
The Modern Search for the Real Jesus – Outline Robert Strimple 

1 Part One: The Old Quest 

• The biblical critic always comes to his or her criticism with certain fundamental 
presuppositions. 

• Roots of Gospel Criticism:  Gospel criticism as a literary science came in to being as a child 
of the Enlightenment, the philosophical product in the mid-eighteenth century of the earlier 
English deism and French rationalism. 

• The Enlightenment: the release of man’s reasoning from all external authority.  Principle of 
human autonomy.  No historical testimony (including the Bible) may be recognized as 
possessing inherent authority. 

• Three primary principles of the Enlightenment, which eliminate from consideration the truth 
claims of Christianity and the possibility of revelation, miracles, or any direct divine act in 
human history a priori: 

1. The principle of methodological doubt 

2. The principle of analogy 

3. The principle of correlation (all historical phenomena exist in a chain of cause and effect) 

• First assumption of the Old Quest was that Jesus was merely human like the rest of us, that 
the Jesus presented in the Gospels is not the Jesus of history.  This leads to Historical 
Experimentation instead of actual Historical Research. 

• Conclusion: People want a Jesus in their religious thought, they just don’t want to take him 
as he is. 

1.1 Rationalistic Criticism 

• Rationalism: the philosophy that says reason is the source of truth, and reason – not sensory 
experience – is the sole criterion of truth.  That which is not “rational” (that which my mind 
cannot see as truth) may not be believed. 

• Deism developed out of this philosophical rationalism, which believes three primary tenets: 

1. There is one supreme God, who is to be worshipped. 

2. The human soul is immortal. 

3. Virtue and morality are the sum and substance of religion. 
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• Rationalists claimed the life of Jesus did not contain anything supernatural or unique.  Only 
his teaching is of value, and even that is only of relative, not unique, value. 

1.1.1 Hermann Reimarus (1694 -1768) 

• The founder of the Old Quest for the Historical Jesus 

• His Jesus thesis: 

1. Jesus could be understood in terms of his contemporary Jewish environment and thought 
world without introducing any supernatural elements 

2. Jesus announced the coming of this kingdom and intimated that he was to be the leader in 
it.  His ethics and his fundamental religious concepts were simply those of Judaism.  No 
break with Judaism was contemplated. 

3. But Jesus was a failure.  He thought his program was about to be realized twice during 
his ministry. 1) When he sent out the 12 on their preaching and healing mission, and 2) 
when he made his triumphal entry into Jerusalem. 

4. Jesus wasn’t trying to start Christianity and he has no role to play in modern religious 
faith.  Jesus’ view of the kingdom was political only. 

5. His disciples started Christianity as a religion of fraud. 

• Reimarus’ significance is that he asked lasting questions: 

1. What was Jesus’ own view of his messiahship? 

2. How significant was the eschatological perspective (coming of God’s kingdom and his 
role in it) in Jesus’ own thought? 

3. Who was the real founder of Christianity, Jesus or the apostles? 

1.1.1.1 Summary Critique of Reimarus 

If the real Jesus was different than the Gospels indicate, how did the Christian church begin? 

1.1.2 H.E.G. Paulus (1761 - 1851) 

• A thoroughgoing rationalist 

• Summary of his views contrasted with Reimarus: 

1. With regard to the purpose of his writings.  Paulus’ purpose was to show the continuity 
between Jesus and Christianity as a rational religion.  He emphasized the ethical Jesus.  
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He played down the significance of miracles in the Gospel record. He saw himself as a 
friend to Christianity. 

2. With regard to Jesus’ view of his messiahship.  He emphasized that Jesus’ purpose was 
to bring about changes in the moral character of his hearers and thus bring in the rule of 
God for many.  He rejected the notion that Jesus thought he was a political messiah, but 
Paulus’ explanation of Jesus’ messianic consciousness was vague. 

3. With regard to the miracles of Jesus.  In the accounts of miracles, something really did 
happen.  But the miracles were not described accurately because they occurred in a pre-
scientific age.  They all had rationalistic explanations.  Miracles are not necessary for 
faith. 

4. With regard to the moral problem at the very origin of the church.  Disciples were 
not immoral and perpetrating fraudulent claims about Jesus, they were just poor 
observers because they were children of a pre-scientific age. 

5. With regard to the resurrection of Jesus and the origin of the Christian church.  
Paulus explained the resurrection with the “trance” or “swoon” theory.  The early 
Christians really believed the resurrection, but there was a rationalistic, scientific 
explanation 

1.1.2.1 Summary Critique of Paulus 

Along with Kant and Schleiermacher, was a precursor of the later Ritschlian liberalism: 

1. He emphasized the ethical personality and teaching of Jesus as the essence of 
Christianity.  Jesus’ view of the kingdom was spiritual only. 

