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Preface

I am grateful to Markus Bockmuehl for the suggestion that I should gather to-
gether publications of mine concerned with the New Testament for the WUNT 
series. The fact that the publisher was willing to allow me to produce some new 
papers to include alongside older studies made this project particularly attrac-
tive to me. Now well into retirement I had already been thinking I should like 
to return to some study of the New Testament. May I here record my immense 
gratitude to all those at Mohr Siebeck who have facilitated the bringing of this 
collection to print, especially for their patience with unforeseen delays. 

In some ways I hardly regard myself as truly a New Testament specialist, 
though I did teach Greek and New Testament studies throughout my lecturing 
career. Doing that alongside research in patristics, particularly in patristic exe-
gesis, has constantly raised issues for me about exegesis, doctrine and herme-
neutics. This somewhat disparate collection, with its rather all-embracing title, 
is the fruit of these discrete but overlapping concerns.  

This work would never have seen the light of day without the assistance of 
Rev Josephine Houghton, who typed papers not previously in digital form, and 
also assisted with the considerable editorial task of making references, abbre-
viations, etc., consistent across the volume. Thanks are especially due to her, 
and also to Rev Dr Andrew Teal of Pembroke College, Oxford, for compiling 
the Indices, with the assistance of his wife, Rachel, and Chris Long.

February 2018 Frances Young 
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Introduction

The significance of this book must lie, surely, in the way it exemplifies the ex-
traordinarily interesting changes which have taken place in biblical hermeneu-
tics during the last 50–60 years. It consists of articles and chapters published 
previously over the course of a career as a scholar of early Christianity, together 
with a few newly composed additions. The focus is on studies concerned with 
the New Testament, but in a context of enquiries about methods of interpreta-
tion, and of exploration of the nature and function of sacred scriptures, with a 
slant towards theological and doctrinal reading.

My principal research interest has been patristics, but my teaching activities 
for over 20 years were focused on the New Testament. The two areas converged 
somewhat in my work on patristic exegesis, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation 
of Christian Culture, which implicitly, though not explicitly, showed up the 
similarities and differences between ancient and modern interpretation.1 In 
2012 a collection of my patristic essays and papers was published by Ashgate in 
the Variorum series;2 this collection is my response to an offer to collect togeth-
er my work on the New Testament. Many of the pieces included here draw upon 
my awareness of a broader range of early Christian texts than just the New 
Testament. They also display a range of compositional registers, many being 
accessible to a wider readership than is the case generally in collections of this 
kind. A few of those selected, however, are more technical articles concerned 
with Greek vocabulary and sentence construal.3

As in the earlier patristic collection, the process of gathering together previ-
ously published material has provided an opportunity for an introductory over-
view of the work included. It may seem strange to place first in this collection a 
piece composed at the end rather than the beginning of the author’s career. The 
reason, however, is clear: it provides retrospective light, not only on my own 
developing thought, but on a major paradigm shift that has affected some, if not 

1 Frances Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997).

2 Frances Young, Exegesis and Theology in Early Christianity, Variorium Collected Stud-
ies (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2012).

3 This has made it rather challenging to encompass all the articles in one consistent edito-
rial policy, as requested, but in order to do so, the original Greek, transliteration and transla-
tion, whether or not such aids appeared in the original publication, have all been provided on 
the first occasion each word or phrase is used, though not thereafter.
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all, biblical scholarship in the past half-century. The collection as a whole re-
flects changes in approach in both large and small matters: for some readers the 
lack of so-called inclusive language in the early essays will be all too noticeable, 
alongside the assumption that original meaning can be distilled from historic 
texts if you set about it with the right linguistic and historical tools. When I 
began research, the dominant ethos of New Testament studies was entirely his-
torical, as indeed was the approach to patristic study, geared as it was to tracing 
the development of doctrine in the first four to five Christian centuries. As 
postmodernism raised questions about objectivity and textual meaning, both 
exegesis and doctrine would be approached with rather different perspectives. 
Chapter 1, “Ways of Reading the Bible,” produced for a predominantly Roman 
Catholic conference on biblical scholarship, sets out the methodological issues 
as perceived towards the end of my intellectual journey, while subsequent pa-
pers are evidence of various stages along the way.

