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There is an error on page 285 in the article by Charles A. Gieschen, “The
Relevance of the Homologoumena and Antilegomena Distinction for the New
Testament Canon Today: Revelation as a Test Case,” CTQ 79 (2015). The
sentence in the first paragraph that reads, “It is ironic that the two primary
proof-texts . . . are both from the antilegomena” should read: “It is ironic
that one of the two primary proof-texts for the divine nature of the Scrip-
tures, 2 Timothy 3:15 and 2 Peter 1:21, is from the antilegomena.”

The Editors
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The Contribution of Johann Salomo Semler
to the Historical Criticism of the New Testament!

Boris Paschke

The German Lutheran theologian Johann Salomo Semler (1725-1791)
was quite popular in his lifetime, as becomes obvious in Johann Wolfgang
Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther. In this 1774 novel, a pastor’s wife is
ordered to cut down the two beautiful hazels growing in her garden, not
only because they block off the sun, but also because the boys of the neigh-
borhood throw stones at their delicious nuts. This disturbs and annoys the
intellectual lady when she ponders over the biblical canon by comparing
Kennikot, Semler, and Michaelis with each other.? In light of Goethe’s
reference to Semler, Michael Rumpf aptly comments that Semler was a
“well-known critic of the Bible” (bekannter Bibelkritiker).3

In New Testament scholarship, Semler is still popular today—about
two hundred and fifty years after the appearance of Goethe's Werther.
According to the majority of modern scholars, Semler played a significant
role in the development of historical criticism of the New Testament. Many
even consider Semler the father or founder of New Testament historical
criticism. Werner Georg Kummel, for instance, states, “Semler is the
founder of the historical study of the New Testament.”#4

1T dedicate this article to my doctoral promoter and dear colleague Prof. Dr. Martin
I. Webber (Evangelische Theologische Faculteit Leuven/Belgium) who, during my
doctoral studies, first prompted my interest in researching the history of historical
criticism of the New Testament.

2 Cf. Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (1774; reprint,
Osnabriick: Editio Simile, 1971), 148-151.

3 Michael Rumpf, Die Leiden des jungen Werther, Johann Wolfgang Goethe: Inhalt,
Hintergrund, Interpretation (Miinchen: Mentor, 2005), 39.

4 Werner Georg Kummel, The New Testament: The History of the Investigation of Its
Problems, trans. McLean Gilmor and Howard C. Kee (London: SCM Press, 1973), 68;
similarly David S. Dockery, “New Testament Interpretation: A Historical Survey,” in
New Testament Criticism & Interpretation, ed. David Alan Black and David S. Dockery

Boris Paschke is Guest Professor of New Testament, Evangelische Theologische
Faculteit, Leuven, Belgium. For a brief discussion of the importance of studying
Semler for our understanding of the history of historical criticism, see the
comments by David Scaer on pages 133-134 below.
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The goal of this article is to investigate what exactly Semler contri-
buted to New Testament historical criticism, a discipline that David S.
Dockery defines as follows: “Historical criticism is used as a compre-
hensive term designating several techniques to discover the historical
situation, the sources behind the writings, the literary style and relation-
ships, the date, authorship, approach to composition, destination, and
recipients.”>

Besides the components mentioned in Dockery’s definition, however,
historical criticism usually also involves the presupposition that super-
natural intervention into human affairs is unlikely or even impossible.
According to Klaus Scholder, this presupposition has been a substantial
and decisive feature of historical criticism of the Bible since the discipline’s
beginnings in the seventeenth century.® According to Dockery’s definition,
the goal of historical criticism is “to discover the historical situation.”
Accordingly, in their definitions, both Howard 1. Marshall and Edgar
Krentz use the words “what actually happened,”” which are reminiscent of
Leopold von Ranke’s famous German phrase “wie es eigentlich gewesen.”8

A study of Semler’s contribution to historical criticism of the New
Testament is worthwhile because—even though it can be debated if he is to
be called its father or founder—he was certainly one of the first and leading
figures in New Testament historical criticism.? Thus, studying his critical
thought is a good introduction to the whole discipline.

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 50; Gottfried Hornig, Die Anfinge der historisch-
kritischen Theologie: Johann Salomo Semlers Schriftverstindnis und seine Stellung zu Luther,
Forschungen zur Systematischen Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 8 (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1961), 11; Colin Brown, Miracles and the Critical Mind (Grand
Rapids: Erdmans, 1984), 110.

5 Dockery, “Interpretation,” 50-51.

6 Klaus Scholder, Urspriinge und Probleme der Bibelkritik im 17. Jahrhundert: Ein
Beitrag zur Entstehung der historisch-kritischen Theologie, Forschungen zur Geschichte und
Lehre des Protestantismus 23 (Miinchen: Chr. Kaiser, 1966), 8-10; cf. Gerhard Ebeling,
“Die Bedeutung der historisch-kritischen Methode fiir die protestantische Theologie
und Kirche,” in Wort und Glaube, 3rd ed. (Tuibingen: Mohr, 1967), 34.

7 1. Howard Marshall, “Historical Criticism,” New Testament Interpretation: Essays on
Principles and Methods (Exeter: Paternoster, 1977), 126; Edgar Krentz, The Historical-
Critical Method, ed. Gene M. Tucker, Guides to Biblical Scholarship (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1975), 37.

8 Leopold von Ranke, Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Volker von 1494
bis 1514 (Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1885), vii.

9 Cf. Bengt Hiagglund, History of Theology, trans. Gene ]. Lund (Saint Louis:
Concordia, 1968). Hiagglund writes, “He [Semler] was also one of the first Bible critics”
(348).
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The focus of the present article is on Semler’s historical criticism of the
canon and content of the New Testament. Further, by comparing Semler to
other historical critics—both of his day (Hermann Samuel Reimarus) and of
later generations (Ferdinand Christian Baur, David Friedrich Strauss, and
Rudolf Bultmann)—this study also offers a general overview of historical
criticism of the New Testament.

