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David G Palmer, Honorary Research Fellow, Queen’s, Birmingham, 22nd March 2018 

 

Reading 1 John as a sample text, we investigate the possibility of a New 

Paradigm for Methodist New Testament Studies  

 

 

Introduction 

To date, in New Testament Studies, Methodism has known only two paradigms; the first of 

the 18th Century which is discerned in John Wesley’s Explanatory Notes upon the New 

Testament of 1754i, which owed massively to J.A. Bengelii, a Lutheran scholar of Tϋbingen, 

and the second of the 19th Century, which had its birth in the 1830s, in the works of both 

Schleiermacher and Bauer, also of Tϋbingen. A third paradigm is my proposal for the 21st 

Century. We will explore the three in turn and put each to the test to see which best 

promotes the writer’s intended reading for The First Letter of John. 

 

The first paradigm  

In 1738, life changed for John Wesley, his brother Charles and a group of their friends in 

Oxford. Called ‘Methodists’ for their careful and systematic attention to study, prayer and 

good works, they read together and discussed the Bible and other sacred literature each 

week-day evening for three hours. As the Evangelical Awakening took hold, thousands 

joined the movement. New to the faith, they opened their minds to the New Testament for 

the first time. Many of these too received their call (from God) to begin preaching. They 

needed teaching and support. In 1754, therefore, and laid aside by an illness that prevented 

him from travelling and preaching and because he thought then that ‘his day was far spent’, 

Wesley began work on his own Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament. 

For the most part, he set down the text itself in the common English translation of his time. 

He refers in his Notes to the Greek copies from which this translation was made and 

explained that he would not be averse at times to proffering his own improvements on the 

translation. Bowled over by the work of Bengelius, ‘that great light of the Christian world’, 

Wesley says he chose to translate ‘many’ of Bengel’s ‘excellent notes’, but, in fact, he 

translated most of them and included them. What he excluded only were the critical notes of 

J.A. Bengel’s publication, Gnomon Novi Testamenti of 1742iii, which featured ‘grammatico-

historical rules’ of Greek literature. Bengel’s interest was in the New Testament’s use of 

‘chiasmus’. Though Wesley never introduced this word to Methodism, he did choose to 

preface all his notes on the New Testament books with Bengel’s own plans (charts) of their 

arrangement. To Wesley, it was important to follow ‘the chain of argument in each book’. It 

was to this end that he presented Bengel’s tables. To Wesley, it was far better than following 

chapter divisions, ‘the division of the New Testament into chapters having been made in the 

dark ages, and very incorrectly, often separating things that are closely joined, and joining 

those that are entirely distinct from each other.’ 
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Bengel’s earlier work of 1734 had had immediate impact. Firstly, it was his edition of The 

Greek New Testament and then, it was the critical apparatus that followed it. These works 

reached far and wide in the western world. Textual Criticism learned then that ‘the more 

difficult reading’ was ‘to be preferred’. Exegesis was defined: ‘readers of the New Testament 

were to import nothing into Scripture, but to draw out of it everything that it really contained’. 

Wesley took to this approach and wanted it for Methodism. Today, his Notes and Forty-four 

Sermons, under the Methodist Church Act of 1976, Section 4, still lay down Methodism’s 

‘standards of preaching and belief’.iv  

 

The seeds of biblical critical study were clearly sown in the 18th century by Bengel who at the 

very least studied and investigated the texts as he sought to make discerning judgements 

about them. In my view, he also sowed the seeds of rhetorical critical study. Of course, it can 

be said that rhetorical criticism of the Bible began with Augustine whose training was 

primarily in rhetoric and in Latin (and not so much in Greek), but Bengel’s work pre-dates by 

more than two centuries the rhetorical critical work of the acclaimed modern-times founder, 

James Muilenburg, who in 1968 began promoting it as a corrective to form criticism.v For 

Muilenburg, rhetorical criticism emphasised ‘the unique message of the writer as addressed 

to his audience’ and this required him to pay special attention to the techniques and devices 

which went into crafting the biblical texts. Though Wesley did not add to the development of 

people’s technical understanding, what he did do, through the Evangelical Awakening, was 

to raise the bar for an informed reading of the texts of the New Testament among an ever-

growing readership. 

