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Exhibition in Art: ‘Seeing the New Testament for what it is’ 

Wesley Methodist Church, Cambridge, Thursday to Saturday, 9th to 11th April 2015 

 

Rev Dr David G Palmer’s Talk: ‘The New Testament seen afresh!’ 7.30pm Thursday 

 

This New Testament work of mine in this exhibition has been the focus of my research for 

over 33 years. In 33 minutes or so I hope to seal your interest in it. You may recall (near the 

end of the Acts of the Apostles) the encounter between King Agrippa and Paul: after a while 

the King interrupted Paul, ‘You are out of your mind...!’ And Paul defended himself, ‘What I 

am saying is true and reasonable...’ I re-cycle King Agrippa’s next words: do I think ‘in such a 

short time to persuade you’ of the importance of my findings?’ I so aim! 

I arrived in Cambridge in September 1981 as a Pre-collegiate Probationer of the Methodist 

Church. (I was the first since the post war years, I was told.) I’d been at bible college for two 

years (at All Nations Christian College, Ware, Hertfordshire) and had been employed for 

three as a Lay Minister in Methodist Churches in Camden Town and mid Islington, before I 

came to Cambridge to complete two further years of training for the ordained Ministry. 

Because I was a practising Architect and had a degree in Architecture from UCL, I was told 

that I would have to do the Cambridge Tripos. Residing at Wesley House and matriculating 

at Fitzwilliam College, I managed an Upper Second and was ordained in Durham at the 

Middlesborough Conference in June 1983. CK Barrett preached the charge.  

It was in the Lent Term of 1982 here in Cambridge that I stumbled on some work that 

looked to me like it still needed doing. The Central Section of Luke’s Gospel couldn’t be 

defined for its limits, nor could any thread be identified as running through it (so wrote I 

Howard Marshall in his Greek Commentary). Under the supervision of John Drury I 

undertook, therefore, an undergraduate thesis on this subject and spared myself one whole 

course of lectures, terms papers and examinations. With the help of the works of Bailey, 

Talbert and Goulder, I discovered there was something that I could bring to the inquiry. The 

middle pieces, skirted by balancing outer pieces, could be described as having relationship 

in an eleven part chiasm (1,2,3,4,5,C,5’4’,3’,2’,1’). The thread running through it could be 

defined as ‘Teachings on Christian Discipleship’ (where the subjects were the same for 1 and 

1’, 2 and 2’ etc.). The limits of the section could best be described as 9.43b and 19.48. [To 
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this day, 9.51 is seen as the major division of the Gospel’s text and, for a second volume in a 

two-volumed commentary, the place to re-start!] The outer pieces of the Central Section 

introduce and conclude respectively this journeying of Jesus to Jerusalem which is central to 

the Gospel. A duality marks the beginnings of these outer pieces: Jesus tells his disciples 

each time that he is to suffer, die and be raised and their response is near enough the same 

each time. At the heart of both this section and the Gospel, therefore, Luke places Jesus’ 

determination to complete his course in Jerusalem and die there. 

My interest in literary structural analysis was stirred in this way. I went on to ask: if a third of 

this book is so structured, then there must be more structure to this book, surely, than has 

yet met anyone’s eye? In my spare time I worked on this and discovered that the book 

structure replicated that of the central structure for its eleven sections, 1-5,C,5’-1’. The 

genealogy also! From Joseph to God: eleven sevens (1-5,C,5’-1’) where the main names in 

the list appear at the end of each line, with the name of ‘David’ at the end of the middle 

line, and where the name ‘Jesus’ begins significantly to the writer (and therefore also to the 

reader?)  the twelfth seven! (The link here with Matthew’s genealogy is that there the list 

comprises three fourteens of names, where Jesus’ name begins the seventh seven.) Given 

that Luke is viewed also as the author of Acts I just had to look into this book too in my 

spare time. It became clear to me quite quickly that it was structured in exactly the same 

way as the Gospel and that there was meaning in this: ‘the life of Jesus is lived over again in 

the life of the church which is brought to birth by divine authority; through the Holy Spirit it 

is empowered and sustained in the face of trials of many kinds and even death, to triumph 

at the last.’ 

