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The Historical Critical Method
As Employed In The Study
Of The New Testament

Warter A. Maer

N THE FIELD of contemporary New Testament scholarship and

modern theological literature, the designation “histerical critical
method” is a technical expression u‘fmrmo to a type of Noew Jesta-
ment study which embraces, besides Lmuu‘\ug fearning. the invest-
gative procedures of textual criticism, Jiter. wy criticism, historical
criticism, form criticism, redaction criticism, and what has ven
recently been termed Sachkritik or content criticism.  {Among these,
the discipline with which this paper proposes to deal ar wreater
length is form criticism.> While the various disciplines mav be
considered separately, faithful practitioners of the historical critical
method normally employ the aforementioned investicative techniques
in conjunction.

Any scholarly, excgetical study of the New Testament must
obviously begin with a mastery of the Greck languave in which it
was written. A next requisite is a Bible student's capacity, by
following the scientific canons of textual or lower criticism to cstab-
lish as carcfull\ as possible the correct text of the New Testament
Scripture; that is, the text which contorms most closcly to the original
autographs of these Scriptures.  The techniques involved in this
process are well known.  Their use implies an acquaintance not only
with the acccpted text critical rules but also with the several kinds
of variation signs in the text, the corresponding symbols appearing in
the critical apparatus, and the general scheme of notation Followed
by the compilers of this apparatus in a scientific edition of the New
‘Yestament like that of Eberhard and Erwin Nestle.

Then comes the application of the rest of the criticisims afore-
mentioned. At this point it will be useful to draw a distinction.  On
the one hand, it may be stated that every New Testament scholar—
everv conservative included—is interested in manv of the questions
with which these criticisms concern themselves. EFverv conservative
necessarily makes use in his exegetical work, for example, of a kind
of literary and form criticism. On the other hand, we should recog-
nize that when the disciplines of literary, form. redaction. and con-
tent criticism arc referred to in contemporary theological literature,
they designate investigative procedurcs as emploved by scholars of
varying degrees of liberal orientation, who operate with certain ration-
alistic, anti-Scriptural presuppositions and various arbitrary. unwar-
ranted assumptions in their study of the Biblical text—as will be
shown presentlyv. Such critics practlce what mav from the conscrva-
tive point of view be called “radical” historical criticism, and as a
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result do violence to Biblical texts in their interpretation of the New
Pestament Seriprares.

[iterary and Historical Criticism

Dan O. Via points to the main investigative interests of tradi-
tional literary criticism in the summary statement:

Literary criticism has traditionally concerned itself with such
matters as the authorship of the various New Testament books,
the possible composite nature of a given work, and the identity
and extent of sources which may lie ‘behind a certain document.!

Closely associated with literary criticism is historical criticism, which
turther pursues the question of the authorship of a given Biblical
document, investigating in particular the possibility of historically
identifving the writer; “considers the accuracy of the historical data
presented within a Bible book; studies agreements and disagreements
between a Seriptural document and the works of secular writers.
where such are wailable; and refers to findings in the fields of
comparative rcligion und archacology, when these can illuminate
historical material in the Scriptural text.?

In the avca of literary criticism, many critics, influenced by
considerations like changes in vocabulary or stvle or author's point
of view, repetitions in the Scriptural text, supposed logical hiatuses
and Jogual digressions, and other phenomena, are led to denv the
authorship which the Scriptures plainly assign to various books of
the Bible.  Certain critical scholarship, for example, rejects the
Pauline authorship of Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles; the Petrine
authorship ot 2 Peter; the integrity of Romans and 2 Corinthians;
and so on.  Much s(holarl\ attention is eiven the socalled Svnoptic
Problem, which is poscd by the fact that the Synoptic Gospels display
both a basic and substantial similarity, on the one hand, and also
many differences in detail, on the other. The questions arise:
how arc the three Gospels to be related historicallyr  How are the
marked similarities and differences to be explained?

