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However, while Dibelius pred:i.cates the existence of an early 

Christlan co1mnun1ty and then seeks in the Gospels for II forms" 

that correspond to its needs, Bultmann prefers to conclude 

fr•om the literary species ( forms) discovered in the text of 

the Gospels what phases of co1mnunity life created them. A 

Roman Catholic scholar in comparing the two vieupoints states 

that they are perfectly legitimate, and the result is a meth­

odological circle, which, however, tends to a neglect for ei­

ther form or Sitz-im-Leben. This scholar further points out 

t hat in practice Dibelius and Bultmann ofttimes s,7itch their 

view:points. Dibelius frequently seelrn to prove from the forms 

he has elected that type or phase or co1nr:1ui1.ity life which cre­

ated t hem; I3ultmann often works from the principle of the es­

tablrshed Christian community and then s~eks in the Gospels 

fc1r II forms" to correspond to the Sitz-im-Leben. 

We might also point out, as the R.oman Ce.t holic scholar 

referred to has done, that the existence of the early Christ­

ian community, which is so useful to the form-critical method, 

is not definitely proved by its exponents but only assumed. 

Therefore we see at once that aside from its tacit error in 

subtly negating the doctrine of the verbal inspiration of 

Scripture, the form-critical method advances its claims from 

an exceedingly shaky foundation. 

However, we digress. Let us continue with Dibeliust as­

sumption (generally accepted in the form-critical school)that 

the early Christian co1mnunity, eager for the imminent approach 

of the Kingdom of God, anxious to propagate the message which 
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Jesus preached concerning the Kingdom of God, first told that 

message by means of preaching and later, by a process of de­

velopment - also influenced by rabbinic and Ilellenistic tra­

dition-, created the diverse "forms" ·which are to be found 

i11 tho Gospels. 

The theory is complex, and to this writer at least, con­

fu.sine;. Much space and the highest flights of philosophic 

fancy are spent in the attempt to trace accurately the devel­

opment of the gospel tradi tion from its initial status as a 

group or many, isolated fragments (as the fol"Ill-critics sup­

pose) to the poi11t \7he:.."e the material was refined, joined1 and 

compiled. Attempts are made to define the locale from ,'lh.ich 

each Gospel writer in turn drew upon his source of information. 

We heo.r of Judaistic Christian communities, Gentile Christian 

communities; reference is unde to the tradition ,ihich Paul re­

ceived (1 Corinthians 15:3 ff.)--from whom did he receive it 

a..'1.d how did they obtain it ? One of the salient arguments of 

form-criticism is sounded repeatedly, namely, that the goopel 

tradition was inf'luenced by Jewish rabbinic literature and 

"form" and also by Hellenistic literature and 11 form11
• The ar­

gument from analogy is indeed imposing, but the differences 

a.1J1ong the three traditions, the c;ospel tradition, the rabbinic 

tradition, and the Hellenistic tradition, are at times so glar­

ing , the discrepancies so e:;reut in purportedly analogous ac~ 

counts, that the argument from analogy cannot be accepted as 

valid proo.f for the contention that the growing gospel tradi­

tion was influenced in its development by the other two, 
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This judgment is conclusively proved by Laurence UcGinley, 

s.J., in his book Form-Criticism .2£~ Synoptic Healing Narra­

tives. On pages 145-ll~9 of this book McGinley presents a de­

tailed survey of the three tro.ditions named. He proves that 

uhile in the main there are a great many similarities among 

the three, the analogy is by no means complete o.nd conclusive. 

Each tradition is analyzed nccording to content, style, expo­

sition, description o~ the healing, and finally the conclusion 

of.' the healing narrative (also called 11healing mira~le story"). 

Close study of ?;tcGinley's schematic outline reveals a gradual 

deterioration in "f.'orm11 f.'rom the incomparable synoptic healing 

accounts t hrough the credible narratives of rabbinic tradition 

to the credulous and of.'ttimes mythological treatment of the 

Hellenistic healing tradition. Therefore it can clearly be 

seen by any unprejudiced eye that the analogy from rabbinic 

and Hellenistic tradition cannot be .forced. Another premise 

of.' form-criticism is thereby for all practical purposes voided. 

