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EDITOR'S FOREWORD

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

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

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

The subject of biblical interpretation is one that can sharply divide
students of different schools of thought. We have written as conservative
evangelical's who combine a high regard for the authority of Holy Scripture
with the belief that we are called to study it with the full use of our minds. It
isinevitable that not all will agree with everything that we say, and it should
be emphasised that the statements in this book carry no sort of imprimatur.
Although the contributors share the same general outlook, each is responsi-
ble only for his own share in the volume, and the reader may detect points at
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which some of us disagree with one another. This plurdity of opinionsis not
surprising, and is not necessarily a bad thing. We are writing on a theme
which has received comparatively little study in the past, and conservative
evangelicals in particular have been slow to work out the implications of
their view of Scripture for the task of interpretation and vice-versa. In some
ways, therefore, this volume is no more than a first and very tentative
attempt to grapple with some of the problems. Hypothesis and conjecture
are inevitable at this stage; nevertheless, we have thought it right to publish
our views, in the hope that our book may stimulate discussion and lead to a
fuller appreciation of truth.

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

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

. HOWARD MARSHALL
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

[. H. Marshall

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

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

|. Some Hermeneutical Questions

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

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

1



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

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

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

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

Trangdation, therefore, is important both for the meaning and for the
“fedl” of the incident.

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

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

This point brings us to our next question: what is theform and function of
this narrative in the Gospel ? Our immediate inclination is perhaps to see it
smply asahistorical episode. Let me say that | personally find no difficulty
in accepting it as substantially the story of something that actudly
happened: Jesus met awoman by awell and held a conversation with her in
which he led her to realise that he was the Messiah, and as aresult of her
conversion and Jesus contact with other people from Sychar they too came
to believein him. To say thisisto make a decision about the form of the
story. But thisis an insufficient answer. We have still to ask, Why isthis
story in the Gospel, and what isits function at this particular point? It isthe
question of context.

According to John's own statement of purposein 20: 30f., astory like
this is included so that the readers of the Gospel may themselves come to
faithin Jesus. It is, therefore, not simply an interesting story, but it hasa
lesson to teach, namely that, just as the Samaritans came to faith, so the
reader also ought to believe in Jesus, the Saviour of the world.

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

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

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

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

13



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

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

Again, Jesus reproached the woman for having had five husbands. Such
immorality is perfectly credible, even in the pre-film and pop-star era, and is
an entirely valid reason for needing to hear the gospd. But it has been
suggested that the reference is an alegorica one to the five fase gods of the
Samaritans mentioned in 2 Kings17:30f., and this would tie in with the con-
demnation of Samaritan piety in John 4:22.°

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

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

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

Il Possible Methods of Interpretation

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It may, however, be argued that regaining the original meaning isim-
possible, dike for the exegete and the congregation. For exegesis and exposi-
tion involve two-way traffic, as the modern student inevitably contributes
something of himself to the exposition. This problem of didogue between a
modern reader and an ancient text is a complicated one, but the effects of
the process need not necessarily be harmful; the significance of the doctrine
of inspiration is surely that the message of the New Testament rings true in
every generation. Certain situations, however, may enable us to fed itsim-
pact in amore telling manner. | have long had a theoretical knowledge of 1
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Thessalonians 3, and could expound it to a congregation. But something
happened to that chapter for me on 24th January, 1969. The visiting
preacher that day in Christ’s College, Aberdeen, was the aged Professor
Josef Hromadka of Czechodovakia, and as he read those verses | saw how
he felt himself to be in Paul’s situation, normally prevented by Satan from
visiting his friends in the west, and longing both to draw comfort from them
and to know that they (i.e. you and I) hold fast to their faith.

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

It is to that end that this book is written. This chapter has done no more
than introduce the reader to some of the areas that require discussion and to
arouse problems that the student must tackle. In the ensuing chapters these
points will be taken up in greater detail and, it is hoped, some indication
given of the answers to them.
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1. B. M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament (Oxford 1968%; cf. J. H. Greenlee,
Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids 1964); J. N. Birdsall, “The
New Testament Text’, in P. R. Ackroyd and C. F. Evans, The Cambridge History of the Bi-
ble Vol. | (Cambridge 1970), pp. 308-377. o _

2. The “circular” nature of interpretation is evident at this point. On the basis of a
Frowsonal trandation of a passage, one_ proceeds to interpret the details; thisin turn may
ead to arevison of the trandation. See further p. 15. o

3. R. Bultmann (The Gospel of John (Oxford 197 1), p. 175) attempts to distinguish between
apiece of tradition used by John and the additions which John has made. C. K. Barrett (The
Gospel according to St John (London 1955), p. 191) states that a pre-Johannine nucleus of
the story cannot be isolated, while R. Schnackenburg (The Gospel according to St John Vol.
I (London 1968), p. 420) speaks of the way in which the Evangelist has skilfully constructed
his narrative. Commentators are in general agreed that the narrative rests upon tradition, and
that the tradition has a historical basis (R. E. Brown,The Gospel according to John: I-XII
(New York 1966), pp. 175f.).

4. B. F. Westcott, The Gospel according to St John (London 1882), p. 67.

5. E.g. J. Marsh, saint John (London 1968), pp. 207f. _

6. E.g. A. M. Hunter, The Gospel according to John (Cambridge 1965), p. 45.
7. C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge 1954), p. 315.
8. R. H. Lightfoot, St John’s Gospel (Oxford 1956), p. 122.

9. E. C. Hoskyns and F. N. Davey, The Fourth Gospel (London 1947), pp. 242f.

17



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

10. 1t must be admitted that neither of these examﬁles of dlaory‘ is particularly convincing.
The first is unlikely because the reader does not yet know that the sixth hour is to be the hour
of the crucifixion, and when he does reach that point in the story he may not note the coin-
cidence with the hour in ch. 4. As for the second, (a) the woman had six husbands in total,

Josephus (4ns. 9:288), it is doubtful whether John is dependent
upon him rather than upon the Old Testament itself. We may also doubt whether John does

in fact use alegory anvwhere (W. F. Howard, The Fourth Gospel in Recent Criticism and
Interpretation (London 1955*), pp. 182f.).

11. R. Bultmann, op. cit., pp. 182-186; R. E. Brown, op. cit,, pp. 178-180.

12. W. Temple (Readings in St John’s Gospel (London 1945), pp. 65-68) considers the
narrative as “an example of the Lord's pastoral dealing”, but Iproceeds to apply it to the way
in which he deals with “my soul” rather than as an example for the Christian evangdlist.
13. Compare the way in which the treatment of the blind man in John 9 is often thought to
be based upon the Jewish excommunication of Christians in apogtolic times rather than upon
actua history in the time of Jesus. See J. L. Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth
Gospel (New York 1968).

14. R. Bultmann, op. cit., p. 187.

15. R. Schnackenburg, Oﬁ: cit.,, p. 433. . _

16. One should note that this second level may comprise anumber of “mezzanine” levels at

which the significance of the tradition for its various bearers should be considered. In the case
of the Gospel of John it has been suggested that some of the narrative material comes from a
‘Gospel of Signs', in which case it may have had one meaning for the author of this source
and another meaning for the author of the final work (R. T. Fortna, The Gospel of Signs,

Cambridge 1970).
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CHAPTER Il

THE HISTORY OF NEW TESTAMENT STUDY

F. F. Bruce

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

I. The Early Church and the Middle Ages

1. THE APOSTOLIC AGE

There is not the same degree of internal interpretation within the New
Testament as is present in the Old, but some examples are readily recogniz-
ed. Within asingle Gospel, for instance, there are interpretations of parables
(cf. MK. 4:3-8 with 14-20, or Mt. 13:24-30 with 37-43), some of which
may belong to the tradition while others are supplied by the evangdlist. A
later Gospel may interpret words in an earlier Gospel which has served as
one of its sources, as when “they see the kingdom of God come with power”
(Mk. 9:1) is reworded as “they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom”
(Mt.16:28) or “Truly this man was the son of God” (Mk. 15:39) becomes
“Certainly this man was innocent” (Lk. 23:47).

In particular, the Gospel of John presents the story of Jesus in such away
as to bring out the abiding validity of his person, teaching and work. “Eter-
nal life’, which in the Synoptic Gospels is an occasiona synonym for “the
kingdom of God", now supplants it aimost entirely, and is shown to consist
in the knowledge of the one true God revea ed through Jesus (Jn. 17:3). The
wording of the charge on which Jesus was executed, “the King of the Jews’,
which might seem to have little relevance to the public for which the Fourth
Evangelist wrote, isinterpreted in Jesus answers to Pilate’ sinterrogation in
Jn. 18:33-38a, where it becomes clear that the kingship he claims belongs
wholly to the spiritual realm: his sovereignty is acknowledged by “every one
who is of the truth”.

21



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

Even within the Pauline corpus we have evidence of some interpretation
of earlier lettersin later ones. the church principles of 1 Corinthians, for ex-
ample, are reapplied in one direction in Ephesians and in another in the
Pastoral Epistles. Again, it has been observed more than once that the
scenes accompanying the breaking of the seals in the Apocalypse (Rev. 6: 1
ff.) are constructed on a framework not unlike the eschatological discourse
of Mk. 13:5ff. and pardlléls.

2. ORTHODOXY AND HERESY IN THE SECONDCENTURY

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

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

The gnostic schoals, as we might expect, found ample material in the
parables of Jesus for the presentation of their own teachings. The
Naassenes, for example, interpreted the injunction in the parable of the
sower, “Hewho has ears, let him hear” (Mt. 13:9), to mean: “No one has
become a hearer of these mysteries save only the gnostics who are
perfected”.’ When the kingdom of heaven is compared to a mustard-seed
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(Mt.13:31), they explained this as “the indivisible point existing in the body
which is known to none but the spiritual” .*

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

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

3. MARCION AND HIS SCHOOL

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

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

from Ephesus.

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

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

had been visited previously by false apostles and introduced to the law and the

pr:ophets gnder the name of Christ. The apostle recalls them to the true faith of

the gospel. ..
In fact? nSoF;hi ng in the letter to the Romans suggests that its recipients had
been wrongly taught or had anything to unlearn.

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

The Laodiceans are Asians. Having received the word of truth they
persevered in the faith. The apostle commends them, writing to them from prison
in Rome.

The letters to the Philippians and Philemon are also said to have been
written “from prison in Rome”. All the more surprising, then, isit to find a
different provenance assigned to the letter to the Colossians:

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

The reference to Archippus is an inference from Coal. 4:17. Asfor the state-
ment that the letter was sent from Ephesus, this is based on nothing in the
text and may reflect a tradition that one of Paul’s imprisonments had been
endured in that city.

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

4. IRENAEUS AND ORIGEN

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

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

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

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

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

Similarly, when he deals with Jesus' entry into Jerusalem, he interprets
Jesus as the word of God entering the soul (which is caled Jerusalem). The
ass which the disciples loose is the Old Testament properly interpreted; the
colt, which in Matthew' s account is distinguished from the parent animal, is
the New Testament. The statement that no one had ever sat on it is a
reference to those who never submitted to the divine message before the
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coming of Jesus. This treatment of the record is what we nowadays call

demythologization, for Origen regards the literal sense as not only inade-
guate but as downright unacceptable. He criticizes Heracleon for inter-
preting the temple-cleansing in a gnostic sense, but Heracleon and he were
not so far apart in their approach. Each read his philosophic presup-
positions into the text, although Origen’s alegorization was more under the
control of the cathalic rule of faith. Origen, however, did not consistently
maintain his alegorica method; after insisting near the beginning of his
commentary on John that the temple-cleansing could not be understood
otherwise than alegorically, he refers to it later as an exhibition of Jesus

supernatural power. But even when he came to pay more respect to the
historical interpretation, he regarded it as less important than the allegorical.

5. THE SCHOOL OF ANTIOCH

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

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

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

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

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

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

6. THE LATIN FATHERS

Severd of the Latin Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries wrote notable
commentaries on the Pauline epistles: Marius Victorinus (c. 300-370) on
Galatians, Philippians and Ephesians; Jerome (347-420) on Philemon,
Galatians, Ephesians and Titus, Augustine (354-430) on Romans and
Gaatians, “Ambrosiaster” and Pelagius on dl thirteen. Victorinus
endeavoured to present the literal sense, but found it difficult to exclude his
Neoplatonic philosophy. Jerome' s commentaries are marked by his great
erudition and acquaintance with classical literature and with previous ex-
egetica work, especially Origen’s. He has left us aso a commentary on
Matthew and a revision of the commentary on Revelation by Victorinus of
Pettau (d. 303), from which he removed the origina chiliastic inter-
pretations. “Ambrosiaster” draws many illustrations from government and
law, and shows arare interest in the principles underlying legal ingtitutions,
for example in his remarks on the ingtitution of slavery in his comment on
Col. 4:1. Pelagius has a firm grasp of the principle of justification by grace
through faith — which is not easy to reconcile with popular ideas of his
teaching - and insists repeatedly on the influence of example on conduct.’

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

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

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

7. THE MIDDLE AGES

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

Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria,

Moralis quid agas, qUO tendas anagogia.