 
From Wesley’s Notes, I now describe the paradigm under which he and his colleagues 

laboured (where a paradigm, basically, is a complex of propositions and hypotheses). This 

then is a paradigm of a border-line pre-biblical-critical era: 

1)  The texts of the New Testament were to be read for their presentation of their 

argument, for what they purposed to present, for their orders of arrangement, though it could 

not have been said then that the writers were rhetors who followed the writing rules of 

ancient rhetoric. 

2)  The gospels were held to be ‘histories’; the writers were the evangelists and 

apostles; what one gospel omitted the others included. Matthew’s Gospel was written before 

the others. Mark’s presupposes Matthew’s and was created as a short compendium of it. 

Luke presented material in a historical manner. John refuted those who denied Jesus’ 

Godhead.  

3)  The letters that bore the names of apostles were all written by them: their names 

were James, Peter and John. The same John, the author of the three Letters, was also 

author of the Gospel by the same name and the author of The Revelation.  

4)  Paul was the author of Hebrews and no questions were raised regarding his 

authorship of the Pastoral Epistles or of any of the other Letters that had been attributed to 

him.  

5)  The Revelation ‘delivers what is to be’. Wesley incorporates all that Bengel has 

written and, at the last, he presents Bengel’s linear chart, against which are set the dates of 

the centuries when significant fulfilments of prophecy were thought to have been made. The 

final date given is 1836. The book reads linearly. 
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To my mind, Wesley lived to see the beginning of an approach to a disciplined reading of the 

texts and he played his part in promoting it. 

 

 

The Influence of this Paradigm on the Reading of 1 John: 

 

We now turn to the First Letter of John, to put Wesley’s Notes to the test. We will see what 

he prompted his readers to look for in 1 John (with the help of Bengel). But very briefly, we 

will first put this in context by surveying the works of earlier writers on 1 John. For instance, 

Augustine, Calvin, and Operinus all acknowledged the lack of a discernible sequence of 

thought and confessed difficulty in understanding the structure and organization of the letter. 

Though some basic patterns were evident, it was clear to these earlier scholars that the 

letter, at its heart, contained an extended treatment of ‘love’.vi By the time of the 

Reformation, this lack of a clear scheme of organization was seen as either the product of 

the Spirit’s inspiration, or the advanced age of the apostolic author!vii  

 

 

 
 

 

Bengel sees the letter’s structure as based on a presentation of the Trinity: he commits 

himself to this without a parsing of the text and without identifying structural signifiers of 

dualities and other repetitions in the Greek text. He does no other than base his reading on 

theme alone. Further, Wesley, after Bengel, writes in support of the controversial verse, 5.8 

and includes it in the text he produces. Bengel indeed thinks it affirms the writer’s interest in 
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structuring the Letter to the Trinity. This then is what is proposed to Methodist preachers of 

the nineteenth century.  

 

This nineteenth century paradigm indeed satisfies many Methodist preachers today. Sunday 

by Sunday they preach on the lectionary gospel as if it were history and because they do this 

they attract derision on the Christian faith. To them, the passage describes what actually 

happened, what was actually said. They don’t ask only what it means. Augustine goes 

unheard. It was he who took the view that, if a literal interpretation contradicts science and 

our God-given reason, the Biblical text should, at the very least, be interpreted 

metaphorically. While each passage of Scripture has a literal sense, this ‘literal sense’ does 

not mean that the Scriptures are mere history; they are, rather, extended metaphorviii.  

 
The second paradigm  

The efforts of F.C. Bauer and Friedrich Schleiermacher at the Tϋbingen School gave birth to 

a new paradigm and it is one that has been adopted over the years by many Methodist 

Scholars. For something like 185 years, in fact, this paradigm has gone on influencing the 

analytical approaches of mainstream research and the currents and consensuses of 

scholarship. Whilst it remains pretty much unchanged today, it has not gone unchallenged. It 

is characterized as follows: 

  

1)   The writers of the books of the New Testament were free of the writing rules of their 

writing colleagues in their era. They were not tied to the writing rules of ancient rhetoric, so 

there was no point anyone investigating this.ix Sources mattered most. 

