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Class VII Lecture Notes

I. Form Criticism: 

 
A. Definition


1. “Form Criticism is the branch of New Testament research which is 

concerned with the isolation, analysis, and interpretation of that oral tradition” (Briggs 87-88).

2. As such, it investigates and seeks to determine the individual units of 

material which circulated orally in the church prior to being written down in the Gospels.

B  Presuppositions:

1. Jesus’ teachings and his life narratives were transmitted orally in the 

church over a long period of time before being written down.



2. “These units of material for the most part circulated independently of 

one another” (Blomberg, s.v. “Form Criticism” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels) except for the passion narrative.
3. “Closest parallels to the transmission of the gospel tradition could be 

found in the oral, folk literature of other ancient, European cultures (ranging as far afield as Iceland and Yugoslavia)” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).



4.  The final forms of the oral tradition found in the Gospels were 

unreliable as they had gone through many changes by Christians and put into different forms (because of their own needs and situations) during the passing down of the oral tradition. As such, to discover the original or more pure form of the tradition one must “work backward and remove various accretions and embellishments which had crept into the tradition” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).



5. The original forms before being changed were “short, streamlined and 

unadorned, and very Jewish in style and milieu” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”). These forms or self-contained oral units of Jesus’ teaching or life became known as “pericopes.”

C.  History of NT Form Criticism development


1. Form Criticism applied to the Bible began with H. Gunkel and J. 

Wellhausen when they applied it to the OT at the beginning of the 

20th century.

2. Form Criticism was applied to the NT by Karl Ludwig Schmidt, Martin  

Dibelius, and Rudolph Bultmann, all around 1920. Bultmann and Dibelius were of the more radical Form Critics school being highly skeptical of any historicity left to be found in the Gospels.



3. Later Form Critics included those who were “more conservative in their 

historical assessments” (Carson and Moo, 81). One of these was Vincent Taylor in the 1930s.
C. Factors in Oral Tradition not being and then being written down (gleaned from Barclay 24-30)

1. Factors in oral tradition not being written down:

a.   The first half of the first century AD was a “non-literary age.”  

Most Christians were not people who would write books (I. Cor. 1:26-27). They were more listeners than writers.

Early Christians seemed to seek the viva vox over books.

a. It was very costly to write books in the first century AD.

b. They expected the parousia (Jesus’ second coming) to be very 

soon and as such there would be no need for writing books for future people to read.



2. Factors in oral tradition being written down:




a. As Christian worship developed it took on Synagogual form in 

which the Law and the Prophets were read. Christians too began to read Scripture (memoirs of the Apostles, see Justin Martyr’s Apology 67). As such Christian worship probably encouraged Christian writing.

b. The missionary spirit of the church would encourage the Gospel   

message to be written down and read (note especially Luke 1:1-4 and Jn. 20:31).




c. First accounts of Jesus’ life and deeds may have been written to 

instruct converts.

c. As the church grew, more and more people needed access to the instructions and commands of Jesus as well as writings that would guard against heresies.

d. With respect to persecution, there may have been a need to have a written Gospel to “prove the innocence of Christianity to the government” as well as something concrete to give to Christians as a “source of courage.”

e. With the death of the Apostles, the guardians and eyewitnesses of the truth about Jesus, there was a need to have their testimony written down. “Tradition saw the written gospel as the necessary substitute for the living voice of the apostles.”
II. The Three Elements or Tasks Involved in Form Critical Analyses (mainly 

gleaned from Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).

A. Analysis and Determination of Forms. There are six major categories of classification of forms.

1. Logia or individual sayings of Jesus which include wisdom, proverbs 

(e.g., Mt. 8:20), legal sayings, rules, prophetic sayings, apocalyptic sayings (Lk. 12:54-56), the “I” sayings (Mt. 12:27-28), etc.

2. Pronouncement Stories or Apophthegms. These are short stories “about 

an action of Jesus whose primary purpose is to lead up to climactic pronouncement on a given topic (e.g., Mk. 2:13-17; 3:31-5; 12:13-17)” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).


3. Parables, which are short narrative stories told to teach a moral or 

something about the kingdom of God (e.g., Mt. 13)



4. Speeches. These are longer sections than the “logia” believed to be 

made up of many short forms which once circulated independently of one another (e.g., Matt. 5-7).

5. Miracle Stories. These are stories about Jesus performing supernatural 

deeds including healing and nature miracles (e.g., Mk 5:1-20).

