly: the beloved disciple, apparently the apos-
tle John, wrote only this chapter, but someone else wrote the rest—even though
“beloved disciple” occurs much earlier than chapter 21.

4. It is frequently argued that wherever John appears with Peter, the supe-
riority of his insight is stressed. In John 13, for instance, Peter merely signals to
the beloved disciple, who in turn actually asks Jesus the fateful question; in John
20, not only does the beloved disciple reach the tomb before Peter, but only he
is said to believe. Would John have said such things about himself?

39See Herman Ridderbos, The Gospel of John: A Theological Commentary (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 675-76.
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But more careful expositors have argued, rightly, that there is no question of
inferiority or superiority in these descriptions, but of different gifts and charac-
ters. Barrett, for instance, quite convincingly argues that 21:24 must be read with
the verses that precede it: it is given to Peter to feed the flock of God and to glo-
rify God by his death, while it is given to the beloved disciple to live a long time
and, as the one who writes this book, to serve as witness to the truth.40 If the
beloved disciple arrives at the tomb first, Peter enters first. If the beloved disciple
1s said to believe, it is not said that Peter fails to believe; the statement is part of the
description that is moving toward his authentication as the author of this book.

5. Some think that 21:22-23 must be taken to mean that the beloved disci-
ple has died by the time the fourth gospel was published and that one of the rea-
sons for publication was to alleviate the crisis that had consequently arisen. But
it is just as easy to suppose that the widely circulating rumor had come to the
ears of the aging apostle, who consequently feared what might happen to the
faith of some after he died, since their faith was resting on a false implication of
something Jesus had actually said.

6. The suggestion that the beloved disciple merely caused these things to be
written, apparently through a disciple who served as an amanuensis of sorts (Ter-
tius 1s commonly cited; see Rom. 16:22), receives minor support from John
19:19-22. Pilate himself probably did not write the titulus on the cross but sim-
ply caused it to be written. Certainly it is far from clear just how much freedom
an amanuensis in the ancient world might be permitted.+! Nevertheless, the
example of Pilate suggests that what he caused to be written was exactly what he
wanted written, and the verb “testifies” in 21:24 suggests that the influence of
the beloved disciple is not remote.*2 This is not to argue that John could not have
used an amanuensis; nor is it to argue that only authorship by the apostle John can
be squared with the internal and external evidence. It is to say, however, that this
rather traditional view squares most easily with the evidence and offers least tor-
tuous explanations of difficulties that all of the relevant hypotheses must face.

40C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St John (London: SPCK, 1978), 118-19,
587-88.

41R. N. Longenecker, “On the Form, Function, and Authority of the New Testa-
ment Letters,” in Scripture and Truth, ed. D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 101-14.

#Indeed, Andreas Késtenberger argues that oluon (oimai, “I suppose”) is a literary
expression frequently used by ancient historians to reflect personal authorial modesty
in stating a claim or opinion, and is commonly used at the beginning or end of a literary
unit. There is no instance in such literature where the verb is used by later editors to
authenticate the message of an original witness. See Késtenberger, “‘I Suppose’ [oipon]:
The Conclusion of John’s Gospel in Its Literary and Historical Context,” in The New
Testament in Its First Century Setting: Essays on Context and Background, Fs. Bruce W.
Winter, ed. P. J. Williams et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 72-88.
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Opver against Brown, then, who (at least in his commentary) sees the beloved
disciple as the apostle John but not as the evangelist, and Cullmann,*3 who sees
the beloved disciple as the evangelist but not the apostle John, the evidence
seems to favor Robinson, who writes, “I believe that both men are right in what
they assert and wrong in what they deny.”+* Moreover, it is probably true to say
that during the last couple of decades a majority of commentators have judged
it not unlikely that the apostle John stands behind the Gospel of John in some
way. The issue then becomes how far behind it he stands! For some scholars the
distance is so great that questions of eyewitness authority and the like have lit-
tle or no force in understanding the text. For them the acknowledgment that the
apostle John is back there somewhere is merely a matter of marginalizing the
considerable external and internal evidence. For others, the apostle John is not
all that far behind the text, whether he actually wrote it or not; for still others,
John is the author of this gospel, more or less as we have it.45

The fact remains that Kiimmel#® insists that Johannine authorship is “out
of the question,” while Barrett insists it is a “moral certainty” that John the son
of Zebedee did not write the fourth gospel .+’ They represent many contempo-
rary voices. One is frankly puzzled by their degree of dogmatism. Barrett writes:

Apostolic authorship has been defended at length and with learning by L.
Morris . . . and his arguments should be carefully considered. It must be
allowed to be not impossible that John the apostle wrote the gospel; this is
why I use the term “moral certainty.” The apostle may have lived to a very
great age; he may have seen fit to draw on other sources in addition to his
own memory; he may have learnt to write Greek correctly; he may have
learnt not only the language but the thought-forms of his new environment
(in Ephesus, Antioch, or Alexandria); he may have pondered the words of
Jesus so long that they took shape in a new idiom; he may have become
such an obscure figure that for some time orthodox Christians took little
or no notice of his work. These are all possible, but the balance of proba-
bility is against their having all actually happened.*

This is a mixed list. Apart from the acquisition of Greek language skills,
already discussed, the other challenges do not seem insuperable.

430. Cullmann, The Johannine Circle (London: SCM, 1976), 74-85.

#J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1976), 310.

450f these three positions, the commentaries by Brown and Smith might be taken
to represent the first position (see chapter bibliography for the details); those by Keener,
Ridderbos, and Schnackenburg, the second; and those by Carson and Morris, the third.

46K{immel, 245.

47Barrett, St John, 132.

48Tbid., 132 n. 2.
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1. Assessment of the “very great age” turns on one’s dating of the book. If
one opts for about A.D. 80 (see discussion below in the section “Date”), John
need only have been, perhaps, seventy-five. Dodd published Historical Tradi-
tion in the Fourth Gospel when he was in his eighties; Goodspeed wrote his work
on Matthew when he was ninety; John Stott is still writing books in his eighties.
And in any case, it is not impossible that the fourth gospel was written before
A.D.70.

2. Why it should be thought at all improbable that an apostle should “draw
on other sources in addition to his own memory” is hard to imagine. In any case,
the question of the identification of sources in John’s gospel is extremely prob-
lematic (see the section, “Stylistic Unity and the Johannine ‘Community’”).

3. As for making Jesus’ words come home in his own idiom, that is the
preacher’s métier, especially if involved in cross-cultural ministry. One of the
strengths of the commentary by Lindars is his suggestion that various parts of
the fourth gospel are simply the skeletons of sermons polished and preached on
various occasions over years of Christian ministry.*> We need not adopt all of
his detailed suggestions to appreciate the plausibility of the basic thesis.

4. The suggestion that the author of the fourth gospel was obscure or
unknown in the sub-apostolic church is badly overstated. Scholars differ as to
whether John is alluded to in the Epistle of Barnabas, the Didache, and the Shep-
herd of Hermas (all early second century). Probably a majority find echoes of the
fourth gospel in Ignatius (c. A.D. 110). Justin Martyr wrote: “Christ indeed
said, ‘Unless you are born again you shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.’
It is evident to all that those who have once been born cannot re-enter their
mothers’ wombs” (Apol. 1.61.4-5). This is almost certainly a reference to John
3:3-5; it seems unduly skeptical to think that Justin simply found this as an
independent saying in the oral tradition, the more so in the light of the reference
to the mothers’ wombs. The pattern of recognition is not too surprising if the
Gospel of John was published toward the end of the first century. We should
not then expect to find traces of it in, say, Clement of Rome (c. 95). There 1s
more of a problem if the fourth gospel was published before 70 (as Morris and
Robinson think). Even so, especially if the evidence of Irenaeus regarding Papias
and Polycarp is read sympathetically, it is hard to credit the view that “orthodox
Christians took little or no notice” of this gospel.

Moreover, Christians then as now had their favorite books. Many have
argued that Matthew was an early favorite; John was not. In John'’s case, it is
argued, this may have had a little to do with the fact that the fourth gospel was
early used (and abused) by the gnostics. The gnostic Basilides (c. A.D. 130) cites
John 1:9 (though this information depends on Hippolytus’s Refutation of Here-
sies7.22.4); the first commentary on a gospel that we know about is the treatment

49Barnabas Lindars, The Gospel of John (London: Oliphants, 1972).
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One of the
features of
John’s gospel
on which
virtually all sides
now agree is
that stylistically
it is cut from
one cloth.

of John by the gnostic Heracleon. But this line of thought has now been decisively
overthrown by Charles Hill, who, against current scholarly opinion, shows how
widely known and used John'’s gospel was in the second century. On this point,
Barrett is simply wrong.

But perhaps the largest stumbling blocks to acceptance of Johannine author-
ship are (1) the amorphous assumption that the gospel was composed by a
Johannine school or circle or community, to which we now turn; and (2) the dis-
puted relationship that this gospel has with the Synoptics, which we will evalu-
ate in due course.

Stylistic Unity and the Johannine “Community”

Although Bultmann,’® Fortna,! and others have in the past attempted
detailed source-critical analyses of the fourth gospel, it has increasingly been
recognized that the retrieval of sources from this gospel is an extremely prob-
lematic endeavor.52 There is no reason to doubt that John used sources: his fel-
low evangelist Luke certainly did (Luke 1:1—-4), and there is no need to think
that the fourth evangelist followed some different course. Even here, however,
caution 1s needed: Luke does not purport to be the result of eyewitness testi-
mony, while John does. But regardless of who wrote the fourth gospel, the pre-
sumption that the evangelist used written sources is quite different from the
assumption that we can retrieve them.

One of the features of John's gospel on which virtually all sides now agree is
that stylistically it is cut from one cloth. There are differences between, say, the
vocabulary of Jesus’ speech and the vocabulary of the rest of the fourth gospel,
but they are so minor that they present us with a quite different problem: How
accurate is John’s presentation of Jesus if Jesus sounds so much like John? We
shall address that problem in a moment; meanwhile, the fact that it is a problem
should also serve as a warning against those who think they can distinguish sep-
arate sources buried in the text. The stylistic unity of the book has been demon-
strated again and again as concrete evidence against this or that source theory.>3

S0R. Bultmann, The Gospel of John (ET Oxford: Blackwell, 1971).

SIR. T. Fortna, The Gospel of Signs, SNTSMS 11 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1970).

52For a useful survey of the application of source criticism to the fourth gospel, see
D. Moody Smith, Johannine Christianity: Essays on Its Setting, Sources, and Theology
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1984), 39-93; and the penetrating analy-
sis of Gilbert van Belle, The Signs Source in the Fourth Gospel: Historical Survey and
Critical Evaluation of the Semeia Hypothesis (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1994).

$3E.g., E. Schweizer, Ego Eimi: Die religionsgeschichtliche Bedeutung der johanneischen
Bildreden, zugleich ein Beitrag zur Quellenfrage des vierten Evangeliums (Géttingen: Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht, 1939); E. Ruckstuhl, Die literarische Einheit des Johannesevan-
geliums (Freiburg: Paulus, 1951; slightly enlarged ed., Freiburg: Universititsverlag,



JOHN

247 ‘

Even the prologue (1:1-18) and the epilogue (chap. 21) exhibit a style remark-
ably attuned to the rest of the book.5*

Even the delineation of the so-called signs source has fallen on hard times. 55
Several scholars have postulated the existence of such a source of signs stories,
suggested, it 1s argued, by the enumeration of the first two (2:11; 4:54), and cli-
maxed by 20:30—31. But the enumeration (“first,” “second”) has been plausi-
bly accounted for as a rhetorical feature within the text as it stands. Even if there
were documents relating signs stories circulating in the early church, it is very
doubtful that any of them was regarded as a ““gospel of signs,”’36 since in the first
century the gospel form, so far as we know, was rapidly associated with a bal-
anced account of Jesus’ ministry, including some of his teaching, and climaxing
in his death and resurrection. Hengel rightly questions the likelihood that the
evangelist took over something like the alleged signs source, which all sides
admit (if it ever existed) boasted a theology radically different from that of the
evangelist, and incorporated it so mechanically that it can be retrieved by con-
temporary scholarship.37 In recent years, several scholars who long maintained
not only the existence and retrievability of a signs source but also the relevance
of that source for re-creating the history of the Johannine community, have pub-
licly given up on the project.8

1987); idem, “Johannine Language and Style,” in L 'évangile de Jean: Sources, rédaction,
théologie, ed. M. de Jonge (Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1977), 125-47; G. van
Belle, De semeia-bron in het vierde evangilie: Ontstaan en groei van een hypothese (Lou-
vain: Louvain University Press, 1975); D. A. Carson, “Current Source Criticism of the
Fourth Gospel: Some Methodological Questions,” JBL 97 (1978): 411-29; Hans-Peter
Heekerens, Die Zeichen-Quelle der johanneischen Redaktion (Stuttgart: KBW, 1984).

54On the former, see Jeff Staley, “The Structure of John’s Prologue: Its Implica-
tions for the Gospel’s Narrative Structure,” CBQ 48 (1986): 241-63; on the latter, see
Paul S. Minear, “The Original Functions of John 21,” JBL 102 (1983): 85-98.

551t is perhaps surprising that in a book published only a decade and a half ago,
Robert T. Fortna simply assumes the validity of his postulated source, scarcely inter-
acting with the numerous criticisms that have been raised against it; see his Fourth Gospel
and Its Predecessor (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988).

56Cf. Fortna, The Gospel of Signs.

5’Martin Hengel, “The Wine Miracle at Cana,” in The Glory of Christ in the New
Testament, Fs. G. B. Caird, ed. L. D. Hurst and N. T. Wright (Oxford: Clarendon,
1987), 92.

58See especially the paper by Robert Kysar, “The De-Historicizing of the Gospel of
John,” presented as a paper in the “Jesus, John, and History Consultation” of SBL. 2002.
Conceivably the abandonment of a detailed source-critical approach to John might lead
a critic in a more conservative assessment of the historical value of the document, but in
Kysar’s case, these conclusions lead him to conclude that we can know next to nothing
about the historical Jesus from the Gospel of John.
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One fairly recent and creative attempt to use stylistic features to probe the
unity of the fourth gospel is the statistically informed and understated study by
Poythress of the Greek conjunctions 8¢ (de), ko (kai), and odv (oun), along with
the syntactic phenomenon of asyndeton.5? The frequency of the conjunctions is
abnormally low in John; the frequency of asyndeton, unusually high. He
demonstrates, as far as such evidence will take him (and he is aware of the pit-
falls of small samples and the like), that this test argues for unified authorship
of the fourth gospel and common authorship between the fourth gospel and the
Johannine Epistles.

It is this sort of evidence that has convinced commentators such as Brown,
Lindars, Haenchen, and Keener that the pursuit of separable sources in the
fourth gospel is a lost cause.®® That is why Brown prefers his pursuit of separa-
ble traditions that have allegedly evolved over the length of a certain trajectory
of theological development, and Lindars prefers to think of a series of homilies
that were collected, published, edited, and added to over a period of time. But
as influential as is, for example, the five-step theory of Brown, ! it is important
to see that it too is a kind of source theory, compounded with speculation about
the “setting in life” (Sitz im Leben) of each source—only in his case the sources
are much fuzzier around the edges than the source postulated by Fortna. Brown
prefers to talk about the development of traditions rather than the delineation of
sources. Still, someone has to enter John'’s text with a literary scalpel and retrieve
those traditions. Some of these lie on the surface and are tied to certain words
and expressions (which make them very similar indeed to literary sources), while

59Vern Poythress, “The Use of the Intersentence Conjunctions De, Oun, Kai, and
Asyndeton in the Gospel of John,” NovT 26 (1984): 312—40; idem, “Testing for Johan-
nine Authorship by Examining the Use of Conjunctions,” WTJ46 (1984): 350—69.

60The commentaries by Brown and Lindars have already been mentioned; see E.
Haenchen, A Commentary on the Gospel of John, 2 vols. (ET Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1984); Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary (Peabody: Hendrick-
son, 2003), esp. 1.79-80.

61]n his posthumously published volume, An Introduction to the Gospel of John,
Brown claims he has reduced these five stages to three. As far as we can see, however, he
has merely changed some labels. In his new first stage, he has pulled in both the activ-
ity of Jesus and the witness of the disciple, originally designated two stages; in his new
third stage, he has two figures operating: the evangelist and the redactor. We have thus
returned to five stages. Francis J. Moloney, the editor of this posthumous volume,
astutely observes in a separately published essay that if Brown’s work, the work of a sin-
gle author working on one subject and spanning three decades, can reflect these and
many other tensions without invoking a string of distinguishable authors and redactors,
what warrant is there for invoking such a complex composition theory for the Gospel of
John? See Moloney’s “Raymond Brown’s New Introduction to the Gospel of John: A Pre-
sentation—And Some Questions,” CBQ 65 (2003): 15.
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others are the reconstructions Brown offers to explain what he thinks must have
generated this or that bit of text.

In other words, the source criticism of Bultmann and Fortna has fallen on
hard times because their hard evidence turns out to be patient of far simpler
explanations, while the tradition probing of Brown (for example), which is far
more speculative and much less controlled than Fortna’s work, has exerted wide
influence—presumably, one has to say, because it is self-coherent and therefore
satisfying, but also utterly untestable. It must be remembered that the six groups
Brown thinks the Gospel of John is confronting are mere inferences from the
gospel’s text, the fruit of imaginative mirror-reading. Again and again, other
inferences are possible. And all of Brown'’s six groups, inferences as they are, are
based on a prior inference, namely, that it is relatively easy to read off from a
text that purports to be about Jesusthe life and circumstances and opponents of
the group that produces the document. Small wonder that Kysar concludes, “If
the gospel evolved in a manner comparable to that offered by Brown and Lin-
dars, it is totally beyond the grasp of the Johannine scholar and historian to pro-
duce even tentative proof that such was the case.”62

It 1s this stack of inferences heaped on inferences that has bedeviled, until
recent years, most discussions of Johannine authorship. A consensus arose that
the history of the Johannine community can largely be delineated by the care-
ful analysis of differentiable Johannine “traditions,” each of which has its eas-
ily inferred setting-in-life. In the dominant view—a view that largely still
pertains—these culminate in a situation toward the end of the first century when
the church is locked in debate with the synagogue, and John’s gospel, as we have
it, more or less reflects that debate. We discuss this view further in the next sec-
tion. For the moment it is sufficient to say that if this reconstruction is adopted,
it is hard to see how the reader can take seriously the claims of this book to be the
witness of the beloved disciple, most plausibly of the apostle John himself, to
Jesus Christ. Thus, the harder literary and historical evidence is displaced by
the softer inferential evidence of interlocking reconstructions. One should not
object to historical reconstructions; one worries, however, when they are used to
set aside large swaths of the actual literary and historical evidence.

For at least some contemporary scholars, this matrix of inherited beliefs,
judgments, and commitments about the provenance of the fourth gospel makes
it difficult to postulate apostolic authorship without abandoning the inherited
web. As we have seen, this matrix turns on the existence of a Johannine circle or
school, 63 the core of a Johannine community whose existence and history can to

62R. Kysar, The Fourth Evangelist and His Gospel (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1975),
53.

63Cullmann, Johannine Circle; Alan R. Culpepper, The Johannine School (Missoula:
SP, 1975).
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some extent be delineated by inferences drawn from layers of tradition that are
peeled back. But attempts to place this chain of inferences on a secure footing by
positing ostensible parallels are not reassuring. For example, Culpepper
attempts to delineate various schools in the ancient world: the Pythagorean
school, the Greek academy, the lyceum, the school at Qumran, the house of Hil-
lel, Philo’s school, and so forth. But Culpepper’s understanding of “school” is
undifferentiable from that of “sect,” except that a school has the additional char-
acteristic of being preoccupied with studying, learning, teaching, and writing.6
Even here, of course, his model runs into difficulty. Culpepper is forced to
admit, for instance: “Nothing is known of the history of the synagogue-school
in which Philo worked, and none of the names of his students has survived. The
inference that his writings continued to be studied arises from the use made of
them by the later Christian school in Alexandria and the evident popularity of
allegorical exegesis there. . . . Perhaps the reason for the complete silence of our
sources on the history of Philo’s school is that he actually exerted little influence
on his community.”’65

Here, then, is speculation on the reason for the silence of the sources regard-
ing a school the existence of which is an inference drawn from the later use of an
earlier Jewish writer! Out of this model emerges the construct of a Johannine
school, with the beloved disciple serving as its head, functioning for the com-
munity as the Paraclete does in the Gospel of John.6 But Culpepper offers no
criteria whatsoever to distinguish how this school could be distinguished from
a group of Christians who simply cherish the evangelist’s writings and commend
them to others. The history of the Johannine community (he now flips back and
forth between “community” and “school”) will, he assures us, be traced when
there is greater consensus on the “composition-history” of the fourth gospel.t”
Judging by the fractious history of Johannine scholarship, the assumption is
more than a little optimistic. He adds that the Johannine Epistles constitute evi-
dence for the existence of “more than one community of believers which shared
the same traditions, vocabulary, doctrines, and ethical principles”—though on
the face of it this too invokes a major assumption about community participa-
tion in the writing, for the simpler inference is that the Johannine Epistles con-
stitute evidence that their author wrote several pieces to several communities
that were known to him. They may have constituted a collegial grouping of
churches around one authority figure; it is entirely plausible to suppose that they
did. But that is still a long way from delineating a school of writers and students
who were responsible for the composition of the fourth gospel. Even the “we” in

64Culpepper, Johannine School, 213.
65Tbid.

66]bid., 261-90.

67Ibid., 279.
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John 21:24, a difficult pronoun on any view, does not unambiguously argue
for a school of writers. It could as easily refer to a group of attesting elders.

This is not to argue that there is no self-conscious recognition of develop-
ment within the fourth gospel itself. From the perspective of the evangelist, there
was a remarkable development in the disciples’ understanding of who Jesus was,
and much of this took place after the resurrection and exaltation of their Lord.
But it is a development of understanding (e.g., 2:22; 12:16; 20:9), not a fresh
theological invention. By constantly drawing attention to the misunderstand-
ings of observers and disciples alike during the days of Jesus’ ministry, John
shows he is able to distinguish what he and others understood originally and
what he came to understand only later. Indeed, he insists on the distinction,®
and this fact constitutes a remarkably strong piece of evidence that the evange-
list was self-consciously aware of the possibility of anachronism and, for his own
reasons, studiously avoided it. It flies in the face of such evidence to suppose
that the evangelist happily cast the circumstances of his own church and situa-
tion back into the third decade, projecting them onto Jesus and his teaching,
whether wittingly or unwittingly ignoring the anachronisms this generated.

