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ABSTRACT
/

The single question to which 'this ,~issertation is

addressed is:
r

to what literary genre do the synoptic gospels •

belong? The question per ~ is not a new one; nor is it one
1/\"

,
Ir,.

I

\

•

,

which fails to generate scholarly interest from one gener-

ation'to the next. Nevertheless, it is one which is lacking

'~ sat'isfactory solution. The essential diffi<7ulty with a
,

solution appears to be derived from two sets of data which
,

may be ,expressed in paradoxical relationship to one another:

1) the synoptic gospels are 'narratives composed of traditions

attributed to Jesus 'and preserved by the 'church, traditions

which are so presented as to focus upon JeSus' person, and
"

o

2) the synoptic gospels appear to have no "biographical
. ~ ~

intent" (understood in cpntemporary terms as a primary in
n

tent to preserve an accurate, historical account of Jesus).

The problem, ther~fore, is this: the synoptic gospels'are

in some sense "biographical", but they are not' "biographies".

Our own approach to this question begins with a pre-

liminary discu~sion of the pature of ~ literary genre. Our
•... 0

'conclusion iSlthat the concept-itSelf is broader and more
. ~.~ - " "-

dynamic than contemporary New Testament scholarship has yet

ii
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~
accept'ed. Then, following a brief presentation of presuppo-

sitions, the reconstruction and definition of a literary

genre, which was current at the time the gospels were. writ-

ten (historical aspect of genre reconstruction) and which is

an appropriate category for the 'synoptic narratives/ (de~!,~rip-

tive aspect of genre), is set forth. This genre is initially

referred to as laudat.ory biography and is, later more speci-,

fically identified as "encomium" biography. Its existence

is p~si\:ed on the basis of the ancient dichotomy between \

history and some biographical counterpart: . it is defined by'
o

reference to-~he rUles of characterization which were codi-

fied in the rhetor1cal rules for the-encomium.

The proposition is the~ tested by a discussion of

"
the synoptic gospels and their affinities with the genre as,

set forth. The basis of this discussion is as new in this

dissertation as is the' proposed solution to the initial ques-,

tion of genre. After pointing out the weaknesses of esta-

blishing genre relationships by a .comparison of one specific

text with another, we discuss the affinities of, the synoptic

gospels to the "encomium" biography in terms of genre charac-

ter'istics: namely, topoi, literary techniques, and purposes.

The essential contributiQn of this thesis is that it

presents a reasonable identity and defin~tion for the synop-
:. '. I

tic gospels as litarary wholes. It offers a historical

iii



explanation fo~ the paradoxical character of these narratives... .., - .

of Jesus. by providing the literary basis for the presentation
':-. -, .; .

of a praiseworthy' person in a narrative form. which ~ not

.comp~scdprimarily for the purpose of ~ecording. events; Hore

important for the exegete, it provides an intelligibl~Ole

with which and ·through which the individual parts may be

viewed. This contributes to the "exact" interpretation of

the text. Finally, after having identified a proper liter-

ary genre which conveys certain meanings and presuppositions,

the authenticity of the may now be addressed anew.

•' ..-'-

•
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PREFACE

I first became interested in the question of the

genre oLthe gospels in the Spring Of--1964,'Whi-l"v?o~rO=-k'-~:-;n::-g=-----'----:

with Prof. Wm. R. Farmer. My task at that time was to devise
;

some<way by which selected examples of Plutarch's Lives could,

be compared with the synoptic gospels when both were examinee

from the perspective of the rhetorical rules for the encomium

as set forth by Hermogenes (second century A.D.). The idea

,for tne comparison was originally that ot-;rof:,Farmer' andl

was precipitated by a "suggestion" which appeared 'almost j!
an afterthought in.D.L. Clark's Rhetoric in the Greco-Roman,

\
\

World. The stimulating suggestion was simply that the rhe-'

torical device known as "comparison" (closely associated witp

'the encomium) might possibly provide the key to the format

.of Plutarch's parallel lives. As I 1:ookba·ck.''tipon this task

some ten years later (I still have the charts which demon-.

strated the results of the comparisons), I continue to' find

the results impress'ive, and I can remember the difficulty I

had trying to understand them in the ~ontext of the sui
'-....

attl"ntion

\
...;....

v

view ot gospel genre which prev~iled at that time.
, ' \.