2)   As regards the sources behind the Gospels,   

a) some parts of all our major Gospel traditions go back to the events and words 

of Jesus himself; 

b) these traditions were treasured and collected in a number of different  

Christian communities, which preserved them, but also eroded and amplified them; 

c) the first collection to be written down and survive was made by Mark 

  around AD 70, with further amplifications and erosions; 

d) there was a second collection, now lost, which we call Q, preserved in the  

 common non-Markan matter in Matthew and Luke; 

e) Matthew wrote his Gospel about AD 80, combining (conflating) Mark and Q 

and a third body of tradition to which he alone had access, called M, for the 

use of a Jewish-Christian church; 

f) Luke wrote his Gospel for a Gentile church about AD 90, drawing on  

 Mark and Q; he did not know Matthew or M, but had access to a further  

 source, L; 

g) John wrote about AD 100 and had access to traditions also shared by Luke  

 and possibly Mark; and 

h) the Gospel of Thomas, for earlier logia and parables, was also important.  

3)   As regards the Letters, there was a compelling interest at Tϋbingen in setting Peter 

against Paul and their testimonies likewise, the historical Jesus of Peter against the Christ of 

Faith of Paul. Ultimately, the school judged that the New Testament set Jewish Christians 

over against Gentile Christians.  The whole historicity of Acts was at stake. 
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The number of sources is what stands out from this list, as well as the fact that none of them 

had any existence, either in the 1830s, or at any time since, but for the possibly important 

logia of the Gospel of Thomas. There were five stores of tradition which owed their existence 

to the imagining of scholars then and of many scholars since. They were the stores of oral 

tradition, Q, M, L and the Luke-John tradition. If they had ever existed at any time in the past, 

they were certainly lost now. A historical critical approach was needed, so it was attempted. 

It spawned many more critical approaches over the years, but the above hypotheses and 

propositions continued in place. What decidedly shook the biblical critical world was the 

challenge of David Friedrich Strauss (1835,1836) who published his critical examination of 

the gospels in what purported to be his attempt at establishing ‘A Life of Jesus’. He pursued 

what was a simple working method and rigorously applied it to the stories of the Gospels. He 

deduced that they were ‘myth’. Unfortunately, he declared that they were ‘mere myth’x. 

Stating that the Gospels were not eye-witness accounts based on a multitude of sources, 

Strauss attracted a furious response from all kinds of scholars across the departments and 

disciplines of his University; he forfeited his chair as a result, but set an agenda for research, 

nevertheless, which has had its influence since. 

But because this second paradigm was built largely on a belief in lost documents and 

hypothetical lost bodies of oral tradition, it was a paradigm that was unfalsifiable. It was also 

‘riddled with contradiction, error, muddle and circular argument and vitiated by dilemmas and 

fallacies,’ said Goulderxi who was writing in the 1980s as I began my own first critical 

investigations into the texts of the New Testament, prompted by W.G. Kϋmmel and H. 

Räisänen, to attempt a purely literary analysis of the texts. Goulder effectively exposed the 

weaknesses in the paradigm’s propositions and hypotheses. Stuck with, or sticking with, 

their paradigm, scholars have been unable to see the significance of my own investigations 

of thirty yearsxii. It is no comfort to me that Goulder warned me personally that there will be 

those who will not be persuaded however great the evidence. In his paper of 1985, he even 

said of them, it is written already, ‘Neither will they believe though one should rise from the 

dead’ (it’s a clever quote from Lk. 16.31). Three times I met with Goulder in Birmingham: on 

the first occasion which was in 1985 I visited him from Cardiff; the other two occasions were 

in the summer term of 2001 when, along with my wife, at The United College of the 

Ascension in Selly Oak I was preparing to go overseas.   

New Testament Studies has been straight-jacketed for years. Its critical method is bankrupt! 

Its paradigm has blinded its scholars: they cannot see how they have been trapped by it. 

The ways we do research and pass it on is for the major part tired, drab and dull, in the 

preparing, presenting and discussing of papers at conferences, or the preparing and 

presenting of papers for publishing in the pages of journals. Every presentation has to be no 

more than so many words, or to be presented within a pre-determined format. No formats 

that I have tried can possibly give sufficient space to receive a jpeg artwork that summarises 

a whole text, or the configuration of that text! Bibliographies, likewise, have to be done one 

way for one academic publisher and another way for another, and over all the years of my 

research the method has kept on changing. Doing things the right way appears to be more 

important than doing anything useful at all.  