None of this is meant to suggest that all problems in the fourth gospel are
purely in the eye of the beholder. It is merely to suggest that comprehensive
source and tradition theories are unacceptably speculative and too frequently end
up contradicting the only textual evidence we actually have. Some of the most
prominent theories of textual dislocation (such as the view that chaps. 5 and 6
have somehow become inverted) solve some problems—in this case, quick geo-
graphic movement—only to introduce others. All things considered, it seems
least difficult to believe that the evangelist, himself a Christian preacher, pro-
claimed the gospel for years. Doubtless he made notes; doubtless he learned from
others and incorporated the work of others. But whatever he took from other
sources, he made his own. Eventually he put the material together and published
it as a book. It is quite conceivable that he produced the work in stages; it is
unlikely that the work was released in stages, at least in stages with long delays
between them, since there is no textual evidence of a distinction between earlier
and later editions. There is in any case a sureness of touch, a simplicity of dic-
tion, and a unity of theme and development that rhetorical criticism rightly
applauds and that testifies to a mature Christian witness and theologian.

There is, of course, a converse problem. Why should the evangelist impose
so uniform a stamp on his work that there is so [ittle distinction between what

68See discussion of this passage in Carson, John, and especially Howard M. Jackson,
“Ancient Self-Referential Conventions and Their Implications for the Authorship and
Integrity of the Gospel of John,” JTS50 (1999): 1-34.

09See D. A. Carson, “Understanding Misunderstandings in the Fourth Gospel,”
TynB33 (1982): 59-89.
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he writes and what he ascribes to Jesus during the days of his flesh? Several
observations may be helpful.

1. Although the style of the fourth gospel is remarkably uniform, the point
must not be overstated. Reynolds lists about 150 words that are placed on Jesus’
lips in John but are never used elsewhere by the evangelist.” Not a few of these
are sufficiently general that they would have been as appropriate in the evange-
list’s narrative as in Jesus’ discourse.

2. Many have argued, rightly, that fair reporting can be accomplished with
other than verbatim quotations. A many-sided writer who is also an advocate
will wisely choose the form of the reportage, especially if the communication is
cross-cultural. If we also suppose that much of this material was first of all ser-
monic, the general point is strengthened. A number of features are probably
best explained by supposing we are listening to a preacher’s revised sermons.
The doubled “Amen!” on Jesus’ lips, for instance, found only in John, is just
such a homiletic device and causes no umbrage unless for some strange reason
we suppose that preachers in the ancient world could appeal only to verbatim
quotations. Some of what is included in or excluded from John'’s gospel is much
better accounted for by reflecting on the evangelist’s situation as a Christian
preacher, so far as we can reconstruct it from both internal and external evidence,
than by supposing that the evangelist is including all he knows, or is attempting
to correct some other gospel, or is simply ignorant of some vital fact preserved
elsewhere. The absence of narrative parables, especially parables about the king-
dom, suggests this preacher’s audience is not steeped in apocalyptic and not lin-
guistically Semitic. The prevalence of so much terminology that has almost
universal religious appeal (see comments below) suggests the evangelist is try-
ing to use language that will present the fewest barriers.

This does not mean that John is uninterested in, say, the kingdom of God.
Quite apart from the few crucial places where he does use the expression (3:3,
5; cf. 18:36), the theme of the kingdom is very powerfully presented in certain
passages (e.g., it dominates the plot line of chaps. 18—19). Moreover, the king-
dom in the Synoptic Gospels is often a “tensive symbol” that can bear an extra-
ordinary number of overtones.”! This ensures that in some passages, for instance,
“entering the kingdom” is indistinguishable from “entering into life” (e.g., Matt
7:14, 21)—and John certainly has a great deal to say about life. In short, the

70H. R. Reynolds, The Gospel of St. John (London: Funk & Wagnalls, 1906),
1.cxxill—CxXV.

71See J. Jeremias, New Testament Theology I: The Proclamation of Jesus (London:
SCM, 1971), 32—-34; Norman Perrin, Jesus and the Language of the Kingdom (Philadel-
phia: Fortress Press, 1976), esp. 29-34; R. T. France, “The Church and the Kingdom
of God: Some Hermeneutical Issues,” in Biblical Interpretation and the Church: Text
and Context, ed. D. A. Carson (Exeter: Paternoster, 1984), 30—44.
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fourth evangelist is interested in presenting certain truths to certain people, and
he exercises the preacher’s prerogative of shaping his message accordingly.

It has often been remarked that John’s gospel, however profound it may be,
is narrower in focus than the Synoptics. When this narrowness of focus fills the
entire page, certain things come to light that would not otherwise be seen, but a
certain sense of dislocation in the reader is understandable. Once what the
preacher (i.e., the evangelist) is doing becomes clear—that is, when the scale of
his vision is clarified—the sense of dislocation largely evaporates.

3. Of course, this preacher is not just a preacher. He presents himself as an
eyewitness, a reliable intermediary between the events themselves and the
people who now need to hear them. Nor is he alone: he is conscious of the con-
tinuity of Christian truth (1:14—18) and especially of the Spirit’s role in equip-
ping him for this task (15:26-27; 16:12—15). So far as John’s understanding of
his task goes, we may speak of the liberty he felt to use his own language, of the
principles of selection that governed his choices of material, of the nature of the
audience that he envisioned, of the focus of his interests, of his remarkable habit
of getting to the heart of an issue. But we may not glibly suppose that one who
felt so strongly about the importance of fidelity in witnesses (10:40—42) could
simply invent narrative and dialogue and pass them off as history.

4. Several of the discourses have been shown, with some degree of plausi-
bility, to be modeled on midrashim, or the rabbinic commentaries of the day.
These discourses are so tightly knit that it is very difficult to believe they are
nothing more than a pastiche of isolated (and retrievable!) sayings of Jesus onto
which Johannine commentary has been patched. This leads to one of two con-
clusions. Borgen, who has demonstrated the finely wrought nature of the bread
of life discourse (6:26—59) as in part an exposition of Exodus 16, argues for the
unity of the discourse but does not attribute it to Jesus.”2 Hunter likewise rec-
ognizes the unity but thinks there is no evidence to prevent us from conclud-
ing the discourse is authentic.” What must be added is that, granted its
essential authenticity, the discourse has been cast into its shape and placed in
the gospel by the evangelist, whose style so largely stamps the whole. Similar
things could be said about the midrashic nature of parts of John 12, the chias-
tic structure of 5:19-30, the cohesiveness of the dialogue with Nicodemus, and
much more.

In short, the most straightforward reading of the evidence is still the tradi-
tional one: it is highly probable that John the son of Zebedee wrote the fourth
gospel. In itself, this makes no difference whatsoever to the authority of the book
(after all, Luke’s gospel does not purport to be by an eyewitness; the epistle to
the Hebrews is anonymous). It does, however, make a considerable difference

72P. Borgen, Bread from Heaven, NovTSup 10 (Leiden: Brill, 1965).
73A. M. Hunter, According to John (London: SCM, 1968), 39—40.
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to how we think the book came to be written and therefore to the situation to
which it was addressed, the purpose of the writing.

PROVENANCE

Discussion of the provenance of the fourth gospel can usefully be divided into
two spheres: geographic provenance and conceptual provenance.

Geographic Provenance

Four places are commonly proposed.

1. Alexandria is championed by some on the ground that John has certain
affinities to Philo. These are considerably overstated (see, e.g., the major com-
mentaries on 1:1), and in any case one must assume that Philo was read outside
Alexandria.

2. Antioch has been put forward on the ground that the fourth gospel has
some affinities with the Syriac Odes of Solomon, presumed to come from this
region, and with Ignatius, who served Antioch as its bishop. Again, however, the
assumption that literary influence is possible only in the place of literary origin
is seen to be unconvincing as soon as it is stated.

3. The view that the fourth gospel must have been written in Palestine
because of its close familiarity with cultural and topographical details peculiar
to the region entails the view, strange on its very surface, that any book about
the historical Jesus must have been written in Palestine. Both then and now,
authors have been known to move around.

4. The traditional view is that the fourth gospel was written in Ephesus. In
large part this view depends on the weight given to the uniform but sometimes
difficult patristic evidence. Eusebius (H.E. 3.1.1) says that Asia (i.e., Asia
Minor, approximately the western third of modern Turkey) was allotted to John
when the apostles were dispersed at the outbreak of the Jewish War (A.D. 66—
70). Some of the allotments or assignments that Eusebius lists are likely leg-
endary, but perhaps this one is reliable, since it agrees with other sources, for
example, Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 3.1.1), who says that “John, the disciple of the
Lord ... published the gospel while living at Ephesus in Asia.” Some hold, how-
ever, that Irenaeus confuses John the apostle with another John, the John who
writes the Apocalypse (see discussion in chap. 25, below). The fact that the
Montanists, who were largely based on Phrygia, not too far from Ephesus, used
John is often taken to support the case for Ephesian provenance; but again,
John’s gospel could have been circulating in Phrygia half a century and more
after it was written, regardless of where it was first published. What must be
acknowledged is that no other location has the support of the church fathers:
rightly or wrongly, they point to Ephesus.



JOHN

255 ‘

Conceptual Provenance

John’s Religious World. The wealth of suggestions that various scholars have
offered as to the background of the fourth gospel has an important bearing on
how we view John’s ostensible setting, the Palestine of Jesus’ day, and how we
understand his message. From the end of the nineteenth century until about the
1960s, the history-of-religions movement tied John'’s gospel to the Hellenistic
world. As the gospel stretched outward from Jerusalem through the Jewish
Diaspora and into the broader streams of Hellenistic culture, it was progres-
sively transformed both in vocabulary and in substance. Typically, this Hel-
lenistic culture was judged to be some combination of four influences.

Philo. Scholars have seen an influence from Philo, especially with respect
to John's use of Adyog (logos, “word”) in 1:1. Philo borrows the Stoic concept of
the word as the principle of reality, the medium of creation and governance.
Numerous other parallels can be observed.

The Hermetic writings. Alleged to be the instruction of Hermes Trismegis-
tus (= the Egyptian god Thoth), these writings in the gnostic tradition display
some distinctive features by mitigating the dualism of Gnosticism. The cosmos
is related to God and may be called the son of God. Regeneration is an impor-
tant theme in some Hermetic tractates: a person is born again when he or she
gains the proper knowledge of God and thereby becomes divine. Dodd was the
greatest defender of the pervasive influence of the Hermetic literature on John.7#

Gnosticism. Sometimes (and rightly) described as an amorphous “theo-
sophical hotchpotch,” Gnosticism sprang out of neoplatonic dualism that tied
what is good to the ideal, to the spiritual, and what is bad to the material. In full-
blown Gnosticism, the gnostic redeemer comes to earth to inform those with
ears to hear of their true origins. This “knowledge” (yv@otg [gnésis]) brings
release and salvation to those who accept it.

Mandaism. This is a peculiar form of Gnosticism whose origins are much
disputed. Probably it originated in one of the Jewish baptizing sects, but the
form in which it has come down to us, in which the rite of baptism, oft repeated,
is the key step by which the myth of the descent of the “knowledge of life”
(Manda d’Hayye) is reenacted and release from the demonic powers secured, is
exceedingly late.”s

74See especially Walter Scott, ed., Hermetica: The Ancient Greek and Latin Writings
Which Contain Religious or Philosophic Teachings Ascribed to Hermes Trismegistus,
Vol. 1: Introduction; Texts and Translation; Vol. 2: Notes on the Corpus Hermeticum;
Vol. 3: Notes on the Latin Asclepius and the Hermetic Excerpts of Stobaeu; Vol. 4: Testi-
monia (Oxford: Clarendon, 1924-63).

7SFor useful coverage of these and other movements, see G. R. Beasley-Murray, John,
WBC 36; 2nd ed. (Waco: Word, 1999), liiiff. One of the best assessments of Gnosticism
in general and Mandaism in particular is still that of Edwin A. Yamauchi, Pre-Christian
Gnosticism: A Survey of the Proposed Evidence, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983).
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Quite apart from considerations of dating (all but the first of these are
attested by sources that come from the second or third century or later), the con-
ceptual differences between John and these documents are very substantial.
Moreover, the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 and their subsequent
publication have shown that the closest religious movement to the fourth gospel,
in terms of vocabulary at least, was an extremely conservative hermitic Jewish
community. This is not to say that John springs from the Essenes, thought to be
represented by the Dead Sea Scrolls, but that the appeal to strongly Hellenistic
sources is now much less convincing than it was six decades ago. Thus, another
stream of scholarship has attempted to plot the connections between John and
various Palestinian movements, including rabbinic thought, Samaritan religion,
the Essenes, and various apocalyptic movements. Whatever parallels can be
drawn, it is now virtually undisputed that both John and these movements drew
their primary inspiration from what we today call the Old Testament Scriptures.

John’s indebtedness to this primary wellspring is profound, much more pro-
found than the mere number of Old Testament quotations might suggest. The
countless allusions to the Old Testament (e.g., references to the tabernacle,
Jacob’s ladder, Jacob’s well, manna, the serpent in the wilderness, Sabbath, and
various feasts) presuppose both a writer and readers who are steeped in the
Scriptures.’6

Even so, many scholars would be comfortable with the approaches dis-
played in the commentaries of, say, Barrett and Schnackenburg, who argue that
arich diversity of non-Christian influences was incorporated into the very sub-
stance of this gospel, providing it with its peculiar emphases and form. This is
surely partly right, yet it is potentially misleading. One reason why interpreters
are able to find parallels to John in so diverse an array of literature lies in John’s
vocabulary and pithy sayings. Words such as light, darkness, life, death, spirit,
word, love, believing, water, bread, clean, birth, and children of God can be
found in almost any religion. Frequently they have very different referents as
one moves from religion to religion, but the vocabulary is as popular as religion
itself.”7 Nowhere, perhaps, has the importance of this phenomenon been more
clearly set forth than in a little-known essay by Kysar.78 He compares the stud-

76See D. A. Carson, “The Use of the Old Testament in John and the Johannine
Epistles,” in It Is Written: Scripture Citing Scripture, Fs. Barnabas Lindars, ed. D. A.
Carson and H. G. M. Williamson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988),
245-64. Of the many specialist studies in this area, see esp. Andrew C. Brunson, Psalm
118 in the Gospel of John: An Intertextual Study on the New Exodus Pattern in the The-
ology of John, WUNT 158 (Tibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2003).

77See the important discussion in Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary,
1.324-30, passim.

78Robert Kysar, “The Background of the Prologue of the Fourth Gospel: A Cri-
tique of Historical Methods,” CJT16 (1970): 250—55.
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ies of Dodd and Bultmann on the prologue (John 1:1-18), noting in particular
the list of possible parallels each of the two scholars draws up to every conceiv-
able phrase in those verses. Dodd and Bultmann each advance over three hun-
dred parallels, but the overlap in their lists is only 7 percent. The dangers of what
Sandmel calls parallelomania become depressingly obvious.”

This does not mean that there is no influence at all on the fourth gospel from
other religious forms. The early Christians were certainly aware that they were
expanding outward into a frequently hostile set of worldviews. The evangelist’s
efforts to communicate the truth of the gospel to men and women far removed
from Palestine ensured that, if he was at all thoughtful in his task, he would not
simply parrot the received traditions but would try to cast them in ways that
would make them most easily understood. The question to be asked, then, is
whether his attempt has succumbed, wittingly or unwittingly, to a syncretism
that has admitted strands of thought essentially alien to the historic gospel or,
better, has simply transposed the good news, as it were, to another key. It is
surely here that John has proved to be not only a faithful witness but a gifted
preacher.

John’s Relation to the Synoptics. One cannot long speak of the conceptual
provenance of the fourth gospel without weighing the relations between this
gospel and the Synoptics. How much does John owe to the synoptists?

The differences between John and the Synoptics have often been detailed.
John omits many things that are characteristic of the Synoptics: narrative para-
bles, the account of the transfiguration, the record of the institution of the Lord’s
Supper, and many of Jesus’ pithy sayings. Themes central to the Synoptics have
all but disappeared (especially the theme of the kingdom of God/heaven). Con-
versely, John includes a fair bit of material of which the synoptists make no men-
tion: virtually all the material in John 1-5, Jesus’ frequent visits to Jerusalem
and what takes place there, the resurrection of Lazarus, extended dialogues and
discourses, and much more.

Doubtless some of this can be accounted for by the different geographic
focus: John reports far more of Jesus’ ministry in the south, in Judea and
Samaria, than in Galilee, while the focus of the synoptists is the opposite. But
one cannot legitimately reduce all distinctions to questions of geography. In
John, Jesus is explicitly identified with God (1:1, 18; 20:28). Here too is a series
of important “I am” statements, sometimes with predicates (e.g., 6:35; 8:12;
15:1-5), sometimes absolute (e.g., 8:28, 58). There are passages not superfi-
cially easy to integrate with other New Testament texts, such as John the Bap-
tist’s denial that he is Elijah (1:21; cf. Mark 9:11-13 par.) and the apparent
bestowal of the Spirit (John 20:22; cf. Acts 2). John 1 begins with the disciples
confessing Jesus as Son of God, Son of Man, Messiah, Rabbi, and King of Israel

798amuel Sandmel, ‘“Parallelomania,” JBL 81 (1962): 2—13.
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(all in chapter 1); in the Synoptics, the confession of Jesus as the Messiah is a
great turning point at Caesarea Philippi, about halfway through Jesus’ ministry
(Mark 8:27-30 par.). Nor have we yet considered the chronological difficulties
that the fourth gospel introduces: its date for the passion, for instance, is not eas-
ily squared with that of the Synoptics. The last line of 14:31 strikes many as the
evidence of an awkward edit; the threat of synagogue excommunication (9:22)
strikes others as desperately anachronistic, reflecting a situation in the late 80s,
not in the ministry of the historical Jesus.

On the other hand, there are many notable points of comparison.8? Parallel
incidents include the Spirit’s anointing of Jesus as testified by John the Baptist
(Mark 1:10 par. and John 1:32), the contrast between the Baptist’s baptism with
water and the Messiah’s anticipated baptism with the Spirit (Mark 1:7-8 par.
and John 1:23), the feeding of the five thousand (Mark 6:32—44 par. and John
6:1-15), and the walking on the water (Mark 6:45-52 par. and John 6:16-21).
Many sayings are at least partially parallel, though not decisively attesting lit-
erary dependence (Matt. 9:37—-38 par. and John 4:35; Mark 6:4 par. and John
4:44; Matt. 25:46 par. and John 5:29; Matt. 11:25-27 par. and John 10:14-15;
Mark 4:12 par. and John 12:39-40; and many more). More significant yet are
the subtle parallels: both John and the synoptists describe a Jesus given to col-
orful metaphors and proverbs, many drawn from the world of nature (e.g., 4:37;
5:19-20a; 8:35; 9:4; 11:9-10; 10:14f,; 12:24; 15:1-16; 16:21). All four gospels
depict Jesus with a unique sense of sonship to his heavenly Father; all of them
note the distinctive authority Jesus displays in his teaching; all of them show
Jesus referring to himself as the Son of Man, with no one else using that title to
refer to him or to anyone else (John 12:34 is no real exception).

More impressive yet are the many places where John and the Synoptics rep-
resent an interlocking tradition, that is, where they mutually reinforce or explain
each other, without betraying overt literary dependence.8!A very incomplete list
includes the following items: John'’s report of an extensive Judean ministry helps
to explain the assumption in Mark 14:49 that Jesus had constantly taught in the
temple precincts (NEB “day after day”), the trepidation with which the final trip
southward was viewed (Mark 10:32), and Jesus’ ability to round up a colt (Mark
11:1-7) and secure a furnished upper room (Mark 14:12—16). The charge reported
in the Synoptics that Jesus had threatened the destruction of the temple (Mark
14:58 par.; 15:29 par.) finds its only adequate explanation in John 2:19. Mark gives
no reason as to why the Jewish authorities should bother bringing Jesus to Pilate;
John provides the reason (18:31). Only John provides the reason (18:15-18) why

80See Craig Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of the Gospels (Leicester: IVP,
1987), 156-57.

81See esp. Morris, Studies, 40—63; Robinson, John, chaps. 4—6; Carson, John, “Intro-
duction,” IT1(3).
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Peter can be placed within the high priest’s courtyard (Mark 14:54, 66—72 par.).
Even the call of the disciples in the Synoptics is made easier to understand (Matt.
4:18-22 par.) if we presuppose, with John 1, that Jesus had already had contact
with them and that their fundamental shift in allegiance had already occurred.

Conversely, numerous features in John are explained by details reported
only by the synoptists. For instance, in John 18—19 the trial plunges so quickly
into the Roman court that it 1s difficult to see just what judicial action the Jews
have taken, if any, to precipitate this trial; the Synoptics provide the answer. It
is quite possible that the reason Philip apparently hesitates to bring the Gen-
tiles to Jesus in John 12:21-22, consulting with Andrew before actually
approaching Jesus, is that Jesus had earlier issued his prohibition against going
among the Gentiles (Matt. 10:5)—a point not reported by John.

We summarize here the complex scholarly debates on the relation between
John and the Synoptics and offer some tentative conclusions.

1. Although the majority of contemporary scholars side with the magister-
ial work of Dodd,32 who argues that there is no good evidence for any literary
dependence of John on any of the Synoptic Gospels, a number of scholars3? and
at least two major commentators84 argue that John had read at least Mark,
perhaps Luke, and (one or two have argued) perhaps also Matthew—or, at the
very least, substantial synoptic tradition. All agree that if John made use of any
of the Synoptics, the dependency is quite unlike that between, say, Mark and
Matthew, or Jude and 2 Peter. The fourth evangelist chose to write his own book.

2. The question of the relationship between John and the Synoptics is inex-
tricably tied to complex debates about the authorship and dates of composition
of all four gospels. For example, if, as is commonly the case, scholars think of
the gospels as the products of anonymous faces in Christian communities that

82Dodd, Historical Tradition.

83E.g., F. Neirynck in M. de Jonge, L 'évangile de Jean, 73—106; idem, in collabo-
ration with Joél Delobel, Thierry Snoy, Gilbert van Belle, and Frans van Segbroeck, Jean
et les synoptiques: Examen critique de 'exégése de M.-E. Boismard (Louvain: Louvain
University Press, 1979); Mgr. de Solages, Jean et les synoptiques (Leiden: Brill, 1979); J.
Blinzler, Johannes und die Synoptiker (Stuttgart: KBW, 1965); E. F. Seigman, “St. John’s
Use of the Synoptic Material,” CBQ 30 (1968): 182-98; M. E. Glasswell, “The Rela-
tionship Between John and Mark,” JSNT 23 (1985): 99—115; Gerhard Maier, “Johannes
und Matthdus—Zweispalt oder Viergestalt des Evangeliums?” in GP 2:267-91;
Thomas M. Dowell, “Jews and Christians in Conflict: Why the Fourth Gospel Changed
the Synoptic Tradition,” LouvStud 15 (1990): 19—37; Thomas L. Brodie: The Quest for
the Origin of John's Gospel: A Source-Oriented Approach (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1993). For a summary of the earlier literature, see Smith, Essays; Blomberg,
Historical Reliability, 159.