Among the solutions which scholars offercd, two predominate
in that thev achieved wide acceptance among New Testament stu-
dents. The first solution advanced was the contribution of two
men by the name of Bernard Weiss and H. J. Holtzmann shortly
after the turn of this century (1901). It is the so-called Two-
Source Hypothesis Cor, Two-Document Theory), which suggests
that Mark is the oldest Gospel and Matthew and Luke used his
work as a source in constructing their Gospels; that in addition to
Mark, Matthew and Luke draw on another source, labeled Q (from
the German word Quelle, “source”), now lost, which was a collec-
tion of the savings of Jesus; and that the apostlc Matthew may have
been the author of this document Q. The other and later solution
is the Four-Source Hypothesis, originated by B. H. Strecter in 1924,
and developed as an advance upon the Two-Source, 5o as to account
for facts not explained by the latter. This Four- Source Hypothesis
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provides two additional sources for Matthew. one lubcled Mo tor
material peculiar to Matthew. and the secor 1d desertbed stmpiv as
material preserved by oral tradition, probably at Antioch. e thoon
similarly provides additional sources for Tuke, another docurmont
labeled L, for material peculiar to Puke. plus an oral tradition which
furnished the materials for the brst two chapters of the Gospe.

It should be noted that both these theories rest heavilv upon
conjecture, despite their wide acceptance and approvel hy notable
critics.  There are scholars, for example, who hold with the ancient
tradition that names Matthew as the first of the Gospels chronologic-
allv and who on good grounds question that a document Lhe O ever
existed. The traditional view in our Lutheran Church and in the
Christian Church venerallv has been that the details of the origm
and historical interrelationship of the Svnoptic Gaospels simph cannot
be dehinitely determined.

Form Criticism

Students of the New Testament— conseny ative scholars included
—mav be said to practice a certain type of form criticism, when. as
a preiiminary procedure in the interpretation of a Biblical text, they
legitimately scek to identify and classify its literarny tvpe—as poctry,
lcwal matcrial, parable. apocalyptic, historical narrative. and so torth
—"and to apply to the respective literary tvpes appropriate rules ot
interpretation. As the designation “form  criticism” s conerally
emploved in current literature on the New Testament. however. it
signihes radical form critical procedure.

Radical form criticism, or Formgeschichte, has concerned itselt
largely with investigating the Sy noptic Gospels. It has been classitied
as a literarv-historical method. since it is associated with the investi-
gative methods of literary and historical criticism.  Yet it proceeds
bevond these. Radical New Testament form criticism accepts in gen-
eral the main results of literarv criticism. the solutions the latter
applies  to the literany problem of the sources of the Gospels. and
moves from these backward in time in an endeavor to determine the
pre-literary oral traditions and the influences which moulded them.
[ts purpose has been to get behind the sources which literary criticism
identifies and “to describe,” as Via puts it, "what was happening as
the tradition about Jesus was handed on orally from person to person
and from community o community.” In a word.

Form criticism has been especially concerned with the madifica-
tions which the lite and thought of the church—both Jewish-
Christian and gentile-Christian—have introduced into the tradi-
tion, and form critics have worked out criteria for distinguish-
ing those strata in the Gospels which reflect the concerns of the
church from the stratum that might be thought to ¢o back to the
historical Jesus.”

To aid them in their analytic work these critics have joined in the
historical critical consideration of the narratives and savings of other
literatures, such as those of the Jewish rabbis, of Grecee, l’crsm India
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and China, to discover common laws in the transmission of oral
tradition or tolklore which are assumed to be operative also in the
devielopment of the Gospel tradition.  As for the evangelists, they
are to be considered, according to the view of form critics, not as
authors, but as collectors dnd editors.  In the words of E. Basil
Redlich's explanation:

Their work consisted in collecting, choosing, grouping, re-
shaping and handing down the traditions.  They had nothing
to do with the mwuml moulding, for thev took over matenal
which had a form and which cxisted in independent, self-
containcd units.’

An important eoal of form critical study of the Gospels is to
provide Bible students with what form critic Frederick C. Grant calls
“a better understanding of Jesus” own authentic words, as well as a
clearer test for distineuishing his own veritable utterances from later
accretions and interpretations, added in the course of handing down
the tradition.™

Tounding tathers of the form critical school of New Testament
studyv are Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann, whose first books
on the subject of form criticism appeared in 1919 and 1921, respec-
tivelv, the vears immediately after the close of World War 1. The
two major works of these leaders, Dibelius” From Tradition to Gospel
and Bultmann's History of the Synoptic Tradition, still offer basic
information on the form critical method as applied to the studyv of
the New Tostament Gospels. Norman Perrin points out that

With reward to their Dibelius” and Bultmann’s] impact upon
the English-speaking world of biblical scholarship, it should be
noted that it was Dibelius who made the major impact in the
nincteen thirties and forties, but that Bultmann is the more

important tigure today. . . . It is Bultmann’s meticulous analysis
of the tr adition text by text that has better stood the test of
time.”