My initial research at postgraduate level was to be a study of patristic exegesis 
of Hebrews. From the beginning, however, I was drawn to doctrinal and her-
meneutical issues, and this proved a distraction from engagement with the epis-
tle’s exegesis as such. In the end, my doctoral thesis focused on sacrificial ideas 
in early Christian writings from the New Testament to John Chrysostom, trac-
ing the impact of Greco-Roman and biblical understanding of sacrifice on inter-
pretation of the death of Christ, the eucharist and other aspects of Christian 
practice in the early church.4 An early paper, figuring here as chapter 2, similar-
ly engaged with doctrinal issues, demonstrating as it did the influence on patris-
tic exegesis of Hebrews of fourth-century christological preoccupations. Thus 
it exemplifies the hermeneutical point made in the opening essay that readers’ 
interests and questions materially affect the way a text is read – there is no pre-
suppositionless exegesis. It also illustrates a related point that, while many of 
the same processes are at work in exegesis ancient and modern, differing inter-
ests and cultural presuppositions materially affect the outcome. It is, of course, 
by hindsight that such observations are possible. At the time the exercise was 
conceived entirely in terms of the historico-critical interest in what people 
thought back then, and what were the influences upon them.

As indeed were conceived the following two essays in section A, originally 
published as chapters in the notorious volume, The Myth of God Incarnate.5 My 
involvement with that project was consciously driven by the sense that the ma-
jority of believers were in some sense docetist in their understanding, unable to 
take the human, historical Jesus really seriously and innocent of the inevitable 
implications of a truly historico-critical reading of the New Testament. Its re-
ception did indeed highlight the gap between the scholar and the pew, exacer-

4 Published as Frances Young, Sacrificial Ideas in Greek Christian Writers, Patristic Mon-
ograph Series (Cambridge, MA: Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1979).

5 John Hick, ed., The Myth of God Incarnate (London: SCM Press, 1977).
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bated as reactions were by the mass media, much to my own discomfiture. Some 
40 years later I am not ashamed to republish my contributions to the volume; 
they gathered together a whole range of cultural parallels to early Christian 
claims about Jesus, historical material which was and is routinely discussed 
among scholars. This gives these chapters a certain perennial usefulness, but 
there is a further point in their resurrection: from a later perspective they show 
how profoundly the critical approach challenged traditional Christology, and 
how inadequate the historico-critical method was for discerning scriptural 
meaning.

It will be evident by now that I was somewhat preoccupied with Christology 
in my early researches – hence the focus of section A, which moves from critical 
and historical approaches to Christology to constructive theological reading. 
Postmodern questions have enabled a more complex appreciation of the nature 
of truth and knowledge, a wider perspective on what might constitute meaning, 
a recognition of the inseparability of fact and interpretation, a deeper readiness 
to value insight and intuition, multiple meanings, even paradox and ambiguity, 
and a willingness to value literary criticism as highly as historical analysis. This 
last move is reflected in chapter 5, entitled “The Mark of the Nails,” which 
springs from a fundamentally literary question: it argues that, even with the 
apparent resolution of resurrection, the drama of Jesus’s story is fundamentally 
tragic. Tragedy exposes the truth, and as tragedy the passion-story becomes “a 
universal narrative, a story told by an inspired poet, not a mere chronicler or 
historian.” Furthermore, its atoning power is revealed by its association with 
tragedy’s origin in cathartic rituals. Thus, the piece exemplifies the point that 
meaning and truth are found not in facts painstakingly established through 
 historico-critical argument, but through interpretation and insight.