Anders Gerdmar aptly states, “Semler’s own literary production is
vast.”10 Kiimmel speaks of 171, Wolfgang Sommer even of 250 publi-
cations.!! In studying Semler’s contribution to New Testament historical
criticism, the present article focuses on what can be considered the most
relevant works of Semler’s large ceuvre.12

1. Semler’s Historical Criticism of the Canon of the New Testament

The present study of Semler’s contribution to historical criticism of the
New Testament is based on the first volume (1771; 2nd ed. 1776) of his
four-volume Treatise of the Free Investigation of the Canon.13

The Canon as Historical Phenomenon

When Semler speaks of “canon,” he means the list of Jewish and
Christian books that were considered divinely inspired and therefore
publicly read in Christian gatherings.* According to Semler, the extent of
the canon was not always fixed and clearly defined. He points out that the

10 Anders Gerdmar, Roots of Theological Anti-Semitism: German Biblical Interpretation
and the Jews, from Herder and Semler to Kittel and Bultmann, Studies in Jewish History and
Culture 20 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 39; cf. Gottfried Hornig, Johann Salomo Semler: Studien zu
Leben und Werk des Hallenser Aufklirungstheologen, ed. Hans-Joachim Kertscher and
Fabienne Molin, Hallesche Beitrdge zur Europiischen Aufkldrung 2 (Tiibingen: Max
Niemeyer Verlag, 1996), ix: “Umfangreiches und kaum {iiberschaubares Schriften-
korpus.”

11 Cf. Kimmel, The New Testament, 62; Wolfgang Sommer, “Ein frommer Aufklarer:
Erinnerung an Johann Salomo Semler,” Deutsches Pfarrerblatt 91, no. 9 (1991): 365.

12 In the main text of the present study, all statements of Semler are presented in
English translation or paraphrase. Because all of Semler’s works are unfortunately not
yet available in English text editions, all translations or paraphrases are my own. At
times, the original German wording is provided within brackets or in footnotes.

13 Johann Salomo Semler, Abhandlung von freier Untersuchung des Canon, ed. Heinz
Scheible, Texte zur Kirchen- und Theologiegeschichte 5 (Giitersloh: Mohn, 1967).
Scheible’s edition follows the first edition of Semler’s work (1771) and inserts additions
of the second edition (1776) in pointed brackets (i.e., (. ..)).

14 Semler, Abhandlung, § 3, p. 19.
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general view of the “constant uniformity and consistency of the canon” is
“without reason and historical accuracy” and, thus, a misconception.’5
Semler states that in the various parties and provinces of the early church,
unity regarding the extent of the canon did not exist.’® According to
Semler, this unity was not accomplished until the fourth, or even fifth, cen-
tury when bishops discussed and decided the extent of the canon.?”

Semler refers to two documents of the Western church to prove that
his reconstruction of the canon’s historical development is correct. First, he
quotes from Canon 24 of the Third Council of Carthage (AD 397)8 that
both decided the canonical status of the twenty-seven New Testament
books and expressed the wish for respective negotiations with the bishops
of Rome and surrounding areas.’ Second, Semler cites from a letter that
Innocentius (Bishop of Rome) had written to Exsuperius (Bishop of
Toulouse) in AD 405 in order to answer the latter’s questions concerning
the extent of the canon.?

By tracing the developments of the canon, Semler emphasizes its his-
torical and human aspects. In light of his findings, he rejects the wide-
spread teaching among Protestants that the complete Bible is God’s
inspired—and maybe even dictated—word.?

In sum, Semler rejects the belief in the plenary inspiration of the Bible
because (1) for a long time in church history agreement on the canon’s
extent did not exist, (2) unity with regard to the canon was reached only
through human negotiations, (3) human decisions on the canon are
contradictory and thus not trustworthy,?? (4) statements of church councils
concerning the canon will always remain “merely a historical information

15 Semler, Abhandlung, § 4, p. 21.
16 Semler, Abhandlung, § 3, p. 21.
17 Semler, Abhandlung, § 4, p. 24.
18 By mistake, Semler refers to Canon 24 with “canon 47.”

19 Semler, Abhandlung, § 3, p. 20; cf. Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New
Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 314~
315.

20 Semler, Abhandlung, § 3, pp. 20-21: “The short appendix indicates which books
should be included in the canon of the Holy Scriptures. These are the [scriptures] that
you desired to be designated by requested voice.”

2 Semler, Abhandlung, § 15, p. 60.

22 Semler, Abhandlung, § 6, p. 31.
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and event”2 and are thus not conclusive, and (5) even in Semler’s lifetime
different convictions regarding the canon were prevalent.

By demonstrating that the New Testament canon is a historical phe-
nomenon, Semler made a significant contribution to the early development
of New Testament historical criticism: he emphasized the historical and
human nature of the New Testament and thus initiated and enabled its
further historical-critical investigation.

Free Investigation of the Canon

Semler was a Lutheran who intentionally challenged the dogma of fel-
low German Protestant churches.?* In agreement with his rejection of the
church’s dogma concerning the canon and plenary inspiration of the Bible,
Semler severely criticized his church’s theologians by referring to “the or-
thodox scholars of these days (who want to reign alone).”?> With regard to
the question whether a certain biblical book/passage is inspired or not,
Semler trusted neither the judgment of the church nor that of his parents
and first teachers, but only his own reasoned judgment.?¢

Throughout his work, Semler uses several designations for those inde-
pendently thinking individuals?” who, by “making use of reflection and
common sense,”?8 are in a position to carry out the “free” investigation of
the canon promoted in Semler’s treatise.?’

Semler intends to find out for himself which portions of the Bible are
to be considered inspired word of God. He justifies this critical, private30
project by pointing out repeatedly that in the sixteenth century, the

2 Semler, Abhandlung, § 2, p. 16.

2 Cf. Semler, Abhandlung, § 1, p. 13.
% Semler, Abhandlung, § 11, p. 47.

2 Semler, Abhandlung, § 1, p. 13.

27 E.g., “truth-loving, reasonable person” (Abhandlung, § 1, p. 13), “thinking
readers” (Abhandlung, § 7, p. 32), “researching persons” (Abhandlung § 8, p. 35), and
“thinking Christians” (Abhandlung, § 23, p. 90).

