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Introduction to the Old Testament as 
Scripture by Brevard Childs. 
Fortress, 1979. 28.50. 
Reviewed by Gerald Sheppard, Assistant 
Professor of Old Testament, Union TIle
ological Seminary, New York. 

As a student, friend, and now a col
league in a nearby institution, I owe 
more of my scholarly training to Prof
essor Childs than to any other mentor. 
Therefore, I must admit difficulty pre
tending cold objectivity about a book 
whose formulation stimulated so much 
of my own development as a young scho
lar. Although this book would be a 
seminal contribution to Old Testament 
studies solely on grounds of its com
prehensive scholarship, its genius lies 
in the new vision of the biblical text 
which Childs proposes. 

For that reason it is a serious mistake 
for a reader to see in the book merely 
a new "method." Childs has always had 
a slightly antihermeneutical streak in 
him. There is no talk of "canon criti
cism" (James Sanders' term) because 
Childs suspects that great interpreta
tion always exceeds clever proposals 
in methods. The problem for Childs is 
even more basic than finding a method, 
it is as basic as finding a text! 
Consequently, the thrust of this new 
introduction is to describe the "shape" 
of the biblical text when it is viewed 
as "Scripture"; that is to say, Childs 
seeks to delineate the functional sig
nificance of each book's composition 
within the "canonical context" of the 
Old and New Testament. 

Reversing the modern tendency to put 
matters of canon and text a [ the end, 
Childs begins his work, after revjEwing 
the history of Old Testament introduc
tions, with lengthy chapters on "The 
Problem of Canon," "Canon and Criti
cism," and "Text and Canon." The 
remainder of the volume treats each 
Old Testament book in terms of three 
things: a) the books his torical-cri
tical problems, b) its canonical shape, 
and c) its theological and hermeneuti
cal implications. 

One of the most frequent criticisms of 
Childs is that he might inadvertently 
give legitimation to fundamentalists 
by such an emphaqis on the final pro
duct or that he might feed the anti
historical passions of the "literary" 
theorists who want to read the Bi
ble, we are told, "on the flat." 
Neither of these fears is realis
tic. Childs is not a conservative 
historical critic, and he thinks 
that one of the more character-
istic aspects of canon is that it 
invites a reading of older texts 
over against the original inten-
tion of the author who compoGed 
them. Ancient authors ran·ly set out 
to wr[tc "Scripture" and the ne~,T 
reading which the canonical context 

imposes on their work vastly exceeds 
their own pretentions. Their words 
do not become the Word of God to all 
generations by good intentions. So, 
fundamentalists with the conviction 
that the meaning of a text resides 
simply in the resurrection of the 
inspired writer will be more than a 
little" annoyed at Child' formula
tion of the matter. 

Moreover, this introduction does not 
follow a strictly literary ap
proach. After all, Bible as a re
ligious canon is quite removed from 
emphasis on Bible as "literature 
like any other literature." 
An assessment of "canonical" litera
ture begins with an understading of 
the formation of the literature and 
its function within the community 
of faith and then asks the ultimate 
questions of history. Consequently, 
there is no general literary rule 
which defines rigidly and at every 
place the relationship between 
history and the meaning of the 
text as Scripture. 

For evangelicals this book offers 
an alternative way of viewing and 
using Scripture, one which can 
legitimately value so called 
"pre-critical" exegesis. It is 
a "post-modern" critique, one 
among many other options such as 
structuralism, rhetorical 
criticism, the revival of new lit
erary approaches, Walter Wink's in
ternalization of the text, and so 
forth. Like these others, Childs' 
proposal rejects the terms as set 
by the older fundamentalist-liberal 
debates. However his unique advan
tage lies in his ability to re
assess the role of historical
critical methods from within the 
critical camp rather than from with
out. Consequently, he avoids the pit
falls of conservative apologetics and 
still offers to evangelicals a con
firmation of Scripture as the sa-
cred common text which both pastor 
and laity compete to illuminate. 
For evangelicals, I believe Pro
fessor Childs should signify for 
Old Testament exegesis what Barth 
signifies for dogmatics. If all the 
answers are not here, I still sus
pect Childs teaches us, as have few 
other scholars in our generation, 
how to ask the right questions. 

••••• 
~~e Law in the Fourth Gospel by S. 
Pancaro. 
E. J. Brill, 1975 
Histor'Y and ihuology in the Fourth 
Gaspe [ by ,1. 1.,. Mar·tyn. 
Abingdon, 1979. 
l{evi t."wed by Don Carson, Professor of 
Ncw Testament at Trinity Evangelical 
Di vini Ly School. 
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Pancaro's volume, 571 pages in length, 
is an abridgment (!) of a doctoral dis
sertation done at MUnster in 1972 under 
J. Gnilka. It is surprising that, be
fore Pancaro, no major monograph had 
been written on the concept of law in 
the Fourth Gospel. Pancaro's study 
fills that niche. 