Given therefore that Luke devised these same structures for his books, I then had to ask 

myself if there was any evidence to suggest that others wrote in a similar way. (At this point 

literary structural analysis was my only focus: I didn’t know then that there was anything 

more than this.) Briefly, what stood out in Mark’s Gospel, given a rapid reading, were ‘the 

days’. What stood out in Matthew was its regimentation of pieces and repeated endings’ 

presentations and its eleven section structure, like Luke’s! What stood out in John were 

seven feasts, seven signs, seven longer I am sayings and, then, at that time, eleven sections 

like both Matthew and Luke (which now I see as seven sections with twelve parts per 

section).  
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When I finished my final exam in the summer term of 1983, I went back to Wesley House 

with some elation as I was pleased with the exam papers that I had written, and after three 

loud ‘Alleluias’ in the quad I went up to my room and swept off the books on my study desk 

with the back of my right hand and took down my folder from the top shelf and placed it on 

the desk. I returned to my flat in Jesus Lane, my family by then were in Hull for a break and I 

was going to join them the next day. But after a bath, the donning of fresh clothes and 

evening hall I went to my room and worked, in celebration, till 4.30 the next morning. It was 

a hugely exciting time for me. Reading the text with the help of an interlinear New 

Testament at that time (as it presented me with three ways into the text simultaneously) I 

made one new discovery after another. I spent that summer in my study, much without 

interference and had the time of my life! 

In Cardiff, a year after settling into ministry there, I tried attaching myself to the University. I 

thought it would be good to enrol as a post-graduate student. The Vice Dean of the faculty, 

a Baptist Minister, was present at my interview with the Dean (who was also the Principal of 

Llandaff College). He asked me first of all to tell him what I had been doing. After a while, he 

interrupted me and barked at me, ‘You’re not here to tell me what I need to know about the 

New Testament.’ And he rudely asked, ‘Do you want us to write your book for you?’ He then 

began to tell me that I was too far into my subject to be acceptable. The Vice Dean phoned 

me later that afternoon and invited me round to his house. He told me if he had been me he 

would have got up and walked out of the room. I replied that I wanted the help. Sadly, 

Michael, the Vice Dean, died of lung cancer not long after and our friendship remains only in 

my heart. But because of that episode I determined that I would write a book on the four 

gospels and Acts. However, before I’d got very far with this, my family and I were on an 

exchange with a United Methodist Minister and his family from New Jersey.  

While in the States and while I was sharing what I’d got on the gospels and Acts, one 

member after another asked me, ‘But what of the Revelation?’ I resolved to attempt the 

literary structural analysis of this book, knowing that it would be fascinating and wondering 

also why I hadn’t thought to investigate it before! Three days was all I needed because I had 

a method of reading that I could re-use. The book had a prologue and an epilogue and 

between them seven sections, each made up of an introduction and ‘seven’ pieces. I wasn’t 

surprised! The Greek that no one had been reading in their search for the structure included 
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seven kai eidon s (‘And I saw...’) in the final section (hence, Seven Final Visions) and, prior to 

that, seven kai eidon s in the fourth section (Seven Visions). The remaining section, Section 

6, resolved itself with seven variations on kai eipen (and he said to me...; these passages 

amounted to Seven Sayings, or Seven Words). Then I thought the book’s structure to be a 

linear series of seven sections. Now I know it to be chiastic, after the model of the menorah, 

the golden lampstand. (We may question the meaning of the menorah’s use in John: Jesus is 

the Life and light of God in the world? And its use in the Revelation: the church is the life 

and light of God in Christ Jesus in the world?) 

Our trip to the USA was succeeded by the birth of our fourth child in the May of 1987 and 

tragically also her cot death in her pram in the church crèche where I was preaching on the 

theme of the power of the God of Elijah, on St Luke’s Day, also my wife’s birthday. My book 

would cover the ‘literary structures of the six New Testament books’ that I had been 

studying and that would be me finished with such research. The profits of the book would 

go to Cot-Death Research.  

I sold 2,500 books in the first three years following self-publication (as I could find no 

publisher). My book attracted reviews in the Methodist Recorder and the Expository Times. 