84Barrett, John; Thomas L. Brodie, The Gospel According to John: A Literary and
Theological Commentary (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
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are more or less independent of other Christian communities—indeed, as the
products of long streams of tradition largely free from the constraints of eye-
witnesses—then the only means of weighing whether the author(s) of one gospel
(in this case John) had read any of the other gospels would be by testing for direct
literary dependence. If that is the case, most scholars think the evidence is not
strong enough to prove dependence, and one must either assume independence
or leave the question open. A minority of scholars, as we have seen, think that a
case for dependence can be made out.

But if, on the sorts of grounds that have already been canvassed here, we
come to think that John the son of Zebedee wrote the fourth gospel and that
Mark wrote the gospel that bears his name, with Peter behind him, then addi-
tional factors must be considered. Granted the close friendship that Peter and
John enjoyed, would it be very likely that either of them would long remain
ignorant of a publication for which the other was responsible? Considerations
of date then become important. For instance, if Mark was written about A.D.
64, and John within a year or two of that date, then the likelihood of mutual
independence is enhanced. But if Mark was written sometime between 50 and
64, and the fourth gospel not until about 80, it is very difficult to believe that
John would not have read it. The idea of hermetically sealed communities is
implausible in the Roman Empire anyway, where communications were as
good as at any time in the history of the world until the nineteenth century.85
It becomes doubly implausible while the apostles were still alive, living with
friendships and the memory of friendships. In this case, tests for direct, liter-
ary dependence are too narrow if they are meant to answer the question whether
or not John had read Mark. On balance, it appears likely that John had read
Mark, Luke, and possibly even Matthew, but that in any case he chose to write
his own book, so the burden of proving direct literary dependence remains
overwhelmingly difficult.

3. The incidental nature of the interlocking patterns between John and one
or more of the Synoptics cannot be used to prove dependency, but for the same
reason it turns out to be of inestimable value to the historian. It is not that the
theological thrusts connected with John’s passion narrative, for example, cannot
be appreciated without reading the Synoptics, or that the theological points the
individual synoptists make when they describe the call of the disciples cannot be
grasped without referring to what John has to say on the matter. Rather, the
implication of the interlocking patterns is that at the historical level what actu-
ally took place was much bigger and more complex than any one gospel inti-
mates. Something of that complexity can be sketched in by sympathetically
examining the interlocking nature of the diverse gospel presentations. The result

85See further Richard Bauckham, ed., The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the
Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).
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makes good historical sense of many passages that have too quickly been writ-
ten off by those prone to disjunctive thinking.

4. This has considerable practical bearing on the evaluation of some of the
differences between John and the Synoptics. For example, the lengthy list of
christological confessions in John 1 is, as we have seen, often set against the ris-
ing christological awareness pictured in the Synoptic Gospels, which reaches its
climax at Caesarea Philippi. It has been argued that the reason for this differ-
ence is that John, writing at the end of the first century, presupposes the appro-
priateness of the christological titles he introduces in his first chapter but is now
concerned to move the church to adopt one further confession: Jesus is God.
This interpretation of the evidence simultaneously assumes that the ascription
of deity to Jesus is exceedingly late and that the ostensible setting in John 1 is
entirely fictional.

Yet if we listen to John and to the Synoptics with both theological and his-
torical sympathy, a simpler resolution presents itself. On its own, John’s account
makes good historical sense. For disciples of the Baptist to dissociate themselves
from him while he is at the height of his power and influence and to transfer
their allegiance to someone from Galilee, still unknown and unsought, is most
readily explained as the evangelist explains it: John the Baptist himself pointed
out who Jesus was, insisting that he came as Jesus’ precursor, or forerunner.
Those most in tune with the Baptist and most sympathetic to his message would
then prove most likely to become the followers of Jesus, and for the reason given:
they believed him to be the promised Messiah, the king of Israel, the Son of God
(a category that our sources show could serve as a designation of the messiah).
None of this means that Jesus’ fledgling followers enjoyed a full, Christian
understanding of these titles: of all four evangelists, it is John who most persis-
tently catalogues how much the early disciples did not understand, how much
they actively misunderstood. All of this makes good intrinsic sense.

But so does the Synoptic presentation. It is only to be expected that Jesus’
disciples grew in their understanding of who he was. Constantly astonished by
the kind of Messiah he was turning out to be, they nevertheless came with time
to settled conviction: he was no less than the Messiah, the hope of Israel. Even
this was less than full Christian belief. Peter’s next step (Mark 8:31-34 par.) was
to tell Jesus that predictions about his imminent death were inappropriate to the
Messiah they were following. Thus, the Synoptics portray rising understanding
but still expose the massive misunderstanding that stood at the core of all belief
in Jesus that was exercised before his death and resurrection.

Superimposing both views of reality also makes good intrinsic sense. The
evangelist who most quickly introduces the christological titles most heavily
stresses the lack of understanding and the sheer misunderstanding of Jesus’ fol-
lowers; the evangelists who track their rising comprehension say less about the
disciples’ initial false steps but soon point out the profundity of their lingering
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misapprehensions. John'’s presentation no longer appears unhistorical; it is
merely part of the undergirding historical realities.

5. But this does not mean we must constantly refer to the Synoptics to make
sense of John. Superimposing the two visions gives us access to certain historical
realities. Rightly handled, it may also enable us to discern what is peculiarly
Johannine and thus to understand with greater sensitivity just what the evange-
list 1s saying. His decision to structure his presentation this way, with the evan-
gelist himself constantly drawing attention to the misunderstanding of the
disciples and of others and explaining what was understood only later (e.g., 2:19—
22;3:3-5,10; 6:32-35, 41, 42; 7:33-36; 8:18-20, 27-28; 10:1-6; 11:21-44, 49—
53;12:12-17;13:6-10, 27-30; 16:1-4, 12-15; 18:10-11; 19:14; 20:3-9), enables
him to operate at two levels, using irony to make his readers see, again and again,
that the disciples believed better than they knew, that Caiaphas prophesied bet-
ter than he thought, that Pilate gave verdicts more just than he could have imag-
ined. The narrative unfolds like a Greek tragedy, every step followed by the reader
even when the participants cannot possibly understand what they rightly con-
fess. And then, unlike the Greek tragedy, there is triumph and glorification: the
supreme irony is that in the ignominy and defeat of the cross, the plan of God
achieved its greatest conquest, a conquest planned before the world began.

6. More generally, though the christological distinctiveness of John’s gospel
should not be denied, it should not be exaggerated. True, only this gospel explic-
itly designates Jesus as “God” (1:18; 20:28); but this gospel also insists not only
on Jesus’ humanity but also on his profound subordination to the Father (see
esp. 5:16-30).86 Conversely, the synoptists, for all their portrayal of Jesus as a
man, portray him as the one who has the right to forgive sins (Mark 2:1-12
par.—and who can forgive sins but God alone?) and relate parables in which
Jesus transparently takes on the metaphoric role most commonly assigned to God
in the Old Testament. The Synoptic Gospels present in seed form the full flow-
ering of the incarnational understanding that would develop only later; but the
seed is there, the entire genetic coding for the growth that later takes place.8” If

860n the humanity of Jesus in John'’s gospel, see D. A. Carson, Divine Sovereignty
and Human Responsibility (Atlanta: John Knox, 1981), 146—60; Marianne M. Thomp-
son, The Humanity of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986);
Leon Morris, Jesus Is the Christ: Studies in the Theology of John (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1989), 43—-67; cf. E. Kidsemann, The Testamentof Jesus(ET London: SCM, 1968),
who argues that the evidence for Jesus’ humanity in John is nothing more than the trap-
pings necessary to secure a docetic Christology.

87For a responsible treatment of this organic growth of Christology, see I. Howard
Marshall, The Origins of New Testament Christology (Leicester: IVP, 1976); C. F. D.
Moule, The Origin of Christology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977); and
many of the essays in H. H. Rowdon, ed., Christ the Lord, Fs. Donald Guthrie (Leices-
ter: IVP, 1982).
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John lets us see a little more of the opening flower, it is in part because he indulges
in more explanatory asides that clarify for the reader what is really going on.
Even the “I am” statements constitute less of a historical problem than at
first meets the eye. The statements themselves are quite varied.8 Jesus’ plain
affirmation of his messianic status in 4:26 (“I, the one speaking to you—I am
he”), contrasting sharply with the circumlocutions and symbol-laden language
of so many Synoptic sayings, may turn on the identity of his interlocutor: she
is a Samaritan woman and unlikely to harbor exactly the same political expec-
tations bound up with ideas of messiahship in many strands of first-century
Judaism. After all, John reports that Jesus resorts to circumspect language
when he isin Judea (e.g., 7:28—44; 10:24-29). The majority of the “I am” state-
ments in John have some sort of completion: bread of life, good shepherd, vine,
or the like (6:35; 10:11; 15:1). They are plainly metaphoric, and although they
are reasonably transparent to later readers, they were confusing and difficult
for the first hearers (e.g., 6:60; 10:19; 16:30—32): religious leaders did not cus-
tomarily say that sort of thing.89As for the occurrences of an absolute form of
“Iam,” which can ultimately be traced back to Isaiah’s use of the same expres-
sion as a reference for God (e.g., Isa. 43:10; 47:8, 10, esp. LXX), they are mixed
in their clarity and are in any case partly paralleled by Mark 6:50; 13:6.90 And
if the most dramatic of the sayings in John, “Before Abraham was born, [ am”
(8:58), 1s without explicit synoptic parallel, it is hard to see how it makes a claim
fundamentally superior to the synoptic portrayal of a Jesus who not only can
adjudicate Jewish interpretations of the law but can radically abrogate parts of
it (Mark 7:15-19) while claiming that all of it is fulfilled by him (Matt. 5:171f.),
who forgives sin (Matt. 9:1{f.) and insists that an individual’s eternal destiny
turns on obedience to him (Matt. 7:21-23), who demands loyalty that outstrips
the sanctity of family ties (Matt. 10:37—39; Mark 10:29-30) and insists that
no one knows the Father except those to whom the Son discloses him (Luke
10:22), who offers rest for the weary (Matt.11:28—-30) and salvation for the lost
(Luke 15), who muzzles nature (Mark 4:39) and raises the dead (Matt. 9:18—
26). Individual deeds from such a list may in some cases find parallels in the

88See Philip B. Harner, The “I Am” of the Fourth Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1970).

89Most of the alleged parallels are from second- and third-century (or even later)
Gnostic and Hermetic sources. Those closest in time to John, drawn from the first half
of the first century, are claims of the mythical Egyptian goddess Isis, who was popular
in the Greek-speaking world: “I am the one who discovered fruit for men”; “I am the
one who is called the goddess among women” (see NewDocs 1.2). These are, however,
remarkably unmetaphorical and do not, in any case, bear the Old Testament resonances
of the utterances in John.

90See further Catrin H. Williams, [ am He: The Interpretation of ‘Ani HQ' in Jew-
ish and Early Christian Literature, WUNT 113 (Ttbingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2000).
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prophets or in the apostles; the combination finds its only adequate parallel in
God alone.%!

Limitations of space preclude detailed treatment of other well-known dif-
ficulties in John and their relation to the synoptic tradition. They are in any case
sympathetically treated in the stream of commentaries that seeks to keep his-
tory and theology together (e.g., Westcott, Morris, Carson) and in the longer
New Testament introductions.??

DATE

During the past 150 years, suggestions as to the date of the fourth gospel have
varied from before A.D. 70 to the final quarter of the second century. Dates in
the second century are now pretty well ruled out by manuscript discoveries (see
discussion below in the section ““Text”). But apart from this limitation, none of
the arguments is entirely convincing, and almost any date between about 55 and
95 is possible. John 21:23 “suggests it was probably nearer the end of that period
than the beginning.”93

Some dates seem implausibly early. Probably the inference to be drawn from
21:19 is that Peter had by his death glorified God when chapter 21 was com-
posed. Peter died in A.D. 64 or 65; dates earlier than that for the composition of
the fourth gospel seem unlikely. Those who hold to a date before 70 (but after 65)
point to details of Palestine presented as if Jerusalem and its temple complex
were still standing; for example, the evangelist writes: “Now there is in
Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool” (John 5:2). The argument would be con-
clusive except that John frequently uses the Greek present tense to refer to some-
thing in the past. The silence of the fourth gospel on the destruction of the
temple is considered powerful evidence for a pre—70 date by some authors.
Arguments from silence, however, are tricky things. At first glance there is some
force to this one, since the theme of the evangelist in 2:19-22, for example, could
have been strengthened if the overthrow of the temple had been mentioned. But
the evidence is far from compelling. How prominent the temple was in the
thinking of Jews in the Diaspora varied a great deal.®* If some time had elapsed,
perhaps a decade, between the destruction of the temple and the publication of
this gospel, so that the initial shock of the reports had passed, there is no reason
to think that the evangelist should have brought it up. Indeed, John is a writer

91For a useful defense of the authenticity of the “Iam” sayings in John, see E. Stauf-
fer, Jesus and His Story (London: SCM, 1960), 142—-59.

92E.g., Guthrie, 248ff.

93]. Ramsey Michaels, John (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1983), xxix.

94This is one of the major planks of Jérg Frey, Diejohanneische Eschatologie, 3 vols.,
WUNT 96, 110, 117 (Tbingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1997-2000).
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who loves subtle allusions. If he wrote in, say, 80, he may have taken the destruc-
tion of the temple as a given and let this fact make its own contribution to his
theological argument. Other arguments for a date before 70 do not seem any
more convincing.

Those who defend a date toward the end of the first century, say between
A.D. 85 and 95, commonly resort to four arguments:

1. Many theologians appeal to the tradition that the fourth gospel was writ-
ten under the reign of Emperor Domitian (ruled A.D. 81-96). But Robinson
has shown that this tradition rests on very little.95 There is good, early tradition
that the apostle John lived to a great age, surviving even into the reign of
Emperor Trajan (98—117; see Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 2.22.5; 3.3.4; quoted by
Eusebius, H.E. 3.23.3—4). Jerome, admittedly in the fourth century, places
John's death in the sixty-eighth year “after our Lord’s passion” (De vir. 1ll. 9),

95Robinson, Redating, 256—58.

Jerusalem in the
Time of Jesus
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or about 98.96 There is also good patristic evidence that John was the last of the
evangelists to write his book (Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 3.1.1; Clement, as cited by
Eusebius, H.E. 6.14.7; Eusebius himself, H.E. 3.24.7). “But that he wrote as a
very old man is an inference which only appears late and accompanied by other
statements which show that it is clearly secondary and unreliable.”97

2. A strong contingent of scholars argue that both the concept and the term
meaning “put out of the synagogue” (9:22; 12:42; 16:2; dnocvvdywyog [aposy-
nagogos|) betray a period after the decision of the Council of Jamnia to ban
Christians from the synagogue.% In other words, they find in this expression an
irreducible anachronism that dates the Gospel of John to a period after A.D. 85.
Yet at every point this thesis has been challenged,? and today it is beginning to
wield less influence than it did some years ago.

3. Numerous details are often taken to indicate a late date. For instance, this
gospel makes no mention of the Sadducees, who contributed much to the reli-
gious life of Jerusalem and Judea before A.D. 70 but who withered and became
of marginal importance after that date. The argument would be weighty, except
that John is similarly silent on the scribes, whose influence actually increased
after 70. And John does make it clear that the priests, with rapidly diminishing
influence after 70, were largely in control of the Sanhedrin in the time up to
Jesus’ passion. Other matters of detail are no more convincing.

4. Perhaps the most pervasive reason for a late date is that in the prevailing
reconstruction of early Christian history, John’s gospel best fits into a date toward
the end of the first century. For example, the ready ascription of deity to Jesus
and the unapologetic insistence on his preexistence are said to fit a later date.

960n the very slight evidence that the apostle John was early martyred, almost uni-
versally dismissed, see Guthrie, 272—75. Surprisingly, Martin Hengel (Johannine Ques-
tion, 21, 158—59) gives this tradition more credence than it deserves—doubtless because
it makes coherent his proposal of the existence of another John who (Hengel argues) was
also an eyewitness.

97Robinson, Redating, 257.

98Dominated by J. Louis Martyn, History and Tradition in the Fourth Gospel
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1979).

99See R. Kimelman, ““Birkat ha-Minim and the Lack of Evidence for an anti-Chris-
tian Jewish Prayer in Late Antiquity,” in Jewish and Christian Self-Definition, vol. 2 of
Aspects of Judaism in the Greco- Roman Period, ed. E. P. Sanders (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1981), 22644, 391-403; W. Horbury, “The Benediction of the Minimand Early
Jewish-Christian Controversy,” JTS33 (1982): 19-61; Robinson, John, 72ff.; Beasley-
Murray, John, Ixxvi—Ixxviii; Ridderbos, The Gospel of John: A Theological Commentary,
341-44; and discussion in Carson, John. See also David E. Aune, “On the Origins of the
‘Council of Javneh” Myth,” JBL 110 (1991): 491-93. Furthermore, David Wenham,
“The Enigma of the Fourth Gospel: Another Look,” TynB 48 (1997): 14978, points
out in detail how all the controversies represented in the fourth gospel can be shown to
exist much earlier than A.D. 85.
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The issue turns in part on countless exegetical and historical details that
cannot be canvassed here. Nevertheless, it must be noted that the New Testa-
ment passages closest in theology to John 1:1-18 are probably the so-called
Christ-hymns (e.g., Phil. 2:5-11; Col. 1:15—20; see Rom. 9:5), which were
doubtless already circulating in the mid-50s. Moreover, no gospel stresses the
functional subordination of Jesus to his Father more strongly than does John.
In other words, the empbhasis in the fourth gospel on the deity of Christ must
not be allowed to eclipse complementary emphases. Attempts to date the fourth
gospel by charting christological trajectories do not appear very convincing.

If a date for the publication of the fourth gospel must be suggested, we may
very tentatively advance A.D. 80—85, for these reasons:

1. There is no convincing pressure to place the Gospel of John as early on the
spectrum as possible, but there is a little pressure to place John rather later on it,
namely, the relatively late date at which it is cited with certainty by the Fathers.

2. Although the arguments from theological trajectories are, as we have
seen, rather weak, yet if any weight is to be given to them at all, at several points
John's gospel uses language that is on its way toward the less restrained language
of Ignatius—in particular the ease and frequency with which Ignatius refers to
Jesus as God, his sacramental language (where in our view he has misunder-
stood John rather badly), and his sharp antitheses.

3. Although the fall of the temple may not have had as much impact in the
Diaspora as in Palestinian Judaism, yet it is hard to believe that, if the fourth
gospel was written after A.D. 70, the date was immediately after 70, when the
reverberations around the empire, in both Jewish and Christian circles, were
still being felt.

4.1f, asis argued later in this book, the Johannine Epistles are concerned in
part to combat an incipient form of Gnosticism, predicated in part on a gnostic
misunderstanding of the fourth gospel, then some time must be allowed between
the publication of the gospel and the publication of the epistles of John. That
tends to rule out a date in the nineties.

DESTINATION

No destination is specified by the fourth gospel itself. Inferences are largely
controlled by conclusions drawn in the areas of authorship and purpose. If
John the son of Zebedee wrote this book while residing in Ephesus, then it
might be inferred that he prepared the book for readers in this general part of
the empire. But he may have hoped for the widest possible circulation; in any
case, the inference cannot be more certain than the assumption of authorship.
Some general things may be inferred from the purposes John displays in the
writing of his gospel. However, since these purposes are disputed, we must
turn to them.
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PURPOSE

Much of the discussion on this topic during the twentieth century turned on
questionable assumptions or procedures, of which four are particularly com-
mon.

1. Many treatments at the beginning of the twentieth century depended
on the assumption that John is parasitic on the Synoptic Gospels.100 That
means the governing purpose of John should be uncovered by contrasting what
John does with what the synoptists do. He wrote a “spiritual” gospel, it is
argued; or he wrote to supplement the earlier efforts, or even to supersede or
to correct them. These theories refuse to let John be John; he must be John-
compared-with-Mark, or with another synoptist. This approach has faded in
recent decades, largely owing to the revised estimate of John'’s relation to the
Synoptics.

2. Many modern proposals have sprung from a reconstruction of the Johan-
nine community that is alleged to have called this book forth. Inevitably a degree
of circularity is set up: the community is reconstructed by drawing inferences
from the fourth gospel; once this background is sufficiently widely accepted,
the next generation of scholars tends to build on it, or to modify it slightly by
showing how the fourth gospel achieves its purpose by addressing that situa-
tion so tellingly. The circularity is not necessarily vicious, but the final picture
is not as well substantiated as is often assumed, owing to the very high number
of merely possible but by no means compelling inferences that are invoked to
delineate the community in the first place.

Meeks, for instance, argues that the Johannine community is sectarian, an
isolated conventicle struggling in opposition against a powerful synagogue.10!
The fourth gospel, then, is a summary of these polemics, possibly even a hand-
book for new converts, certainly something to strengthen the community in its
continuing conflict. Martyn’s reconstruction is a modification of this: the church
1s aggressively evangelizing the Jews, and this book not only reports the conflict
but helps the church in its task.102 But at least some components of these recon-
structions may be called into question.!%3 To think of the Johannine community
as isolated and sectarian is to miss the grand vision of John 17, not to mention
the fact that John’s Christology finds its closest parallels in the New Testament

100]n one form, the theory is as old as Clement of Alexandria (Eusebius, H.E.
6.14.7). In this century it was made famous by Hans Windisch, Johannes und die Syn-
optiker (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung, 1926).

101\WWayne A. Meeks, The Prophet-King: Moses Traditions and the Johannine Chris-
tology, NovTSup 14 (Leiden: Brill, 1967).

102Martyn, History and Theology.

1035ee T'obias Hagerland, “John’s Gospel: A Two-Level Drama?” JSN'T 25 (2003):
309-22.
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in the so-called hymns (e.g., Phil. 2:5-11; Col. 1:15-20), which suggests that the
evangelist is thoroughly in touch with the wider church.

3. Many statements of John’s purpose depend rather narrowly on a single
theme, feature, or even literary tool. Mussner, for instance, examines all expres-
sions dealing with knowledge, hearing the word of Jesus, and the like, and sug-
gests that the evangelist is effecting a transfer of reference from the time of Jesus
to his own time. 14 In this merged vision, the past is not annulled, but the angle
of vision is from the present. This merging of visions, however, is so strong, in
Mussner’s view, that the distinctive word of the historical Jesus cannot be dis-
tinguished at all.