Pancaro divides his work into five 
parts. The firs t, titled "The Law as 
a Norm Which Jews Vainly Try to Use 
against Jesus in order to Judge and Con
demn Him," is a close study of the char
ges against Jesus concerning alleged 
Sabbath violations, blasphemy, false 
teaciling, and being an enemy of the 
Jewish nation. In the second, Pan-
caro focuses on a number of passages 
to show that, according to John, the 
law testifies against the Jews and in 
favor of Jesus. Part Three examines 
the trial before Pilate as the "d~ 
nouement" of the confrontation of Je
sus with the Jews and "their" law. 
In Part Four, Pancaro outlines what he 
calls the mptamorphosis of "noms tic 
termini" and the transferral to Je
sus of symbols for the law -- rather 
akin in concept to the replacement 
theme, with respect to "holy space," 
marked out by W. D. Davies, bu~ now 
applied to the "nonds tic termini." 
In ~e last part, Pancaro offers a sys
tematic summary, and relates his con
clusions to John 1:17. 

The basic thrust of PanCal"O'S argu
ment is fairly simple. He argues that 
the Jewish Christians who consitute 
John's community observe the law, but 
in a sense quite different from the syn
agogue Jews. The Jewish Christians 
hold that the role of the law has 
changed with the coming of Jesus; but 
they virtually relate the "1<. .1" to the 
Scriptures and see Jesus as the fulfil
ment of these Scriptures. The syna
gogue Jews, by contrast, interpret ad
herence to the law in terms of the 
Jamian authorities -- so much so that 
the Johannine community can disparag
ingly refer to the law, so inter
preted, as "the law of the Jews" or 
"their law." 

Pancaro has mastered the secondary 
literature and brought together a 
great deal of useful material. Much 
of his exegesis is stimulating and 
suggestive. His over-arching thesis, 
however, cannot be adequately sup
ported by his exegesis. To picture 
the Johannine community as so exclu
sively Jewish Christian, to conclude 
that John is writing exclusively for 
Jewish Christians, is to overlook 
some immensely important themes in the 
Fourth Gospel. Not the l ... ast C0nccrns 
the "Greeks" in John 12:20, whom 
Pancaro takes without proof or djs
cussion to be Greek-speaking Jews of 
the diaspora. On the face of it, 
John's Gospel aims in more than one 
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direction; and it is reductionistic 
to isolate a general theme and treat 
it as if it were the whole. 

Pancaro's volume reflects another 
problem; but because the same thing 
occurs in the second book to be dis
cussed, I shall postpone mentioning 
it. 

Martyn's book was first published in 
1968. Now, substantially revised and 
somewhat enlarged, it still takes up 
a mere 176 pages; but it has exerted 
an influence out of all proportion to 
its size. 

The title of Martyn's book is the 
sort of thing likely to grab the at
tention of those students who have 
been trying to treat John's Gospel 
as both authentic history and dis
tinctive theology. But then it is 
disconcerting to read in the Preface 
that by ,ihistory" in the title Martyn 
refers not to the history surrounding 
Jesus of Nazareth, but to the history 
surrounding the Fourth Evangelist and 
his community. 

Martyn's study is very largely an 
examination of John 9. He begins with 
form-critical observations on 
John 9:1-7. These verses seem at 
first glance to reflect three ele
ments common to the miracle story: 
a) description of the illn~ss; 
b) the sick person healed; and c) the 
miracle confirms. a) is found in 
9:1; b) in 9:6f.; and c) in 9:8f. 
Closer inspection, however, reveals to 
Martyn a decided shift in 9:8f.: the 
original form has been changed to ac-

8-41 to be taken in the way Martyn 
wants; Martyn's form-critical argu
ments have serious inconsistencies; 
and his arguments for identifying the 
excommunication in John 9 as post
Jamnian are not convincing. I have 
detailed some of these objections in 
an article to appear in the Spring of 
1980, and will not repeat them here. 

Many stimulating and useful things 
can be learned from Pancaro and Mar
tyn; but both of these scholars betray 
a too-ready acceptance of one of the 
foibles of much modern Johannine study. 
Although they are right to point out 
that John is speaking to his own day, 
they systematically overlook the fact 
that John purports to speak to his own 
day about events that happened in an 
earlier day. No evangelist is as 
careful as John in distinguishing be
tween what the disciples understood in 
the days of the historical Jesus, and 
~hat they came to understand only later. 