Be that as it may, we must proceed to the next point of 

the form-critical theory, i.e., how did the Gospel accounts 

come at last to be written? The answer is simple, according 

to Dibelius. When the remnants of.' the older generation of 

the early Christian connnunity perceived that the Kingdom of . 
God apparently would not make its appearance to them, they 

felt the need of.' setting •ovm the tradition in writing to safe­

guard the message .for f.'uture generations. The various tradi­

tions were then set down (by nameless individuals, of course, 

for those traditions were products of.' community life and 
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needs, and as such, anonymous). One such anonymous tradition 

is termed "Q". "Q," ls said by source- and form-critics alike 

to be the v,ritten form of the gospel tradition from which the 

Gospel writers Matthew and Luke allegedly drew much of their 

material. 

From these units of tradition, f'ully shaped, we are told 

that all the Gospel writers drew their material, selecting 

here and there, afterwards editing their selections to form 

either a "chronological11 or a "topical11 account of the ministry 

of Jesus and the message he preached. 

That, in essence, is the philosophy of form-criticism. 
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Documenting the form-critical theory or the emergence of 

the Gospels, here is a detailed summary of that theory as it is 

found 1n Chapter VIII of Vincent Taylor's book The Formation of - -
~ Gospel Tradition. 

The emergence of the Gospels is traced through three periods 

of development, 30-50 A.D., 50-65 ~.D., and 65-100 A.D •• Taylor 

hastens to add that his chapter title, "The Emergence of the Gos­

pels", is concerned with the vital conditions out of which the 

Gospels came into being, rather than with the question of author­

ship, dates, and sources, though these latter considerations are 

not entirely ignored. 

In the first period (30-50 A.D.) form-critics are of the 

opinion that the Christians preserved cycles of collected re­

miniscences associated with the various centers of the ministry 

of Jesus. This kind of recollection is the explanation of the 

Passion narratives and of those short connected cycles of Mark­

an trad~tion dealing with Capernaum. Practical interests were 

uppermost, and thus it was that within about a decade the gos­

pel tradition came to be mainly a collection of isolated say­

ings, stories, and sayin~s-groups. These, incidentally, were 

useful "anecdotes" for the early Christian preachers. · 

Moreover, the first Passion Stories were shaped by the 

earliest preaching and by repetition during the meetings of 

the communities to break bread. The principal agents who 

shaped the tradition were eyewitnesses and others who had know­

ledge of the original facts. Constant repetition gave relative 

fixity to the story, yet the material was flexible. Early 
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Christian leaders are mentioned as roving about from city to 

city, carrying details of their own cormnunity story to another 

connnunity which promptly incorporated some of the new material 

presented into their own account of the tradition. 

Purporting to go behind the scene to get at the thoughts 

and needs of the people of that era, form-criticism proposes 

the theory that ~he first Christians were a reflective people, 

thinking their way out of a situation that forced concentrated 

mental ef£ort. We are told that the early Christians were by 

no means harassed or perplexed, for they had an answer to ev­

ery one 0£ their problems in the authoritative words of Jesus. 

Besides pronouncement stories, primitive sayings-groups were 

repeated and taught in the first Christian assemblies for the 

purpose of instruction. Free use was also made of isolated 

sayings. Ii'urthermore, Jesus' deeds of compassion and victo­

rious conflict with the powers of darkness were eagerly re­

counted by means of the healing~accounts and the stories of 

exorcism. Again, great interest was shown in the narratives 

which told of decisive moments in the life of Jesus and in 

incidents which pictured His habitual intercourse with men 

and which reflected ideas precious to the community. Other 

stories loved and accepted were those which revealed His at­

titude toward sinners, the nature of H~s message, and His 

dealings with individual men and women. In view of all this 

interest in fraginentary phases of tradition pertinent to the 

life of Jesus, form-criticism deduces that during the whole 

first period (30-50 A.D.) there was no demand for a connected 
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record. 

The second period (50-65 A.D.) form-critics characterize 

as being concerned with the attempt to gather the scattered 

elements of the tradition into groups. Narrative tradition 

is in the main disregarded. The sayings of Jesus take the 

chief interest. They are arranged in topical rather than 

chronological succession for purposes of Christian instruct­

ion and defense. In this endeavor attention was naturally 

directed to the pronouncement stories. In isolation these sto­

ries had proved to be valuable; might they not be still more 

effective in combination? The form-critic Albertz has made 

an interesting study of Mark 2:1 to Mark 3:6, endeavoring to 

demonstrate the connection of the pronouncement stories into 

groups. The section consists of five pronouncement stories 

loosely joined together. Albertz points out that in these five 

stories there is a gradual mounting of opposition between Jesus 

and the Pharisees which reaches its climax in l,Tark 3:6 • 

In the first story, that of The Paralytic, opposition to 

Jesus is latent. In the second, an objection is voiced against 

Jesus: "He eateth with publicans and sinners." In the third, 

Jesus is questioned about His disciples' failure to f'ast as 

John's disciples had done. The fourth story suggests Jesus• 

responsibility for this breach of the Law. The final story 

of the group shows that Jesus' every move is watched with hos­

tile intent. The final words of' the story are,".And the Phar­

isees went out ••• and took com1.sel ••• how they might destroy him." 