Although many endeavours have .dpcupied my

\

generis

I
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. . .'. 1 / \ h' f h hs~nce my ~n~t~a :exposure to t ~s area 0 researc . I ave

continued, to fflOW ~he. discussion as requirement>s on my
/ .

time would permit. It seemed to fue, on the one hand, that

the~ must have' been received.by th~ir readers as ·~?~e
. kind of biography.' on the other hand, I could not recUncile

describing the gospels as essen:-

s. I attempted to formulate my ownt·ially II formless n

this with cur~ent

, ,
views on· 'several occasi s in papers delivered before various

. I \ '

Soc:iety of ::'~iblical Lit/r~ture meetings (Toronto i~\ 1969.

~ew Orleans i~it '~d the ~anadian society in ToJonto,
. \

\
1974), but it was not until the writing of this dissertation

\
that I was able to address myself to the many mUltifaC~ed

aspects of the question. \

.It is pr~isely at this manent of writing. theref\e,

that I am aware of my indebtedness to others t~rOUghout th~

:::::em:ft:Yt:::e::::'an:ow::o:~n::::::'t:h:f:::S:n::::::e- \'\

ment when I could find none"elsewhere, and to Prof. E.P ..

'.

:\

\
\
\

\
Sanders, who,first suggested that I might find/at McMaster

. ,
University ~~e quality of independent scholarship needed to

. "

•
\ "

\1

\
I '

\ \
i \ .
i \
i I

;. 1

!J
l
I

complete ,the task and who throughout the course of my study

off~red freely his wisdom, guidanc;, and more of his valu-.

\ ;

able time than was rightfully mine, :.! n~w express my deepest
I

appreciation and friendship and: warm and sincere gr~titude.

I

vi . I
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\
I alS\ want to express my appreciation to Prof. D.M. Shepherd.

who co\sented to add me to his list of responsibilities in, the
, '

'\ \ '

Department of Classics by serving on my committee and by being

an active resource for the area of'research to which he is

devoted. In addition, I wish to express my appre~iation to

rof. Ben ~eyer, whose valuable.suggestions a~

eery stage of my work at McMaster conveyed his sincere inter-

es both in me as a student and in my work. There are many

oth~s who should be mentioned but who, for lack of space,

cann t. I trust they, too, will accept my sincere gratitude

even a they must now accept the omission of, thei'r names. In

spi te 0 the above list of, my intellectual' credi tors, I brust

that it i obvious to all who read this dissertation that I

/

\

\
\

alone can ~\ held responsible for its contents.

Fina\ly, I must express my love and devotion to those

\,

\
who sacrifice more than anyone else that this work,might be

completed: Mar ie (my wife) and our three children, Joel.

',Lance, and Suzann. They bore the strain: of separation and

added responsibilities faj\, better and with more encouragement
\ .. .- \ '

to me than I could have, ha'q the circumstances been reversed.
\

even a small portion of the honour and respect they so richly
\ .

deserye.

To them I dedicate the work which follows in the hope that,,
, ,

my efforts, however this work is received. will briligtb thorn
\ .

I:
! '

\
\

\ ,
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'rllg PH,Olll.fa,\ UNDl::n. Ct'INSIDNRi\'rtoN

'l'l:l' thoory of bOOKn io, nOOlo. 'rho llchol<u: of thl)
,firut illJO ,t't1coivod tnt.o him Uw \.,.or1d "ronnel:
b1'oo<1od 'thoroon r gnvo it tho now nrr(\n90lnt)nt ot.
hiu own mind. nnd utto1'm,\ .Yt: n~g\in. .H, cnmo int.o
him lifol it wont out ft'oo\ him t.n\t:.h. It cmnt) t.o
him nhort-livod nction~ll it wont out from him
immortal thoughto : .. It Wntl deud fnett now, it.·
io quick tho\~ht. It Ci\n oland. und it c"n ~o.
I t now ond\iroo , it now 1'1 ioo, if now .inupirtH.I.
Procinoly in proportion to tho dopth of 'mind frcml
which it inDuod, 00 high ,doon it HCA'\r. tlO l(,)n~,