2. He minimized the eschatological element in Jesus’ messianic consciousness. 

3. He played down the theological significance of miracles. 

1.2 Hegelian Reconstructions 

• Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel: reason is viewed not merely as the arbiter of what is read, 
but also as reality itself.  All history is seen to be the coming to the full expression of the 
World Mind, or World Spirit (Weltgeist). 

• Weltgeist is the All.  It is an ontological monism (all being is the same kind) that is spiritual 
rather than material.  It is the world process.  A dynamic monism.  All history is the coming 
to full expression of the World Mind. 

• In this historic process, which is the coming to self-realization of the World Mind, there is 
absolutely no room for the supernatural.  “The real is the rational and the rational is the real.” 

• Hegel’s philosophy of the Weltgeist is applied to the study of the Gospels. 
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1.2.1 David Strauss (1808 – 1874) 

• Introduced the notion of myth in the Gospels.  Myth is not to be viewed as a distortion of the 
essential gospel message but rather as the communicative medium of that message. 

• Various kinds of myths: 

1. “Historical” myths have some real event as their “trigger”, but which are now in their 
crystallized form thoroughly transformed by mythical conceptions arising from the 
theological understanding of Jesus Christ as the God-man 

2. “Philosophical” myths are the most pure form of myth.  The idea constitutes the entire 
substance of the narrative and the historical element is negligible or nonexistent. 

• His The Life of Jesus Critically Examined is perhaps the most important single work in the 
history of Gospel Criticism. 

• Strauss considered his approach to the Gospels to be the true solution (and thus the true 
Hegelian synthesis) to the unresolved problems of both the orthodox and the rationalistic 
students of the Gospels in his day. 

• Strauss was a radical Gospel critic (as opposed to a liberal Gospel critic) because he 
regarded all the gospel accounts as myths.  He was not the originator of the theory of myth in 
the gospels, but he was the first to say the entire gospel accounts are myths. 

• Strauss’ contemporary Schleiermacher put forward what he considered to be the proper 
compromise (a mediating position between the thesis of orthodoxy and the antithesis of 
rationalism) by presenting a Christian supernaturalism supported by the insights of the 
Enlightenment.  He defined religion as a feeling of dependence on the Absolute but displayed 
a fuzzy attitude toward gospel miracles. He is often hailed as the father of Protestant 
liberalism.  Jesus’ view of the kingdom was spiritual only. 

• Strauss thought Schleiermacher’s synthesis was methodologically confused that tried to have 
it both ways.  The key to Strauss’ synthesis was to challenge the one thing in common with 
the orthodox thesis and the rationalist antithesis: the assumption that the Gospels are reliable 
historical records. 

• Strauss was not trying to undermine Christianity, but rather to demythologize the form 
(historical narrative) to get at the more important idea (religious truth).  In doing so he 
reduced everything to a symbol! 

• How was it possible for these myths to be recorded and believed? 

1. Gospels are not written by the disciples of Jesus and therefore are not eyewitness 
accounts.  They were written much later than conservative scholars believe. 
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2. There were messianic expectations among the Jews during Jesus’ lifetime.  Once Jesus 
was recognized by his followers as the Messiah, these popular expectations naturally 
came to be associated with him. 

3. Jesus had a dynamic personality, character, actions, and fate.  This made it likely that 
myths would develop concerning him. 

4. Once the resurrection myth was believed, anything could be believed about Jesus.  
Strauss explained this myth with the “hallucination” theory. 

• Negative criteria for determining if Gospel passage is historical or mythological: 

1. Eliminate the supernatural.  It cannot be historical. 

2. Eliminate that which violates psychological laws regarding habit, memory, and human 
development.  It cannot be historical. 

3. Eliminate accounts that are not self-consistent or not in harmony with other accounts.  It 
cannot be historical. 

• Positive criteria for determining if Gospel passage is historical or mythological: 

1. Regarding the form of the narrative, literary stylization (poetry) is an indication of myth. 

2. Regarding the substance of the narrative, wherever there are possible influences of 
prevailing and preconceived ideas, it is an indication of myth. 