The latter stated, ‘David G Palmer finds elaborate structures in the Gospels, Acts and 

Revelation.... Even if we grant that the New Testament writers lived in a culture greatly 

different from our own, we may wonder whether they utilized such elaborate (and Artificial) 

schemes. The writer of the Revelation perhaps, but the synoptists?’ The Methodist Recorder 

review stated, ‘Mr Palmer is entirely justified in emphasising the structural features of New 

Testament writings. Their meaning cannot be clearly seen or fully understood until each 

author’s constructional plan has been discovered. But I am not persuaded that Mr Palmer 

has made the right discoveries.... There is something to be said for structure in the Book of 

Revelation which goes in for arithmetical games... Of course, to do full justice to Mr Palmer, 

it would be necessary to examine each section of his work in great detail... I pray thee have 

me excused.’ I wasn’t put off. Kummel’s plea for ‘a purely literary analysis’ was still ringing in 

my head and heart. The interest on the bank loan I had taken out to publish the book, alas, 

sadly swallowed up any profit I might have made, and at the last we even had to use what 

savings we had to pay off the remaining £1,000. The Cot Death Society registered us as 

participants, but sadly received no money from me in Anna’s memory at that time. 
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My next stop in the itinerant ministry was Paisley, in Scotland. Again, after a year of settling 

in, I approached the local university that was Glasgow University. This time, I found 

acceptance and so began a part-time research affiliation. My supervisor was the Rev Prof 

John Riches. I concentrated on Mark’s Gospel. With the help of Vincent Taylor’s literary-

critical approach, Dennis Nineham’s form critical approach, Eduard Schweizer’s redaction 

critical  approach and Morna Hooker’s overview of many different approaches, I began 

developing a disciplined two-fold approach to reading that included both rhetorical analysis 

and what I didn’t know then could be called, ‘parsing’. It is not a parsing of sentences as an 

exercise in syntax, but a parsing of a whole text, the parting, with due attention to Greek 

grammar and syntax, of a manuscript text of columns of letters without spaces between 

words and without punctuation. I was moving on from literary structural analysis and I 

wasn’t quite sure where it was that I was going. The big break-through came  when I 

discovered the rhetor’s writing style. I found it firstly in the prologue, then elsewhere and 

then everywhere! It was exhilarating! It is so useful because it describes the limits, the 

beginnings and endings of all the book’s units of text, by disclosing the phrases, the 

relationships between phrases and, therefore, the sentences. Even as it defines the 

sentences, it also defines the paragraphs and ultimately the ‘day’ – presentations (which I 

know now are all composed to the same style). In the early 80s, I had judged the Gospel’s 

macro-structure to be Four Series of Seven Days. Now, as it was, in the 90s, I was 

discovering that each series was not simply chiastic in its arrangement (1-3,C,3-1), but in its 

arrangement it replicated the structure of the Days of Homer’s Iliad, in the scheme: three 

days, a turning point and three days. (The writing style is defined as ABB’ and I’ll describe it 

later.) I was moving on from an interest only in the macro-structures of books to the micro-

structural method of style that taught me even more about the compositional technique of 

a writer beyond anything that I or anyone might have imagined. 

The Markan Matrix gained me my doctorate in 1998. In 1999, having again attracted no 

publisher, I self published for the second time and waited for the reviews. Two appeared 

again in the Methodist Recorder and the Expository Times and attracted much the same 

comments as my earlier book ten years before it.  I was in the library at Birmingham 

University (I was in Selly Oak for a term preparing for overseas mission) when I picked up 

the April 2001 Copy of JTS and found a review of my book there by Telford. It was longer 
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than all the others, almost double the size. I was excited! And I was happy with much that 

the reviewer said, but in his conclusion, he said: ‘Much as one respects the scholarship and 

conviction which has gone into this book, sadly it runs counter to too many currents and 

consensuses in Markan scholarship.’ I was stunned! It’s not my fault, I shouted! It really was 

as a decade earlier. New Testament scholarship was still not up to the challenge of 

something excitingly, or was it dangerously, new! 

