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I. Introduction

A. Definition and Purpose:

1. Definition: Canonical Criticism “denotes that approach to the books of 

the Bible which treats them not as individual documents but as components of the completed corps of Holy Scripture” (F. F. Bruce, “Canon” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (Downers Grove: IVP, 1992). 

2. Goal: Canonical Criticism “endeavors to determine what a given 

passage means not only in the immediate context of its date, authorship and setting but in the wider context of the canon in which it was ultimately incorporated” (F. F. Bruce, “Canon”) 

B. Historical Origins

1. Canonical Criticism is a recent development. It was originally 

introduced by two OT Scholars, Brevard S. Childs (Introduction 

to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979)) and James A. Sanders (Canon and Community (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984)). It was Sanders who originally used the term “canonical criticism.”



2. Canonical Criticism spread to the NT field through scholars such as 



Robert W. Wall and Eugene E. Lemcio (The New Testament as 

Canon: A Reader in Canonical Criticism, JSNTSS 76 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1992)) and Mikeal C. Parsons (“Canonical Criticism” in New Testament Criticism and Interpretation, edited by David A. Black and David S. Dockery (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991).

II. Canonical Criticism Method for Interpretation

A. Canonical Context



1. Canon Criticism is more interested in the final literary form of the NT 

than in the historical process of that form’s development. It deals with not only the final literary form but its position in the canon. Hence the literary design of the canon is brought in as a valid interpretive aid to understanding the text. 



2. Whether the text is found in a Gospel, Acts, a Letter or the Apocalypse 

influences the final understanding of that text with respect to the 

NT. Each of these types of writing and their position in the NT are an important part of the meaning of the text with respect to the reader understanding the fullness of the Christian faith. Robert Wall  (“Reading the New Testament in Canonical Context” in Green, 380-81
) states, “Quite apart from authorial intentions, the literary design of the biblical canon suggests that particular units of the NT canon (Gospel, Acts, Letter, Apocalypse) have particular roles to perform within the whole.”  E.g., the Gospels are first and thus have priority in the canon because they tell of the life and work of Christ. Thus the Gospels are “theologically and morally foundational for all that follows.” The later writings build on that foundation.  Each book is to be seen in relation to the others and as complementing the others. 

3. Hence the first part of canonical interpretation is to take note as to the    

position of the particular book (within which the particular text is found) within the canon.

B. Canonical Content



1. “A biblical text, once placed within its distinctive canonical context, 

acquires a potential for enhanced meaning that should help to guide the exegetical task” (Wall in Green, 381). 



2. Hence, the question to be determined is “What enhanced meaning 

comes from a biblical text’s position in the canon?”


C. Canonical Conversations



1. “The intended role of biblical canon is to adapt its ancient teaching to 

contemporary life” (Wall in Green, 382).



2. Two conversations are to be entertained for textual understanding




a. Intercanonical conversation: This involves allowing the text to 

interact with different biblical traditions or writers. For 

instance the faith/obedience issues between Paul and James.




b. Intercatholic conversation: This involves “conversations 

between the Bible and different faith traditions” (Wall in Green, 382). This is to guide the whole church and is to give direction as the whole church encounters new issues and circumstances in its faith journey.




c. Intercanonical conversations are to be the standard and are to 

guide intercatholic conversation.




d. The intercanonical conversations are not to be done with the 

concept of a “canon within the canon” nor a “canon outside of the canon” (Wall in Green, 383). Rather “different ideas of particular biblical writers and canonical units” are to be related together “in contrapuntal yet complementary ways, to expose the self-correcting . . . and mutually-informing 

. . . role of NT theology” (Wall, in Green, 383).


D. “Canonical criticism does not sponsor any new exegetical strategy; rather, it 

sponsors a particular orientation toward the biblical text whose principle methodological interests are the text’s final literary form and canonical functions” (Wall in Green, 382).

III. Benefits and Cautions


A. Benefits:  

1. The interpreter does not subject the text to historical-critical    

deconstruction but attempts to determine the message from the whole final form of the text.



2. The method allows for whole canonical and intertextuality 

understanding of the Biblical message.



3. The method does not pit one part of the canon over against the other. 

There is no “canon within the canon” nor a “canon outside of the canon.” E.g., Paul is not pitted against James or John against the Synoptics. The entire canon is seen exclusively and inclusively as one unit.


B. Cautions:



1. Can we really be sure that the placing of the books of the Bible within 

the canon is “inspired” and is to be a contributing factor to the Biblical message? If so on what authority?



2. Intercatholic conversations seem to allow for different faiths to “make” 

new and even multiple meanings for the text. Note Wall’s statement in Green 373-74:

Canonical criticism, then, concentrates on how a biblical text becomes canonical in the act of interpretation, when different interpreters pick up the same text again and again to “comfort the afflicted or afflict the comfortable.”




He goes on to say that “Scripture acquires multiple meanings.” His 

point seems to be in context of application. However, the positioning of the books in the canon would be something done by men in the church which would then seem to lend itself to non-inspired men creating Biblical meaning (unless those shapers of the canon would also be considered inspired).



3. Since there are various canon shapes throughout history (including OT 

canon shape), which one is the one to be used? If it does not 

matter, then are not different meanings being made by various canon shapers throughout history? If so which meaning is to be embraced?

� Green, Joel B. Hearing the New Testament: Strategies for Interpretation (Grand Rapids: 


Eerdmans, 1995).
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