• Strauss’ Jesus thesis: 

1. He really lived and his view of the kingdom was not merely political or merely spiritual. 

2. Faith in Jesus as the Messiah goes back to the ministry of Jesus itself. 

3. Jesus’ death destroyed this faith.  Confused disciples left for Galilee. 

4. Disciples fears subsided and their faith revived. 

5. Disciples needed to harmonize their faith with Jesus’ death.  They turned to the OT for 
passages to back them up. 

6. Disciples began to see “hallucinations” of Jesus to vindicate their faith. 

7. By the time the disciples were preaching that Jesus rose and did not leave his body in the 
tomb, the body was decomposed and not recognizable. 
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1.2.1.1 Summary Critique of Strauss 

• His weakness is that his view is inconsistently radical (early church created Christianity by 
creating the myths) and liberal (Jesus’ words and works had extraordinary impact). 

• Consistent radicals eliminate Jesus’ influence from history entirely. 

1.2.2 Bruno Bauer (1809 – 1882) 

• Considered himself anti-Christian.  He denied that Jesus ever lived! 

• Bauer offered an exclusively sociological explanation for the origin of the Christian church 
and for the tradition about Jesus as the product of the church’s communal consciousness. 

• Bauer interpreted Christianity’s origin with a Marxist lens.  All the Gospels are merely 
literary fiction with no history behind them at all. 

1.2.2.1 Summary Critique of Bauer 

• Virtually no one today denies the historicity of Jesus. 

1.2.3 Ferdinand Baur (1792 – 1860) 

• An important forerunner of liberalism. 

• He viewed the Gospels as biased propaganda (party documents).  The German term for this 
propaganda is Tendenz (meaning “tendency”).  Tendenz is the term associated with the 
Tübingen school of gospel criticism. 

• Baur concentrated on the origin of the NT writings.  He constructed a Hegelian, dialectical 
interpretation of the development of early Christianity. 

• He posited a deep-seated conflict between Jewish Christianity and Pauline Christianity, and a 
synthesis being reached in the mid-2nd century. 

• Considered Matthew to be written mid-2nd century and the most historically reliable, yet the 
earliest gospel because of its representative Jewish Christianity. 

• Considered Mark to be written late because it represents the time of synthesis and 
accommodation. 

• Christian religion is not unique.  Came originally in the form of an absolute moral command.  
Jesus value lay in his teaching that we humans have the full ability to recognize and to obey 
this moral command and to attain righteousness.  But it was the expectation of the Messiah 
that gave the message its attractive, concrete form (Hegelian influence). 
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• The fact of the resurrection lies outside the realm of historical inquiry.  All we know is that 
faith in the resurrection was the foundation of Christianity.  That faith has historical 
importance, whether there was fact behind it or not. 

• The Pauline (universal and not just Jewish) form of Christianity and the Jewish form of 
Christianity were combined in the concept of the Catholic church. 

1.2.3.1 Summary Critique of Baur 

• He was an important forerunner of Protestant liberalism. 

1.3 Ritschlian Liberalism 

• Theological liberals: have a keen interest in the historical Jesus and place a high religious 
value upon him and his teachings. 

• Ritschlian Liberalism has a distinct modernist slant. 

• The fundamentalist-modernist controversy was the name of the theological battle between 
the orthodox and liberal in the first three decades of the 20th century. 

• In liberalism in general, Jesus was viewed not merely as the great Teacher, but also as the 
personal embodiment of the truth that he taught. 

1.3.1 Transitional Period 

• Principles characterizing Gospel criticism just before liberalism (mid-19th century): 

1. Rejection of “Tübingenism”.  Baur was of the Tübingen school of Gospel criticism. 

2. Tendency toward a thoroughgoing non-eschatological, moralistic interpretation of Jesus 
and his kingdom of God teachings. 

3. The development of source criticism. 

• C.H. Weisse proposed all the essentials of the Marcan (two-document) hypothesis.  He was 
also influential in his understanding of Jesus’ messianic consciousness.  He believed Jesus’ 
own concept of his messianic task was thoroughly noneschatological.  Jesus’ disciples 
mistakenly interpreted Jesus’ sayings literally. 

• H.J. Holtzmann was greatly influenced by the new theories of evolution and theological 
liberalism.  He thought he could reconstruct the historical life of Jesus on the basis of Mark 
and wrote his own Life of Jesus book.  He was a great influence on later writers who wrote 
their own accounts of the historical Jesus. 
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1.3.2 Albrecht Ritschl (1822 – 1889) 

• Summary of Ritschl’s views contrasted with Baur (the Tübingen school): 

1. NT does not bear witness to an antithesis within the apostolic circle.  Not Paul vs. Peter, 
but Paul vs. Judaizers. 

2. Influence of Jewish Christianity was minimal and came to an end in AD 70. 

3. Books of the NT should be dated much earlier than Baur’s proposition. 

• Rejected both Schleiermacher’s appeal to the subjective and mystical and Hegel’s appeal to 
philosophy and metaphysics as the final judge of what is real. 