The cycle is complete. Albertz now states that the section 
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(I.lark 2:1 to 3:6) obviously has been carefully and deliberately 

compiled by an author earlier than Mark vrho wished to illus­

trate the way in which the breach between Jesus and the polit­

ical leaders was effected. Mark, then, is a composition which 

gathered into itself earlier attempts to serve religious and 

apologetic needs, reshaping the material and supplying temporal 

and local connecting links so that the record became a literary 

whole. 

Incidentally, the "development" of the document "Q" is 

traced at length in the same manner applied to the "evolution" 

of the gospel tradition. 

The final period of Gospel compilation (65-100 A.D.) is 

regarded as proceeding without intermission from the second, 

carrying forward on a much larger scale the work of those who 

first grouped the pronouncement stories and expanded "Q". The 

special impulse to this task of Gospel compilation was given 

by the rapid expansion of the Gentile mission, the lapse of 

time, and the increased need for Christian instruction and 

dei'ense. 

Luke is mentioned as being the first of the Gospel writ­

ers to begin this larger undertaking, expond·ing "Q" with the 

addition of the Passion Story and local narrative- and dis­

course-tradition of Caesarea. The result: Proto-Luke, never 

published. Finally, after copious addit i ons or extracts from 

Mark {the first completed Gospel, i'orm-critios say), Luke's 

work, incorporating his own "superb idyll" of the Nativity, 

was completed, probably in the early eighties, form-critics 
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Mark's Gospel is regarded as developing from the tradi­

tion he lmew and from the special advantages he enjoyed in 

being a native of Jerusalem and in being Peter's literary in­

terpreter. (Not all form-critics hold the latter view.) As a 

native of Jerusalem, Mark lmew the Palestinian tradition; as 

n resident of Rome, he had access to the local discourse tra­

dition of the Roman church and to the valuable material sup­

plied by his bishop there, Peter. 

Matthew is pictured as being responsive to the histori­

cal interests which motivated Luke and therefore he has al­

legedly re-edited and expanded Mark. Otherwise Matthew is 

not critically valuable, say the form-critics. 

John represents the gospel tradition at the peak of its 

development, according to the more liberal form-critics. Some, 

like Bultmann, absolutely veto this view and go to the other 

extreme, completely negating the record of John's Gospel for 

the reason that since it was written near the close of the 

first century A.D. it is too far removed from the actual his­

torical occurrences it speaks of for the form-critics to dis­

cern in it the pristine tradition from which John is supposed 

to have drawn his material. The majority of the form-critics, 

however, hold with Dr. Taylor that "John gave us the tradition 

in the form it came to assume in his mind after many years of 

thought and experience. 11 4 

4vincent Taylor, The Formation of the Gosijel Tradition 
(2nd ed.J New York: Charles Scribner,; s'ons, 1 35), P• 188. 
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Again, Taylor in summing the opinion of the liberal form-

critics with respect to the Gospel of John states: 

It is the work of the Evangelist, but it is also the tra­
dition of Ephesus, the form of the Gospel story which met 
its needs, answered its questions, and informed its Christ­
ianity.5 

Summing up the form-critical theory of the emergence of 

the Gospels, 'l'aylor iterates the form-critical conclusion: 

We see Jesus better, for we behold him not only in the 
final form which the traditions assume in the Gospels, 
but also in the lives, thoughts, 6and desires of men 
throughout the formative period. 

It is hoped that this rather lengthy documentation of 

the view propounded on page nine of this thesis has not proved 

too tedious for the reader to discern that all the elements of 

the development of the gospel tradition as form-criticism en­

visions it are touched upon therein. 

Now that the basic theory of form-criticism lias been 

outlined, we shall examine the method it seeks to apply to 

the Go~pels, particularly to the synoptic Gospels. 

5Loc. cit. --



CHAPTER II 

!!OW DOES FORr,1-CRITICISrit' WORK ? 