dOOD it oing. l -

o
'):'ho1'o in' littlo noed to oxpotmd \\pon tho t.dqn.t fi-

c(\nco of tho goopol narrativou for tho chriutlnn cOI.lU1\UnH'l •

.,'
\\loro valuo at ioo\\o, it. would bo onough moroly to "l1\ldo t.\)

tho volumon upon volurnoo of n:won1'ch ,"'hich havo beon nnd

co,ntinuo to bt.) producod on whnt DOOl\H,l liko nn int'.in.ito

. number of oubjocto rolntod to thoae ni.\r.rat.ivou. Indoed. in

view of tho "know10dgo oxploa!-on" tho bonofitD of \>/hJ.ch Imv(,)

'~ loft no fio1d hf endoavour \mtouchod in recont you1'o, whn t

· ,

·.· ,.

~.
I
~ .

1
\
i, ,

I
I. -

otrikofl ono as strango io tho nQcOflflity of turning ono'a

1Ra1Ph' Waldo Ern01'Doo in n.n nddroBo do1ivorod to tho
Phi Bota Kappa chaptor at lmrvnrd University on A~gUBt 3~,

1837.

- 1 -
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\ '\

n~t\ll't' ~I\l' d"u'''\i.~t U\' l\t' t htl ~ti'I\,'pt L.' (}(\llpt"'lht ,
I .,

" '\

qUtHtt h.'n ,",t t hp qt~.l\l't:l ,W ~l~_~Ll~.~U"" l,r t htl

in pnrt.l.l,\tl,,\',' ~t lu· thtu- pmT,'-'1t:l lH j~tt . '

til'ttl ~tP\'t inn tll

....

r

d.t'll\\lnt1l'n\h) t'l"''\t thtl '1on\'t1 q\1t\t1 th.'i\ itt ttt:Ul ",,,,,it inll "
to:

leul nnd l~lu'\')J'\:t'lh'll..J.i.c:'tl npprl','1t~h '''"l\11\\ bt,thnt llt' tl""bl:itHr
"

..
pt'tW lO\W.ly d.i.ul..'uUUt,d. S\.Ieh" lUll'VtlY, h l'\"'tW tn' • ''''"Hlld 1",,\ \It'

()( propou.inl) {\ nO''' hypothou'lH coneol'nin9 Ult' (H'lHU'l.l· nnt.m'll
•
~....._---_._---

2Thl' Pl"OOOllt , ...ol·k P1.'ODUIl\OU tht1 l<'nlnch tl'l.'lll. II (1 tllH'IIII •

l:o be oynonymo\\o \'11 th tho oorl\\.'lu· t:orm. <..~~'t: tung. nmt \Indm'-'
otnndo thnt thoy l1\.'lY,bo \lood intt-'l'chtu19l'lnbly, li'Ol't:ho I\\lllJl.

purt. h O\'lOVor • tho formor will bo tho moro Ct.1,I1Ulll'lllYlll1\pl\lYl)lt

torm. 1\ dioc\looion of \'1hnt iu mt~nt by t.ho t.''''ll t'.Ol·1l\t"l npponl'tt
b'olO\". pp. 50 ff • .

\



't'h~ "l.".l.ll'~ \,r t h~ 1'I't:1~~PI\t\,'\\\'h "'hi Uw.
,-.

\'f h\,p\·Uy. tlip\'l;'lr~'\'t:1. \"~\qh In r""\l\\\' \·r thl;'l
. .'

\'f thtl p\,\\h\pl\\-I..'f \JI..'~.tpl;'ll \l()\\\'~ \~lf\ \,\.\\\ttlttt qf \\ d\ttl..'\\~"'\'n
c

\It" t hl'rlP ''''\l."Kti by fl.'\ll' "\'h\'l"\.'" -~ 1..'. \'1. v\,t ",,'. \\, tv. ~~\'hl\\h\t., .

