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Preface

Although I recognized many years ago that a comprehensive
historical understanding of rhetoric must take account of the
rhetorical traditions of Christianity, I probably would not have
written this book had it not been for a succession of students
of biblical literature who have come to me to study rhetoric
as a method of interpretation. Yehoshua Gitay was the first,
followed by Anthony Lynch, John Levison, and Richard Vin-
son, and more recently Clifton Black, Jeffrey Gillette, Rollin
Grams, Robert Hall, Clarice Martin, and Duane Watson. I
have learned much from them, and it was their interest which
encouraged me to try to set forth my ideas on the subject in
hopes that these would be useful to others. The discussion of
Galatians in Chapter 7 is especially indebted to suggestions of
Mr. Hall, who read and discussed Betz’s commentary with me.

This is not the first time that I have ventured out of my
special field of scholarship, and I am very much aware of the
dangers involved and of the probability of displaying my igno-
rance or naiveté on some matters, religious, critical, or histori-
cal. To date, biblical scholars have shown a patience notably
greater than that of the professional students of some other
fields into which I have stumbled. An anonymous reader for
The University of North Carolina Press made a number of
valuable suggestions and criticisms, and I am greatly indebted
as well to Professor Roland M. Frye of the Department of
English of the University of Pennsylvania, who read an earlier
version of the text and shared generously of his deep under-
standing of Christianity and criticism. Mrs. Juanita Mason of
the staff of the UNC Department of Classics typed and re-
typed the manuscript for me efficiently and patiently. Finally, it
has been a pleasure to have once again the fine services of
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Laura S. Oaks as my editor for The University of North Caro-
lina Press. Her contributions to the book have transcended
matters of spelling, punctuation, and format and have in sev-
eral passages led to the clarification of its ideas.

When modern works are referred to in the text a page refer-
ence is given if needed, and full information can be found in

the Bibliography.

Chapel Hill, Novth Carolina
October 1983
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In the sermon which I have just completed,
wherever I said Avistotle, I meant Saint Paul,

Attributed to
the Reverend William A. Spooner (1844-1930),
of New College, Oxford






Chapter One. Rhetorical Criticism

he objective of this book is to provide readers of the

New Testament with an additional tool of interpreta-

tion to complement form criticism, redaction criti-

cism, historical and literary criticism, and other ap-
proaches being practiced in the twentieth century. To many
biblical scholars rhetoric probably means style, and they may
envision in these pages discussion of figures of speech and
metaphors not unlike that already to be found in many literary
studies of the Scriptures. The identification of rhetoric with
style—a feature of what I have elsewhere called letteraturizza-
zione—is a common phenomenon in the history of the study of
rhetoric, but represents a limitation and to some extent a dis-
tortion of the discipline of rhetoric as understood and taught
in antiquity and by some of the most creative theorists of sub-
sequent periods. Rhetoric is that quality in discourse by which
a speaker or writer seeks to accomplish his purposes. Choice
and arrangement of words are one of the techniques em-
ployed, but what is known in rhetorical theory as “inven-
tion”—the treatment of the subject matter, the use of evidence,
the argumentation, and the control of emotion—is often of
greater importance and is central to rhetorical theory as under-
stood by Greeks and Romans. The writers of the books of the
New Testament had a message to convey and sought to per-
suade an audience to believe it or to believe it more pro-
foundly. As such they are rhetorical, and their methods can be
studied by the discipline of rhetoric.

Rhetorical criticism can help to fill a void which lies be-
tween form criticism on the one hand and literary criticism on
the other. In his 1969 presidential address to the Society of
Biblical Literature (since published: see Bibliography), James
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Muilenburg called for scholars of the Bible to go beyond form
criticism, with its stress upon the typical and the representa-
tive, and not to lose sight of “the individual, personal, and
unique feature of the particular pericope,” in other words to
look at passages of Scripture in the persuasive context in which
we find them. “It is,” he said (p. 5), “the creative synthesis of
the particular formulation of the pericope with the content
that makes it the distinctive composition it is.” Muilenburg
rightly labeled such an effort “rhetorical criticism,” and he and
his students sought to practice it in the study of the Old Testa-
ment. In recent years efforts to apply rhetorical criticism to the
New Testament have begun to appear (for example in Hans
Dieter Betz’s commentary on Galatians), but no rigorous
methodology has emerged. The outlines of one will be sug-
gested below and its practice illustrated.

How rhetorical criticism differs from form and redaction
criticism is perhaps obvious. Form criticism shares with rhe-
torical criticism an interest in #gpoi or loci, but primarily seeks
to discover the sources out of which the text is constructed and
at its worst seems blind to the finished product. Redaction
criticism might be viewed as a special form of rhetorical criti-
cism which deals with texts where the hand of a redactor, or
editor, can be detected. It is concerned with the intent of that
editor, and especially his theological intent, as revealed in his
use of sources. A better understanding of rhetoric and a more
systematic rhetorical method may be useful in this process.
Rhetorical criticism takes the text as we have it, whether the
work of a single author or the product of editing, and looks at
it from the point of view of the author’s or editor’s intent, the
unified results, and how it would be perceived by an audience
of near contemporaries.

Is this not also what literary criticism does? In my )udgmcnt
no. A particularly fine example of recent literary criticism is
Northrop Frye’s The Great Code: The Bible and Literatuve. Frye
freely admits the rhetorical qualities of the Bible: he says that
its essential idiom is oratorical; he defines kerygma as a mode
of rhetoric; he notes the legal metaphor running throughout
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the Bible; and he gives the subtitle “Rhetoric” to the culminat-
ing chapter of his work, suggesting that literary criticism ulti-
mately may lead us to an understanding of rhetoric. But Frye’s
stance throughout is that of a twentieth-century literary critic.
He views the Bible in terms of language and myth as under-
stood in our times; he has less interest in the intent of the
biblical writers, more interest in how the Bible was read by
great literary geniuses of other times, Dante, Milton, and
Blake among them. All of this is immensely interesting, but it
is distinct from my goal, which is the more historical one of
reading the Bible as it would be read by an early Christian, by
an inhabitant of the Greek-speaking world in which rhetoric
was the core subject of formal education and in which even
those without formal education necessarily developed cultural
preconceptions about appropriate discourse.

Rhetoric originates in speech and its primary product is a
speech act, not a text, but the rhetoric of historical periods can
only be studied through texts. Does this not tend to obscure
the difference between rhetorical and literary analysis? To some
extent it does, for the rhetorical critic can then do what the
literary critic does, turn the pages back and forth to compare
carlier passages with later ones and subject the text to the kind
of detailed analysis which a hearer of a speech cannot possibly
undertake. A speech is linear and cumulative, and any context
in it can only be perceived in contrast to what has gone before,
especially what has immediately gone before, though a very
able speaker lays the ground for what he intends to say later
and has a total unity in mind when he first begins to speak. We
need to keep in mind that the Bible in early Christian times
was more often heard when read aloud to a group than read
privately; very few early Christians owned copies of the Bible,
and some did not know how to read. To a greater extent than
any modern text, the Bible retained an oral and linear quality
for its audience. True, it was read again and again and thus
took on the qualities of a frozen oral text in which a hearer
might remember passages yet to come, and sometimes it was
read in pericopes rather than continuously through a book.
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Some of the writers of books of the New Testament show
81gns of envisioning this, but the rhetorical quahtles inherent
in the text were originally intended to have an 1mpact on first
hearmg and to be heard by a group. In practicing rhetorical
criticism we need to keep in mind that intent and that original
impact, and thus to read the Bible as speech.

The primary field of rhetoric in Greece and Rome was in
civic life, and it is legal and political rhetoric that is largely
described in classical handbooks of the subject. Most modern
critics, however, recognize that there is a distinctive rhetoric of
religion. It can be found in many cultures, East and West, and
at the heart of it lies authoritative proclamation, not rational
persuasion. Those who accept religious teachings generally do
so because of their perception of certain qualities in the person
who utters them and because of their intuitive response to the
message. Absolute demands, deliberate rejection of worldly
reason, sometimes paradoxes or even obscurity, become a per-
suasive factor in the enunciation of a new religious message.
This phenomenon is often known as “sacred language” In a
recent important work on the philosophy of rhetoric, Ernesto
Grassi (pp. 103—4) summarizes the rhetoric of sacred language
as embodying five characteristics. (1) It has a purely reveal-
ing or evangelical character, not a demonstrative or proving
function; it does not arise out of a process of inference, but
authoritatively proclaims the truth. (2) Its statements are im-
mediate, formulated without mediation or contemplation. (3)
They are imagistic and metaphorical, lending the reality of
sensory appearances a new meaning. (4) Its assertions are ab-
solute and urgent; whatever does not fit with them is treated
as outrageous. (s) Its pronouncements are outside of time.
Rational speech, such as the civic rhetoric of Greek cities, is in
contrast demonstrative, based on formally valid inference from
accepted premises.

This distinctive religious rhetoric can, of course, be found in
the Bible. Jesus’ message was essentially proclaimed, not ar-
gued on the basis of probability, and that is why it is often
called by the Greek word for proclamation, kerygma. But nei-
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ther the Old nor the New Testament is pure sacred language in
the way that the utterances of an Indian guru or a Greek oracle
are. Very often, even in old parts of the Bible, something is
added which seems to give a reason why the proclamation
should be received and thus appeals, at least in part, to human
rationality. The Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:2—17) furnish
an excellent example. The first five commandments are all ac-
companied by some kind of reason why the commandment
should be accepted. The reason may be historical evidence,
acceptable on the basis of the experience of the audience, as in
the first commandment: “I am the Lord your God”; the evi-
dence, “who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the
house of bondage”; therefore, “You shall have no other gods
before me” In the second commandment, the reason is a
threat, “You shall not make for yourself a graven image . . . ;
for I the Lord your God am a jealous God visiting the iniquity
of the fathers upon the children of the third and fourth genera-
tion,” followed by a promise to love those who will keep the
commandment. In classical rhetoric such a statement with a
supporting reason is called an enthymeme. The elaboration of
the thought in the second and fourth commandments is a form
of “amplification” and has a rhetorical function, for dwelling
on the thought helps to prove it or to seem to prove it. The
last five commandments are not enthymemes, but the reasons
given in the first five have established an authoritative pattern
so that further evidence is less necessary. We shall see that there
is much use of enthymemes in the New Testament as well,
though sacred language also is to be found. When a doctrine is
purely proclaimed and not couched in enthymemes I call the
technique radical Christian rhetoric. This is characteristic not
only of some individual pericopes, but of entire books such as
the Gospel of Mark.

Another feature of radical Christian rhetoric which is an
inheritance of the Old Testament is the doctrine that the
speaker is a vehicle of God’s will. Something like it is also
found in Greece, where early poets claimed that the gods
spoke through them without conscious effort on their part (as
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in Hesiod Theogony 21-35; Plato Ion s34d). The communica-
tions between God, Moses, Pharaoh, and the people in the
first half of the book of Exodus will repay careful study by
every student of the rhetoric of the Bible. Moses here does not
persuade Pharaoh in the way a classical orator would appeal to
him. He does not argue that to let his people go is in accor-
dance with common principles of justice and in the long-term
best interests of Pharaoh himself. He speaks words God has
given him and performs miracles, while God alternately hard-
ens and softens Pharaoh’s heart. The ultimate escape of the
people is the result of God’s action, not of Moses’, or Aaron’s,
persuasive abilities. Christianity applied this idea to its teach-
ing of the Holy Spirit and of the Grace of God. “It is not you
who will speak.” Jesus says to his disciples, “but the Holy
Spirit” (Mark 13:11; se¢ also Matthew 10:19—20). The Christian
orator, like his Jewish predecessor, is a vehicle of God’s will to
whom God will supply the necessary words, and his audience
will be persuaded, or not persuaded, not because of the capaci-
ties of their minds to understand the message, but because of
God’s love for them which allows their hearts to be moved or
withholds that grace. Paul writes to the Corinthians (1 Cor.
2:13) that “we impart this in words not taught by human wis-
dom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to
those who possess the Spirit.”

Rhetoric is a historical phenomenon and differs somewhat
from culture to culture, more in matters of arrangement and
style than in basic devices of invention. The New Testament
lies on the cusp between Jewish and Greek culture; the life and
religious traditions it depicts are Jewish, its language is Greek.
How legitimate is it to approach the New Testament in terms
of Greek ideas of rhetoric?

By the time of Christ the culture of the Near East had been
undergoing a gradual process of Hellenization for three hun-
dred years. Jewish thought absorbed some features of Greek
culture, of which the works of Josephus and Philo give striking
evidence, and the books of the New Testament were written in
Greek to be read by or to speakers of Greek, many of them
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with some experience of Greek education. Rhetoric was a sys-
tematic academic discipline universally taught throughout the
Roman empire. It represented approximately the level of high-
school education today and was, indeed, the exclusive subject
of secondary education. Before taking up rhetoric a student
had often spent several years studying grammar. Palestine and
Syria were not rhetorical backwaters: one of the most famous
thetoricians of the first century before Christ, Theodorus, was
a native of Gadara who moved to Rome, where he became the
teacher of the emperor Tiberius, and then settled in Rhodes.
Jews sometimes studied rhetoric. The most famous rhetorician
of the reign of Augustus was a Sicilian Jew named Caecilius of
Calacte. The greatest rhetorician of the second century of the
Christian era was Hermogenes, who was born in Tarsus, the
home of Saint Paul, and who taught in the cities of the Ionian
coast, where Christian churches had an early development.

After completing their study of rhetoric some students went
on to study philosophy, in which dialectic was regarded as the
initial stage. Dialectic and rhetoric overlap in their use of logi-
cal argument, but differ in form; a dialectical dispute is cast
as a question-and-answer dialogue, whereas rhetoric utilizes
continuous discourse. In his debates with the Pharisees (for
example, Matt. 22) Jesus shows considerable dialectical skill,
whether intuitively apprehended or learned by observation of
disputation among the rabbis. Luke (2:46) apparently thought
Jesus learned something about dialectic on a visit to Jerusalem
at the age of twelve. Paul encountered debates in Corinth (1
Cor. 1:20) and doubtless elsewhere.

