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Class VIII Lecture Notes:

I. Redaction Criticism

 
A. Definition: 



“Redaction criticism is a historical and literary discipline which studies 

both the ways the redactors/editors/authors changed their sources and the seams or transitions they utilize to link those traditions into a unified whole” (Osborne, “Redaction Criticism”). Much of the following in this lecture (including all portions in quotation marks unless otherwise noted) have been gleaned from Osborne’s article.


B. Purpose: The purpose of this critical methodology is to determine the theology 

of the author of the writing and the setting that may have been the impetus for the writing. 

A. Stages: Redaction criticism involves several stages of critical analysis.            

1. It builds upon the foundations laid by source criticism usually assuming      

   
Markan priority and the four-document hypothesis of Streeter. 

Redaction Criticism then studies the differences the Evangelist’s gospel displays from their sources whether in wording or setting or emphases.

2. It works with Tradition Criticism and studies the final stage of that 

  
development, the stage of the Evangelists’ editing of their Gospel. 

This helps in the discovery of each Evangelist’s particular “interests and theological tendencies.” 
3. It works with Literary Criticism to study the literary elements of the text 

 
as a whole.

B. Redaction Criticism originators

1. Precursors:

  
a. W. Wrede and his “messianic secret” (1901).

            b. N. B. Stonehouse and his study of the Christological  



 emphases in the Synoptics             

            c. R. H. Lightfoot’s 1934 study of Mark’s use of his 

sources

d.   K.  L. Schmidt’s “form-critical treatment of the Markan 

          
seams” 

2. Major developers of Redaction Criticism working independently of each other

a. G. Bornkamm (1948-54) studied Matthew’s stilling of the storm pericope and determined that “Matthew not only changed but reinterpreted Mark’s miracle story . . . into a paradigm of discipleship centering on the ‘little ship of the church’” and that “for Matthew eschatology is the basis for ecclesiology: the church defines itself and its mission in terms of the coming judgment.” 

b. Hans Conzelmann studied Luke (1950s) and argued that “Luke was a theologian rather than a historian” and that “the delay of the Parousia led Luke to replace the imminent eschatology of Mark with a salvation-historical perspective having three stages—the time of Israel, ending with John the Baptist; the time of Jesus . . .  and the time of the church.” Whereas Mark presents the interim time before the Parousia as imminent Luke presents it as “a timeless entity.”

c. W. Marxen studied Mark (1950s) and was the first to use the term “Redaktionsgeschichte.” He believed Mark wrote “to tell the church to flee the terrible persecution during the Jewish War of A.D. 66 and to proceed into Galilee where the imminent return of the Son of man (Parousia) would take place.” 

C. Redaction Criticism Methodology

1. Tradition Criticism analysis: Studies the historical development of a pericope from Jesus through the early church and determines authenticity through

a. Criterion of dissimilarity

b. Criterion of multiple attestation

c. Divergent patterns

d. Unintended evidence of historicity (eye witness reports)

e. Aramaic or Palestinian Semitic features

f. Criterion of coherence

This is an attempt to provide historical verification and “links redactional study with the quest for the historical Jesus and anchors the results in history.” 

2. Form Criticism analysis

This analysis determines the type or form of the pericope. It might be a pronouncement story, a miracle story, a dominical saying, a parable, or a historical story. Determining its form can help in determining how the pericope may have been edited by the Evangelist when placed in his Gospel.

3. Redaction Criticism analysis Proper

a. Individual single pericope analysis

(1) The pericope is studied to find the readings that are 

 
unique to one of the Gospels.

(2) This data is evaluated with respect to seven possible 

ways Evangelists may have edited their material

(a) They may “conserve” the data for theological reasons

(b) They may “conflate two traditions”

(c) They may “expand the source” and add material (cf., Mt. 14:22-33 and Mk. 6:45-52).

(d) They may “transpose the settings” (cf., Mt. 23:37-39 with Lk. 13:34-35).

(e) They may “omit portions” (cf., Mt. 17:14-21 and Mk. 9:14-29).

(f) They may “explain details” (cf. Mark’s explanation of hand washing in Mk. 7:3-4) 

(g) They may “alter the tradition to avoid misunderstandings” (cf. Mk 10:18 with Mt. 19:17 with respect to the concept of “good”).

b. Holistic analysis of thematic and narratives of a whole 

Gospel

(1) Study the “seams” (i.e., “introductions,  

conclusions and transitions” and summaries which connect pericopes and “episodes” in each Gospel). These can help determine the theological emphases of each Gospel writer. Note Mk. 1:21 and 3:1 and the setting provided there.

(2) “Editorial asides and insertions.” These can 

provide information on the theological emphases and significance of a narrative (Note John 3:16-21 following the dialog with Nicodemus).