Because of this we shall now focus our attention on an analvsis of
Bultmann’s form critical procedure.”

A ftactor that set the stage for form criticism was a growing
skepticismo in scholarly urdcs after the Two-Source Theor\ was
advanced that Mark, while its priority among the Gospels was still
assumed. was genuinely historical throuo}mut Wrede and \Wel-
hausen and others argued that Mark's Gospel consisted of a number of
narratives and savings of Christ which Mark had bound together in
a single framework.  The narratives and savings, it was said, could
for the most part be trusted for their accuracy but not their contexts
and the general framework of the Gospel which, it was presumed,
the ev anuchst had artificially supplied.  Just as Matthew and Luke
were regarded as having adapted and altered the Marcan narrative
for their respective purposes in penning their Goqpck so it was
thought that Mark had done the same with his sources.  No valid
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information on the life and activity of Christ, accordingly, was set
forth in the Marcan account. The charge was further made that
Mark’s Gospel reflected not onlvy primitive tradition {with creater
or lesser accuracy) but that the writer had also inserted into it cle-
ments of later tradition, belicts about Christ, for example, which were
originated by the Church after Jesus had been taken from them and
which the Lord Himself had never t taught.

A first step in Bultmann’s form critical investivation was to
distinguish in a svstematic way between the traditional material
which the evangelists used and their editorial additions.  In his cssav
entitled “The Study of the Svnoptic Gospels™ he states:

It may be seen quite clearly that the original tradition was made
up almost entirely of brict single units {savings or short narra-
tives), and . . . all references to time and place which serve
to connect up the single sections into a large context arce the
editorial work of the evangelists.

According to the Marburg scholar, practically all references to time
and place in the Gospcls are to be regarded as unauthentic.

But even the original tradition itself was not, in Bultmann’s
estimation, in all its parts equallv reliable. 1t was necessary next,
he felt, to concentrate attention on the traditional material and ascer-
tain its historicity. Bultmann suggested that this could be undertaken,
if the New Testament student would recognize that “especially in
primitive literature, literary expression . . . makes use of more or less
fixed forms, which have their own laws of stvle.” He reasoned that,
“since,” in his words, “the form would naturallv oppose itsclf to anv
serious alterations,” the conclusion could be drawn that “it will be
possible to determine in the individual sections whether the appro-
priate form was purelv expressed or somewhat revised, and so one
should be able to determine the age of the section.”

The next principle of Bultmann's form critical study, is given
by this scholar as follows:

A third procedure of form critical study is to familiarize onescelf
not only with “the appropriate laws of stvle of a specitied literary
form” but also with the laws by which the further development
of material takes place, i.e., a certain orderliness in change by
which a body of tradition is alwavs controlled in its growth.

Laws of Popular Narrative Formudation

The laws governing the formulation of popular narrative and
tradition are indicated by Bultmann and illustrated in the Svnoptic
material. The first is that

the narrators do not give us long unified accounts but rather
small single pictures, individual scenes narrated with the utmost
snnphmty. These always occupy but a brief space of time; apart
from the Passion Narrative no event or proceeding is narrated
which covered more than two days. As a rule onlv two speaking
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characters appear in these scenes, or at most three; involved
procecdines are bevond the powers of the simple storv teller.
Where croups or crowds are present, thev are treated as a unit.

The nevt Law s stated as tollows:

As such narrvatives pass from mouth to mouth, or when one
writer takes them over from another. their fundamental char-
acter remains the same, but the details are subject to the control
ot fancv and arce usually made more explicit and dehinite.