Whence, then, the evangelist’s constant distinction between what Jesus’
disciples understood at the time and what they understood only later? What
starts off as a suggestive entry point for considering the purpose of the fourth
gospel ends up disowning too many features integral to the book.

In the same way, Freed wonders if John 4 does not constitute evidence that
the fourth gospel was written, at least in part, to win Samaritan converts.195 One
may well ask what methodological steps warrant the leap from circumstances
ostensibly set in Jesus’ day to identical circumstances set in the evangelist’s day.
Again, Malina attempts to locate the Johannine community by reading the fourth
gospel in the framework of two models provided by sociolinguistics.106 However,
as subsequent debate demonstrated, not only the adequacy of the sociolinguis-
tic models may be questioned, but also the extent to which data on the Johan-
nine community are obtained to feed into the models by “mirror-reading” the
text and seeing only what is being projected onto it. In David Rensberger’s read-
ing, the fourth evangelist is a kind of prototypical liberation theologian.107 At
some point, the text of the gospel is swamped by the rush of inferences.108

104F, Mussner, The Historical Jesus and the Gospel of St. John (ET London: Burns
& Oates, 1967).

105E. D. Freed, “Did John Write His Gospel Partly to Win Samaritan Converts?”
NovT12 (1970): 241-56.

106Bruce J. Malina et al., The Gospel of John in Sociolinguistic Perspective, ed. Her-
man C. Waetjen, Protocol of the Forty-eighth Colloquy (Claremont: Center for
Hermeneutical Studies in Hellenistic and Modern Culture, 1984).

107David Rensberger, Overcoming the World: Politics and Community in the Gospel
of John (London: SPCK, 1988).

108For a summary and critique of Rensberger, see the review in Themelios 17/1
(1992): 27-28. On the general point, see the astute conclusion of Marinus de Jonge,
“Christology, Controversy and Community in John,” in Christology, Controversy and
Community, ed. David G. Horrell and Christopher M. Tuckett, NovTSup 99 (Leiden:
Brill, 2000): 229: “I have argued that it remains difficult to determine the situation
directly envisaged in the Gospel or the earlier history of the community. After repeated
consideration of the difficulties involved, I have (reluctantly) come to the conclusion
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4. Finally, several commentators adopt what might be called a synthetic, or
additive approach. What appear to be the best suggestions of others are blended
together, so that the purpose of John's gospel is to evangelize Jews, to evange-
lize Hellenists, to strengthen the church, to catechize new converts, to provide
materials for the evangelization of Jews, and so forth.19? Part of the problem is
the confusion between purpose and plausible effect. Just because John's gospel
can be used to offer comfort to the bereaved in the twenty-first century does not
mean that is why the evangelist wrote it. In the same way, just because this
gospel could help Jewish Christians witnessing to unconverted Jews and pros-
elytes in the nearby synagogue does not itself mean that is why the evangelist
wrote it. Thinking through all the plausibly good effects various parts of this
book could have does not provide adequate reasons for thinking that any one of
them, or all of them together, was the purpose the evangelist had in mind when
he put pen to paper.

Other purposes have been suggested. The proper place to begin, however,
is with John’s own statement of his purpose: “‘Jesus performed many other signs
in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these
are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and
that by believing you may have life in his name” (20:30—31). The words ren-
dered “that you may believe” hide a textual variant: either iva motevnte (hina
pisteuéte, present subjunctive) or iva motevonte (hina pisteuséte, aorist sub-
junctive). Some have argued that the latter expression supports an evangelistic
purpose: that you may come to faith, come to believe. The former, then, sup-
ports an edificatory purpose: that you may continue in faith, continue to believe.
In fact, it can easily be shown that both tenses are used in John for both initial
faith and continuing in faith, so that nothing can be resolved by the appeal to
one textual variant or the other.

It is worth comparing these verses with the stated purpose of 1 John: “I write
these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may
know that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13). This verse was clearly written to
encourage Christians; by the contrasting form of its expression, John 20:30-31
sounds evangelistic.

This impression is confirmed by the firm syntactic evidence that the first
purpose clause in 20:31 should be rendered “that you may believe that the
Christ, the Son of God, is Jesus.” Thus, the fundamental question the fourth
gospel addresses is not “Who is Jesus?” but “Who is the Messiah, the Christ,

that we have to be content with the general observation that it is highly likely that con-
troversies with others, Jews and Christians, played an important role.” Nevertheless, de
Jonge thinks this book was written for “the clarification of relevant Christological issues
for the Johannine community itself.”

109Beasley-Murray, John, Ixxxvii—Ixxxc, comes close to this range.
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the Son of God?”110 In its context, the latter is a question of identity, not of kind:
that is, the question “Who is the Christ?” should not here be taken to mean
“What kind of Christ are you talking about?”” but “So you claim to know who
the Christ is. Prove it, then: Who is he?”

Christians would not ask that kind of question, because they already knew
the answer. The most likely people to ask that sort of question would be Jews
and Jewish proselytes who know what “the Christ” means, have some sort of
messianic expectation, and are perhaps in dialogue with Christians and want to
know more. In short, John’s gospel not only is evangelistic in its purpose (a dom-
inant view until this century, when relatively few have defended it)!1! but aims
in particular to evangelize Diaspora Jews and Jewish proselytes. This view is
only a minority report,!12 yet much can be said for it. It may even receive indirect

1105¢e D. A. Carson, “The Purpose of the Fourth Gospel: John 20:30-31 Recon-
sidered,” JBL 108 (1987): 639—51. The argument is complex and has been called into
question by Gordon D. Fee, who appeals to his earlier careful study of the anomalous use
of the article with proper names in the Gospel of John (“The Use of the Definite Arti-
cle with Personal Names in the Gospel of John,” NTS17 [1970-71]: 168—83) to con-
clude that John 20:30—-31 must be translated “ ... that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God,” and therefore that the fourth gospel is best thought of as written for Christians (see
his “On the Text and Meaning of John 20,30-31,” in The Four Gospels, Fs. Frans
Neirynck, ed. F. van Segbroeck, C. M. Tuckett, G. van Belle, and J. Verheyden; Vol. 3
[=BETL 100] [Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1992], 2193-205). But although Fee
has successfully shown that, owing to John’s anomalous use of the article with names, the
syntax of 20:31 does not require the rendering we have suggested above, that rendering
still remains the most plausible. The only close syntactical parallel is John 5:15, where,
strictly speaking, the healed man attests that the person who made him well was Jesus—
i.e., once again we are dealing with an identity question. The matter is discussed at length
in D. A. Carson, “Syntactical and Text-Critical Observations on John 20:30—-31: One
More Round on the Purpose of the Fourth Gospel” (forthcoming).

111E.g., W. Oehler, Das Johannesevangelium, eine Missionsschrift fiir die Welt(Giter-
sloh: Bertelsmann, 1936); idem, Zum Missionscharackter des Johannesevangeliums (Giter-
sloh: Bertelsmann, 1941); Dodd, Interpretation, 9; Moule, 136—-37; Morris, John, 855-57;
Andreas Késtenberger, The Missions of Jesus and the Disciples According to the Fourth
Gospel: With Implications for the Fourth Gospel’s Purpose and the Mission of the Contem-
porary Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). See the discussion in Guthrie, 283ff.

112But see K. Bornhduser, Das Johannesevangelium: Eine Missionsschrift fiir Israel
(Gatersloh: Bertelsmann, 1928); W. C. van Unnik, “The Purpose of St. John’s Gospel,”
in SE 1:382-411; ]J. A. T. Robinson, Twelve New Testament Studies (London: SCM,
1962), 107-25; David D. C. Braine, “The Inner Jewishness of St. John’s Gospel as the
Clue to the Inner Jewishness of Jesus,” SNTU 13 (1988): 10155, esp. 105-11; George
J. Brooke, “Christ and the Law in John 7-10,” in Law and Religion: Essays in the Place
of the Law in Israel and Early Christianity, ed. Barnabas Lindars (London: SPCK, 1988),
102—12; Carson, John.
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support from some recent studies that try to interpret the fourth gospel as a piece
of mission literature. Some of these!!? display generally excellent exegesis but
give no attention to the fact that with very little adaptation the same exegesis
could justify the thesis that the Gospel of John was not written to believers about
mission but to outsiders to perform mission.

It goes beyond the limits of a brief introduction to show how this stated pur-
pose of the evangelist sheds a great deal of light on the rest of his gospel: that 1s
the work of an entire commentary. The constant allusions to the Old Testament
show that John’s intended readership is biblically literate; his translation of
Semitic expressions (e.g., 1:38, 42; 4:25; 19:13, 17) shows he is writing to those
whose linguistic competence is in Greek. His strong denunciation of “the Jews”
cannot be taken as a mark against this thesis: John may well have an interest in
driving a wedge between ordinary Jews and (at least) some of their leaders. The
fourth gospel is not as anti-Jewish as some people think anyway: salvation is still
said to be “from the Jews” (4:22), and often the referent of “the Jews” is “the
Jews in Judea” or “the Jewish leaders” or the like. “Anti-Semitic” is simply the
wrong category to apply to the fourth gospel: whatever hostilities are present
turn on theological issues related to the acceptance or rejection of revelation, not
on race.!'* How could it be otherwise, when all of the first Christians were Jews
and when, on this reading, both the fourth evangelist and his primary readers
were Jews and Jewish proselytes? Those who respond to Jesus, whether Jews,
Samaritans, or “other sheep” (10:16) to be added to Jesus’ fold, are blessed; those
who ignore him or reject him do so out of unbelief, disobedience (3:36), and cul-
pable blindness (9:29-41).

Within some such a framework as this, further inferences can usefully be
drawn from the content of his gospel about the people to whom John was writ-

1135ee esp. Teresa Okure, The Johannine Approach to Mission, WUNT 31 (Tbin-
gen: Mohr-Siebeck), 1988). Something similar could be said for Miguel Rodrigues Ruiz,
Das Missionsgedanke des Johannesevangeliums: Ein Beitrag zur johanneischen Soteriolo-
gie und Ekklesiologie(Wirzburg: Echter Verlag, 1987). Cf. also Késtenberger, The Mis-
sions of Jesus and the Disciples. For a survey of at least the earlier studies of John along
this vein, see R. Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium (Freiburg: Herder, 1965-84),
4.58-72.

114Many have argued that the fourth gospel is anti-Semitic, or at least anti-Judaism,
but probably none with more heat than Maurice Casey, who argues that this gospel is so
anti-Jewish and demonstrably untrue that it should be removed from the canon (Is John's
Gospel True? esp. 229). More careful analysis is found in Ridderbos, The Gospel of John:
A Theological Commentary, 324—30; Reimund Bieringer, Didier Pollefeyt, and Fred-
erique Vandecasteele-Vanneuville, eds., Anti-Judaism and the Fourth Gospel: Papers of
the Leuven Colloguium, 2000 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001); and esp
Stephen Motyer, Your Father the Devil? A New Approach to John and “the Jews”
(Carlisle: Paternoster, 1997).
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ing and the topics that interested them. But these inferences are secondary,
always in principle to be challenged by other (and possibly competing) infer-
ences and never capable of more than confirming John’s purpose, which we must
establish on other grounds.

TEXT

The earliest New Testament fragment known to us is a fragment of John, P52,
dating from about A.D. 130 and containing a few words from John 18. Two
other papyrus witnesses, both codices, spring from the end of the second cen-
tury: P%¢ includes most of John 1-14 and parts of the remaining chapters, while
P75 contains most of Luke, followed by John 1-11 and parts of chapters 12—15.
From the beginning of the third century comes P*5, which contains parts of all
four gospels plus Acts, though the mutilated state of the manuscript ensures
that no book is complete. Thereafter the manuscript evidence becomes richer,
capped by the great fourth-century uncials (manuscripts written in capital let-
ters) and followed by the many minuscules in succeeding centuries.

There is an excellent list of the most important textual witnesses, including
versional and patristic evidence, along with a summary of scholarly discussion,
in Schnackenburg.!15 On the whole, the text is in good shape, but there are a few
passages where notorious difficulties are still disputed. Perhaps the most famous
of these is 1:18. It appears likely that the original reading was povoyevng 8edg
(monogeneés theos), the second word probably understood appositionally: “[the]
unique one, [himself] God,” rather than “the only begotten God.”

Despite the best efforts of Zane Hodges to prove that the narrative of the
woman caught in adultery (John 7:53-8:11) was originally part of John’s
gospel, 116 the evidence is against him, and modern English versions are right to
rule it off from the rest of the text (TNIV) or to relegate it to a footnote (RSV).
These verses are present in most of the medieval Greek minuscule manuscripts,
but they are absent from virtually all early Greek manuscripts that have come
down to us, representing great diversity of textual traditions. The most notable
exception is the Western uncial D, known for its independence in numerous
other places. They are also missing from the earliest forms of the Syriac and Cop-
tic Gospels, and from many Old Latin, Old Georgian, and Armenian manu-
scripts. All the early church fathers omit this narrative; in commenting on John,
they pass immediately from 7:52 to 8:12. No Eastern Father cites the passage
before the tenth century. Didymus the Blind (a fourth-century exegete from

115R. Schnackenburg, The Gospel according to St John (London: Burns & Oates,
1968-82), 1:173-91.

116Zane Hodges, “The Woman Taken in Adultery (John 7:53-8:11),” BS 136
(1979): 318-72; 137 (1980): 41-53.
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Alexandria) reports a variation on this narrative,!17 not the narrative as we have
it here. Moreover, a number of (later) manuscripts that include the narrative
mark it off with asterisks or obeli, indicating hesitation as to its authenticity,
while those that do include it display a rather high frequency of textual variants.
Although most of the manuscripts that include the story place it at 7:53-8:11,
some place it instead after Luke 21:38, and others variously after John 7:44, John
7:36, or John 21:25.118 The diversity of placement confirms (though it cannot
establish) the inauthenticity of the verses. Finally, even if someone should decide
that the substance of the narrative is authentic—a position plausible enough—
it would be very difficult to justify the view that the material is authentically
Johannine: it includes numerous expressions and constructions that are found
nowhere in John but that are characteristic of the Synoptic Gospels, Luke in
particular.

ADOPTION INTO THE CANON

By the end of the second century, all four canonical gospels were accepted not
only as authentic but as Scripture on a par with Old Testament Scripture. Even
earlier, the fact that Tatian’s Diatessaron (see discussion above) could use John
as the chronological framework for the other three testifies to the authority that
it enjoyed. Outside of Marcion and the Alogoi, the early church nowhere ques-
tioned either the authenticity or, once it began to address the subject, the canon-
icity of the fourth gospel.

JOHN IN RECENT STUDY

Until about a decade and a half ago, the overwhelming majority of scholarly
energy on John during the previous two or three decades was devoted to some
theme in the fourth gospel as a means of access to the ostensible Johannine com-
munity.!! Enough has been said on this approach.

A second (and perennial) focus has been the examination, from fresh stand-
points, of particular themes in John'’s gospel. For instance, the role of the Para-

117See Bart D. Ehrman, “Jesus and the Adulteress,” NTS 34 (1988): 24—44.

1185ee Metzger, 21922, for a summary of the evidence.

119For surveys of literature on John for that period, one might usefully consult R.
Schnackenburg, “Entwicklung und Stand des johanneischen Forschung seit 1955,” in
L’évangile, 19—44; H. Thyen, “Aus der Literatur des Johannesevangeliums,” ThR 39
(1974): 1-69, 22252, 289-330; 42 (1977): 211-70; 44 (1979): 97—134; Jiirgen Becker,
“Aus der Literatur des Johannesevangeliums,” ThR 47 (1982): 279-347; James
McPolin, “Studies in the Fourth Gospel—Some Contemporary Trends,” IBS 2 (1980):
3-26; D. A. Carson, “Recent Literature on the Fourth Gospel: Some Reflections,”
Themelios9 (1983): 8—18; 14 (1989): 57—64.
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clete, the Holy Spirit, in the fourth gospel continues to call forth books and arti-
cles.120 There are similar treatments of many Johannine themes. Occasionally
one encounters ongoing studies of a variety of historical matters—the trial of
Jesus, the relation between John and the Synoptics, or this or that topographi-
cal detail.121

But by far the most important development in recent studies on the fourth
gospel is the application of various forms of literary criticism, social-scientific
analysis, and postmodern readings. At first these reflected the early stages of
the so-called “new criticism.” Thus, we were given a structuralist approach to
certain chapters,!2? an examination of the asides in John,23 or a consideration
of some such literary device as irony.12 The tendency in all of these approaches
is to treat the text synchronically, that is, to treat the text as a finished product
and to ask virtually no questions about its historical development or its refer-
ents. Nowhere was this better seen than in the magisterial and provocative work
of Culpepper, 25 which analyzes the Gospel of John in the categories reserved for
modern novels.

There were both gains and losses in these studies. Some of them did not say
much more than the obvious, with the heavy weight of the formal categories of
structuralism or the new literary criticism to drag them down. The most cre-
ative have in their favor that they treat the Gospel of John as a single text, a uni-
fied piece of work. This is both refreshing and something of a relief from older
approaches whose primary goal was to detach sources or traditions from the text
as we have it.

Yet there was a loss as well. These studies often ignore the rootedness of the
gospels, including this gospel, in history—their passionate concern to bear wit-
ness, not simply to pass on abstract ideas. The genuine insights of these studies
are sometimes offset by an air of unreality, of merely esoteric textual formality.

1205ee the books by Johnston, Franck, Burge, and Bennema in the Bibliography.

121Here it must be said, with regret, that apart from the work of Blomberg, few
recent scholars have interacted in any detail with such valuable and detailed earlier works
as J. Armitage Robinson, The Historical Character of the Fourth Gospel (London: Long-
mans-Green, 1908); E. H. Askwith, The Historical Value of the Fourth Gospel (London:
Hodder & Stoughton, 1910); H. Scott Holland, The Fourth Gospel (London: John Mur-
ray, 1923); or A. C. Headlam, The Fourth Gospel as History (Oxford: Blackwell, 1948).

122B. QOlsson, Structure and Meaning of the Fourth Gospel (Lund: Gleerup, 1974),
on John 2—4; Hendrikus Boers, Neither on This Mountain nor in Jerusalem, SBLMS 35
(Atlanta: SP, 1988), on John 4.

123G, van Belle, Les parenthéses dans I'évangile de Jean: Apercu historique et classi-
fication (Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1985).

124P. Duke, Irony in the Fourth Gospel (Atlanta: John Knox, 1985).

125R. A. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983).
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But the most innovative recent studies are those that focus on the social
dynamics of the Johannine community (as re-created by earlier work),26 or on
its theology (rather than on the historical Jesus to which the fourth gospel osten-
sibly bears witness),127 on evocative but sometimes speculative examinations of
the symbolism of this gospel128 (sometimes tied to gender issues!2?), and on can-
didly postmodern readings which insist that since all “history” is social-textual
creation the issues of “what happened” are moot anyway.!30 As stimulating and
helpful as many of these works are, one worries at times if they focus on all the
things that John is not particularly interested in, while what he actually empha-
sizes, that to which he bears witness, is substantially ignored.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF JOHN

John’s thought is so wonderfully integrated that attempts to compartmentalize
it by itemizing its components are destined in some measure to misrepresent it.
Excellent theological summaries are provided by Barrett, Schnackenburg, and
Keener.13! Among John’s more important contributions are the following:

1. John adds stereoscopic depth to the picture we might gain of Jesus and his
ministry, death, and resurrection from the synoptic accounts alone. By telling
the same story from another angle, with many things omitted that they include
and with many emphases that they scarcely treat, the total portrait is vastly
richer than what would otherwise have been achieved.

2. John's presentation of who Jesus is lies at the heart of all that is distinc-
tive in this gospel. It is not just a question of the shading assigned to certain

126F g., Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science Commentary on
the Gospel of John (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998).

127John Painter, R. Alan Culpepper, and Fernando F. Segovia, eds., Word, Theol-
ogy, and Community in John (St. Louis: Chalice, 2002).

1285¢e esp. Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, Mystery,
Community, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003).

129F g, Dorothy Lee, Flesh and Glory: Symbolism, Gender and Theology in the
Gospel of John (New York: Crossroad, 2002).

130See, for instance, Colleen M. Conway, “The Production of the Johannine Com-
munity: A New Historicist Perspective,” JBL 121 (2002): 479-95. When Conway
speaks, within the “new historicist” perspective, of the “historical Jesus,” she does not
refer to the Jesus of space-time history to which individuals via texts bear ongoing wit-
ness, but to the historical reconstruction within the texts: we cannot say anything about
any extra-textual Jesus. At one level, of course, she is right: the only access we have to
Jesus is through the texts. But to infer, on postmodern premises, that such texts provide
no extra-textual referentiality, is to betray the texts themselves.

131Barrett, John, 67-99; Schnackenburg, John, esp. in the many excursuses; Keener,
vol. 1.
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christological titles—whether those found only in the fourth gospel (e.g., Lamb
of God, Word, I Am), or those found in all four (e.g., Son of Man, Christ, King).
Rather, fundamental to all else that is said of him, Jesus is peculiarly the Son of
God, or simply the Son. Although “Son of God” can serve as a rough synonym
for “Messiah,” it is enriched by the unique manner in which Jesus as God’s Son
relates to his Father: he is functionally subordinate to him and does and says
only those things the Father gives him to do and say, but he does everything that
the Father does, since the Father shows him everything that he himself does
(5:19ff.). The perfection of Jesus’ obedience and the unqualified nature of his
dependence thereby become the loci in which Jesus discloses nothing less than
the words and deeds of God.

3. Despite the heavy emphasis on Jesus as the one who reveals his Father,
salvation does not come (as in Gnosticism) merely by revelation. John’s work 1s
a gospel: all the movement of the plot is toward the cross and the resurrection.
The cross is not merely a revelatory moment:!32 it is the death of the shepherd
for his sheep (John 10), the sacrifice of one man for his nation (John 11), the life
that is given for the world (John 6), the victory of the Lamb of God (John 1), the
triumph of the obedient Son, who in consequence bequeaths his life, his peace,
his joy, his Spirit (John 14-16).

4. John’s distinctive emphasis on eschatology is bound up with his use of
the “hour” theme (often rendered “time” in the NIV: e.g., 2:4; 7:6; the TNIV
uses “hour” in 2:4). All the major New Testament corpora display the tension
of trying simultaneously (1) to express the wonderful truth that in the ministry,
death, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus, God’s promised “last days” have
already arrived, and (2) to insist that the fullness of hope is still to come. Dif-
ferent authors set out the tension in different ways. In John, the hour “is com-
ing and has now come” (4:23; 5:25); Jesus has bequeathed his peace, but in this
world we will have trouble (16:33). Above all, in the wake of Jesus’ exaltation
and his gift of the Spirit, we can possess eternal life even now: that is character-
istic of John, who tilts his emphasis to the present enjoyment of eschatological
blessings. But this is never at the expense of all future hope: the time is coming
when those who are in the graves will come out to face the judgment of the One
to whom all judgment has been entrusted by the Father (5:28-30). If John
asserts that Jesus even now makes himself present among his followers in the
person of his Spirit (14:23), he also insists that Jesus himself is coming back to
gather his own to the dwelling he has prepared for them (14:1-3).