/'

\.
\

"

. .
rn l\)l~, ,\.~,\'l. VI..,U\W 1..'( Uw lll\iv()\'ttltr I..,r ~\'hL\"'\T\' ','rl..'tt1

"n ,,"·t II.'lt1(-t.Hl()l.\ '''1'1\1:'1 1..~1..'~~p~ln \\n,,\,.I..'I.\ntl;'ll\\t'I..'"·\\\.·y ll\I.,,}\.·\\phit-ltt", J
'\J

. .
'\'hi.tl \\rH\'.\~, l'\'t'll..t\\t:t'l" t.ht'l n\~I..'t'lpt"lh.'t'l \\'Hi \,I..'pulnt'py I..,r f\'I'II'

. \

I..'\.' 1. t \1..' I ttl\\ \\I\d t t.Jf\'t'lt.\'\\'t'l 1. 1\ \wt \'\\J!'t,1 ~'It\(' "1'1'\,\",,,'1\ h' t htl \'1'\'

h.l';m I..,r U\t) 9t'lnl:t.1 ,'t" tht1 ~l\'t~p(llu 1'\.' h'\.' l \l ('\'\,'1\\ \'l'i t h'\\ 1

th(l ~yt~l't\ttl \\t\ t ('It \1 t1\\ t .\ t i ('Itl h.' I.' 1 \\ !Ht\.\'\\ 1 \\IHi lll;'lllt'lll ittt k
I

\
\
\

lin l.'n 1.1 ('I 1 t\ • ~; \ I\t't\ \'\\l\\l"'u' \. "I..\\\U ,\f l h h.t KI. n,' " l' (' ,,'I..\t: \J('IW\'" lly

ht..'lhind th(, l'\\l\\l'-"l'1.til.ln.tt h(l 1\"''U\o,
<;:)

Q

t
l

,

t
I
i

.\ .
·C,N. V",t:n\'l. '''1'h(\ ll0t11lt~lt.t omt Ct'nt;(l\\\p\\\.·\\l'\' '1\\1..'':11'':\-

l'td.oo \I. lrhn 1\.1\\('11' .h:~Ol\ ~toul'iln.\. or '\'hl'oh"1Y 19 (Pl1~.). 1'p\ 4',..:.., J •
:;U7;"':1491 l'ocpnt: ly l'Clpt:intod i1\ lnl)1\l......lrnph l'm.·l\\ by \·· ...'l'l·.l'('~H,
l'l'tH.\U • ':.1 '\". ," ,

\ ' ...
'\ ",
\\ '......

.\'\....... ,
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current "standard" position. ~"or example, he wrote: "il1

character i~ [th~pelJ was a rellg ious tract, J-ntended to

promote the christian movement. In style it represented the

popular :~poken language of the common people,' for t.he a uthqr-.,

was not a trained philosopher or afprofessional litterateur". 4
, '

Also, c

The Gospels were not int~nded to be a contribution
to historical or philo.sophical literatur~ .'. . The
Gospels are to be viewed, not as historical writings
prod~ced by a historical impulsu and method, but as
propagandist'writings of th.is-early Christian move
ment ... These books were not, called lives of
'Jesus, but "Gospels," i:'e., evangelistic tracts to '
promote the christian ,movement" to commend Jesus as '
Christ, Lord, Savi'or, and Teacher to the Mediterra-

: nean world. 5

,'''. '

And there are few who would ~rgtie with his following assess-

ment:

Th~_Gospels are'not chronicling but dramatic produc
tions. They present pen pictures of Jesus as a
divine Person on earth, rev~aling God1 saving men,
teaching righteousness, taIling to repentance,
healing sickness, heraldi~g'the new age ... They
aimed to make men "see Jesus," ,not in the literal
garb of a Galilean prophet; but in the transfigured
raiment of the son of God redeeming the world. 6

(
4Ib\d., pp. 45-46. 5Ibid ., pp. 46-49 .