The new intellectual environment also enabled a return to Christology some 
20 years later: the outcome appears here as chapter 6. Tackling the view that the 
Chalcedonian Definition is incoherent, a view espoused by the editor of The 
Myth of God Incarnate, John Hick, it defended, on the one hand, the analytical 
approach of that historic statement as essential to safeguard Christianity from 
popular tendencies, either to divinize Jesus in ways analogous to pagan mythol-
ogy, or to give an inadequate account of the Son of God as a mediating confu-
sion of divinity and humanity, neither fully one nor the other; and, on the other 
hand, in a bid to re-present the identity and significance of Christ as tradition-
ally conceived in Christian theology, it explored the synthetic thinking of, par-
ticularly but not solely, St Paul. His overlaying of scriptural texts produces, not 
so much a collage, as “a synthetic whole in which they all penetrate and illumi-
nate one another.” Furthermore, being utterly other, “divine being could be 
both differentiated from and mystically identified with another being.” Thus, 
the article implies that neither exegesis nor doctrine need remain trapped in the 
reductionism of modernity’s critical analyses.
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Chapters 7 and 8 from a further ten years on might seem to evidence a rever-
sion to sharply critical methods. Demonstrating that the first incontestable 
christological use of Proverbs 8:22 ff. is to be found in Justin’s Dialogue with 
Trypho in the mid-second century, chapter 7 on “Wisdom in the Apostolic Fa-
thers” makes the case that anachronistic doctrinal reading of the New Testa-
ment persists, despite the century and a half of modernity’s dismantling of the 
claims to find Christian doctrine in scripture – indeed this piece of work on 
wisdom undermined my own use of Wisdom-Christology in earlier papers (chs. 
3, 4 and 6), where my assumption had been that Paul, not to mention the author 
of John’s Gospel, had correlated with the pre-existent Christ the personified 
figure of God’s wisdom found in Proverbs 8:22 ff. and subsequently in the 
 Deutero-canonical books of Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of Solomon. The 
following chapter on “The Gospels and the Development of Doctrine” also uses 
critical methods to show that the Gospels had little real impact on doctrinal 
development: indeed, conversely, credal confessions and doctrinal disputes in-
fluenced the identification of approved gospel narratives rather than vice versa, 
and even affected the formation of the gospel texts. Later on proof-texts certain-
ly figured in doctrinal argument, but they were drawn from right across scrip-
ture; appeal was not primarily to the gospel texts themselves – which were in 
any case invariably read in the light of doctrinal interests and often yielded 
ambiguous answers to the questions in debate. One of those questions arose 
entirely from the common assumption since Justin that Proverbs 8:22 ff. did 
refer to the pre-existent Christ, an assumption deriving from the second- century 
impulse to search the prophetic scriptures for clues to identify the Christ-figure. 
The effect of these two pieces is to demonstrate that critical methods remain key 
to understanding the profound “otherness” of the reasoning and exegesis which 
produced classical Christian doctrine. Only by understanding this can we work 
out how to read scripture Christianly in a totally different intellectual environ-
ment, whether modern or postmodern, a point made even clearer by the follow-
ing article (ch.  9) suggesting we might learn from the Fathers to treat the 
 conundrum of the relationship of John’s Gospel to the Synoptics as a theological 
opportunity rather than a historical problem. Needless to say this brief if sug-
gestive article scarcely begins to work out what that might mean.

Thus, the various essays gathered in section A pose a series of provocative 
questions about Christology in particular, doctrine in general and, above all, 
how to read the Gospels Christianly. The newly composed chapter 10 suggests 
a way to reread the Gospels so as to reread Jesus, both as a historical figure and 
as the catalyst for Christianity, by being more methodologically open to read-
ing for resonances and to respecting memory as a clue to the impact of Jesus. 
That Jesus was impelled by a scripture-shaped vocation to live and die for God 
alone is a conclusion some may regard as too great a concession to traditional 
Christian belief and a betrayal of critical scholarship. Yet it could be argued that 
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it is not only true to the gospel texts, but something like this can alone account 
for the rise of Christian belief, a point perhaps further confirmed by the appen-
dix to this essay: considering the Pauline evidence does, after all, introduce the 
earliest material we have for assessing Jesus and his impact. This also provides 
some transition to the following section.