Examples cited are Mark 9:17, which reports that a father
brought his demonitac son to Jesus, whereas in Luke’s parallel account
£9:35 " it is additionally stated that he was an only son.  Similarly,
the p.d\ud hand healed, according to Mark 3: 1, is designated as the
right hand in Luke 6:6; so also the severed car of the high priest’s
servant which is mentioned in Mark 14:47 is referred to as the right
car in Luke 22:50. With regard to the attack on this servant in
Gethsemane Bultmann adds:

One may obscrve in the account of this scene which appears in
the Gospel ot John another important law at work: though the
Syvnoptists do not name cither the servant or the dlsclplc who
struck him, John ¢ives the names, Malchus and Peter.

Another tendeney to characterize more definitely mav be seen
in a Gospel narrator’'s preference “to give in direct discourse what his

source gave indircetv.”  Thus, a mere reference to the fact that
Peter pbnidcd Christ in Mark 8:32 is expanded in Matthew's
account (16:227, where Peter is reported as saving, "Be it far from

Thee. L(n d!”

The third faw, as Bultmann sees it, is “the inclination to impose
a schematic idea of the course of Jesus™ activity.”  He calls attention
to the tact. for cxample, that “the opponents with whom Jesus
engages in disputation are almost 1n\anabl\ scribes and Pharisces,
who intcrrogate Him with malicious intent,” and claims that this is
unhistorical.
Literary Forms in the Synoptics

WWe may now proceed to a consideration of the various literary
forms {(distinct literary types) which Bultmann discerns in the
evangelic material and his remarks about each. The first literary
tvpe Bultmann calls miracle stories. He feels that these did not
actually occur; that thev possess a close resemblance to the Hellenistic
miracle narratives, after which they may in his estimate have been
patterned.  The following characteristics of this literary form mav be
noted.  Usually the narrative is given in three parts. In the first
the condition of the patient is described, frequently with an emphasis
upon the gravity of the illness or its Iomr duration. In the second
the account of the healing itself is prov ided. The peculiar mampula-
tions of the healer are often mentioned, as in Mark 7:33; 8:23.
Typical is that the healing words pronounced are given in an
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unknown foreign tonguce (compare “Talitha kami” in Mark 7:3
Another characteristic is that not infrequently the storv states m it
no one was present at the putormancc of the miracle proper. as, for
example, in Mark 7:33 and 8:23. In the third part of the nareative
unmistakable evidence of the hcalmv is given: witnesses often exclaim
in wonder and the pcrson healed gives some clear demonstration of
the fact that he has indecd been helped.

To the second literary type which Bultmann discovers he
applies the designation ap()thegmv (An apothegm by detinition is
a terse, instructive saving; a maxim). Bultmann classifics as
apothegms the savings of Jesus “which have been handed down in
association with a little scene, in which according to the tradition
they were originallv spoken.”  To this grouping bcl(mtr the contro-
versies recorded in the Svnoptics (for example, Mark 2:1-120 23-
28), conversations with cager mquircrs (Nlark 10: 17227 and
scencs of a biographical character (Mark 6:1-6 7.

Bultmann traces the presence of apothegms (hoth the savings
of Christ and the scenes mentioned as occasioning them ™ o the
creative activity of either the Jewish or the Hellenistic church. Vor
example: the Marcan accounts of the disciples’ refusal to tast, their
rubbing out kernels of grain on the Sabbeth, and their non-ohservance
of ritual washing before meals, and Jesus™ response to the resultant
controversy with Jewish ercs of these actions of the twelve as
recorded in 2:18-19, 23-26; 7:1-8, arc explained in this wav.  Sivs
Bultmann:

Apparently the situation is to be understood onlv as follows:
these traditions first arose in the Christian community and are
to be explained bv its situation.  The ‘disciples.” i.e.. the
primitive Christian church, have broken with the old customs
in this matter, and thev are defending themsclves  avainst
criticism by means of the stories, through which thev make
their appeal to a saving of Jesus.

