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CKPC - The World of the New Testament  
 
What does the word “of” mean? 
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1) “a function word indicating possession” (When we use this meaning for “of” to 
understand the title “The World of the New Testament” we mean the world that 
belongs to the NT, the world that “possessed” inside its pages and its paragraphs, the 
world that’s created by its words.)  And to try and capture that idea, scholars call this 
world, the world that’s possessed in the NT:  

The World in the Text / The World of the Text 
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2) “a function word indicating origin” (When we use this meaning for “of” to understand 
the title “The World of the New Testament” we mean the worlds out of which the NT 
originates, the worlds that give birth to it).  And those worlds are worlds of history and 
culture and there are many of them.   
 
For instance, there’s the history and culture that comes out of the Old Testament and 
the different historical and cultural periods.  There’s the period of the Patriarchs, the 
Exodus, the Kings, the Prophets, the Exiles and the Post-Exilic period.  And in the 1st 
century too, in that period we’ll need to consider not only the history and culture of 
Judaism, but the history and culture of Greece and Rome too and the way they provide 
background and context to the NT l  
 
And between the Old Testament and its 2 millennia of historical and cultural periods and 
the 1st century of Jewish, Roman and Greek culture when the NT is written stands a 
time-period of about 400 to 450 years.  It’s the time, as Christians call it between the 
testaments, or the Intertestamental period.  Or, as Jewish people call it Early Judaism 
and they generally mean by that the history of Judaism and the form of Jewish culture 
and religion that emerged after the last OT book was written and the era they are still 
living in began.   
 
To try and capture all of this, all these periods of history and culture out of which the NT 
originates, scholars refer to it as:  

The World Behind the Text / The World of the Author 
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3) “a function word indicating derivation” (When we use this meaning for “of” to 
understand the title “The World of the New Testament” we mean the world that’s 
derived in our minds and our hearts as we read the NT.)   And the interesting thing 
about this world (as you’ve probably noticed) is that while many times when different 
people read the NT and find the same meaning in it.  At other times different people 
read the NT and find different meanings in it.  So, where do the differences come from?   



 
Well sometimes they come from different knowledge, knowledge for example about the 
2 worlds we’ve already mentioned: the world of the text and the world behind the text.  
But sometimes they come from our individual personalities and perspectives, our 
background and contexts.  And to capture this idea and understand how it influences 
our understanding of the NT scholars call this world 

The World in Front of the Text / The World of the Reader 
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Now, for this course together on the World of the New Testament, Tyler and Bill and I 
are going to be focusing on just one of those 3 worlds.  It’s the World out of which the 
NT originates, the World Behind the Text.  And if you’ve looked at our topics, you’ll see 
that we’re going to coming at that world from a variety of angles and looking at a variety 
of subjects.   
 
Next week, for instance  
Tyler is going to give us an overview of “The Story in Between” the OT and the NT 
Then in week 3 
Bill is going to help us dive a little deeper into the “The Herodian Dynasty, the 
Sanhedrin, and the Jerusalem Power Struggle,”  
In week 4 I’m going to come back and help to introduce you to “The Literary World 
of the New Testament” which includes the way in the NT uses OT, IT and 1st C 
literature  
In week 5 Tyler’s going to introduce you to some of “The People of the New 
Testament World,”  
And in week 6 Bill is going to dig a little deeper into the last 3 decades of 1st century 
history and culture and help us understand them a little bit better by understanding 
the how life looked after the Temple was destroyed and the struggle between the 
Pharisees and the Christians that took place after that happened. 
 
And all of that may seem like a lot of history and culture to you, and you may wonder 
somewhere along the way, in fact maybe you’re wondering right now.  Why do I need to 
know all of this?  Can’t I just read the NT and understand it without all that?  And the 
answer is yes you can.  But your understanding of what you’re reading will be just that, 
your own understanding, based only on your knowledge and your experience (the world 
in front of the text).   
 
And to tell you the truth, we’re only going to be scratching the surface of what we could 
talk about.  But at the end of this 6 week class if any of you want to go on and talk more 
about this world we could do that.  Or, we could shift over and talk about either the 
world inside the text of the NT or the world in front of the NT.   
 