It is not a necessary premise of this study that the evangelists
or Saint Paul had formally studied Greek rhetoric. In the case
of Paul the evidence is somewhat ambivalent. Shown in Acts
22, speaking Hebrew in Jerusalem, he is made to stress his
education in Jerusalem according to strict Jewish law, which
might seem to rule out formal study of Greek inasmuch as that
involved intensive reading in pagan authors, and in 2 Corinthi-
ans 11:6 he humbly grants what others had apparently said,
that he is unskilled in speaking. But he is certainly thoroughly
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at home in the Greek idiom of his time and in the conventions
of the Greek epistle, and when addressing Greeks he is able to
make reference to classical literature (Acts 17:28; 1 Cor. 15:33;
Titus 1:12). Even if he had not studied in a Greek school, there
were many handbooks of rhetoric in common circulation
which he could have seen. He and the evangelists as well
would, indeed, have been hard put to escape an awareness of
rhetoric as practiced in the culture around them, for the rhe-
torical theory of the schools found its immediate application in
almost every form of oral and written communication: in offi-
cial documents and public letters, in private correspondence,
in the lawcourts and assemblies, in speeches at festivals and
commemorations, and in literary composition in both prose
and verse. In addressing a Greek audience, even when he
pointedly rejected the “wisdom of this world,” Paul could not
expect to be persuasive unless there was some overlap between
the content and form of what he said and the expectations of
his audience. What we need to do is to try to hear his words as
a Greek-speaking audience would have heard them, and that
involves some understanding of classical rhetoric.
Approaching the New Testament through classical rhetoric
is thus historically justified. It is also philosophically justifi-
able. Though rhetoric is colored by the traditions and conven-
tions of the society in which it is applied, it is also a universal
phenomenon which is conditioned by basic workings of the
human mind and heart and by the nature of all human society.
Aristotle’s ob)ccnvc in writing his Rhetoric was not to describe
Greek rhetoric, but to describe this universal facet of human
communication. The categories he identifies are intended to
exhaust the possibilities, though the examples of them which
he gives are drawn from the specific practice of a Greek city
state. It is perfectly possible to utilize the categories of Aristo-
telian rhetoric to study speech in China, India, Africa, and
elsewhere in the world, cultures much more different from the
Greek than was that of Palestine in the time of the Roman
empire. What is unique about Greek rhetoric, and what makes
it useful for criticism, is the degree to which it was conceptual-
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ized. The Greeks gave names to rhetorical techniques, many
of which are found all over the world. They organized these
techniques into a system which could be taught and learned.
What we mean by classical rhetorical theory is this structured
system which describes the universal phenomenon of rhetoric
in Greek terms. Before rhetoric was conceptualized the Greeks
practiced it and learned it by imitation with little conscious
effort. Though the Jews of the pre-Christian era seem never to
have conceptualized rhetoric to any significant degree, the im-
portance of speech among them is everywhere evident in the
Old Testament, and undoubtedly they learned its techniques
by imitation. In understanding how their rhetoric worked we
have little choice but to employ the concepts and terms of the
Greeks.

The Fathers of the Church were in much the same position
as we in trying to talk about the rhetoric of the Bible; they
were forced to use Greek terms to describe the various tech-
niques and literary forms found therein. The fullest example of
this is Saint Augustine’s splendid work On Christian Doctrine,
which provides the preacher with necessary skills of hermeneu-
tics and homiletics, and which in its fourth book analyzes the
eloquence of passages of Scripture, showing that they attain or
surpass classical standards. Augustine, and several others of the
Fathers of the Church, had not only studied classical rhetoric
but taught it before their conversion.

In his important work Chiasmus in the New Testament, Nils
Wilhelm Lund lamented (p. 8) the practice of applying the
terminology of classical rhetoric to the Bible: “Whenever the
purely classical standards are employed in appraising the New
Testament, its style is found wanting. Modern classicists agree
in this respect with the conclusion of the early Fathers of the
Church.” And again (p. 23), “The procedure was misleading,
since it set up Greek rhetoric as the only standard by which
these writings were to be judged. . . . Whatever does not fall
into its categories is either described as the natural eloquence
of the heart or is dismissed as crude and unfinished.” Specifi-
cally, Lund was trying to explain the neglect of understanding



12 RHETORICAL CRITICISM

of chiasmus (the reversal of the order in corresponding words
or phrases) on the part of Biblical scholars, but there is some
broader truth in his observation. The problem is not so much
the utilization of classical rhetoric as the rather limited view of
classical rhetoric taken by the Fathers and by modern critics, an
identification of rhetoric with style and especially with Attic
diction and with the ornamentation provided by figures of
speech. If rhetorical criticism is to be valid, it must be prac-
ticed with some awareness of the traditions of Jewish speech,
of which chiasmus is one, and if it is to be useful it must
embrace more than style. If fundamental and universal features
of rhetoric are kept in mind and if we seek to use them in
describing the logical and structural features of the text before
us, rather than simply quarrying a text for examples of classical
figures, we can significantly enhance our appreciation of its
meaning without violence to the author’s intent. The ultimate
goal of rhetorical analysis, briefly put, is the discovery of the
author’s intent and of how that is transmitted through a text
to an audience.

The basic theoretical concepts underlying classical rhetoric are
enunciated by Aristotle in his Rbetoric, which represents his
lectures in Athens in the mid—fourth century and is partly
based on principles laid down by Plato in the Phaedrus. During
the next several centuries a large number of treatises and hand-
books on rhetoric were written in Greek and Latin, intended
for the use of teachers and students. The most important of
the few which have survived are the Rbetoric to Herennius, in
Latin but directly based on Greek sources and probably writ-
ten by an otherwise unknown Cornificius about 84 B.c., Cic-
ero’s carly work On Invention and his Partitions of Oratory, and
the large treatise of Quintilian, On the Education of the Orator,
written in Rome between A.D. 92 and 95. These works will be
the most convenient sources of technical information for most
students of rhetoric in the New Testament, and all are available
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in English translation with notes and indices (see Bibliogra-
phy). Quintilian regularly summarizes the theories of earlier
writers, including many whose works are now lost, as under-
stood in the period of composition of the New Testament.
Cicero’s other writings on rhetoric—On the Orator, Brutus,
The Orator, and Topics—are helpful in gaining insight into how
rhetoric was perceived in the first century before Christ. The
serious student of the subject should also be aware of the exis-
tence of two modern compilations of the theory in German,
Handbuch der literarischen Rhetorik by Heinrich Lausberg, and
Antike Rbetorik: Technik und Methode by Josef Martin, and
much valuable information, together with critical application
to texts in English, can be found in Edward P. ]J. Corbett’s
Classical Rbetoric for the Modern Student. My own books that
trace the historical development of classical rhetorical theory
and practice are identified in the Bibliography.

Rhetoric is defined by Aristotle (1.2.1355b) as the faculty of
discovering in each case the available means of persuasion, and
by Quintilian (2.15.38) as scientia bene dicends, the knowledge of
how to speak well. The two definitions represent a difference
in emphasis, by Aristotle on proof, by Quintilian on a variety
of rhetorical features which does not neglect proof, but gives
increased attention to style.

Rhetoric as taught in the schools consisted of five parts
which recapitulate five stages in the act of composing a speech.
Most rhetorical handbooks are primarily intended to train a
student to speak in a court of law, but it is not difficult to use
them as a basis of analysis of other forms of discourse; this was
in fact done by ancient critics like Demetrius, Dionysius of
Halicarnassus, and Longinus, who even illustrates his theory
of sublimity by citing the first chapter of Genesis (On Sublimity
9.9). The five parts of rhetoric are invention, which deals with
the planning of a discourse and the arguments to be used in it;
- arrangement, the composition of the various parts into an ef-
fective whole; style, which involves both choice of words and
the composition of words into sentences, including the use of
figures; memory, or preparation for delivery; and delivery, the
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rules for control of the voice and the use of gestures. These are
universal categories, not peculiar to Greek rhetoric. Discussion
of memory and delivery is often omitted in the handbooks and
will be omitted here, for they relate to oral presentation, about
which we know little. It may be helpful, however, to summa-
rize briefly what was taught in New Testament times on the
subjects of invention, arrangement, and style, applied both to
oral speech and to written composition.

Invention is based either on external proofs, which the author
uses but does not invent, the evidence of witnesses, for exam-
ple, or of documents; or on internal or “artistic” proof, which
the author is said to invent. In the New Testament there are
three common forms of external proof: quotations of Scrip-
ture, the evidence of miracles, and the naming of witnesses,
such as John the Baptist or the disciples of Jesus. The evangel-
ists and Saint Paul frequently cite prophecies of the Old Testa-
ment which are fulfilled in the coming of Jesus, and they occa-
sionally cite the Old Testament as evidence on other matters,
for example the law. Even Satan quotes Scripture to make a
point (Matt. 4:6). Such evidence is “external” in the sense that
it is not a creation of the mind of the speaker, though he has
chosen and utilized it and may sometimes build a logical ar-
gument upon it. Evidence from Scripture, which Christian
preachers have continued to use throughout the centuries, has
the advantage of being familiar to the audience and authorita-
tive. Because it is external it seems to be objective, though in
fact much subjectivity is involved in the choice of passages
cited. Jesus’ fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy is primarily
used to endow him with authority, which in turn makes it
possible for him to make new commandments. '
The miracles performed by Jesus, and to some extent by the
apostles as well, function in a similar way as external evidence.
Before giving the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is described as
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moving through a crowd healing the sick. This action, which is
external to his sermon and to which he does not refer in it,
should be viewed as greatly increasing his authority when he
does speak. After the sermon he performs another miracle,
thus confirming his power. The ordinary New Testament term
for a miracle is semeion, or sign, and signs are mentioned by
Paul as the characteristic form of evidence among the Jews in
contrast to wisdom (logical proof) among the Greeks: “For
Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach
Christ crucified” (1 Cor. 1:22—23). Semeion is a term of Aristote-
lian rhetoric as well (1.2.1357b), but is used there to mean a
probable or necessary cause for an inference: if a man is just, it
is a sign that he is wise; if it is raining, it is a sign there are
clouds.

There are three universal factors in any rhetorical or persua-
sive situation: a speaker or writer, an audience, and a dis-
course. (Rhetoricians since the eighteenth century have added
a fourth, the occasion or context in which the work is com-
posed or delivered.) According to Aristotle (1.2.1356a) there are
also three and only three modes of artistic proof: ethos, pathos,
and lggos. These categories are found in the speech of all cul-
tures and they inhere respectively in speaker, audience, and
discourse. Ethos means “character” and may be defined as the
credibility that the author or speaker is able to establish in his
work. The audience is induced to trust what he says because
they trust him, as a good man or an expert on the subject. In
Aristotelian theory ethos is something entirely internal to a
speech, but in practice the authority which the speaker brings
to the occasion is an important factor, and this is especially
true in the New Testament. Pathos inheres in the audience and
may be defined as the emotional reactions the hearers undergo
as the orator “plays upon their feelings.” In the New Testament
its commonest form is the promise of eternal life or threat of
damnation, though it appears in subtler forms as well, as in the
Beatitudes. Logos refers to the logical argument found within
the discourse. In classical rhetoric logos is ordinarily regarded
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as probable argument, not logical certainty, but Christians
came to regard the arguments of Scripture as divinely revealed
and thus certain.

Logical argument is of two forms, either inductive, which
uses a series of examples to point to a general conclusion, or
deductive, which enunciates premises probably acceptable to
an audience and draws a deductive conclusion from the prem-
ises. The examples (paradeigmata) used in inductive argument
are drawn from myth or from nature or other sources. In the
New Testament they are most commonly taken from Jewish
history or from everyday life and nature. The parables of Jesus
are inductive in method, sometimes listing several examples
from which a conclusion can be drawn, but rarely making the
conclusion explicit before a general audience. Deductive proof
in rhetoric is called the enthymeme. An enthymeme commonly
takes the form of a statement and a supporting reason, as in
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven” (Matt. 5:3). The word “for” in English, gar or boti in
Greek, is commonly the indication of an enthymeme. Behind
any enthymeme stands a logical syllogism. “Those who receive
the kingdom of heaven are blessed” would be the major prem-
ise, universal and positive, acceptable by definition. “The poor
in spirit will receive the kingdom of heaven” would then be the
minor premise. This would not be an acceptable premise to a
sophisticated classical audience, but it probably was acceptable
to Jesus’ audience. It is an example of a premise couched in
sacred language. Even if, at this point in his speech, the audi-
ence did not believe it was true, many of them would have
liked to believe that it was true. Its probability is strengthened
by the overall consistency of Jesus’ message, in which each
enunciation is supported by every other enunciation, but is
also greatly facilitated by the growing authority of Jesus, in the
final result by his being the Messiah and the Son of God. If the
premises are then accepted, the conclusion follows by exclusion
of the middle term, “the kingdom of heaven”: thus, the poor
in spirit are blessed. More will be said in Chapter 2 about the
rhetorical qualities of this enthymeme.
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Except in tightly reasoned philosophical argument to a peer
group, speakers and writers do not generally employ a full
statement of major premise, minor premise, and conclusion,
which would constitute what is known in logic as a sylloglsm
or in rhetoric as an epichesveme. They assume, suppress, or im-
ply one of the parts, as Jesus does, and thus they speak enthy-
mematically. Enthymemes take one of two forms. They may be
categorical, based on a definition as is the one just cited, or
hypothetical: “If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out
and throw it away; [for] it is better that you lose one of your
members than that your whole body be thrown into Hell”
(Matt. 5:29). Either form may be conjunctive or disjunctive:
“No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one
and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and de-
spise the other” (Matt. 6:24). An enthymeme is often sup-
ported by a maxim (grome or sententia), as Jesus does in the
passage just cited: “You cannot serve God and Mammon.”

It was obviously Aristotle’s intention to encourage the use
of logically valid proof in oratory. Greek oratory is certainly far
more logical than the arguments to be found in the Bible, but
even Greek oratory, especially in contexts other than a law-
court, contains strong subjective elements. An audience is reg-
ularly asked to make a judgment or take an action on the basis
of values which they hold. For example, in his great speech On
the Crown, Demosthenes, being in a rather weak legal position,
devotes much of his time to showing that the actions he has
taken were consistent with Athenian values that left him little
choice. It is very commonly the case that logical arguments are
introduced into a speech only to support details or to give an
appearance of reason or to justify a decision which is in fact
made largely on the basis of ethos or pathos. The same is
almost always the case in religious discourse, because the
premises of argument are usually based on a scriptural author-
ity or personal intuition, enunciated in sacred language. Mat-
thew and Paul make extensive use of the forms of logical argu-
ment, but the validity of their arguments is entirely dependent
on their assumptions, which cannot be logically and objec-
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tively proved. To a nonbeliever they may seem totally invalid,
but much the same might be said of the arguments of a demo-
cratic political speaker in the eyes of a person who does not
believe in democracy. The validity of both democracy and
Christianity is personal and experiential.

Aristotle’s theory of three modes of proof—logical, ethical,
and pathetical—was converted by Cicero (Orator 69) into
three officia oratorss, or duties of the orator: to teach, to please,
and to move. Cicero thus recognized that logical argument is
rarely enough to persuade an audience. He is followed in this
by Quintilian (12.10.58—59) and Saint Augustine (On Christian
Doctrine 4.27-29). Augustine explains that the Christian orator
needs to please in order to maintain the interest of his audi-
ence, that they may be moved to action. Speaking to please is
of course a somewhat slippery game, often associated with
sophists. Plato and Aristotle both warn against it, and Saint
Paul specifically rejects it (as in 1 Thess. 2:4). In its more objec-
tionable form it determines the content of what is said; this
seems totally lacking in the New Testament. Its more accept-
able form is the use of a style pleasing to the audience, for
example in Luke’s account of the Nativity or in Paul’s enco-
mium of charity in 1 Corinthians 13.

Inventional theory after Aristotle, but before the first cen-
tury of the Christian era, was much complicated by the devel-
opment of what is known as stasis theory. A speaker in plan-
ning a speech, or a critic in analyzing it, was encouraged to
define thelstasis,)or basic issue of the case. There are four main
forms of stasis: fact (also known as conjecture), definition,
quality, and jurisdiction; but there is also a parallel set of cate-
gories known as legal questions. The simplest version of the
matter is probably that in Quintilian 3.6, but a more systematic
account is that of Hermogenes in his treatise On Stases (see
Bibliography). The issue is one of fact if the central question is
whether something was done at all, or was done by a specific
person at a specific time: “Did Jesus heal on the Sabbath?”
involves stasis of fact. The question is one of definition if the
facts are admitted, but there is disagreement about the defini-



RHETORICAL CRITICISM 19

tion of the terms: “What constitutes healing?” or “Who is my
neighbor?” (Luke 10:29~37). The question is one of quality if
facts and definitions are admitted by all parties, but the action
is justified on other grounds: “Is it right to break the law in
order to heal on the Sabbath?” In stasis of jurisdiction a
speaker rejects the right of a tribunal to make a judgment,
which is perhaps implied in Stephen’s speech to the Council in
Acts 7. In a legal question there is an expressed doubt about a
law itself, for example about the difference between its word-
ing and intent. The law might prohibit a variety of activities on
the Sabbath but not specifically mention healing: “Was it the
intent of the law to prevent healing?” Stasis can often be found
in Jesus’ debates with the Pharisees, in speeches in Acts, and in
Paul’s epistles.

