narrative criticism of the new
testament

narrative criticism of the new testament is a specialized approach to
biblical studies that examines the New Testament texts as unified narratives.
This method focuses on the storytelling aspects, literary structure, and
narrative techniques employed by the authors, rather than traditional
historical or source-critical approaches. By analyzing elements such as plot,
character development, setting, and point of view, narrative criticism offers
fresh insights into the theological and literary dimensions of the New
Testament. This article explores the foundations of narrative criticism, its
key concepts, and its application to various New Testament books.
Additionally, it addresses the strengths and limitations of this method in
biblical scholarship. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview
of narrative criticism of the New Testament, offering readers a detailed
understanding of this influential interpretive framework.

e Foundations of Narrative Criticism in New Testament Studies
e Key Concepts in Narrative Criticism of the New Testament
e Application of Narrative Criticism to New Testament Texts

e Strengths and Limitations of Narrative Criticism

Foundations of Narrative Criticism in New
Testament Studies

Narrative criticism of the New Testament emerged during the late 20th century
as part of a broader literary turn in biblical scholarship. This approach
prioritizes the final form of the biblical text as a coherent story,
emphasizing how narrative strategies communicate meaning. Unlike historical
criticism, which seeks to reconstruct the historical Jesus or original
sources, narrative criticism treats the New Testament writings as crafted
literary works that convey theological truths through narrative art. The
method draws heavily from contemporary literary theory, particularly
narratology, which studies narrative structures and techniques across various
texts. Foundational scholars such as Robert C. Tannehill and David Rhoads
contributed significantly to establishing narrative criticism as a credible
and valuable methodology for interpreting the New Testament.



Historical Context of Narrative Criticism

Narrative criticism arose in response to the limitations of earlier critical
methods like form criticism and redaction criticism. While these methods
provided important insights into the origins and editorial processes of the
New Testament, they often neglected the literary coherence and storytelling
power of the texts as they stand. The shift towards narrative criticism
reflected a growing interest in understanding how readers engage with the
biblical narratives and how meaning is constructed through literary devices.
This approach became increasingly popular in the 1980s and 1990s, influencing
not only academic biblical studies but also homiletics and theological
interpretation.

Relationship to Other Critical Approaches

Narrative criticism complements other critical methodologies by focusing on
the final canonical text rather than hypothetical source documents or
historical contexts. However, it does not reject historical or theological
concerns; instead, it integrates literary analysis with theological
reflection. The method often interacts with reader-response criticism,
rhetorical criticism, and social-scientific approaches, creating a
multifaceted interpretive framework. This integrative nature makes narrative
criticism particularly useful for understanding the New Testament's impact on
diverse audiences and its enduring theological significance.

Key Concepts in Narrative Criticism of the New
Testament

Understanding narrative criticism requires familiarity with several key
concepts that define its literary and interpretive focus. These concepts help
scholars and readers analyze the New Testament texts as stories with
narrative coherence, character dynamics, and thematic depth.

Plot and Structure

Plot refers to the sequence of events and their causal relationships within a
narrative. In narrative criticism of the New Testament, analyzing plot
involves identifying the storyline, climaxes, conflicts, and resolutions
found in texts such as the Gospels or Acts. Scholars examine how narrative
structure shapes the reader's perception and theological understanding. For
example, the Gospel of Mark’s fast-paced, episodic plot creates a sense of
urgency about Jesus' mission and suffering.



Characterization

Characters in the New Testament narratives are studied for their development,
motivations, and roles within the story. Narrative critics pay close
attention to protagonists, antagonists, and secondary characters, exploring
how they contribute to the overall message. The portrayal of Jesus,
disciples, Pharisees, or other figures is analyzed to uncover theological and
ethical dimensions embedded in their narrative roles.

Setting and Point of View

Setting includes the time, place, and cultural context within the narrative
world. Narrative criticism examines how settings influence plot development
and character behavior. Point of view pertains to the narrative perspective
or voice through which the story is told. The choice of narrator, whether
omniscient, limited, or unreliable, affects the reader’s engagement and
interpretation of the New Testament story.

Theme and Symbolism

Themes are the central ideas or messages conveyed through the narrative.
Narrative criticism identifies recurring motifs and symbols that enrich the
text’s theological and literary meaning. For instance, the theme of the
Kingdom of God or the use of symbolic imagery such as light and darkness
plays a significant role in shaping the New Testament’s narrative world.

e Plot and narrative structure
e Character roles and development
e Setting and narrative perspective

e Themes and symbolic elements

Application of Narrative Criticism to New
Testament Texts

Narrative criticism has been applied extensively to various New Testament
writings, providing fresh insights into their literary artistry and
theological import. This section highlights key examples of how narrative



criticism enhances understanding of major texts.

The Gospels as Narrative Literature

The four canonical Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John-are primary subjects
of narrative criticism due to their explicit storytelling nature. Scholars
analyze how each Gospel constructs its narrative to present a distinct
portrait of Jesus Christ. Mark'’s Gospel, for example, is noted for its
immediacy and tension, while John emphasizes symbolic dialogue and
theological reflection. Narrative criticism investigates how plot
progression, character interaction, and narrative irony function within these
texts.