(3)  Theme or “motif” analysis. This studies the 

development of theological emphases through the whole gospel. For instance note the anti-Jewish lead polemic in Matthew.






(4) Note how the material is arranged in comparison 

with other Gospels as well as which material has been selected and which left out.

c. Special note: Mark is difficult to do holistic analysis in that if we assume a Markan priority there are no sources to compare with. The following are some special criteria for doing Redaction Criticism studies on Mark.

                                                              (1) Study “seams, insertions, and summaries”

  (2) Determine if Mark has “modified traditional 

material”

  (3) Take note of Mark’s arrangement of material 

  
and what is included.

  (4) Study whether Mark left some material out (cf. 

Matthew’s “exception” clause in Jesus’ teaching on divorce with Mark’s lack of it in his passage).

   (5) Analyze Mark’s introduction and ending

(6)  Look at Mark’s “vocabulary, style, and   

christological titles.”

4. Compositional or Literary Critical Analysis

a. Study the structure

   (1) At the micro level. E.g., why do Matthew and 

Luke have different orders of the last two temptations of Jesus?






    (2) At the macro level. E.g., compare what Mark 

and Luke do with the Jesus’ Capernaum ministry: Mark begins with Jesus’ calling his disciples (Mk. 1:16-20) and puts Jesus’ rejection at Nazareth later (Mk. 6:1-6) while Luke begins with Jesus’ rejection at Nazareth first (Lk. 4:16-20) and Jesus calling his disciples later (Lk. 5:1-11).

b. Study the “intertextual development.”  Study how 

pericopes interact with one another to affect the message in each Gospel. Note for example 

“Mark’s strategic placing of the two-stage healing of the blind man in Mark 8:22-6 (found only in Mark). On one level it forms an inclusion with the healing of the deaf man in Mark 7:31-37, stressing the need for healing on the part of the disciples.”

c. Study the development of the plot. Study the interconnection of the sequence of events in each Gospel and how it points to individual Evangelist’s emphases.

d. Study the setting and style. 

(1) Setting. Evaluate what theological emphasis might be being made by Evangelists placing a saying or story in different settings.

(2) Style. Study the way “that a saying or story is phrased and arranged so as to produce the effect that the author wishes.” Cf. Matthew’s “poor in spirit” in Mt. 5:3 with Luke’s “poor” in Lk. 6:20 and Matthew’s version of Jesus’ sermon being on the “mount” and Luke’s on the “plain.”

(3) Realize the Evangelists were concerned with the ipsisima vox (the very voice) not the ipsissima verba (the exact words) of Jesus.

II. Strengths and Weaknesses of Redaction Criticism

A. Strengths and Value

1. It helps us to understand that the Evangelists were authors and not just      

biographers of Jesus and his message

2. It helps us understand that the Gospels are theological not just treatises.   

As a result it encourages us to find various theological truths in each Gospel. It thus “increases our appreciation of the multiplicity of the Gospels” (Carson and Moo, 112).


       
3. It gives us tools to help understand each pericope as the author of each

       


Gospel intended.

        
4. When done from a conservative approach it helps us to see the life and   

teachings of Jesus historically with various theological emphases that speak to both the contemporary church and the world.


       
5. With the composition criticism element it helps us to see each Gospel as 

a whole and not from an atomizing perspective of Form Criticism.

B. Weaknesses

1. Since Redaction Criticism builds on other critical methodologies it can 

suffer from the same weaknesses and pitfalls of Source, Form, Tradition, and literary criticisms.

2. Redaction critical results sometimes rest on whether or not one accepts 

the two-source theory.  If this is erroneous then results can be erroneous also.

3. Some practitioners come to the text with strong historical skepticism 

which unwarrantedly colors their conclusions about the historical reliability of the Gospels. Some come to the text with the concept that the Gospels are a creation by the early church and are by default unhistorical. They proceed not with an attitude of “innocent until proven guilty” but “guilty until proven innocent” with respect to their historicity.  “Omission, expansion, or rearrangement are attributes of style and are not criteria for historicity.” With respect to historicity, inspiration is to be seen as concerned with the ipsisima vox (the very voice) not the ipsissima verba of Jesus. “As long as the evangelists’ redactional modifications are consistent with what actually happened or with what Jesus actually said—even if they select, summarize, and reword—historical integrity is maintained” (concepts and quotations are from Carson and Moo, 111).
4. Speculations as to the Sitz im Leben of the community behind the 

pericopes is very subjective. 

5. Not all changes (additions, omissions, expansions, etc.) an evangelist 

might have made in the tradition is necessarily theologically motivated as is assumed by practitioners. Hence “redactional emphases” cannot always be equated with the “evangelist’s theology” (Carson and Moo, 109).

III. Attempt a Redaction Critical analysis of Mt. 5:3 and Lk. 6:20.
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