In August 2000, my wife and I visited Sri Lanka for a four month appointment in Colombo. In 

August 2001 we moved there, on invitation from the Methodist Church of Sri Lanka, as 

mission partners. (I got to be our Conference Representative at their Conference that 

month.) Our first years were at the Methodist ‘Cathedral’ in Kolupitiya in the heart of 

Colombo. But on the invitation of a Tamil minister (and the agreement of ‘stationing 

committee’) we transferred to the north of the island to work in Jaffna among the Tamils. In 

2003, from there, I travelled to the UK to attend my first British New Testament Conference. 

I was hoping that I could share my work there in some way, in the Synoptics Seminar Group. 

It was encouraging, therefore, when it first convened that someone there recognised my 

name, who had read my book. Across the room he was actually telling me that he thought I 

was right in my analysis. I was thrilled! Towards the end of the conference I began giving out 

free copies of my Markan Matrix and leaving them in stacks for anyone to help themselves. 

(I add that the gentleman who approved my work in the seminar group did disappoint me 

too: he didn’t think that I’d get many to agree with me on the ending I proposed! In the 

discussion on the Epilogue in my book I refer to Aristotle’s Ars Rhetorica which gives as its 

first rule pertaining to the design of an Epilogue, that its sentences should not begin with 

kai, ‘and’. The writer had to let his audience know that he was completing his presentation 

and this was as good a way as any of doing that! It’s not a rule that is known by those 

scholars who dismiss the verses after 16.8 as all non-Markan because the sentences don’t 

begin with a kai. There’s a lot of rules in Ancient Rhetoric and most commentators 

demonstrate little knowledge of them.)  

I returned to Jaffna from the Conference and soon began re-visiting my earlier work with 

the skills of rhetorical analysis and parsing that I had learned in my researching into Mark. It 

proved fruitful, very fruitful. Every book revealed the evidence that each of the New 

Testament writers followed the rules of ancient rhetoric. This was contrary to mainstream 
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scholarship that says the New Testament writers owed nothing to their Hellenistic 

forebears: ‘they were not literary artists’; ‘they didn’t follow tedious conventions and 

employ artificial structures!’ As we suffered night-time curfews in Jaffna (no one was 

allowed out after seven in the evening and before six in the morning, because of security 

issues to do with the Tamil tigers) I was able in the evenings and often at night to continue 

with the analysis. I made the big mistake of thinking that I should just have a look at I, II and 

III John and give Romans a peep! I didn’t expect to find evidence of ancient rhetoric there. 

They were letters after all, and not books! But I was wrong: was I cross?! On three accounts 

I was cross!! The first: I could have been looking at the Letters for over twenty years by then 

for the signs of their composition. The second: I really didn’t want to get involved: I’d done a 

lot already, enough, and now the finishing post moved from just nearby to far away. Who 

knew how far? The third reason for my anger was that I knew no one had been doing this 

analysis! Yes, I could be excited that there were more amazing moments to be had, but I 

was tired and there was more to life than this! Just as for the books then, so also the letters: 

before a rhetor wrote anything down he had to marshal his main ideas, choose a skeletal 

framework for the whole, decide on a style of writing that he would use throughout and 

take account of providing the reader with aids to memorability and presentation.  

Again and again I discovered that the writing style of all the writers/rhetors, whether of the 

books, or of the letters, is ABB’, where A is the introductory piece, B the first development 

and B’ is the second, paralleling and concluding development. For an example, consider: ‘In 

the beginning was the word, and the word was with God and the word was God.’ The whole 

of the Johannine Prologue scans this way, so too the Markan Prologue (1.2-20). [See the 

LITTLEREDHENHANDOUT?] Prologues, in the Greek, were used by the writers to 

communicate to their first century readers, not only the themes of their writing, but also the 

style that the readers will encounter throughout their work, from beginning to end, 

systematically. This reading of style today helps us pinpoint accurately the beginning and 

ending of every pericope, every unit of a book or a letter. This is why it was used in the first 

century, for separating word from word, phrase from phrase, sentence from sentence. It’s 

also good today for textual criticism in reconstructing, near enough, an original text. (This 

ABB’ style is akin to dactylic hexameter which Homer employs in his Iliad and Odyssey. The 

dactyl comprises an accented first syllable followed by two further, but unaccented 
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syllables.) How did we lose sight of this? How did this fall off our radar screen? And why has 

it not been re-discovered before now? It was lost in the translation, when documents were 

provided in Greek, but needed in Latin! Augustine helps, he says: ‘As soon as anyone 

received a Greek NT text, whether he was able or not, he translated it into Latin.’ Augustine 

despaired of this, for the poor quality and varieties of Latin texts. Note: it was not for the 

fact that anything was lost that would have otherwise ensured discipline in the reading! 