.,
6Ib~~., p.~~. ,For views similar to those expressed

abo.ye t.:' cf. Martin Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel (New
York;; . Charles Scribner" s Sons), p. 6 i Rudolf Bul trnann,
History: \;:;t" the Synoptic Tradition, John Marsh trans. (New
York: Harper &, ROW, 1963}-, p. 369~ w.o. DaVies, Christian
origins and judaism (Philadelphia: Westminste~ ~ress, 1962),
pp. 12-13; . Werner Georg~KUmmel, Introduction to the New
Testament, (Nashville: .:Abingdon. Press, 1966), pp. 32-33;

~-'''-..''

.'. ~;

"

; _.(~
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\
votaw did not feel that the above views of the, \

I \
nature of the gospel narratives\precluded comparisons with

\
ot~r examples of literature,from\that general'~eriod.

\ ' ,
Requisite for such comparisons', htever I was the r~cognition

!

.that ~here is a ,distinction to bernade between popular bio-
<II

I "
. 'graphy and historical biography and that the gospel narra-

tives are to be found as representative of the former cate-

gory. (:1aw proceeded carefully in establishing ~he legit±~

macy, of hisc:omparisons. He asked rhetorically: "Then are
\

\

, '

the Gospels biographies of Jesus"? His answer was: "No or
(' '\

Yes, according to,t:h~ connot,,~tion given tli~.term\:biograPhyll1.

Then, ill the qualific"ation of his "no or 'yes" anS~\WhiCh

follows,;"he presented his understanding of popular an his-
,./, \

tori~al biography. ' \ \

In the historical sense, a biography, is a wr~ing'
which aims to present all the important dates and
fact_s about a person l rith perspective and exactness',.
including his relation! to other persons and to his
times:'. This involves !research, criticism" and
inte~-pret~tion, ac't::ordi~g to the current principles
of hi~t.ory':'writing.\\ It is obvious that the Gospels
are not biographies, iIi 'this sense of the term.
, In the popular sJn~el a biography is any writing
which aims to makerone acquainted with a historital
person by giving ~ome acco'unt of 'his deeds' and 'wotds I /

sketchily chosen and arranged, even when the motive ,
of ,the '''0:iter i"s ;practical and hortatory r"'ther than /

, , ' / . I'
" (

\
(

; I

\ , - / \ Iw. Marxsen, Introduction to the 'New Testament (Philadelphia:
F'ortress press, 1968), p. 148: and Helmut H; Koester. ",Dne
Jci~us and Four Primitive Gospels" I Harvard The'ological. r
Re\l-iew 1 2 ,(1968) I p. 206. I

}
,"
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St'

historical. The amount. character, order I and,,,
I

accuracy 9f .the historical i~formation contained
in these pragmatic writings ~ary greatly, accord
ing to the purposes" interes~s, abilities, and
resources o.f the severa'l author~. The Gospels may'
be classified with productions of'this kind; in the

• popular sense they are biographies, and we commonly
so think of them. 7

Accordingly ,the remaining portion of Votaw's art.icle is
\ .'
\

~... -

devoted to a discussion of the similarities of the "portraits"

\ '

c~ained in the gospels with those contained in Arrian's

\
Epict'etus, Philostratus's Apollonius of Tyana. and the works

\
Ofe~oPhon and Pla~d~hic~pre~rv~traditionsabout

Socrates \'He ~bV~USlY'believed that these w.orks '~ls6" .
. \' ~ ,

belonged t;\the .. opular \biogr~PhY" ~~tegory.

MethoolticallY, it is imp~rtant to ob~erve the

kinds of compar . ons t~t Votaw made. His comparisons were

not derived from extual or form critical analysis of the
\

sources behind th~ gospels. He was rather concerned with

the image or portrait that evplved from the whole of the

.' ¢

works chosen for examinatiofi. Comparisons were limited to, -,. i'
the general purposes of the. tracts ipcluding the apologetic

., d . d . ,:' t . cifl th~\ h . d . for 1 act1c 1nten 1pns e f~ors. a conS1 erat10n 0

the impact ot th-e "hero·1 upon.)he- -society i;> which he

resided ~nd especially ipon those disciples who were drawn

to his side, an all-~1brief account ~~ the hero's teachings,

7 !
,Votaw, "The Gospels". p.49.I .

i
I

I
I
I

1

~---:----

. ~
t
j.










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