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

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

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

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

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

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

I. Renaissance, Reformation and Counter-Reformation

1. COLET

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

Erasmus's contribution to the understanding of the New Testament is
seen not only in his successive editions of the Greek New Testament (15 16,
1519, 1522, 1527 and 1535) with his accompanying new trandlation into
Latin and notes explaining a number of his Latin renderings, but also in his
publication (1505) of Lorenzo Valla's philological annotations on the Latin
New Testament and in his own paraphrases of the New Testament Epistles
and Gospels (15 17 ff.). These paraphrases, though written in Latin, were
designed for the common people, and this design was furthered by their be-
ing trandated into several European languages. The English trandlation was
sponsored and partly undertaken by members of the royal family in the
reign of Edward V1. The paraphrases are popular, practical and edifying.
The historical and contextualy established meaning was primary, but any
further form of interpretation that enabled the reader to derive some helpful
lesson from the text was pressed into service. Erasmus's exposition of the
Lord's Prayer was trandated into English by Margaret, daughter of Sir
Thomas More.

3. LUTHER

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

No believing Christian can be forced to recognize any authority beyond the
sacred scripture, which is exclusively invested with divine right: *

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

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

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

What do you mean, Erasmus? Is it not enough to have submitted your judg-
ment to Scripture? Do you submit it to the Church as well? -why, what can the
Church settle that Scripture did not settle first? ... What is this new-fangled
religion of yours, this novel sort of humility, that, by your own example, you
would take from us power to judge men's decisions and make us defer uncritica-
ly to human authority? Where does God's written Word tell us to do that? ...
Woe to the Christian who doubts the truth of what is commanded him and does
not follow it! — for how can he believe what he does not follow? "
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The Christian must “follow” and understand what the church requires of
him, and decide whether it is a valid requirement or not, before he can in-
telligently submit to it. And the basis of his understanding and his decision
must be the Bible.

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

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

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

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

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

In short, St. John's Gospel and his first Epistle; St. Paul’s Epistles, especidly
those to the Romans, Galatians and Ephesians; and St. Peter’s first Epistle -
these are the books which show you Christ and teach everything which is
necessary and blessed for you to know, even if KOU never see or hear any other
book or teaching. Therefore in comparison with them St. James's Epidtleis a
right strawy epistle, for it has no evangelicd qudlity about it. *

It was not the authors who mattered in the last analysis; it was the con-
tent of their writings.

That which does not teach Chrigt is not apogtolic, even though Peter and Paul
be the teachers. On the other hand, that which does teach Christ is apostalic,
even though Judas, Annas, Pilate or Herod should propound it.

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

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

4. CALVIN

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

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

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

Before he turned to exegesis, Calvin, at the age of twenty-six, published
his Institutio, an introduction to Christian doctrine which was to receive un-
surpassed recognition as a summary of Reformed theology. In Calvin's in-
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tention the whole of the Znstitutio is biblically based; Scripture is quoted
copioudly from start to finish in support of its successive propositions and
arguments. But while many Calvinists since Calvin's day have felt it proper
to expound Scripture in the light of thelnstitutio, he himself exercised much
greater freedom. If in the course of his exposition he says something which
is difficult to square with statements in the Institutio, he says it because he
beieves that that iswhat the relevant scripture meansin its context. If he
says on Luke 2:17f. that the shepherds’ blazing abroad the news of what
they had heard from the angels and seen at Bethlehem had the purpose not

so much of bringing the people salvation as of rendering their ignorance in-
excusable, there are many other places where he shows himself not unduly
bound by his statements on predestination in the Institutio. In fact on this
particular subject his commentaries show a flexibility which is at times dis-
concerting to those of his followers who would prefer aline more uniformly
consistent with the Znstitutio. Not only does he reckon the elect to out-

number the reprobate - “since admittedly Christ is much more powerful to

save than Adam was to ruin” (on Rom. 5:15) - but he affirms in the same
context: “Paul makes grace common to al men, not becausein fact it ex-
tends to dl, but because it is offered to al; for although Christ suffered for

the sins of the world, and is offered by the goodness of God without distinc-
tion to al men, yet not al receive him” (on Rom. 5:18). If such comments
are not easily reconciled with inferences which many readers have drawn

from the Institutio, what matter? Calvin knew that an exegete's businessis
to bring out the meaning of histext, and that is what he does here. Similarly
on the words of institution spoken over the cup in Matt. 26:28 and Mark
14:24 (“my blood. .. which is shed for many”) he says. “By the word many
he means not a part of the world only, but the whole human race.” And if, in
the parallel passage in Luke 22:20, “for many” is replaced by “for you”,

this reminds believers to appropriate to themselves personally what has been
provided for al: “let us not only remember in general that the world has
been redeemed by the blood of Christ, but let each one consider for himself
that his own sins have been expiated thereby.” Such samples indicate that

Calvin the exegete sat quite loose to certain ideas which have come
traditionally to be regarded as characteristically “Calvinistic”.

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

After the reading of Scripture, which | strenuously inculcate, and more than
anfy other ... | recommend that the Commentaries of Calvin beread ... For |
affirm that in the interpretation of the Scriptures Calvin is incomparable, and
that his commentaries are more to be valued than anything that is handed down
to usin the writings of the Fathers — so much so that | concede to him a certain
spirit Of prophec?/ in which he stands distinguished above others, above mog, in-
deed, above dl.
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5. A POLEMICAL SITUATION

The wind of change blew much of the time-honoured scholastic methods
out of exegetical practice in the Church of Rome as well as among the
Reformers. It was a congenial exercise on either side to interpret Scripturein
such a way as to score points against the other. The margindia in the
Geneva Bible (1560) and the Rheims New Testament (1582) provide ample
illustration of this, not least in the Apocalypse. Perhaps one reason why
Calvin published no commentary on this book was that his exegetical con-
science could not accommodate itself to the polemical interpretation which
was current in his environment. Not that Calvin shrank from polemics, but
the principles which prevented him from seeing the Papacy in the “little
horn” of Dan. 7:8 (which he interpreted of Julius Caesar and his successors)
might perhaps have prevented him from following the fashion of discerning
it in some of the sinister figures of the Apocalypse.

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

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

[11. The Post-Reformation Period

1. FLACIUS AND CAMERARIUS

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

Matthias Flacius Illyricus (1520-75) published in 1567 his Clavis Scrip-
turae Sacrae; it included a discussion of the principles of biblical interpreta-
tion which, in the words of W. G. Kiimmel, “represents the real beginning of
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scholarly hermeneutics’. * Following Luther, he admits only one sense of
scripture, the grammatical sense, which normally implies a litera inter-
pretation; only where the literal interpretation is impossible is a symbolical
interpretation to be adopted as that which the author intended. He insisted
on understanding the text in the sense which it was designed to convey to its
original readers; without this insistence, there is no way forward in biblical
EXEQeSiS.

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

2. CATHOLIC EXEGESIS

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

3. GROTIUS

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

4. BACKGROUND STUDIES

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

5. TEXTUAL STUDIES

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

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

6. SEMLER AND MICHAELIS

A new approach to New Testament interpretation was marked by the
Abhandlung vom freien Gebrauch des Kanons (177 I-75) of Johann Salomo
Semler (1725-91), which approached the New Testament canon on a
historical basis, and the Einleitung in die géttlichen Schriften des Neuen
Bundes (first edition, 1750) of Johann David Michaelis (17 1 7-91), the
fourth edition of which (1788) carried forward Semler’s work by stressing
the importance of the historical, as distinct from the theological, approach
to the individual documents of the New Testament. Both these men were in-
debted in some measure to Richard Simon’s Histoire Critique du texte du
Nouveau Testament (1689) and other works, but while Simon was
motivated in part by a desire to weaken the force of the Reformers appeal
to the perspicuous authority of Scripture, Semler and Michaelis were subject
to no such influences and deserve together to be acknowledged as pioneers
in the historico-critical study of the New Testament.

7. THE ENLIGHTENMENT

If the eighteenth-century Enlightenment (4dufkldrung) did not make a
direct contribution to the scientific exegesis of the New Testament, it did,
like the English deism which preceded it,? create an atmosphere in which
people were prepared to consider the matter in a spirit independent of
traditional or dogmatic positions. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-8 1) not
only published the “Wolfenbiittel Fragments’ of Hermann Samuel
Reimarus (1694-1 768) anonymously (1774-78), after their author’'s death
- awork to which Semler made a critical rejoinder — but propounded a new
theory regarding the origin of the Gospels. He envisaged a primitive
Aramaic Gospel of the Nazarenes which was used by Mark and the other
canonical evangelists. Thisthesis was given amore critical expositionin
1794 by Michaglis's pupil Johann Gottfried Eichhorn (1752-1827) in his
study Uber die drey ersten Evangelien. Another aspect of Lessing's theory
was developed by Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), who drew a sharp
distinction between the portrait of Jesus in the Gospel of John and that in
the other three Gospels and maintained the mutua independence even of the
three Synoptic Gospels (Christliche Schriften ii, 1796; iii, 1797).

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

37



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

8. GRIESBACH

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

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

IV. The Nineteenth Century

I. DE WETTE AND LACHMANN

The new approach to biblical criticism and interpretation at the end of the
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century is paraleled in other
fields of study, especialy in classical history and literature. In literary
criticism Friedrich August Wolf (1759-1824) achieved a break-through in
his Prolegomena to Homer (1795); in historical criticism Barthold Georg
Niebuhr (1776-1 83 1) opened a new erain the study of Roman history, es-
pecialy the early period, in his Romische Geschichte (181 1-32). In Old
Testament study progress was made by Alexander Geddes (1737-1802),
whose “fragmentary hypothesis’ of the composition of the Pentateuch was
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elaborated by Johann Severin Vater (1771-1826); and by Wilhelm Martin
Leberecht de Wette (1780-1849), who traced the progress of the composi-
tion of the Pentateuch by the evidence of the historical and prophetical
books, and in particular drew attention to the crucia significance of the law
of the single sanctuary in Deut. 12:5ff. De Wette made contributions to
New Testament scholarship also — in his Kurzgefasstes exegetisches Hand-
buch zum Neuen Testament (1836-48) and his Lehrbuch der
historisch-kritischen Einleitung in die kanonischen Biicher des Neuen
Testaments (1830).

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

The work of Karl Lachmann (1793-1851) was wide-ranging: he made
contributions of outstanding vaue to the study of classical and German
philology as well asto that of the New Testament. His critical edition of the
Greek Testament (first edition, 183 1; second edition, 1842-50) aimed at
reproducing the fourth-century text and was based exclusively on the
evidence of the earliest manuscripts and versions then available. This work
stands at the head of the succession of four great critical editions of the
nineteenth century, the other three being those of G. F. C. von Tischendorf
(first edition, 1841; eighth edition, 1872), S. P. Tregelles (1857-72) and
Westcott and Hort (188 1). In literary criticism Lachmann is famous for his
pioneer essay “De ordine narrationum in evangeliis synopticis’ in
Theologische Studien und Kritiken 8 (1835), 570ff., which paved the way
for the general acceptance of Mark’ s priority over the two other Synoptic
Gospels and their dependence on Mark. Lachmann’s New Testament in-
vestigations had been stimulated by Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schieiermacher
(1768-1834) who himself made an influentia contribution to Gospel
criticism in his essay “Uber die Zeugnisse des Papias von unsern beiden
ersten Evangelien” in Theologische Studien und Kritiken 5 (1832), 735ff.
Here he argued that the logia which, according to Papias, Matthew com-
piled in the “Hebrew” speech should be understood not of our first Gospel
but of a callection of the sayings of Jesus.

2. SCHLEIERMACHER AND “LIVES OF JESUS”

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

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

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

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

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

40

THE HISTORY OF NEW TESTAMENT STUDY

tant face, seen at the bottom of a deep well”, * many of us may be too much
involved in our contemporary way of thought to appreciate the equa

anachronism of interpreting the gospel in the categories of twentieth-century
existentialism. “Indeed”, in T. W. Manson’s words, “it may be said of all

theological schools of thought: By their Lives of Jesus ye shall know
them.””'

3. THE MEYER COMMENTARY

One of the great exegetical achievements of the nineteenth century was
the inauguration of the Kritisch-exegetischer Kommentar iiber das Neue
Testament by Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer (1800-73). The first two
volumes of this work, comprising text and trandlation, appeared in 1829; the
first volume of the commentary proper (on the Synoptic Gospels) followed
in 1832. The Gospels, Acts and mgjor Pauline epistles were handled by
Meyer himself; the commentaries on the remaining books were entrusted to
three other scholars, among whom F. Diisterdieck, author of the commen-
tary on Revelation, is best known. The series was trandated into English
and published by T. and T. Clark (1873-95). The commentary was revised
in successive editions during Meyer's lifetime, and has been kept up to date
to the present day, as new commentators have replaced earlier ones. Among
contemporary contributions to the series are those by R. Bultmann on the
Gospel and Epistles of John, E. Haenchen on Acts, H. Conzelmann on 1
Corinthians and E. Lohse on Colossians and Philemon, al of which have
been trandated into English. Meyer was described by Philip Schaff as “the
ablest grammatical exegete of the age”;* he ‘deliberately restricted his
commentary to the grammatico-historical plane, regarding theological and
hermeneutical problems as out of bounds to the pure exegete. More recent
contributors to the series have not felt bound by the founder’s limitations.

4. EXEGESIS AT PRINCETON

There was in the middle years of the nineteenth century a resurgence of
grammatico-historical exegesis in the Reformed tradition at Princeton
Theological Seminary, New Jersey. The outstanding exegete on the faculty
was Charles Hodge (1797-1 878), who published excellent commentaries on
four Pauline epistles — on Romans (1835), the best of the four, and to this
day one of the most masterly expositions of that epistle, and on Ephesians
(1856), I Corinthians (1857) and 2 Corinthians (1859). These works served
as prolegomena to his great Systematic Theology (187 I-73); such an ex-
egetical preparation was (in the words of his son, A. A. Hodge) “more cer-
tain to result in asystem in al its elements and proportions inspired and
controlled by the word of God”. ** His colleague Joseph Addison Alexander
(1809-60) was better known for his Old Testament exegesis, but he made
two helpful contributions to New Testament study in. his commentaries on
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Acts (1856) and Mark (1858). In the latter he showed his freedom from
tradition by his treatment of Mark as an independent author, and not as a
mere abbreviator of Matthew.