For the essays in section B mostly derive from a period in my career of intense 
engagement with the interpretation of the Pauline and post-Pauline Epistles. 
The works gathered here were almost all produced during the research process 
for two books. The first of these, Meaning and Truth in 2 Corinthians, was a 
joint project with David Ford – a deliberate attempt to build bridges between 
New Testament criticism and systematic theology.6 Key to the book were the 
hours we spent debating how to translate each phrase and sentence, each para-
graph and section of the letter. The outcome demonstrated how much, in mat-
ters of exegesis and interpretation, it all depends on what questions you ask of 
the text. Two of the chapters from my pen are included in this volume as chap-
ters 13 and 14, not least because they presented challenges to the general consen-
sus of New Testament scholarship while equally engaged with the questions 
concerning Paul’s own meaning and intention within his historical context. In 
the case of these two chapters, as well as the two articles that here precede them 
(chs. 11 and 12), literary, rhetorical and patristic readings became the genesis of 
fresh insights into the purpose and context of 2 Corinthians in particular and 
the Corinthian correspondence in general. One of our important contentions 
was that 2 Corinthians, as in effect Paul’s apologia pro vita mea, should provide 
the best access to what made Paul tick, and the following article (ch.  15 in this 
collection) was my attempt to test that out by reading the Pauline classic, Ro-
mans, in the light of our findings, rather than letting Romans lead the shaping 
of Pauline theology as it has done predominantly since the Reformation.

The second book project arose from a request to contribute a short volume on 
The Theology of the Pastoral Letters to a series focusing, more or less one by 
one, on the theology of the New Testament writings.7 The associated article 
included as chapter 16 specifically tackled the question how to read appropriate-
ly texts generally recognised as pseudonymous. Here the consensus of New 
Testament historical scholarship was simply accepted as most plausible, and at-
tention focused on the implications of such a conclusion: how were pseudony-
mous texts to be treated respectfully? How were they to function as scripture? 
Exploring how to read them ethically drew the discussion into an exploration of 
the interactions between author, text and reader, anticipating the dynamics 
traced in chapter 1.

6 Frances Young and David F. Ford, Meaning and Truth in 2 Corinthians (London: SPCK, 
1987; republ. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2008).

7 Frances Young, The Theology of the Pastoral Letters (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994).
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The final piece in this section had a different genesis, which explains the curi-
ous range of material it covers. Gathering together the “non-Pauline letters,” 
with the exception of the Johannine epistles, might seem at first an arbitrary 
project generated solely by the exigencies of covering everything in a volume on 
biblical interpretation. Intriguingly the result produced far greater coherence 
than anticipated. For the material covered, Hebrews and the Pastorals, James 
and the Petrines, raised similar questions. All are most likely pseudonymous, all 
ask us to determine how they relate to Paul, and all seem to pose issues about the 
next generation, not least about the possibility of various different forms of ear-
ly Christianity. Other questions raised in common by these diverse little epis-
tles concern (1) the perceptions which they carry of their relationship with Jew-
ish history, together with their interpretation of the Jewish scriptures, (2) their 
development of a Christian lifestyle, not least in response to persecution, and (3) 
their warnings against false teaching and search for the true tradition.

If section A explored the “Gospel,” with an eye to the doctrinal significance 
of the gospel texts, while section B focused on the collected “Apostle,” section 
C turns to the function and nature of scripture. Function is implied in the first 
article, which considers the way in which interpretation is affected by the gener-
ic context in which it takes place: commentary, homily, theme-study, literary- 
critical study, church report, sermon, liturgy, hymnography, even system- 
atic theology. The advantages and drawbacks of each context are considered, 
and the question raised whether we should expect exegesis undertaken in one 
genre to work effectively in another – indeed, whether we should expect schol-
arship and preaching to be related as master and slave. A plurality of meanings 
is perhaps inevitable, depending on what is asked of the text, how it is meant to 
function. The second piece in section C, commissioned for a journal issue focus-
ing on Augustine, considers the similarities sometimes claimed between Augus-
tine’s theory of signs and postmodern semiotics, highlighting the substantial 
differences in overall intellectual context, and suggesting not only that those 
similarities can be overplayed but that Augustine might have something signif-
icant to say with respect to certain postmodern trends. The perhaps surprising 
inclusion of this piece arises from the fact that it provides an overview and cri-
tique of postmodern approaches to interpretation, while also showing how Au-
gustine could at once approach the language of scripture with a certain scepti-
cism and insist on the essential truth of scripture. Thus it leads naturally into 
the following papers in which the very notion of scripture is explored.