In the seventies, when an expanded version of Thomas S. Kuhn’s book of 1962, The 

Structure of Scientific Revolutions, was published, suddenly many in the scientific world 

were talking about new ways of thinking about progress and how progress might be made 



6 

 

with research. The writings of Karl Popper and Thomas S. Kuhn shared centre stage. 

Popper had written The Logic of Scientific Discovery in 1934 and an expanded version in 

1959, with papers on allied themes which were published as Conjectures and Refutations in 

1963. Scientists were concerned with the production of hypotheses or conjectures that could 

be tested, refuted, or falsified and set then to one side, for progress to be made by tackling 

alternative hypotheses. Kuhn pointed out the problem. Science is impossible to engage in 

when all there is is an assembly of unrelated purported facts. When they are put together 

into a complex of hypotheses, which we can call a paradigm, all the data is viewed in the 

perspective of it. A paradigm can begin life as a brilliant hunch of an early genius who will 

probably not be right in every way at first. But once a paradigm is accepted it begins to 

influence and shape all scientific work. To be a scientist is to accept the paradigm. For this 

reason professors are more prone to be reinforcing and protecting the paradigms of 

research than they are to making space for new ones. Shifts of paradigm do not come from 

professors, but from young men and women and from those on the margin of the subject. ‘A 

profession will not desert the old paradigm till a new one is proposed,’ says Kuhn.  

The importance of ‘consensus’ came thus to the fore. And peer review today has its part to 

play in this. But I am reminded of the JTS review of my second book. Towards its end, it 

reads: ‘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’.xiii That 

my work continues to counter Markan Scholarship’s propositions and hypotheses is not my 

fault, I feel. When I put my PhD thesis out as a book, I put on the back cover, ‘This book 

challenges nearly all that we have ever been told about Mark’s Gospel.’xiv I could write that 

because I had studied every Greek word and every Greek construction in the Gospel from 

the perspective of ancient rhetoric’s rules. Biblical critical scholarship states that the writers 

of the New Testament were free of the requirement to write to any Hellenist writing rules. 

The evidence I present in my book is contrary to this, and absolutely so! It shows that this 

premise, which has played a major part in shaping New Testament research, has been 

wrong from the beginning. It has been unhelpful and it is misleading.   

 

The Influence of this Paradigm on the Reading of 1 John: 

 

What has scholarship contributed to the reading of 1 John under this second paradigm? In 

the first instance, it has been observed that most of the sentences in the Greek of this letter 

have a very simple syntactical structure and also that ‘the lack of connective conjunctions is 

often striking.’xv The internal structure has been viewed as one that is extremely convoluted, 

one which has plagued interpreters for centuries. 1 John, in fact, has been the least likely 

book of the New Testament to disclose a clear and meaningful structure.  

It was in the latter part of the nineteenth century that scholars started to grapple with the 

structural difficulties of 1 John. B. F. Westcott (1886) decided it was ‘extremely difficult’ to 

determine the structure of the Epistle. He states, ‘No single arrangement is able to take 

account of the complex development of thought which it offers, and of the many connections 

which exist between its different parts.’xvi At the same time, A. Plummer (1886) thought that 1 

John was simply a collection of aphorisms that did not have any logical or organised 

structure, but were a compound of doctrine and exhortation. What he did identify in the 



7 

 

Gospel and specifically in the Prologue was spiral movement. He thought it conspicuous in 

the Letter also.xvii  

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Robert Law (1909) agreed with the view of some 

interpreters that 1 John had no logical structure and stated that there was ‘no portion of 

Scripture regarding the plan of which there has been greater diversity of opinion.’ Echoing 

Plummer’s use of the term ‘spiral’, Law thought that it might best describe the structure of 1 

John.xviii Not long after this, and completely to the contrary, A. E. Brooke (1912)xix thought 

‘the aphoristic character of the writer’s meditations is the real cause of this diversity of 

arrangement, and perhaps the attempt to analyse the Epistle should be abandoned as 

useless.’ But by the middle of the twentieth century, C. H. Dodd (1946) was using the term 

‘spiral’ to describe the letter’s structure. Aware also of the presence of aphorisms, Dodd 

noted that ‘the argument is not closely articulated. There is little direct progression… Any 

attempt to divide the work into orderly paragraphs and sections must be largely arbitrary…’xx 