6. Legends or Myths. These include narratives that associate Jesus with 

God and believed not to be trustworthy historically (e.g., Lk. 2:1-20). 
B. Sitz Im Leben (“setting in life”) analysis. This is an analysis to determine the context of the early Christian community that would have been the impetus for the creation of the form. E.g., miracle stories are said to have come out of an apologetic need; pronouncement stories would be preaching material; legends would be created out of a need to glorify and lift up Jesus; and laws and rules created out of a need to give direction or settle problems in the church.
C. Tradition history: Changes during transmission.

Each form is studied to determine the changes that are likely to have been performed on the pericope. For instance, parables may have had introductions and conclusions added; pronouncement stories would have been altered to fit into a particular historical setting; legends would have an historical core but greatly “embellished” and put into a certain context; and prophetic sayings would have been statements attributed to the resurrected Jesus but placed back onto the lips of Jesus while on earth. 
III. Laws of Transmission and Criteria of Authenticity

A. Laws of Transmission. When people pass on oral material,

1. People tend to “lengthen their stories”

2. People tend to “add details to them”

3. People tend to “conform them more and more to their own language”

4. People “generally preserve and create only what fits their own needs and beliefs” (Quotes above are from Carson and Moo, 82).

B. Criteria of Authenticity

1. Criterion of “dissimilarity.” This states that any teaching or action of Jesus which is unique or makes him different from the Jewish culture and Christian culture of his day would be considered authentic.

2. Criterion of “multiple attestation.” This states that “details found in more than one Gospel source (e.g., Q, M, L, Jn.) or in more than one form” are to be given greater weight of confidence as to their authenticity (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).

3. Criterion of “Palestinian environment or language” “accepts that which is very Semitic in style or background” as authentic (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).

4. Criterion of “coherence” authenticates texts that “fit well with material already authenticated by one of the other three criteria” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).
IV. Critique and Pitfalls of Form Criticism
A. While classification of pericopes into forms can help in aiding in interpretation 

(e.g., it helps reveal the cursing of the fig tree as being God’s coming judgment upon Israel, Mk. 11:12-14, 20-25), and can help discern Gospel outlines (e.g., Mark 2:1-3:6 as pronouncement stories; 4:35-6:6a as miracles), it is difficult to determine which category many of the passages fit into. Some forms even seem to be mixed and as such “any classification must be viewed as provisional and general at best” (Carson and Moo, 83).

B. Reconstructions of Sitz im Leben are “highly speculative because they are 

based on what other ancient cultures did in settings that are not always closely parallel to the rise of Christianity” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”). It is extremely difficult to know with any amount of certainty what the exact setting may have been and as a result this task is and its conclusions can only be very tenuous and subjective at best. 


C. The Changing of or Writing of Tradition History by the Early Church:



1. There are many reasons to believe that the stories about what Jesus did 

and said were not changed significantly

a. Since only a small amount of time (perhaps 20 years or so) 

elapsed from the death of Jesus to the writing of the first gospel accounts, living eyewitnesses could have easily challenged false representations that might have come about through oral transmission.




b. The disciples would seem to have been preserving tradition 

about Jesus all along while with him since he sent them out to preach even during their lifetime. Otherwise, they would not have had a message to share when they went out.




c. “The so-called law of increasing distinctness is extremely 

misleading. Detailed analyses of the oral traditions of the cultures closest in time and space to ancient Israel, coupled with the comprehensive comparison of Mark with Matthew and Luke, later apocryphal traditions, sayings in the church fathers, and textual variants show that no consistent patterns of lengthening or abbreviation prevail . . .If anything a light tendency toward decreasing distinctness occurs with longer forms such as parables, miracle stories and other historical narratives” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).

D. Criteria of Authenticity

a. The criterion of dissimilarity is severely limited. This criteria would “only show what is distinctive about Jesus; what he shared with his 

contemporaries will by definition fail the test” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”). This criteria only show how Jesus is unique.  

b. The criterion of “multiple attestation” helps with confidence but does 

not prove material found in only one source is non-genuine.

c. The criterion of “Palestinian environment or language” where only 

Semitic style of background is accepted as authentic ignores the fact that there was much intermingling of Hellenistic and Semitic cultures during and even before the first century AD. There is no reason that Jesus could not have used Hellenistic concepts or even that the early church could have used Semitic concepts. 

d. The criterion of “coherence” must also be subject to scrutiny as it is 

very subjective. Blomberg (“Form Criticism”) states, 

“Presumably all of the Gospel material cohered in the minds of the Evangelists; how is any modern scholar to say that apparent inconsistencies are sharp enough to call into question the truthfulness of the accounts?”