With translation, the writer was no longer the one in charge of what was handed to a 

reader.  Throughout the ages, presenters of the Greek and translators (who decide where 

capital letters begin sentences and full stops end them, and define paragraphs so dividing 

up the texts) have stood between the writer/the rhetor and his reader/readers! Neither the 

translators nor the editors of Greek text have ever understood the structure of the text, or 

the writing style of the writers!  

Tertius, who wrote the last three pieces of Romans (before the present ending was added) 

is no amanuensis, but rather a professional ghost writer who penned Paul’s Letter, giving it 

its structure and its style, and preparing it for both memorising and reading/reciting aloud! 

Paul was no professional writer; he tells us this when in closing a letter he refers to his own 

large lettering! The NIV translation is misleading when it tanslates oJ gravya" th;n ejpistolh;n  

as ‘the one writing down this letter’. (See Galatians and two other letters for Paul’s writing 

in his own hand: Colossians and II Thessalonians.)  

No one has known that there was anything missing from the interpretor’s armoury because 

we had all been told that the NT writers did not write to the rules of classical Greek writing, 

the rules of ancient rhetoric. (The Apostolic Fathers, the Early Fathers - pre-Nicaea and 

centuries of scholarship have all contributed to this.) The last people we were to turn to for 

help with exegesis were the ancient Greek writers/rhetors; yet now they turn out to be the 

ones to whom we should have turned! They knew how to present a work of weight and 

substance. I doubt that there would have been a church today if this acumen for writing had 

not been tapped by the early church! 

I’ll spare you a lot more of my own detailed history. In Jaffna my analytical work led to my 

third publication. The Roman Catholic Church there had an ancient printing press and they 

were willing to use it to produce my book, New Testament: New Testimony to the Skills of 
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the Writers and First Readers. I launched it ten years ago this April at the Jaffna Public 

Library before I returned in the June to the UK, and I dedicated it to the Librarian and staff 

there who had re-opened the library in February 2004 without fanfare or ceremony after 

extensive repairs. Three Government (Sinhala) Cabinet Ministers had been in Jaffna on a day 

in June 1981 and had sent Sinhala policemen into the building to torch it and its 97,000 

volumes. Lost to the Tamil community along with the books was a huge number of ola-leaf 

Hindu manuscripts.  

Back in the UK I took up a new appointment in Leicester. Though it wasn’t one I’d had any 

say in, my last years in full-time ministry were good years and in my spare time I got to 

develop and publish new improved editions of NT:NT with representations also in full of the 

Greek, fully-parsed and rhetorically analysed, along with some literal translations that I was 

able to use among my own congregations, for whom also I produced reading charts. 

NT:NT(4) sells mainly through my website. My work is much read on academia.edu. (I’m in 

the top two per cent this month.) Further, a good few of my charts have held top spot at 

different times on the world-wide-web: Google ‘Revelation’ (or ‘Luke’ or ‘Acts of the 

Apostles’) and ‘Structure’ and you will find my work quite easily. In its present state, my 

research work is now ready for a fifth edition. I judge that it is nearing completion. Yet 

there’s still a lot of work for a new generation of scholars, ministers, clergy, church 

members and students of literature.  

I would help, in particular, those who have left the church and given up on the Christian 

faith because, either they have been told by conservative evangelicals on the one hand that 

they have to believe in the supernatural stories as histories and overlook gospel 

contradictions, or they have been robbed of the stories on the other hand by liberal 

rationalists who have explained them all away! Reading the Books with the help of the 

Ancient Greeks is the way for us all to understand these compositions for what they mean, 

for that is what they are for! This is what my exhibition is about. It is about seeing that the 

work of hermeneutics is better served and that, as a result, God’s purposes for these 

writings are served as they were meant! At the close of Paul’s hearing in the company of 

King Agrippa, the king we’re told would have set him free. You can free me now by taking 

this work off me. Do it and I’ll happily put myself on gardening leave!   