28 Semler, Abhandlung, § 1, p. 14.

2 Cf. Semler, Abhandlung, § 1, p. 14: “an individual, because of his/her strengths of
mind [Seelenkrifte], is in a position to think independently.” Semler, Abhandlung, § 14, p.
56: “This own opinion cannot be determined and prescribed by others.”

3 Cf. Martin Laube, “Die Unterscheidung von offentlicher und privater Religion
bei Johann Salomo Semler: Zur neuzeittheoretischen Relevanz einer christentums-
theoretischen Reflexionsfigur,” Zeitschrift fiir neuere Theologiegeschichte 11, no. 1 (2004): 1-
23.
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Protestant church questioned and investigated the canon of the Roman
Catholic Church in a quite similar fashion.3! Christian Gottfried Schiitz,
Semler’s student who published his teacher’s Last Credo posthumously in
1792, states that Semler was “undoubtedly the first Lutheran theologian of
our century who dared to refrain from the long dependence on a fixed
dogmatic system and who paved the way for the free investigation of the
theory.”32

Semler’s independence from and rejection of the church’s dogma be-
came a major foundation of the historical criticism of the New Testament.
An attitude similar to Semler’s is found in the critical works of Strauss
(1808-1874)% and Bultmann (1884-1976), who had “the desire to be free
from the shackles, real or supposed, of church doctrine.”34

II. Semler’s Historical Criticism of the Content of the New Testament

Quest for Timeless Moral Truth

Even though Semler rejected the dogma of the plenary divine inspira-
tion of the Bible, he held that the Bible contains the inspired word of God,
which, in turn, is to be equated with those portions of scripture presenting
timeless moral truth. The adjective “moral” (moralisch), which is frequently
used in the Treatise of the Free Investigation of the Canon, relates to the realms
of the spiritual and ethical and thus designates truth that helps all hu-
manity (i.e., humans of all generations and locations) to make personal
progress in these realms.

Semler clearly states that word of God (i.e., timeless moral truth) is not
to be found in the whole Bible: “Holy scripture and word of God need to
be clearly distinguished from each other.... Books like Ruth, Esther,
(Ezra), and the Song of Solomon belong to Holy Scripture. These so-called
holy books, however, do not all belong to the word of God that makes all
people of all times wise unto salvation.”?> Because Semler is searching for

31 Semler, Abhandlung, § 1, p. 13; § 2, p. 17.

82 Christian Gottfried Schiitz, ed., Johann Salomo Semlers letztes Glaubensbekenntnis
iiber natiirliche und christliche Religion (Konigsberg: Friedrich Nicolovius, 1792), iv; my
translation.

3 Cf. David Friedrich Strauss, Das Leben Jesu kritisch bearbeitet, vol. 1 (1835;
Tiibingen: Osiandersche Buchhandlung, 1984), vi.

3 Anthony C. Thiselton, The Two Horizon: New Testament Hermeneutics and
Philosophical Description (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 207; cf. Thomas Soding, Wege
der Schriftauslegung: Methodenbuch zum Neuen Testament (Freiburg: Herder, 1998), 59.

% Semler, Abhandlung, § 15, p. 60.
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timeless moral truth, he disregards the time-bound information that is found
in the historical books and passages of the Bible: “All writings of the so-
called canon certainly contain passages and parts of speech and composi-
tion that pass away together with their times because they refer to circum-
stances that have passed away with the immediate listeners or readers.”3¢
As an example of such time-bound passages, Semler refers to Galatians 1-
2. According to Semler, Paul narrates both his conversion experience and
his visits to Arabia, Syria, and Jerusalem, not to transmit moral truths for
all people and all times; rather, Paul provides these accounts only to save
his own reputation.?” With regard to the value of historical information
contained in New Testament texts, Semler formulates the following
general rule:

Many portions concern the first Christians” individual persons and cir-
cumstances that can never have a general reference [welche nie ein
allgemeines Verhiltnis bekommen kénnen]. The local circumstances re-
main local and are obsolete for us whose surroundings are totally dif-
ferent in terms of both places and circumstances, so different that they
do not match these texts.®

For Semler, the inspired word of God is not to be found in historical
accounts® but rather in the poetic and doctrinal portions of the Bible, such
as the Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes®’ as well as the dogmatic
sections of Galatians and Romans, respectively.*! Semler even looks for
timeless divine truth in the works of writers like Cicero.#? Henning Graf
Reventlow aptly summarizes Semler’s position: “Semler is exclusively

3 Semler, Abhandlung, § 9, p. 40.
57 Semler, Abhandlung, § 22, p. 86.
38 Semler, Abhandlung, § 23, pp. 90-91.

39 Cf. Semler, Abhandlung, § 21, pp. 83-84. Since historical facts can be eye-
witnessed, the four evangelists did not need inspiration for their accounts of tax
collecting, casting of nets, crucifying, etc. Far from being inspired, Mark, for example,
simply copied the historical information contained in the Gospel of Matthew (thus,
Semler supported a Benutzungshypothese with Matthaean priority). The evangelists did
need inspiration, however, in order to write down moral truth.