Blomberg (“Form Criticism”) states,

. . . a major presupposition behind the use of the criteria of authenticity must be called into question. The entire undertaking is usually predicated on the assumption that the Gospel traditions are inherently suspect unless good reasons can be advanced for accepting them. . .  The burden of proof must rest with the skeptic who would doubt any portion of the Gospels . . . Instead of utilizing criteria of authenticity, one ought to assume authenticity and then ask if there are good reasons for denying it.” (See E. P. Sanders’ The Tendencies of the Synoptic Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969)).

E. The most serious criticism against Form Criticism is its antihistorical 

application by the most radical form critics (e.g., Bultmann and Dibelius).

1. Radical Form Critics claim, “The early church did not distinguish the 

earthly Jesus from the risen Lord and thus felt free to place on the 

lips of the earthly Jesus sayings uttered by early Christian 

prophets” (Carson and Moo, 83). Bultmann took out of context 

I Cor. 5:16b and claimed that the early church had no interest in the earthly Jesus. This is standard practice of radical Form Critics. They assume that many of the words recorded in the Gospels on the lips of Jesus were placed there by the early church and are not historical.



2. Can it really be established that over only a short period of about 20 

years that there is enough time for changes to happen in oral tradition like it did in the so called parallel material in other cultures which evolved over a much longer period of time? 



3. The common use of the criterion of dissimilarity “assumes a 

discontinuity in the process of transmission” (Carson and Moo, 84). When used, it should be used as positive evidence of historicity not used negatively to disprove historicity. The criterion only shows what is probably authentic not what is inauthentic.

4. It must be reiterated that there were many eyewitnesses still alive during 

the time of the writing of the gospels. Form Critics must take this into consideration that “the presence of eyewitnesses, some of them hostile” were “in a position to contest any wholesale creation of gospel incidents and sayings” (Carson and Moo, 84-85).



5. There is a great deal of evidence produced by Gerhardsson and others 

that the first-century Jews had developed good techniques to enable them to remember and transmit oral tradition accurately and since this was accessible to Jesus’ disciples there is good reason to believe that the passing down of traditions about Jesus could have been done accurately also.
V. Alternative Approaches to Form Criticism With Respect to Verbal Transmission 

and Oral Tradition


A. Accurate Memorization or Guarded Tradition Transmission Hypothesis.

H. Riesenfeld in the 1950s and B. Gerhardsson in the 1960s did studies that show that Jesus’ followers could have memorized his words. R. Risner in the 1980s did a study of educational practices of Israel in the first century and is able to argue that “Jesus’ followers would have carefully preserved accurate information about him without necessarily memorizing it word-for-word” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism”). This latter conclusion by Risner is based on the facts that


1. Jesus’ words were “being received as being on a par with those 

of the prophets” and would have been held in high esteem.




2. Jesus was seen as a teacher of wisdom in conjunction with the 

expected Messiah and as such listeners would have guarded the accuracy of his words.




3. “Over ninety per cent of Jesus’ sayings are couched in quasi-

poetic form which would have been easy to remember”




4. Jesus was seen as a rabbi and as such would seem to have 

encouraged the Rabbinic practice of having students memorize the words of their teachers.




5. “Mandatory elementary education for boys until about the age of 

twelve (such as Jesus’ disciples would have received) almost exclusively involved rote memorization.”

6.  “Almost all teachers in both Greco-Roman and Jewish circles 

gathered disciples around them to perpetuate their teachings and lifestyle, so, however different Jesus was from the rabbis in other ways, he probably resembled them in this respect” (The above quotes in this section come from Blomberg, “Form Criticism”).
B. “Flexible Transmission Within Fixed Limits” Hypothesis. 


Studies by A. Lord and J. Vansina show that with respect to oral 

folklore and sacred history in pre-literate cultures that even though some elements change as the stories are passed down, “the plot, characters, main events and a sizable number of the details remained constant every time the stories were retold or sung.” In this scenario, members of the community were “sufficiently familiar with them to correct the singer if he erred in any crucial way” (Blomberg, “Form Criticism,” On this see also Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge, MA: Harvard, 1960) and Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition: A Study in Historical Methodology (Chicago: Adine, 1965).
VI. Exercise: Attempt a Form Critical analysis of Mk. 2:23-28.
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