5. THE TUBINGEN SCHOOL

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

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

6. “ESSAYS AND REVIEWS'

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

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

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

7. THE CAMBRIDGE SCHOOL

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

In 1860 the three scholars planned to write a series of commentaries
covering the whole New Testament: Lightfoot was to deal with the Pauline
Epistles, Hort with the Synoptic Gospels and the Epistles of James, Peter
and Jude, and Westcott with the Johannine literature and Hebrews. Light-
foot completed magisterial commentaries on Gulatians (1865), Philippians
(1868) and Colossians and Philemon (1875); a volume of his Notes on some
of the other Pauline Epistles was published posthumously (1895). Hort left
only fragments of his assignment; uncompleted commentaries on 1 Peter
(1898), The Apocalypse (1908), and James (1909) were published after his
death. Westcott's great commentary on The Gospel of John appeared as a
volume in the Speaker’'s Commentary series in 1880 (based on AV); a
posthumous adaptation of the commentary to the Greek text appeared in
1908. His commentary on The Epistles of John appeared in 1883, that on
Hebrews in 1889, while an incomplete work on Ephesians was edited after
his death by J. M. Schulhof and published in 1906.

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

Their pioneer work was taken up by two generations of epigoni who, if
they did not attain to the first three, nevertheless produced commentaries
not unworthy to stand alongside theirs: H. B. Swete on Mark (1898) and
Revelation (1906); J. B. Mayor on James (1892) and on Jude and 2 Peter
(1907), J. A. Robinson on Ephesians (1904), G. Milligan on 7 and 2
Thessalonians (1908) and, another generation further on, E. G. Selwyn on/
Peter (1946) and V. Taylor on Mark (1952). These volumes were published
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by Macmillan, as companions to those of the Cambridge trio, al of which
(apart from Westcott on the Gospel of John) were published by that house.

V. The Twentieth Century

I. THOROUGH-GOING ESCHATOLOGY

With the advent of the twentieth century the centre of gravity in New
Testament studies was decisively established in the Gospel tradition.
William Wrede's Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evan%elien (1901) — not to
appear in an English dress until 1972* — inaugurated the century’s work in
this field. According to Wrede's thesis, Jesus' injunction to silence when he
is acknowledged to be the Messiah (Mark 8:30) or Son of God (Mark 3: 12;
cf. 1:25, 34) is not historical truth but a device by which the gospel tradition
(first given literary form by Mark) attempted to reconcile the church’s belief
that Jesus was Messiah and Son of God from the beginning with the fact
that this belief did not emerge until after the resurrection. Jesus was indeed
Messiah and Son of God all along, so runs the explanation, but he kept it
dark. Thus, when three of his disciples heard him acclaimed on the mount of
transfiguration as the Father's dear Son, “he charged them to tell no one
what they had seen, until the Son of man should have risen from the dead”
(Mark 9:9). But in Wrede's account the transfiguration, like Peter’s confes-
sion at Caesarea Philippi (Mark 8:29), was originally related as a resurrec-
tion incident and was artificially transposed back into the setting of the
Galilagan ministry.

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

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

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

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

2. REALIZED AND PRESENT ESCHATOLOGY

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

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

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

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

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

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

3. HISTORY OF RELIGION SCHOOL

The “history of religion” (religionsgeschichtlich) approach to the New
Testament, which endeavoured to set the religious presuppositions of
primitive Christianity in their contemporary Near Eastern and
Graeco-Koman context, promised at one time to provide powerful help
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towards its interpretation. Among the most influential works of this school
were Richard Reitzenstein's Die hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen (19 10)
and, outstandingly, his Das iranische Erlosungsmysterium (192 1). The Ira-
nian redemption mystery of the latter work concerned the heavenly being
Gayomart, prima man, who falsin battle against the power of evil and
from whom, after his death, the human race springs up. When, at the end of
time, Saos$yant (the “Saviour’) comes to raise the dead, Gayomart will be
raised first and exalted to archangelic status. This “mystery” is not given
literary expression until the seventh century A.D., and even in its oral form
it cannot well antedate the Sassanian era (A.D. 226). It probably influenced
Mandaism and later forms of Gnosticism, but it is anachronistic to see its
impact in the New Testament or earlier Gnosticism. ™

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

orm.

But, quite apart from Iranian and Gnostic influences, there was a tenden-
cy to classify Chrigtianity — especialy the Gentile Chrigtianity which
triumphed — among the mystery religions of the Eastern Mediterranean
world. This tendency often appeared a a popular level, anong people who
had been impressed by works like Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough
(1890-1 915), without being able to draw the correct inferences from that in-
comparable repository of facts, but we find it also in scholarly expositions.
Kirsopp Lake's The Earlier Epistles of St. Paul (1911) is a great work
which may be read with much profit over sixty years after its first
appearance; but his viewpoint on the New Testament sacraments is express-
ed in his observation that

much of the controversy between Catholic and Protestant theologians has found
its centre in the doctrine of the Eucharist, and the latter have appealed to
primitive Christianity to support their views. From their point of view the appeal
fails: the Catholic doctrine is much more nearly primitive than the Protestant.
But the Catholic advocate in winning his case has proved still more: the type of
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doctrine which he defends is not only primitive, but pre-Christian. Or, to put the
matter in the terms of another controversy, Christianity has not borrowed from
the Mystery Religions, because it was always, a least in Europe, a Mystery
Religion itself.*
The concession “at least in Europe” reminds us that, as is plain from 1
Corinthians, Paul’s teaching about baptism and the Lord's Supper was
readily interpreted by his Greek converts in terms of the traditional mystery
cults. But Lake went farther: Paul, in his eyes, went along with his converts
interpretation so far as to use it as the foundation of his arguments.
New perspectives on Paul have redressed this imbalance. In particular, J.
G. Machen provided a judicious assessment on the basis of the evidence in
The Origin of Paul’s Religion (1921), and W. D. Davies, in Paul and Rab-
binic Judaism (1948), showed how deep and pervasive were Paul’s affinities
with Pharisaic thought and teaching and provided corroboration of the
statement in Acts 22:3 that he received his basic training in the school of
Gamalidl.

4. ACTS AND INCIPIENT CATHOLICISM

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

The new era was marked by the essays of Martin Dibelius (collected in
Aufsatze zur Apostelgeschichte, 195 1; E.T. Studies in the Acts of the
Apostles, 1956), by Hans Conzelmann’s Die Mitte der Zeit (1954; E.T. The
Theology of St. Luke, 1960) and by Ernst Haenchen's Meyer commentary,
Die Apostelgeschichte (1956; E.T. The Acts of the Apostles, 1971). No
longer did archaeology or the history of religion occupy a central place in
the study of Acts. In Dibelius's hands stylistic criticism was the key to the
interpretation of the book, while in Conzelmann's eyes the author's new
time-perspective (in which the “age of Jesus’, for his first followers the time
of the end, was now followed by the “age of the church”, of indefinite
duration) was a sure sign of post-apostolic “incipient catholicism”
(Friihkatholizismus).
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Incipient Catholicism, in fact, becomes a criterion of post-apostolic date
and authorship. It involves not only the resolution of earlier tensions in a
new and comprehensive unity (in which, for example, Paul and James reach
happy agreement on the terms of the inclusion of Gentiles in the church),
but the shift of emphasis from the local church to the church universal, the
replacement of the charismatic by an ingtitutional ministry, the recession of
the hope of glory a an early parousia in favour of dependence on the pre-
sent means of grace dispensed through the church and its ministry, and the
adoption of a codified confession of faith. Among Lutheran theologians on
the continent of Europe there is a tendency to regard such incipient
Catholicism as a sad declension from the apostolic — especialy the Pauline —
gospel; those documents in which its features are found, such as Acts,
Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles, are felt to be not only post-apostolic in
date but sub-apostolic in standard. In fact, Hans Kiing could complain with
some justice that Ernst Kisemann and others were in effect establishing a
reduced canon within the received canon by relegating to an inferior status
anything that savoured of “early catholic decadence’. *® When Heinrich
Schlier, a distinguished member of the Bultmann school, became convinced
that the incipient Catholicism which he had pointed out pre-eminently in
Ephesians (e.g., in Christus und die Kirche im Epheserbrief, 1930) was part
and parcel of apostolic Christianity he not only moved over from the
Lutheran confession to the Roman obedience but even, without changing his
exegesis of Ephesians, found it possible to recognize it as an authentic
Pauline epistle (Der Brief an die Epheser, 1957,1965°).%

5. THE NEW HERMENEUTIC

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

It is not a detached and objective approach to the New Testament that is
implied here, such as would be suitable for the study of geometry or
astronomy. Where human existence is involved, such objectivity is neither
desirable nor attainable. Bultmann is indebted to Martin Heidegger not only
for his existential emphasis but also for his view of the nature of knowledge
and understanding. For Heidegger there is no clearcut line of demarcation
between the knowing subject and the known object: subject and object must
be mutually engaged if the knowing process is to start at al. Similarly Bult-
mann insists that there can be no such thing as “presuppositionless’
exegesis.  the interpreter, whether he realizes it or not, brings his presup-
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positions to the text; he comes to it with his own questions, and the answers
he gets are determined in part by the questions which he puts. This situation
underlies the idea of the “hermeneutica circle’ in which the interpretative
process is seen as flowing from subject to object, or indeed from object to
subject, and back again, as the one interacts with the other. ©* The Bible is
not like an Ugaritic text which the Semitist is deciphering for the first time.
The Semitist does indeed come to the Ugaritic text with a question which in-
terests him: “What is this text, or this writer, trying to say in relation to the
Near Eastern situation of the fourteenth century B.C.?" But this is not an
existential question like that which the Bible reader is envisaged as bringing
to his text: “What is this text saying to me in my situation here and now?’

Such a question (a question the importance of which was appreciated by
Schleiermacher in his day) aready involves a large presupposition -that the
New Testament text which | am studying is related not only to the cir-
cumstances for which it was originally written but to the modern reader in
his circumstances today. Both Bultmann and his followers assure the
modern reader that the New Testament, in helping him to understand his
own existence, in fact transforms his existence and imparts “ authenticity” to
it, liberating him from his bondage to the past and enabling him to be
“open” towards the future.

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

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

The parables of Jesus in particular have received illuminating exposition
in terms of this new insight; it isin them, according to Fuchs, that the “most
significant expression” of the message of God appears, for in them Jesus
enters the world of his hearers' experience and establishes a common un-
derstanding with them. * Two pupils of Fuchs have carried forward this
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aspect of his thought: Eta Linnemann, who in her Gleichnisse Jesu (1961,
E.T. Parables of Jesus, 1966) emphasizes the réle of the hearer in the
situations in which the parables were told, and Eberhard Jiingel, who in his
Paulus und Jesus (1962) propounds the thesis that the parables convey the
same message as Paul does in his teaching about justification by faith.

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

6. GOSPEL CRITICISM

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wrede, as has been said, took these questions serioudly as he tackled the
problem of the messianic secret, and Menzies, for dl hisinterest in the state
of the pre-Markan tradition, gave careful consideration to Mark’s “lively”
treatment of his materials.” In more recent years the study of the intention
of the several evangelists has received the designation “redaction criticism”.
The rise and progress of redaction criticism has been recorded by Joachim
Rohde in Die redaktionsgeschichtliche Methode (1966; E.T. Rediscovering
the Teaching of the Evangelists, 1968). Important German studies in redac-
tion criticism are Hans Conzelmann, Die Mitte der Zeit (1954; E.T. The
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Theology of St. Luke, 1960), Willi Marxsen, Der Evangelist Markus (1959;
E.T. Mark the Evangelist, 1969) and G. Bornkamm, G. Barth and H. J.
Held, Uberlieferung und Auslegung im Matthiusevangelium (1960; E.T.
Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew, 1963). Due mention should be
made of a series currently being published by the Paternoster Press, Exeter,
the contributors to which are also contributors to the present symposium: 1.
H. Marshall, Luke: Historian and Theologian (1970), and R. P. Martin,
Mark: Evangelist and Theologian (1972), have already appeared, and com-
panion volumes are in preparation by G. N. Stanton on Matthew and by S.
Smalley on John (John: Evangelist and Interpreter, 1977).

7. THE NEW QUEST OF THE HISTORICAL JESUS

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

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

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

Still more positive is Eduard Schweizer’ s assessment in Jesus Christus

55



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

(1968; E.T. Jesus, 1971) which, while not in itself a study of the historical
Jesus, devotes one chapter (entitled “ Jesus. the man who fits no formula’) to
this subject and concludes that the chief christological motifs found
throughout the New Testament “go back, in fact, to Jesus himself’. ™

In 1953 Ernst Késemann gave a lecture at a reunion of Marburg old
students on the problem of the historical Jesus (published in ZTK 51 (1954),
pp. 125fF.; E.T. in Essays on New Testament Themes, 1964, pp. 15ff.), in
which he cdled for a reopening of the question which their revered teacher
was thought to have closed and argued that it was necessary to work out
what could be known about the historical Jesus if they were not to end up in
a new docetism.