• Religious affirmations are strictly “value judgments”.  This is a value that is both subjective 
(it is valuable because I affirm it is to me) and objective (it is valuable because it creates the 
kind of value in my life that should be there). 

• He denied the deity of Jesus, but he explained that for Christians, Jesus is so important that 
he has the religious and ethical value of God. 

1.3.2.1 Summary Critique of Ritschl 

• The heart of his positive theology is that the kingdom of God is interpreted purely in ethical 
and social terms.  Christianity is the absolutely ethical religion. 

1.3.3 Adolf von Harnack (1851 – 1930) 

• Ritschlian Liberalism reached its high point in the teaching of Harnack.  He was a prolific 
writer who wrote on the Gospels, NT, and church history. 

• Harnack’s thesis: Christianity is not a matter of doctrine but of a life, kindled afresh again 
and again.  What is distinctive about the Christian religion is the power of Jesus’ contagious 
personality. 

• Harnack echoed Paulus in his evaluation of miracles: they don’t matter. 

• Harnack’s summary of the teachings of Jesus: 

1. The kingdom of God and its coming. 

2. God the Father and the infinite value of the human soul. 

3. The higher righteousness and the commandment of love. 
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• Summary of these teachings: God as the Father, and the human soul so ennobled that it can 
and does unite with him.  The Gospel, as Jesus proclaimed it, has to do with the Father only, 
and not with the Son.  Jesus was great, but only a man. 

• Harnack’s famous test for determining true religious significance in the teachings of Jesus: 
Ideas that Jesus shared with his contemporaries are “husk” to be discarded; only that which 
was original with Jesus is “kernel” to be retained. 

• He explained the significance of Christ’s death exclusively in terms of the “moral influence” 
theory (Jesus’ death as the Great Example of Love to the Death for mankind). 

• He made a sharp (and influential) distinction between the Easter message and the Easter 
faith. 

1.3.3.1 Summary Critique of Harnack 

• Harnack was not concerned with the facts behind the Christian-Easter message.  He stressed 
that the Christian-Easter faith changed the world.  “Words effect nothing; it is the power of 
the personality that stands behind them.”  He marked the end of an era in Gospel criticism. 
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2 Part Two: Skepticism Regarding the Quest and the Ascent of 
Radical Criticism (The End of the Quest) 

2.1 The History of Religions School 

• Radical rather than liberal. 

• Radical interpretation is much stronger exegetically because it recognizes that the 
supernatural Christ is presented in the gospels, even though the radical is convinced that a 
modern person cannot believe that the incarnate Son of God actually appeared in history. 

• Influenced by the post-Enlightenment natural presuppositions.  Discarded the supernatural a 
priori. 

2.1.1 William Wrede (1859 – 1906) 

• Wrede’s Thesis: The early church developed Christianity and all four gospels presented Jesus 
as the theologically-developed messiah. 

1. Mark was not a historically-reliable work, rather it was highly developed theology 
devised by the Marcan community and not by a single author. 

2. Jesus never claimed to be the messiah.  The early church claimed that God made him the 
messiah at his resurrection. 

3. Early church began to reflect and theorized that if Jesus became the messiah, then he 
must have been the messiah beforehand too, and he must have given clear evidence of it.  
Thus they developed the idea of the “messianic secret”.  This was Wrede’s famous idea. 

4. The Messianic Secret forms a theological bridge from the historical Jesus to the church’s 
understanding of the messiah. 

• Wrede acknowledged that there were contradictions to the messianic secret pattern in Mark.  
He explained away this problem with the following: 

1. The gospel writers sometimes used material from traditions that did not contain the 
messianic secret idea. 

2. Gospel writers had a certain tension they were trying to portray in the life of Jesus.  
Disciples didn’t see Jesus’ messiahship, but Jesus lived a life that portrayed and displayed 
evidence of his messiahship.  There were bound to be contradictions in the gospel 
accounts of the messianic secret by chance because the gospel writers were trying to 
keep this tension. 
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• He radically cut the cord between the church’s messiah and the actual life and teachings of 
Jesus.  Thus he could offer no explanation for the origin of Christianity. 

• Wrede initiated the critical methodologies of form and redaction criticism. 

• Critics since Wrede have insisted that the gospels are not “biographies” but rather “kerygma” 
(preaching or proclamation) written for the single purpose of bringing forth and 
strengthening faith in Jesus Christ. 