There are three species of rhetoric, a theory formulated by
Aristotle (3.1.13582) and universally found in subsequent writ-
ers: judicial, deliberative, and epideictic. Although these categor-
ies specifically refer to the circumstances of classical civic ora-
tory, they are in fact applicable to all discourse. The species is
judicial when the author is seeking to persuade the audience to
make a judgment about events occurring in the past; it is de-
liberative when he seeks to persuade them to take some action
in the future; it is epideictic when he seeks to persuade them to
hold or reaffirm some point of view in the present, as when he
celebrates or denounces some person or some quality. Praise or
blame is taken by Aristotle to be the characteristic feature of
epideictic. In a single discourse there is sometimes utilization
of more than one species, and the definition of the species as a
whole can become very difficult, but a discourse usually has
one dominant species which reflects the author’s major pur-
pose in speaking or writing. The Sermon on the Mount as well
as some other discourses of Jesus and some epistles are pre-
dominantly deliberative; some speeches in Acts and 2 Corin-
thians are judicial; the Magnificat (Luke 1:46—s5) and Jesus’
consolation of his disciples in John 14—17 are predominantly
epideictic. Determination of the species sometimes helps to
bring out the emphases of a work and thus the intent of the
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author. In judicial the basic argument involves the question of
truth or justice; in deliberative, the question of self-interest
and future benefits; in epideictic, a change of attitude or deep-
ening of values such as the honorable and the good, or in a
Christian context, belief and faith. The three species have both
positive and negative forms: prosecution and defense (or apol-
ogy); exhortation and dissuasion; encomium and invective.

In constructing arguments, both inductive and deductive,
a speaker makes use of “topics,” topoi or loci. They are the
“places” where he looks for something to say about his subject.
In the Rbetoric Aristotle discusses topics from three points of
view. “Common” topics (in sixteenth- to eighteenth-century
English, “commonplaces”) can be used in any species of dis-
course, and four groups are distinguished: the possible and
impossible, past fact, future fact, and degree (Rhetoric 2.19).
These can all be found in the New Testament. The impossible:
“No man can serve two masters” (Matt. 6:24). Past fact: “By
faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than
Cain” (Heb. 11:4). Future fact: “Many will come in my name,
saying, ‘I am he!” and they will lead many astray” (Mark 13:6).
Past fact leading to the topic of degree: “While we were yet
sinners Christ died for us. Since, therefore, we are now justi-
fied by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from
the wrath of God” (Rom. 5:8—9). This type of a fortiori argu-
ment is commonly known as “the more and the less”

A second kind of topic (Rbketoric 1.4—8) might be called “ma-
terial” and is specific to the species of oratory. For example, a
deliberative speaker in a political context deals with the topics
of ways and means, war and peace, defense, imports and ex-
ports, and legislation. These furnish materials out of which he
can construct his headings. In the context of the New Testa-
ment, the writer’s material topics become his propositions;
these he then amplifies or works out in the body of his work. A
good example are the definitions given in the opening verses
of John’s Gospel, which are then developed through the work.
“Messiah” is a topic in this sense; so are “Son of God,” “faith,”
“hope,” and “love.”
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The third kind of topic is “strategical” and, as discussed by
Aristotle (Rbetoric 2.23), bears some similarity to the topic of
degree. Such topics are common to all species of discourse and
provide strategies of argument. For example, since by the law
of contradictories opposites cannot both be true, a speaker can
establish a proposition by rephrasing it in the negative and
producing an example to refute the negative. Jesus does this
repeatedly: “In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were
not so, I would have told you” (John 14.:2).

Aristotle’s lengthy treatise Topics organizes the strategical
topics more systematically. He finds the logical basis of topics
in his theory of logical categories (1.9.103b): substance, quan-
tity, quality, relation, place, time, condition, state, activity, and
passivity. These provide predicates for four sources of argu-
ment (1.13.105a): (1) The provision of propositions by means of defi-
nition, genus, property, and accident. For example, “I am the
light of the world; he who follows me will not walk in dark-
ness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12) utilizes defini-
tion and property. (2) The distinction of how many different ways
a thing can be said. This 1s less common in the New Testament,
but can be seen in reinterpretation of words of the law: “For
he is not a real Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumci-
sion something external and physical” (Rom. 2:28). (3) The
discovery of differences. In the parable of the sower, the seed falls
on different kinds of ground which produce different results.
(4) Utilization of similarity. This is a common topic of Jesus’
parables: “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or
what parable shall we use for it? It is like a grain of mustard
seed . . .,” with amplification of the comparison (Mark 4:30—
31). Understanding of the theory of topics after Aristotle is
best seen in Cicero’s Topics and in the influential treatise of
Boethius, De Topicis Differentiis.

Most of what goes on in rhetorical composition is amplifica-
tion of the basic thesis of the speaker by means of the topics
which he has chosen to utilize in support of it. This process is
necessitated by the oral nature of the situation and by the
constraints on the audience. A philosopher or scientist might
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be able to state a thesis and the evidence for it and expect
a learned reader to be persuaded, but even a learned audience
has difficulty taking in such a proof on one hearing, and a
general audience will not understand even a simpler thesis
when barely sketched. The speaker must therefore develop his
subject repeating his basic ideas several times in different
words, illustrating what he means, relating it in some way to
the experience of his audience. All speech thus involves the
“working out” (ergasia) of its inventional topics. Techniques of
logical argument like the enthymeme and example are useful in
this process, but so are devices of style, especially figures of
thought, which awaken audience interest and allow them to
see the material in new ways, and ethos and pathos play a role
as well. Ethos should not generally be confined to a single self-
revelation at the beginning of the speech, but should be main-
tained throughout both by what the speaker says and how he
says it, and pathos can be built up by the emotional ideas and
words used in the course of the speech and not reserved for a
final appeal.. An excellent example of ergasia is found in the
opening chapters of 1 Corinthians, where Paul develops his
authoritative ethos and lays a theological basis for his subse-
quent admonitions to the Corinthians by working out and
reiterating a small number of concepts which are the “topics”
of his invention. ]

In the later stages of their training under a grammarian and
in the early stages of rhetorical study, students in New Testa-
ment times and late antiquity practiced exercises in composi-
tion called progymnasmata, which provided a method for
working out the common types of discourse. If students subse-
quently undertook serious literary work, they tended to utilize
progymnasmatic forms in the development of their thought.
Because these forms are common types, found in many cul-
tures, something analogous to them can often be found in the
Bible, though they are rarely developed there in accord with
the specific suggestions of the Greek and Roman schools. The
parables of Jesus correspond to what was taught in the schools
as mythos, for which the fables of Aesop were the standard
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classical models; this was regarded as the simplest and easiest
of the exercises. There were also exercises in narrative, in enco-
mium and invective, and in the demonstration and refutation
of a thesis. Similar compositional units can often be found in
the New Testament. The exercise called chria involved telling
an anecdote about what someone did or said and then explain-
ing its meaning and amplifying it. Holy Communion in the
Christian Church is a ritual elaboration of a chria: while read-
ing the text, the priest reenacts what Jesus did and said at the
Last Supper. Prosopopoeia was an exercise in writing a speech
for some mythological or historical personage, exhibiting his
character. The speeches in the first chapter of Luke are prob-
ably prosopopoeiae; one of the most difficult questions in rhe-
torical criticism of the New Testament is whether the dis-
courses of Jesus and the speakers in Acts should also be viewed
in this light. Synkrisis was an exercise comparing two individu-
als or things: 2 Corinthians 3:7-18 could be described as a
synkrisis of Moses and Paul. Ecphrasis, a vivid portrayal of a
scene, well describes some of the visions in the Apocalypse.
These terms will occasionally be useful in identifying composi-
tional units in the New Testament.

The second part of rhetoric, arrangement, seeks to determine
the rhetorically effective composition of the speech and mold
its elements into a unified structure. In the Phaedrus (264c)
Plato says that every discourse should be like a living body in
which the parts cohere like limbs. Under arrangement it is
convenient to discuss the conventional parts of an oration,
though in practice classical rhetoricians usually find it neces-
sary to do that as part of their survey of invention.

Judicial oratory provides the fullest conventional structure,
and in an established order, but something like it can often be
found in other persuasive speaking and writing. A judicial
speech usually begins with a proem or exordium which seeks to
obtain the attention of the audience and goodwill or sympathy
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toward the speaker. It then proceeds to a narration of the facts,
or background information, and states the proposition which
the speaker wishes to prove, often with a partition of it into
separate headings. The speaker then presents his arguments
in the proof, followed by a refutation of opposing views; here he
may incorporate what was called a digression, often a relevant
examination of motivations or attendant circumstances. Fi-
nally comes an epilggue or peroration, which summarizes the
argument and seeks to arouse the emotions of the audience to
take action or make judgment.

The deliberative structure is usually a simplified version of
the judicial: proem, proposition, proof, and epilogue. Occa-
sionally a narration is employed; when it does occur, it is often
after rather than before the proposition. The proof is divided
up into a series of headings, treating the various material
topics. The term “heading” (kephalaion) came into regular use
among Greek rhetoricians of the Roman empire. Though not
commonly used by modern rhetorical critics, it is a convenient
label for this kind of division of the subject. The first heading
of the Sermon on the Mount, for example, takes up the topic
of murder and develops it into a heading against anger.

In epideictic the body of the speech between proem and
epilogue is usually devoted to an orderly sequence of amplified
topics dealing with the life of the person being celebrated or
with the qualities of the concept under consideration, often
adorned with vivid description (ecphrasis) or with a compari-
son of the subject to something else (synkrisis). More will be
said about the form of epideictic in Chapter 3.

The first chapter of 1 Corinthians provides a convenient ex-
ample of rhetorical arrangement and of how the concept can
be applied to the composition of something other than a
speech. After a formal salutation, which is amplified with
topics important for the ethos and logos of the letter, Paul
begins with a proem (1:4—9) revealing none of his anxiety
about the Corinthians and aiming to secure their goodwill. He
follows this in verse 10 with the proposition of the entire letter,
summarized in a single sentence. Then comes a brief narration
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(11-12) explaining the background event which has prompted
him to write. This leads immediately into argumentation of a
defensive sort which could be regarded as a refutation of the
charge that he himself is responsible for problems in Corinth
(12-17). Then he turns in verse 18 to begin working out the
topics which will be fundamental to his latter argument. The
chapter ends with an emotional statement (30) supported by
the external evidence of Scripture (31).

The third part of rhetoric is style. In periods of mannerism
style can become a matter of gratuitous ornamentation and
conceit, but in the best writers and as understood by the best
critics, it is functional and varies with the author’s intent. It is
one of his persuasive tools. Aristotle devotes much of the third
book of his Rbetoric to style and insists that its fundamental
“virtue” should be clarity, though he mentions various other
qualities which style may take on. These observations were
systematized by his successor Theophrastus into four virtues:
correctness, clarity, ornamentation, and propriety. Correctness
is a matter of grammar; clarity, of the expression and arrange-
ment of ideas. Ornamentation in a functional sense is the use
of devices such as figures of speech to amplify the topics, to
give emphasis and distinction to the thought, or to maintain
contact with the audience. Propriety is achieved by matching
the style to the content, speaking of simple subjects in simple
words and of lofty thoughts with dignity.

Many classical critics set forth a theory of three levels of
style: the plain, the grand, and the middle, the middle some-
times thought of as aiming at smoothness, whereas the grand
style may be abrupt or violent. Cicero in The Orator and Saint
Augustine in the fourth book of On Christian Doctrine closely
associate the three styles with the three duties of the orator: to
teach in the plain style, to please in the middle style, and to
move in the grand style. More complicated classifications of
styles can be found in the treatise of Demetrius On Style (per-
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haps third century before Christ), in the critical writings of
Dionysius of Halicarnassus (first century before Christ), and
in the treatise of Hermogenes On Ideas of Style (second century
after Christ). Hermogenes’ became the fundamental treatment
of the subject for late Greek and Byzantine teachers of rhetoric
and was applied by them to the study of the Bible and the
Fathers of the Church. In this process some Byzantine critics
came to value “obscurity” as a Christian virtue of style and to
see in Christian writing of an obscure sort a quality they called
emphasis, which involved meaning more than one said. The
opening of the Gospel of John might be taken as an example.

The theory of style as a whole is divided into two parts. First
comes lexis (diction), which deals with choice of words. The
most precise term in common usage is said to be the “proper”
word in any context, but to create varying effects the author
may prefer archaic or rare words, or make use of foreign
words, or occasionally may coin new words, something not
difficult to do in Greek, where new words can be created by
the compounding of simple words. Early Christians had new
thoughts to express, and their verbal resources were often
taxed. They had to use old words in new ways—“the kingdom
of heaven,” for example-—sometimes borrowing meanings
from Hebrew traditions, sometimes from Greek usages (as
with the concept of the Logos). The greatest resource for the
forceful expression of original thought is the metaphor, and
much can be learned about a speaker’s assumptions and about
his understanding of his audience from his choice and use of
metaphor. The New Testament is rich in metaphor, of which
some of the most striking instances are the first-person asser-
tions of John’s Gospel, “I am the true vine, and my Father is
the vinedresser,” among many other examples. Metaphor is
one of several devices known collectively as tropes, or “turn-
ings,” by which one word is substituted for another. Other
tropes include synecdoche (part for the whole, or the opposite),
metonymy (a proper instead of a common noun), and hyperbole
(an exaggerated metaphor). An unintentional mistake in the
use of a word is called a barbarism, but a deliberate misuse of a
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single word becomes the trope catachresis, or abusio. In the
Bible this chiefly occurs when there is no Greek word for a
Hebrew term. Owuranos, the Greek word for the deified sky,
applied to Heaven despite its pagan association, might be
taken as an example. Quintilian discusses tropes in 8.6. Exam-
ples of most can be found in the New Testament. In his treatise
On Figures and Tropes, written about A.D. 700, the Venerable
Bede draws all his examples from the Bible. Although the ter-
minology of classical theories of diction continues in some use,
modern theories of language have gone far deeper into an
understanding of the subject. An excellent introduction is sup-
plied by G. B. Caird’s The Language and Imagery of the Bible.
The second part of style is synthesis, the study of composi-
tion, the way words are put together to form phrases, clauses,
or sentences. The most studied aspect of composition is the
use of figures, both figures of speech and figures of thought.
Figures differ from tropes in that they involve more than one
word, and a mistake in composition is known as a solecism
rather than a barbarism. Figures of speech result from manipu-
lation of the sound or arrangement of words in the context.
A common one is anaphora, the use of the same word to begin
a series of clauses or sentences, as is done with the word
“blessed” in the Beatitudes. Anaphora is like a series of ham-
mer blows in which the repetition of the word both connects
and reenforces the successive thoughts. A figure of thought
is an unexpected change in syntax or an arrangement of the
ideas, as opposed to the words, within a sentence, which calls
attention to itself. Antithesis is a figure of thought involving
arrangement: “You have heard that it was said, “You shall love
your neighbor and hate your enemy” But I say to you, Love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matt.
§:43—44); rhetorical question one involving syntax: “But if the
salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored?” (Matt.
5:13). Another common figure of thought is apostrophe, in
which the speaker suddenly makes a direct appeal to someone,
as Jesus does in the eleventh verse of Matthew 5: “Blessed are
you when men revile you. . . ” A less common, but quite effec-
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tive figure is climax, where the thought is emphasized or clari-
fied and given an emotional twist as if by climbing a ladder
(the term means “ladder” in Greek): “We rejoice in our suffer-
ings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endur-
ance produces character, and character produces hope, and
hope does not disappoint us” (Rom. 5:3—4).