He continucs:

Those apothegms which are of a biographical character arce like-
wise for the most part creations of the community, since they
give expression to what Christians had experienced of their
\laster or what he had experienced at the hands of his people.
It is accordingly clear that the calling of the disciples in Mk 1.
16-20 reflects no historical situation; the storv completely Lacks
motivation and psvchological probability.  The scene sets forth
symbolically and picturesquely the common experience of the
disciples as they were raised by Jesus™ wondertul power out of
their previous spheres of Iife. It is in this wav that we must
also explain Mark iii. 31-35 (Jesus true relatives):; xii. 41-44
(the widow’s mite); Luke ix. 57-62 (various followers); x.
38-42 (Mary and Martha). Lbven the scene in Nazareth
(Mark vi. 1-6) may perhaps not reflect a particular historical
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cvent, but is rather a symbolical picture, setting forth the atti-
tude of the people as a whole to the preaching of Jesus.

Bultinunn singles out as a third literary type in Syvnoptic
literature the Waords of Jesns.  He introduces his discussion of this
category of material witly statements expressing his skepticism as to
the historicity of manv of the savings of Christ.  As far as he is con-
cerned, where the traditional words receive their meaning from their
context {compare Luke 12:37-39), there they are old and authentic.
On the other hand, where “the original occasion and the historical
connection of the words are unkonwn, and the context in which the
cvangelist has placed them rests upon a very uncertain interpretation,”
there it s likeh that the words were a later formulation of the
cvangelists or ot the Christian community.  Thev mav be added,
Bultmann feels. as the evangelists experienced  interpretations of
other savings or teachings of Jesus.

The Jast Jiterary tvpe which Bultmann claims to discover in the
Syvnoptic Gospels he refers to as legends and mths. (\\L mav note
;nmnt}utlmll\ that a legend, by dictionary definition, is “an unuu-
thenticated story from carlicr times, pwwl\ed bv tradition and popu-
larlv thought to be historical™; a myth, “A traditional storv. usually
f()us\uw on the deeds of gods or herous. . . . It purports to be historical.

“Thus, o nvth mav be regarded as a spccml tvpe of legend.) The
lumnd and mths in the (JOspclﬁ arc fabrications which have been
given their form “in the interests of the cultus™ and “for purposcs of
cdification,” savs Bultmann. For example: the original Passion
Narrative, the focal point of the carly Church's proclamation, possibly
consisted in o relatively brief report of Jesus™ arrest in Gethsemane,
his condemnation by the Jewish court and by Pilate. the trek 1o
Calvary, and his cracifixion and death.  But in a short time other
episodes were added to this account, such as. suggests Bultmann,
the picture of Jesus and the weeping women of ]crusalcm on the
Via Dolorosa {Luke 23:27-31), the suicide of Judas (Matthew
27:3-10 . ;md the setting of a watch at the grave (Matthew 27:62-
66, C()Jmm‘nts Bultmann:

It iy not onlv pious fancy which is at work here, but also the
apologetic interest. This is especially noticeable in the cffort
ot the evangclists to shift the blame from the Roman authoritics
to the Jews, as e.g., in the account of Pilate washing his hands
CMatt, xwvii, 242255

Bultmann classifics as one of the major New Testament myvths
the synoptic resurrection narrative.  He writes:

It is cqually dear that the Resurrection Narrative has been
compaosed in the interest of faith and under the influence of
devout imagination. The Easter story of Mark is unfortunately
onI\ a tmumcnt for the episode of the women at the grave
(xvi 1-8) must originally have been followed by an account
()f some app( arance to Peter of Jesus (and to the other disciples)
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in Galilee. This ending has been lost, and much ater @ sub-
stitute was supplied (xvi. 9-20) in some of the manuscripts.
Matthew and Luke have a series of Resurrection Narratives, and
if one adds those given in John, it will be clear how active the
Christian imagination has been.

Categorized as “cult-legends” are also the following Scripture ac-
counts: the narration of the Last Supper in the Svnoptics: the
baptismal narrative; the transtiguration narrative; the narrative of
Jesus’ temptation; the narrative of the entrv of Jesus into Jerusalem;
the narrative of the birth of Christ.