But for now, and for tonight, let’s talk a little bit more about the world behind the New 
Testament.  And let’s start off by talking a little bit about what a “world” is 



 
Each of 3 worlds, the world behind, the world inside, and the world in front of the text is 
a real “world.”  What does that mean?  It that means that each world has dimensions of 
"space" and "time" like a real world.  So, let’s think about that in terms of the world 
behind the text. 
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 In terms of space, the world behind the text (and, in fact all 3 of the worlds) 
have historical and cultural dimensions that make up its space.  Those 
dimensions include features/realities that exist in the world behind the text 
like:  

o Historical & Geographical realities 
o Political & Economic features 
o Religious & Philosophical features 
o Sexual & racial-ethnic realitiesfeatures 
o Literary and Artistic features  
o And other cultural, & social features 

 
(The Center for Advance Research on Language Acquisition defines culture as 
“shared patterns of behaviors and interactions, cognitive constructs and 
understanding that are learned by socialization. So, it can be understood as the 
growth of a group identity fostered by social patterns unique to the group.”    
 
And Cristina De Ross, an anthropologist at Barnet and Southgate College in 
London says, "Culture encompasses religion, food, what we wear, how we wear 
it, our language, marriage, music, what we believe is right or wrong, how we sit 
at the table, how we greet visitors, how we behave with loved ones, and a 
million other things,"  
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 In terms of time, the world behind the text (and all 3 worlds) exist in a time 
defined by past, present, and an expected future 

 
o As I said a few minutes ago, when we think about history before the 1st 

century, the time when the NT was written, we need to think about 2 
periods.  First, we need to consider Old Testament history and culture 
how that continued to influence both Judaism and Christianity in the 1st 
century.   
 

o And second, we also need to consider how Judaism and Christianity in the 
1st century were both influenced and shaped by the more recent history 
that belongs to the time after the last book of the OT was written.   
 



o The last book of the Old Testament is Malachi is usually dated about 450 
BC.  And though some books like Daniel appear to have additions made 
to them after that date, we’re talking about a period of 4 centuries at 
least between the era that’s associated with the Old Testament and the 
era of the New Testament.   
 

o So, when we study the world behind the NT it’s often helpful to study 
backwards and start off looking not only at the Old Testament, but at the 
Intertestamental period as well before looking at the world of NT history 
and culture.   
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o So, let me introduce a new word to you in this connection.  It’s a word 
that scholars use.  But I think it’s useful for anybody who studies the NT 
like you and I are doing right now when it comes to the world behind the 
text.  Because when we study that world we’re really trying to 
understand it and read the NT diachronically (dia in Greek means 
“through” and chronos means “time.”) 
   
*** 

o To study a NT text diachronically, means to go back through time and 
look at ways the world behind the NT can help us understand more about 
the meaning of the NT.  So what kind of questions can we ask to help us 
do that?   

 
o The first thing to say is that there are so many questions we can ask!  

Remember how we defined a world of history and culture?   
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o When I teach NT Introduction for Fuller Seminary I have my students read 
a book called The World of the New Testament.  It’s written by 34 
different NT Professors from different parts of America and the world, 
women as well as men and it contains chapters with titles like this: New 
Testament Chronology; The Herodian Dynasty; Economics, Taxes & 
Tithes, The Dead Sea Scrolls; Healing and Healthcare; Jewish Education 
and many, many more.  And each chapter connects its subject with texts 
from the NT and shows how asking questions about the text that can only 
be answered diachronically by going back through time into the world 
behind the text can help us understand the NT better. 
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o So, let me give you an example.  What might happen if you and I were to 

study for example a NT text like the one that we find in John 4, the story 
of Jesus and the woman at the well diachronically?  Just think of some of 
the questions about this text that we could ask and investigate as we 



move from our time and our culture back into the world that lies behind 
that text? 
  

o We might want to ask for instance who were the Samaritans?  Were they 
only around in the first century or were they part of the Intertestamental 
world too?  Maybe their history even goes back into the Old Testament?   
And why did Jewish people “have no dealings” with Samaritans?  What 
does that mean exactly?  When and why did it all get started?  Or, why 
does this Samaritan call Jacob “our father who gave us this well”?  I 
thought Jacob was the father of Israel’s 12 tribes.  And why do 
Samaritans worship “on this mountain?”  Where is it?  And who/what do 
they worship on the mountain?    
 