The theory of figures is more chaotic than most parts of
classical rhetoric. Most figures have both a Greek and a Latin
name, but different authorities use different names for the
same figure, and often they do not agree whether a figure is
one of speech or of thought. Lausberg’s Handbuch is probably
the best modern source on the terminology, and students may
wish also to consult Ernest W. Bullinger’s handbook, Figures of
Speech Used in the Bible. Given the name of the figure, it is
relatively easy to find a definition of it in such works or in the
Rbetovic to Herennius or elsewhere in ancient treatises, but
given a passage in which manipulation of words or thought
seems obvious, it is often very difficult to arrive at the appro-
priate technical description. In addition, a few devices com-
monly found in ancient texts and given labels by modern crit-
ics are not identified at all in handbooks of the classical period.
Chiasmus, or “crossing,” is an example. The term appears first
in Pseudo-Hermogenes, On Invention (4.3, p. 182 Rabe), a
work perhaps of the fourth century of the Christian era, where
it is applied to a reversed arrangement of clauses in a sentence.
Yet as a figure it is not uncommon in classical Greek literature,
and very common in Latin. The closest parallel term in Latin is
probably commutatio (Rhetoric to Herennius 4.30), which, to
judge from the examples given, could be applied to such Bibli-
cal instances as “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for
the Sabbath® (Mark 2:27). But commutatio does not include
everything known as chiasmus. In the Old Testament whole
passages are often composed chiastically, with the parts ar-
ranged in a sequence A, B, C, ... C’, B’; A’. This elaborated
chiasmus can also be found as a compositional technique in
Greek as early as Homer and is again very common in Latin
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poetry of the Augustan period, but it is ignored by classical
rhetoricians and literary critics alike.

The Sicilian Jew Caecilius defined a figure as a form of
thought or diction not in accordance with nature. Presumably
he thought that the only really natural expression is a simple
subject-predicate indicative statement, and that any extension,
abbreviation, or alteration of this would thus constitute figur-
ing (schema in Greek). Figures in the abstract do not have
single definable effects; the impact has to be determined from
the context. Many are primarily devices of emphasis which call
attention to a phrase within a sentence; some, like rhetorical
question, help to maintain audience contact. In the New Testa-
ment, figures are functional devices, integral to the purpose of
the speaker or writer in portraying character, in supporting an
argument, or in inducing pathos. There is a valuable discus-
sion of the relation between figures and argument in what is
perhaps the most influential modern treatise on rhetoric, The
New Rbetoric by Chaim Perelman and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca (pp.
167-79). '

Figures of thought are especially valuable in the amplifica-
tion of the basic ideas or topics of a speaker or writer. The
Rbetoric to Herennins (4.47—69) gives numerous examples to
show how this was done in exercises in the rhetorical schools
of the early first century before the Christian era. One of the
figures discussed is expolitio, “refining.” Expolitio occurs, the
author says (4.54), “when we linger on the same topic and
seem to be saying something different. It occurs in two forms:
we either state the same thing again or we speak about the
same thing. We will not say the same thing in the same way—
for that would tire the reader, not refine the subject—but you
[sic] should change it. We can change it in three ways: by
changing the words, by changing the tone of delivery, or by
treatment.” Expolitio is not really a figure at all and is not so
regarded by other authorities; it is a technique of amplifica-
tion, and its closest Greek equivalent is probably ergasia,
“working out.” In refining the “treatment” the author suggests
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recasting a passage as dialogue or as a rhetorical question re-
vealing personal emotion. The questions asked of Jesus in
John 14 are instances of the dialogue treatment inserted into a
discourse, for they are refinements of the topics with which
Jesus deals. We will examine this in Chapter 3.

In addition to figures, the theory of composition included
study of the grouping of phrases and clauses (commata and
cola) into complex sentences or periods, as well as the use of
rhythms based on the metrical quantities of spoken classical
Greek. The definition of what is meant by a period differs
somewhat at different times in antiquity, but in modern usage
the term usually refers to a complex sentence in which gram-
matical completion is postponed to the end or almost to the
end. How a period in the New Testament can be analyzed into
cola and commata is well illustrated in Saint Augustine’s dis-
cussion of 2 Corinthians 11:16—30 (On Christian Doctrine 4.13).
Periodic sentences are common in the epistles (the first four
verses of Hebrews is the most famous example) but rare in the
Gospels other than in Luke. When composition is not peri-
odic, classical critics describe it as in the “running” style. The
terms hypotactic, or characterized by grammatical subordina-
tion, and paratactic, characterized by grammatical parallelism,
are also sometimes now used to distinguish the periodic and
running styles, respectively. Prose rhythms have relatively little
role in the rhetorical criticism of the New Testament, the rea-
son being that evidence from inscriptions and papyri seems to
indicate that long and short syllables were often not accurately

and systematically differentiated in the pronunciation of koine
Greek.

Though classical rhetorical theory was developed as a system
to teach students how to speak in public, and found its fullest
development in formal oratory, it was also utilized to teach and
to analyze literary composition. To what extent is an awareness
of the conventions of different literary forms essential for valid
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rhetorical criticism? The answer seems to be that it can be
helpful, but that it is not fundamental. Any discourse may be
classified as judicial, deliberative, or epideictic and will have
the rhetorical characteristics of its species. The inventional
techniques of all genres utilize ethos, logos, and pathos. Most
principles of arrangement and of style can be found in many
different literary forms. An awareness of genre (gemos) may,
however, contribute to an understanding of the rhetorical
situation, especially the author’s perception of his audience,
and it may explain the presence of various features in the work,
such as prosopopoeia or the use of apostrophe or dialogue.

Literary categories of genre were developed by grammarians
in the Hellenistic period, especially at Alexandria, and were
applied primarily to poetry. They are mentioned by rhetori-
cians chiefly in relation to the training of an orator. Quintilian
devotes the first chapter of his tenth book, which is part of his
discussion of style, to the works an orator should read to de-
velop copin, or “abundance,” of thoughts and especially of
words. He thinks something can be learned from reading any
of the classical writers and in the second chapter of the book
continues with a discussion of mimesis, or “imitation,” which
had come to be regarded as the soundest basis for achieving
literary excellence. Quintilian regards only three prose genres
as literary: oratory, historiography, and the philosophical dia-
logue, a view which can be found also in Cicero, Dionysius of
Halicarnassus, and most other writers. The rhetoricians were
aware of the existence of traditional conventions in other
forms of composition (in the epistle, for example) but appear
to regard these as either subliterary or perhaps more accurately
as attaining what literary qualities they have by imitation of
one of the three literary genres. Demetrius (223) quotes Arte-
mon, the editor of Aristotle’s letters, to the effect that a letter is
one of the two sides of a dialogue.

The theory of imitation is part of a general classicizing
movement which grammarians and rhetoricians embraced
in reaction to a perceived deterioration of prose style in the
Hellenistic period. Two opposed phenomena may be distin-
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guished: Asianism and the koine. Asianism is a highly artifi-
cial, self-conscious search for striking expression in diction,
sentence structure, and rhythm. It deliberately goes to almost
any possible extreme. Koine, in contrast, is neither artificial
nor very self-conscious and results from the use of Greek as a
medium of communication throughout the Near East by per-
sons without deep roots in Greek culture. In contrast to both,
grammarians and rhetoricians sought to teach Atticism, which
is the use of Greek literary prose of the fifth and fourth centur-
ies before Christ as models for imitation in diction and com-
position.

One result of these developments was that a writer was now
supplied with a possible choice of stylistic registers within
varying degrees of Asianism, Atticism, and koine. Examples of
.all three can be found among early Christian writers, and
choice among them seems to reflect, in addition of course to
the writer’s own education and literary abilities, his perception
of his function, his subject, and the audience he intends to
reach. Luke and Paul probably could have written Attic Greek
if they had wished to, and the apologists of the second century
actually do so; Melito of Sardis is even an Asianist. The greater
the degree of Atticism, with its classicizing models, the greater
the influence of imitation and thus the greater the sense of
genre an author is likely to have felt.

Matthew, Mark, and John do not show much awareness of
classical literary genres, not even of biography as a nonliterary
form with some traditions of its own, derived in part from
epideictic oratory through the encomium, in part from the
historical monograph (Tacitus’ Life of Agricola, published in
A.D. 98, is a good example of the combination). But the Gos-
pel of Luke shows some awareness of historiography in its use
of prosopopoeia and of biography in its treatment of Jesus’
youth, and Acts is strongly influenced by the conventions of
historiography. Though the New Testament epistles observe
conventions such as the salutation, it may be a mistake to try
to classify individual epistles within a traditional scheme of
classical letter forms, as remarks on Galatians in Chapter 7
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below should demonstrate. The influence of the diatribe, also a
complex matter, is best left until the discussion of Romans,
also in Chapter 7. In general, identification of genre is not a
crucial factor in understanding how rhetoric actually works in
units of the New Testament.

From this somewhat theoretical background we may turn now
to the various stages involved in the practice of rhetorical criti-
cism. These stages are set forth below as a sequence, but it is
better to view them as a circular process, for the detailed analy-
sis of later stages may in fact reveal aspects of the rhetorical
problem or a definition of the species or stasis which was not
obvious on first approaching a passage.

First comes a determination of the rhetorical unit to be stud-
ied, corresponding to the pericope in form criticism. A rhe-
torical unit must have a beginning, a middle, and an end. In
some cases the determination of the unit is obvious: a speech
attributed to Peter or Paul in Acts is clearly intended as a
rhetorical unit. Even if the apostle said more at the time, the
text is what we have to go on, and the primary objective of
rhetorical criticism is to understand the effect of the text. It is
doubtless desirable to preserve an awareness of the possible
sources of the text, but the determination of those sources is
not a primary goal of the method and will not necessarily
reveal much about the qualities of the finished product. When
the rhetorical unit, such as a speech, is contained within a
larger unit, in this case the Acts of the Apostles, we may need
an awareness of the overall rhetoric of the book (for example,
the extent to which its author intended to conform to some
conventions of Greek historiography or wished to minimize
the existence of dissension in the early Church), but the rheto-
ric of large units often has to be built up from an understand-
ing of the rhetoric of smaller units. In the case of the short
epistles of the New Testament it is possible to begin with the
whole letter as a unit. The most difficult cases involve portions



34 RHETORICAL CRITICISM

of longer works which are not immediately evident self-con-
tained units, as is a speech. Here we must experiment by seek-
ing signs of opening and closure (for which the term inclusio is
sometimes used), of proem and epilogue. Of course, we must
not rely on chapter divisions, since they are the work of later
editors and not a part of the original text. Often the para-
graphing of modern editions and translations will be found
rhetorically faulty. Fortunately, the narrative technique of the
Bible, both Old and New Testaments, often makes use of clo-
sures. Someone begins to do something and engages in vari-
ous acts or in dialogue; this is described; the author then re-
turns to the original situation, sometimes even summing up
what has been described in a single verse: “And he went away
and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus had
done for him; and all men marveled” (Mark s5:20). This consti-
tutes closure of a rhetorical unit. One rhetorical unit may be
enclosed within another, building up a structure which em-
braces the whole book. In rhetorical criticism it is important
that the rhetorical unit chosen have some magnitude. It has
to have within itself a discernible beginning and ending,
connected by some action or argument. Five or six verses
probably constitute the minimum text which can be subjected
to rhetorical criticism as a distinct unit, but most will be
longer, extending for the better part of a chapter or for several
chapters.

Once a preliminary determination of the rhetorical unit has
been made, the critic should attempt to define the 7hetorical
situation of the unit. This roughly corresponds to the Sitz im
Leben of form criticism. The concept of rhetorical situation
was first promulgated by Lloyd E Bitzer. Although theoreti-
cal objections have been raised to his original formation, it
proves a useful tool of practical criticism. Bitzer points out
(pp. 4—6) that “a particular discourse comes into existence
because of some specific condition or situation which invites
utterance. The situation controls the rhetorical response in the
same sense that the question controls the answer and the prob-
lem controls the solution.” He defines rhetorical situation as “a
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complex of persons, events, objects, and relations presenting
an actual or potential exigence which can be completely or
partially removed if discourse, introduced into the situation,
can so constrain human decision or action as to bring about
the significant modification of the exigence” What Bitzer
means by an “exigence” is a situation under which an indi-
vidual is called upon to make some response: the response
made is conditioned by the situation and in turn has some
possibility of affecting the situation or what follows from it. A
common example is a defendant brought before a judge; the
defendant may be able to answer the charge. But the exigence
may not be so immediate and need not be oral. The reports
which reached Paul of the situation in Corinth seemed to him
to require a response; the result is 1 Corinthians. In a still
broader way we may say that an evangelist felt an exigence to
proclaim the gospel, and that in doing so he felt an exigence to
include certain of the doings or sayings of Jesus which reveal
that gospel or help to establish its validity.

The aspects of situation which Bitzer suggests the rhetorical
critic should examine are the persons, events, objects, and rela-
tions involved. They influence what is said and why. In logic
these factors are known as cazegories, and they supply the basis
for the inventional topics employed in the rhetorical unit. Ad-
ditional categories include time and place. Among the persons
involved, the most important are often those who make up the
audience. The critic needs to ask of what this audience con-
sists, what the audience expects in the situation, and how the
speaker or writer manipulates these expectations. There may
be both an immediate and a universal audience, especially in a
written work. The Gospel of Luke is immediately addressed to
Theophilus but surely intended for a wider readership. In an
influential passage of the Phaedrus (271a) Plato asserts that a
true philosophical orator must know the souls of his audience.
~ Aristotle sought to give this practical application by consider-
ing audience in terms of categories of age and worldly estate:
a speech addressed to the young will have different rhetori-
cal qualities from one addressed to the old; a speech to the
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rich (like Clement of Alexandria’s homily “What rich man is
saved?”) will differ from a speech to the poor (the poor in
spirit and the meek of the Sermon on the Mount).

In many rhetorical situations the speaker will be found to
face one overriding rhetorical problem. His audience is perhaps
already prejudiced against him and not disposed to listen to
anything he may say; or the audience may not perceive him as
having the authority to advance the claims he wishes to make;
or what he wishes to say is very complicated and thus hard to
follow, or so totally different from what the audience expects
that they will not immediately entertain the possibility of its
truth, This problem is often especially visible at the beginning
of a discourse and conditions the contents of the proem or the
beginning of the proof. Classical rhetoricians developed a
technique of approaching a difficult rhetorical problem indi-
rectly, known as insinuatio (see Rhetoric to Herennius 1.9-11).
The problem may color the treatment throughout the speech,
and sometimes a speaker is best advised to lay a foundation for
understanding on the part of the audience before bringing up
the central problem.