Results of Bultwanitian Form Criticisu

With these remarks on the alleged legends contained in the
Synoptic Gospels we come to the conclusion of our briet consideri-
tion of the basic principles of form criticismi and the procedures of
one of its most notable practitioners, Rudolf Bultmann. \What! in
Bultmann’s estimation, are the results of the application of the form
critical method to the studyv of these Gospels?  He writes:

It is through the medium of the community . . . that the haure
of the historical Jesus appears.  Though we cannot now detine
with certaintv the extent of the authentic words ot Jesus. we
are nevertheless able to distinguish the various levels of tradi-
tion; and when, by a process of careful historical investigation,
we distinguish the secondary lavers in the tradition. what
results is not, like the peeling of an onion, a reduction to noth-
ingness—since the farther one goes the nearer one comes to
the center, which holds the secret of its historical power. ... On
onc¢ point one must rest content: the character of Jesus, the vivid
picture of his personality and his life. cannot now be clearly
made out; but, what is more important. the content of his
message is or will be ever more clearly rccognizable.  Though
onc mav admit the fact that for no &anIL‘ \\old ot fesus is it
possible to produce positive evidence of its authenticity. still one
may point to a whole scries of words found in the oldest stratum
of tradition which do give us a consistent representation of the
historical message of Jesus.  These are the prophcetic words,
echoing the ¢all to repentance {such as}:

‘For whosocever will save his life shall lose it;

But whosocver shall lose his life for myv sake and the
vospel’s . the same shall save it” (Mark viii. 35).

‘Let the dead bury their dead: but go thou and preach the
kingdom of God” ( Luke ix. 60/

‘No man, having put his hand to the plough, and lool\m«r
back, is fit for the Kingdom of God’ {Luke ix. 62

Criticism of Bultmannian Form Criticis

Now to a brief evaluation of the principles, procedures. and
reswlts of form criticism. The radical, Bultmannian form critical
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method of Svnoptic study is open to a number of serious objections.
The tiest is its underlying rationalistic anti- supernaturalism, according
to which all divine intervention and operation in human affairs are
out-of-hand rejected.  Rankly blasphemous, for example, is its relega-
tion of all statements pertaining to the deity of the Lord Jesus Christ
to the realm of the mvthological.  This anti- Qupernaturahsm, as
Robert Gundry savs, pl(:]ll(]lLCs historical enquiry and is theologically
and scientitically out-of-date, for it rests on the rationalistic concept
of a closed universe and a rigid concept of natural law.” A second
fundamental objection to form criticism is its refusal to judge fairly
the written Synoptic records and give them the honest hearing
accorded other historical literature.  The approach to these records
is marked rather by an unreasonable bias against their reliability and
an extreme subjectivism in the cestablishment of standards for the
recognition of what is supposedly unauthentic in the Biblical ac-
counts.  We mav regard these as the basic underlying fallacies of
the form critical method.

Next it should be noted that many of the stated assumptions of
form criticism are arbitrarily cstablished and altogether unwarranted.
Basil Redlich calls attention to a number of these. A few arc indi
cated below.  One is that during the pre-literary, formative period of
oral tradition “the narratives and savings, with the exception of the
Passion Narrative, circulated mainly as single and self-contained
detached units, cach complete in itsclf”—to cite Redlich’s summary
of this form critical principle.”  Together with this ought to be
mentioned a second unwarranted assumption, namc]\ thdt the con-
texts in which the units of tradition are sct in the Gospels are
editorial additions and thercfore unauthentic.  On the contrarv, as
regards the Gospel narratives Redlich points out, for example:

There are sections in the Gospel of Mark| which bear evidence
in themselves that they cach formed a complete series betore
they reached the evangelist. The first section which is a com-
plete unit of stories is that which covers i. 21-39. It is intrin-
sicallv impossible to discard the editorial matter or to refuse to
sce in this section the personal reminiscences ot an evewitness,
who was undoubtedly Simon Peter.  The connecting links make
a complete story of a dav’s work.

The notes of time are too definite to be artificial or literary.
Thev read like a consecutive narrative, honestly reported and
repeated. The narrator gives the impression of having been
there when the things happ(ncd

A third unjustiiable assumption of form criticism is that all
the material of the Gospels can be classified according to various
“forms.”  Certainly this subject matter can be div ided into narra-
tives and savings.  But all of it cannot be classified according to form,
because form is not present in all the material. It may be admitted
that Bultmann's apothegms and miracle accounts contain forms, but
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beyond these there are many narratives without anv distincuive torm.
“These,” says Redlich, “have been variously classiticd accordine to
their contents or according to the subjective judement of cach form
critic,” but not according to their forms.  Prominent in this groupimy
are the legends and miths.  Once again, Bedlich