Any approach to the Fourth Gospel 
which does not take this persistent 
distinction seriously is methodolo
gically deficient. There is much 
more work to be done in his area; , .t 
the most profitable lines to pu. 
are not going to be those which 
overlook distinctions which John 
himself insists on. 

••••• 
The Sermon on the MOunt, An EvangeZicaZ 
Exposition of Matthew 5-7 by D. A. Car-

comodate a dramatic expansion of the son. 
story, which runs from vv. 8-41. This Baker, 1978, l57pp., 6.95. 
entire section which Martyn divid's in- Reviewed by H. Wayne House, Assistant 
to five scenes: does not really rerer Professor of Biblical Studies, LeTour-
to Jesus and synagogue conflict in his neau College. 
own day. Rather, under the guise of Je
sus it refers to a Christian preacher 
who performs a healing (Martyn cannot 
decide whether or not it is a physical 
healing) on a poor Jew in the Jewish 
quarter of the city; and in so doing he 
sparks a controvery between church and 
synagogue. The controversy lends to the 
conversion of the Jew, and culminates 
in a Christian sermon (John 10). The 
Jew himself, in the process of beCOming 
a Christian, is excommunicated from 
the synagogue according to the dic
tates of Jamnia, the Birkath ha-Minim. 

The book is attractively written; and 
no small part of its influence stems 
from the fact that its main thesis has 
considerable merit: v'iz., at least one 
of John's purposes is to encourage 
Chris tians in the ongoing church/ syna
gogue conflict of his own day. Ihe de
tailed argu~ent, however, is singular
ly im!)lausible. Th"ere are no demon
strable clues that John intends vv. 

Don Carson is presently a professor of 
New Testament at Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School; he was formerly dean 
of Northwest Baptist Theological Sem
inary in Vancouver. The occasion for 
the formulation of the material in the 
present book was a series of addresses 
given to the Cambridge InterCollegeiate 
Christian Union in 1975. He received 
his PhD from Cambridge University. 

The author 1'ecognizes the numerous 
books and other studies on this Bibli-
cal section yet believes there are sev
eral reasons for one such as his: (1) 
The work is shorter th;m most that are 
intended for the general reader; 2) He 
endeavors to be freer from the catego
ries of systematic theology than some 
of those who have before written on 
this subject; 3) He includes two ap
pendices. which are not usually in
cludt>d .I.n expositions f0r the popular 
audience; 4) He gives a:; his major rea
,;00. hm"ever, "I am offering these 
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studues to a larger circle because I 
am deeply convinced that the church of 
Christ needs to study tllf> Sermon on 
the Haunt again and again." (10). 

His approach is a mixture of fine exe
gesis of each portion of the Sermon and 
has timely, often very piercing, appli
cations to the reader's life. This 
latter trait is in the tone of a ser
mon -- to be expected since the work 
was first produced for public address 
-- with the reader and author both su~ 
moned to live in light of the exposi
tion or to recognize spiritual pover
ty in view of not following the king
dom's standards. 

This combination is what impressed 
the reviewer as the real value of the 
book. There are more thorough exeget
ical studies and more full devotional 
or hortatory ones,but none, to this 
reviewer's knowledge, that exercise 
the balance as one sees in this work. 

There are two appendices concluding 
the book. The first discusses some 
important critical issues that arise 
in the study of the Sermon. The au
thor does not sidestep the problems 
that are in the section but he con
veys a high regard for the integrity 
of the text. The last appendix 
concerns theological perspectives on 
the time framework for the implemen
tation of the kingdom teaching. He 
gives fair presentation of each, 
then opts for an eclectic position. 

In order to give the reader a 
proper feel for the book an example 
of his approach seems appropriate. 
In discussing the narrow road into 
the kingdom he says: "It is not for 
nothing that the Sermon on the Mount 
begins with the demand for poverty 
of spirit. It begins by demanding 
that kingdom hopefuls acknowledge 
their spiritual bankruptcy, their 
need ••• 1 insist that if the Ser
mon on the Mount be construed merely 
as legal requirement to kingdom 
entrance, no one shall ever enter: 
can any meditate long on Matthew 5-7 
and remain unashamed? .. Nothing 
could be more calmitous than to 
meditate long and hard on Mat-
thew 5:1-7:12 and then resolve to 
improve a little. The discipleship 
which Jesus requires is absolute, 
radical in the (etymological) sense 
that it get to the root of human 
conduct and to the root of rela
tionships between God and men" 
(121-22). 

The book has easy to read type and 
apparently is relatively free of 
typographical errors. This re~iewer 
experienced spiritual growth in the 
reading of the book and highly 
recommends it. 
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