The method form-criticism seeks to apply to the synoptic 

Gospels may be likened to the process of gold mining and re­

fining. Like gold miners, the form-critics chip or blast 

"the gold-bearing ore of pristine gospel tradition" from the 

hard rock of the canonical Gospels :t;n which it is 1mbedded. 

Then, applying the .forms they create, the .form-critics smelt 

the .foreign matter (evangelistic accretions, soteriological 

themes, and the like) from the pure gold of the"pristine gos­

pel tradition" till the separation is clearly seen, and the 

pristine tradition allegedly .formed in and by the early com­

munities stands forth in all its glory alone. 

The process has also been likened by the advocates of the 

method to a delicate, precise surgery of the Gospels, dissect­

ing and removing the pure primitive tradition intact from the 

body of literature which surrounds it. Dy opponents of the 

method the "delicate surgery" has been termed "gross butchery11
• 

Since it is not feasible to discuss at length in this pa­

per every portion of New Testament Scripture to which the meth­

od is applied by sundry form-critics, it is perhaps the happi­

est choice to present "the pristine tradition" as Dr. Dibelius, 

.first .form-critic, envisions it, afterwards examining the form­

method as applied to such important sections as The Infancy 

Narratives, the Passion Story, and the Resurrection account. 
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Dr. Dibelius restores the pristine tradition in these six 

classes of form: Early Christian Preaching, The Old stories 

(sometimes called Paradigms}, Parables, Sayings (Aphorisms) , 

'11he Great Uiracle Tales, and Legends. However, in the intro­

duction to his book,~ Message .££ Jesus Christ, ~herein the 

tradition is thus catalogued, Dlbelius ls careful to state, 

The selection of the passages from the Gospels is an ex­
periment, the critical classification is an experiment, 
the translation is an experiment: and the experiment 
will be justified if on the unprejudiced ear the ancient 
words resound fresh and true ••• 1 

Thus safeguarded, Dibelius proceeds with conviction to recount 

the arbitrary dicta to which his experiment has led him (and 

others). 

Remembering Dibelius' favorite theory of the Sitz-im­

Leben which first formulated the message of the gospel tradi­

tion, let us examine his examples of Early Christian Preach­

in3 . ~e use Dibelius' translation. 

Here begins the I,iessage of Salvation through Jesus Christ 
the Son of God: 
As it is written in Isaiah the prophet--­

A voice resounds in the wilderness: 
Prepare the way of the Lord, 
i-.lak e his path smooth, 

so John the Baptiser appeared in the wilderness and an­
nounced a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 
sins. And he preached as follows: 1After me comes one 
who is mightier than I, and I am not worthy to stoop 
and loose the latchet of his shoes. 

I have baptised you with water; 
he will baptise you with Holy Spirit.' 

l rv~artin Dibelius, The Message of Jesus Christ (Nev, York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons7"T939), p. xx. 
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Now after John was cast in prison, J8 sus appeared 1n 
Galilee and prclaimed the l.lessage or God: 

'The time is fuli'illod, the Kingdom of God is at 
hand; repent and believe in the Message of Salva­
tion. t 

- Uark 1:1-4,7-8,14-15 2 

The reader will note that the delicate surgery has be­

gun. The verses quoted are "pristine" and allegedly formed 

the first fragments of the gospel tradition. The verses omit-

ted (Mark 1:2,5,6,9-13) are deemed "evangelistic accretions" 

and other ".forms" of the tradition. Verse 2, for instance, 

ls a deliberate attempt on Mark's part to tie up the historic 

facts of Jesus• appearing with Old Testament Scripture prophe­

cy (Malachi 3:1). Verses 5 and 6 are effective coloring and 

description of John the Baptiser, but as such they are not es­

sential to preaching. Hence, their omission in this example 

of Early Christian Preaching. Verses 9-13 of Mark l speak of 

the Baptism of Jesus and His Temptation. Both fragments of 

the tradition find their classification in another "form". 

Mark includes them, according to form-critical view, for smooth­

ness' sake, progressing by means of them from John the Baptiser 

to Jesus as the center of interest and attention. 

Next, Dibelius adduces an example of early apostolic 

preaching. It is Peter's (edited) sermon to Cornelius. 

You know what took place in the land of the Jews: how fol­
lowing the baptism, which John had preached, (the Gospel) 
began in Galilee with Jesus of Nazareth. God anointed him 
with Holy Spirit and with power. And he went about the 
country and did much good, and healed all that were in the 

2rbid.; p. 3. 
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devil's power, for God was with him. And they hanged 
him on a tree and put him to death. 