The terms legend and myth are objectionable to Foclish students
for thev are judements of the historic value of the narraiies
and are of a disparaging character.  Thev also ynply that the
events included in them serve no soteriological purpose. U
form criticism dceals with forms and attenipts to classity terms
and to trace the history of forms and to discover the processes
of their growth, their method is regular. But to use terms which
pass an initial judgment on the historical vaiue of the swries
and to classity them not according to form but wccording o the
critic’s own view of their veracity, is verv irregular and anjust-
fiable.  Form criticism then becomes a iudoment of wruth or
falsitv, and not a scientiic methoed of rescarch,

A fourth unwarranted form critical assumpuion i~ that in the
words of Redlich, "The vital factors (these mav also he termed the
“Sitz im Leben,” that is. the life situation) which gnve rise to and
preserved these torms are to be found in the practical interosts ot the
Christian community.”  Redlich’s criticism of this assumption is as
follows. He speaks with revard to the savings:

. the life situation might just as readily be found in Josus
Himself . . . the community preserved the savings because they
were vital and authoritative pronouncements of Jesus.  Paul
gives dehinite evidence that this was the case, and he s carctul
to distinguish between the words of Jesus and his own dicta,
‘But to the rest sav 1. not the Lord.” "Now concerning virgins
I have no commandment of the Lord: but T give myv judament’

(I Cor.vii. 10, 13. 25,
Again:

Form criticism in stressing the influence of the primitive com-
munity is blind te the influence of Jesus as a Rabbi and a
prophet. On the one hand, it makes the community a creative
body, of which there is little or no trace in the New Testament.
The primitive Christians were not all Rabbis nor all Solomaons.
On the other hand, it is not recognized that Jesus was not a
teacher who pcr}utuall\ repeated the same maxims or memo-
rized addresses which He delivered without variation.  He s
Iikely to have repeated the same saving in ditferent form and
constantlv varicd His discoursces.

Martin Franzmann's words are also pertinent at this point:

Form critics attribute to the “community” a creative power
which is reallv incredible; while the Gospels themselves and the
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Book of Acts with one voice proclaim that Jesus the Christ
created the church, the form critics seem to conclude that the
church somchow crcated the Christ. The net result of their
studv s the conclusion that the Gospels, which incorporate the
tradition ot the Christian conmmunity, tell us a great deal about

the faith of the cm]\ Christian community, but verv little about
Jesus of Nazareth.

A fitth unjustifiable assumption of form criticism mav be
phrased as Redlich puts it: “The oricinal form of the tradition mayv
be recovered and its history traced. })LfOl(. being written down, by
discovering the Taws of the tradition.”  Franzmann speaks to this
view in this way :

In practice the emphasis of form criticism is all on the Christian
commmunity as the cereator and bearer of the Gospel tradition;
the tact of the apostolate, the fact that Jesus Himself prepared
men to be witnesses to Him with divinely given authority and
cquipped them for their task by His aift of the ilumining and
empowering Spirit, this fact is ]awcl\ if not entirely, ignored.
The tcaching tradition of the church is treated as if it were
completely nmllcl to the folklore and the mvth making of all
primitive communitics, and classifications derived from non-
Palestinian folklore are applied to the Gospel materials without
regard for the uncertainty of these classifications and without
questioning their applicability to the Gospel materials.*

Redaction Criticism

Redaction criticism s another discipline within the historical
critical method, one that has come to the fore within the past twenty
vears.  Closeh associated with the Gospels, it grew out of and
remains led\ related to form criticism. Via savs that redaction
criticism “presupposes and continues the procedures of the carlier
discipline  forny criticism] while extending and intensifving certain
of them.™*  Perrin states that form criticism and redaction criticism
“are in fact the first and sccond stages of a unified discipline, but
their divergence in emphasis is sufficient to justify their being treated
separatelv.” 7 According to the same author, redaction crticism is
particularlv concerned with

studving the theological meotivation of an author as this is
revealed in the collection, arrangement, cditing, and modifica-
tion of traditional material, and in the composition of new
material or the creation of new forms within the traditions of
carlv. Christianity.  Although the dlsuplmc is called redaction
criticism, it could cqually be called ‘composition criticism” be-
cause it is concerned with the composition of new material and
the arrangements of redacted or freshly created material into
new units and patterns, as well as with the redaction of existing
material,t
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Via asserts that its goals are

to understand why the items from the tradition about Josus
were modified and connected as they were, to identify the theo-
logical motifs that were at work in composing a finished Gospel,
and to elucidate the theological point of view which is expressed
in and through the composition.*”