5. Although John's teaching on the Holy Spirit has important similarities
to synoptic emphases (e.g., cf. John 3:34 and Luke 4:14-21), there are numer-
ous strands that are unique. Jesus not only bears and bestows the Spirit, but by

132Contra J. T. Forestell, The Word of the Cross: Salvation as Revelation in the
Fourth Gospel, AnBib (Rome: BIP, 1974)
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bequeathing the eschatological Spirit, he discharges his role as the one who
introduces what is characteristic under the new covenant (3:5; 7:37—39). In the
farewell discourse (John 14-16), the Spirit, the Counselor, is clearly given in
consequence of Jesus’ death and exaltation. The elements of what came to be
called the doctrine of the Trinity find their clearest articulation, within the New
Testament, in the Gospel of John.

6. Although John does not cite the Old Testament as frequently as does
Matthew, for example, his use of the Old Testament is characterized by an extra-
ordinary number of allusions, and above all by his insistence that Jesus in cer-
tain respects replaces revered figures and institutions from the old covenant
(e.g., temple, vine, tabernacle, serpent, Passover). The underlying hermeneutic
assumed deserves close study.

7. No gospel better preserves the ways in which Jesus was misunderstood by
his contemporaries, including his own followers. This feature not only provides
an entrance into various historical questions, as we have seen, but is itself a
reflection on the relation between the old covenant and the new. For the same
gospel that insists that Jesus fulfills and in certain respects replaces many Old
Testament features equally insists that most of these points were not grasped by
Jesus’ disciples until after his exaltation.

8. Not a little attention is devoted to what it means to belong to the people
of God. Although there is nothing on church order per se, there is much on the
election, life, origin, nature, witness, suffering, fruit-bearing, prayer, love, and
unity of the people of God.

9. We have seen that John in certain respects provides greater depth than
do the Synoptic Gospels, but on relatively restricted topics. That is a major rea-
son why his vocabulary is relatively small, with certain words and expressions
occurring again and again. This repetition becomes an index of some of the
things that are important to him. For instance, he uses the verb motedw (pisteus,
“to believe”) 98 times; the “love” words 57 times; koopog (kosmos, “world”) 78
times, the “to send” verbs (néuno [ pempo] and aroctéllo [apostello]) 60 times,
“Father” 137 times (mostly with reference to God). However tricky it is to
approach an author’s theology through word studies, in John's case such stud-
ies constitute an important entrée.

10. The complexities that bind together election, faith, and the function of
signs are repeatedly explored. If faith bursts forth in consequence of what is
revealed in the signs, well and good: signs legitimately serve as a basis for faith
(e.g., 10:38). In contrast, people are excoriated for their dependence on signs
(4:48). It 1s a better faith that hears and believes rather than sees and believes
(20:29). But in the last analysis, faith turns on sovereign election by the Son
(15:16), on being part of the gift from the Father to the Son (6:37—44). This truth
is at the heart of a book that is persistently evangelistic.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

ACTS

CONTENTS

The book we know as the Acts of the Apostles belongs with the Gospel of Luke
as the second volume in a history of Christian beginnings. Luke probably did
not give this second book a title of its own; only when his gospel was separated
from its companion volume and placed with the other gospels was there need to
give the second part of his story a title. Second- and third-century authors made
various suggestions, such as “The Memorandum of Luke” (Tertullian) and “The
Acts of All the Apostles” (Muratorian Canon). The name that would eventually
stick, “The Acts of the Apostles,” is first used in the anti-Marcionite prologue to
Luke (late second century?)! and in Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 3.13.3).2 The word
“Acts” (npdkeig [ praxeis]|) denoted a recognized genre or subgenre in the ancient
world, characterizing books that described the great deeds of people or of cities.
In that Acts narrates the founding events of the church and ascribes most of them
to apostles, the title is not inappropriate. Yet, judging from Luke’s own emphases,
he may have preferred a title such as “The Acts of the Holy Spirit” or “What
Jesus Continued to Do and to Teach” (see 1:1).

In Acts, Luke conducts the reader on a whirlwind tour of three decades of
church history. We visit Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, Syria, Cyprus, many cities
in Asia Minor, Macedonia, Greece, and, finally, Rome. We witness everything
from preaching and miracles to jailbreaks and shipwrecks. And, while many

1For the date of this prologue to the third gospel, traditionally thought to be directed
against Marcion (hence its name), see F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, rev. ed., NICNT
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 5n. 6. For a summary of current scholarly views about
these prologues, see esp. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke [-1X, AB 28
(New York: Doubleday, 1982), 39.

2See Frederick Fyvie Bruce, “The Acts of the Apostles: Historical Record or Theo-
logical Reconstruction?” ANRW25.3 (1985): 2571.
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individuals accompany us on our tour, two are rather constant companions:
Peter, who is often with us in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria; and Paul, who is
our almost constant companion from Syria to Rome. We can, in fact, divide our
tour into two major parts based on the prominence of these two individuals:
chapters 1-12 and chapters 13—-28. Each of these major sections can be sub-
divided further into three parts, which are marked off by key summary state-
ments. In these brief notes, Luke sums up a series of events by telling us that
they have led to the growth of the Word of God or of the church (6:7; 9:31; 12:24;
16:5; 19:20). Each section carries us to a new geographic and/or cultural stage
in the itinerary of the gospel, as Luke portrays the fulfillment of Jesus’ com-
mand to the apostles that they be his witnesses “in Jerusalem, and in all Judea
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (1:8).3

Prologue: Foundations for the church and its mission (1:1-2:41). Luke begins
by rooting the church and its mission in Jesus’ acts and words. It is the risen
Jesus who prepares the apostles for the coming of the Spirit (1:4—5) and charges
them with their worldwide missionary mandate (1:8). Jesus’ earthly ministry is
then brought to a close with Luke’s second narrative of his ascension into heaven
(1:9-11; cf. also Luke 24:50—51), a narrative that serves as a hinge between the
gospel and Acts. Luke then describes the choosing of Matthias to replace Judas
(1:12-26), the coming of the Spirit on the Day of Pentecost (2:1-13), and the
first missionary sermon (2:14-41).

Thechurch in Jerusalem (2:42—6:7). Luke begins this section with a summary
of the characteristics of the early church in Jerusalem (2:42-47). He then
describes Peter’s healing of a crippled man in the temple precincts (3:1-10), a
notable and public miracle that gains Peter a hearing for another missionary ser-
mon (3:13-26). Opposition arises from the Sanhedrin, but Peter and John boldly
resist its request that they cease speaking “in the name of Jesus” (4:1-22). The
church as a whole, infused with the power of the Spirit, follows the lead of the
apostles, preaching the Word of God boldly after having prayed that God would
grant them such opportunity (4:23—31). But all is not perfect, even in these early
and exciting days in the life of the church. The lie of a married couple, Ananias
and Sapphira, about their participation in the early community’s voluntary shar-
ing program (4:32—37) brings swift judgment upon them (5:1-11). The popular
healing and preaching ministry of the apostles (5:12—16) again sparks opposition
from the Jewish leaders, and again the apostles are arrested and brought before
the Sanhedrin. Gamaliel, an important rabbi of his day, counsels moderation,

3The division of Acts into six sections based on these summary statements was pro-
posed by C. H. Turner, “The Chronology of the New Testament,” in A Dictionary of
the Bible, ed. James Hastings (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1898-1904), 1.421, and is
adopted by, among others, McNeile, 9798, and Richard N. Longenecker, “The Acts
of the Apostles,” in EBC 9.234.
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and the apostles are released (5:17-42). In order to give themselves fully to the
preaching of the Word, the apostles appoint seven men to regulate the distribu-
tion of food among the community (6:1-6). In his first summary statement, Luke
concludes that in this way “the word of God spread” (6:7).

Wider horizons for the church: Stephen, Samaria, and Saul (6:8-9:31). To
this point in his narrative, Luke has portrayed the early believers as loyal, if
somewhat unusual, Jews. The stories in this next section show how the church
began to strain the bounds of traditional Judaism. Stephen is a pivotal figure in
this respect. A charismatic figure who attracted a considerable following,
Stephen was falsely accused of speaking against the temple and the law (6:8—
15). When brought before the Sanhedrin to answer charges about his teaching,
Stephen uses a sketch of Israel’s history to suggest that God’s revelation cannot
be confined to one place and to charge the Sandedrin members themselves with
resisting the Holy Spirit (7:1-53). So bold a charge does not go unanswered:
Stephen is condemned to be stoned (7:54—60).

Stephen’s radical stance sparks opposition to the young Christian move-
ment, and “all except the apostles” are forced to leave Jerusalem (8:1-3). One
of those who leaves, Philip, brings the gospel to Samaria, a territory to the north
of Judea inhabited by people considered by most Jews to be renegade Jews at
best. The Samaritans believe the message of Philip, and Peter and John are sent
to confirm that the Samaritans had indeed been accepted into the kingdom of
God (8:4-25). Philip, directed by an angel, travels south, where he meets and
converts a court official of the queen of Ethiopia (8:26—40). Finally, Luke tells
us of the conversion and early ministry of the one chosen by God to be the pio-
neer in the mission to the Gentiles—Saul of Tarsus (9:1-30). Again Luke sum-
marizes: “The church. .. enjoyed a time of peace and was strengthened. Living
in the fear of the Lord and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it increased in num-
bers.” (9:31).

Peter and the first Gentile convert (9:32—12:24). This section focuses on
Peter, and especially on Peter’s role in opening the way for Gentiles to become
Christians. Peter performs miracles in Lydda and Joppa, cities in Judea to the
northwest of Jerusalem (9:32—43). He is then used by God to bring Cornelius,
a Gentile Roman soldier, into the church. Through visions and the direct com-
mand of the Spirit, God brings Cornelius and Peter together (10:1-23). At Cor-
nelius’s house, Peter’s preaching of the gospel is interrupted by the sovereign
action of God, bestowing the Spirit upon Cornelius in so evident a manner that
Peter has to recognize that God had truly accepted a Gentile into his church
(10:24—48),

The importance of so clear a witness is revealed in the next narrative, in
which Peter is able to reassure Jewish-Christian skeptics in Jerusalem about the
reality of Cornelius’s conversion (11:1-18). It is surely significant that here Luke
tells us of the church at Antioch, where the mixture of Jews and Gentiles
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required that believers in Jesus be given a new name: Christian (11:19-30). The
section concludes with the story of Peter’s miraculous escape from prison (12:1—
19) and the death of Herod Agrippa I, who had initiated the persecution that
led to Peter’s arrest (12:20—23). Here again occurs Luke’s transitional summary:
“The word of God continued to increase and spread” (12:24).

Paul turns to the Gentiles (12:25—16:5). From Peter, Luke turns now to Paul,
who dominates the remainder of the book. Paul’s significance for Luke lies in
his being used by God to pioneer an extensive ministry to Gentiles, to carry the
gospel to the ends of the earth, and to show that the gospel was no direct threat
to the Roman government. The vibrant Christian community at Antioch, to
which Paul had been brought by Barnabas, is led by the Spirit to send Paul,
along with Barnabas and John Mark, on the first missionary journey (12:25—
13:3). The journey takes them first to Barnabas’s home, Cyprus, where a Roman
official is converted (13:4—12). The band then sails to the south coast of Asia
Minor, where they quickly head inland to the important city of Pisidian Anti-
och. Paul delivers an evangelistic sermon in the synagogue there, a sermon that
Luke summarizes, giving us a sample of the way Paul preached to a Jewish audi-
ence (13:13-43). Here also what becomes a typical pattern is first enacted: gen-
eral Jewish rejection of the gospel, leading Paul and his companions to turn
directly to the Gentiles, followed by Jewish persecution that forces them to move
on (13:44-52).

Paul and his companions travel to Iconium (14:1-7), to Lystra, where Paul
1s stoned (14:8-20), and to Derbe, planting churches in each city and strength-
ening the new believers as they retrace their steps again to the coast (14:21-28).
Upon arriving back in Antioch, the missionaries are confronted with a serious
dispute about their outreach to the Gentiles. A council convened in Jerusalem to
discuss the matter endorses the law-free offer of the gospel to the Gentiles, a deci-
sion that was of vital importance in establishing the character of the church and
enabling its further growth (15:1-29). Paul and Barnabas bring the good news
back to Antioch and begin planning a new missionary trip. But their inability to
agree about taking along John Mark, who had turned for home before the first
journey was complete, leads them to split, Barnabas taking Mark with him back
to Cyprus and Paul taking Silas with him overland to Syria, Cilicia, and on to the
churches established on the first journey (15:30—41). Here Paul also recruits
Timothy for the cause (16:1—4). And thus, Luke again concludes, “the churches
were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers” (16:5).

Further Penetration into the Gentile world (16:6—19:20). It seems a bit odd
that we should divide Luke’s story at this point. Yet by the care with which he
shows how Paul was directed by God’s Spirit step-by-step to take the gospel
into Macedonia (16:6—10), Luke implies that we have reached a decisive stage.
(This is also the beginning of the first “we” passage—see v. 10.) The first stop
is Philippi, a Roman colony in Macedonia, where an exorcism lands Paul and
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Silas in jail. They (like Peter before them—one of the many parallels Luke draws
between Peter and Paul) are miraculously rescued, and Paul turns his Roman
citizenship to good account to secure his release (16:16—40). Paul and Silas move
on to Thessalonica, but persecution forces them to flee by night to the relatively
insignificant town of Berea (17:1-9). Trouble follows them even here, so Paul
is sent away to Athens (17:10-15).

Here we are treated to a second sample of Paul’s preaching, this time to a
sophisticated, skeptical, Gentile audience on so-called Mars Hill in Athens
(17:16—-34). The results in Athens seem to be meager, however, so Paul travels
across the narrow isthmus to Corinth, the chief city in the Peloponnese. Here
Paul spends a year and a half, preaching, defending himself before the Roman
official Gallio, and enlisting the Roman Jewish couple Priscilla and Aquila in
the work of the gospel (18:1-17). The three leave Corinth for Ephesus, where
Paul leaves the other two as he proceeds on to Caesarea, Antioch, and the
churches of southern Asia Minor (18:18-23). In Ephesus, meanwhile, Priscilla
and Aquila establish more firmly in the faith a gifted young man from Alexan-
dria, Apollos (18:24-28). Paul himself arrives in Ephesus for a stay of two and
a half years. We are given glimpses of Paul converting some disciples of John
the Baptist (19:1-7), preaching in the synagogue and in his own hired hall (19:8—
10), working miracles (19:11-12), and confronting the strong current of
demonism for which the city was known (19:13-19). “In this way,” Luke
informs us, “the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power” (19:20).

On to Rome (19:21-28:31). Again we may feel that it is rather artificial to
insert a major break in the midst of Paul’s stay in Ephesus. But Luke again sug-
gests such a break with his first indication that Paul was determined to go to
Rome (19:21-22). This determination drives Luke’s narrative from this point
on, but it takes Paul some time to get there. He leaves Ephesus only after a seri-
ous public uprising forces him to go (19:23—41). He revisits the churches in
Macedonia and Greece and decides to return to Judea by the same route because
of a plot against his life (20:1-6). On his way back, Paul stops to preach in Troas
and stops again in Miletus to meet with the elders of the church of Ephesus
(20:7-38). He arrives in Jerusalem via Tyre and Caesarea, with warnings about
his impending arrest in Jerusalem ringing in his ears (21:1-16). The warning
quickly becomes reality.

Paul’s willingness to “fly his Jewish flag” for the sake of the Jewish Chris-
tians in Jerusalem by paying for, and joining in, some purification rites in the
temple backfires (21:17-26). Certain Jews think that Paul has brought Gentiles
into the temple with him, and the ensuing riot forces the Romans to intervene
(21:27-36). Paul is arrested but is allowed to address the crowd before being
taken away (21:37-22:22). Paul’s Roman citizenship again stands him in good
stead, and he is allowed to state his case before the Jewish Sanhedrin (22:30—
23:10). The Lord assures Paul that he will live to testify about him in Rome
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(23:11), despite a plot of the Jews to kill him (23:12-15). Paul is moved to Cae-
sarea because of this threat, where he again defends himself, this time before the
Roman governor, Felix (23:16—24:27). After Paul has languished in prison in
Caesarea for two years, Festus replaces Felix, and Paul forces the issue by
appealing to Caesar to hear his case (25:1-12). Before leaving, however, Paul
again defends himself before Festus and his guests, King Agrippa II and his sis-
ter Bernice (25:13-26:32). Paul is then sent on to Rome. The trip, however, is
interrupted by a severe storm, stranding Paul and his sailing companions for
three months on the island of Malta (27:1-28:10). Paul finally arrives in Rome,
where he is able to live in his own house, under guard, and preach the gospel
freely (28:11-31). Here, with Paul in Rome for two years under house arrest,
Luke’s tour of the expansion of the gospel comes to an end.

AUTHOR
The Traditional Case

Both Luke and Acts are, strictly speaking, anonymous. From the preface to
Luke, which is probably intended to introduce both the gospel and Acts, we can
conclude that the author was well educated (the Greek of Luke 1:1-4 is good,
literary Greek), not an original apostle or disciple of Christ (he writes about
those things “handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses
and servants of the word”), yet one who may have been a participant in some of
the events he narrates (“fulfilled amongus ”).# He knows his Old Testament in
the Greek Septuagint version, has an excellent knowledge of political and social
conditions in the middle of the first century, and thinks a great deal of the apos-
tle Paul.

Further inferences about the author come from the “we” passages in Acts.
There are four passages in which the author shifts from his usual third-person
narration to a first person plural narration. Note the beginning of the first such
passage: “So they [Paul, Silas, and Timothy] passed by Mysia and went down
to Troas. During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing
and begging him, ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us.” After Paul had seen
the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God
had called us to preach the gospel to them” (16:8—10). The author continues
with his first person plural style through 16:17, and then uses it again in 20:5—
15; 21:1-18; and 27:1-28:16. The natural reading of these passages is that the
author of Acts was present during the events he narrates in these passages and
that he kept a diary or itinerary report that he incorporates into the Book of Acts.
If this is so, then the author was with Paul on the trip from Troas to Philippi and
during the initial evangelization of Philippi on the first missionary journey

4See the section on “author” in chap. 5 for more detail on the prologue.
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(16:10-17). Joining Paul again as the apostle came through Philippi at the end
of the third missionary journey, he then accompanied him to Miletus, and from
Miletus to Jerusalem (20:5-15; 21:1-18). Finally, he was with Paul on his voy-
age to Rome (27:1-28:16).

The author could not have been any of the companions of Paul who are
mentioned in these passages. Furthermore, since the author accompanied Paul
to Rome and was probably with him during Paul’s two-year house arrest in
Rome, we might expect Paul to mention him in the letters he wrote during that
period of time: Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, and, perhaps, Philippians.3
Those companions who are named in these letters are Mark, Jesus Justus, Epa-
phras, Demas, Luke, Tychicus, Timothy, Aristarchus, and Epaphroditus. This
line of reasoning is certainly not foolproof: the author of Acts may have left Paul
after their arrival in Rome, or Paul may not have mentioned him in his letters,
but it is suggestive. At least, this is as far as the internal evidence of Luke and
Acts can take us.6

External evidence takes over at this point and singles out Luke from the list
of possible candidates. The tradition that Luke, a companion of Paul, was the
author of the third gospel and of Acts is early and unchallenged: the Murato-
rian Canon (c. A.D. 180-200?),7 Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 3.1; 3.14.1-4), the anti-
Marcionite prologue (end of second century), Clement of Alexandria (Stram.
5.12), Tertullian (Adv. Marc. 4.2), and Eusebius (H.E. 3.4; 3.24.15).8 Luke’s
authorship of these two books went virtually unchallenged until the onset of
critical approaches to the New Testament at the end of the eighteenth century.
Since then, doubt about the tradition has been widespread. We now examine
the reasons for these doubits.

The Case against the Tradition

The external evidence. Critics of the tradition question the value of the tes-
timony of the early church. Early Christians, it is said, produced many fanciful
theories about the origin of New Testament books. Moreover, in an argument

SWe assume here, as is argued in the relevant chapters, that Colossians, Philemon,
Ephesians, and (less certainly) Philippians were written during Paul’s Roman impris-
onment.

6Although Rendel Harris developed an argument that the original Western text of
Acts 20:13 read, “But I Luke, and those who were with me, went on board.” If this were
so, we would have testimony to Lukan authorship from about A.D. 120 (cf. F. F. Bruce,
The Acts of the Apostles: The Greek Text with Introduction and Commentary, 2nd ed.
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952], 5).

7On the date of the Muratorian Canon, see chap. 4, n. 7.

8See the very full and detailed analysis of the tradition in C. K. Barrett, A Critical
and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, 2 vols., ICC (Edinburgh: T. &
T. Clark, 1994, 1998), 1.30—48.
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echoed again and again in the literature, it is said that the tradition itself is prob-
ably no more than an inference from the text of the New Testament itself and has
no independent historical value.® But as we saw above in our examination of the
internal evidence, the New Testament does not furnish enough data to single
out Luke as the author of Acts. Fitzmyer’s criticism of the idea that the external
evidence can be dismissed because it depends on the reasoning of early Chris-
tians is fair. “That an individual in the second century—or even several indi-
viduals—might have so reasoned is certainly possible; but that such inferences
from the N'T text are the sole basis of an otherwise uncontested or unambigu-
ous tradition . . . is difficult to accept.”1® We must, then, attach importance to
the testimony of the early church—particularly since this testimony runs against
form in singling out a nonapostle as the author.

The “we” passages. The traditional argument (given above) is that the “we”
passages reveal the presence of the author of Acts. Some think that the author
depends on an itinerary or diary that he himself wrote in the first person plural
at the time of the events and that he incorporates into his literary product; oth-
ers, that the author has lapsed into the first person plural at these points as he
writes. In either case, however, the “we” passages are thought to point to the
author of the book.

But two other explanations for the phenomenon are advanced that would
remove the value of this datum for the question of authorship. One is that the
author has incorporated into his history a source written by another person in the
first person plural.!! But why would the author leave his source in that form?
As critics never tire of pointing out, Luke has consistently reworded his sources,
putting the stamp of his own style on everything he writes. And Harnack has
shown that the style of the “we” passages is no different than the style of the text
around these passages.'> Why, then, would the author have left these several sec-
tions in this first person plural style, especially since it could hardly escape being
misunderstood?