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

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

We formerly endeavoured to interpret the historical Jesus with the help of the
Erimitive Christian kery%ma; today we endeavour rather to interpret this

erygma with the help of the historical Jesus - the two lines of investigation are
mutualy complementary. ™
The New Testament as a whole bears witness to one and the same Jesus -
incarnate, crucified, and exated as Lord over al. To grasp, to share and to
perpetuate this witness is the interpreter’ s task. One way forward in the
prosecution of this task is certainly pointed out by the new quest of the
historical Jesus.
Finally, two quotations will sum up the moral of this chapter. First, from
my old teacher Alexander Souter:

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

Apply thysdf wholly to the text; apply the text wholly to thyself. ”
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CHAPTER IlI

PRESUPPOSITIONS IN NEW TESTAMENT
CRITICISM

Graham N. Stanton

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

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

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

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

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

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

|. Prejudices and Presuppositions

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

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

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

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

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

The interpreter must beware of and attempt to allow for the prejudice
which may influence his judgment. But, as Gadamer has strongly stressed, a
completely detached and unbiased stance is impossible: “Even a master of
historical method is not able to remain completely free from the prejudices
of histime, his social environment, his national position etc. Is that to be
taken for a deficiency? And even if it were, | regard it as a philosophical
task to reflect as to why this deficiency is never absent whenever something
isdone. In other words | regardacknowledging what is asthe only scholarly
way, rather than taking one’s point of departure in what should be or might
be.”'> Here, Gadamer overstates his case in debate with an opponent, E.

Betti. But his main point is valid, even though he comes close to making a
virtue out of anecessity. If anindividual’s prejudice is so deep-seated that, in
effect, averdict is passed before the evidence is even considered, then, sure-
ly, prejudice negates the possibility of understanding atext.

I1. The Effects of Presuppositions

A brief perusal of the history of the interpretation of Scriptureis sufficient
to confirm that the classical creeds of Christendom and particular doctrina
presuppositions have exercised a profound influence on interpretation right
up to the present day. " Interpretation of the Bible has often involved little
more than production of proof texts to support an aready existing doctrinal
framework. Later theological reflections have often been read back, often
unconscioudly, into the New Testament documents. W. Wrede saw the
history of New Testament scholarship in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies as the constant struggle of historical research to cut itself loose from
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dogmatic prejudgments. ' The impact of doctrinal convictions on historical
and exegetical studies can also be seen in Jewish scholarship; J. Neusner has
recently argued that in this respect Jewish scholarship is 150 years behind
New Testament research. Neusner shows that the rabbinic traditions have
often been used for apologetic purposes by both Jewish and Christian
scholars who have failed to study them from a rigorously historical
perspective.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[11. Presuppositionless Exegesis?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

IV. Pre-understanding and the Text

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

The interpreter does not observe the text from a safe distance; interpreta-
tion means confrontation with the text - and this means the confrontation of
blind and sinful man with the sovereign and gracious God. In the light of re-
cent scholarly preoccupation with hermeneutics and with presuppositions in
particular, it is surprising that Barth did not comment explicitly in much
greater detail on the relationship of the interpreter to the text.™
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R. Bultmann quickly joined forces with Barth (though in later years they
disagreed on many basic theological issues). Bultmann and Barth both in-
sisted that exegesis which merely interprets the text in its original historical
situation cannot uncover the meaning of the text. In an important essay
published in 1950 Bultmann discussed the interpreter’s presuppositions at
some length. He stressed that presuppositionless exegesis is impossible; un-
derstanding is continually informed by a definite way of asking questions of
the text, and this includes a pre-understanding of the subject matter of the
text. *

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

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

If each interpreter must approach the text with his own pre-understan-
ding, we are bound to ask which kinds of pre-understanding are vaid and

which are not. Bultmann himself insisted that the historian must be “self-
conscious about the fact that his way of asking questions is one-sided and
only comes at the phenomenon of the text from the standpoint of a par-
ticular perspective. The historical perspective is falsified only when a specific
way of raising questions is put forward as the only way — when, for exam-
ple, all history is reduced to economic history.” * Bultmann did not aways
put this sound theoretical principle into practice. His own particular way of
asking questions of the text from an existentiaist perspective became not
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just one approach among many others, but was elevated to a commanding
height from which the whole New Testament |landscape was surveyed. “

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

V. Possible Safeguards

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The exegete cannot allow either his own personal bias or prejudice or his
pre-understanding to dominate the text. They cannot be avoided completely,
but they must be no more than a door through which the text is approached.
The text is prior: the interpreter stands before it humbly and prays that
through the scholarly methods and the questions with which he comes to the
text, God's Word will be heard afresh. Thisis the exciting task to which the
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interpreter is called. But it is aso a dangerous task: God's Word sweeps
away my comfortably secure presuppositions; it is a Word of judgment as
well as of grace.
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PART TWO

The Use of Critical Methods in Interpretation



CHAPTER IV

SEMANTICS AND NEW TESTAMENT
INTERPRETATION

Anthony C. Thisdton

I. Semantics and Theories of Meaning

1. INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

2. THE INHIBITING EFFECTS OF TRADITIONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT
LANGUAGE

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

These false assumptions include the following:

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

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

The influence of such aview persistsin biblica studiesin awork such as
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T. Boman’'s Hebrew Thought Compared with Greek, and we shall trace
some of the ways in which James Barr rightly criticizes it. On the other
hand, once we recognize that logical function, or meaning, is not wholly
determined by grammar, huge questions in New Testament interpretation
are opened up. Is Bultmann correct in claiming, for example, that what
looks like an objective declarative statement, “ God will judge men at the last
day”, really means an imperative: “act responsibly in the present. ..”? Cer-
tainly in every-day speech | may use an indicative to function as an im-

perative. If | exclaim, “Thisis poison”, | may be making a declarative
descriptive statement. But | may also be uttering an urgent imperative,

“Quick! Fetch adoctor”; or giving awarning, “Look out! Don't drink this’;
or even uttering a reproach, “Y ou forgot to put sugar into my coffee” * The
meaning of the words depends on their setting or non-linguistic situation,
even more than upon grammar. Y et on the basis of the traditional view,
“thisis poison” issimply a statement, for “is’ isathird person singular pre-

sent indicative form in grammar.

The traditiona view received two death-blows, one from linguistics and
one from philosophy. From the direction of linguistics, Saussure pointed out
the arbitrary character of grammatical forms. ™ More sharply and decisively
still, in his philosophical discussion of logic Russell showed in his Theory of
Descriptions that “the apparent logica form of aproposition need not be
the real one.” "' Denoting phrases such as “the present king of France” or
“the author of Waverley” cannot be reduced to simple referring expressions.
“Denoting phrases never have any meaning in themsalves.” ® The linguistic
form “a round square does not exist” does not logically make an assertion
about some non-existent entity called around square; it is a negation of the
statement, “an x exists which is such that ‘round’ and ‘sgquare’ can be
predicated of it smultaneoudly.” The linguistic form of the expression con-
cedsitslogica function. But once this principle is accepted, the New Testa-
ment interpreter should be extremely cautious about making too much of
such maxims as “this word is in the indicative, therefore it is a statement”;
or “this verb is an imperative, therefore it expresses a command.” Whether
it is a command depends on the whole context and situation in which it is
uttered. Thus, we shall be cautious about reading too much into the fact
that, for example, an imperative or an indicative features in a particular
verse. In Phil. 3:1 and 4:4, for instance, “rejoice in the Lord” (yaigere év
xvpi) IS admittedly a second person plural present imperative. On this basis
Karl Barth writes that rejoicing “must” take place, because it is “expressed
asan imperative”, and W. Hendriksen insists that we are bidden “to rejoice
in obedience to acommand”.” But, firstly, it ispossible that yatgere isa
form of greeting, which is no more a command than “how do you do?’ isa
question. On the basis of grammar, one can imagine an exegete interpreting
“how do you do?’ as a cal to self-examination! When Judas greets Jesus
with a betraying kissin Mt. 26:49, yaige means simply “hello”, and certain-
ly not “rejoice”. In Phil. 3:1 and 4:4 F. W. Beare trand ates the word
“Farewell”. * Secondly, even if weinsist, after examining the historical and
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literary setting (which Barth and Hendriksen fail to do), that yaigere still
means “rejoice’, the fact that it occursin the imperative is no guarantee that
it must be understood as a “command”. If | cry “Help!” in the imperative,
or “Lord, save me”, thisis aplea; if someone tells me, “enjoy yourself °, but
in the end | spend a miserable afternoon, this need not be “disobedience to a
command”.

The task of Bible trandation also reveals the utter impossibility of remain-
ing wedded to the idea of logico-grammatical parallelism. In| John 2:26, for
example, the writer states | have written this to you (zatra éyeaya )
concerning those who would mislead you.” But &ygaya, athough it isan “in-
dicative” (I have written) does not serve primarily to describe the action of
writing here; it in fact signals the end of atopic. So the New English Bible
sensibly renders it, “So much for those who would mislead you.”

In Bible trandation, the rejection of logico-grammatica parallelism stems
not only from structural linguistics (discussed in 11.2), and from a recogni-
tion of the conventionality of grammatical form (discussed in 11.3), but also
from the influence of Noam Chomsky’'s type of “transformational”
generative grammar (discussed in 111). Eugene A. Nida and William L.
Wonderly accept the principle of transformation in terms of “kernel™
sentences as an axiom of Bible trandation. ** Thus the complex R. S. V.
sentence in Eph. 1:7“... we have redemption through his blood, the
forgiveness of our trespasses’ is analyzed into four “kernel” sentences.. (1)
(God) redeems us; (2) (Christ) died (or shed his blood); (3) (God) forgives
(us); and (4) we sinned. The “quasi-kernel” structure is now: “we sinned.
But Christ died; therefore God redeems us and he forgives us.” Todays
English Version then renders this; Py the death of Chiist we are set frée,
and our sins are forgiven”; whilst the New English Bible has: “in Christ our
release is secured and our sins are forgiven through the shedding of his
blood.” Neither grammatical structure follows the Greek at al closely.
Whether such a handling of the text is justified cannot be determined
without carefully examining the issues which are discussed in the remainder
of this essay.

3. WORDS AND MEANINGS

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

This should heighten our appreciation of the value of all technical work in

biblical studies which seeks to shed light on the historical and literary con-

texts of utterances. In avaluable article John F. A. Sawyer compares the
emphasis placed on “context of situation” in linguistics with the account
taken of situation, setting, or Sitz im Leben in form criticism. ** Indeed he
goes asfar asto claim, “The relation between Gattung and Sitz im Leben in
Old Testament literary theory is potentially more important for semantic
theory (my italics) than a number of situational theories put forward by the

professiona linguistician from Bloomfield to Firth.” ' Thus the necessity
and value of standard techniques in New Testament studies is not smply a
question which can be decided on theological grounds aone. Because bibli-
cal language as language can only be understood with reference to its con-

text and extra-linguistic situation, attention to the kind of question raised in

critical study of the text is seen to be necessary on purely linguistic grounds.
To try to cut loose “propositions’ in the New Testament from the specific

situation in which they were uttered and to try thereby to treat them

“timelessy” is not only bad theology; it is also bad linguistics. For it leads
to adistortion of what the text means. This point will emerge with fuller

force when we look at the structural approach of Ferdinand de Saussure

(below, 11.2).

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

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

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

1. SYNCHRONIC AND DIACHRONIC APPROACHES TO LANGUAGE

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

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

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

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

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

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

When we come specifically to the New Testament, it will be seen that it
can be seriously misleading to base the meanings of words on their use in
Plato or in Homer, let aone on their etymologies. For example, it is
sometimes suggested, as Barr points out, that Aewrovpyia “means’ awork
(éeyov) performed by the people (1ads) perhaps through a priestly or kingly
representative. But at least by the time of Aristotle the word had simply
become a generalized one for any kind of “service” or “function”. *
Sometimes interpreters seek to read too much into a dead metaphor. Thus
“to show compassion” (sndeyyvitopad) IS said to be a matter of one's inner-
most being, since onidyyva Means “internal organs’. But the metaphor is no
longer any more a live force than when we speak of “losing heart”. Similar-
ly, it is sometimes claimed that 13m;énz;g in1Cor. 4:1"literally” meansthe
under-rower (5zé + dpésow) Of aship.” But the word has become a dead
metaphor meaning simply “servant” or “assistant”; no more than
“dandelion” “literally” means dent de lion or “lion’s tooth”. Occasionally
someone even uses diachronic investigation in away that leads to sheer
anachronism, as when we are told that “witness’ (uagrdeov) means “mar-
tyrdom”; or, worse till, that dvauc in the New Testament “properly”
means “dynamite’!
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Neither Saussure nor Barr rules out diachronic linguistics as illegitimate.
Indeed it may be helpful to use diachronic study to demonstrate that the
meaning of a Greek word has changed in between Plato and the New Testa:
ment. It is proper to trace the historical evolution of aterm and its changing
semantic value, provided that two factors are borne in mind: firstly, that
synchronic description is the pre-requisite of diachronic study at every
separate stage; secondly, that adequate attention is paid to the phenomenon
of semantic change. David Crystal sums up the point made by Saussure:
“Both are subjects in themselves, with different procedures of study and
largely different aims. Neither excludes the other ... But ... asynchronic
description is pre-requisite for a proper diachronic study.” *

2. THE STRUCTURAL APPROACH TO LANGUAGE

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

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

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

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

The relevance of this principle to New Testament interpretation has been
conclusively demonstrated by Erhardt Giittgemanns and by Kenneth L.
Burres.” Giittgemanns, for example, shows how the meaning of
“righteousness’ in Romans turns partly on its syntagmatic relations to “of
God” (@eot) and “on the basis of faith” (&« motews). Burres discusses the
meaning of “reved” (droxaldnrw) partly in terms of its syntagmatic or “syn-
tactic” relations to “righteousness of God”, “wrath of God”, and other
phrases; partly in terms of its paradigmatic or “paratactic” relations to
pavepdw and its two-way relations (e.g. in 1 Cor. 14:6) to yvwors and ngo-
gnreta. The @im in the case of Burres' work is to build up a semantic field of
terms relevant to the semantic value of “reveal” in Paul.