o Or we could ask questions about the woman. Why is she alone when she 
comes to the well?  Is it because she slept in or is there some other 
reason?  What does knowledge about this bit of NT Chronology in its own 
cultural context tell us?   
 

o We could even ask the question that was on the minds of Jesus’ disciples 
when they came back from the village, the one they were afraid to ask 
according to John.   Why was Jesus talking with a woman at all?  As one 
woman said to me once when I read that verse and asked that question.  
Well, why wouldn’t he?   
 

o You see there are so many questions we can ask about the world behind 
the text, questions that can open up the meaning of the text a little bit 
more fully to our understanding if we take the time to research the 
answers to them from the world behind the text.  And it’s not just the 
gospel of John.  Questions about the world behind text can open up our 
understanding of other texts too.  
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o Take Mark 13.35 NRSV, Jesus tells his disciples to “… keep awake—for 

you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, 
or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn … “ dividing the night into 4 
“watches” as was common in the Roman world before, during, and for 
some time after Mark was written.  (And in case you’re wondering they 
corresponded roughly from sunset to 9pm, 12am, 3am and sunrise and 
were measured with a “water-clock” that was calibrated with a sun-dial). 
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o Or how about Mark 7:1-4, a conflict occurs between the Pharisees and 

Jesus disciples concerning, according to Mark, “defiled hands” and 
something Mark calls the “tradition of the elders.”  What do both of 
those phrases mean in the world behind the text, the world of Jewish 
culture at the time they occurred?  (And again, in case you’re wondering 



that’s a good thing!  It means you need to find a way from our world to 
travel back through time diachronically with the help of a good bible 
dictionary or bible commentary or a course like this and find out!) 
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o Or have you ever noticed that when Matthew quotes the OT, sometimes 

the words that he uses to quote it don’t match the words in your OT 
when you turn back to look at the passage he’s quoting?  And if you’re 
wondering about that, what you need to know is some Intertestamental 
history about the growth of the Jewish diaspora.  That’s the Jewish 
community that lived outside of Israel in places like Egypt, and Turkey, 
and Greece and even Rome.  The diaspora probably began after the 
return to Israel in the OT period, but we know the rate at which the 
diaspora grew during the Intertestamental and NT periods was incredible.  
So much so, that some scholars believe the Jewish population outside of 
Israel in Jesus’ day was equal to if not greater than the Jewish population 
in Israel.  And for all those Jews in the diaspora and for many Jews in 
Israel, Greek was the language they used every day so during the 
Intertestamental period the Hebrew OT was translated into Greek and 
the translation is called the Septuagint. 
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o Think about the questions Paul asks in 1 Corinthians 15 “But someone 

will ask ‘How are the dead raised?  With what kind of body do they 
come?”  And his answer as he says in effect “What a foolish question!”  
Why is that question foolish?  Have you ever wondered about it?  Well if 
you have you’re not alone because some, at least of the Corinthian 
Christians did too.  After all isn’t heaven a spiritual place, so maybe 
resurrection is more of a spiritual thing than a physical or bodily thing. 
And yes, it turns out that’s the view of the afterlife that was common in 
Greco-Roman culture.  But Paul, partly out of his background as a 
Pharisee calls that kind of thinking foolish?   
 

o Tyler is going to talk to you in week 3 of our class about some of the 
Jewish groups that were not in existence in the OT but emerged in the IT 
period.  And among those groups was a group that called themselves the 
Pharisees.  Paul calls himself before his conversion and after his 
conversion he talks a lot about something the Pharisees and the 
Christians shared: a belief in the resurrection not only of the spirit or the 
soul, but of the body too.   
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o And one last illustration of why it’s important to learn about and think 

about the NT texts from the perspective of the world behind the text. 
Think about the title of the Book of Revelation.  Because that’s a perfect 
example of how the world behind the text affects not only whole books, 



like the Gospel of John and almost every text inside a book, like the 
example we’ve just seen in Matthew, Mark, John and 1 Corinthians.   
 

o You see the world behind the text affects even the meaning of individual 
words in a book.  In that title, the Book of Revelation, the Greek word for 
revelation is apocalusis and that word has a historical and cultural 
background in the world of the 1st century.   
 