- Two other parts of classical theory which are useful in a
preliminary approach to the rhetorical unit are stasss theory and
the theory of the three species of rhetoric. Stasis theory is exceed-
ingly complex, and discussion of it probably should not be
undertaken by a student before extensive reading in the rhe-
torical sources. Determination of the species, as the discussion
of Galatians in Chapter 7 below reveals, can be crucial in un-
derstanding the unit. As outlined above in the survey of rhe-
torical theory, the three species are judicial, which secks to
bring about a judgment about events of the past; deliberative,
which aims at effecting a decision about future action, often in
the very immediate future; and epideictic, which celebrates or
condemns someone or something, not seeking an immediate
judgment or action, but increasing or undermining assent to
some value. Each has characteristic features; in deliberative, for
example, there is often a preponderance of inductive argument
based on past example, along with emphasis on the advantages
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to be obtained from some course of action. The audience in a
deliberative occasion is often directly involved in the matter,
and the speaker needs to do less to interest them than he might
do to secure a favorable judgment for himself or some other
person as a result of past actions.

After these considerations of preliminary matters the rhe-
torical critic is prepared to proceed to consider the arrange-
ment of material in the text: what subdivisions it falls into,
what the persuasive effect of these parts seems to be, and how
they work together—or fail to do so—to some unified pur-
pose in meeting the rhetorical situation. In order to do this he
will need to engage in line-by-line analysis of the argument,
including its assumptions, its topics, and its formal features,
such as enthymemes, and of the devices of style, seeking to de-
fine their function in context. This process will reveal how the
raw material has been worked out or rhetorically amplified
both in context and in style. It should be kept in mind that a
speech or a text read aloud is presented linearly: the audience
hears the words in progression without opportunity to review
what has been said earlier, and an orally received text is charac-
terized by a greater degree of repetition than is a text intended
to be read privately. The New Testament was intended to be
received orally and abounds in repetition. It should also be
kept in mind, however, that many reports of discourse in the
New Testament are too short for their actual occasion. In
Mark 6:34—35 and Luke 9:12 Jesus seems to have been speaking
for an extended period of time, and we know that Saint Paul
once preached until midnight (Acts 20:7) and on another occa-
sion from morning until evening (Acts 28:23). Only a few
speeches in the New Testament, the Sermon on the Mount and
the defense of Stephen, for example, are extensive enough to
represent an entire speech without compression or abbrevia-
tion. Sometimes the text itself reveals that some selection has
been made. Finally, some speeches in the New Testament must
be regarded as prosopopoeiae, inventions of a writer on the
basis of what a speaker probably would have said, analogues to
the speeches in Greek historians. It seems unlikely that Luke



38 RHETORICAL CRITICISM

knew exactly what the angel said to the Virgin Mary and how
she expressed her joy (1:26—56) or what words Zechariah used
in his prophecy (1:67—80). Discourses attributed to Jesus and
the speeches in Acts are special cases to be considered later.

At the end of the process of analysis it will be valuable to
look back over the entire unit and review its success in meeting
the rhetorical exigence and what its implications may be for
the speaker or audience. Is the detailed analysis consistent
with the overall impact of the rhetorical unit? Has attention to
the trees somehow obscured a view of the woods? Rhetorical
and literary composition are creative acts: the whole is often
greater than the sum of the parts, at least the parts as coldly
analyzed. Criticism too can be a creative act, not only bringing
the target text into clearer focus, but looking beyond it to an
awareness of the human condition, of the economy and beauty
of discourse, and to religious or philosophical truth.

From the theory of rhetorical criticism we may now proceed
to experiment with its practice. The discussions which follow
are not intended as authoritative, final expositions of the
thetoric of the New Testament, but as examples of how one
might go about analyzing it and what kind of results might
ensue.



Chapter Two. Deliberative Rhetoric:
The Sevmon on the Mount, the Sermon
on the Plain, and the Rhetorvic of Jesus

he fifth, sixth, and seventh chapters of the Gospel of

Matthew and the sixth chapter of the Gospel of Luke

present sermons attributed to Jesus early in his min-

istry. Many, perhaps most, modern biblical scholars,
working with the tools of form and redaction criticism, regard
these as the work of the evangelists editing traditional material
into the form of continuous speeches. The question of the
sources and authenticity of the speeches is an interesting one
on which a few comments may be made later, but it is irrele-
vant to the question of how the Gospels should be read. It was
the intent of the evangelists to present speeches, and early
Christian audiences, listening to the Gospels read, heard these
chapters as speeches. In applying rhetorical criticism, we may
initially claim no more than to be examining the rhetoric of the
evangelists and seeking to see how the chapters work within an
understanding of classical rhetoric.

In accordance with the method outlined in Chapter 1 above,
we begin by determining the rhetorical unit of the Sermon on
the Mount. This is specified in the text: Matthew 5:2, “And e
opened his mouth and taught them, saying .. .” to 7:28, “And
when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at
his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority and
not as their scribes.” It is thus Matthew’s clear intention that
we regard this as a complete speech: no words follow it and no
interruption is noted during the speech.
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In Chapter 4 Matthew provides information about the #he-
torical situation which he wishes readers to envision. Jesus,
early in his ministry, has been traveling through Galilee teach-
ing in synagogues, but this speech is not set in a synagogue; it
is set out of doors on a hill in the presence of a much larger
crowd than could be assembled in a synagogue. A majority of
the crowd may be Galileans, but we are told that there are also
present people from the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea, and be-
yond the Jordan (4:25). These people have been attracted to
Jesus in the first instance as a healer: “So his fame spread
throughout all Syria, and they brought him all the sick, those
afflicted with various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics,
and paralytics, and he healed them” (4:24). Some in the audi-
ence may be regarded as familiar with the teachings of John
the Baptist and as thinking of Jesus as the Messiah; Jesus’
claim in s5:17 that he comes to fulfill the law and the prophets
would be meaningful to this group and would contribute to
his authority in the speech. Matthew probably wants readers
to assume that word of Jesus’ teaching in the synagogues had
spread and that some in the crowd have come to find out what
he teaches as well as to see if he can heal.

It has been assumed by some commentators, at least since
the time of John Chrysostom, that the sermon is primarily
addressed to the disciples and only secondarily to others. The
textual basis for this conclusion is the “them” (autous) of s:2,
for which the closest grammatical antecedent is the “disciples”
of 5:1. But this interpretation must be set against the “them” of
7:28 in the closure of the speech, “for he taught them as one
having authority,” where “them” grammatically can only refer
to the crowd as a whole. “Them” in §:2 can in fact also refer to
the crowd, which is mentioned in s:1. This interpretation is
confirmed by 7:24, “everyone then who hears these words”
That the entire crowd constitutes the audience is further sup-
ported by the various categories of people mentioned in the
Beatitudes and throughout: the poor, the grief-stricken, the
meek, those contemplating divorce, all Jews who will pray.

In Luke 6:20, on the plain, Jesus first raises his eyes to the
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disciples and then begins to speak, employing the second per-
son plural as early as the first beatitude; again the second per-
son cannot be easily limited to the disciples. In most rhetorical
situations there is a formal addressee, for example a chairman
in a meeting, who is nominally addressed, though practically
speaking the speaker is addressing all those present and some-
times turns directly to them. In classical oratory, apostrophe,
or the turn from the nominal addressee to someone else, is
even more common than in modern public address. What per-
haps should be envisioned in Matthew;, as in Luke, is that Jesus
first looks at the disciples and then begins to refer to the crowd
in the third person, shifting abruptly to the second person in
s:11. This verse may be addressed directly to the disciples, since
they alone at this point can be assumed to be committed to the
gospel, but beginning with 5:13 and continuing throughout
the sermon the reference of the second person is enlarged to
include the entire crowd, as 7:28 makes clear. The point is
of some theological significance in determining whether Mat-
thew thought the teachings he has attributed to Jesus were to
be followed only by a small group, committed to the religious
life as are the disciples or religious orders of later times, or
whether the sermon is addressed to all who hear him. The
rhetorical situation suggests that Jesus is to be regarded as
beginning by addressing the disciples, but changing to an ad-
dress to the crowd. They are amazed at what he says: his mes-
sage is new to them, but they instinctively feel his authority
(7:28). We will need to consider how that authority is estab-
lished in the text. The disciples have heard something of the
message before in the synagogues and show no surprise.

The interpretation just advanced raises a recurring problem
of possible conflicts between results of form or redaction criti-
cism and rhetorical criticism. Some scholars are likely to reply
that passages in the second person plural reveal the use of a
common source, often called Q, by Matthew and Luke and
that variations in the person in Matthew’s text of the sermon
are thus not necessarily deliberate or significant, except as signs
of his source. But we are seeking to describe what Muilenberg,
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quoted in Chapter 1 above, called “the creative synthesis of the
particular formation of the pericope.” That synthesis was what
the writer felt was “right,” a complex combination of histori-
cally right, theologically right; and rhetorically right. Matthew
clearly wished the sermon to be perceived as a speech; he had a
good ear for rhetoric, as should become clearer in Chapter s
below. He was surely not deliberately leaving his readers clues
to unravel his use of sources. In his choice, combination, and
editing of sources he engaged in a deliberate process, though
not necessarily a consciously deliberate process. Apostrophe
and other changes of person were a regular feature of public
address in his times, and he could not escape some ear for
them. When an early Christian audience heard his Gospel they
recognized those changes in addressee, and they would have
felt them as part of the internal dynamics of the speech, not as
clues to Matthew’s sources. A doctrinaire insistence on source
criticism tends to underestimate Matthew’s abilities as a writer
and the perceptual sensitivity of his intended audience; rhe-
torical criticism can help to redress that estimate.

Matthew shows Jesus confronting a large and varied crowd,
drawn to him primarily for personal and physical reasons,
knowing little about him or his message. They are, however,
sympathetic or at least not hostile: some have already been
healed or witnessed healing; others hope to be healed, as ap-
parently happens after the sermon (8:1—4). There is no evi-
dence in Matthew’s description of the situation, as contrasted
to Luke’s, to indicate that the audience includes members of
Jewish sects hostile to Jesus and his teachings as violations of
law, but it is of course still early in his ministry. Jesus is shown
to anticipate such hostility in his words in s:11. His success as a
healer is the first basis of his authority. Throughout the Bible,
miracles, of which healing is the most personal form, together
with the fulfillment of the prophecies of the Old Testament
and witnesses, constitute the external proof. Here they are
totally external to Jesus’ sermon: he never refers to them in the
text.

What exigence, then, as described in the critical method out-
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lined in Chapter 1, docs the rhetorical situation provide? Those
present ask no question and would probably be content if
Jesus passed among them, healing the sick. The exigence must
be assumed to originate with Jesus, with his understanding of
his mission and his anticipation of its effect. First, he has
something to do, of which healing is only a preliminary part.
He has a message to proclaim and is looking for opportunities
to proclaim it, either in synagogues or in public meetings.
That Matthew thinks of Jesus as a teacher is indicated by his
mentioning that Jesus delivers his sermon seated (5:1), even
though he would doubtless have been more visible standing
and might have had more worldly authority. Worldly authority
he does not seek; he wants the traditional authority of a Jewish
teacher. An audience would probably sense the difference. The
disciples, we are told, sat around Jesus. In the Greco-Roman
world, as in many cultures including our own, it was custom-
ary for a public speaker to be escorted and thus supported by
his friends. Jesus may not have needed moral support, but the
disciples’ location helps to sustain his message, for they thus
affirm their acceptance of it. In rhetorical terms they are his
witnesses, part of his external proof. This effect would be in-
creased in the minds of anyone in the crowd who knew or
thought well of the disciples or—since they were not well-
known people—had been impressed by their compassion as
they moved among the crowd in advance of the speech.

A second exigence is suggested by Jesus’ remarks in s:11 and
is a key to a vhetorical problem he faces: “Blessed are you when
men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil
against you falsely on my account.” He wishes to prepare the
disciples and others who may follow him for subsequent en-
counters with opposition. His thesis is that he came “not to
abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them” (s:17).
Anticipation of objections, known in classical rhetoric as proka-
talepsis, is a feature of a great deal of oratory. It has to be
handled with some care, for it may seem to throw the orator
on the defensive and undermine his credibility, especially if he
seems to acknowledge strong arguments against him and does
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not answer them with absolute conviction. Jesus is shown
avoiding this pitfall by his confident authority and by present-
ing his view of the law in a positive way without specifying
how he may be thought to contravene it.

What has been said so far relates to the exigence experienced
by Jesus as portrayed by Matthew. It might also be asked what
is the exigence experienced by Matthew. Why, in contrast to
Mark, does he feel the need to attribute a speech to Jesus here,
perhaps even to construct one out of a collection of Jesus’
sayings? A satisfactory answer to that question involves an
overall awareness of Matthew’s rhetoric, about which some-
thing will be said in Chapter s, but some factors may be men-
tioned here. The evangelists, including Mark, knew traditions
of Jesus’ preaching in synagogues and elsewhere. Because the
gospel accounts were amplified from whatever sources were
available, including the evangelists’ own sense of inspiration,
some repott of this preaching would fill an obvious gap in the
record and would interest an audience. Matthew writes for an
intelligent audience of some education, at least within the Jew-
ish tradition. Given the society of the Greek-speaking world in
the first century, both Matthew and his audience held certain
assumptions about communication. One was that the ordinary
form of presentation of important ideas was through continu-
ous discourse, orally presented. Even the Old Testament makes
great use of speeches, and the Greeks had elevated public ad-
dress into the central feature of civilized life. For such an audi-
ence it was important to include a speech of Jesus. A second
assumption was that such a speech should come early in a
work, where it could perform some of the functions of a rhe-
torical proposition. The entire thrust of Greek education in
grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic was in the direction of en-
couraging a statement of a thesis to be followed by its proof,
illustration, and application. As will be shown in Chapter s,
Matthew felt an exigence to supply a Gospel which would be
intellectually satisfying in a way that Mark’s Gospel was not.
The Sermon on the Mount helps to fill that need.

It might be thought that the radical and even paradoxical
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nature of Jesus’ teaching would constitute a rhetorical prob-
lem for Matthew. That would perhaps have been the case be-
fore an audience of Pharisees and might have been the case
when speaking in a synagogue. In such situations Jesus is usu-
ally shown as stressing fulfillment of prophecies of Scripture.
Here, conversely, little is said about prophecy, and the paradox
of the Beatitudes and the radical teaching on the law become
assets in getting the attention and the sympathy of an audience
which had little to lose and thought it had little to hope.