2.1.1.1 Summary Critique of Wrede 

• Wrede’s evidence of the “messianic secret” dogma are often simply evidences of Jesus’ God-
centered messiahship (Jesus’ submission to God’s plan and timing). 

• Mark explains why Jesus tried to keep his messiahship a secret: because people would spread 
news about him and Jesus would then be unable to enter a town but had to stay out in the 
lonely places where the people still came to him. 

• The disciples were not ignorant of Jesus’ messiahship before the resurrection.  In Mark, there 
is both evidence of 1) bewilderment and amazement, and 2) faith, apprehension, 
commitment, and loyalty. 

2.1.2 Wilhelm Bousset (1865 – 1920) 

• Viewed as a transitional figure in the history of Gospel criticism.  He went through three 
stages of development in his own thought (Liberal, Liberal/Radical, and Radical). 

• Bousset’s view finally emphasized the creative force of the early church (radical element) 
rather than the creative force of the personality and life and teachings of Jesus (liberal 
element). 

• Bousset’s thesis:  Jerusalem church had attributed the title “Son of Man” to Jesus.  The 
Antioch church attributed the title “Lord” to Jesus.  This is proof of the Tendenz (tendency or 
propaganda) of the gospel writers based on the gospel traditions of various geographical and 
cultural areas in the 1st century. 

2.1.2.1 Summary Critique of Bousset 

• J. Gresham Machen observed that the title “Lord” was popular in paganism, but that does not 
prove that Paul took the title from paganism. 

• Paul used the best word readily available to the pagan culture to describe Jesus as divine but 
distinct from God the Father: Lord. 
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• The title Lord was also used in the Greek Septuagint for the tetragrammaton of Yahweh, thus 
Paul had a precedent for using it and the implications of using the title Lord would be clear to 
Paul Greek-speaking audience. 

2.2 Thoroughgoing Eschatology 

2.2.1 Preparatory Development 

• Scholars that provided the preparatory development for Schweitzer’s Thoroughgoing 
Eschatology are usually categorized under the History of Religions school. 

• Wilhelm Baldensperger (1856 – 1936) claimed that Jesus of Nazareth had a fully developed 
eschatology that displayed many points of contact with late Jewish thought as represented in 
such apocalyptic literature as The Similitudes of Enoch and Fourth Esdras. 

• Baldensperger insisted that Jesus ministry was religio-ethical.  His new studies in Jewish 
eschatology did not alter his basically liberal view of Jesus. 

• Johannes Weiss (1863 – 1914) insisted that Jesus expected the kingdom of God would only 
be established if the people of God repented of their sins.  When the people did not repent, 
Jesus accepted the necessity of his own death as a vicarious repentance on their behalf, thus 
opening the way for God to bring the kingdom. 

• Weiss taught that the ethics of Jesus were not the ethics of the kingdom.  Rather, they were 
the penitential ethics necessary to enter the kingdom. 

• Weiss taught that Jesus’ concept of the kingdom is theologically of no use to modern man 
unless significantly reinterpreted along liberal lines. 

• Weiss said the teachings of Jesus were in sharp contrast to Ritschl’s Jesus. 

• Summary: Weiss planted the eschatological seeds that were soon brought to full bloom by 
Schweitzer. 

2.2.2 Albert Schweitzer (1875 – 1965) 

• Wrote the famous little book The Quest of the Historical Jesus, which was a devastating 
critique of the various previous attempts to discover the Jesus of history. 

• Schweitzer insisted that the Old Questers had found a totally unhistorical Jesus, a Jesus that 
fit their philosophical and religious prejudices. 

• He insisted that the whole methodology of trying to distinguish what is “kernel” and what is 
“husk” in the gospels was on the wrong track. 
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• Schweitzer’s thesis of Thoroughgoing Eschatology: The so-called secrecy phenomena in 
Mark were historical and point to Jesus’ secret that he was to be the future King and Judge, 
the Son of Man who would come from heaven.  This view of Jesus dominated his thinking 
and caused him to view everything in terms of his eschatology: the coming age when the 
prospective Messiah (the messiah-designate, the not-yet messiah) would be revealed as the 
actual Messiah. 

• Like Weiss, Schweitzer viewed Jesus’ ethical teachings as not the ethics of the kingdom, but 
the ethics to enter the kingdom, thus Jesus’ ethics are not very useful today. 

• When Jesus sent out the 12 and promised that “they would not finish going through the cities 
before the Son of Man comes” (and it did not happen), the nonfullfillment of his expectation 
became the crisis experience that determined the later part of Jesus’ ministry. 