This ‘difficult structure’, A. N. Wilder (1957) likened to the river Meander, which flowed 

through the province of Asia.xxi M. Bogaert (1968) called it ‘the Canticle of Canticles of the 

New Testament’ and thought it influenced in style by the repetitive nature of Hebrew 

poetry.’xxii 

 
R. Bultmann (1967) acknowledged the apparent randomness of 1 John in yet another way, 

arguing that the original composition ended at 2:27.xxiii Bultmann’s theory remains mere 

conjecture based on the content of the letter alone. Raymond Brown (1995) informs us that 

others have argued against it ‘for the paradoxical reason that they cannot explain why 

anyone would have added pieces that say little or nothing which was not already said in 1:5-

2:27!’ Brown himself is hardly less complimentary: he writes, ‘The author’s logic is so 

obscure that one could move around units almost at will and still 1 John would read just as 

well as it does now.’xxiv Another has spoken of its ‘free association of ideas’.xxv But others are 

happy to use the term ‘spiral’ and to refer to ‘a number of cycles of argument’.xxvi On the 

problem of the structure and argument of 1 John, F. F. Bruce (1970) ruefully summarises, 

‘Attempts to trace a consecutive argument throughout 1 John have never succeeded.’xxvii  

 

This paradigm under which all scholars of 1 John have laboured for 185 years has served 

them in no useful way at all. 

 

A third paradigm?  

This new paradigm that I propose recognizes the first requirement of New Testament 

Studies, which is to know the texts for what they are. According to mainstream scholarly 

thought, associated with our Paradigm Two, they are categorically not the works of ancient 

rhetoric.xxviii But this is just what the evidence I have dug up from the Greek texts says they 

are! They are works of ancient rhetoric and they disclose a discipline of construction and a 

clarity of purpose which will blow every scholar away! My new paradigm is paramount! 

As Bengel was hopeful in his time of stimulating a renewed interest in the reading of the New 

Testament  texts, so we should be in our time. So much material exists, including facts about 

the texts that have never seen the light of day since these texts were first translated from the 

Greek into Latin. Listen to what Augustine had to say about this: ‘... in the early days of the 
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faith, no sooner did anyone gain possession of a Greek manuscript, and imagine himself to 

have any facility in both languages (however slight that may be), than he made bold to 

translate it!’xxix This, of course, led to a whole host of Latin texts of differing quality and much 

loss of detail which could have facilitated the disciplined reading that the rhetor intended. 

Given that Methodists have a reputation for systematic study, prayer and good works and 

that the 19th century was without doubt our denomination’s best century so far, we can hope 

that in the 21st century our church will once again show discipline and head up a renewal in 

the world, of the universal church and its transforming mission.  

 

1)   Whilst some parts of Mark’s Gospel may go back to the events and words of Jesus’ 

lifetime, it is doubtful that there are any reliable traditions in the non-Markan sections of the 

other Gospels. Mark’s Gospel sources are mainly Paul’s letters and the Old Testament. This 

Gospel presents the eternal truths of the Christian Religion in an appealing way. Its rhetor 

fulfils all the rules of ancient rhetoric. It is a masterpiece for public performance, in both 

literary and theological ways. Anyone wanting eye-witness report will be disappointed; that is 

not what this Gospel is. It is impressive and communicative as a drama which is mythical in 

its form and content and which, because of this, is literally true in what it means. It is honest 

in its appeal. It is no less true because it isn’t historically true. It is eternal truth which 

presupposes a historical foundation.  

2)   Any stores of eyewitness report or oral tradition were lost, or disrupted, by the events 

of AD 70, the date of the Fall of Jerusalem, the Destruction of the Temple, and the pogrom 

which saw the annihilation of a million people, which included a majority of Jews, members 

of the Christian Jewish Sect (which based itself in Jerusalem and at the Temple) and other 

nationals and peoples living in Judea and Jerusalem. Collectively, these are they who come 

out to John the Baptist in the opening of Mark’s Gospel, confessing their sins and being 

baptized.  

3)   Written by a rhetor (later named ‘Mark’) soon after AD 70 for the Christians scattered 

throughout the Roman Empire, the drama sought to reveal the good that came of the 

horrifically bad news of what appeared then to be the end of Judaism as well as the loss of 

the Jewish Christian Sect’s mother church in Jerusalem: that is 1) Jesus’ return within the 

same generation is to gather up the elect and take them from suffering to glory; and 2) the 

kingdom of God is founded on the earth in this period of its history as the Christian Sect 

becomes a new World Religion, Christianity, in its own right. The book balances teachings of 

Jesus’ fulfilling and completing the Old Covenant with teachings of his establishing the New 

Covenant. Homer’s method of structure and style are much in evidence.   