The notion of paradigmatic relations is connected with the semantic ax-
iom that meaning implieschoice. For example, “pound” (weight) draws part
of its meaning from the fact that it functionsto exclude ton, stone, ounce, or
dram. It also draws part of its meaning from its syntactic relation to butter,
cheese, or apples. On the other hand, “pound” (money) draws part of its
meaning from its paradigmatic relation to 50p, 100p or £5; and part of its
meaning from its syntagmatic relation to “pay me &’ or “change for &’.
Thus Giittgemanns examines the paradigmatic relations of “righteousness
of God” to “power of God” and “wrath of God", as well as its syntagmatic
relations to “on the basis of faith” and “on the basis of law”. Similarly the
meaning of xara adexa depends not only on its syntagmatic relation to
"lagarA (“earthly” |Sragl) or sogol (Wise according to “human standards’);
but also on its paradigmatic relation to xara nvevua (Spirit).

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

In view of the importance of the field, Barr and Burres each supports
Trier's point that a word has meaning not autonomously or independently
but “only as part of awhole” (nur als Teil des Ganzen); only within afield
(im Feld).” All the same, criticisms about words as units of meaning should
not be taken too far. No less an authority than G. Stern has written: “There
is no getting away from the fact that single words have more or less perma-

83



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

nent meanings, that they actually do refer to certain referents, and not to
others, and that this characteristic is the indispensable basis of al

communication.”” Or as Stephen Ullmann puts it, more moderately,

“Thereisusualy in each word a hard core of meaning which is relatively
stable and can only be modified by the context within certain limits.”
Word-studies, then, are not to be dismissed as valueless.

When James Barr ruthlessly criticizes many of the articlesin G. Kittel’'s
multi-volume Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, it might be
tempting to imagine that he is mainly attacking the method of word-study.
But word-study as such isnot his main target of criticism. Hisreal com-
plaint is against what he calls“illegitimate totality transfer”. * This occurs
when the semantic value of aword asit occursin one context iSsadded to its
semantic value in another context; and the process is continued until the
sum of these semantic valuesisthen read into a particular case.

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

This error stands in complete contrast to the principles elucidated in
modern linguistics after Saussure by Eugene A. Nida and by Martin Joosin
particular. Nida asserts, “The correct meaning of any term is that which
contributes least to the total context.” ** For example we might define the
semantic values of “green” in severd ways. as a colour, as meaning inex-
perienced, as meaning unripe, and so on. Similarly, we might define “house’
as adwelling, lineage, and a business establishment. But as soon as we place
“green” and “house” in syntagmatic relation to each other, we minimize the
semantic values of each, so that “green” can only be a colour, and “house”’
only a dwelling. In the case of “greenhouse” the contribution of “green”
almost disappears. Yet if “green house” were a phrase in the New Testa
ment, we could imagine an expositor exploring the supposed “richness’ of
each term separately, and then adding together the components into one
great theological compound. On the other hand Martin Joos cdls it “seman-
tic axiom number one” that in defining aword it must be made to “con-
tribute least to the total message desirable from the passage where it is at
home, rather than e.g. defining it according to some presumed etymology or
semantic history.” * Nida concludes “Words do not carry with them all the
meanings which they may have in other sets of co-occurences.” * Thusin a
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balanced comment on the whole question of word-meaning R. H. Robins
adds that words may be convenient units about which to state meanings
“provided that it is borne in mind that words have meaning by virtue of their
employment in sentences ... and that the meaning of a sentence is not to be
thought of as a sort of summation of the meanings of its component words
taken individually.”

3. CONVENTIONALITY IN LANGUAGE AND ITS CONNEXION WITH
STRUCTURALISM

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

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

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

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

But not only is this to argue on the basis of a supposed logico-gram-
matical paralelism; it is also to compound this particular error with further
arguments of adiachronic or even etymologica nature, and to ignore the
role of context in semantics. If, for example, min means “away from” in
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many contexts, its context in a comparison restricts its semantic value to
“more than”. On the one hand, Boman's method flies in the face of struc-
turalism; on the other hand, as Barr concludes, “Boman’s kind of interpreta-
tion of language ... depends to a great extent on the logico-grammatical un-
clarities of the older grammar, and evaporates with the stricter method of
modern linguistics.” * Thisis not to say that al of Boman's conclusions are
wrong. For sometimes, as Barr admits, he expresses an insight which may
have independent value as an exegetical observation. ¥ Barr does not
dispute that Hebrew uses of language may sometimes be more “dynamic”
than Greek or English near-equivalents. The error, however, isto attempt to
base such conclusions on dubious linguistic arguments which ignore struc-
turalism and conventiondity in language, and Barr has performed a
valuable service in subjecting this approach to systematic criticism.

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

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

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

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

Barr also criticizes the methodological procedure of Kittel’s Theological
Dictionary of the New Testament according to which in effect, “the lex-
ical-stock of N.T. Greek can be closely correlated with the concept-stock of
the early Chrigtians.” % The Dictionary isadictionary, in practice, of
words; but it purports to be a “concept-history” (Begriffsgeschichte). Thus a
contributor writes not about “the Greek word —” but “the Greek con-
cept —”. The temptation to which this leadsis to commit the “illegitimate
totality transfer” (which we described and discussed in 11, 1). Since words
and concepts do not necessarily correspond with each other isomorphically,
such ambiguity of terms can only be misleading, and the confusion becomes
still worse when some German scholars use Begriff to mean both “concept”
and “word”.

4. LANGUE AND PAROLE

The digtinction between langue and parole, so important for Saussure,
has been taken up in connexion with the form criticism of the gospels by
Erhardt Giittgemanns. According to Saussure, language (either langue or, in
a different sense langage cf. Sprache) must not be confused with speech or
actual speaking (parole; cf. sprechen). Langue “is both a socia product of
the faculty of speech and a collection of necessary conventions that have
been adopted by a socia body to permit individuals to exercise that
faculty.” It is inherited within the community; and is “the sum of word-
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images stored in the minds of al individuals. .. astorehouse filled by the
members of a given community ... Languageisnot completein any (in-
dividual) speaker, it exists perfectly only within a collectivity.” Langue is
thus the language-system which, as it were, waits in readiness for acts of
speech. By contradt, parole is “the executive side of speaking ... anin-
dividua act.?

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

One consequence of Saussure's distinction between langue and parole is
of interest to the New Testament interpreter. We have already stressed in
connexion with paradigmatic relations (in 11.2) that “meaning is choice.”
The interpreter cannot know how much significance to attach to an author’s
use of word x until he also knows what alternatives were available to him at
the same time. It is often said, for example, that the choice of dyexs and
dydny 1o mean “love” in the New Testament is especialy significant because
Christian writers chose them in preference to éee and &ws and also to gl
and guia. Supposedly agape is a discerning and creative love; eres is a
passionate love which seeks self-gratification; whilst philia is a more genera
word for solicitous love or kindly inclination. But before we can say with
certainty that a New Testament writer “chooses’ to use dydzn we must first
establish whether the other two words for love were genuinely live optionsin
the contexts concerned. It is not enough to ask whether different words for
“love’” might be available in first-century Greek in general. In this respect a
lexicon may even be mideading. We must aso ask: what words for love
were available for use in the linguistic repertoire of the New Testament
writer in question? Words may perhaps exist in Greek of which heisun-
aware, or for which he has a personal didike for any of avariety of reasons.
It would then be thoroughly misleading to argue that he has chosen word x
as against these.
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[1l. Other Basic Tools in Field Semantics, Linguistics and Philosophy
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1. TooLS IN FIELD SEMANTICS; TYPES OFOPPOSITION AND SYNONYMY % ‘g 5 § \S S

. . . . - \3. *Q -

We have already seen the principle laid down by J. Trier that a word has & 3§ 3O
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meaning “only as part of awhole ... ityields ameaning only within afield”

/N

(nur im Feld gibt es Bedeutung). Following the implications suggested by .

Saussure's structuralism, the task of the semanticist, as Trier saw it, was to 2 g § g 2

set up lexical systems or sub-systems (Wortfelder) in terms of semantic 5 53§43 s

relations of sameness or similarity of meaning (synonymy); of opposition or :g S B §‘ °
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incompatibility of meaning (antonymy or complementarity); and of a specia
kind of inclusiveness of meaning (hyponymy) as where one word expresses a

(other supernatural agencies)

To mvevua

class (“furniture”) to which the items belong (“chair”, “table”). In broad N .
outline this describes the programme of field semantics.” S 8§ 5 S
E. A. Nida has suggested that more use should be made of the methods of N T g eSS
field semantics in Biblical lexicology. He writes, “Quite hew approaches to £ 2 % R .
lexicology must be introduced ... Critical studies of meaning must be based <8 B |
primarily upon the analysis of related meanings of different words, not upon
the different meanings of single words.” ™ According to the traditional 5 s o
method, the lexicographer would take a word such as “run”, for example, 5 § § « 3 8 .
and distinguish in terms of its syntagmatic relations (1) running along the 3 §E§ 35 ¢ 5
road; (2) running a business; (3) arun on the bank; and so on. But the s ‘ = Q & ° 8 * .3
method in field semantics would be to compare “run” in the first sense with 2 5 oS
words to which it stood in paradigmatic relation, such as “walk”, “skip”, R
“crawl”; and to compare “run” in the second sense with “control”, 5 S 3 g
“operate” and “direct”. In this way a “field” very much like Saussure's 58< “E =
“associative field”, or system of paradigmatic relations, may be constructed. S ‘gjﬁ, S §, S 8
The traditional attention to syntagmatic relations in lexicology is in fact ¥ 9 g R
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(human)
2. breath 3. spirit
(in contrast

to body)
avéw ouiua,
dptévar adgé,
T0 msv,ua, oy,
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complementary to newer methods. In New Testament Greek, a traditiona
lexicon-entry under avesra for example, would distinguish between (1) wind
or breath; (2) men's spirit; (3) the Spirit of God; and (4) spirit-beings. The
“field” approach would examine the first category in relation to dveuos, avéw
and leilay; the second category in relation to edeé, puys, cpa, and o on. A
diagram will illustrate how the two approaches can be complementary.

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

We must now look more closely at different types of opposition. Ina

3
3
Eunvéw,

3

(of natural forces)

whole book devoted to the subject C. K. Ogden lists some twenty or so ex- < G o 3
amples, most of which involve a distinctive type of semantic opposition. ™ £ s §¢3
The basic distinction, however, is between what he calls opposition by cut = 2 3 B S
Y
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and opposition by scale. The sharpest type of opposition by cut is the rela-
tion of two-way exclusion known as complementarity. The denia of the one
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involves the assertion of the other, and vice versa. Paul sets the word ydge
“by grace”, in opposition to & Zgywv “by Works’ in this way in Rom. 11:6.
“Grace” and “works’ derive their semantic value from their very relation of
complementarity. Thus Paul writes, “if it is by grace, it is no longer on the
basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace.” Similarly E.
Giittgemanns attempts to shed light on dexatoesivy Beov righteousness of
God,in.Rom. 1 by showing that in that chapter it standsin arelation of op-
position to dgy7 e& -wrath of God.”

Not every kind of opposition functions in this way, however. What is
strictly termed a relation of antonymy is a one-way relation of opposition
which is relative and gradable by scale. Rom, 5:6-8 illustrates this kind of
opposition. To say that a man is “good” (dyabdc) is to deny that he is
positively bad. But on the other hand, to say that he is “not good” does not
entail “he is bad”. For “good” may stand in contrast to “law-abiding”
(dixaroc) and a man may be law-abiding but neither good nor bad. Similarly
in the gospels a “great” crowd or a “large” crowd stands in opposition to a
“small” exond* but a crowd which is “not large” need not be small. The
type of opposition involved in grading-words like “good” and “great” is
different from that entailed by such terms as “grace” and “works’. In an ar-
ticle published elsewhere | have tried to unravel the complex semantic
relationship between mvedua, spirit, and odefy, flesh.™ In certain contexts to
live according to the Spirit stands in a relation of complementarity to living
according to the flesh (cf. Rom. 8:9, 12). On the other hand, whilst the
Corinthian believers are in some sense men of the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:6-16;
12-14) in another sense Paul refuses to accept their inference that therefore
they are “not fleshly” (3:1-4).

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

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

A moment’s reflection will disclose two principles. Firstly, most so-called
synonyms are context-dependent. In many contexts “jump” is synonymous
with “leap”; but we do not say “that noise made me leap.” “Sick” often

means the same as “ill”; but we do not talk about a bird of sick omen, nor
say that we areill of repesting the same thing. Similarly in New Testament
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Greek xawds and véog are clearly synonymous when both mean “new” as
applied to the “covenant” (Scabjsy, e.g. cf. Heb. 8:8 with Heb. 12:24); but a
writer would not presumably speak of xawov gdpaua (dough) or of ayoung
man as xawdss. 1t could be mideading, then, to answer “yes’ or “no” to the
simple question: are xarvée and véog Synonyms? The semanticist will ask,
rather: in what kinds of context, if any, are they synonymous?