God awakened him on the third day, and let him appear 
visibly, not before all the people but before those 
wi~nesses vn1om God had previously chosen. And he bade 
us preach to the people and proclaim: He is the one 
whom God has ordained to judge the living and the dead. 
All the prophets bear witness to him, that everyone who 
believes in him shall through his name receive forgive­
ness of sins. 

-Acts 10:37-43 3 

Notice the compactness of this example of Early Christ­

ian Preaching. Facts are crammed together without description 

or detail. It is, in effect, a brief formula testifying to 

the divine plan of salvation. From this Dibelius deduces that 

the record of Acts 10:37-43 and similar sermonic passages in 

Acts chapters 2, 3, and 13 are compositions of the author of 

Luke-Acts in which he set forth what he understood to be the 

message of the apostles. Here truth and error are mingled, 

and one amendment especially is necessary. Anyone can see 

that Acts 10:37-43 is not a complete sermon but rather a se­

ries of topic sente~ces, ending with the heraldic passage, as 

Dibelius terms it, to believe on Jesus for the forgiveness of 

sins because all the prophets (again a tie-in with the canon­

ically accepted Old Testament Scripture) give witness to Je­

sus. The amendment to the conclusion mentioned above will be 

dealt with and enlarged later. 

Before disposing of this example, the reader will note by 

comparison with his King James Authorized Version of the Bible 
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(or Nestle's New Testament 1n Greek)" that the prefatory verses 

to this passage are omitted (for what reason the present writer 

cannot fathom) and the major portion of verse 39 has also been 

deleted. The reason for this bit of critical surgery is the 

oft spoken (and sometimes outspoken) tenet of the form-critical 

method that the testimony of eyewitnesses to Jesus' ministry is 

tenuous, unreliable, subject to idealization of Jesus. For con­

firmation of this statement, witness the opinion of form-criti­

cism with respect to the Gospel of John, the disciple whom Je­

sus loved. Opinion 1): John represents the gospel tradition 

at the peak of its development. "He gave us the tradition 1n 

the form it came to assume in his mind after many years of 

thought and experience (cf. p. 14 supra)." This is the opinion 

of Taylor and others. Opinion 2): The Gospel of John must be 

invalidated with respect to authentic, valid eyewitness account; 

his work is too far removed from the history he records, and it 

is extremely liable to evangelistic coloration. This is the 

opinion of Bultmann and his disciples. Both opinions - one kind, 

one harsh - present the same conclusion, The testimony of the 

eyewitness John is ruled out of the pristine gospel tradition. 

Furtherinore, and getting to the real issue at hand, the testi­

mony of eyewitnesses (like Peter in Acts 10:39) is usually 

omitted by the form-critics because such eyewitness testimony 

does not fit into the prim~ thesis of the form-critical theory 

that the gospel tradition was shaped by nameless individuals 

in the primitive Christian community. 

The third example Dibelius has selected gives us yet an-
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other form of the tradition as used 1n preaching. It is the 

famous passage Philippians 2:6-11, often used by the fo:rm­

critics to demonstrate the "Christological theme" of the ear­

ly preaching. The translation is again that of Dibelius. 

He lived a divine existence, 
but thought nothing of grandeur 
nor of the glory of divine nature; 
he gave up glory and grandeur, 
taking a poor existence in exchange, 
became humanlike in fo:rm 
and humanlike in bearing. 
He chose renunciation, 
obedient to death, 
to the .death upon the cross. 
Therefore God exalted him to highest glory 
and gave him the name above all names. 
Now at the name of Jesus 
let every lmee bow, of all that live and move 
whether 1n heaven or earth or the under-world, 
and let every tongue conf'ess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord---
to the honour of God the Father. 

-Philippians 2:6-11 4 
Aside from the theological import of the translation, 

the "free translation" of ~s iv /< 0 f'f -ii JE,1,· , "who, being 1n the 

form of God", assumes too broad a latitude. This paves the 

way for the later assertion, a process of evolution in the 

form-critical philosophy, that Jesus the prophet of God was of 

such godlike nature that the early Christian community in shap­

ing the gospel tradition according to a Christological motif 

gradually came to identify Jesus as God's Son, proclaiming him 

God, rather than considering him a "Son of God", that is, "One 

chosen by God in a special way to do a special work for Him". 

Jesus' special work was, according to the form-critics, that 

!~Ibid,, P• 5. -