As might be expected (because of its relation to form criticism
the backgrounds of redaction criticism are traced to men  like
Reimarus, Strauss, Holtzmann, Wrede, Wellhausen., and  then
Schmidt, Dibelius, and Bultmann. Since redaction criticism is said
to have “developed more directly from the work of Bultmann than
from that of Dibelius,”” Bultmann is regarded as “the true tather
of redaction criticism.”""  The tull flowering of this discipline came
in Germany immediatelv after the Sccond World War.  Three
scholars, labouncr independently of one another but in the .m\c
dlrcctlon produced matcrtals which marked the beginning ot redac-
tion criticism. Thev were Guenther Bornkamm, Hans Conselmann,
and Willi Marxsen, who worked on the Gospels of Matthew, T uke.
and Mark, respectively.  Marxsen gave the new movement its
German name, Redaktionsgeschichte.

Hans Conzelmann's Theology of St. Luke, tirst published in
German in 1954, is perhaps the most important of the works pro-
duced by the Redaktionsgeschichte Schule. In it Conschmann
endecavored to demonstrate that, whereas Luke has generallv been
regarded by scholars as the historian of early Christianitv. his Gospel
can be shown to have been theologically motivated. Perrin comments:

To give but one example, the resurrection appearances in the
Lucan writings take place in Jerusalem in contrast to the impres-
sion given elsewhere in the New Testament that they take place
in Galilec. Conzelmann shows that this geographical reterence
is not historical reminiscence, a conclusion which raises ques-
tions as to the actual locale of these appearances.  Tuke is in
no wav motivated bv a desire to exercise historical accuvacy, but
entircly by his theological concept of the role of lerusalem in the
history of salvation.'*

According to Conzelmann, Lucan theology endeavored to answer the
problem of the delav of Christ’s parousia.  Whercas the carly church
thought that the time between Christ’s ascension and his parvousia
would be of short duration, it was Luke's purpose in the compilation
and composition of materials for his Gospel to show that the interim
would be an indefinite period.

While all students of the New Testament Gospels recognize
that the Svnoptics and John have differing emphascs (md character-
istics and that it is helpful for the interpretation of the cvangelic
material to seek out the distinguishing featurcs of cach cevangelist's
presentation of the life of Christ. objection to the practice of radical
redaction criticism imust he expressed.  Since the latter presupposes
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and continues the procedures of form criticism, it is subject to all the
strictures directed avainst form criticism.  The redaction critical
assumption that the several evangelists themselves composed certain
portions of the Gospel accounts which actually have no basis in
historical fact is to be rejected.

Content Criticism

Modern practitioners of the historical critical method also make
use ot the discipline of content criticism, or Sachkritik.  This is a
procedure which allows the critic arrogantly to sit in judgment upon
the New Testament Scriptures and flatly to reject as unauthentic or
non-normative tor the church today those portions of prophetic and
apostolic teaching which are not regarded as acceptable for inculeation
in this dav and age.  Underlving the use of content criticism is, no
doubt. a view like that L\pruscd bv Lrnst Kacsemann in an essav
entitled Faegetische Versuche und Besinnungen and translated as
follows:

In the New Testament language we are driven to test the spirits
ceven within Scripture itsclf.  W'e cannot slmpl\ accept a dogma
or a system of doctrine but arc placed in a situation vis-a-vis
Scripture which s, at the same time and inscparably, both
responsibility and freedom.  Only to such an attitude can the
Word of God reveal itself in Scripture; and that Word, as
biblical c¢riticism makes plain, has no existence in the realm of
the objective-—that is, outside of our act of decision. '

Conscrvative Biblical scholarship categorically denounces, and
whollv avoids, the excercise of content criticism in the studyv of the
New Testament text.
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