40 Cf. Semler, Abhandlung, § 10, p. 42; § 12, p. 51.

41 Semler, Abhandlung, § 22, p. 86; § 23, p. 90.

42 Semler, Abhandlung, § 11, pp. 47-48; however, in spite of his openness for pagan
writers in general and Cicero in particular, Semler did not actually turn to and
investigate non-Biblical writers to detect timeless moral truth. Unlike, for example,
William Wrede (1859-1906), Semler thus stayed within the boundaries of the Protestant
canon. With regard to Wrede, cf. Heikki Réisénen, Beyond New Testament Theology: A
Story and a Programme, 2nd ed. (London: SCM Press, 2000), 21.
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interested in moral truths that, according to him, are contained in the Bible
in general and the New Testament in particular. He devalorizes historical
events. As such, they are profane and do not have any religious signifi-
cance.”#

With his distinction between time-bound and timeless information,
Semler was a child of his time. Similar ideas are already found in the
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) of the Dutch philosopher Baruch
Spinoza (1632-1677)** and are expressed by Semler’s contemporary
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781), who in 1777 formulated the
famous dictum “Accidental truths of history can never become the proof of
necessary truths of reason.”#> Edgar Krentz states, “The historical thought
of the Enlightenment was more philosophical than historical.” 46

Semler both studied (1743-1750) and taught (1753-1791) at the
University of Halle. Through the ministry of August Hermann Francke
(1663-1727), the city of Halle became a stronghold of Pietism. It is thus
reasonable to ask to what extent Pietism motivated Semler to search for the
timeless moral truth contained in the Bible. It is possible that the subjective
character of Pietism¥ influenced Semler’s free and independent investi-
gation of the canon. However, it is unlikely that Pietism also led Semler to
divide the biblical texts into time-bound information and timeless truth,
since Pietists considered the whole Bible to be the inspired word of God.*8

Semler’s quest for timeless truth seems to have been a very subjective
enterprise. Depending on their respective levels of moral insight, different
readers can quite possibly come to different judgments concerning wheth-

4 Henning Graf Reventlow, Epochen der Bibelauslegung, vol. 4, Von der Aufklirung bis
zum 20. Jahrhundert (Miinchen: C.H. Beck, 2001), 188; my translation.

44 Baruch Spinoza, Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, trans. Samuel Shirley (Leiden: Brill,
1991), 145 (caput VII): “Again, to avoid confusing teachings of eternal significance with
those which are of only temporary significance or directed only to the benefit of a few, it
is also important to know on what occasion, at what period, and for what nation or age
all these teachings were written down.”

4 Gotthold Lessing, “On the Proof of the Spirit and of Power,” in Lessing’s
Theological Writings, trans. Henry Chadwick, A Library of Modern Religious Thought
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957), 53.

46 Krentz, Method, 22.

47 Cf. Martin Greschat, Christentumsgeschichte 1I: Von der Reformation bis zur

Gegenwart, ed. Georg Strecker, Grundkurs Theologie, no. 4 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer,
1997), 92.

48 Cf. Kazuya Yamashita, Kant und der Pietismus: Ein Vergleich der Philosophie Kants
mit der Theologie Speners, Akademische Abhandlungen zur Philosophie (Berlin: Verlag
fiir Wissenschaft und Forschung, 2000), 242.
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er a given biblical text is to be considered word of God or not. Semler even
admits that for readers of the Bible who find themselves on a very low
level of moral learning the entire Bible could be the source of new insight.*

Theory of Accommodation

One of Semler’s exegetical aids to detect the timeless truth contained in
the New Testament was his so-called theory of accommodation (Akkom-
modationstheorie),®® namely, that Jesus and the apostles accommodated or
adapted their teaching to the primitive mythological ideas prevalent in
their times. According to Semler, most of these primitive mythological
ideas were Jewish. It is the merit of Gerdmar to have pointed out this anti-
Jewish component and, thus, dangerous potential of Semler’s theological
work: “The first Protestant writer to call for a dejudaising of Christian
theology for theological reasons was Johann Salomo Semler.”5!

Semler equates mythos with a “low and uncultivated mentality”>? and
states that such a mentality existed among the Jews and other peoples
before their cultures developed.® In his Last Credo, Semler mentions the
Jewish conceptions of angels, demons, and the bosom of Abraham? as
well as the idea of an earthly millennial reign of the Messiah?® as examples
for the primitive and immature mythological views of the Jews. In the
times of Jesus and the apostles, such primitive Jewish conceptions were
still prevalent among Jews and Christians. In order to convey their mes-
sage, Semler suggests that Jesus and the apostles accommodated their
teaching to these (wrong) contemporary ideas. They sought to lead their
Jewish audiences gradually to the “better religion” (bessere
Religion)—Christianity—so that they eventually would abandon their
former conceptions.>®

Semler stresses that mature, reasonable, and educated Christians are
beyond all mythological thinking. They do not need mythology in order to

4 Semler, Abhandlung, § 7, p. 33.

50 Cf. Hornig, Anfiinge, 211-236.

51 Gerdmar, Roots, 39.

52 Semler, Abhandlung, § 10, p. 41.

5% Semler, Abhandlung, § 10, p. 42.

54 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 8, p. 46.
% Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 5, p. 36.
% Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 6, p. 38.
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understand the timeless truth of Christianity. Semler therefore considers
these primitive conceptions unnecessary and dispensable.5”

As soon as accommodation is detected through historical-critical
study, the respective mythological ideas can be abandoned. Semler scholar
Hornig labels such a procedure “demythologization” (Entmythologi-
sierung).’® A good example of how Semler’s theory of accommodation
(including demythologization) functions is found in his Treatise of the Free
Investigation of the Canon. According to Semler, the idea of Christ’s Second
Coming was held by Jewish Christians who

(still were in a very low position and who were not yet capable of
lofty, pure, and general ideas). . . . Paul therefore complies with such
people. It is for their sake that he writes some of such parts or pieces
in his letters so that these opinions would be gradually weakened and
eventually would (even) be abandoned by lovers who had been led,
step-by-step, to a more mature judgment. These parts of Paul’s letters
have (thus certainly) no general relation to the true Christian teaching
that is immediately relevant for our own current spiritual perfection.>

In the same vein, Semler considers the trumpet that the apostle Paul men-
tions in both 1 Corinthians 15:52 and 1 Thessalonians 4:16 a Jewish concep-
tion that is not a general truth necessary for all Christians.®® Semler regards
the fact that Jesus did not return as an obvious proof that his accommoda-
tion theory is correct. He states that “the former idea that (this event and
the future of Christ) would take place before long has been, as is now
obvious, a human and incorrect idea.” 6!