Secondly, many words are synonymous with others at a cognitive level,
but not in emotive terms or in terms of register. We might write to “ decling”
an invitation, but hardly to “reject” it; yet it is difficult to see any great
difference between them in cognitive scope. “Decease” is more formal and
professional than “death”; whilst “passed on”, “popped off *, “was called to
higher service” and “kicked the bucket” al have their own specia over-
tones. Similarly in certain contexts Mark’s xgdfartog, mattress, may be
cognitively synonymous with Matthew and Luke's xAivy, bed; but the collo-
quid overtones of Mark’s word are deemed inappropriate by Matthew and
Luke. Sometimes similar actions or attitudes can be described by terms
suggesting overtones of moral approval or blame. Thus Bertrand Russell
begins his well-known “emotive conjugations’ as follows: “I am firm, you
are obstinate, he is pig-headed; ... | have reconsidered, you have changed
your mind, he has gone back on his word.” “Reasoning” 1n the New TeSta-
ment can be alluded to with overtones of disapproval (cadoyewouds) Or either
neutrally or with approval (cf. vénua, voic).

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

}

2. TYPES OF VAGUENESS AND METAPHOR

Certain kinds of vagueness are useful and desirable. Language would be
impoverished if we could never talk about “furniture”, but only about chairs
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and tables; or never talk about something’s being “red”, without specifying
whether we mean crimson or scarlet; or never talk about “flowers’ without
explicating whether we mean tulips, roses, or a mixture of both. When the
New Testament interpreter comes across a superordinate term like xaxa,
badness, it is a mistake to insist on a greater degree ofprecision than that
suggested by the text. | have argued this point in two articles, one with
reference to the applications of the parables, the other with reference to the
meaning of odgé in 1 Cor. 5:5.7

One type of vagueness is due to lack of specificity, of which superordinate
terms supply some, but not all, examples. A skilful politician may retain
universal support, for example, if he promisesto “take steps’ to meet a
crisis; he loses some votes if heis forced to specify what steps.

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

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

Too often in biblical interpretation exegetes have looked for exactness
where the author chose vagueness. Must the “ horrifying abomination” in
Mark 13:14 refer specifically to the violence of the zealots, or to a statue of
Titus, or to Caligula or Hadrian? Must “Son of man” be robbed of an am-

biguity which may have commended the term to Jesus? Might not the New
Testament writers have wished to keep some ideas open-ended no less often
than we do?

We must also glance briefly at metaphor, which is not unrelated to
quegions about vagueness. A live metaphor“ﬁ).r%u 'POSGS awell-establlshed
use of language (often popularly called the “literal”™ meaning) and then ex-
tends this use in away that is novel or logicaly odd. The aim of this exten-
sion istwofold. Firstly, it sets up atension which is intended to provoke the
hearer into some reaction; secondly, it provides a model, or picture, or
frame of reference, according to which the hearer now “sees’ the point in
question in anew way. It should be stressed, however, that this happens
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only when a metaphor is genuinely “live’. Most metaphors very soon
become dead metaphors. This is one crucial difficulty confronting the New
Testament interpreter about biblical metaphors. The well-known metaphor
of the Christian’s armour in Eph. 6:14-17 has become dead metaphor, or
even amere andogy or simile, because aterm like “sword of the spirit” has
itself become an established use of language. Sometimes a new trandation
will recapture some force by replacing an old metaphor by a new but
closely-related one. Thus “gird up the loins of your mind” in 1 Pet.1: 13
becomes “ stripped for action” in the NEB. On the other hand “anchor of
the soul” (Heb. 6:19), “fed you with milk” (1 Cor. 3:2) and “living stones’
(1 Pet. 2:5) till retain an element of their original tension without alteration.
The interpreter has to steer a very careful path between evaporating the
force of a metaphor by total explication, and leaving its meaning open to
doubt. If ametaphor is aready dead even in the New Testament, no harm is
done by erring on the side of clarity. Thus “hand of the Lord” (Acts 11:2 1)
becomes “the Lord's power” in Today’s English Version; and “pass from
me this cup” (Luke 22:42) becomes “free me from having to suffer this
trial” in the Spanish Version Popular. But it is a different matter when the
metaphor is alive one. It is difficult to justify, for example, the rendering of
Paul’s “put on Chrigt” (Gal. 3:27) by “take upon themselves the qualities of
Christ himself' (Today’s English Version). A metaphor is to make the
hearer think for himself, often by means of some deliberate ambiguity. It
gives us something as amodel for something else without making explicit in
exactly what way it is supposed to be a model. 7 We could say of metaphor
what F. Waismann says of poetry: “Its mission is to break through the wall
of conventional values that encloses us, to startle us into seeing the world
through fresh eyes.” ™ If metaphor is eliminated or turned into simile, as W.
L. Wonderly recommends as a “basic technique” of popular Bible tranda-
tion, this entire dimension is lost. ™
The literature on metaphor is extensive. ® It should warn us against ever
talking about Biblical metaphors as “mere” metaphors, as if to imply that
metaphorical language is somehow inferior to non-metaphorical discourse.
But it is aso evident from this range of literature that there are different
types of metaphors with different purposes; and that the line between
metaphor and non-metaphor is not in fact a line but a continuous scale,

passing through “dead” metaphor and merely figurative language such as

metonymy or synecdoche. Robert Funk and Sallie TeSelle have argued that
the parables of Jesus function as metaphor; and in theology, especially with
reference to Bultmann, it is crucial to distinguish between metaphor and
myth.

3. SOME EFFECTS OF RECENT APPROACHES IN LINGUISTICS

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

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

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

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

This example of transformationa techniques is aready employed, by im-
plication, in New Testament exegesis and in traditional grammar. The
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traditional contrast between “objective genitive” and “subjective genitive’ is
usualy explained in what amounts to transformational terms. In 1 Cor. 1:6,
for example, the phrase “the testimony of Christ” (z6 pagrdgiov ros Xpworos)
is, as it stands, ambiguous. If it is subjective genitive it derives from the
transform “Christ testified”, in which “Christ” is subject; if it is objective
genitive it derives from the transform “Paul testifies to Christ”, in which
“Chrit” is (indirect) object. Similarly, as the phrase stands, “love of God”

(7} dydmn To? Oeot) in 1 John is ambiguous, and has to be interpreted as

deriving either from the transform “God loves ...” (subjective genitive), or

from“... loves God" (objective genitive). It is a regular manoeuvre in
Today’s English Version to remove ambiguity of thiskind by clearly reflec-
ting one particular transform. Thus “light of the world” (Mt. 5: 14) becomes
“light for the world” (objective genitive, from “lights the world"); and “the

promise of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:33) becomes “the Holy Spirit, as his
Father had promised” (objective genitive, from the transform “the Father

promised the Holy Spirit”, excluding the alternative transform “the Holy

Spirit promised”).

Transformational grammar often seeks to make explicit elements of
meaning which are implied, but not expressed, in a sentence. Chomsky com-
ments, “Surface similarities may hide distinctions of a fundamental nature
... It may be necessary to guide and draw out the speaker’s intuition in
perhaps fairly subtle ways before we can determine what is the actua
character of his knowledge.” * This principle is of positive value in Bible
trandation, provided it is recognised that, once again, trandation inevitably
becomes interpretation. Sometimesit is possible that this technique of mak-
ing linguistic elements explicit goes further than the text allows. Thusit is
questionable whether Today’s English Version isjustified in trandating xa:
Baw 6 *Inoove Ty Alorv adrwy AS “Jesus saw how much faith they had”
(Mark 2.5). The R.S\V. simply has “when Jesus saw their faith”. But
presumably the trandators of Today’s English Version would claim to be
making explicit what they judged wasimplicit in the text.

One further point arises from this principle of making linguistic elements
explicit. It demonstrates that statistical statements about word-occurrences
may often be superficia or even misleading guides to the occurrence of ac-
tual concepts. K. L. Burres makes this point about “boasting” in Rom.
3:27.% The text reads: “Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded.
On what principle? On the principle of works? No, but on the principle of
faith.” In this form of the text “boasting” occurs once only. But if we alow a
transformational analysis to unpack occurrences which are implicit but
functionally operative, Burres suggests that we now have: “Then what
becomes of our boasting? Our boasting is excluded. On what principle is our
boasting excluded? Is our boasting excluded on the principle of works? No.
Our boasting is excluded on the principle of faith”. “Boasting” now occurs
five times.

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

IV. A Concluding Example of Semantic Exploration: Justification by Faith

By way of conclusion | shall try to show how a particular set of problems
in New Testament interpretation may be solved, or at least made to look
very different, by explorations into questions of semantics and logic. Since
hitherto we have been looking mainly at tools which have been forged in
generd linguistics, | shall conclude by glancing at some possibilities which
emerge againgt the background of linguistic philosophy. Beginning with the
contrast between descriptive and evaluative. Ianguact;e-u“ses | shall draw on
Wittgenstein’s notion of “seeing as”0n hisideaof the “home” setting of a
language-game, and on the concept of anaycity or “grammaticalness’ in his
own sense of the term. | shall apply these notions to three standard
problems raised by justification in Pauline thought. *

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

2. Isjustification present or future? Many passagesindicate that it isa
present reality (Rom. 5:1, 9; 9:30; 1 Cor. 6:11); but in Gal. 5:5 Paul states
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unambiguously that believers “wait for the hope of righteousness’ in the
future. Many interpreters of Paul, following Weiss and Schweitzer, believe
that it “belongs strictly speaking” to the future, but is also effective in the
present.

3. How can Paul place “faith” in contrast to “works’ wheniit isnot, as
Whitele%/ puts it, “another kind of work”; it is not a species of the same
genus? ¥ Itisnot asif “having faith” were a trump card which could be
played if one had run out of “good works’.

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

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

(2) These two frames belong, respectively, to eschatology and to history.
In the context of history, in terms of what he isin thisworld and of what his
past has made him, the Christian remains a sinner. Justification is strictly a
matter of the future, when he will be acquitted at the last judgment.
Nevertheless the eschatological frame is the decisive one because it cor-
responds with future reality, and it can be brought forward and ap-
propriated in the present by faith. In this sense, justification becomes a pre-
sent reality, for it is granted “ apart from the law” (Rom. 3:21, cf. Gd. 2:16;
Phil. 3:9). In as far as the believer is already accorded his eschatol ogical
status, viewed in that context he is judtified. In as far as he till livesin the
everyday world, he remains a sinner who awaits future jutification. History
and eschatology each provide aframe or logical context in which a different
verdict on the Christian is valid and appropriate. In Wittgenstein's sense of
the “home” setting of a language-game, eschatology is the home setting in
which the logic of justification by faith receivesits currency.
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(3) We are now in a position to see that “jutification” and “faith” have
an internal, “grammatical”, or anaytical relation to each other in this set-
ting. “Faith”, in the context of justification (certainly not in all contexts in
Paul) means the acceptance of this future-orientated onlook as being effec-
tively relevant in the present. The verdict which, for external history, will be
valid only at the judgment day isvalid for faith now. From an external view-
point, justification remains future; but faith involves stepping out of that
purely historical frame of reference. In this sense, faith for Paul is not as
remote from Heb. 11:1 (“faith is the substance of things hoped for”) asit is
often imagined to be. But if thisistrue, faith may now be seen not as a mere-
ly externa means which somehow “procures’ justification, but as part of
what justification is and entails. In Wittgenstein's terms, to say “justifica-
tion requires faith” isto make an analytical statement about the grammar or
concept of justification. It is like saying, “Green is a colour”, or “Water boils
at 100°C.” ** It does not so much state a condition, in the sense of
qualification for judtification, as state something more about what justifica-
tion involvesand is.

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

QUESTIONS OF INTRODUCTION

D. Guthrie

|. General Considerations

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

1. BACKGROUND

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

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

2. DATE

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

3. DESTINATION

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

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

sent to destinations where Gnostic influences are known to have been active.

4. INTEGRITY

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

[l. Authorship

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

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

L. THE VALIDITY OF AUTHOR-CRITICISM

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

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

In order to illustrate this latter point some examples will be cited. In his
approach to the Gospels as books which mainly contain the theological
creations of the early church, Bultmann ¢ does not discuss authorship. In the
strictest sense the writers take on the role of compilers or editors of the units
of tradition and not the role of authors. Exegesis loses sight of the personal
contribution of the writer. It isthisimpersonal side of Bultmann's method of
interpretation which has caused the development of redaction criticism,’
with its restoration of the importance of the individual. Many redaction
critics, however, consider that the author is two stages removed from the
original events, the first stage being the development of units of tradition and
the second the shaping of these units into a theological whole.® None of these
approaches looks at the Gospelsin the same light as those which give weight
to traditional views of authorship. For instance, if Matthew, an apostle, was
the author of the Gospel attributed to his name, the exegete will clearly ap-

proach the Gospel from a different point of view. * There will be more
inclination to treat his record as historically correct than if some unknown
compiler, with his own specific theological viewpoint, had written it. '* A
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similar difference is seen in approaches to the book of Acts, for clearly an
exegete who regards the book as written by a reliable historian will have a
different assessment of its statements from one who regards the book as an
essentially theological composition. " This |atter point illustrates a problem
that could arise among those who share a common theory of authorship.
Acceptance of Lucan authorship does not necessarily imply acceptance of
his work as history rather than theology, which shows that more is needed
than the identification of the author. > For many New Testament books
information regarding the character of the author is nevertheless restricted
to deductions from the contents of the books themsalves, or else scattered
materia in traditions which may or may not be correct. The exegete could
wish that as much information existed about all the New Testament authors
as exists for the apostle Paul, but in most cases the data are scanty.