o But it also has a background in the Intertestamental era and the 
literature of that era.  For there are many examples of visions or 
apocalupsis that were written by people in the 400+ years before the NT 
 

o And the word apocalupsis also has a background in the Old Testament 
era.  For there are apocalyptic visions in most of the prophetic books of 
the Old Testament.  I’m going to get a chance to tell you about some of 
them and some of the other kinds of books that Jews were writing and 
reading during the IT period. 
 

o So, when the apocalupsis of John or that comes from John was read aloud 
by someone or to a whole group of people in a house church, they would 
have heard it not as something unique and different like Christians do 
sometimes who read it in their Bibles.  They would have heard the first 
words of the title and that word apocalupsis  and understood that they 
were about to hear an account about God’s plan to bring about the end 
of this age and the age to come.  
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 Now let’s think about historical and cultural context from a different angle.  

Another way to start thinking about how the world behind the text can 
potentially help us understand the text more fully would be to ask questions 
about the whole of the Gospel of John for instance instead of just about John 4.   
 

o Some of those questions might revolve around the identity of the author 
and the audience of the gospel of John.  Where did they live 
geographically?  What kind of history did they share?   What was their 
culture like?  What can we learn about when the Gospel of John was 
written or where it was written and read?  Why was the book written of 
the process by which it came to be written?  How was the book written? 
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o To the extent we can answer questions like that, they might help us enter 

the world behind the text more fully too.  Today, scholars call questions 
like these “classic questions of NT introduction,” or “classic questions of  
NT criticism.  (And don’t be put off by that word criticism because what 



scholars mean when they use it is “forming a judgment, or an opinion 
about something.”)   
 

o But the classic questions about the identity of the author and the 
audience bring up a 3rd thing we need to think about as try to use the 
world behind the text not only of John but of every part of the NT.      
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 You see when we talk about the reader/the audience of a NT text, we need to 

understand those people not in terms of our 21st century world but in terms of 
their 1st century world, the world behind the text.  And in their world any person 
who read a text would never read it like we do most of the time.  Because most 
of the time in our world, we read a written text silently, to ourselves.  But in the 
world of the 1st century from all we know that almost never happened!  

  
o From research into the world behind the text, we know that the 1st 

century a world was a place where words that were written were meant 
to be heard by reading them aloud.   

 
o The 1st century was an aural world. That means it was a world of hearing, 

a world where the spoken word was valued most of all.  And because of 
that what was written was meant to be received and read aloud and 
heard as if it was spoken.   You see, only the spoken word was considered 
a living word.  And the written word was only brought to life as it was 
read aloud.   
 

o Writing by itself was understood to be only ink on a page waiting to be 
brought to life by giving it a voice.  So, almost always someone or a group 
of people who received a text would read it aloud, or have it read or 
performed for them by someone, maybe even someone who had been 
trained to read it.  (And this still happens, by the way in our world too!).   
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o To show you how this might happen in the NT world, think with me for a 

minute about 1 Corinthians 4.  In that text, Paul writes these words.  “A 
man is living with his father’s wife.  And you’re arrogant (about it!  
Shouldn’t you be in mourning instead!  Shouldn’t you have removed the 
man who has done this from among all of you?”  That’s the situation.   
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o And now notice the very next words Paul writes.  So, though absent from 

you in terms of my body, I am present with you in terms of my spirit.  
And, as present with you I have already pronounced judgment in the 
name of the Lord Jesus on the man who has done such a thing.  When 
you are assembled, and my spirit is present with the power of our Lord 
Jesus, all of you are to hand this man over to Satan for the destruction 
of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord.  
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o Conclusion:  

o The world behind the text is complex, diverse and fascinating, isn’t it?  
And understanding more about the world of first century Jewish, 
Hellenistic, and Roman contexts adds a lot to our understanding of any 
NT text.    
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o So, when people like you or me study the NT text, as you’ll do in our 

course, you’ll make new discoveries.  So, as you investigate the world 
behind the text in this course, think of yourself like someone going on an 
archaeological dig.  In an archaeological dig people uncover 
objects/artifacts that help them better understand the people who 
produced and used them.  In the same way reading the NT with a focus 
on the world behind the text and investigating that world will help you 
dig into the text and uncover insights that will enrich your understanding 
of its meaning.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s kind of like knowing about a historical person, (like President Harry 
Truman for instance), then taking time to read a biography about him like 
the one called Truman by David McCullough that explains his background 
(the world behind the text of his life as President) and dives into more 
details about his presidency (the world with the text of his life).  Because 
when you study the gospels and life of Jesus, or the life and letters of 
Paul, or the gospel, the letters and the vision that was revealed to John in 
the Book of Revelation you can do the same thing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
ORIGINAL LECTURE 
 

o Time in the world in the text is exactly what the name implies.  It’s the time that 
exists in the literary world created in the text.   

 
o This can be the same as the time behind the text, or it can be different.  