In view of these statements, Semler had a very critical, arrogant—and,
unfortunately, also anti-Jewish—position regarding many Jewish New
Testament conceptions, because he considered them to be part and parcel
of a primitive mythological worldview. In his excellent analysis of Semler’s
enlightenment thought,®> Gerdmar states, “Semler is often preoccupied
with the Jews, writing them off as uncultivated and incapable of under-
standing true religion.”%® According to Gerdmar, this confident attitude of
superiority expressed by Semler with regard to the Jewish religion is

57 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 8 p. 46.
% Hornig, Anfinge, 225.

% Semler, Abhandlung, § 22, p. 87.

0 Semler, Abhandlung, § 22, p. 87.

61 Semler, Abhandlung, § 22, pp. 87-88.
62 Cf. Gerdmar, Roots, 39-49.

63 Gerdmar, Roots, 46.
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“common in Enlightenment theology.”®* However, it is, unfortunately,
already found much earlier in Christian theological discourse.®

When comparing Semler’s accommodation theory to the so-called
“mythical method of interpretation,”% espoused later by Bultmann, the
following difference becomes obvious: Semler states that Jesus and the
apostles “consciously”®” and deliberately and accommodated their teach-
ings to primitive conceptions of their times. For the spokesmen of the
mythical method, however, the biblical authors themselves hold an erro-
neous position and thus shared in the general low mentality of their
times.%® Further, a significant difference between Semler and Bultmann
becomes obvious. Whereas Semler simply eliminated®® mythological ideas
in order to find timeless truth, Bultmann interpreted them.”’ Bultmann did
so because in those mythological conceptions he expected to find truth and

¢ Gerdmar, Roots, 43; cf. Heinrich Rothe, “Die Stellung der evangelischen
Theologie zum Judentum am Ausgang der Aufklarung” (PhD diss., Friedrich-
Alexander-Universitét Erlangen, 1953). Christoph Bultmann, “What Do We Mean When
We Talk about ‘(Late) Enlightenment Biblical Criticism’?,” in The Bible and the
Enlightenment, ed. William Johnstone, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament
Supplement Series 377 (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 119-134.

65 Cf. Wolfgang Stegemann, Jesus und seine Zeit, Biblische Enzyklopéddie 10
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2010), 179: Stegemann speaks of “the centuries-long disdain of
Judaism and the vilification of Jewish beliefs and practices through the Christian world,
especially in theological discourses” (my translation). Angelika Strotmann, Der
historische Jesus: Eine Einfiihrung, Grundwissen Theologie, 2nd ed. (Paderborn:
Ferdinand Schoningh, 2015), 67: With regard to Judaism, Strotmann refers to “a religion
that, from the Christian perspective, was regarded as a religion inferior to Christianity
from early on (since the second century)” (my translation).

¢ This mythical method was developed by the historian Christian Gottlob Heyne
(1729-1812). His student Johann Gottfried Eichhorn (1752-1827) then introduced it to
Biblical studies. Via J.P. Gabler it eventually came to D.F. Strauss.

67 Hagglund, History, 348.

68 Cf. Christian Hartlich and Walter Sachs, Der Ursprung des Mythosbegriffes in der
modernen Bibelwissenschaft, ed. Hans Frhr. von Campenhausen, Constantin von Dietze, et
al., Schriften der Studiengemeinschaft der evangelischen Akademien 2 (Tiibingen:
Mobhr, 1952), 3; cf. William Baird, History of New Testament Research, vol. 1, From Deism to
Tiibingen (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 149-150.

9 See, e.g., Semler’s conviction that the mythological conceptions can or must be
“wiped out” (Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 6: ausldschen) and “abandoned” (Abhandlung
§ 22: verlassen) because they are “not needed” (Abhandlung § 22: nicht . . . nétig).

70 Cf. Rudolf Bultmann, Neues Testament und Muythologie: Das Problem der
Entmythologisierung der neutestamentlichen Verkiindigung, ed. Eberhard Jiingel and Rudolf
Smend, Beitrdge zur evangelischen Theologie: Theologische Abhandlungen, no. 96
(Mtinchen: Chr. Kaiser, 1985), 24-26.
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meaning that might still be relevant and helpful for the existential issues
and problems of the modern reader of the New Testament.”

Miracles as Components of the “Primitive” Jewish Religion

According to Semler, not just the ideas of angels, demons, paradise,
and the like, but also the appreciation of miracles belonged to the primitive
mentality prevalent in the Jewish religion of the first century. Surprisingly,
this is not mentioned in the works of the leading Semler scholar Gottfried
Hornig, neither in his books nor in his respective article in the standard
reference work, Theologische Realenzyklopidie.”? In Hornig's overview of
Jewish conceptions that Semler considered mythological, miracles are not
listed.”? And in his study of Semler’s theory of accommodation, Hornig
writes: “In spite of his tendency toward demythologization, Semler does
not advocate a purely empirical concept of reality in the sense of consider-
ing only sensory perceptions to be real. As a historical-critical exegete,
Semler expects God’s intervention in earthly events.”7#

Hornig here gives the impression that Semler had no problems what-
soever with the belief in miracles. This, however, was not the case. In his
Last Credo, Semler devoted a whole paragraph (§ 29) to the issue of New
Testament miracles. In this paragraph, miracles are clearly placed into the
realm of primitive Jewish thinking. Semler points out that the Jews were
the ones “who always required to see signs and wonders in order to
believe.””> Semler then uses several expressions to make clear that the
Jewish expectation of and demand for miracles is to be considered prim-
itive thinking. According to him, the Jewish appreciation of miracles is a
“mentality” (Denkungsart) that is “small” and “very immoral.”7¢ Semler

7L Rudolf Bultmann, “Die christliche Hoffnung und das Problem der
Entmythologisierung (1954),” in Glauben und Verstehen: Gesammelte Aufsitze, vol. 3, 3rd
ed. (Tubingen: Mohr, 1965), 85; cf. Rudolf Bultmann, “Zum Problem der
Entmythologisierung,” in Glauben und Verstehen: Gesammelte Aufsitze, vol. 4 (Tiibingen:
Mohr, 1965), 128.