Acts and the Early Christian Narrative

The Acts of the Apostles narrates the origins and expansion of the early
Christian movement. Narrative criticism examines how Luke, as the author of
both Luke and Acts, crafts a continuous story with thematic unity. The
portrayal of key figures like Peter and Paul, the depiction of missionary
journeys, and the narrative’s overarching movement from Jerusalem to Rome are
analyzed for their literary and theological significance.

Pauline Epistles and Narrative Elements

Although primarily letters, the Pauline epistles contain narrative elements
that can be explored through narrative criticism. Scholars investigate how
Paul constructs his personal story, his relationship with communities, and
his theological arguments within a narrative framework. This approach
highlights how Paul’s letters function as part of a larger story about the
early Church and its challenges.

Strengths and Limitations of Narrative
Criticism

Narrative criticism offers several advantages as a method for interpreting
the New Testament, but it also faces certain challenges and limitations.



Strengths

e Focus on literary unity: Narrative criticism emphasizes the final form
of the text, highlighting its coherence and artistry.

e Theological insight: By analyzing narrative elements, this method
uncovers deeper theological meanings embedded in the text’s structure
and characters.

* Engagement with readers: It considers how narratives invite readers into
the story, fostering a dynamic interaction with the text.

e Cross-disciplinary approach: Narrative criticism integrates insights
from literary theory, enhancing biblical interpretation.

Limitations

e Neglect of historical context: Focusing on the narrative as literature
may overlook important historical and cultural backgrounds.

* Potential for subjective interpretation: Literary analysis can sometimes
lead to differing conclusions based on interpretive emphasis.

e Limited application to non-narrative texts: Some New Testament writings,
such as apocalyptic literature or purely doctrinal texts, may not lend
themselves easily to narrative criticism.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is narrative criticism in the context of the
New Testament?

Narrative criticism is a method of analyzing the New Testament that focuses
on the stories, characters, plot, and narrative techniques used by the
authors to convey theological and literary meanings.

How does narrative criticism differ from historical



criticism of the New Testament?

While historical criticism seeks to understand the historical context and
sources behind the New Testament texts, narrative criticism emphasizes the
final form of the text as a coherent story and analyzes its literary elements
and narrative structure.

What are some key narrative elements examined in the
New Testament through narrative criticism?

Key narrative elements include plot development, characterization, setting,
point of view, symbolism, and narrative voice, all of which help uncover
deeper meanings within the New Testament texts.

Which New Testament books are commonly studied using
narrative criticism?

The Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) are most commonly studied with
narrative criticism due to their storytelling nature, but Acts and Revelation
are also frequently analyzed using this method.

How does narrative criticism contribute to
theological understanding of the New Testament?

Narrative criticism reveals how the New Testament authors use storytelling to
shape readers’ perceptions of Jesus, discipleship, and the kingdom of God,
thereby enriching theological interpretation and application.

Additional Resources

1. Narrative Criticism of the New Testament: An Introduction

This foundational book provides an accessible overview of narrative criticism
as applied to New Testament texts. It explores the literary techniques used
by biblical authors and how they shape the reader’s understanding of the
narrative. The book also discusses the historical context and implications of
narrative analysis for theological interpretation.

2. The Art of Reading the New Testament Narratively

This work emphasizes the importance of reading New Testament texts as
coherent stories rather than isolated passages. It introduces key narrative
elements such as plot, character development, and point of view. The book
offers practical tools for interpreting the Gospels and the Acts of the
Apostles through a narrative-critical lens.

3. Story and History in the Gospels: A Narrative-Critical Approach
Focusing on the Gospels, this book examines how narrative techniques
influence the presentation of historical events. It investigates the



interplay between story and history, highlighting how evangelists shape their
accounts to convey theological messages. The author provides detailed
analyses of key pericopes to illustrate the method.

4. Characters in the New Testament: A Narrative-Critical Study

This study delves into the portrayal of characters within New Testament
narratives, analyzing their roles, motivations, and development. It discusses
how character construction affects the overall message and theological
themes. The book also compares characterizations across different New
Testament writings.

5. Plot and Meaning in the Acts of the Apostles

This book offers a thorough narrative-critical examination of the Acts of the
Apostles, focusing on its plot structure and thematic development. It
explores how the narrative moves from the resurrection of Jesus to the spread
of the early church. The analysis reveals the literary artistry behind the
theological agenda of Acts.

6. Time and Space in New Testament Narratives

Exploring the dimensions of time and space, this book investigates how New
Testament authors use temporal and spatial settings to enhance their
narratives. It discusses narrative pacing, sequencing, and geographical
references. The study shows how these elements contribute to the reader’s
immersion and understanding.

7. Reading the Parables of Jesus Narratively

This volume applies narrative criticism to the parables found in the Synoptic
Gospels. It examines the structure, characters, and settings of the parables
to uncover deeper meanings. The book also considers the rhetorical effects of
the parables on their original audiences.

8. Narrative Dynamics in Pauline Letters

While primarily focused on narrative criticism of storytelling texts, this
book extends the approach to selected Pauline epistles. It looks at narrative
elements such as voice, audience, and implied story within the letters. The
author argues that understanding these dynamics enriches the interpretation
of Paul’s theological arguments.

9. The Narrative World of the Fourth Gospel

This detailed study explores the Gospel of John through the lens of narrative
criticism, highlighting its unique literary features. It analyzes narrative
techniques such as symbolism, irony, and characterization. The book
demonstrates how these elements serve to communicate the Gospel'’s distinct
theological vision.
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