A second alternative explanation is that the use of the first person plural is
a stylistic device, intended to make a rhetorical rather than a historical point.13
But the evidence for such a rhetorical use of “we” is not strong, nor is it clear

9See, e.g., Gerhard Schneider, Die Apostelgeschichte, HTKNT (Freiburg: Herder,
1980-82), 1.108-10.

10Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 41.

11E.g., Barrett, The Acts of the Apostles, 2.xxv-xxx; Stanley E. Porter, The Paul of
Acts, WUNT 115 (Ttbingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1999), 10-42; Kiimmel, 184.

12Adolf von Harnack, The Date of the Acts and of the Synoptic Gospels (New York:
Putnam, 1911), 1-89.

13Vernon K. Robbins, “The We-Passages in Acts and Ancient Sea Voyages,” BR
20(1975): 5-18.
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why the author would have used such a device at the points where he does.14 The
attempts to explain the use of “we” in these four texts as anything other than an
indication of the presence of the author are failures.

Actsand Paul. These first two points are not so much arguments against the
traditional view of authorship as they are attempts to make the data conform to
the view that Luke did not write Acts. The reason why so many scholars now
conclude that Luke could not have written Acts lies in the picture the book gives
us of the apostle Paul. This picture, it is alleged, distorts the “historical Paul” at
anumber of key points; so serious is this distortion that they find it impossible
to think that a companion of Paul could have produced the picture. The alleged
distortions are of two kinds: historical and theological.

One of the most frequently cited historical discrepancies is the disagree-
ment between Acts and Paul about the number of trips the apostle made to
Jerusalem. But this matter has a plausible solution, which we consider briefly
toward the end of this chapter. Other historical discrepancies, such as the claim
of Paul in Acts that he had been educated in Jerusalem (22:3), in contrast with
Paul’s own silence on the matter in his letters, can be resolved through a recog-
nition of the different purposes of Acts and the letters of Paul. Paul tells us very
little about his background in his letters, and his failure to mention items that
Luke includes should not surprise us.

More serious are the alleged theological discrepancies. Philipp Vielhauer,
whose essay on the subject is something of a classic,!> points out four key areas
of contrast between the Paul of Acts and the Paul of the epistles.

1. In the Areopagus speech of Acts 17, the Paul of Acts liberally uses Stoic
notions about God, the world, and the relationship of human beings to God to
make a case for natural theology. Nature and the world are so constituted, Paul
here argues, that they serve as a preparation for the gospel. The Paul of the epis-
tles, on the other hand, as Romans 1 reveals, viewed natural revelation as hav-
ing only a negative purpose: to confirm the responsibility of people for their sins.

2. The Paul of Acts is utterly loyal to the law: he agrees to impose ritual
requirements on Gentile Christians (15:22-35); he circumcises Timothy, who
had a Gentile father (16:3); he claims to be a loyal Pharisee (23:6); he even goes
so far as to participate in Jewish purification rites in the temple in Jerusalem
(21:17-26). Contrast this picture with the Paul of the letters, the Paul who
claimed that Christians should not impose ritual restrictions on one another
(1 Cor. 8-10; Col. 2), who told the Galatians that their circumcision would

14Porter finds no clear affinities to the “we” passages in ancient literature ( The Paul
of Acts, 10—42); cf. also Colin J. Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic
History, WUNT 49 (Tubingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1989), 316-21.

15Philipp Vielhauer, “On the ‘Paulinism’ of Acts,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, ed.
Leander E. Keck and J. Louis Martyn (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966), 33—50.
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mean their being severed from Christ (Gal. 5:2—4), who viewed his Pharisaic
background as so much refuse to be discarded (Phil. 3:5-8), and who proclaimed
loudly and often that Christians were no longer “under the law.”

3. The Paul of Acts lacks the emphasis on union with Christ and the expi-
atory benefits of Christ’s death that is so central in the Paul of the letters.

4. The preaching of the Paul of Acts is uneschatological. Missing is the focus
on fulfillment in Christ with the sense of imminence that is so typical of the
“authentic Paul.” Related to this lessening of eschatological intensity is the con-
cern for orderly church government manifested by the Paul of Acts (e.g., on the
first missionary journey he and Barnabas very quickly appoint elders in the
newly founded churches [14:23]). Contrast the Paul of the Epistles, who insists
that the Spirit should have sovereign freedom in ruling the churches (1 Cor. 12).

To answer these objections fully would require monographs on both Paul’s
theology and the theology of Acts. We will content ourselves with a few remarks
on each of these points, along with some general comment.

The attitude toward natural revelation that emerges from Acts 17 and
Romans 1 is certainly different, but the question is whether they are contradic-
tory. Could not the Paul who wrote Romans 1, when arguing with sophisticated
pagans in Athens, have used as many contacts with their culture as possible in
order to establish some common ground as preparation for the gospel? Nothing
in the theology of Romans 1 suggests that he could not. True, in Romans 1 Paul
teaches that the ultimate effect of natural revelation by itselfis wholly negative:
people cannot be saved by it, only judged by it. But Paul never suggests in Acts
17 that knowledge of “an unknown god” could be saving—it is only by repen-
tance and belief in God as now revealed in the resurrection of Jesus Christ that
salvation can come (see v. 30). Moreover, we should probably view Paul’s speech
in Acts 17 more as a preparation for the gospel than his preaching of the gospel
as such. The text suggests that Paul’s mention of the resurrection led to a pre-
mature conclusion to his sermon. 16

Two things must be said about the issue of the law. First, Paul’s view of the
law as found in his epistles has frequently been caricatured as being far more neg-
ative than it really is. Serious revision in the teaching of Paul on the law is now
underway. While much of that revision is going too far in the other direction, it
does serve to caution us about assuming a certain view of the law in Paul’s letters
that is at least unbalanced. Second, and more important, the practices of Paul in
Acts are by no means incompatible with the standard interpretation of his teach-
ing on the law. Paul’s agreement with the decree of the apostolic council, which
probably applied to mixed Jewish-Gentile Christian communities, is in keeping

16A treatment of the speech that is more sympathetic to the possibility that it stems
from Paul himself is Bertil Gartner, The Areopagus Speech and Natural Revelation,
ASNU 21 (Uppsala: Gleerup, 1955).
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with his principle that a Christian should not be a stumbling block to others (see
1 Cor. 8-10 and Rom. 14:1-15:13). Timothy, whose Jewish mother gave him
rights as a Jew, is circumcised, not to enable him to be part of God’s people (the
issue in Galatia), but to enable him to carry out his mission more effectively. This
1s quite in keeping with Paul’s claim that circumcision is a thing indifferent (Gal.
6:15). Paul’s claim to be a Pharisee must be understood in its context to be a claim
to adhere to the Pharisaic doctrine of resurrection, as over against the Sadducean
rejection of the doctrine. And Paul’s willingness to participate in a Jewish purifi-
cation rite is in keeping with his expressed willingness to be all things to all people
(1 Cor. 9:19-22). Nothing in Paul’s letters suggests that he was opposed to par-
ticipating in Jewish rites—as long as they were neither being imposed as neces-
sary to salvation nor causing a stumbling block to other believers.!”

Some of the distinctive Pauline christological and eschatological motifs are
indeed missing in Acts. But this may be because the preaching of Paul that we
have in Acts is almost entirely evangelistic, and we would not expect to see some
of these motifs in such a context. Moreover, the picture of the Paul of the letters
that Vielhauer and others set in contrast to the Paul of Acts is itself distorted and
lacking in balance. In denying (in our opinion, wrongly) the Pauline authorship
of Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles, they eliminate a significant and distinc-
tive part of Paul’s own teaching—teaching that, if integrated into our total pic-
ture of Paul, would bring the Paul of the epistles much closer to the Paul of Acts.

Distortion of the Paul of the epistles takes place in another way as well. As
Ulrich Wilckens has pointed out, many of those who find a great gulf between
the Paul of the epistles and the Paul of Acts do so because they are committed
to an existential interpretation of Paul.!8 It is this narrow and distorted under-
standing of Paul that creates a significant amount of the distance with the Paul
of Acts.

The great distance between the Paul of Acts and the Paul of the epistles that
so many find is, in reality, a distance between a caricature of the supposedly
authentic Paul and a one-sided interpretation of the Paul of Acts. To be sure,
some distance between the two remains, but no more than we might find
between one’s self-portrait and a portrait drawn by a sympathetic friend for a
specific purpose.!?

17On the subject of this paragraph, see esp. Richard N. Longenecker, Paul, Apos-
tle of Liberty, reprint ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976), 245-63.

18Ulrich Wilckens, “Interpreting Luke-Acts in a Period of Existentialist Theol-
ogy,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, 60—83.

19T'0 use the analogy employed by F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 17. See further Bruce’s article “Is the Paul of Acts the
Real Paul?” BJRL 58 (1975-76): 282—305 and especially, Porter, The Paul of Acts (sum-
mary on pp. 205-206).
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Conclusion

We have shown that there is no convincing reason to deny that the author
of Acts was a companion of Paul. That he was his companion is the natural
implication of the “we” passages. That this companion was none other than
Luke “the beloved physician” is the unanimous opinion of the early church. We
have good reason, then, to conclude that Luke was the author of Acts.

We know almost nothing about Luke’s background. That he was a Gentile
seems clear from Colossians 4:10—14, where Luke is not included among Paul’s
Jewish fellow workers. Several scholars have speculated that Luke might have
been a “God-fearer,” a Gentile who had attached himself to Judaism without
becoming a Jew as such.20 That he had not been a follower of Christ from the
beginning is clear from the prologue to the gospel. William Ramsay speculated
that Luke may have been the “man of Macedonia” who appeared to Paul in a
vision (Acts 16:9).21 On the basis of theological parallels between Acts and
Roman documents, others have suggested that Luke was from Rome.22 But the
oldest and most respected tradition associates Luke with Syrian Antioch,23 and
several scholars are inclined to accept the tradition as probably authentic.24 But
the evidence is far from conclusive, and we would perhaps do better simply to
admit that we do not know very much about Luke’s background.

DATE

Suggested dates for the book of Acts range across almost a century, from A.D.
62, the date at which the last event of the book takes place, to the middle of the
second century, when the first clear reference to Acts occurs.?> Most scholars
locate Acts in one of three periods of time within this range: 6270, 80-95, or
115-130.

20E.g., Darrell Bock, Luke, vol. 1: 1:1-9:50, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994),
5-7; Jacob Jervell, Die Apostelgeschichte, KEK (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1998), 79-84.

21William Ramsay, St. Paul, the Traveller and the Roman Citizen (London: Hod-
der & Stoughton, 1897), 200—205.

22F. J. Foakes Jackson and Kirsopp Lake, eds., The Beginnings of Christianity, 5
vols. (London: Macmillan, 1920-33), in “The Internal Evidence of Acts,” 2.200—204.

23The anti-Marcionite prologue to the gospel of Luke (late second century); Euse-
bius, H.E. 3.4; Jerome, De vir. ill. 7. The Western text of Acts may indirectly suggest
the same tradition by making Acts 11:28, which mentions an incident that takes place in
Antioch, the first “we” passage in Acts.

24E.g., Zahn 3.2-3; Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 45-47.

25In Justin’s Apology 1.50.12 (see Ernst Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles: A Com-
mentary [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971], 3-8).
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A Second-Century Date

A second-century date for the Acts is associated especially with the Tiibin-
gen School, a number of like-thinking scholars from the famous German uni-
versity, whose best-known member was I. C. Baur. These scholars attributed to
Acts a definite theological tendency—a desire to reconcile the opposing early
Christian factions of Jewish Christianity, whose representative was Peter, and
Gentile Christianity, whose representative was Paul. The author of Acts plays
down the differences between these factions, making Peter more Gentile and
Paul more Jewish than they really were. He thus prepares the way for a middle-
of-the-road position, the position of the “old catholic church.” This attempt at
reconciliation could have been made only after sufficient time had elapsed for
these factions to have mellowed, so the Tiibingen School dated Acts in the mid-
dle of the second century.26

While remnants of its approach remain, the Tibingen interpretation of
early Christian history and the place of the book of Acts within this history are
no longer defended. Scholars such as J. B. Lightfoot demonstrated that the apos-
tolic fathers of the late first century reveal none of the factionalism and polemics
that Baur and his disciples attributed to this period in the history of the church.
An impressive ideological synthesis, the Tibingen approach was without his-
torical underpinnings. But there are still some who date Acts in the second cen-
tury. One reason for doing so has been the belief that the author of Acts
depended on Josephus’s Antiquities (written c¢. A.D. 94).27 But dependence of
Acts on Josephus is most unlikely.28 J. C. O’Neill argues on the basis of theo-
logical parallels to 1 Clement, the Pastoral Epistles, and especially Justin that
Acts must be dated in the period 115-30.29 But the parallels O’Neill finds are
both questionable and susceptible of a different interpretation. Few scholars
now think that Acts is a second-century document.

A Date of 80-95

Most scholars now date Acts in the 80s, or a bit later.30 Acts cannot be dated
any earlier than this, it is argued, because it shows signs of having been written

260n this approach to the book of Acts, see W. Ward Gasque, A History of the Crit-
icism of the Acts of the Apostles, BGBE 17 (Tibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1975), 21—54.

27E.g., F. C. Burkitt, The Gospel History and Its Transmission, 3rd ed. (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1911), 105-10.

28This has been argued convincingly in Zahn 3.94-100; Bruce, The Actsof the Apos-
tles: The Greek Text, 24—25.

29]. C. O’Neill, The Theology of Acts in Its Historical Setting (London: SPCK, 1961).

30E.g., Kimmel, 185-87; Schneider, Apostelgeschichte, 1.118-21; Joseph A.
Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles: A New Translation with Introduction and Commen-
tary, AB 31 (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 51-55.



‘ 298

AN INTRODUCTION 1O THE NEW TESTAMENT

some years after the first volume of Luke’s work, the gospel,3! which cannot be
dated before A.D. 70. Furthermore, Acts cannot be dated much later than 95 or
so0 because of its optimistic attitude toward the Roman government—an attitude
that would have been inconceivable after the persecution of Domitian in the mid-
dle 90s—and because the author of Acts does not know about the letters of Paul,
which were collected and made generally available at the end of the first century.

None of these reasons is convincing. A date after A.D. 70 for Luke’s gospel
is based on two assumptions: that the gospel reflects the actual circumstances of
the Roman sack of Jerusalem in 70, and that the Gospel of Mark, which Luke
has probably used, must be dated in the middle or late 60s. But neither of these
assumptions is valid (see above, respectively, the section “Date” in chap. 5 and
in chap. 9). Acts does not mention the letters of Paul, and the author probably
has not used them in writing the book. But this may be because Acts is early,
rather than late, or because it was simply not Luke’s purpose to refer to the let-
ters. Acts is indeed generally optimistic about Rome’s attitude toward the
church. Yet one could argue on this basis that Acts must be dated before the infa-
mous persecution of Christians by the Emperor Nero in Rome in 64-65. So
while the arguments for dating Acts after 80 are not persuasive, the arguments
for dating Acts before 100 suggest, in fact, a date long before the turn of the cen-
tury—indeed, a date in the early or middle 60s.

A Date Before 70

Arriving at a firm date for books within the New Testament is not easy—
there are few solid data to go by, and many of the arguments cancel each other
or are so subjective that they can only confirm a conclusion reached on other
grounds. But a significant number of scholars have thought that the book of Acts
furnishes one piece of evidence that determines a relatively firm and exact date
for the book: its abrupt ending.

Acts ends with Paul languishing for two years under house arrest in Rome.
This conclusion seems to be rather lame and unfulfilling. Is not the best expla-
nation for this ending that Luke had decided it was necessary at this point to
publish his work? After all, Luke has spent eight chapters detailing the course
of Paul’s judicial proceedings. Is it likely that he would have left us in suspense
about the outcome of these proceedings? It is almost certain that Paul was not
executed at the end of this two-year period. Why, if Luke knew this, did he not
tell us that Paul was released from prison, as a final, climactic indication of the
innocence of the Christian movement in the eyes of the Romans? Alternatively,
if Luke was writing late enough to know of Paul’s execution in A.D. 64 or 65,

31A few scholars have suggested that Acts was written only after the first edition of
Luke’s gospel—what they claim to be a proto-Luke—but there is little to commend the
suggestion.
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why did he keep this from the reader? Would not Paul’s execution have made a
fitting parallel to the execution of James earlier in Acts (12:2) and brought Acts
to a similar climax as the gospel of Luke, with its narrative of Jesus’ death? And
would Luke have left as it is Paul’s solemn assurance to the elders of Ephesus
that he would never see them again (20:25, 38) if he had known that Paul had
returned and ministered in Ephesus (as 1 Timothy assumes that he did, proba-
bly in the years 63—64)? Our difficulty in answering these questions satisfacto-
rily suggests that the simplest and most natural explanation for the abrupt
ending of Acts is that Luke finished writing the book when Paul had been in
Rome for two years—in 62, according to the most probable chronology.32

This line of argument appears to be objective, simple, and persuasive. But
there are other possible explanations for the ending of Acts that might invali-
date this argument. One explanation is that Luke may have intended to write a
third volume and that Acts ends where it does to keep the reader in suspense
until he or she can begin that third volume.33 Indication that Luke intended a
third volume has been found in his use of the word np@tog (protos, “first”) in
Acts 1:1 to describe the gospel of Luke. This word is technically a superlative
adjective and would thus refer to the first of three or more books rather than to
the former of two. But Hellenistic Greek tended to confuse the degrees of com-
parison in adjectives, and little can be built on the use of this word here. We have
no other indication that Luke intended another volume, and this explanation
for the ending must be considered purely speculative.

The explanation of the ending of Acts that is most popular today is that
Paul’s arrival in Rome and his unhindered preaching of the gospel in the capi-
tal of the empire bring the book to its intended conclusion.3* Luke’s focus is not
biographical but theological—he is not interested in a life of Paul but in the
expansion of the gospel. To have the gospel being preached in Rome “without
hindrance” (Acts 28:31) brings Luke’s epic account of the growth and expansion
of the Christian movement to its natural terminus. To argue, then, that Acts is
strangely incomplete because it does not tell us the outcome of Paul’s appeal to

32The most important defenders of this line of argument are Harnack, Date of Acts,
esp. 90-116; Richard Belward Rackham, The Acts of the Apostles, WC (London:
Methuen, 1901), 1-1v (and see the updating of Rackham’s arguments by A. J. Mattill Jr.,
“The Date and Purpose of Luke-Acts: Rackham Reconsidered,” CBQ40[1978]: 335~
50); and J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1976), 88-92. See also John Wenham, Redating Matthew, Mark, and Luke: A Fresh
Assault on the Synoptic Problem (Downers Grove: [IVP, 1992), 223-30.

33Zahn 3.57—-61; Ramsay, St. Paul, 23, 27-28.

34See, e.g., Bruce, Book of Acts, 11; Longenecker, “Acts,” 234-35; Floyd V. Fil-
son, “The Journey Motif in Luke-Acts,” in Apostolic History and the Gospel, Fs. F. F.
Bruce, ed. W. Ward Gasque and Ralph P. Martin (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970),
68—77; Fitzmyer, Acts, 52.
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the emperor or the ultimate fate of the apostle is to assume that Luke was more
interested in Paul per se than he really was. Perhaps, indeed, Luke knew that
the outcome of Paul’s trial in Rome was a negative one or that Paul had been
executed by the Romans, but he deliberately refrained from giving us this infor-
mation because it would have spoiled his upbeat conclusion. Perhaps Luke knew
that Paul had been freed after this first Roman trial and did not want to get Paul
in trouble by publishing the details of his further ministry.35 Or perhaps—and
this is the most probable explanation— Luke knew that Paul was continuing to
minister in the churches of the East but did not include this information because
it did not make as neat a climax as did Paul’s preaching in Rome. In any case, it
is argued, the ending of Acts, being the natural climax of the narrative, gives no
help at all in dating the book.

This argument carries considerable weight. Further substantiating it is
Luke’s mention of a specific period of time—‘“two whole years” —during which
Paul preached in Rome. This suggests that Luke knew that Paul’s circumstances
changed after this two-year period. While it is difficult to be certain, then, we are
inclined to think that the ending of Acts does not point conclusively to the date
of its writing or publication.

But other considerations suggest a date not long after A.D. 62: (1) Luke’s
apparent ignorance of the letters of Paul; (2) Luke’s portrayal of Judaism as a
legal religion, a situation that would have changed abruptly with the outbreak
of the Jewish rebellion against Rome in 66; (3) Luke’s omission of any reference
to the Neronian persecution, which, if it had occurred when Luke was writing,
would surely have affected his narrative in some way; (4) the vivid detail of the
shipwreck voyage narrative (27:1-28:16), which suggests very recent experi-
ence. For these reasons, Acts should be dated in the mid—60s.36

GENRE, ADDRESSEES, AND PURPOSE

Genre

The earliest identification of the genre of Acts may be reflected in the sec-
ond-century authors who began calling Luke’s second volume the Acts. As
noted above, several ancient historians used the word “acts” to describe the nar-
ratives in which they recounted the heroic deeds of individuals or cities (e.g.,
Polybius, 1.1.1; Diodorus Siculus, 1.1.1), and the early church may then have

35Hemer, Book of Acts, 406—38.

36See esp. ibid., 376-90; Longenecker, “Acts,” 236-38; McDonald and Porter, 296.
E. Earle Ellis further suggests that “the ends of the earth” in Acts 1:8 refers to Spain and
that Paul did, indeed, eventually preach the gospel there. Luke’s failure to mention this
preaching implies that he had not yet done so and so requires an early date for Acts (‘The
Ends of the Earth’(Acts 1:8),” BBR1[1991]: 123-32).
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thought that this was the category into which Luke’s narrative fit. But “acts”
was not the name of a technical genre as such,37 so the title does not help much
in establishing a well-defined literary classification for the book of Acts. Most
scholars agree that Acts should be put into the category “history.”38 This iden-
tification has recently been challenged by some who find the differences
between Acts and other ancient works of history too great to admit of their com-
mon categorization. C. H. Talbert has styled Acts a “succession narrative,”3
while Richard Pervo suggests that Acts be read as a historical novel.* Both these
scholars remind us of important features in Acts— Talbert the relationship of
Acts to Luke’s gospel, Pervo the element of storytelling in Acts—but neither
of their proposed genre identifications has much to be said for it.4! Others, not-
ing these same differences, argue that Acts is unique and cannot be fit into any
known genre.42 However, while the features unique to Acts (e.g., its theological
perspective and its relationship to the gospel of Luke) should not be minimized,
we doubt that they are sufficient to take Acts out of the category of ancient his-
tory. Ancient historical works differ a great deal among themselves, with most—
perhaps all of them—possessing some features unique to themselves.*3

Addressees and Purpose

Acts, like the gospel of Luke, is addressed to Theophilus (1:1), who was
probably Luke’s patron, the person who was putting up the money for the pub-
lication of Luke’s literary effort. But we learn, and can infer, almost nothing more
about him from either book. Moreover, it 1s almost certain that Luke had a
broader audience than one individual in mind. Just who made up Luke’s intended
audience can be determined only after we have identified his purpose in writing.