4)   Q is dead and buried. There was never any lost sayings-source common to Luke and 

Matthew. Q is a total error. 

5)   Matthew wrote his Gospel soon after Mark, expanding and changing Mark’s Drama 

into a supremely and carefully crafted Instruction Manual, which was planned as it was, to be 

memorized (fourteen pieces are counted each time on one hand, corresponding to the 

structures of our fingers). It was designed primarily for Jewish Christians, to teach that as 

Moses was born in such a way, as according to a midrash, so Jesus was born to be to the 

New Covenant what Moses was to the Old.  
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6)   Luke wrote his Gospel soon after Matthew. He set about combining Mark and 

Matthew and re-mythologized the Gospel, simplifying Matthew’s structure and making the 

basics of Christianity available for memorising by Gentile Christians. To this he later added 

his second work on The Church to the same framework. He re-wrote Matthew’s birth 

narratives with the aid of the Old Testament, and he added new material of his own, largely 

parables, through which he demonstrated his genius. There was hardly any L. 

7)   John wrote about AD 80 with a different purpose, to present meditations and 

elaborations on the Person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. The first part of the Gospel, the 

Seven Signs, overlaps with the second part, the Passover arrest, trial, death, resurrection 

and post-grave appearances of Jesus. In the penultimate part (the 83rd part) of a well 

organised, seven-section Gospel with twelve parts per section, the figure of 153 is to be 

interpreted as illuminative of the Gospel’s end reach. Introduced in the Prologue, it surfaces 

again and again throughout the Gospel’s various expositions. For sources, the writer drew 

on the Synoptists.  

8)   The Gospel of Thomas adds nothing to the Gospels understanding of Jesus. It 

represents a gnosticising of the Gospels, especially Luke. 

9)   The Gospels and Letters are all written to the rules of ancient rhetoric. Because of 

this we can pin-point all the divisions and sub-divisions of the text that the rhetors created. 

(We can jettison chapter and verse!) All of us, together, can know the book writers’ purposes 

more accurately than ever before. A first-century, scientific, reading discipline is available to 

New Testament Studies for the first time. It will sharpen any reader’s focus on what the 

rhetors were saying and how they were saying it.  

10)   The Revelation is not linear, but chiastic and cannot, therefore, be assumed to map 

out future events in a linear fashion. One accepted ‘current’ and ‘consensus’ of New 

Testament Scholarship, of course, is that Jesus got it wrong, the Gospel writers got it wrong, 

Paul got it wrong and the Revelation writer got it wrong. These scholars all say that we are 

still waiting for the return of Christ, but it is they who have got this wrong, and the church that 

has got it wrong! All the New Testament writers remain to be understood. Jesus and his 

angels rescued God’s people from out of the pogrom of AD 70. The Revelation has to be 

read in this light. ‘Babylon’ is not Rome, but Jerusalem. John 14 does most to help believers 

today to interpret Jesus’ returning. 2 Peter does least; it is bogus, mistaken and unhelpful. 

Markan priority is pretty much the only hypothesis from the 1830s that is left standing.  

 

The Influence of this Paradigm on the Reading of 1 John: 

 

What then is the reading of 1 John that is facilitated by my proposed paradigm? Given that 

mainstream scholarship views this letter as the last place to look for a resolvable structure, 

my reading blows this away. It declares that this is the first text to visit. Indeed, it is a perfect 

example of a text with a structure that has been shaped by the rules of ancient rhetoric.  
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My presentation reveals the structure as ABB’A’. It is the most ancient and most common 

chiastic structure in Hellenist literary work. Two outer parts (A and A prime) parallel each 

other around two inner parts (B and B’) which parallel each other. I find its use as a book 

structure in total eight times among the twenty-seven New Testament documents.xxx  

 

