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“GOSPEL ORIGINS”: A REPLY TO J. W. WENHAM

DOUGLAS I. MOO
TRINITY EVANGELICAL DIVINITY SCHOOL

In the Fall, 1978 fascicle of the Trinity Journal (old series 7 [1978] 112-
134), J. W. Wenham published an article in which he gave a refreshing new
review of the evidence regarding the origins of the gospels. It will be helpful at
the outset to reproduce Wenham’s own summary of his conclusions:

Put crudely, my belief is that Acts was written by Luke in
Rome at the time where its story ends, about AD 62. (See
Chronological Table). Luke’s gospel was written in Greece in the
early fifties. Luke used both Mark and the Greek Matthew, Mark
was written in Rome about AD 44 and is based on Peter’s oral
teaching, The gospel as a literary form was invented by Matthew,
whose gospel appeared first in Aramaic or Hebrew. It may well
have been composed during the persecution following Stephen’s
martyrdom when the apostles stayed together in Jerusalem, and it
was probably published with their collective approval. It was trans-
lated into Greek following the successful publication of Mark, and
the translator used Marcan turns of phrase when it served his
purpose,

Furthermore, I believe that Luke was a Hellenistic Jew and is to
be identified with Lucius of Cyrene, church leader at Antioch and
kinsman of Paul. I think that Luke was brought up in Cyrenaica
in North Africa; did his medical training at Tarsus and practiced in
Judaea; was one of the seventy; was the unnamed disciple of the
Emmaus road; and was one of the band of Cypriots and Cyrenians
who first evangelized the Gentiles, He certainly worked at Antioch
with Paul and became his travel companion.

Mark’s father, I believe, also came from Cyrene, He was cousin
to Simon Peter’s wife, and he possibly owned the garden of Gethse-
mane. Mark was closely associated with Peter, at least from the
time when he ran away naked at Jesus® arrest [Mk 14:51, 52]. It
was to his home that Peter first escaped in AD 42. Peter then went
on to Rome, and Mark assisted him in the work there.

The fourth gospel was written in Ephesus in the early sixties by
John the apostle, Jesus® cousin and closest friend. John extracted
from his own oral teaching matter which supplemented the other
three.

I believe that Matthew, Luke and John made firsi-hand records
of Jesus’ words and deeds, which they later incorporated in their
gospels,
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Wenham admits that he holds these views with differing degrees of certainty
and, noting that this reconstruction represents only an “interim account,”
invites criticism. In accepting Wenham’s invitation, I write as one who is
extremely grateful for the contribution he has made and with considerably less
expertise than he has gained in the course of his long research and meditations.

Wenham begins with the external evidence relating to the authorship and
date of the first gospel. This starting point reflects Wenham’s generally high
regard for the testimony of the early church fathers, a point of view which
would appear to be more appropriate than the almost total scepticism with
which this testimony is treated in some quarters.

The external evidence concerning the origin of Matthew’s gospel finds its
most important witness in the statement of Papias (¢. A.D. 135) as quoted by
Eusebius. “Matthew compiled the ‘Sayings,” (logiz) in the Aramaic language,
and everyone translated (hermeneuo) them as well as he could.”! Few, if any,
extra-canonical Christian texts have been subjected to more scrutiny than this
brief statement. Foregoing an extensive investigation, which would, by itself,
occupy the space reserved for the entire article, the following points can, with
some confidence, be made. First, despite the difficulties to be noted, it is over-
whelmingly probable, on the basis of the available evidence, that Papias meant
to refer, and Eusebius understood him to be referring, to a gospel.2 The word
logia is used in this sense in the immediate context of Papias’ treatise and those
early Christian leaders who seem to refer back to Papias so understood it.3
Secondly, Hebraica dialektos most naturally describes the language (either
Hebrew or Aramaic) in which the logia were composed. The suggestion that the
phrase could refer to the style of composition, while attractive, is unlikely.4
Thirdly, in view of the explicit allusion to language in the context, it is more
likely that hermeneuo means “translate,” rather than “interpret.”S On this
interpretation, then, Papias asserts the Matthean authorship of a gospel, com-
posed in (probably) Aramaic and translated by a number of others.

Before pursuing the linguistic problem raised by this conclusion, it would be
well to summarize the remainder of the patristic attestation. Irenaeus (Adv.
Haer. 111.1.1) repeats the claim that Matthew wrote a gospel “among the
Hebrews . . . in their own dialect.” Clement of Alexandria (cf. A.E. VI.14.5)
asserts that the gospels with genealogies were composed first and Origen (H.E.
VI.25.4) explicitly claims that the first gospel was written by Matthew, the tax-

VHistoria Ecclesiastica (hereafter HE) 111.39-16. Translations are from Eusebius: The
History of the Church from Christ to Constantine, ed. G. A. Williamson (Minneapolis, MN:
Augsburg, 1965).