For example, in Luke 11:5-8 where Jesus speaking during the day tells a 
parable about a man whose friend arrives at midnight asking for 3 loaves 
of bread.” The world being created in those words refers to the world 
behind the text when it mentions “midnight.”  But it also includes 
another world: the world in the text, the world in the parable, a literary 
world instead of the world of history.  
 

o Or in Revelation 6-8 John describes how the seals of a scroll are opened 
by referring to time like this “When he (the Lamb) opened the second 
seal … when he opened the third seal … when he opened the fourth 
seal.”  And when the seals are opened events take place on earth.  So, at 
this point, John is describing time that’s not measured in hours or 
minutes, but in seals!  And he is inviting us to enter that world with him, a  
literary, visionary, prophetic world of time.    
 

o When we enter into a time created in the world of a NT text, and we’re 
interpreting the NT synchronically (syn in Greek means “in or within” and 
chronos once again means time.)  
 

 Time in the world in front of the text is time that occurs after the text is written.   
 

o After that, each person/group that reads or hears the text stands in front 
of it, looking at it, or listening to it … taking the symbols in it, the letters 
and the words that are in front of them and interpreting what they see or 
hear out of their own, their own history and culture, out of their own 
context. 
 

o When someone or a group of people read a text after it’s been written, 
they read it existentially.  (That’s a 3rd word that comes out of Greek into 
English.  And like the other two words diachronic and synchronic, It’s 
made up of 2 parts. “Ex” comes from a Greek word that means “out/out 



of,” and the rest  of the word “existential” comes from a verb that means 
“to be.”  So, the word existential means “out of my being.” And in English 
we use it to talk about “meaning that grows out of a person’s individual 
experience.”) 
 

o So, when I interpret the meaning of a NT text like Matthew 15:21-28, the 
story about the faith of a Canaanite woman who asks Jesus to drive a 
demon out of her daughter, my interpretation looking at the text in front 
of me will be colored by my experience  

o as a man not a woman,  
o as a man living in the 21st century, not the 1st,  
o as a 21st century man living in America and American culture instead of  

Canaan.  
o as someone who’s been a pastor, a preacher, and a professor 
o and other parts of my experience 

 
o So why is all this important?  Well, because it can teach me and all of you 

that our understanding and interpretation of any NT text can be 
enhanced and deepened by others who have interpreted the text that’s 
in front of me … by women as well as men from different cultures and 
even different historical periods of interpretation (such as the patristic, 
reformation, and modern commentators) 
    

 Now before we finish up this part of the lecture, I want to make an important 
point.  As we study NT texts, each of these 3 worlds can help us give more 
meaning to any one text by enabling us to understand it from angles and 
different perspectives.  Because of that all 3 worlds deserve our consideration as 
we read a NT text.   
 

 Sometimes though, a person will try to interpret a NT text from the perspective, 
or of one world or argue that a text can only be understood by letting one world 
predominate in interpretation.  Take the world in front of the text, the world of 
the reader for instance.   Someone might argue (and in fact some scholars have) 
that a reader necessarily and inescapably shapes her/his own meaning when 
they read a text.  In other words, for that person, the text “means only what it 
means to mer.” 
  

 On the other hand, someone might argue (and in fact some scholars have) that 
the world behind the text, the world of the original author is the only world that 
can give a text meaning.  They might say “the only meaning of the text is its 
original meaning, the meaning intended by the author.” 
 

 Or someone could (and once again some scholars have) argued that the world in 
front of the text and the reader, and the world behind the text and the author 



are both “irrelevant … because meaning and value reside [only] within the text of 
the finished, standing and public work of literature itself.”1   (The word in 
brackets is my addition)  

 
 But like the majority of NT scholars, my view is this.  No one world can provide 

the full meaning of a NT text.  Only all 3 worlds integrated together can do that.  
To understand a NT text fully (or at least as fully as we can) the 3 worlds can’t be 
used exclusively.  They need to be used collectively.  The reason is because they 
are complimentary.  And because they’re complimentary they need to be used 
and considered together.  They need to be integrated. 
 