72 Cf. Gottfried Hornig, “Semler, Johann Salomo (1725-1791),” in Theologische
Realenzyklopddie 31 (2000), 142-148.

78 Hornig, Anfiinge, 226: Hornig here mentions the following ingredients of Jewish
mythology: angels carrying the soul to Abraham’s bosom; many sitting in the kingdom
of heaven together with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; heaven, paradise, and eternal bliss;
hell, hades, and eternal punishment; and devil and demons that are able to possess
humans.

74 Hornig, Anfiinge, 232; my translation.
75 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, pp. 239-240.
76 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, pp. 240-241.
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even goes so far as to speak of “the old mind and mistake of the most
common Judaism.””” In agreement with all of the above, Semler states that
miracles are “for the immoral children, for those who are mentally in-
competent.””8

Semler does not refrain from applying his theory of accommodation to
the narratives of Jesus’s miracles. Because the Jews expected their Messiah
to perform miracles, the evangelists accommodated their reports to that
expectation in order to show that Jesus was equal to” and even greater
than® Moses who, according to Jewish tradition, performed miracles.

Semler holds that miracles are not necessary ingredients of the mature
Christian believer’s faith: “The Christian worship of God can also take
place without these ideas.”8! Semler allows enlightened Christians for
whom miracles are obscure (dunkel) to ignore the respective Biblical nar-
ratives altogether.8? Semler uses two different lines of argumentation to
prove that the mature Christian does not need the New Testament
accounts of miracles. First, he makes the exegetical point that (1) Jesus
blessed those who believe in him even though they do not see (cf. John
20:29);% (2) mature Christians do not need the belief in miracles, since they
have the Spirit, the truth, and strong food (cf. Heb 5:12);%* and (3) miracles
do not occur in the epistles of the apostles® (cf., however, 1 Cor 12:10, 28;
Gal 3:5).

The second line of argumentation is philosophical /logical and is based
on the assumption that the (Jewish-) Christian worldview of the first cen-
tury differed from that of later Christianity with regard to both demons
and miracles. Within the framework of the Jewish worldview, miracles
fulfilled the function of being divine antidotes to evil demons that sup-
posedly existed and were thought to take possession of humans. Semler

77 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 244.
78 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 244.
79 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 245.
80 Semler, Abhandlung, § 21, p. 82.

81 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 247.
82 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 239.
8 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 240.
84 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 244.
8 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 246.
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suggests that once the mythological belief in demons ceased, miracles were
no longer needed.

Belief in Miracles and Supernatural Intervention

Even though Hornig might be too positive with regard to Semler’s
appreciation of miracles, he certainly is correct in pointing out that Semler
did not hold to a purely empirical worldview but rather reckoned with the
possibility of miracles and supernatural intervention into human affairs.
This becomes obvious in the so-called “Fragment Controversy” (Frag-
mentenstreit). Three years after the first volume of Semler’s Treatise of the
Free Investigation of the Canon (1771) appeared, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing
began to publish anonymous fragments of the so-called “Unknown of
Wolfenbiittel” (Wolfenbiittelschen Ungenannten). The most controversial of
these was a 1778 fragment entitled On the Intentions of Jesus and His
Disciples (Von dem Zwecke Jesu und seiner Jiinger). Even though the public
eagerly speculated about the fragments” author, his name was not revealed
until 1814: Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768). The fragments had
been portions of the Apology for or Defense of the Rational Worshippers of
God,?” which Reimarus had written secretly and then kept hidden in his
desk.

Like Semler, Reimarus is considered to be an influential figure in the
development of historical criticism of the New Testament. According to
Earle E. Cairns, “the beginning of higher criticism of the New Testament is
usually associated with the name of Hermann Reimarus (1694-1768).”88
More specifically, Reimarus is considered the first scholar to have engaged
in the historical-critical study of the life of Jesus.?’

When comparing Semler to Reimarus, the Dutch scholars W.].]. Glas-
houwer and W.]. Ouweneel come to the conclusion that the former was
“as radical” as the latter.®0 This assessment, however, is not correct. In fact,
because Semler considered miracles possible supernatural interventions,

86 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 29, p. 245.

87 Hermann Samuel Reimarus, Apologie oder Schutzschrift fiir die verniinftigen
Verehrer Gottes, 2 vols., Im Auftrag der Joachim-Jungius-Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften
Hamburg herausgegeben von Gerhard Alexander (Frankfurt: Insel Verlag, 1972).

8 Earle E. Cairns, Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church,
3rd. ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1958), 448; cf. Hans Jochen Genthe, Kleine Geschichte
der neutestamentlichen Wissenschaft (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1977), 52.

8 Cf. Angelika Strotmann, Der historische Jesus: eine Einfiihrung, 2nd rev. ed.,
Grundwissen Theologie (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schoningh, 2015), 22.

% W. J. J. Glashouwer and W. J. Ouweneel, Het ontstaan van de Bijbel (Hilversum:
Evangelische Omroep, 1998), 151.
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he was less radical than Reimarus. Sommer states with regard to Semler,
“The founder of historical-critical theology in Germany was a man char-
acterized by a profound piety.”!

Reimarus did not believe in miracles and supernatural interventions
because he was strongly inclined towards the philosophy of deism.?? In
accordance with deistic ideas, Reimarus denied that the resurrection of
Jesus actually happened. According to the fragment On the Intentions of
Jesus and His Disciples, the belief in Jesus’ resurrection is not based on fact,
but on fraud. Reimarus states that the disciples stole the body of Jesus
from the grave at night (cf. Matt 27:64)% and then preached his resurrec-
tion and ascension.%

For Semler, however, the unknown author, Reimarus, was going too
far in his criticism of the New Testament. In 1779, Semler thus wrote his
Answer to the Fragments of an Unnamed Author, Especially “On the Intentions
of Jesus and His Disciples,”® in which he defended the historical reliability
of the New Testament accounts on the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ.?® According to the preface to his work, Semler intended to offer a
“study that is indeed useful for both the defense of Christianity and the
real refutation of the accusations of the unknown author.” Thus, Semler
did not consider himself to be as radical as the anonymous author whom
he labels “Deist” throughout his response.®”

Semler refutes the criticism of the unknown author on two different
levels. First, in the preface, he points out the “historical mistakes” of the
unknown author. Semler demonstrates that it is both “totally impossible”
and “very improbable” that the disciples stole Jesus’s dead body from the
grave.”® Further, Semler—somewhat superficially—denies that there exist

91 Sommer, “ Aufklidrer,” 368; my translation.

92 Thomas K. Kuhn, “Reimarus, Hermann Samuel,” in Theologen: 185 Portrits von
der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Markus Vinzent (Stuttgart: Metzler, 2004), 203; Genthe,
Geschichte, 50.