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

The close connection between traditional comments on authorship and
apostolicity has been mentioned above, but this raises the most important
problem of all — that of apostolicity itself. What importance did apostolic
origin have for authoritative Christian literature? Could any writing be
regarded as authoritative that was not known to have come from an
apostolic source? While the evidence on this theme is not conclusive, there
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are many indications that apostolic authorship was generaly regarded as a
guarantee of the authority of the writing. The preponderance of apocryphal
books purporting to come from apostolic sources suggests the importance
of supposed apostolic origin among those producing this kind of literature. "
There needs to be a right appreciation of the relationship between
apostolic authorship, apostolic content and authority. Apostolicity is more
to be identified with apostolic content than with authorship. If the New
Testament is based on what was generally recognized as apostolic doctrine,
problems arise when critical enquiry pronounces against apostolic
authorship. In that case either the book in question must be placed on a
different level from the rest, or else the early Christian basis for canonicity
must be revised. The latter course isthe one generally followed, in which
case even books of pseudonymous origin can be placed alongside authentic
apostolic books. " Yet the problem of authority is not so easily settled in this
way especially where writings claim some specified author, aclaim which is
then believed to be inaccurate. It cannot be disputed that more authority
rests with literature which is known to be apostolic than with writings whose
origin is confidently declared to be non-apostalic. The Pastoral Epistles are
a good example of this difference. Those who dispute their genuine Pauline
origin generally regard them as second century productions which can prac-
tically be disregarded in the reconstruction of the development of thought in
the apostolic age.* They are certainly not in that case given the same
weight exegetically asif they are treated as the actual words of the apostle.
Even those theories which propose that the content of these Epistles is
Pauline but not by Paul cannot escape the dilemma over the authority of the

writings, for secondary writings in the Pauline tradition have less validity

than primary apostolic documents. This discussion leads naturally into a
consideration of the relationship between apostolicity, anonymity and
pseudonymity.

2. APOSTOLICITY, ANONYMITY AND PSEUDONYMITY

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

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

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

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

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

3. METHODS OF DETERMINING AUTHORSHIP

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

NOTES

1. Uber den sogenannten ersten Brief des Paulus an den Timotheus (Berlin 1807).

2. Hisrorische-Kritische Einleitung in das Neue Testament (Leipzig 18 12)111.3 15.

3. Die sogenannten Pastoralbriefe (Stuttgart (1835).

4. Einleitung in das Neue Testament (Freiburg 1885).

5. Cf. for instance, Bultmapn’s approach to history in his The History of the Synoptic
Tradition (E.T., Oxford 958 ).

6. Emphasis on units of tradition has made emphasis on authorship irrelevant.

7. In writings of scholars like Marxsen, Conzelmann and Bornkamm. See the article on
redaction criticism, ch. XI.

8. Clearly authorship becomes important in discussions of the theological moulding, but
even here the theology is more important than the personal characteristics of the author.

9. A comparison between the ayvroach of G. Bornkamm and R. V. G. Tasker in his The
Gospel according to St. Matthew (London, 1961) illustrates this point.
10. An unknown compiler could, of course, produce an authentic work, but anonymity
makes it more difficult to establish authenticity (cf. Hebrews).
11. An exegete like E. Haenchen continualy refers to “Luke” but does not mean Paul’s com-
panion, whereas F. F. Bruce fully accepts the Lucan authorship and interprets the book ac-
cordingly. See E. Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles (Oxford 1971), and F. F. Bruce, The
Acts of the Apostles (London 1952).
12. Lucan authorship may be said to corroborate other evidences of authenticity since Luke
must have had access to much first-hand material.

13. C. Marcion iv.2.

14. Adv. Haer. iii.l.
15. E.g. it is not sound criticism when al the statements of a particular author are discounted
because on some issue he expresses a naive opinion.

16. Cf. E. Hennecke, New Testament Apocrvpha_(ed. W. Schneemelcher and R.M. Wilson;
London 1963, 1965).
17. Those who regard pseudonymity as an acceptable literary device claim that this places
books of such origin in the same category as books which advertise their true authorship.
18. Consider, for instance, the dating of F. D. Gealy in his exegess of these episties in The
Interpreter’s Bible (New York 1955), Val. I, pp. 351ff. in which a post-Marcion period
places them in a secondary category.
19. The earliest evidence comes from Tertullian (De Pudicitia) who placed Hebrews below
the apostolic epistles. His acceptance of Barnabas as author clearly influenced himin his
decision.
20. Cf. Eusehius, H.E. vi.25.
21. JTSI. ns. 12, (1961), pp. 39-49, reprinted in SPCK Theological Collections 4 (London
1965), 1-13. .
22. Aland considers that in those days the Christian writers were regarded as pens moved by
the Spirit.
23. Those times when Paul draws attention to his own opinion (as for instance in 1Cor.7:12)
suggest that heis generally conscious of speaking from God. His whole emphasis on the
work of the Spirit supports this view.
24. Op. cit., pp. 3, 4.
25. At the meeting of elders a Jamnia they were not considered canonica and a no stage
subsequent to this.
26. A pardld exigts in the title, but in form and content John's apocaypse differs in a mark-
ed way from the Jewish apocalypses. His is not pseudonymous, does not contain a survey of
past history and moves on a higher plane (i.e. is more spiritua).
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27. Cf. my article on epistolary pseudepigraphy in my New Testament Introduction (London
1970), pp. 671ff. For ageneral discussion of canonical pseudepigrapha, cf. B. M. Metzger,
JBL, 91 (1972), pp. 3-24.

28. A comparison between C. L. Mitton, The Epistle to the Ephesians (Oxford 195 1), and F.
Foulkes, The Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians (London 1963), will demonstrate this.

29. Cf. Mitton, Op. Cit.

30. According o Tertullian, De Baptismo 17.

31. A.Q. Morton, who has advocated this view, has based his conclusions on a restricted
amount of evidence and cannot claim to have established a generd principle (cf. Paul the
Man and the Myth (London, 1966), by A. Q. Morton and J. McLeman).

32. Cf. P. N. Harrison’s approach in The Problem of the Pastorals (Oxford 1921).

33. Cf. R. M, Wilson' s treatment in his Gnosis and the New Testament (Oxford 1968).
34. Cf. the different gnnr0aches of F. W. Beare, The First Epistle of Peter (Oxford 1958),
and C. E. B. Cranfield, The First Epistle of Peter (London 1950).
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CHAPTER VI

THE RELIGIOUS BACKGROUND

John W. Drane

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

|. The Sources

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

l. THE OLD TESTAMENT

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

Not only could Jesus own life, death and resurrection be seen in the con-
text of the Old Testament, but the new life of the Christian church could
also beinterpreted in terms of Old Testament categories. St. Paul had no
doubt that because of their relationship to Jesus the Christ, even Gentile
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Christians could be described as “sons of Abraham”, heirs of the promises
made in the Old Testament to God's chosen people (Gd. 3:29). On amost
every page of St. Paul’s correspondence, Old Testament figures are taken up
and reinterpreted, while even small details of his language can often conceal
an alusion to some Old Testament event. Even such a cosmopolitan church
asthat at Corinth could be expected to have their Christian faith thoroughly
grounded in the Old Testament (cf. 1 Cor. 10:1ff.).

2. CONTEMPORARY JUDAISM

The Judaism of the first century A.D. was no doubt more complex than
people often suppose* but three main strands appear to have had an
important influence on the faith of the first Christians:

(&) The Pharisees and their beliefs aimost certainly exercised an important
influence on the development of New Testament theology. Though to the
first evangelist they were the arch-enemies of Jesus and his followers (Mt.
22-23), St. Paul could boast more than once of his upbringing and educa
tion as a Pharisee (Phil. 3 :5; cf. Gal. 1: 13f.). Though his attitude to the Old
Testament Torah shows that he had cast aside many of the most cherished
beliefs of the Pharisees, it is certain that he continued to be deeply influenced
by what he had learned from his Pharisaic teachers. At his trial before
Agrippa (Acts 26:4-8), as before the Sanhedrin at a previous trial (Acts
23:6-10), the author of Acts depicts him appealing to the belief in the future
resurrection which he shared with the Pharisees — and we can see from his
own treatment of this very subj ect in 1 Cor. 15 how deeply indebted he was
to the traditions of his fathers.

(b) Qumran doctrines have also played their part in helping us to unders-
tand the religious background of the New Testament. Though we must re-
ject outright any theories that Christianity was derived from the Qumran
community, there are many points of contact. One of the most spectacular
reversals of scholarly opinion in recent years has come about largely
because of the discovery that the dudism of the Qumran scrolls bears ‘acer-
tain resemblance to that of the Fourth Gospel. As aresult of this, the Fourth
Gospel can now be seen in a completely new light, both historically and
theologically,* while some scholars are suggesting a much earlier date for it
than has hitherto been proposed. *

() Hellenistic Judaism must aso be taken into account. This was the kind
of Judaism that developed among the Jews of the Diaspora, as they tried to
accommodate their ancestral faith to the requirements of a different situa
tion. Its most eloquent exponent was Philo of Alexandria, a contemporary
of Jesus and St. Paul, who set himself the task of interpreting the Old Testa
ment in terms of Greek philosophy. In order to do this, he had to alegorize
amost the whole of the Old Testament, thus removing it from the realm of
the truly historical, but in the process he claimed to have proved that Moses
had anticipated all that was best in classical Greek philosophy! The thought
of Philo and those who followed him is often an important consideration in
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the interpretation of Pauline theology. In Gal. 4:21-3 1, for instance, Paul
uses the allegory of Sarah and Hagar to prove his theological points, and the
question naturally arises whether Paul was using the same method as the
Alexandrian Jews, and if so whether he did it with the same presuppositions
in mind. The answer to this question will give us an important insight into
St. Paul’s attitude towards the Old Testament, and his understanding of
Jesus in Old Testament categories.

3. HELLENISTIC THOUGHT

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

What we know of these Hellenigtic religions has come from two main
archaeological finds. From about 1850 large quantities of papyri were dis-
covered in Egypt, many of them containing accounts of the magica
religious observances of the Hellenistic world. These were gathered together
and published by Adolf Deissmann as Licht vom Osten in1908.° These
magical papyri shed a great deal of light on the popular superstitions of
Hellenism. None of the papyri as such can be dated earlier than the Chris-
tian era, and most of them are from the second to the sixth centuries A.D.
But there is plenty of other evidence for the widespread practice of magicin
New Testament times. This includes cursing tablets, magical amulets and
magicians' apparatus, some of it dating from the pre-Christian era.’ The
Gnostic religion is known to us through the accounts of Christian forms of
Ghosticism given by the early church Fathers, and also through a vast
quantity of MSS discovered at Nag Hammadi in Egypt about 1945. * This
collection, written in Coptic, includes sayings attributed to Jesus but not
contained in the canonical gospels (e.g. The Gospel of Thomas), along with
more speculative and philosophical Gnostic treatises. These MSS are dtill in
the process of being edited and published by scholars, but so far none has
come to light from a pre-Christian period.
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Il. The Use of Background Materials

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

1. THE USE OF SIMILAR LANGUAGE

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

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

The importance of exercising due caution in dealing with linguistic terms
is now generally recognised, though in the early days after the discovery of
the Hellenistic magical texts some extravagant statements were made on the
flimsy basis of common terminology. In 1913, Wilhelm Bousset wrote the
first edition of hisimportant book, Kyrios Christos, ** in which he suggested
that since the first Gentile Christians were accustomed to hailing their pagan
gods as xvptoc, they instinctively worshipped the Christian Jesus by using the
same word ~ though the practice went far deeper than that, for the word
itself carried with it amultitude of theological associations, which were also
transformed into beliefs about Jesus. '* Consequently, when the New
Testament writers refer to Jesus as ¢ »dgros they are demonstrating their
theological isolation from the historical Jesus, and their close association
with the pagan theology of the Hellenistic world. Far from being the guar-
dians of the truth revealed once and for al by Jesus the Christ, the apostles
were religious plagiarists of the worst sort, attempting to conceal the rags of

a discredited Jewish apocalyptist beneath the rich robes of Hellenistic deity.
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No-one today would accept this kind of argument in its entirety, for it is
now seen that in his enthusiasm for newly discovered sources of information
Bousset ignored the important semantic problems involved in transferring a
set of ideas from one culture to another. No doubt the early Christians
thought of Jesus as in some way a superior counterpart to their pagan
“lords’, but the evidence does not alow us to go much beyond that. ** James
Barr has gone so far as to suggest that it is alinguistic impossibility for
isolated words to convey theological meaning from one context to another,
and though his judgment may well be too sweeping, it is a timely reminder
that if linguistic comparisons are to mean anything a very complex analysis
is caled for. "

2. THE USE OF RELIGIOUS MYTHOLOGY

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

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

Some recent studies have emphasised again the importance of this aspect
of the synoptic traditions. R. P. Martin argues that one of the purposes of
Mark’s gospd was to tone down these magical associations that were so
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clear in the miracle stories. In the face of a Docetic Christology that had
arisen in the Gentile churches from a misunderstanding of Pauline teaching,
Mark edited the miracle traditions to exclude the possibility of mis-
understanding. He wanted to avoid the impression that Jesus was very
closdly dlied with the commonplace magic of Hellenism, hoping that this
would sweep the ground from under the feet of would-be Docetists.” & M-
Hull reaches somewhat different conclusions after his analysis of the synop-
tics. According to him, Mark portrays Jesus acting in precisely the ways ex-
pected of the Hellenistic “divine man”,whilein Cuke the contrast befween
the magic of Jesus and that of his opponents is brought out very clearly, and
in Mattf;gzw Jesus is portrayed not so much as a miracle worker as a teacher
of faith.