What is it after all which distinguishes scripture from other literature? In 
“Books and their ‘Aura’” this question is raised by exploring the functions of 
written texts in the Judaism, Paganism and Christianity of antiquity. In general 
books were venerated in a way we can hardly imagine; for miraculously they 
carried the wisdom of ancient, inspired and revered seers over generations. For 
Jews this was enhanced by the affirmation that their sacred books contained the 
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Word of God. Against this background the Christian attitude to books at first 
seems surprisingly ambiguous: roughly speaking, authority shifted away from 
books to Christ as the Word of God, though books provided crucial testimony 
to that. So, eventually, a canon of authoritative books provided the church with 
texts functioning as foundation documents, as doctrinal and moral guidebooks, 
and as a key element in the liturgy, books read and interpreted in homilies, pro-
cessed with candles and incense, becoming a kind of “icon” or “image” of the 
divine. Inserted immediately after this discussion is a brief new essay asking the 
question, “Did Luke think he was writing scripture?” This implicitly highlights 
those ambiguities associated with the term “scripture,” while at the same time 
enabling some consideration of the process towards canonization during the 
second century.

The next pair of articles gives more consideration to the relationship between 
scripture and doctrine. In the first (ch.  22) ways in which the Fathers sought 
doctrinal truth through a search for the “mind” of scripture as a whole are con-
trasted with modern historical readings, and the question is raised how far their 
doctrinal legacy can remain valid. The suggestion is that systematic theology 
needs to justify the orthodox doctrine it interprets as an appropriate reading of 
scripture in our very different intellectual environment. The second turns spe-
cifically to the doctrine of the Trinity, avoiding the usual developmental model 
and asking whether the doctrine does or does not reflect the implications of the 
New Testament writings. It traces the building up of the trinitarian superstruc-
ture through deduction from, and argument about, the scriptural texts, and 
raises the question whether the result permits a better view of what the New 
Testament is about. So, through addressing a key example it potentially pro-
vides a way of responding to the challenge of the previous piece.

The climax of section C is a piece written in a more popular register and with 
a far wider horizon, that of contemporary religious pluralism. Telling parallels 
are drawn between different religious traditions with regard to the cultic mean-
ing and liturgical function of sacred writings, something which lies beyond any 
quest to read with understanding; while the apparent exclusivity of different, 
potentially rival, scriptures is challenged by highlighting the way they point to 
transcendence of sectarian perspectives, the Christian Bible providing a classic 
example. Thus implicitly the question is raised: how to read scripture as scrip-
ture. For in the end that is the real question raised by this whole collection. 

So, as a concluding hermeneutical exercise, I return after some 50 years to the 
exegesis of Hebrews, with which my research career and this collection began, 
this time seeking to learn something from Hebrews’ own approach to reading 
its scriptures – what Christians call the “Old Testament.” Two aims shape the 
enquiry: the first is to discern what Hebrews itself is all about; the second is to 
discover how to read scripture Christianly and as scripture, including Hebrews 
itself. It turns out that this means reading scripture not just as a collection of 
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disparate texts from the past, but as a body of text which illuminates the pres-
ent, text and reader being judged in the light of Christ, and drawn into the dy-
namics of scriptural living through hearing the Word of God in the context of 
liturgy. Thus, the essay reads Hebrews, and ultimately scripture, with bifocal 
vision – one eye on the demands of the academy, another on those of the ecclesia.

That scripture is like an inexhaustible fountain was the suggestion of Ephrem 
Syrus in the fourth century.8 This collection of essays demonstrates that the 
interpreter of scripture cannot expect to come up with one incontestable, uni-
versal meaning appropriate to every age and context. Rather the riches of scrip-
ture lie in its potential to generate meanings that transform people’s lives in a 
multitude of ways, pointing beyond itself and themselves to the elusive yet rev-
elatory reality of God’s love in Christ.

8 Ephrem Syrus, Commentary on the Diatesseron, 1.18–19, Syriac text: S. Ephrem, Com-
mentaire de L’Évangile concordant, version arménienne, ed. and Latin trans. L. Leloir, CSCO 
137, 145 (Leuven: Peeters, 1953). See the end of ch.  22 for quotations.