% Reimarus follows Byzantine witnesses of Matt 27:64 that add nuktos to indicate
the supposed nocturnal time of the theft (see, e.g., codices C and L).

9 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, ed., Von dem Zwecke Jesu und seiner Jiinger: Noch ein
Fragment des Wolfenbiittelschen Ungenannten (Braunschweig, 1778), 242-245 (§ 56).

% Johann Salomo Semler, Beantwortung der Fragmente eines Ungenannten insbesondere
vom Zweck Jesu und seiner [iinger (Halle: Verlag des Erziehungsinstituts, 1779).

% Cf. Hornig, Anfiinge, 12.
97 Cf., e.g., Semler, Beantwortung, 279, 358, and 368.

9 Semler, Beantwortung, 413.
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serious contradictions between the different accounts of Jesus” resur-
rection.” Second, he criticizes the anonymous writer’s conviction that mir-
acles cannot happen. For Semler, this presupposition is the heart of the un-
known writer’s historical criticism.100

Semler repeatedly makes clear that he does not share the unknown
author’s Deistic presuppositions. According to Semler, miracles and divine
interventions are possible. He considers the resurrection of Jesus “a super-
natural event”1"! and elaborates,

Since the times of Plato, and even before him, the resurrection of the
dead has been admitted as something possible. Historical proof has
even been put forward: such-and-such has come back from death to
life. If Deists want to doubt this possibility, we Christians should not
hinder them from so doing. But their doubt and their claim do not
necessarily enter into our soul.... This is the distinction between
Deists and another class of people who, in spite of all their insight, do
not dare to give God orders and laws from down on earth. That which
Deists are not willing to accept as possible is thus still possible: Jesus
was able to come back to life.102

In light of these statements by Semler, Horton Harris aptly writes that
Semler “worked within a broadly theistic view of the Bible.”10® However,
in light of the statements presented above, Semler had an ambivalent
position concerning miracles. With regard to Semler’s theology in general,
Bengt Hagglund speaks of “the lack of clarity which characterized Semler’s
position.”1% This general assessment can certainly be applied to Semler’s
view on miracles in particular.

Reconstruction of Early Christianity

Even though Semler did not apply historical criticism to the New
Testament to find out “what actually happened,” it would be wrong to
think that Semler did not have any interest in the historical situation of the
New Testament. In fact, Semler did attempt to reconstruct the history of

9 Semler, Beantwortung, 371.

100 Semler, Beantwortung, 358.
101 Semler, Beantwortung, 274.
102 Semler, Beantwortung, 417.

105 Horton Harris, The Tiibingen School: A Historical and Theological Investigation of the
School of F.C. Baur, 2nd ed (Leicester: Apollos, 1990), 249.

104 Hagglund, History, 349.



Paschke: Semler and Historical Criticism 129

early Christianity.1% According to Semler, early Christianity was made up
of two different parties, the Petrine/Jewish/Hebrew party and the
Pauline/Hellenistic party.1% According to Semler, these two parties had
enmity for each other: “Another party, who were called Jewish-minded
Christians, were public enemies of all of Paul’s writings.”1%” Paul, in turn,
wrote his letter to the Galatians to react against “crafty undertakings of
some adversaries from the Jewish party.”108

Semler mentions two main differences in the teaching of these two par-
ties: First, Paul and his party reacted against the legalism of the Jewish
party.1® Second, the Jewish party held views that were more primitive
than those of the other party.1’0 Semler contributed immensely to New
Testament historical criticism in dividing early Christianity into two
parties and in assigning the New Testament writings to one of these
parties: “In so doing he [Semler] not only recognizes a difference of
categories within the New Testament, but for the first time as a conscious
act, sets the New Testament books into the historical context of primitive
Christianity and makes the individual biblical authors the object of
investigation.” 111

Scholars agree that Semler’s reconstruction of early Christianity antici-
pated the research of Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792-1860). Albert
Schweitzer, for instance, calls Semler “the precursor of Baur in the recon-
struction of primitive Christianity.”?2 Glashouwer and Ouweneel even go
so far as to see a direct dependence of Baur’s Tiibingen School on Semler’s
work.13 While it is certain that Baur knew and acknowledged Semler as a

105 However, in contrast to Reimarus, who pioneered in the quest for the historical
Jesus, Semler never attempted a historical reconstruction of Jesus’ life.

106 Schiitz, Glaubensbekenntnis, § 6, pp. 38-39.
107 Semler, Abhandlung, § 4, p. 22.

108 Semler, Abhandlung, § 22, p. 86.

109 Cf. Semler, Abhandlung § 20, p. 76.

110 Johann Salomo Semler, Abhandlung von freier Untersuchung des Canon, Vierter
Theil (Halle: Carl Hermann Hemmerde, 1775), Vorrede.

111 Kiimmel, Testament, 67.

112 Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus, ed. John Bowden (London:
SCM Press, 2000), 25; cf. Baird, History, vol. 1, 126: “ Anticipating the work of F.C. Baur,
he [Semler] believed the early church to have been made up of two parties.”

113 Glashouwer and Ouweneel, Ontstaan, 151.
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church historian,4 it is uncertain whether he took Semler’s reconstruction
of early Christianity as a starting point for that of his own, which was built
on 1 Corinthians 1:12. In his programmatic article “The Christ Party in the
Corinthian Church” (1831),'1> Baur refers to several succeeding scholars
like Storr and Grotius. Semler, however, is not mentioned.