23ee especially Paul Nepper-Christensen, Das Matthiusevangelium: Ein judenchrist-
liches Evangelium? Theologica Danica 1 (Aarhus: Universitats, 1958) 38-43; C. Steward
Petrie, “The Authorship of *“The Gospel According to Matthew’: A Reconsideration of the
External Evidence,” NTS 14 (1967-1968) 31. The view that a collection of Jesus’ sayings,
perhaps “Q,” is what Papias refers to remains popular also (Ernest L. Abel, *“Who wrote
Matthew?” NT5 17 [1970-1971] 139; David Hill, The Gospel of Matthew, NCB [London:
Oliphants, 1972] 23-27).

3As Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 111.1.9); Eusebius (HF 111.24).

4For this view, ef, I. Kiirzinger, “Traniius und sein Zeugnis zur Sprache des Matthius-
evangeliums,” NT5 10 (1963-1964) 109-113.

SPetrie, “*Authorship,” 29-30.
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collector, and appeared in “the Hebrew language.” It is sometimes asserted that
these latter traditions are merely repetitions of Papias’ belief and, therefore, of
no independent value, but such slavish dependence is unlikely because (a) details
not mentioned by Papias are added and (b) the unchallenged tradition that the
first gospel was composed in a Semitic language is unlikely in view of its com-
plete replacement by the gospel in Greek, unless the tradition was particularly
strong andfor reliable. Thus, although Papias never identifies Matthew as the
author (or translator) of the Greek gospel, this was the universally held
position from the earliest period.

This clear and unanimous tradition concerning the origin of the first gospel
would be of unequivocal importance were it not for the language question. We
possess no copy of the first gospel in any language other than Greek, nor is it
generally thought that the first gospel could be a translation from a Semitic
original.b In the face of this difficulty, some have chosen to reject the tradition
entirely,”7 others to accept only the evidence with respect to authorship.8 But
before rejecting a part or the whole of the tradition, it would be better to seek
an explanation for it. The language difficulty has been eased by attributing to
Matthew some source for the first, or all the gospels, but this expedient is
unable to explain the later fathers’ insistence on linking Matthew with the
canonical Greek gospel.? The solution which is best able to explain most of the
evidence is the “two edition™ theory which holds that Matthew, previous to his
Greek publication, had written a Semitic version of the gospel.10 A similar
process finds parallels in the production of other ancient works.!l That
Matthew’s Greek is not “translation Greek” is a problem only if one thinks of a
literal translation process—does the New English Bible show evident linguistic
signs of the languages from which it is translated? This “two stage” theory is
essentially the conclusion to which Wenham also comes.

I am less inclined to agree with Wenham on the dating of these two editions.
He finds a probable provenance for the Semitic edition in the time of the dis-
persal of Jewish Christians from Palestine in the years 33-42, while the Greek

6Nigel Turner says, “Matthew’s Greek is assuredly not a translation, in spite of its
Semitic idiom, for its style is too smooth . . . .” (Styie, vol. 4 of A Grammar of New Testa-
ment Greek, by James Hope Moulton [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1976] 37).

TWerner Georg Kiimmel, Introduction to the New Testament (rev. ed.; London: SCM,
1975) 120-21.

8Ned B. Stonehouse, Origins of the Synoptic Gospels: Some Basic Questions (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1979 [=1963]) 78-92.

9Theodor Zahn, fntroduction to the New Testament (Minneapolis, MN: Klock &
Klock, 1977 [reprint]) 2.516.

100thers who maintain a “two edition” theory of some sort: Brooke Foss Westcott,
An Introduction to the Study of the Gospels (8th ed.; London: Macmillan, 1895) 188-89;
Zahn, Introduction 2.516-17; Dom John Chapman, Matthew, Mark and Luke: A Study in
the Order and Interrelation of the Synoptic Gospels, ed. John M. T, Barton (London:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1937) 90-92; X, Léon-Dufour, “The Synoptic Problem,” in
Introduction to the New Testament, ed. A. Robert and A. Feuillet (New York: Desclée,
1965) 283; Everett F. Harrison, lntroduction to the New Testament (2nd ed.; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) 177 (possibly); D. Edmund Hiebert, An Introduction to the
New Testament. Vol. 1. The Gospels and Acts (Chicago: Moody, 1975) 54-55; 1. A. T.
Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976) 97.

1 yosephus is said to have published his Jewish War first in Aramaic, then in Greek.

