• Jesus viewed his own death not as a vicarious repentance (Weiss), but as a vicarious 
tribulation (Schweitzer).  But Jesus became disillusioned on the cross and gave up the hope 
of ever bringing in the kingdom.  Thus the meaning of Jesus’ last cry of defeat: “It is 
finished!”  Jesus died a failure! 

• Schweitzer viewed Jesus as the only man in history strong enough to think of himself as the 
spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to his purpose.  That is his victory and his 
reign. 

• He viewed the modern purpose of Jesus and Christianity is the spiritualize (de-
supernaturalize) everything to clothe Jesus’ true religion of love in the thought-forms of our 
modern worldview. 

• Historical knowledge of Jesus may even be hurtful to the goal of religion.  It is Jesus as 
spiritually arisen within men who is significant and profitable for our time. 

2.2.2.1 Summary Critique of Schweitzer 

• He paradoxically erected a life of Jesus on the same track as the Old Questers that he 
reprimanded. 

• Many have praised Schweitzer for bringing an end to the Old Quest, but virtually no one has 
followed Schweitzer’s interpretation. 

• Schweitzer was out-of-step with the emerging radicalism of the 20th century that placed the 
creative and religious genius on the early church rather than Jesus himself. 

• Schweitzer’s interpretation of the Gospels did not appeal to readers, although his view of 
religion and personal example of sacrificial service to others certainly did. 
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3 Part Three: Bultmann and Beyond (The New Quest) 

3.1 Martin Kähler (1835 – 1912) 

 Forerunner to Bultmann? 

 Kähler was a Christian, an outsider in the scholarly community of his day. 

 Kähler thought was quite original and independent of the theological schools of his day. 

 His thought seems to have made no impact on gospel criticism at the time. 

 His thought is not easy to understand, has led to differing interpretations, and has led to 
differing notions of where his work fits in the history of gospel criticism. 

 Appreciation for his ideas came after his death from “kerygma” theologians of the 20th 
century like Barth and later Bultmann.  They used his key terms and meanings negatively 
(and contrary to Kähler). 

 He considered the “historical Jesus” so-called because he was a figment of the modern and 
popular (usually liberal) scholar’s creative imagination.  The “historian’s” Jesus. 

 He insisted that neither the gospel sources nor naturalistic methods were adequate to produce 
an accurate biography of Jesus. 

 Emphasized the impossibility of discovering the real Jesus by the principle of analogy if 
Jesus really is the incarnate, sinless Son of God. 

 But he also vigorously rejected the “authoritarian” orthodox position of the infallibility and 
verbal inspiration of the Bible.  He described the Bible not as the written Word of God, but 
rather as the book within which we seek God’s Word, the book which contains God’s 
revelation.  He made the sharp distinction between the Bible and the Word of God.  He 
wanted a “high” view of the Bible, just not the Bible of the orthodox, infallible position. 

3.1.1 Summary Critique of Kähler 

 He was a Lutheran, but did not accept Luther’s doctrine of the scripture.  Radicals were able 
to misuse his position as a direct result of his inadequate doctrine of Scripture. 

3.2 Rudolf Bultmann (1884 – 1976) 

 Was a pioneer in both NT critical methodology (advocate of the “science” of form criticism) 
and NT theology (attempted to marry Christian theology with modern existential theology of 
the Heidegger flavor). 
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 Bultmann, Schmidt, and Dibelius were the 3 German pioneers who employed form criticism 
to the NT, particularly the synoptic gospels.  Their important predecessors were Wrede, 
Bousset, and Wellhausen. 

 Bultmann accepted the conclusions of his predecessors and extended them. 

3.2.1 Form Criticism 

 Presupposition for those who apply form criticism extensively is the radical position that the 
early church was the creative force behind the origin of Christianity. 

 John’s gospel is eliminated immediately as unhistorical. 

 Synoptics are viewed as a mosaic of pictures of Jesus that can yield accurate information 
about Jesus if studied correctly.  The mosaic must be shattered and the pieces examined 
individually, because they were originally transmitted via oral tradition in no particular 
relationship to one another. 

 The form-critical method proceeds in 3 steps: 

1. The separation of the various units (pericopes) from their framework in the gospel record. 

o Assumption (generally accurate): the gospel tradition does not give us a 
continuous narrative or “biography” of Jesus, but only isolated stories. 

o Assumption (generally accurate): gospel writers did not arrange material 
chronologically, but rather topically and didactically. 

o Assumption (inaccurate, and wrong conclusion): the historical “scene” is 
presented as merely a backdrop for opportunity to tell a story or present Jesus’ 
teaching, therefore the gospel writers were not concerned with historical fact. 