Scholars have agreed in the past that the big stumbling block is that the units of the text 

cannot be defined. But I say, the units of the text can be established, and easily, and that 

because of this we can resolve the letter’s structure. The helps of ancient rhetoric are as 

follows: the dualities which are to be discovered in the text; the repeating words that are 

used as opening formulae; and, most important of all, the writing style, ABB’, where A is the 

introductory piece, B is the first development and B’ is the second and paralleling, 

corresponding development which completes the three-part whole. These three-part wholes 

are the units of the work. They are the key to defining the limits of the units; they describe 

the limits of each and every piece of text over five literary levels. It is this feature that 

enables a reader of the ancient Greek manuscripts to parse a text of columns of letters 

without gaps between words and all without punctuation. Such a writing style clearly needs, 

therefore, to be matched by a reading style that is sympathetic to the writer’s/rhetor’s way of 

working. All the books of the New Testament are like 1 John: they all have a meaningful and 

memorable structure and a writing style that not only punctuates a text but reveals how it is 

to be read. 

 

It is hugely disappointing, therefore, to find that Bengel’s chart shows that he gets nowhere 

near to identifying the letter’s four-part chiasm, ABB’A’. Dualities of ‘looked upon’ and ‘testify’ 

which are in the Greek but which are never picked out in commentaries introduce and 

identify Section A (in part A) and Section A’ (in its part A). The writer of the letter uses this 

duality deliberately to guide the reader in his/her reading. Further, the B parts of both these 

opening pieces introduce the subjects of these sections which parallel: ‘God is light’ in the 

first, with ‘God is love’ in the second. And there is more. These outer series enfold two 

middle sections: Section B focuses on ‘Love not the world’, Section B’ responds with ‘Love 

one another’. The Letter’s themes emerge easily through this parsing and rhetorical analysis 

which exposes a repetitive use of opening terms. And the controversial verse, 5.8? Wesley, 

after Bengel, writes in support for it and includes it in the text he produces. I do too, but not 

like Bengel who thinks it affirms the writer’s interest in structuring the Letter to the Trinity. 

Even though 5.7-8 is to be found only in a Spanish version of the Latin Vulgate, to my mind it 

brilliantly, but simply, completes an otherwise incomplete abb’ construction.  

 

My presentation demonstrates that the rhetor is disciplined in his writing in every way. To the 

bottom left of my chart, we see how he could be said to be a ‘slave’ to his system (observe 

the similar three-fold repetitions in the last two parts, B and B’). He is writing for his reader in 

a systematic way. He has to. First century writing demanded it! The rules of ancient 

rhetoricxxxi required that a rhetor marshals his thoughts first of all, chooses a simple structure 

to communicate them, employs a writing style throughout - from its beginning to its end, and 

creates something that can be well set to memory and presented meaningfully. My chart 

demonstrates how the rhetor of this letter fulfilled these rules and that he gave every 

indication to his readers as to how he wanted it to be read.  
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My Conclusion: 

As I have indicated above, and for good reason, I am wary of currents and consensuses in 

scholarship. This needs to be addressed as this paper comes to its end. It is not that 

currents and consensuses are not important. But if they come from scholars who are trapped 

in maintaining a paradigm that cannot be tested, refuted, or falsified (and set then to one 

side), these currents and consensuses, surely, have no worth whatsoever? For progress to 

be made, we need to be able to set tired and unrewarding method aside and open up our 

minds to new possibilities. It cannot be put more clearly than this.  

Over the centuries, scholars have insisted that the New Testament books are not works of 

ancient rhetoricxxxii. This needs confronting as I come to the end of my presentation. My 

latest book, New Testament: New Testimony to the Skills of the Writers and First Readers, is 

in its fifth edition,xxxiii with its extra artworks and charts; it presents overwhelming evidence 

that a change is due in this regard. 1 John can now be read in the way that its rhetor 

intended. This alone signals the breakthrough that is before us. I offer my new paradigm as 

a Methodist Minister to the Methodist Church every Sunday that I preach. I do not treat the 

gospels as histories as many Methodist ministers do when they amplify the text and make it 

sound like these are reports of actual events. The gospels are works that promote an 

understanding of the faith; they are to be read for their meaning; they are the eternal truths 

of our faith, the Christian creed told in dramatic stories. Because they are works of ancient 

rhetoric, with artificial structures and balances in all their contents, they demand that we read 

them like Greek myths, with lasting value like Homer’s Iliad which shares its structuring 

method with Mark’s Gospel. It is to David Friedrich Strauss that we have to turn. He would 

have been fascinated to know that we have identified a link between the gospels and the 

Greek way of writing Tragedy and Epic. A hugely fascinating adventure awaits everyone in 

New Testament Studies, Methodist or otherwise. And yes, I think a wholesome surge of 

interest in the reading and the studying of the New Testament is more than likely.  