37See David E. Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment, LEC 8
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987), 78.

38E.g., Martin Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1979), 36-37; W. Ward Gasque, ““A Fruitful Field: Recent Study of the
Acts of the Apostles,” Int 42 (1988): 129; Fitzmyer, Acts, 47—49; Darryl W. Palmer,
“Acts and the Ancient Historical Monograph,” in The Book of Acts in its First Century
Setting, vol. 1, The Book in its Ancient Literary Setting, ed. Bruce W. Winter and
Andrew D. Clarke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 1-29; Ben Witherington III, The
Acts of the Apostles: A Socio- Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998),
12-24; Jervell, Apostelgeschichte, 76—79.

39Charles H. Talbert, Literary Patterns, Theological Themes, and the Genre of Luke-
Acts, SBLMS 20 (Missoula: SP, 1974).

40Richard I. Pervo, Profit with Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apos-
tles (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987).

41See Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment, 78—80.

42Wikenhauser, 351-52; Kiimmel, 165; Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1.73-76.

43Aune, The New Testament in its Literary Environment, 80.
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Identifying Luke’s purpose in writing Acts is complicated by the relation-
ship between Acts and the Gospel of Luke. Most scholars stress that these books
form aliterary unity—“Luke-Acts.” Most also think that Luke intends the pro-
logue of the first of these books (Luke 1:1—4) to cover his second volume as
well.# Ancient writers were severely limited in their verbosity by the need to
compress their work into the space of a papyrus scroll. The Gospel of Luke and
Acts each would have occupied a full-sized papyrus roll. The division of Luke’s
work into two volumes was therefore dictated by physical limitations, and like
other ancient writers, he has used the opening of this second volume to tie it to
the first and to the prologue of that first volume.4> But recognizing the applic-
ability of the prologue to the matter in hand does not solve all our problems. It
1s not certain, for instance, how much of the prologue applies to Acts. At least
some of its statements—such as Luke’s reference to the many who had written
before him—seem to apply only to the gospel. Nevertheless, we are safe in con-
cluding that the purpose stated in Luke 1:4, namely, to communicate the “cer-
tainty of the things you have been taught,” applies equally to the gospel and to
Acts. This, the author’s own statement, must be considered basic to any dis-
cussion of the purpose of Acts. But instilling certainty in his readers is a very
broad aim and may not cover all the purposes that Luke had. Moreover, Luke
may well pursue some purposes in Acts distinct from what he has done in the
gospel. We have argued that some modern scholars have perhaps gone too far
in their insistence on the unity of Luke and Acts (see chap. 5). “Since Luke
clearly distinguishes the second volume from the first, there is no reason why
he could not have accomplished his purpose mainly in the first volume and then
continued the story of ‘all that Jesus began to do and teach’ in the second one to
accomplish yet further objectives.”46 Nevertheless, any finally satisfactory esti-
mation of Luke’s purpose in Acts must at least consider the gospel. We need,
then, to examine some of the suggested purposes for Acts and test them against
Luke’s own claim and against the data of the text.

Conciliation. As we noted above, the Ttbingen School viewed the book of
Acts as a second-century attempt to create a synthesis out of the supposed
antitheses of Jewish Christianity and Gentile Christianity. The author of Acts

#E.g., Fitzmyer, Luke [-IX, 9; I. Howard Marshall, “Luke and His ‘Gospel,”” in
Das Evangelium und die Evangelien, ed. Peter Stuhlmacher, WUNT 28 (Tbingen:
Mohr-Siebeck, 1983), 289—-308. For the contrary view, see Loveday Alexander, The
Preface to Luke’s Gospel: Literary Convention and Social Context in Luke 1:1—4 and Acts
1:1,SN'TSMS 78 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 146; Witherington,
Acts of the Apostles, 5-8.

4A. J. B. Higgins, “The Prologue to Luke and the Kerygma in Acts,” in Apostolic
History and the Gospel, 78—83.

46Liefeld, “Luke,” in EBC 8.801.
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seeks to accomplish this particularly through his portrayals of the two key fig-
ures in Acts, Peter and Paul. Texts such as 1 Corinthians 1:10—17 and Galatians
2:11-14 show that there was a sharp division between Peter and Paul, a divi-
sion between a conservative Jewish theological outlook and a liberal Gentile-
oriented outlook that was perpetuated in warring church factions into the late
first and early second centuries. But the antagonism between Peter and Paul dis-
appears in Acts. The author of Acts “Gentilizes” Peter, turning him into the
initiator (chap. 10) and defender (11:1-18; 15:6—11) of the outreach to the Gen-
tiles. Paul, on the other hand, is “Judaized”: he accepts the council decree
(15:22-35), circumcises Timothy (16:3), takes Jewish vows (18:18; 21:17-26),
and claims to be a loyal Pharisee (23:6). By thus rewriting the history of the early
church, the author of Acts hopes to conciliate the factions in his second-century
context.

The Tubingen approach to the book of Acts did not survive the criticisms
of scholars such as J. B. Lightfoot and Albrecht Ritschl. The assumption that the
late-first-century and early-second-century church was torn by factions was
shown to be unfounded. More important, the Ttbingen critics were guilty of
seriously overemphasizing the differences between Peter and Paul. That they
differed occasionally is clear (e.g., Gal. 2:11-14). But that they were leaders of
opposing theological tendencies in the early church is an idea that finds no basis
in the New Testament text. We therefore have no grounds on which to accuse the
author of Acts of creating an unhistorical and tendentious scenario, and as lit-
tle reason to think that the second-century church was in need of conciliation.
We may still, however, think that conciliation was Luke’s subsidiary purpose;
perhaps he knew of continuing tensions between Jewish Christians and Gentile
Christians and wanted to show that Peter and Paul were in essential agreement
over the basics of the faith.

Evangelism/Apologetics. Luke’s inclusion of a number of evangelistic
speeches and his emphasis on the miraculous accrediting of the early preachers
suggest that he may have written in order to awaken faith. Many scholars think
that evangelism was, then, at least a subsidiary purpose of (Luke-) Acts. Par-
ticularly influential is the notion that Acts is intended to create an apologetic for
Christianity in the eyes of Romans.

One of the puzzling features of Acts is the amount of time Luke spends
describing in detail the trials and defenses of Paul. Almost one-fourth of the
whole book of Acts (chaps. 22-28) is occupied with this topic. Why is this, when
undoubtedly Luke could have told us much else about evangelistic outreaches
in various parts of the world or about Paul’s missionary work? The traditional
answer has been that Luke wanted to prove to Roman citizens that Christian-
ity was a religion to be tolerated—a religio licita in the official terminology.
Rome had become quite skeptical about Oriental religions, even fearful of their
harmful effects on the population. For Christian missionaries to work effectively
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with Roman citizens, it was necessary to stifle these fears and to make Chris-
tianity a religion that Romans could embrace without being considered traitors
to their country. This Luke does by showing how Roman official after Roman
official refuses to stand in the way of the new movement. The city officers in
Philippi apologize to Paul for imprisoning him (16:38-39); Gallio, the Roman
official in charge of the province of Achaia, declines to forbid Christian preach-
ing in Corinth (18:12-17); King Agrippa II and Festus, the Roman procurator
of Judea, agree that Paul had done nothing wrong and could have been released
had he not appealed to Caesar (26:31-32).

Most scholars think that this kind of apologetic plays some role in Acts, but
a few elevate this to the central concern of the book.47 As mentioned, some have
suggested that Luke intended Acts to be used as a brief for Paul at his trial in
Rome, a document that Paul could submit to a Roman magistrate (Theophilus?)
or even to the emperor himself as part of his defense. This last suggestion, at least,
is most unlikely. Luke would hardly have written as much as he did, had this been
his purpose. A few scholars go further and question whether apologetic to
Romans plays any role at all in Luke’s purpose. They argue that Luke-Acts must
be considered as a whole and that apologetic to a Roman audience is not very
clear in the gospel. Moreover, Luke gives many indications that he is writing to
a Christian rather than to a non-Christian audience.8 One writer, in fact, reverses
the traditional understanding, arguing that Luke was not trying to legitimize the
church before Rome, but Rome before the church.#? These scholars make some
good points: Luke-Acts is primarily directed to Christians, and it is easy to
overemphasize the theme of Roman apologetic at the expense of other themes.
Nevertheless, the way in which Luke goes out of his way to bring out Roman
acceptance of the church, seen particularly in the latter chapters of Acts, strongly
suggests that apologetic to Romans is one of Luke’s purposes. Perhaps, while
writing mainly for Christians, Luke knew that Acts would also be read by non-
Christian Romans and so included this material. Or perhaps Luke wanted to help
new converts from a Roman background understand better the relationship
between their new faith and their Roman political and social identity.

A rather different apologetic purpose is discerned in the book of Acts by A.
J. Mattill Jr. Reviving the thesis of Matthias Schneckenburger, he argues that
Acts is directed to Jewish Christians in Rome and has as its central purpose an
apology for the apostle Paul. By emphasizing the parallels between Peter and

47E.g., Johannes Weiss, Absicht und literarischer Charakter der Apostelgeschichte
(Marburg: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1897); O'Neill, Theology of Acts, 166—77; cf.
Bruce, Book of Acts, 8—13.

48See Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1.139-45.

#9Paul W. Walaskay, “And So We Came to Rome”: The Political Perspective of St.
Luke, SNTSMS 49 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).
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Paul and by selecting incidents that revealed Paul’s continuing allegiance to his
own people, Luke wanted to scotch rumors to the effect that Paul was an apos-
tate Jew.50 There is much to be said for this proposal, for there is no doubt that
Paul is Luke’s hero and that his emphasis on Paul’s Jewishness would be most
appropriate for a Jewish Christian audience. In contrast, many other features of
Luke-Acts imply a Gentile Christian audience. Apologetic to Jewish Christians
may, then, be one of Luke’s purposes, but it is not his main purpose.

Theological Polemics. No one today doubts that Luke writes with theological
purposes. But some scholars think that he has a definite theological ax to grind
and that this theological polemic is his central purpose. Charles Talbert, for
instance, suggests that Luke is writing to oppose Gnosticism.>! But it is unlikely
that Gnosticism existed as a movement requiring refutation at this stage in his-
tory, and there is far too much in both Luke and Acts that would be immaterial
for this purpose. Hans Conzelmann and others think that Luke is propagating a
new conception of salvation history in response to the problem of the delay of the
parousia.>? More will be said about this theological issue below; here we note sim-
ply that while Luke indeed has much to contribute to our understanding of sal-
vation history, there is little evidence that he was the initiator of such a view or
that his writing was occasioned by the delay of the parousia. In general, then, we
may conclude that Luke was writing with theological purposes and that he has
many specific theological points to make but that the evidence for a particular
theological polemic as central to his purpose is lacking. Such proposals are reduc-
tionistic: they oversimplify Luke’s complex and many-faceted work.

Edification. We agree with a growing number of scholars who think that Luke
wrote with a variety of specific purposes and that these purposes are part of a
larger, general purpose—the edification of Christians.53 Luke tells us in the pro-
logue to his gospel that confirmation of the gospel is his overriding purpose’* and
implies by using the word xomyéw (katécheo[‘to teach”]) that this confirmation
1s directed to a Christian, perhaps a recent convert. Perhaps, indeed, we should

S0A. J. Mattill Jr., “The Purpose of Acts: Schneckenburger Reconsidered,” in Apos-
tolic History and the Gospel, 108—122.

51Charles H. Talbert, Luke and the Gnostics: An Examination of the Lucan Purpose
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1966).

52See esp. Hans Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke(New York: Harper & Row,
1961).

53See, e.g., Ernst Haenchen, “The Book of Acts as Source Material for the History
of Earliest Christianity,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, pp. 258—278; I. Howard Marshall, The
Actsof the Apostles, TN'TC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 20-21; idem, “Luke and
His ‘Gospel,’” 289-308; Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 9.

54See esp. the essay by W. C. van Unnik, “The ‘Book of Acts’ the Confirmation of
the Gospel,” NovT 4 (1960): 26-59.
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literary
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historical
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of his narrative.

view this intended reader as a former God-fearer, a Gentile, like Cornelius (Acts
10), who had been an active worshiper of the God of Israel without becoming a
Jew.55 Such a person would have wondered about the place of his new faith within
the welter of religious and philosophical options available in the Greco-Roman
world of his day. And he may particularly have wondered about the claims of
Christians vis-a-vis Jews. Which movement—the Christian “way” or Judaism—
could lay valid claim to be the heir of God’s Old Testament people?36 Luke seeks
to secure the full belief and commitment of such a person by describing the his-
torical foundation for Christian faith and by showing, through this historical sur-
vey, that the church of his, and Theophilus’s day is the culmination of biblical
history.57 God’s salvation was revealed in, and made available through, his Son,
Jesus Christ. The message of that salvation was entrusted by Christ himself to
his apostles, and through the empowering and directing of the Holy Spirit, they
have now brought that message, and the salvation it mediates, to “the ends of the
earth.”58 Only so broad a purpose is able to accommodate the richness of Luke-
Acts. As part of this general purpose, of course, Luke pursues many subsidiary
purposes—legitimation of the church in the eyes of Romans, vindication of Paul
in the eyes of Jewish Christians, evangelism, and others.

SOURCES

The search for the sources of Luke’s material in Acts is important for the light
it might shed both on Luke’s literary techniques as well as on the historical trust-
worthiness of his narrative. In the prologue to his gospel, Luke tells us that he
has “carefully investigated everything from the beginning” (1:3) and mentions
both written records (1:1) and oral transmission (1:2, “handed down”). Luke
may be thinking here mainly of the gospel, but we can assume that he would
have made the same careful investigation, and used all the sources he could lay
his hands on, in writing his second volume. And in any case, the question of the
extent to which written sources stand behind Acts naturally arises. The “we”
passages that surface in Acts 16 and following, as well as the general shift from

55See Liefeld, “Luke,” 8.802.

56These points are emphasized by Green, Gospel of Luke, 2125 (see also Achte-
meier/Green/ Thompson, 266); Johnson, 218-19.

57See especially Walter T. Wilson, who argues convincingly that Luke, especially
in Acts 10:1-11:18, adapts the “Greco-Roman foundation narrative” style to assure his
Gentile readers that they were members of a secure community with historical founda-
tions (“Urban Legends: Acts 10:1-11:18 and the Strategies of Greco-Roman Founda-
tion Narratives,” JBL 120 [2001]: 77-99).

58This theme is stressed by C. K. Barrett, Luke the Historian in Recent Study (Lon-
don: Epworth, 1961), 56—-61; Marshall, Acts of the Apostles, 20—21; Gasque, “‘Recent
Study,” 120-21: Luke wanted to scotch rumors to the effect that Paul was an apostate Jew.
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a Palestinian to a wider Mediterranean setting that occurs at this point, makes
it necessary to separate Acts 1-15 from Acts 16—28 in the investigation of the
sources for Acts.

Acts 1-15

At the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, schol-
ars working on Acts shared with their colleagues working on the Synoptic
Gospels a preoccupation with written sources. Adolf von Harnack’s source pro-
posal for Acts 1-15 stands as a climax to this development. Harnack recognized,
along with most scholars of his day and ours, that Luke has so uniformly imposed
his own style on whatever sources he has used as to make it impossible to distin-
guish his sources through style and language.5 Harnack appealed rather to geo-
graphic setting, to theological tendency, and, especially, to the presence of
doublets to dissect Acts 115 into its component sources. Doublets are apparent
duplicate narratives of the same story, and there are five of them, claimed Har-
nack, in Acts 1-5: two sermons of Peter (2:14-39; 3:12—-26), two arrests of the
apostles (4:3; 5:18), two appearances of the apostles before the Sanhedrin (4:8—
20; 5:27—40), two estimates of the number of converts (2:41; 4:4), and two
accounts of the sharing of material goods in the Jerusalem church (2:44-45; 4:32).
Source critics often think that such doublets point to an amalgamation of two dif-
ferent sources, each with its own particular version of such incidents. Using these
doublets in Acts 1-5 as his starting point, Harnack postulated the existence of
three written sources in Acts 1-15: a “Jerusalem A” source, standing behind 3:1—
5:16; 8:5-40; and 9:31-11:18; a “Jerusalem B” source, represented in 2:1-47
and 5:17-42; and an “Antiochene” source, which shows up in 6:1-8:4; 11:19-30;
and 12:25-15:35.60 Harnack’s scheme has been very influential and has been
adopted, sometimes with modifications, by a significant number of scholars.

Despite its popularity, Harnack’s proposal is unlikely. Its foundation is
shaky in that the evidence for doublets in Acts 1-5 is not strong. The narratives
concerned are either so different from one another (e.g., the speeches of Peter),
so integral to the progression of events (e.g., the two arrests and hearings of the
apostles), or so integral to Luke’s plan (e.g., the references to the community of
goods and the numbers of the converted) that they are unlikely to be dupli-
cates.f! Beyond that, there is little basis for differentiating the material in Acts
1-15, beyond the obvious matter of setting, and this can be explained in any

$9E.g., Henry J. Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts(New York: Macmillan, 1927),
65-70; Jacques Dupont, The Sources of the Acts (New York: Herder & Herder, 1964),
88; Haenchen, Acts, 81.

00Adolf von Harnack, The Acts of the Apostles (London: Williams & Norgate,
1909), 162-202.

61See Joachim Jeremias, “Untersuchungen zum Quellenproblem der Apos-
telgeschichte,” ZNW 36 (1937): 205-21; Bruce, Acts of the Apostles, 23.
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number of ways. We simply do not have enough data to identify written sources
of this sort behind Acts 1-15.

A source proposal of a very different sort was advanced by C. C. Torrey,
who argued from the presence of Semitisms that Acts 1:1-15:35 is the transla-
tion of a single Aramaic source.62 Torrey’s theory is now universally rejected.
Although it is recognized that his proposal goes far beyond the available evi-
dence, the discussion of the Semitic element in this first part of Acts and of its
implications for Luke’s sources continues. There is some reason to think that
the distribution of Semitisms in these chapters points to the use, at places, of
Aramaic sources,5 but the evidence is not clear enough to justify firm conclu-
sions or the identification of specific sources.

The sources behind Acts 115 cannot, then, be definitely pinpointed. It is
likely that Luke depends on Aramaic sources for parts of these chapters, par-
ticularly for some of the speeches, and other written sources that we now have
no means of 1solating were perhaps used as well. But we should probably place
as much if not more emphasis on oral reports as the basis for Luke’s narrative.6
Certainly Luke’s two-year stay in Palestine during Paul’s Caesarean imprison-
ment (his stay is a fair inference from the “we” passages) would have given him
ample opportunity to interview people such as Philip, Mark, and Peter him-
self.6> And if Luke was a native of Antioch, he could have had firsthand knowl-
edge of the planting and growth of the church there, as well as of the labors of
the missionaries Paul and Barnabas, sent out from that church.

Acts 16—-28

Attention in these chapters is focused on the significance of the “we” pas-
sages. Dibelius thought that these passages indicated the existence of an “itin-
erary”’ source (perhaps a travel diary) that Luke used for much of this narrative.t6
We have argued above that the best explanation of the “we” in these texts is that
Luke himself was with Paul on these occasions. His own eyewitness recollec-
tion (combined perhaps with notes he may have taken), along with close per-
sonal contact with Paul himself, fully accounts for the material in Acts 16—-28.67

62Charles Cutler Torrey, The Composition and Date of Acts, HTS 1 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1916), 3—41.

63See esp. Max Wilcox, The Semitisms of Acts (Oxford: Clarendon, 1965).

64Haenchen, Acts, 82.

65See Hemer, Book of Acts, 336—64.

66Martin Dibelius, “Style Criticism of the Book of Acts,” in Studies in the Acts of the
Apostles, ed. Heinrich Greeven (London: SCM, 1956), 4 (the original German essay was
published in 1923); see also Kiimmel, 184-85.

67Mention should at least be made of the very ambitious and very complicated tex-
tual/source scheme of M.-E. Boismard and A. Lamouille, Le texte occidental des Actes
des Apétres: Reconstitution et rehabilitation, 2 vols. (Paris: Editions Recherche sur les
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The text of Acts presents as interesting a problem as the text of any New Testa-
ment book. This is because the text has been preserved in two distinct forms:
the form that is represented by the great uncials Sinaiticus () and Vaticanus (B),
which is the basis for all modern Greek texts and English translations; and the
form represented by the uncial Bezae Cantabrigiensis (D). The latter form of
the text, often called Western because of its alleged geographic origin, is about
10 percent longer than the usually accepted text. These additions are of various
kinds, extending from single words to whole sentences.

Some of these additions are very interesting. As we noted above, it is the
Western text that identifies Luke as a native of Antioch by inserting in 11:28
the words, “And there was much rejoicing. And as we were gathered
together. . ..” The Western text furnishes the wholly likely information that Paul
used the rented quarters of Tyrannus in Ephesus “from 11 A.M. to 4 P.M.,”
that is, during the hot hours of the day when Tyrannus himself was not using
the hall (19:9). An ethicizing tendency can be observed in the Western version
of the apostolic decree (15:20, 29). In place of the shorter text’s prohibition of
food polluted by idols, sexual immorality, meat of strangled animals, and
“blood” —a mixture of ritual and ethical points—Codex D and its allies list
idolatry, sexual immorality, and “blood,” and add after the list, “and not to do
to others what they would not like to be done to themselves.”

Scholars take three basic standpoints in their assessment of this Western
text in Acts. A few have argued that it represents the original Lukan text, which

civilizations, 1984) (for a convenient summary in English, see J. Taylor, “The Making
of Acts: A New Account,” RevBib97 [1990]: 504—24).
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R, B, and others have abbreviated.58 Others have thought it might represent a
completely separate recension that could have come from Luke himself. The
great majority, however, view the Western form of the text in Acts as a secondary
modification of the generally accepted text.”’0 This is almost certainly right. A
comparison between the Western text and the text of X and B shows generally
that the Western text tends to smooth out grammatical difficulties, clarify
ambiguous points, expand references to Christ, and add notes of historical detail
and interest.”! Accepted canons of textual criticism state that such features are
typical of secondary texts. This is not, of course, to say that the Western text
may not at points preserve the original reading. But the text, as a whole, must be
considered a third- or fourth-century revision of the original, shorter text of
Acts.”