The sermon as a whole is deliberative: Jesus gives advice,
quite specific advice, on the conduct of life. He looks to the
immediate future. For those who had been healed, or were
soon to be healed, a new future life was now opening, and
doubtless for many of their relatives as well. He invites them to
consider how they are going to live that new life, and the
advice he gives is new to them. If the sermon is read with this
in mind, the contrast maintained throughout between the law
as understood in the past and as Jesus understands it is given a
new and more personal force. The Beatitudes are epideictic
elements in that they celebrate qualities, but their position at
the beginning of the speech requires that they function as a
proem; they would certainly so be perceived by an audience in
New Testament times. A proem regularly shows epideictic
traits. There is no marked judicial element in the sermon, no
judgment of the past, either applied to the Jews as a whole or
to individuals, though certain classes of individuals in the
present are referred to negatively: tax collectors, hypocrites,
and gentiles. It is a regular technique of skilled orators to
suggest solidarity between themselves and their audience by
playing upon a common hostility to others, sometimes even
setting up straw men. As has been said, the sermon is not
addressed to a small group of disciples, but neither in jts con-
text is it addressed to all men and women of all time. It is
addressed to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (10:6), the
people of an exploited client kingdom of the Roman empire,
and doubtless to be understood in the eschatological terms
made explicit in Matthew 10. Albert Schweitzer’s conception
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that the teaching of the sermon is interim ethics, though not
proved, is in no way contradicted by the rhetoric of the speech.

The focus of argument in deliberative rhetoric is self-interest
and the expedient: not necessarily unenlightened and not dis-
honorable self-interest, but self-interest. This is clearly true
of the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus actually uses the words
sympheres soi, “it is expedient for you” (5:29, 30), which are
characteristic of classical deliberative oratory. The focus of ar-
gument is clearly brought out again by the end of the speech:
“Everyone who hears these words of mine and does them will
be like a wise man, ... everyone who hears these words of
mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who
built his house upon the sand” (7:24). The reward will be
-personal, and probably soon.

Classical critics thought that stasis theory was applicable to
deliberative rhetoric, even though its categories were largely
developed for use in the lawcourts. The stasis here would seem
to be primarily stasis of fact: what should be done and by
whom. That is what most of the sermon is about, and that is
how it ends. The anticipation of the objection that Jesus has
come to abolish the law makes some use of that part of stasis
theory which deals with legal questions, since there is an im-
plied contrast between the word and intent of the law, or an
extension of the law to apply to situations not specifically cov-
ered. Though Jesus may be said to show interest in the quality
of life of his audience, that quality is to be a result of specific
actions, and not of attitude, motivation, or attendant circum-
stances, which are characteristic of stasis of quality. This again
has a theological implication: salvation, as taught in the Ser-
mon on the Mount, comes not from faith, but from works.
Jesus conspicuously refrains from saying what he points out in
other contexts: that it is the audience’s faith that has made or
will make them whole. A passage which may imply faith be-
gins at 7:7: “Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will
find.” But this very passage ends with the rule of expediency:
“Whatever you wish that men do to you, do so to them”
(7:12). Its negative version, open to fewer moral objections, is
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found in Romans 13:10 and elsewhere, but would be inappro-
priate to Jesus’ emphasis here on action. The absence of much
emphasis on faith can probably, on rhetorical grounds, be
linked to the occasion, for which it is hardly necessary. The
crowd has seen the miracles, they already have an openness to
faith and need not nurture it in contemplation, for the king-
dom soon will come.

This interpretation may seem inconsistent with the reading
of the sermon by commentators who find in the Beatitudes an
unstated agenda, an intent to show that no one can possibly,
by works alone, live up to the teaching that follows, and thus
to assert a doctrine of grace. The problem is a complex one,
and the crucial factors in interpretation are the perception of
the rhetorical unit and the identification of the audience. Tak-
ing Matthew 5—7 as the rhetorical unit, which Matthew asks us
to do, and inquiring how an early Christian audience would
understand the sermon, the answer has to be that it preaches
works, not faith. This is because of the principle of linearity.
The audience’s attention is drawn from the initial appeal of the
Beatitudes, through the specific commandments, to the de-
mand that they be obeyed. That is where the audience is left. A
doctrine of grace can be attributed to the speech by approach-
ing it as a literary product, that is, by returning to the Beati-
tudes after reading through the chapters and treating them not
as a proem, but as a separate discourse deliberately set back-to-
back with what follows, to challenge a reader. This requires
considerable sophistication on the part of the audience: not
just a willingness to receive an oral text at its face value, but an
insistence on asking questions about it and relating it to what
Jesus says on other occasions. The result is to regard the bulk
of the sermon as ironic. Irony is a rhetorical convention of the
Greco-Roman world, but not on this scale, at least not in
speeches, and Matthew’s audience can hardly be expected to
have appreciated such irony.

The Sermon on the Mount, read as a speech in its context in
the Gospel of Matthew, is important evidence of how Mat-
thew perceived Jesus’ public teaching early in his ministry. The
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rhetorical critic can point out to the theologian how the ser-
mon would have been perceived; it is then the theologian’s
task to utilize that evidence in building an interpretation of the
ministry of Jesus or of Christian doctrine as a whole. A possi-
ble explanation is that Matthew did not understand Jesus, just
as Xenophon sometimes did not understand the irony of Soc-
rates. Another type of explanation, commonly used by scholars
in the interpretation of apparent inconsistencies in the work of
other teachers (for example, Plato or Aristotle) is that their
doctrines evolved over time or that there was a difference be-
tween their doctrines as expounded to their close followers and
to the wider public. The latter at least seems a possible ap-
proach in the case of Jesus.

When a deliberative orator needs to attract the attention and
acquire the goodwill of an audience as Jesus does—and in
some deliberative situations that is not necessary—he begins
with a formal proem. This is conventionally followed by the
proposition, proposal, or thesis of the speaker, and then evi-
dence to support his view. Sometimes narrative is required,
sometimes related issues are taken up, sometimes a previous
speaker is refuted. Greek rhetoricians of the Roman period
refer to this central body of a speech as the “headings™ (kepha-
laia) since the orator often groups his arguments to demon-
strate that the action he supports is possible and that it will be
expedient, or just, or honorable, or consistent with the values
of the audience, or the only possible course of action. At the
end of a speech there is commonly an epilogue; in classical
theory its primary functions are to recapitulate the points the
speaker has made and to arouse the emotions of the audience
toward action, but in a short speech recapitulation may not be
necessary and a coolly rational summary may be inimical to the
orator’s objective. Greek oratory, as seen for example in the
speeches of Demosthenes, tends to reach its emotional climax
near the middle of a speech and end quietly and thoughtfully;
Roman oratory, as seen in Cicero, is more often passionate at
the end.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5:17—20 can be said
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to assert the basic proposition: Jesus has come to fulfill the
law; even the least of its commandments must be observed,
and one must go beyond these commandments as understood
by contemporary religious authorities. Whatever precedes the
proposition, in this case Matthew s5:3-16, would be perceived
as the proem. Jesus’ injunctions and supporting evidence end
with the passage warning against false prophets in 7:15—20.
What follows that, 7:21-27, may be rhetorically viewed as the
epilogue: 7:21-23 is recapitulatory, followed by pathetic appeal.
These then constitute the three major rhetorical divisions of
the sermon: proem, proposition and headings, epilogue. As
we look at them in turn it should be remembered that in classi-
cal theory there are three and only three internal modes of
persuasion: ethos (authority and character), logos (inductive
and deductive argument), and pathos (emotional appeal).
The various categories of people mentioned in the Beati-
tudes are those with which Jesus’ audience can easily and
immediately identify. Some would regard themselves as merci-
ful, perhaps with little other claim to virtue; many doubtless
sought to be pure of heart, some had sought to be peacemak-
ers, some had experienced persecution or oppression or exploi-
tation. These overlapping groups are the people whose interest
and goodwill Jesus wishes to secure. Each of the Beatitudes
constitutes an enthymeme. The conclusion is given first (for
example, “Blessed are the poor in spirit”), then a supporting
reason, introduced by Aoti in Greek or “for” in English transla-
tions. An enthymeme characteristically omits or suppresses
one of its premises. In this case the major premise is tacitly
assumed: “All who will obtain the kingdom of heaven are
blessed.” The clauses introduced by “for” are the minor prem-
ises: “The poor in spirit will obtain the kingdom of heaven.”
Therefore, conclusion, “The poor in spirit are blessed.” Each
of the Beatitudes can be restated in a similar manner. For ex-
ample, those who will obtain mercy are blessed; the merciful
will obtain mercy; therefore the merciful are blessed. The
Beatitudes take enthymematic, and thus syllogistic form, and
are formally valid. Formal validity helps to make them accept-



5O DELIBERATIVE RHETORIC

able to the audience, for Jesus thus seems to give a reason
why anyone in any of these groups should regard himself as
blessed; but whether or not the logic is wholly valid is also
dcpcndcnt on the validity of the premises. The implied major
premise (for example “All who will obtain the kingdom of
heaven are blessed”) is categorical and constitutes a definition;
it can be said to lie in the area of a commonly acccptablc
definition. Its chief logical problems are whether the certainty
of a future state can be used as a predicate for a condition in
the present, and what constitutes the kingdom of heaven. In
the Greek text no word for “are” is expressed: Jesus says, as he
would have in Aramaic, “Blessed the poor in spirit!”—avoid-
ing the first logical problem. The kingdom of heaven probably
had meaning to his audience; at the very least it was regarded
as a good thing. An orator has a right to make his own defini-
tions on the basis of what is commonly believed or acceptable.
The validity of the minor premises (“The poor in spirit will
obtain the kingdom of heaven,” and so forth) is more dubious.
Their acceptability to Jesus’ audience was based on the fact
that he said them, and on the audience’s will to believe. In
other words, the value of these premises is dependent on all
three factors in the speech situation: speaker, speech, and audi-
ence. Jesus speaks with external authority, based on the mir-
acles he has performed, strengthened by his general reputa-
tion, his role as rabbi and perhaps Messiah, and the support of
the disciples. He secks to make the minor premises more ac-
ceptable to his audience by avoiding any attempt to justify
them, thus relying on the ethos of his authority, and also by
the way he puts the verbs into the future tense. Whereas the
tense constitutes a logical problem in the case of the implied
major premises, the future facilitates the acceptance of the mi-
nor premises: an objective observer might not believe that
these people are blessed, but it would be difficult to prove that
none of them will inherit the kingdom of heaven. (It might be
noted that Greek does not distinguish between “shall” and
“will” as does English, and the common translations “shall be
comforted,” “shall inherit the earth” are a rhetorical emphasis
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added to the text by English translators perhaps justified by
the demonstrative pronoun autor in the Greek.) The future
orientation of the Beatitudes is of course important as part of
the deliberative nature of Jesus’ sermon and of his eschatologi-
. cal views, but it is also an important ingredient in their emo-
tional appeal, or pathos. The audience wants to believe what is
being told them so confidently, wants to feel that there is some
worthiness in each of them which will be rewarded in the
future. A rhetorician might say that Jesus “plays upon” that
feeling; perhaps it would be fairer to say that he understands it
and shares it. Finally, it may be noted that the order of the
premises encourages persuasion. By putting the conclusion
first, a conclusion which the audience would like to believe,
the minor premise appears as a reason which seems to offer
confirmation.

The form of Jesus’ proem as a whole also contributes to the
acceptability of what he says. It is probable that the Beatitudes
have formal antecedents in Jewish poetry, which may have
been known to some in the audience, and thus some familiar-
ity, but they are also arresting, and their parallelism establishes
a pattern in which each may be said to contribute to the accep-
tance of the whole. Each constitutes a period in two cola, but
the last is extended (5:12) for three additional cola. The ana-
phora, or repetition of “blessed,” stresses the most appealing
word in each. A figure of speech thus becomes a functional
device of persuasion. The language is simple, as appropriate to
a simple audience, but there are striking metaphors which im-
part reality to the utterances, especially “inherit the earth” and
“see God.” Beyond this, paradox, paradoxically, can have a per-
suasive quality. It alerts the audience and suggests that there is
more to be heard than meets the ear. In the Greek text there
are additional figures of speech which tie the whole passage
together: a tendency toward alliteration of the initial letter p;
and homoeoteleuton, seen in the rhyming syllables -esonta:
found at the end of five of the Beatitudes and balancing the
initial anaphora. Careful analysis might well reveal additional
techniques of style, but those listed are adequate to make
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the point that the words contribute to a unified persuasive
effect. The whole passage has a mystical quality arising from
terms which are not explained, though some of them had tra-
ditional meanings perhaps known to the audience: “kingdom
of heaven,” “inherit the earth,” “called sons of God.” Christian
rhetoric of late antiquity and the Byzantine period makes ex-
tensive use of what is called emphasis, a deliberate obscurity in
which words are used without specific definitions, implying
meanings beyond the power of the human mind to verbalize or
define, and this tradition can be traced back to John, to Paul,
and to the prophets and beyond. ,

Rhetorical analysis does not suggest any clear reason why
the Beatitudes are arranged in the specific sequence in which
we find them here, but the position of certain ones may be said
to be rhetorically effective. The first has the advantage of in-
corporating a reference to the kingdom of heaven in the open-
ing sentence of the sermon. This is perhaps echoed in “inherit
the earth” in the third and taken up again in “they shall see
God” in the sixth. The theme is maintained in the seventh
and eighth, the latter rounding out the sequence with its ref-
erence to the kingdom of God. The ninth is distinctly differ-
ent, characterized by the figure apostrophe, the turn from the
third person of the other Beatitudes to address “you when men
revile you” We know almost nothing about Jesus’ delivery,
which is an important part of rhetoric, but it is possible that he
here should be imagined as looking at the disciples and, as said
above, that “you” refers to them. Certainly they will most di-
rectly bear the persecution and their activities will be most
parallel to “the prophets who were before you.”

Once the second person is introduced in this dramatic way,
it is largely maintained throughout the sermon, but, as argued
above, broadened to include the whole audience. In “You are
the salt of the earth,” “You are the light of the world,” the
second person plural embraces all the groups itemized in the
Beatitudes into one unified tribute, but each tribute is ac-
companied by a warning which lays the groundwork for the
preaching which is to follow. It is not simply a matter that the
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poor in spirit or the meek can sit back and wait: they will be
called upon to do good works. Salt can lose its savor and
should be used while fresh; a light is no good if under a
bushel. Verse 13 is cast as a rhetorical question: “How shall its
saltiness be restored?” The implied answer is “It cannot.” It can
only be thrown out to be trodden underfoot by men. “By
men” makes a good contrast with “kingdom of God> The
question helps to maintain rapport with the audience; the met-
aphor, man as salt, as is usually the case with Jesus’ examples, is
a homely and practical one within everyone’s experience. It
functions here as an inductive argument, which can, like all
inductions, be recast as an enthymeme. Example: salt loses its
savor and can only be cast out. Assumption: other active sub-
stances also lose their effectiveness. Induced general conclu-
sion: any active substance can lose its effectiveness. This then
becomes a major premise to which a minor premise can be
assumed: man is an active substance. Conclusion: man can lose
his effectiveness, like salt. The simile “like salt” is then recast as
metaphor: “you are salt.” The second comparison, to a light, is
treated in the same way, except that it is given greater amplifi-
cation. Amplification is a rhetorical device whereby a speaker
dwells on a thought and thus gives it greater emphasis. Here
the light is amplified by being compared to a city and it is not
only lit, but put on a stand where the result is specified: it
gives light to all in the house. Not to the whole house, but to
all in the house; the image is thought of in personal terms. The
purpose of amplifying the second image is that Jesus wishes to
build his conclusion upon it, implicit in the salt image, here
explicit: “that they may see your good works and give glory to
your Father who is in heaven” The word “see” of course car-
ries out the light imagery.