2. The classification of the gospel units by literary form on the basis of internal criticism.  
The two most important stylistic laws: 

o Each literary form has a certain stereotyped character that is complete in itself and 
self-explanatory, whether it is a parable, a proverb, an admonition, or whatever.  
Therefore anything that suggests a connection with the larger context must be 
accretion. 

o The presence of specific details, such as the names of individuals, is a sign of 
secondary development. 

Are these rigid, stylistic presuppositions valid?  Jesus could have altered the form if the 
matter or content of his message outweighed it. 
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3. External and historical criticism.  Only isolated bits and pieces are left after the first two 
steps.  Therefore a new historical framework must be constructed (a purely hypothetical 
one!). 

o Assumption (circular reasoning): if certain pericopes in the gospels can be seen to 
have met certain of needs in the early church, they must have been originally 
devised to fulfill those needs. 

 Primary stages in the development of Christianity are generally recognized as: 

1. Jesus’ own ministry 

2. The primitive, Palestinian church 

3. The Hellenistic church 

 Form critics misuse the criterion of dissimilarity as a weapon of exclusion rather that the 
proper use as a tool of inclusion.  The misuse resembles Harnack’s principle of separating the 
“kernel” from the “husk” of Jesus’ teaching. 

 Bultmann concluded that we can know almost nothing concerning the life and personality of 
Jesus.  There is little in the gospel records that are not either secondary accretion in the 
tradition or editing addition by the gospel writers. 

 Bultmann’s conclusion about Jesus: His sole significance is that somehow he was responsible 
for the emergence of the Christian message.  It is this message alone that is religiously 
significant. 

3.2.2 Bultmann’s Existential Theology 

 NT and Heideggerian existentialism present the same understanding of man’ plight.  Only NT 
provides the solution: justification by faith alone. 

 Bultmann’s existential gospel: Man is “being” and is on the road to “non-being” (death).  
Life is the intersection of “being” and “nothingness”.  Man knows this and it causes his 
anxiety.  He tries to escape this by living an inauthentic life.  How can man be saved from 
this inauthentic life?  The kerygma, the preaching of the Cross is the power of God unto 
salvation to everyone who believes, regardless of the actual history of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 Bultmann declared that we must understand NT mythology, not in the biblical cosmology 
(which is untenable for modern man) but anthropologically or existentially. 

 Bultmann’s view of the Cross of Christ: It is the Cross of Christ because it has saving 
efficacy, not the other way around!  This is similar to Ritschl’s value-judgment approach to 
theological affirmations. 
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3.2.2.1 Summary Critique of Bultmann 

 He has been seen as an adherent to a New Gnosticism. 

 He stood the biblical teaching of the Cross of Christ on its head making the Cross significant 
because of the “saving faith” feeling we pour into it. 

 He effectively divorced the Christian gospel from God’s redemptive acts in history 
altogether.  His demythologizing led to dekerygmatization of the gospel – there was no 
gospel left to proclaim. 

 Post-Bultmannians concluded his proposal failed because it could not meet the test of logical 
self-consistency. 

3.3 The Post-Bultmannians 

 They agreed that Bultmann’s solution was inherently inadequate because of its illogical self-
consistency. 

3.3.1 The “Left-wing” Bultmannians: The New Humanism 

• Left-wingers include Fritz Buri, Schubert Ogden, and Van Austin Harvey. 

• Thesis: the message of the NT is only one way of many.  It is a highly symbolic, 
mythological way of expressing the true situation of man (the need to choose authentic 
existence rather that inauthentic existence).  This understanding of the human situation is 
valid whether or not Jesus ever lived. 

• Fritz Buri saw Christianity as not unique.  The kingdom of God occurs wherever man knows 
himself to be absolutely responsible for another in personal community and wherever he 
attempts to form his world from this attachment.  (What was that?) 

• Schubert Ogden insisted any theology is mythological and therefore untenable to the extent 
to which it denies that statements about God may be interpreted as statements about man.  He 
criticized Bultmann by labeling as logically inconsistent: unlimited demythologization and 
that historical Jesus only made it possible for Christian faith. 

• Ogden claimed that appropriate philosophical analysis would rely on Heideggerian 
existentialism as well as process philosophy. 