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

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

(i) The purpose of the magical performance in Hellenistic religion was
usually to coerce the gods to do as the “holy man” wanted. * The magical
papyri contain the incantations, prayers and rituals to be used to this end.
Each circumstance could be dealt with in a particular way, so that with in-
creasing pressure being brought to bear, the god was finally forced to submit
to the will of the magician. Thereisno paralle to thisin any of the New
Testament miracles. Jesus does not operate in order to pressurize God into
acting on his behalf — indeed, on one crucia occasion there is a definite
emphasis on Jesus' submission to the will of God (Mk. 14:32ff.). Nor is
there any record of Jesus using the kind of spells, incantations or magical
apparatus that are described in the papyri.

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

(iii) The miracles play a theological part in the gospels that is un-
paralleled both in pagan and in later Christian sources. * They are
eschatological events, portraying the coming of the Kingdom and
themselves being a part of the salvation brought by Jesus. In them God's ac-
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tion in Christ is revealed, his power is made manifest, and men are called to
faith and repentance. This is quite different from the purposes of either
Hellenistic or rabbinic magic. *°

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

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

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

Greek pagans were at the same stage of development as the New Testament
Christians, the miraculous elements of the New Testament and the pagan
miracles are al of a piece, and are nothing more or less than variant forms
of the same irrelevant phenomenon.
To the scholar who does accept the possibility of the miraculous, the
question is seen in a different light. He will take his starting point from the
assumption that there is no a priori reason why miracles should not happen.
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Nor indeed is there any a priori reason why Jesus should not have been
divine, as he evidently claimed to be. Beginning as they do from completely
different premises, it is not surprising that supernaturalists reach quite
different conclusions from naturalists. For the supernaturalit, it is possible
that Jesus was divine and that miracles could take place. Whether in fact
Jesus was divine and did perform miracles is something that needs to be es-
tablished by the norms of historical and literary investigation. In this en-
quiry no investigator has the right to impose his own preconceived ideas
onto the New Testament texts (nor indeed onto the Hellenistic or rabbinic
texts), but we al need to be aware of our presuppositions, and to make due
alowance for them.

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

HISTORICAL CRITICISM

I. H. Marshall

I. Aims and Method

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

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

Alongside this task of elucidation a second aim of historica criticism is to
test the historical accuracy of what purports to be historical narrative. Inthe
Acts of the Apostles severa pieces of local colour, e.g. the various titles
given to magistrates, have been shown to be accurate by the production of
confirmatory evidence from inscriptions and other ancient documents. It is
well known that Sir W. M. Ramsay began his archaeological researches in
Asia Minor with the belief that Acts was a tendentious second-century
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document. The evidence which he discovered led him to the verdict that
Luke was afirst-class historian, and he devoted the rest of his life to further
researches designed to find confirmatory evidence for the historical truth of
the NT.!

The problems that arise in pursuing these two aims are obviously those of
applying historical science to the NT. This method consistsin the careful
scrutiny of any given narrative by itself and in comparison with whatever
other sources of information are able to shed any light on it and the in-
cidents which it records. The marks of the good historian are consequently
that he possesses a good knowledge of dl the sources which may be rele-
vant, that he is adept a probing into their reliability and establishing what is
historically probable, and that he is capable of framing a historical
hypothesis which will successfully account for what the sources say. He in-
terrogates the texts in order to construct a picture of the event which they
reflect, a picture which will bein itself historically coherent and which will
also serve to explain the wording of the sources. His tools include the
various types of criticism discussed elsewhere in this volume, and he uses
them to work back from the historical narrative to its possible sources and
s0 to the incident which gave rise to them. We say “incident”, but it should
be remembered that various historical situations may have influenced the
narration of the story at different stages in its transmission, and these need
to be taken into account by the historian. *

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

Il. Historical Problems in the New Testament

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

l. DISCREPANCIES BETWEEN PARALLEL NARRATIVES

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

In the same way parallel accounts of the same incidents may differ from
each other. In Mt. 21:40f. Jesus reaches the climax of the parable of the
wicked husbandmen by asking what the owner of the vineyard will do to his
tenants. The question is answered by the audience, and then Jesus replies by
quoting Ps. 118:22f. In Lk. 20: 15-17, however, Jesus answers his own
question, and the audience replies, “God forbid”, before Jesus goes on to
cite the Psalm. Both accounts of the conversation cannot simultaneously be
literally true.® Or did Jesus alow or forbid the use of a staff to the Twelve
when he sent them out on their missionary travels (Mt. 10:10; MKk. 6:8)?

2. COMPARISON WITH NON-BIBLICAL MATERIAL

Exactly the same kind of problems can arise when the NT narratives are
compared with evidence from secular history, both in written accounts and
in archaeologica records. There is still no completely satisfactory solution
to the problem arising from Luke's statement that Quirinius was in office as
governor of Syria and conducted a census at the time of the birth of Jesus
before the death of Herod (Lk. 2:If.; cf. Mt. 2:1) when compared with
Josephus’ statement that Quirinius was governor and held the census several
years after Herod’s death (Josephus, Antiquities 17:135; 18:If.)

3. HISTORICAL IMPROBABILITIES

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

4, SUPERNATURAL OCCURRENCES

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

On the one hand, there is scepticism regarding the possibility of such
events. Some scholars reject the supernatural out of hand. Others, while
theoretically preserving an open mind, act in accordance with Hume's prin-
ciple: while miracles are rare occurrences, it is not rare for witnesses to be
mistaken, especialy in an era when superstition abounded and modern
scientific knowledge was lacking. Every apparent example of the super-
natural must therefore be scrutinised with care for the possibility of a
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natural explanation. Behind this attitude lies the belief that ancient history
should be regarded as continuous in character with modern history, so that
the one can be interpreted on the analogy of the other. Since (it is said) the
supernatyral is unknown today, it cannot be admitted into explanations of
the past.

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

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

5. CREATION AND MODIFICATION OF MATERIAL IN THE EARLY CHURCH

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

6. LITERARY GENRE

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

7. INSUFFICIENT EVIDENCE

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

I11. The Legitimacy of Historical Study

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

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

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

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

Second, the aims of the author must be considered. He may not have
wished to give more than a summary of an event. Matthew so abbreviates
the story of Jairus daughter that one gains the impression that she had
aready died before Jairus first approached Jesus (Mt. 9: 18), but according
to Mark at this point she was only in extremis, and not until later did Jairus
learn that she had died (MK. 5:23, 35; cf. Lk.8:42, 49). What Matthew
reports is, therefore, not what actually happened, and it standsin contradic-
tion to the report of Mark. But when Matthew’s method of abbreviation
(possibly in order to make room for additional material elsewhere in his
Gospel) is taken into account, it is seen that he was not concerned with

detailed accuracy, and he should not be faulted for what he was not trying
to do. In the same way a first-century audience would not have expected the
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brief accounts of the various sermons in Acts to be verbatim accounts of
what was actually said, any more than we would expect the same of brief
newspaper reports of parliamentary speeches (as opposed to detailed reports
in Hansard).

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

IV. The Implications of Inspiration

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

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

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

A conservative outlook may thus lead the critic to a more earnest reckon-
ing with the possible historicity of his sources and hence to the discovery of
historical materia which may otherwise have gone undetected. Simple loyal-
ty to the truth is all that should be required to lead to such effort — the
willingness to check each and every theory, and to take nothing for granted.
But the history of NT interpretation shows that where the conservative has
not played his part the sceptic has often been content with inadequate
solutions to problems, and has not tested tr115em carefully in the light of the
possibility that “Die Bibel hat doch Recht”. istori itici
on beyond what may be a superficia solution I(—)lg %Oéf\?g'q%réf'&t%%ﬂ mlfcsatr rso
the error of the source to a deeper solution which may be able to resolve the
?pparent error in the light of a more exact knowledge of the historical situa-
ion.

V. Conservatism and Scepticism

Such an attitude may well seem to have certain weaknesses. First, conser-
vative scholars may often seem unduly reactionary in their refusal to accept
hypotheses which depend on the presence of errors and contradictions in the
NT. Thereby they appear to have precluded the possibility of fruitful
research. For example, conservative scholars have never been very happy
about the dismemberment of the Epistles to the Corinthians, especialy the
view of Hausrath that 2 Cor. 10-13 forms part of an earlier Epistle than 2
Cor. 1-9, since this means that the various fragments have been erroneously
joined together in the wrong order. It could be argued that by this obstinate

refusal to accept an “assured result” of criticism they have prevented
themselves from entering into a fruitful discussion of the historica develop-
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ment of the Corinthian church or of Paul’s own thought. But two comments
arein order. First, recent study suggests that earlier conservatives may well
have been right in their hesitation (whatever their grounds for it); one solu-
tion to the enigma of 2 Corinthians that finds increasing favour at present
regards 2 Cor. 10-13 as posterior to 2 Cor. |-9 and forming part of a later
Epistle. ** Second, if the historica evidence demands the dismemberment of
the Epistle, and if there is no doctrinal reason why this should be regarded
asillegitimate, then modern scholars should not be bound by the attitudes of
an earlier generation.

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

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

This description of the conservative attitude is correct; what is debatable
is whether it represents an illegitimate, unhistorical approach to thetext. It is
surely one thing to interrogate a text minutely in order to discover al that it
really says or implies; it is quite another to disbelieve every statement that it
makes until it can be proved to be true. It is at this point that a clear distinc-
tion emerges between the so-called conservative and radical viewpoints. The
position adopted by the sceptica historian is thoroughly unredistic — as he
would soon redlise if he attempted to apply it to all the ordinary statements
made to him by other people in the course of everyday life. "* If we have a

narrative that purports to be historical from a writer whose general content
isknown to bereliable, it is more reasonable to accept it as reliable until
satisfactory evidence is produced againgt it. In the absence of contrary
evidence belief is reasonable. - When a scholar finds that his general belief
in the reliability of the NT is confirmed by the available historical evidence,
he has every right to protest that methodological scepticism is unjustified. ”

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

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

VI. Conclusion

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

These points, however, do not remove the possibility of discovering in-
tractable historical difficultiesin the NT. There may be a stage at which the
difficulties involved in explaining away an apparent historical error are
greater than those caused by accepting the existence of the error. Theories
which attempt to harmonise the narratives of Easter morning by postulating
severa different visits by the women to the tomb seem much more im-
probable than those which alow for a certain amount of confusion in the
narratives,”* just as there came a point when the pre-Copernican solution to
the movements of the planets, though mathematically possible, broke down
under the weight of the number of epicycles which more accurate observa-
tion of the heavens made it necessary to postulate, and the simpler Coper-
nican system became much more probable. More generaly, one may ask
whether there is a stage when the number of alleged historical difficulties for
which there is as yet no solution must lead the conservative scholar to con-
clude that the absolute historical reliability of the NT isamirage: isthere a
point a which faith becomes sheer credulity? On more than one occasion
Calvin himself notes the indifference of the Evangelists to details of times
ando%quenceﬁ * was the Spirit less concerned about such matters than we
are”

135



NEW TESTAMENT INTERPRETATION

It is certainly impossible to practise the historical method without con-
cluding that on occasion the correct solution to a difficulty lies in the un-
historical character of a particular narrative. Several cases of this kind have
been cited above, but in many of them we have claimed that to establish that
a particular statement is unhistorical is not to establish the presence of an
error which would call in question the reliability of the NT writer. Very often
the reader may be demanding a kind of historical truth from the narrative
which it was never intended to provide.

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

When al thisis said, however, there will still remain cases of apparent
historical error which cannot be explained away with the knowledge at pre-
sent at our disposal. There is adifference of opinion among scholars of a
conservative inclination regarding these, Some scholars are prepared to
allow that a Bible which is infalible in its doctrinal statements may
nevertheless contain inaccurate historical statements in matters that do not

affect its doctrinal affirmations; the truth of the incarnation is not affected if.

one or both of the geneal ogies assigned to Jesus are not accurate in every
detail. Others would disagree, and claim that, even if no solution isknown at
present, nevertheless a solution exists and will one day become known. So
far as doctrine is concerned, these two views obvioudly differ, athough not
perhaps as much as their proponents may think. In practice, however, they
are not so very different, for where the former group of scholars admit real
error, the latter group must admit apparent error. What is important is that
scholars of both persuasions are equally committed to the search for truth —
God's truth — and both are required to be humble and cautious in their
statements regarding the phenomena in the NT. Both groups can and must
work together in a spirit of mutual understanding instead of yielding to their
respective tendencies to regard the others as beyond the pale or as
dangerous heretics. Only through mutual cooperation and discussion are we
likely to come to a resolution of these as yet unsolved problems.
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CHAPTER VIII

SOURCE CRITICISM

David Wenham

|. The Justification for Source Criticism

In the prologue to his gospel the author of Luke/Acts refers to many peo-
ple before him who had “ undertaken to compile an account of the things
that have been fulfilled among us’ (1: 1). It is reasonable to infer from this
that he knew some of these earlier writings, and it seems likely that he would
have been influenced by them to a greater or lesser extent in the writing of
his own gospel. There is nothing comparable to Luke's prologue in the other
gospels, but it may be surmised that the other evangelists would hav