At this point the proem is complete. Jesus, as portrayed by
Matthew, has established his relationship to the audience; he
has anticipated the possibility of future opposition from out-
side the group; he has laid the foundation for his message: it is
not enough to thirst for righteousness, but good works are
demanded. He is now ready to move to his proposition, its



54 DELIBERATIVE RHETORIC

implication, and the enthymemes and examples which will
support it. The authoritative ethos remains strong, but ratio-
nal conclusions based on the analogies of everyday life are
being employed. So far, pathos has played only an implicit
role, evoked by the use of occasional pathetic words in the
proem: mourn, comfort, revile, persecute, rejoice, be glad.
Each of the experiences of suffering, properly understood, will
be converted into an experience of joy.

The primary justification for viewing Matthew s:17—20 as
the proposition of the sermon is that it enunciates, but does
not explicate, the two principles which are the basis of much
that follows in the speech. These are that the law is to be
observed in all its details in future actions of the audience and
that their righteousness (dikaiosyne) must exceed that of the
scribes and Pharisees, the traditional interpreters of the law.
Jesus then, starting in 5:21, takes up various injunctions of the
law, such as “thou shall not kill,” and shows how each is to be
interpreted in accordance with this greater “justice.” It is char-
acteristic of a proposition in a speech that is asserted confi-
dently. Jesus is thus shown with what is, even for him, a
heightened authority of expression: “think not”; “for truly”;
“for I tell you”. He polarizes the issue: “not an iota, not a
dot”; “least in the kingdom” versus “great in the kingdom.”
The proposition of a speech, even in civic discourse, is not the
place to suggest compromise, and here qualities of sacred lan-
guage come into play as well. Jesus states the first of his prem-
ises in verse 17, further strengthens that premise in verse 18,
gives a threat and a promise in verse 19, and enunciates the
second premise in verse 20. The words “for” (gar) in verses 18
and 20 are not signs of enthymemes here, as they often are in
other contexts, but particles of emphasis in the two key injunc-
tions of the propositions. Ethos and pathos are stronger here
than logos: ethos in Jesus’ authority, pathos in the punishment
or reward decreed in verse 19. In the rhetorical situation of the
sermon, Jesus’ power to reward or punish has been exhibited
in his healing. The crowd could fear he might withhold the
kingdom of heaven. That phrase, “kingdom of heaven,” ap-



DELIBERATIVE RHETORIC 55

pears twice in emphatic position at the ends of verses 19 and 20
and serves as a reminder of the promises of the Beatitudes.

The headings which follow are developed out of the propo-
sition and are divided into two groups. The first group, which
makes up the rest of chapter s, explains Jesus’ view of the
principle of the law; the second group begins with the refer-
ence to dikaiosyne in 6:1 (taking up the term from s:20 of the
proposition) and extends to 6:18. This structure is unfortu-
nately obscured in the Revised Standard Version by translating
dikaiosyne in 5:20 as “righteousness” and in 6:1 as “piety.” The
most striking rhetorical difference between the two groups of
headings is that those in the first group are supported chiefly
by the use of ethos and pathos, whereas those in the second
group are more often expressed as enthymemes; they have
supporting argument. The heading found in 5:21-26 may be
taken as an example of the first group. Like the others, it is
built on a strong antithesis: “You have heard that it was said.
... But I say to you.” In the first part of the antithesis the
actual words of the law are quoted, giving them scriptural
authority; in the second part acceptance of the injunctions
depends in the first instance on the ethos of Jesus as we have
seen it in the situation and the proem, but this is strengthened
by amplification and by pathos. The amplification is seen both
in quantity and quality: quantity in that Jesus devotes several
verses to elaboration of his injunction, quality in that the tone
is heightened by words like “everyone,” “whoever,” and “the
last penny,” and also by the figure of thought called climax:
“liable to judgment . . . liable to the council . . . liable to the
hell of fire”; “hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the
guard, and you be put in prison.”

Jesus is shown as deadly serious about his extensions of the
law, but the rhetoric shows that some of the examples he cites
are not to be taken literally. In the second heading, that on
adultery, the concept of the eye causing one to sin is a meta-
phor; since that is so, the injunction to cast out the eye and
throw it away can also be metaphorically understood. And
similarly with the right hand which offends.
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The proof of 5:17—48 is largely based on ethos and pathos,
not on logical argument, but there are a few exceptions to this
observation which deserve to be examined. They are marked
by the use of the word “for” (gar or hoti in Greek). In s:29,
having recommended plucking out the offending eye, Jesus
continues, “[for] it is better that you lose one of your members
than that your whole body be cast into hell,” and a similar
clause completes verse 30 on casting away the right hand. The
Revised Standard Version omits the “for” (present in the
Greek as gar), and the translators’ instinct is understandable.
Formally speaking, 5:20 and 5:30 are enthymemes, employing
what Aristotle would call the topic of the more and the less,
but the effect of the clauses here seems not so much logical as
pathetical; they function as a part of the amplification.

In the heading on oaths occur several clauses introduced in
the Greek text by hotz, “for” or “because,” utilizing wording of
the Jewish law: “Do not swear at all either by heaven, for it is
the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by
Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great king. And do not swear
by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black”
(5:34—36). These all take the form of enthymemes, but it is not
clear that they should be viewed as logical arguments. The
point of an oath is to affix an action to something which the
swearer cannot change. It is possible that the hoti clauses
should be viewed as the excuse of the swearer, not Jesus’ argu-
ment; thus 5:36 could be paraphrased: “Do not swear by your
head, alleging that you cannot make the hair white or black”
In this interpretation Jesus’ injunctions are left without sup-
porting reasons. Modern attempts to mitigate the passage on
oaths, or at least to exempt oaths required by civil authority,
receive no support from the rhetoric of the passage as a whole.
As in the case of adultery or divorce, Jesus’ commandments are
absolutes, -allowing no exceptions. This radical consistency
greatly contributes to their arresting power.

In the final heading, on the extension of love of neighbor to
include love of enemies, logical arguments arc certainly intro-
duced, and there are also other changes making the passage
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more argumentative, the chief of which are the rhetorical ques-
tions. There have been no rhetorical questions earlier in the
headings and only one earlier in the sermon, occurring in the
proem (5:13). Rhetorical question is primarily a device of audi-
ence contact, probably needed at this point in the speech after
the exceedingly austere tone which has now been maintained
since verse 17. Matthew thus shows Jesus as engaging himself
directly with the audience in a passage which provides a transi-
tion between the style of the first group of headings and the
second. It is here also that Jesus contrasts his audience with tax
collectors and gentiles, another form of audience contact.

The second part of the proof (6:1-18) continues the series of
commandments, but no longer in the form of an extended
interpretation of scriptural authority. Instead, Jesus gives the
injunctions on his own authority, amplifying and illustrating
his meaning. The result is often to create enthymemes, the
acceptance of which is encouraged by realistic detail familiar to
his audience, by comparison, and by analogy. It is possible that
this change in style reflects a change in Matthew’s source, but
his retention of the style of his source would derive, as argued
above, from a feeling that it is somehow right.

At 6:1 Jesus is made to restate the thesis of 5:20 as an enthy-
meme. The major premise, which is assumed; would be “You
should beware what the Father will not reward” The minor
premise: “The Father will not reward dikaiosyne practiced be-
fore men.” Conclusion: “Beware of practicing your dikaiosyne
before men” The enthymeme is given some amplification in
the phrases “in order to be seen by them,” which explains
“before men,” and “by your Father who is in heaven.” These
amplifications are set at the ends of the clauses and linked by
homoeoteleuton: both end in oss in Greek. Verses 2—4 apply
the general commandment to almsgiving as a form of dikaio-
syne, s—1s to prayer, 16—18 to fasting. The units are cast in par-
allel forms, each of which involves an antithesis: “When you
do this, do not ... ; but when you do this, do ....” The
negative half of the antithesis in each case is characterized as
the action of the hypocrites, and the assertion inserted, “Truly,
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I say to you, they have received their reward.” The effect of this
sentence in each case is to reintroduce the minor premise of
the enthymeme of 6:1, which governs the entire passage. In 6:2
the second person singular suddenly appears, particularizing
the situation as if Jesus pointed to some one person in the
audience. The picture of the hypocrites is amplified in 6:2 and
6:5 by the doublet “in the synagogues and in the streets,” and
the action of the just man in 6:6 by detailing the stages of his
action: go into your room, shut the door, pray. In late Greek
rhetoricians the latter technique is known as ap’ arches achri
telous, “from beginning to end.” The effect of this, as of the
doubling, is to create enargeia, a vivid picture of the action.
The same is true of the phrase “anoint your head and wash
your face” The metaphors “sound no trumpet” and “do not let
your left hand know what your right hand is doing” also con-
tribute to the vividness of the passage, and that vividness in
turn helps to make clear what Jesus means and contributes to
his persuasiveness. Tropes and figures are thus used for persua-
sive effect.

The parallelism of the passage 6:1—18 is broken by the inser-
tion of 6:7—15 (the Lord’s Prayer), but without disturbing its
symmetry, since the result is the elaboration of the second, or
middle, of the three examples. The prayer is the centerpiece of
the sermon, occurring just past its midpoint, a location fa-
vored by Demosthenes for the emotional climax in his greatest
speeches. If, as is possible, Matthew has drawn the prayer from
a different source, he has inserted it artfully. The passage
stands out also in that the foil here is not the hypocrites, as in
the surrounding passages, but the gentiles, with their repet-
itive prayers to many-named pagan gods. Rhetorically speak-
ing, the first clause of the Lord’s Prayer links it with the thesis
of 6:1. The prayer itself is divided into two main parts: 6:9—10,
which focus on God, and 6:11—13, which focus on “us” The
prayer is, however, complex in structure, with parts interJock-
ing in various ways; for example, the three initial imperatives
with the homoeoteluton of sox (“your”) in verses 9—10 form a
unity, but the two hos (“as”) clauses link verses 10 and 12. Ex-
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tensive analysis of its rhythms is of debatable value, since we
do not know exactly how the words were pronounced, but the
concluding rhythms (clausulae) of each colon do in fact con-
form to those approved in the rhetorical schools: three cretics
(-~-), a fourth paean (-~~-), a choriamb (--+-), and four
spondees ( - -), of which one is preceded by a cretic (-~ -) and
the last is a part of a dichoree (----). The rhythms of the
concluding verse (6:13) are especially weighty because of the
preponderance of long syllables. Verses 14 and 15 are appended
to the prayer, and when taken together with verse 12, consti-
tute a hypothetical enthymeme; but within the prayer itself the
only logical devices are the similes of verses 10 and 12, which
imply the reasonableness of the immediately preceding clause.
Unfortunately, the rhetorical qualities of the prayer do not
seem to provide a basis for interpreting its obscurities, such as
the meaning of “daily bread” (a literal translation would be
“bread for the coming day”). “Bread™ is certainly a metaphor,
the only one in the prayer, but whether a weak metaphor for
“sustenance” or a bold metaphor for the coming of the king-
dom cannot easily be said.

From 6:19 to 7:20 follows a third group of headings, not
anticipated quite as specifically as the others in the proposi-
tion of 5:17—20, but still inherent in the injunction of s5:20 that
the audience’s righteousness must exceed that of scribes and
Pharisees. Several can be said to fall under the general class of
forms of dikaiosyne (for example, “Judge not that you be not
judged”), and all continue the theme of extending the meaning
of commandments into a radical ethic, which will be summa-
rized in the epilogue. These commandments in the third group
are enunciated with authority, but supported by logos, or ra-
tional argument. Many of them take the form of enthymemes,
and the basis of acceptance of the premises is largely common
human experience or observance: knowledge of the ways of
thieves, of the conditions of service, of the birds of the air or
the grass of the field, or the speck in the eye, or of fish and
serpents, or of good trees and bad. An analogy is thus estab-
lished between the world of nature and the life of the farmer,
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on the one hand, and righteousness and the will of the Father
on the other. Verses 6:19—21 may be taken as an example. The
hopou, or “where,” clause provides the reason why one should
not lay up treasure on earth and should lay it up in heaven.
The doublets “moth and rust” and “break in and steal” amplify
and help to make the passage vivid. Verse 21, “For where your
treasure is, there will your heart be also,” draws a general con-
clusion from the two preceding enthymemes. The term epichei-
reme was used by some rhetoricians to describe such an argu-
ment in which a conclusion is drawn from two enthymemes,
or from two statements, each with its justification. Verses 22—
23 constitute an enthymeme of almost syllogistic validity. The
major premise is the striking metaphorical definition “The eye
is the lamp of the body.” Then follows the hypothetical minor
premise, “If your eye is sound, your whole body will be full
of light,” leading to the conclusion, which is stated as a fig-
ure of thought: “If then the light in you is darkness, how great
the darkness!” The effect of the exclamation, really a rhetori-
cal question, is to increase audience contact by confrontation.
The rhetoric of Jesus as presented by Matthew is highly con-
frontational.

After another enthymeme in 6:24, a comparatively long pas-
sage, verses 25—34, supports the injunction not to be anxious
about life. The evidence is a comparison to nature, with most
of the examples stated as rhetorical questions. Inserted in it as
amplification is a vivid scene in which troubled men are dra-
matically imagined asking “What shall we eat? or What shall
we drink? or What shall we wear?” These are rejected as ques-
tions characteristic of the foil group, the gentiles. In verse 34
Jesus summarizes what he has said with a vigorous personifica-
tion: “Tomorrow will be anxious for itself,” to which is added a
gnome, or sententia, a piece of general folk wisdom: “Let the
day’s own trouble be sufficient for the day” Throughout the
sermon there is repetition of related words, which creates a
gnomic effect. Treasuring up treasure in heaven is an example
in the Greek of 6:19.

An even more striking example is found in the enthymeme
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of the first two verses of chapter 7: “Judge not that you be not
judged. For with the judgment you pronounce you will be
judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get.”
The paronomasia, or word play, is more extreme in the Greek
text than in translation. Verses 7:3 and 7:4 are both stated as
rhetorical questions and, like 6:2, employ the second person
singular rather than the plural which has been maintained
through most of the speech. It is again as though Jesus were
singling out individuals in his audience. This strident tone,
which could be said to constitute pathos, reaches its climax in
the vocative, “You hypocrite,” of verse 5. This completes the
neading on judgment which began in 7:1.

Verse 7:6 is a very short heading on the treatment of things
holy, which suffers in comparison to what precedes and what
follows because of its lack of amplification. It is, however, an
excellent example of chiasmus. The order of the subjects is
reversed in the second half so that the reader must understand
swine as the subject of “trample them under foot” and “dogs”
as the subject of “turn to attack you” Note that we have re-
turned to “you” in the plural.

The heading “Ask, and it will be given you” is given am-
plification analogous to that of “Judge not, that you be not
judged,” including rhetorical questions. The whole constitutes
an epicheireme with enthymematic parts. The hypothetical mi-
nor premise of verse 11 makes use of the topic of the more and
the less: “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good
gifts to your children, how much more will your father in
heaven give good things to those who ask him!” The Golden
Rule functions as the conclusion in verse 12, given in positive
form here, rather than in the negative form seen elsewhere, to
emphasize positive action. It is noteworthy that Jesus feels
impelled to strengthen it with an appeal to external authority:
“for this is the law and the prophets.”