ACTS IN RECENT STUDY

Survey of Research

Recent study of Acts must be understood against nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century background.”® The assumption that Acts gives to us a
straightforward historical narrative of the beginnings of the church was first
seriously questioned at the beginning of the nineteenth century by the German
critic W. M. L. de Wette.” He was followed by I. C. Baur and his disciples (the
Tubingen School), who argued that Acts pursues a definite theological “ten-
dency” (‘Tendenz; hence, Tendenzkritik). This tendency, formulated with the
purpose of reconciling second-century church factions, determines what is con-
tained in Acts. Luke does not, then, simply tell us about things “as they really
happened.”75 Predictably, so new and radical a thesis stimulated a strong reac-

68Most notably, Clark, Acts of the Apostles.

09F. Blass, “Die Textuberlieferung in der Apostelgeschichte,” TSK 67 (1894): 86—
119; Zahn 3.8—41.

70E.g., James Hardy Ropes, The Text of Acts, vol. 3 of Beginnings of Christianity,
cexv—cexlvi; Bruce, Acts of the Apostles, 40—47; Kiimmel, 187-88.

71Eldon Jay Epp also discerns an anti-Jewish bias in Bezae ( The Theological Ten-
dency of Codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis in Acts, SN TSMS 3 [Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1966]).

720n the date of the text, see Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland, The Text of the New
Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 69.

73This history is thoroughly surveyed in Gasque, History. See also Haenchen, Acts,
14-50; I. Howard Marshall, “Acts in Current Study,” ExpTim 115 (2003): 49-52.

74See Gasque, History, 24-26.

75The fullest treatment of Acts from the Tubingen approach is that of Eduard
Zeller, The Contents and Origin of the Acts of the Apostles, Critically Investigated, 2 vols.
(London: Williams & Norgate, 1875-76); the German original was published in 1854.
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tion, and numerous objections to the Ttbingen approach from scholars of
widely varying theological commitments appeared during the course of the nine-
teenth century. The turn of the century witnessed the work of two great Acts
scholars, both of whom made a strong case for the essential historicity of Acts.
In a series of books, the famous German historian and theologian Adolf von
Harnack argued, among other things, that Acts was written at an early date by
Luke the physician and must be considered a serious work of history.”6 William
Ramsay went further. Ramsay, an archaeologist, started out as a skeptic but
became firmly convinced of Luke’s historical reliability as he discovered detail
after detail in Acts that demonstrated firsthand acquaintance with conditions
in the Roman Empire in the middle of the first century. Luke, Ramsay con-
cluded, belongs in the first rank of ancient historians.?”

At about the same time, scholars were showing considerable interest in the
sources of Acts. Harnack himself, as we have seen above, was in the forefront of
this development. As Ernst Haenchen puts it, scholarly attention had shifted
from the question of what Luke was willingto say (“tendency criticism”’) to what
he was able to say (source criticism).”8 Shortly after this, in the 1920s, the new
discipline of form criticism began to be applied to Acts. The most prominent
practitioner of form criticism in Acts was Martin Dibelius, who, in a series of
articles, established influential methodological points and conclusions.”®
Dibelius argued that criticism of Acts must focus on the style of the narrative,
since, in contrast to the gospels, one does not have written sources with which
to make comparison. By analyzing the style of Acts, Dibelius believed we could
isolate certain forms or narratives that Luke had used in his composition, from
the rest of Acts, which was the product of Luke’s own creativity. The speeches
of Acts, Dibelius particularly emphasized, showed every sign of Luke’s own cre-
ativity. The unique features of Acts rendered the shift from form-critical
approaches to redaction-critical approaches to Acts less obvious than in the case
of the Synoptic Gospels. Thus, the work of Hans Conzelmann and Ernst
Haenchen builds directly on that of Dibelius, with perhaps slightly more inter-
est in Luke’s theology as a whole.80 Both writers are quite skeptical about the
historicity of Acts, arguing that Luke’s desire to edify the church (Haenchen)

76 Adolf von Harnack, Luke the Physician (New York: Putman, 1907), The Acts of
the Apostles, and Date of Acts.

77See esp. Ramsay’s Bearing of Recent Discovery on the Trustworthiness of the New
Testament, reprint ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1953), and St. Paul: The Traveller and
Roman Citizen.

78Haenchen, Acts, 24.

79The relevant essays are collected in Dibelius, Studies in the Acts of the Apostles.

80See esp. Conzelmann, Theology of St. Luke, and also his commentary Acts of the
Apostles, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987); Haenchen’s major work is his
commentary, The Acts of the Apostles.
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or to explain the delay of the parousia (Conzelmann) has virtually erased any
concern on his part with what really happened.

Recent Contributions

Recent study of the Acts has tended to focus on three areas: historicity, lit-
erary phenomena, and theological tendencies.

Historicity. Acts is the New Testament book that most nearly resembles his-
torical narration, and it is the only source for most of what it narrates. Scholars
have therefore long debated its historical accuracy, some doubting whether we
can learn much at all of “what really happened” from Acts,8! others insisting
that Acts deserves to be considered as a serious and generally reliable historical
source.82 The same division of opinion is evident in contemporary scholarship.
Gerd Lidemann, while by no means dismissing Acts as a historical source, is
generally skeptical.83 He acknowledges the importance of the theological
approach to Acts that has reigned supreme in recent studies but insists that the
study of Acts as a historical source needs to be reopened. He attempts to dis-
tinguish Luke’s redactional touches from the traditions he has inherited, and
from this basis to assess the historical reliability of Acts.

But Lidemann’s generally negative conclusions are more than balanced by
the contributions of two scholars who are much more positive toward the his-
torical accuracy of Acts. Martin Hengel, while finding historical errors in Acts,
is critical of the tendency in modern scholarship to dismiss Luke as a serious
historian. “The radical ‘redaction-critical’ approach so popular today, which
sees Luke above all as a freely inventive theologian, mistakes his real purpose,
namely that as a Christian ‘historian’ he sets out to report the events of the past
that provided the foundation for the faith and its extension. He does not set out
primarily to present his own ‘theology.’”’84 Hengel concludes that Luke deserves
to be considered as trustworthy as any ancient historian.

Far more detailed than Hengel is Colin Hemer’s The Book of Acts in the Set-
ting of Hellenistic History, a magisterial and definitive defense of the historicity
of Acts. Hemer compares Luke favorably with the highest standards of ancient
historiography. He updates and expands the list of points at which L.uke demon-

81E.g., the Tibingen School and many contemporary redactional approaches (e.g.,
Conzelmann, Acts).

82E.g., Harnack, Ramsay; and note also two of the classic treatments from this per-
spective: Eduard Meyer, Ursprung und Anfénge des Christentums, 3 vols. (Stuttgart: J. G.
Cotta, 1921-23); and Alfred Wikenhauser, Die Apostelgeschichte und ihr Geschichtswert,
NTAbh 8.3-5 (Munster: Aschendorff, 1921).

83Gerd Ludemann, Early Christianity According to the Traditions in Acts: A Com-
mentary (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989).

84Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity, 67—68.
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strates his knowledge of, and accuracy about, first-century political, social, and
geographic details. He also defends Luke at those points where he has been con-
sidered to be inaccurate and contests the scholars who think that Luke’s theo-
logical concerns must have overridden his historical reliability. Hemer’s work
puts the defense of Luke’s historical reliability on firmer ground than ever
before. In addition to these works, mention should be made of the multivolume
The Book of Acts in its First Century Setting, which situates Acts in its histori-
cal setting with respect to a wide variety of issues.

Literary Approaches. The last twenty years have witnessed an explosion of
studies on literary aspects of the Bible. Scholars have been particularly inter-
ested in fitting the biblical books into ancient literary genres and in using
contemporary literary techniques to open up new approaches to, and under-
standings of, the text of Scripture. Luke-Acts has been the focus of many such
studies. The general tendency is to stress the unity of L.uke and Acts and to use
various literary methods, especially the study of narrative, to illuminate their
relationship and the story that together they tell.85 Charles H. Talbert may be
taken as representative.3¢ He emphasizes the parallels that Luke draws between
the gospel on the one hand and Acts on the other, and between Acts 1-12 and
Acts 13-28. Luke has selected and ordered events in such a way that the his-
tory of Jesus parallels the history of the church, while the “acts” of Peter paral-
lel the “acts” of Paul. These patterns bind Luke’s two works together and serve
to emphasize the unity of the salvation-historical drama that is at the heart of
Luke-Acts. Talbert also suggests that Luke-Acts may be compared with Dio-
genes Laertius’s Lives of Eminent Philosophers.

Comparison of Acts with other ancient literature is not new, but in the past
comparison was usually made with historical works. Recent scholarship has
emphasized the dramatic and novelistic aspects of the book of Acts, with its
travel narratives, stories of miracles, and accounts of dangers on the high seas.
Richard Pervo takes these characteristics as indications that Luke was not
intending to write history, but a historical novel.8” While this is certainly going

85Emphasizing the unity are, for instance, Green, The Theology of the Gospel of
Luke, 47—48; I. Howard Marshall, “Acts and the ‘Former Treatise,”” in The Book of
Acts in Its First Century Setting, 163—82; Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of
Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation, 2 vols. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990). See
also the evaluation of David P. Moessner and David L. Tiede in the introduction to Jesus
and the Heritage of Israel: Luke’s Narrative Claim upon Israel’s Legacy (Harrisburg:
Trinity Press International, 2000), 1-3.

86Talbert, Literary Patterns.

87Richard Pervo, Profit with Delight; see also Vernon K. Robbins, “The We-Pas-
sages in Acts.”
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too far, the reminder from such scholars that Luke has written Acts in such a
way that it makes for exciting reading is a salutary one.

Theological Themes. Inthe middle 1960s, W. C. van Unnik noted that Luke-
Acts had suddenly become a storm center in contemporary scholarship.88 This
was largely owing, he noted, to the new interest in Luke as a theologian, sparked
by the application of redaction-critical techniques to the gospel. It was the pro-
posal of Hans Conzelmann that led the way, and came to dominate, in the new
theological approach to Luke.89 Conzelmann argued that “Luke” (he did not
think that Luke the physician was the author) wrote largely in order to explain
to the church of his day the delay of the parousia. For some time after Jesus’
death, the early church believed that Jesus would return in glory to bring an end
to this earth in their own lifetimes. At some point, however, as time went by and
Jesus did not return, the church came to realize that Jesus would not be coming
back in the immediate future. So basic a shift in eschatological expectation
demanded a massive reinterpretation of Christian theology. It is this reinter-
pretation that Luke provides. The heart of Luke’s scheme is the replacement of
the early Christian eschatological expectation with salvation history. In place of
a church waiting for the Lord from heaven, Luke offers a historical outline of
the course of saving events, divided into three periods: the period of Israel, the
period of Jesus’ ministry, and the period of the church. It is this segmentation of
salvation history into its separate stages that the very structure of Luke’s two-
volume work provides. Luke writes to encourage Christians in his day to endure
the pressures of living as believers in an indefinitely continuing world order. He
thus tries to establish a role for the church. He stresses its authority by locating
its establishment in apostles accredited by Jesus himself. He provides for its
effective working by organizing it, with elders and bishops. This attention to
the church, its authority and organization, has come to be called “early Catholi-
cism” (Frihkatholizismus), because it is seen as leading on to the organized “uni-
versal” (catholic) church of the second century.

Reaction to Conzelmann’s proposal has been vigorous and varied. Three
points may be singled out as particularly important. First, as Oscar Cullmann
and others have shown, “salvation history,” in the sense of a series of stages
through which God has brought his salvation to the world, is integral to the New
Testament and to the message of Jesus himself.% It is not something invented by
Luke. Second, it is questionable whether there was at any time in the early
church a broadly held conviction that Jesus was certain to come back within a

88\W. C. van Unnik, “Luke-Acts, a Storm Center in Contemporary Scholarship,”
in Studies in Luke-Acts, 15-32.

89Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke.

990scar Cullman, Christ and Time: The Primitive Christian Conception of Time and
History (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1950).
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few short years. Those sayings of Jesus in which he is thought to have said that
he would return in glory within the lifetime of the first apostles (e.g., Matt.
10:23; Mark 9:1 par.; Mark 13:30 par.) probably do not mean that at all.9! More-
over, several texts presuppose that the time of the parousia may be delayed (e.g.,
Luke 19:11-27; John 21:20-23). It can be demonstrated that the early Chris-
tians were strongly imbued with a sense of the Lord’s imminence(that Jesus could
return at any time) but not that they held to a notion of the immediacy of the
Lord’s return (that he definitely wouldreturn within a short period of time). The
third important response to the scenario drawn by Conzelmann and others is to
question the existence of “early Catholicism” in Luke. Luke has not, as these
scholars claim, abandoned a doctrine of imminence: the church has not simply
settled down into the world but exists in “the last days,” eagerly awaiting the
return of Jesus from heaven. Moreover, Luke displays little interest in the
church as an institution or in the sacraments.%2

While Luke’s salvation history and “early Catholicism” continue to be
debated, two other theological issues are attracting more attention and debate
in contemporary scholarship. The first is Luke’s social and political teaching. It
1s well known that Luke’s gospel evinces a special interest in the problems of the
poor and the outcasts and that Jesus has more to say about the economic aspects
of discipleship in Luke’s gospel than in any other. Stimulated by the agenda of
liberation theology and by a new awareness of the materialistic preoccupations
of Western society, scholars have devoted considerable attention to Luke’s teach-
ing on these matters. Many of the studies focus exclusively on the gospel, but
several important ones bring Acts into the picture as well .93

Perhaps the most debated issue in Luke’s theology in recent years has been
his view of the Mosaic law and of the relationship between Israel and the church.
The stimulus of the discussion has come above all from the writings of Jacob
Jervell.%* In opposition to those scholars who have seen in Luke-Acts the theme

913ee, e.g., A. L. Moore, The Parousia in the New Testament (Leiden: Brill, 1966).

92See, e.g., Kimmel, 17073, and on this and the subject of this paragraph, see esp.
E. Earle Ellis, Eschatology in Luke (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972); A. J. Mattill Jr.,
Luke and the Last Things (Dillsboro: Western North Carolina Press, 1979); I. Howard
Marshall, Luke: Historian and Theologian, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989),
esp. 77-88; Leon Morris, “Luke and Early Catholicism,” in Studying the New Testament
Today, vol. 1, ed. John H. Skilton (Nutley: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1974), 60—75.

93L. T. Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts, SBLDS 39 (Mis-
soula: SP, 1977); Richard J. Cassidy and Philip J. Scharper, eds., Political Issues in Luke-
Acts (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1983); P. F. Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts: The
Social and Political Motivations of Lucan Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1987).

94See particularly, Jacob Jervell, “The Divided People of God” and “The Law in Luke-
Acts,” in Luke and the People of God (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1972), 41-74 and 133-51.
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of the church as the new Israel—the new people of God that replaces Israel—
Jervell insists that it is repentant Jews who constitute Israel in Luke-Acts and
that Gentile Christians belong to this Israel as an “associate people.” In keep-
ing with this stress on the continuity of Israel, Jervell also argues that Luke has
“the most conservative outlook within the New Testament” on the Mosaic law.9>
Jewish Christians are required to keep the law, while Gentile Christians must
keep the part of the law that concerns them (see the apostolic decree). Jervell’s
thesis has met with considerable approval,% but also with some serious criti-
cisms.” While Luke does not “transfer” the title “Israel” to the church, he cer-
tainly portrays the church as a new entity, made up of believing Jews and
Gentiles.? Jervell’s view of the Mosaic law is also vulnerable to criticism, sev-
eral scholars showing that Luke-Acts takes a far more discontinuous view of the
law than Jervell thinks.%

THE CONTRIBUTION OF ACTS

Historical

Without denying that Acts has as its main purpose the edification of believ-
ers and that its theological contributions are significant, we must not lose sight
of the fact that Acts purports to narrate historical events. This narrative of his-
torical events—the founding and growth of the church, with its particular
emphasis on the career of Paul—is without parallel and therefore invaluable as
a source for our knowledge of these events. Without Acts we would know noth-
ing of the pouring out of the Spirit at Pentecost, the martyrdom of Stephen, the
life of the early Jerusalem church, or the way in which the gospel first came to

95Jervell, “The Law in Luke-Acts,” 141.

96See Robert L. Brawley, Luke-Acts and the Jews: Conflict, Apology, and Concilia-
tion, SBLMS 33 (Atlanta: SP, 1987); Fitzmyer, Luke [-1X, 58—59.

97See particularly, Jack T. Sanders, “The Jewish People in Luke-Acts,” in Luke-
Acts and the Jewish People: Eight Critical Perspectives, ed. Joseph B. Tyson (Min-
neapolis: Augsburg, 1988), 51-75. Note also M. M. B. Turner, “The Sabbath, Sunday,
and the Law in Luke/Acts,” in From Sabbath to Lord’s Day, ed. D. A. Carson (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 99—157. See also the history of research on this question in
Joseph B. Tyson, Luke, Judaism, and the Scholars: Critical Approaches to Luke-Acts
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1999).

983ee, e.g., [. Howard Marshall, “‘Israel’ and the Story of Salvation,” in Jesus and the
Heritage of Israel, 255-57.

998. G. Wilson, Luke and the Law, SNTSMS 50 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1983); Craig L. Blomberg, “The Law in Luke-Acts,” JSNT 22 (1984): 53-80;
idem, “The Christian and the Law of Moses,” in Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of
Acts, ed. I. Howard Marshall and David Peterson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998),
397-416; M. A. Seifrid, “Jesus and the Law in Acts,” JSNT 30 (1987): 39-57.
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Samaritans and Gentiles. We would have little knowledge of the life and mis-
sionary journeys of Paul against which to understand his letters and theology.
But can we trust the information that Acts gives us on these matters? As we
noted above, the historical reliability of Acts has been widely questioned. The
doubts about Luke’s accuracy concentrate on three main issues: Luke and
ancient historical standards, the comparison of Acts with other sources of infor-
mation, and the speeches of Acts.

Ancient Historical Standards. It is often suggested that we should not expect
Luke to give us an accurate, true-to-life record of the facts because ancient his-
torians were not careful to stick to the facts. They wrote to edify or to draw moral
lessons and felt at liberty to play fast and loose with the way things really hap-
pened if it suited their purpose or if they did not have access to the facts. To insist
on historical accuracy would be unfairly to impose modern standards of history
on an ancient historian.

Standards for historical writing in the ancient world were certainly not as
uniformly insistent on factual accuracy as those in our day. Many writers who
claimed the name “historian” wrote more fiction than fact. But the best ancient
historians were concerned with the facts and did not differ very much from the
modern historian in this regard. Especially was this true for so-called “scien-
tific” histories, with which Acts favorably compares.100 Polybius, for instance,
criticizes other historians for making up dramatic scenes in the interest of moral
lessons or sensationalism and insists that the historian should “simply record
what really happened and what really was said, however commonplace”
(2.56.10).101 A similar position is taken by Lucian in his essay “On Writing His-
tory.” To be sure, the words of Thucydides are often quoted to substantiate a
different position. Describing his procedure in writing his history of the Pelo-
ponnesian War, Thucydides says:

As to the speeches that were made by different men, either when they were
about to begin the war or when they were already engaged therein, it has
been difficult to recall with strict accuracy the words actually spoken, both
for me as regards that which I myself heard, and for those who from various

100See especially Loveday C. A. Alexander, “Acts and Ancient Intellectual Biogra-
phy,” in The Book of Acts in Its Ancient Setting, ed. Bruce W. Winter and Andrew D.
Clarke, vol. 1 of The Book of Acts in Its First Century Setting (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1993), 31-63.

101Quoted from the translation of W. R. Paton, Polybius: The Histories, vol. 1, LCL
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1922). On these points, see esp. A. W. Mosley,
“Historical Reporting in the Ancient World,” NTS12 (1965-66): 10—-26; Hemer, Book
of Acts, 43—44, 75-79. See also W. C. van Unnik, “Luke’s Second Book and the Rules
of Hellenistic Historiography,” in Les Actes des Apdtres: Traditions, rédaction, théolo-
gie, ed. J. Kremer, BETL 48 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1979), 37—60.
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other sources have brought me reports. Therefore the speeches are given in
the language which, as it seemed to me, the several speakers would express,
on the subjects under consideration, the sentiments most befitting the occa-
sion, though at the same time I have adhered as closely as possible to the
general sense of what was actually said. (1.22)

While Thucydides, who is generally highly regarded as an ancient histo-
rian, admits that not all his speeches are verbatim reports, two things also need
to be noted about this statement. First, he resorted to giving the general sense
“befitting the occasion” only when he did not have firsthand data. Second, he
did not make up rhetorical flights to match his own purposes but stuck to what
was appropriate to the actual occasion.

We will come back to the issue of the speeches in Acts.102 Here we want sim-
ply to point out that ancient authors testify to very high standards of historical
reporting, standards that are not much different at all from those with which we
are familiar. It is not fair, then, to conclude that a concern for the way things
actually happened was foreign to ancient historians.

Comparison between Acts and Other Sources. Luke, then, had available
to him standards of historiography almost as rigorous as those in our day. The
question is whether he successfully met them or not. Only a careful compari-
son of Luke with other ancient sources for the same data can answer this ques-
tion. Because of the lack of parallels to Acts, we do not have available to us a
great deal of material for comparison. But we can test Luke at three points: his
knowledge of first-century society, politics, and geography; his reporting of
events recorded by other ancient historians; and his accuracy in depicting the
history and theology of Paul.

William Ramsay,193 A. N. Sherwin-White,10¢ and Colin Hemer!%5 have
demonstrated the accuracy of Luke’s knowledge about detail after detail of Roman
provincial government, first-century geographic boundaries, social and religious
customs, navigational procedures,1% and the like. This accuracy shows not only
that Luke knew the first-century Roman world but that he was intimately
acquainted with the specific areas and regions in which his narrative is set.

Luke does not often record events that are also mentioned by other histori-
ans, and when he does, he does not usually give us enough detail to enable us to

1020n Thucydides, see Hemer, Book of Acts, 421-26.

103Ramsay, Bearing of Recent Discovery and St. Paul.

104A. N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament
(London: Oxford University Press, 1963).

105Hemer, Book of Acts.

1060n the shipwreck voyage, see James Smith, The Voyage and Shipwreck of St.
Paul, 4th ed. (London: Longman, Brown, Green & Longmans, 1880; reprint, Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1978).
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make comparisons. In the book of Acts, Luke’s mention of the death of Herod
Agrippa [ (12:19-23), of a serious famine in the middle 40s (11:27-30), of the
edict of Claudius expelling Jews from Rome (18:2), of the replacement of the
Judean procurator Felix with Festus (24:27), and of an Egyptian terrorist active
in the middle 50s (21:38) are all