Chapter 1

Ways of Reading the Bible: can we relativize  
the historico-critical method and rediscover  

a biblical spirituality?*

In this paper I shall attempt three things. I shall first outline the methods of 
biblical interpretation that have dominated the modern (as distinct from the 
past and the postmodern) period, remarking on the value and importance of the 
so-called historico-critical challenge to traditional interpretation, as well as its 
pitfalls.1 Secondly I intend to provide comparison and contrast by looking at the 
methods of interpretation used in the early church, briefly indicating its legacy 
in the medieval four senses of scripture.2 I propose, finally, to develop a model of 
interpretation3 whereby we can hold this together with the historico-critical 
method, with benefits from both, while defining lectio divina against this back-
ground, and offering a doctrinal model of Holy Scripture which could under-
gird this.4

So I shall not suggest that we discard the historico-critical method, but rather 
put it into relation with past approaches so that it can be transcended.

* Originally published in Reading Scripture for Living the Christian Life, ed. Bernard 
Treacy, with Frances M. Young, J. Cecil McCullough and Thomas Brodie (Dublin: Domini-
can Publications, 2009): 7–25.

1 In this section I will eschew footnotes, since it simply summarizes for the general reader 
already well-known material.

2 In this section I am reproducing and adapting my own work published elsewhere, e.g. 
“The Rhetorical Schools and their influence on Patristic Exegesis,” in The Making of Ortho-
doxy, ed. Rowan Williams (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989): 182–199; repub-
lished as ch. IV in Exegesis and Theology; “Interpretative Genres and the Inevitability of 
Pluralism,” JSNT 59 (1995): 93–110, reproduced as ch.  17 of the present volume; Biblical Exe-
gesis; “The Interpretation of Scripture,” in The First Christian Theologians, ed. G. R. Evans 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2004): 24–38. For detailed footnotes these should, for the most part, be 
consulted.

3 This was originally published as “The Pastorals and the Ethics of Reading,” JSNT 45 
(1992): 105–120, and is reproduced in ch.  16 of the present volume.

4 This has previously been outlined in Frances Young, The Art of Performance: towards a 
theology of Holy Scripture (London: Darton Longman & Todd, 1990).
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I. The historico-critical method

A number of things contributed to the rise of the modern historico-critical 
method:

In the fifteenth century the Renaissance and the work of great scholars like 
Erasmus reminded people that the word of scripture did not come in the Latin 
of the Vulgate, but rather Greek was the language of the New Testament, and 
what Christians call the Old Testament was originally in Hebrew. As printing 
superseded manuscripts, questions about the differences between the handwrit-
ten witnesses became significant, and the attempt to find what lay behind these 
differences, so as to provide printed editions of the pristine, uncontaminated 
original, became paramount. So one big factor was the drive to get back to the 
original and pare away all the mistakes and misinterpretations that had accu-
mulated over the centuries.

This has to be important. We all know that we cannot make things mean what 
we like: we argue over meaning in everyday life, sometimes because we have 
misheard, sometimes because we have not grasped the point the other person 
was trying to make; occasionally the person will say, “I said so-and-so but I 
really meant so-and-so.” In other words language carries meaning, and we can-
not arbitrarily attribute meanings to words or sentences which do not fit them. 
To understand something requires the establishment of exactly what was said in 
the original language, and that involves acquiring the expertise to do it.

A second factor was the rise of what has been called the romantic view of 
what happens when one reads a text. In the nineteenth century it was famously 
described as “thinking the author’s thoughts after him.” So primacy was given 
to authorial intention – the meaning lay in what the author had in mind when he 
wrote it.

So in reading any text from the ancient world, the Greek and Latin classics as 
well as the Bible, the first thing was to grapple with the question what was in the 
author’s mind. In the case of scripture this meant establishing who the author 
was, with the time or occasion of the writing and how it fitted into the author’s 
situation and purposes, so as to discern the original meaning. Dating, biograph-
ical details, events and relationships would provide clues to authorial intention; 
so reconstruction of the original situation was fundamental.

This too has to be important. In our everyday arguments about meaning we 
sometimes find a person saying, “You misunderstand – I was referring to some-
thing else.” We certainly will understand what we read better if we know some-
thing of the circumstances. Paul provides the most obvious example: he was 
writing letters to his congregations about all kinds of problems in the churches, 
and if we can reconstruct what was going on we shall get his point much better.

Then alongside this was the rise of what has been called historical conscious-
ness: that is, the sense that back then was not the same as now. Another famous 
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