While it is true that Semler engaged in historical study when recon-
structing early Christianity, for him this reconstruction was not an end in
itself. The underlying motivation was to understand the texts against the
background of their historical situations. Semler’s ultimate motivation in
this regard, however, was to detect—and remove—the time-bound content
of the New Testament.!1¢

III. Conclusion

The present article has examined the contribution of the Lutheran
theologian Johann Salomo Semler to historical criticism of the New Testa-
ment. Semler was a historical critic of both the canon and the content of the
New Testament. His contribution certainly was greater in the first of these
two areas. Here, Semler, as “the pioneer of the historical view of the
canon,”” argued that the canon of the New Testament is a historical
phenomenon and therefore open for free, independent, and critical inves-
tigation. William Baird states: “Above all, Semler’s major contribution to
higher criticism is found in his thesis about the canon. If one accepts his
challenge of a free investigation of the canon, this means that the authen-
ticity of every book in the NT is open to question.”118

When it comes to Semler’s historical criticism of the content (i.e., of the
individual books and paragraphs) of the New Testament, however, the
significance of his contribution must not be overestimated. It is obvious
that Semler was not interested in the historical situation of the New
Testament. Instead of attempting to discover “what actually happened,” he

114 Ferdinand Christian Baur, Die Epochen der kirchlichen Geschichtsschreibung
(Tubingen: Ludwig Friedrich Fues, 1852), 143: “Was Semler noch ganz besonders
auszeichnet, ist der unermiidliche Fleifs in der Erforschung der Quellen, worin er wohl
von wenigen Kirchenhistorikern tibertroffen worden ist.”

115 Ferdinand Christian Baur, “Die Christuspartei in der korinthischen Gemeinde,”
in Ausgewdhlte Werke in Einzelausgaben, ed. Klaus Scholder, vol. 1, Historisch-kritische
Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Friedrich Frommann
Verlag, 1963), 1-76.

116 Cf. Hornig, Studien, 279.
117 Schweitzer, Quest, 25.

118 Baird, History, vol. 1, 126.
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even disregarded the historical information contained in the New Testa-
ment. Semler rather directed his attention to the timeless moral truth that
he thought to find above all in the dogmatic sections of the New Testa-
ment. In light of this it would be wrong to over-emphasize Semler’s
historical interest (as does Kiimmel) and to call him the father or founder
of historical criticism.!?0

Even though Semler was neither a historical critic par excellence nor the
father or founder of historical criticism,!2! he did make use of historical-
critical techniques. An interesting comment on the limited extent of
Semler’s historical criticism comes from the pen of Johann Gottfried
Eichhorn (1752-1827): “Semler sensed the necessity of the historical
interpretation without being able to carry it out to the full extent.”1?> The
historical critics of the nineteenth century who built on the canonical criti-
cism of Semler, and who were “influenced by secular historical re-
search”1? carried out the historical-critical interpretation of the New
Testament in a more stringent manner.

In accordance with the modern worldview of the eighteenth century,
Semler—in an anti-Jewish manner—considered the Biblical conceptions of
angels, demons, paradise, and the like to be elements of primitive
mythological thinking. Jesus and the apostles accommodated to these
Jewish beliefs in order to bring their new and better moral teachings
across. The modern reasonable Christian, according to Semler, does not
need to take into consideration these mythological elements of their teach-

ing.

119 Kiimmel, Testament, 62: “The historical interest which Semler had taken over
from Baumgarten led him to interrogate from a rigorously historical point of view all
religious tradition, including the New Testament.”

120 Cf. Reventlow, Epochen, vol. 4, 189.

121 [t is impossible to name an individual person as the founder of New Testament
historical criticism. According to both Klaus Scholder and Eckhard Schnabel, it is more
correct to consider the modern Zeitgeist responsible for the rise of historical criticism; cf.
Scholder, Urspriinge, 7-10; Eckhard Schnabel, Inspiration und Offenbarung: Die Lehre vom
Ursprung und Wesen der Bibel, 2nd ed. (Wuppertal: Brockhaus, 1997), 47.

12 Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, Litterirgeschichte, Zweyte Hilfte, Litterirgeschichte der
drey letzten Jahrhunderte (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1814), 1071, my
tranlation.

123 Krentz, Method, 24; cf. 22-23: Krentz especially has the following works in mind:
Barthold Georg Niebuhr's Rémische Geschichte (1811-1812); Leopold von Ranke’s
Geschichte der romanischen und germanischen Volker, vol. 1 (1824); and Johann Gustav
Droysen’s Alexander the Great (1833).
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Even though in his attitude towards miracles he was more sceptical
than Hornig thinks he was, Semler was not as critical as most other
historical critics of both his time (Reimarus) and later times (Strauss and
Bultmann). The main reason for that was that he considered miracles pos-
sible supernatural intervention into human affairs. Semler was thus not
totally inclined to the anti-supernaturalistic presuppositions that, accord-
ing to Scholder, were characteristic and fundamental for historical criticism
of Semler’s time.

With his reconstruction of early Christianity, Semler initiated later de-
velopments of New Testament historical criticism. He demonstrated that
the early Christian church was basically made up of two conflicting par-
ties, namely, a Hebrew and a Hellenistic one. Ideas of that kind are later
found in the works of both Ferdinand Christian Baur and his near name-
sake, Walter Bauer.

With regard to the limited scholarly attention that Semler’s works have
so far received, Ulrich L. Lehner recently stated, “Semler (1725-1791) was
one of the most productive German theologians of the Enlightenment per-
iod, and yet he remains one of the last read due to his often-dark con-
ceptual language and his infamous verbosity.”12* To date, scholarship on
Johann Salomo Semler is, by and large, limited to German publications.

The present article might help to change this unfortunate situation.
Hopefully, international theological scholarship will follow the example of
the pastor’s wife in Goethe’s Werther in devoting adequate attention to the
critical investigation of Semler’s seminal writings.

124 Ulrich L. Lehner, review of Marianne Schroter, Aufklirung durch Historisierung:
Johann Salomo Semlers Hermeneutik des Christentums (Berlin, 2012), in Theological Studies
73, no. 4 (2012): 977.





