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Source Criticism

Source criticism is analysis of a biblical text in order to discern the sources that were used in creating it. Besides comparing a text with other works that preceded it, to see if they have influenced it, one usually uses three types of clue to detect sources: (1) discrepancies (contradictions within the text), (2) doublets (the same material repeated), and (3) stylistic variations.

The major application of source criticism in the New Testament is in the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). There the conclusion of the majority of scholars has been the “two-source theory”: Matthew and Luke had two sources, Mark and a no-longer-extant collection of Jesus’ sayings (called “Q,” from German Quelle, source). (Since Matthew has some material that only he relates, and since Luke also has special material, this is sometimes expanded into a “four-source theory,” with “M” used for Matthew’s special material and “L” used for Luke’s special material. Matthew used M, Mark, and Q; Luke used L, Mark, and Q.)
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Form Criticism

Form criticism in the Old Testament and in the epistles of the New Testament is largely a matter of noticing which genre a work belongs to, so that one can interpret it in accord with the type of literature it is (e.g., one does not read a poem in the same way as a newspaper article, and one does not read a story from a Genesis saga in the same way as an historical account in 2 Samuel). For the synoptic gospels, however, form criticism is more involved. The ultimate aim of form criticism in the synoptics is to arrive at the historical Jesus.

Form critics have noticed that the individual stories[footnoteRef:1] in the gospels are independent of their narrative contexts and are sometimes in different contexts. On the basis of this observation, they go through several stages of analysis. [1:  Pericopes (textual units) “are “rounded off.” That is, they can be understood quite apart from the context . . . Their existence prior to the Gospel narratives is thus clearly attested: they were framed [during a period of oral tradition] to be understood as independent units . . .” (Achtemeier Mark [2nd ed. 1986] 17)] 


1.	They first separate the frameworks created by the evangelists from the pericopes embedded in the frameworks.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Achtemeier suggests several clues that help to distinguish the framework from the pericopes.
Analyze sources (by doublets and discrepancies) (Achtemeier Mark 15)
Look for “recurring patterns” (these “point to an important concern”). (Achtemeier Mark 15)
Look for characteristic language. (Achtemeier Mark 15)
Summaries presuppose their present location in the narrative and so are framework. (Achtemeier Mark 29)] 


2.	Then they classify the units by form. The basic distinction of form is between utterances by Jesus and narratives about Jesus. Their principal subforms can be outlined as follows.

utterances
individual sayings
statements
literal aphorisms
metaphorical aphorisms
narratives by Jesus
similitudes
parables
narratives about Jesus
miracles[footnoteRef:3] [3:  On the form of miracle stories: In “the basic outline miracle stories follow [e.g., Mark 1:30-31,] . . . a “problem” is stated (v. 30), a “solution” is reported (v. 31a), and a “proof” is given that indicates the problem really has been solved (v. 31b).” (Achtemeier Mark 17) Mark 1:30-31, “Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once. 31 He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them.”] 

healings
nature miracles
exorcisms
pronouncement stories[footnoteRef:4] [4:  On the form of pronouncement stories: ““anecdotes” about Jesus regularly have . . . a situation [e.g., Mark 2:23], a reaction to that situation by a class of people or someone who represents a class (v. 24), and then Jesus’ response to that situation (vv. 25-26). A kind of generalizing conclusion may also be attached (vv. 27-28) . . ., sometimes with added dialogue included within Jesus’ response.” (Achtemeier Mark 17) Mark 2:23-28, “One sabbath he was going through the grainfields; and as they made their way his disciples began to pluck heads of grain. 24 The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the sabbath?” 25 And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need of food? 26 He entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and he gave some to his companions.” 27 Then he said to them, “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath; 28so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.””] 

special stories

[bookmark: _Hlk514076953]“Statements” are just ordinary statements, which do not instruct (e.g., John 11:34 on Lazarus: “Where have you laid him?”). Aphorisms (also called proverbs, maxims, adages, epigrams, sententia) instruct; they are either literal (e.g., Mark 2:27, “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath”) or metaphorical (e.g., Matt 5:14, “You are the light of the world”). Both similitudes and parables tell stories, but they have different characteristics. Similitudes are short, in present tense, describe what normally happens, and have indistinct characters (e.g., Luke 15:8-10, the lost coin). Parables (also called “parables proper” or “story parables”) are long, in past tense, describe a unique situation, and have memorable characters (e.g., the prodigal son). Pronouncement stories are narratives whose point is not so much the story as it is a saying of Jesus that concludes it, a “punchline” (e.g., the discussion about eating grain on the sabbath, Mark 2:23-28, has the concluding aphorism, “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath”) (A large subset of pronouncement stories is “controversy stories,” pronouncement stories in which Jesus and his opponents have a disagreement.) Special stories about Jesus are narratives uniquely about him, such as the infancy stories, his baptism, the temptations, the passion and resurrection narratives, etc.

Here are criteria that can be used to classify Jesus’ utterances by form.

statement
lacks the characteristics of an aphorism
lacks the characteristics of a metaphor
(non-metaphoric) aphorism
a clever saying
uses sound devices
rhythm
rhyme
alliteration
consonance
assonance
uses content devices
paradox
irony
overstatement (hyperbole)
understatement
parallelism
synonymous
antithetic
synthetic (step)
unusual sentence structures
periodic sentence
chiasm
metaphor
comparison of two things
has 1 figurative and 1 literal term or level
may have the characteristics of an aphorism
similitude
typical situation
little plot or action
flat characters
short
multiple verbs
present tense
(story) parable
atypical situation
plot
rounded characters
long
multiple verbs
past tense

3.	The third step is to assign each unit to a setting in the life of the early church (called a Sitz im Leben, “setting in life”) that may have influenced the unit: such settings are preaching, teaching, liturgy, controversy with Jews, the Gentile mission, etc.

4.	Since form critics assume that early Christians altered the traditions about Jesus to fit their preaching, liturgy, and so on, the last step is to try to reverse those alterations, so that one can arrive at the pericopes in as close to their original form as possible. One is now in a position to attempt form criticism’s ultimate aim, arriving at the historical Jesus.

Redaction Criticism

Redaction criticism can be used in the Bible wherever sources can be distinguished from editorial touches. But in the New Testament, redaction criticism is primarily used to interpret the synoptics. “Redaction” means “editing” or “revising.” After form criticism separates the tradition (the original units) from the redaction (the evangelists’ frameworks), form criticism in essence throws away the framework as being of no interest in the discovery of the historical Jesus. Redaction critics, on the other hand, consider the editorial touches of the evangelists (not only the frameworks but any changes they have made within the units) to be precious also, since these changes tell us about the views of the evangelists themselves and about the situation of the church in the time of the evangelists (the 60s-90s CE). By studying the evangelists’ editings, we can see if there are patterns of changes.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  “By seeing the way Matthew and Luke handled . . . Mark, we can make some highly plausible inferences about the theological motivations at work [in Matthew and Luke] . . . Unfortunately, we do not possess such a source for Mark. . . . For that reason, a great deal of attention has been focused on . . . the overall plan of Mark’s Gospel.” (Achtemeier Mark 30)] 


The main result of the redaction criticism of the gospels has been the discernment of each evangelist’s theological emphases. Matthew emphasizes Jesus’ fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies and of the Mosaic Law. Mark emphasizes the authority of Jesus and his suffering. Luke emphasizes Jesus’ continuity with the rest of history and his compassion for unfortunates (Gentiles, sinners, the poor, Samaritans, women). John emphasizes the divinity of Christ and the fact that the kingdom of God is a reality now, not just something to come at the end of time.
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