3.3.2 The “Right-wing” Bultmannians: The New Quest 

• Goal of New Quest for the historical Jesus (establish his existential self-understanding) had a 
more limited aim than the Old Quest (construct a detailed life story of the personality, 
character, and teaching of the historical Jesus). 
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• This existential self-understanding should not be confused with the Old Quest’s liberal goal 
of discovering Jesus’ psychological self-consciousness and its subsequent development. 

• Members of the Marburg school that were the most significant pioneers of the New Quest: 
Käsemann, Bornkamm, Ebeling, and Fuchs. 

3.3.2.1 Summary Critique of Right-wing Bultmannians (New Questers) 

• Is the Old Quest’s search for the inner life of Jesus any different than the New Quest’s search 
for Jesus’ existential selfhood?  If Jesus’ inner life proved impossible to discover, would his 
existential selfhood be any easier to discover? 

• Schweitzer’s criticism of the Old Quest (that the liberals were finding in a historical Jesus 
exactly what they were looking for) also applies to the New Quest. 

3.3.3 Redaction Criticism 

• The processes and links between the gospel criticisms: Source, then Form, and finally 
Redaction Criticism. 

• Redaction criticism looks at the gospel again as a unified whole, as a finished product. 

• Assumption: Form criticism could not have arisen until source criticism and form criticism 
had made it possible to separate out: 

1. The original gospel elements in their original (oral) form 

2. Those elements as they were collected in Q 

3. Those elements as they were put together by Mark 

• Three primary differences between redaction and form criticism: 

1. Form critics view the gospel writers as compilers or editors.  Redaction critics view the 
gospel writers as truly authors, as creative literary figures. 

2. Form critics are concerned with the smallest units of tradition and their origin.  Redaction 
critics are concerned with the grouping of the various small units into larger units, and the 
ultimate concern is with the total unit, the finished gospel. 

3. Form critics are concerned with the Sitz im Leben Kirche (the life situation of the early 
church that gave birth to the gospel tradition).  Redaction critics are concerned with the 
Sitz im Leben of the Evangelist, the particular theological purposes of the individual 
gospel author himself. 

• The three pioneer redaction critic scholars that published works soon after WWII: Bornkamm 
(Matthew), Conzelmann (Luke), and Marxsen (Mark). 
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• Conzelmann posited that Luke was not just a great historian, but also a great theologian.  
Luke wrote his gospel to provide a solution to the delay of the parousia. He did this by 
replacing the earlier theme (promise and fulfillment) with a new theme (time of Israel, time 
of Jesus, time of church).  This was the creation of a timeless message that erased the 
problem of the delayed parousia.  Later, other scholars criticized Conzelmann by arguing that 
Luke wrote to a number of different themes, not just the delayed parousia. 

3.3.3.1 Summary Critique of Redaction Criticism 

• Redaction criticism (much more so that source or form criticism) can be a friend of the 
conservative Christian since it is indeed important to understand the theological perspective 
and context of each gospel. 

• The conservative scholar Ned Stonehouse reminds us that we should regard the distinctive 
elements of each gospel as significant parts of the whole NT witness to Christ.  But we must 
always consider the presuppositions of gospel critics. 

• Remember that the foundation of redaction criticism is the radical form criticism.  Redaction 
criticism is thus an upper-story structure that rests on a questionable foundation.  The entire 
critical methodology is only as strong as its weakest link! 

• The assumption that certain parts of the Gospels were actually created by the Evangelists 
must be challenged: 

1. Does this not involve the Evangelists in deception?  Unless it can be clearly shown that 
the gospel “genre” allowed for such creative activity on the part of the authors, it must be 
acknowledged that redaction criticism leaves the Evangelists guilty of deception. 

2. Are we to believe that the Evangelists felt themselves free to radically alter the message 
of Jesus and to “make up” events that never happened during his ministry, even though 
there were eyewitnesses still living who could easily point out their errors?  We can only 
believe this if all of the Gospels were written much later after most eyewitnesses were 
dead. 
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4 Conclusion 

• Critical methods beyond redaction criticism: 

1. Structuralism – the existence of a “deep structure” within the “real world” determining 
the meaning of a text. 

2. Deconstructionism – the denial of structuralism. 

3. Reader-oriented view – reducing the text so that it speaks to the reader, reducing the text 
to the reader’s idiom. 

4. Pluralism – our worldview does not dictate one perspective and approach to the text. 

• The interpretive lens commanded of us in the Bible is to take every thought captive to the 
obedience of Christ.  Not the Christ remade in our own image, shaped by our shifting 
contemporary standards of the true and valuable.  But rather the Christ presented to us in the 
God-breathed scriptures. 
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