In Methodism, it may be judged that the majority of members still want to read the gospels 

as if they were histories, as also a majority of lay preachers and an ever-increasing number 

of newly ordained ministers who have not been given the time to get involved in biblical 

studies in any great depth, and are conservative in their evangelicalism. They are operating 

under Methodism’s first paradigm still. Under the second paradigm, I am suspecting that 

many liberal members and preachers decided to call it a day, because they did not 

understand that the texts offered eternal truth as the first church understood it, leaving us 

today to wrestle with what comes at us from the four corners of the wrestling ring of faith in 

which we are set, either together with others or alone, to wrestle not so much with each 

other, but with what is coming at us from the bible, tradition, reason and experience. That we 

have now a third paradigm, under which we can usefully work together to access not only 

the truths of the New Testament Books, but also the truths about the books, means that we 

are being encouraged to leave the other two paradigms behind.   

Another issue confronts us. After 185 years of working under the second paradigm, we will 

need to accept that it will be difficult for many to appreciate that there is anything still to be 

known about the New Testament Books. This will be a huge stumbling block to progress. An 

attitude is discernible: ‘it’s not possible that there’s anything still to know, it would have been 

discovered long ago’; ‘think of all the minds that have concentrated on the work’; ‘the job is 
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done surely?’ ‘There can’t be anything left to do of any real importance?’ That’s the kind of 

thinking that I have come up against over the thirty years since my first publication. Scholars 

are saying that they have been up to the task, ‘How dare anyone tell us we haven’t been?’ 

What they cannot see is that they are the problem because they have operated under a 

paradigm which could never be proved either useful or useless and, therefore, never wrong 

and in need of replacement.  

 

For my last subject, I now introduce the matter of continuing education. Clearly, course 

directors have the responsibility for establishing what studies students need to cover to 

complete a course. I recall a particular moment at All Nations Christian College. I think it was 

the first day of my second year that the college was addressed by the Chair of the Board 

who said we were there to learn from the staff what they could teach us so that, in turn, we 

could go out into the world and teach it to others. It was a simple matter for him; there was a 

body of unchanging knowledge that we needed to know before we could be useful. Do 

Universities and Colleges set out to train their students to become bible scholars who can 

interpret the texts themselves? Are academics themselves trained to read the texts under 

the guidance of the writers, the rhetors themselves, that they, in turn, may guide their 

students to do the same? Bengel and I both hold to the same view and answer the two 

questions in the same way: ‘they ought!’ Of the first importance, would-be readers need to 

be helped to see what aids the writers placed in their texts. I remember what it was like 

being an undergraduate, but I really valued the chance to undertake an undergraduate 

dissertation on the central section of Luke. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been writing this now. 

If only more undergraduates were given this opportunity. Clearly, it falls to post-graduates to 

use their time to explore the texts, but of all postgraduates today, in the UK fewer than ten 

per cent are doing this. We are reaching a new place in Methodist New Testament Studies 

which requires a whole new look at how we approach learning.  

 

Our heroes and our best encouragers of any era are those who have shrugged off the 

straight-jacket of an ill-thought-out educational system, or faulty paradigm. The scholars are 

few who have given up the cosy and protected space of the world of secondary literature to 

examine the texts by trying all kinds of analytical methods. I have the names of a few of 

them written in my heart. I thank God for them. 

 

My handout on 1 John is a presentation in which we can see the whole document in one, all 

its words, all its pieces, all its parts and sections, all the ways in which the bits relate to each 

other, and all in literal English. I really favour the whole of the New Testament being 

produced in ways similar to this, to give non-Greek readers the best help in seeing what 

there is to be seen in the Greek texts. The Bible Societies are going to have to be told (or is 

it a job for a new Methodist Publishing House?) that what is needed are literal translations of 

the Greek New Testament texts, presented on the page, in their pieces, parts and wholes, 

so that everyone will be able to read, interpret and enjoy all the New Testament texts in all 

their detail as their rhetors always intended.  
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