The final two headings of the speech are the injunction to
enter by the narrow gate (7:13-14) and the warning against
false prophets (7:15-20). Both have a threatening tone of pa-
thos. The first is treated briefly, much as the injunction on
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holiness of verse 6; the second is amplified like 7:1—5 and 7:7—
12. The overall treatment of the headings of the third group,
beginning at 6:19, is thus unamplified (6:19—21), unamplified
(6:22—23), unamplified (6:24), much amplified (6:25—34), am-
plified (7:1—5), unamplified (7:6), amplified (7:7-12), unampli-
fied (7:13-14), amplified (7:15—20). In each case the amplifica-
tion involves the use of one or more rhetorical questions and
of an analogy with nature or with everyday life easily under-
standable to Jesus’ audience. The amphﬁcd hcadmgs do not
seem to be the more important ones; thus it is in this part of
the speech that one is most inclined to suspect a combination
of matcnals orlgmally dchvercd on different occasxons or se-
throughout the section is unmitigating, cspecnally in contrast
to the gentler tone of the sections containing the Beatitudes
and the Lord’s Prayer. Few orators could have delivered the
sermon successfully, but the warnings of the Hebrew prophets
did constitute some precedent for Jesus, and his teaching
therefore did not fall into a genre with which his audience was
entirely unfamiliar. It is a pity that Matthew tells us nothing
about Jesus’ delivery except for noting that he sat. He clearly
believed it was Jesus’ intention to alarm his audience, though
the contents could be delivered in a calm and gentle manner to
win their hearts as well.

Verses 7:21—27 are the epilogue of the sermon. According to
most rhetoricians, an epilogue has two functions: it recapitu-
lates the major point or points of the speech, and it seeks to
stir the audience to action. Here, verses 2123 perform the first
function, 24—27 the second. Predictably, there is no argumen-
tation, no enthymeme. Jesus summarizes his teaching with the
words “Not every one who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord, shall enter
the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father
who is in heaven.” It is interesting that the focus of attention is
dramatically turned to Jesus himself, who has played little part
in the speech save for the “I” passages in the first section of
headings. This completes the speech by involving the entire
cast of characters: the Father in Heaven, Jesus the teacher, and
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the audience before him, referred to first in the third person,
then in the second plural. There is an ominous sound in the
plural of “I never knew you [humas].” Most will be lost. We
have come a long way from the reassurances which gained
audience goodwill in the proem.

The tone is somewhat mitigated by the final appeal, the
similes of the wise and foolish to the builders of houses on
rock or on sand; but even here it must be noted that the dire
simile is put last, and it is with the fall of the house that Jesus
leaves his audience. The two similes are each given some am-
plification in a parallel way and could be said to constitute
ecphrases, or picturesque descriptions. Classical orators do not
use ecphrases at the end of a speech, but Greek and Latin poets
sometimes do.

Is the Sermon on the Mount good rhetoric? It has unity of
thought. Within this unity it has a diversity of tone which
gives it a sense of movement, from the gentleness and hope
of the Beatitudes to the rigor of Jesus’ interpretation of the
law, softened somewhat in the Lord’s Prayer, to the unmitigat-
ing severity of the concluding section. This is the sequence
in which it must be heard. Audience contact is maintained
throughout. Jesus or Matthew may indeed be said to play
upon the feelings of the audience. The authoritative ethos is
awesome, but it repeatedly utilizes the form of logical ar-
gument with premises based on nature and experiences well
known to the audience. The rhetorical devices—tropes, fig-
ures, topics—are not ornaments, but functional within the
thought, creating audience contact and intensity. Matthew
says that the original audience was astounded at the speech. It
has continued to startle and challenge readers for two thou-
sand years.

In the sixth chapter of Luke, Jesus is described as coming
down with his disciples from a mountain onto a level place and
there addressing a large multitude. The sermon he delivers
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(6:20—49) is a counterpart to the Sermon on the Mount in
Matthew and overlaps significantly with it both in teaching
and in illustrative material, but the situation Luke describes
and the rhetorical qualities of the sermon he reports also differ
significantly from what we find in Matthew. Some of the dif-
ferences may be attributed to Luke himself. For example, writ-
ing for a largely gentile audience, he may have omitted ref-
erences to the Jewish law found in his sources, on the ground
that they would not be meaningful; it was also clearly expedi-
ent to avoid reference to the gentiles as a foil group, a device
employed effectively in the sermon in Matthew. But even so,
enough differences remain to suggest that Luke may have had
in mind a different occasion.

The rhetorical unit in Luke has a clear beginning (6:20) and
a clear ending (7:1), but its integrity is disturbed by the intru-
sion of Luke’s voice in 6:39: “He also told them a parable.”
This is consistent with Luke’s historiographic style, but it also
suggests that Jesus said more than Luke reports. Some of the
headings found in Matthew, but not in Luke, presumably are
among the things omitted; there is throughout less amplifica-
tion and less argumentation. Luke’s sermon is a literary ver-
ston, too concise to be orally effective with a large crowd and
leaving too many things unexplained. Some of these things are
given explanation elsewhere in Luke and could be consulted
by a reader, but they would not have been clear to an audience
that heard only what is reported here.

Who is this audience? In 6:13 Jesus is with a group described
as “disciples,” from among whom he chooses twelve who are
named “apostles,” an event not specifically mentioned by Mat-
thew. He comes down from the mountain with the apostles
and stands on a level place with “a great crowd of disciples”—
the disciples in the larger sense of the word as we meet them
later in Acts 1:1—“and a great multitude of people from all
Judea and Jerusalem and the seacoast of Tyre and Sidon, who
came to hear him and to be healed of their diseases” (6:17).
The distinction between the crowd of disciples and the multi-
tude of people suggests a greater diversity and less initial sym-
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pathy than is found in the rhetorical situation as described by
Matthew. In Luke’s Gospel Jesus has already met with the
hostility of the Pharisees (6:2, 7), which is not true of the
rhetorical context given by Matthew to the Sermon on the
Mount, and Luke’s sermon contains a passage which seems to
indicate the presence of hostile individuals in the audience.
Jesus begins his speech immediately with an address in the
second person plural; though at first it might thus be assumed
that he regards the larger group of disciples as constituting
the audience, when the blessed of verses 20—23 are balanced
against the cursed of 24—26, it becomes clear that Jesus is ad-
dressing the entire assembled group, both those sympathetic
to him and those hostile.

In Matthew the exigence for speech is attributable solely to
Jesus. In Luke the crowd has come not only to be healed, but
“to hear him” (6:17), and the crowd is somewhat pushy, anx-
ious “to touch him” (6:19). Another difference in the rhetori-
cal situation is that Luke does not say that Jesus sat. He is
clearly standing in 6:17, and then goes through the crowd heal-
ing, and finally speaks. Possibly we should imagine the crowd
seated on the ground and Jesus standing in order to be seen.
This makes Jesus into more of the figure of an orator as under-
stood in the classical world. A final difference in the rhetorical
situation is that Luke does not comment on the effect of the
sermon on the audience. Yet elsewhere in his Gospel he shows
interest in such matters (for example, 4:22, 32, 36; 5:26). It is
tempting to try to read something into this. Is Luke implying
that the sermon was not very effective?

The structure of the speech is much less clear in Luke than
in Matthew. Luke gives us a proem (6:20—26) and follows this
abruptly in 6:27 with the word “But” Its significance here is
not clear, but it probably masks omission of reference to the
law and compression of material. Perhaps 6:27—31 should be
regarded as a proposition, but there is no specific distribution
of the headings into groups. Luke has the substance of Mat-
thew’s epilogue, but he has converted the recapitulation into
a rather querulous rhetorical question (6:46). Instead of the
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internal dynamics of Matthew’s speech, with its gentler pas-
sages, tightened into an ominous conclusion, Luke’s maintains
a persistent polarization starting in the proem and continuing
throughout the epilogue: some are blessed and some cursed,
some will hearken and some not, some build on a rock and
some without a foundation. Why this should be, there is no
explanation.

Matthew’s rhetorical consciousness is seen in the clear delib-
erative focus of his speech. Luke’s speech too must be classi-
fied as deliberative, but this is less clearly brought out. Only
verses 27—38 really contain advice for the future. The rest is
predominantly praise and blame, that is to say, epideictic, and
nowhere does the sermon present the great promise of the
kingdom of God as an incentive to action.

Luke’s proem is antithetical: four beatitudes, with amplifica-
tion of the fourth in the climactic position, balanced against
the four coordinated curses. As in Matthew, the paradoxical
nature of the first beatitude attracts attention, but it really does
not embrace a wide variety of sympathy in its appeal. To some
extent this is mitigated by the organization: the poor are men-
tioned first, and those that hunger and those that weep may be
regarded as subdivisions of them. A parallel structure describes
the rich, who are now full and happy. But no attempt is made
to urge the rich to give to the poor and to attain the kingdom;
they are simply cursed and rejected.

The commandments of 6:27—31 are a single compressed list.
None takes the form of an enthymeme, but that is not surpris-
ing if we regard them collectively as a proposition. In 32—36 the
commandments are taken up, and support is given by the dia-
lectical principle of the rule of contradictories: Jesus posits the
opposite premise and then introduces an example to refute it.
Some liveliness is imparted to the passage by the use of rhe-
torical questions. The commandments of 37—38 are given some
logical support by being reciprocal and could be restated as
enthymemes, but the paratactic style reduces the logical im-
pact. Verse 38 has an interesting rhetorical feature: “Give, and
it will be given to you; good measure, pressed down, shaken
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together, running over, will be put into your lap.” These are a
series of steps “from beginning to end,” emphasized by asynde-
ton, or omission of connexions. The climax is more obvious in
the Greek than in the English. What are described as parables
begin in verse 39. They are in fact only a series of analogies
which might be developed into Jesus’ characteristic parables
but are not so treated here, and those in verses 39—40 are
somewhat obscure. In verse 41, as in Matthew 7:3, we have
suddenly the second person singular, leading to the apostro-
phe “O hypocrite!” Verses 43—45 resemble Matthew 7:15—20,
but with the omission of any reference to false prophets, which
gives point to Matthew’s passage, and the premises are not so
logically arranged. The result is to mitigate the effectiveness of
the whole. Verse 46 is an obscured recapitulation. Matthew’s
concluding picture of the two houses is superior to that of
Luke in the specificity of the house “built on sand,” which in
Luke is merely built on the earth without foundation.

Luke 6 is not a very good speech. What persuasive power
Luke’s speech has inheres almost solely in the ethos, or author-
ity, of Jesus. In Matthew too cthos is primary, but more at-
tempt is made to couch statements in logical form, and greater
pathos is achieved.

Behind the rhetoric of the two evangelists in these sermons
stands their perception of the rhetoric of Jesus, and behind
that perception stands the actual rhetoric of Jesus. The last
of these, first in chronological sequence, cannot be objec-
tively determined, but it may be possible to make some sug-
gestions about the evangelists’ perception or preconceptions of
the rhetoric of Jesus. They sought to give a picture of Jesus
in which they believed and in which they wished others to
believe.

It seems possible that Jesus delivered something like the
Sermon on the Mount and the Sermon on the Plain and even
more likely that the evangelists thought he did so, however
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they may have gone about trying to construct the text of such
a sermon. Jesus was a teacher who conveyed his message orally
to a variety of audiences. Most speakers who present a cause to
different audiences at different places, as Jesus did preaching
in Palestine, develop a basic speech which encapsulates their
main views in a way that proves effective. When presenting
the speech to different audiences, the speaker may elaborate
or shorten it as conditions seem to require, sometimes insert-
ing topical references, sometimes borrowing portions of the
speech to use in other contexts. This is a common practice
among modern political candidates (reporters get used to
hearing essentially the same speech at each stop), and it is true
of modern evangelists as well. So viewed, the occurrence of
two versions of Jesus’ teaching, one set on a hill and one on a
plain, is not surprising. Luke may simply have preserved a
shorter version of what he regarded as Jesus’ characteristic
preaching early in his ministry. Nor is it surprising that other
Gospels contain in other contexts phrases reminiscent of the
sermon in Matthew. Jesus was engaged in oral teaching, and
he frequently repeated himself.

The authenticity of Matthew’s version has been questioned
on the ground that no one could have remembered a specific
sermon in such detail and that therefore Matthew made it up
from a written collection of Jesus’ sayings. But if a speech was
repeatedly delivered in slightly different versions in the pres-
ence of the disciples, given their devotion to Jesus and the
striking nature of what he said, few of them would have had
difficulty in dictating a version at some later time for readers
who had not personally heard Jesus. Matthew’s version might
thus represent what was remembered from several occasions
and not what Jesus said verbatim at any one delivery; but in
the same sense it could represent a relatively full version of
what he was remembered as saying at one period of his minis-
try. Quotations from such a “speech” could then have been
utilized in different contexts and even have been recollected
into an anthology of “sayings.” In a recent article (see Bibliog-
raphy) Hans Dieter Betz has suggested that Matthew’s source
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could have been an “epitome” of Jesus’ teaching, analogous to
the epitome of classical philosophers.

The Gospels each present an account of Jesus’ life and teach-
ing in a narrative sequence. It is possible that these sequences
are not historical and result from an attempt to order infor-
mation about Jesus into a probable sequence of events; the
account by Mark perhaps establishes the basic outline. In the
two sermons in Matthew and Luke which we have been con-
sidering, Jesus gives a comparatively systematic account of
his teaching and is presented as doing so at an early point in
his career, soon after gathering his disciples, though address-
ing a wider crowd. In Mark also he preaches in synagogues
(1:21) and' in other settings (2:2, 2:13), but no extended dis-
course is attributed to him. Preaching in synagogues is likely
to have taken its form from exegesis of scriptural readings—
what is referred to in Matthew as “you have heard it said,
... but I say to you” In chapters 2 and 3 of Mark, Jesus
is shown using parables to answer questions, and finally (4:2)
he addresses a large crowd, teaching them “many things in
parables.”

It is possible that these accounts reflect a belief on the part
of the evangelists in a real or probable change in Jesus’ rhetori-
cal strategy. Audience reaction to the Sermon on the Mount is
said by Matthew (7:28) to be one of astonishment. Jesus’ au-
thority was perceived (7:29), but the word “astonished” (exep-
lessonto) also suggests some inability to comprehend the mean-
ing of what Jesus said. Luke, uncharacteristically, says nothing
about the effect of the Sermon on the Plain, and this may mask
a similar belief in some failure of the crowd to understand
Jesus’ message. The Pharisees, when they encounter Jesus (in
all three synoptic Gospels), clearly do experience some intellec-
tual reaction to what he says, primarily a negative response to
what they perceive as an inconsistency between the content of
his teaching and the Jewish law. The evidence of Matthew 13,
Mark 4, and Luke 8 seems to suggest a perceived crisis in Jesus’
rhetoric, a decision to abandon attempts to explain his mes-
sage to a popular audience in a partially deductive form and to
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rely instead on inductive argument with an unstated conclu-
sion as seen in the parables. The parables were popular, and
they had the advantage of being less provoking to the Phari-
sees or other groups-because they avoided the enunciation
of commandments in conflict with the law. A result of this
change in rhetoric, however, would have been the abandon-
ment of any attempt to impart understanding of Jesus’ mes-
sage to some kinds of hearers: the more worldly, sophisticated,
and probably better educated, for whom an explicit conclusion
and some use of deductive argument was meaningful. Jesus
apparently (as perceived by the evangelists) concluded that he
could not reach them. Let us look briefly at the account of this
in each gospel.

In Matthew 12 Jesus has some unpleasant encounters with
Pharisees. He tries to avoid them and after one session of
healing asks those present not to talk about what he has done
(12:16). Later in the same day, however, he again addresses a
c