 An analogy might help.  Think with me for a minute about the 3 worlds of the 
text like we think about the 4 accounts of the gospel.  The accounts “according 
to” Matthew, Mark, Luke and John give us 4 different perspectives on the one 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  To some extent they talk about Jesus’ 
differently, say different things, and help us see Jesus from their individual 
perspectives.  But despite that, they still cohere together.  And taken together 
they provide us with a wholistic account of Jesus life death and resurrection.  In 
fact, that’s one of the reasons the 4 accounts of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John 
are in the NT Canon and other books that name themselves as “gospels” aren’t.   

     
In the next sections of this lecture we’ll dig a little bit deeper and say a little more about 
each of the 3 worlds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
***** 
Hi Everyone, in this video I want to talk to you a little bit more about  
 
The World Behind the Text  
 

 
1 So M. H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms.  New York: Holt, Rhinehart & Winston, 1981, p 83. 



o This is the world that stands chronologically behind (or before) and 
during the time the text is written.  Sometimes it’s called “the world of 
the author/the original author.”  It’s the world that exists in that person’s 
space and time.  It’s the world of their history, their society and their 
culture.  And that world is like our world in some respects but in many 
important ways it’s different and many times very different! 

 
o To understand a NT text in terms of this world, the world behind the text, 

what are the questions we might want to ask.  What are the questions 
that might contribute more to our understand of what the text is trying 
to communicate to us?  

 
o The first thing to say is that there are so many questions to ask!  

Remember how we defined the world behind the text in terms of its 
culture and all the complexities of that?  So, for example in a NT text like 
the one that we find in John 4, the story of Jesus and the woman at the 
well – just think of some of the questions we might want to investigate as 
try to read the text diachronically and move from our time and our 
culture back into the world that lies behind that test, behind the story 
John narrates for us?    

 
o We might want to ask who were the Samaritans?  Why did Jewish people 

have no dealings with them?  Who were their ancestors?  Why did they 
worship in a different place?  How was a woman who had 5 previous 
husbands valued/not valued in her society?  Why was she alone at the 
well?  And many, many more …  
 

o Questions like these can be asked about virtually any story in John, or in 
any of the other 3 gospels and when we ask them, we are seeking to 
answer them by understanding more about the world behind the text.   
 

o Another way to start thinking about how the world behind the text could 
help us understand the text more fully would be to ask questions about 
the whole of the  Gospel of John.  Some of those questions might revolve 
around the identity of the author and his audience.  Where did they live 
geographically?  What kind of history did they share?   What was their 
culture like?  What can we learn about when the Gospel of John was 
written?  What can we learn about the possible reasons why it was 
written of the process by which it came to be written?  
 

o To the extent we can answer questions like that, they might help us enter 
into the world behind the text more fully too.  Today, scholars call 
questions like these “classic questions of NT introduction,” or “classic 
questions of historical NT criticism.  (And don’t be put off by that word 



criticism because what scholars mean when they use it is “forming a 
judgment, or an opinion about something.”)   
 

o But the classic questions of historical criticism that concern the identity of 
the original author or audience of a NT text and the original audience 
bring up a 3rd thing we need to think about as try to use the world behind 
the text to understand the text of a gospel like John..      

 
o You see when we talk about the reader/the audience of a NT text like 

John we need to understand them not in terms of our world but in terms 
of their world, the world behind the text.  And in their world a person/a 
group of people who read the text would almost never read it like we do 
most of the time.  Because most of the time in our world, we read a 
written text silently, to ourselves.  But in the world of the 1st century that 
almost never happened!  
  

o You see from research into the world behind the text, we know that the 
1st century a world was a place where words that were written were 
meant to be heard by reading them aloud.   
 

o The 1st century was an aural world. That means it was a world of hearing, 
a world where the spoken word was valued most of all.  And because of 
that what was written was meant to be received and read aloud and 
heard as if it was spoken.   You see, only the spoken word was considered 
a living word.  And the written word was only brought to life as it was 
read aloud.  Writing by itself was understood to be only ink on a page 
waiting to be brought to life by giving it a voice.  So, almost always 
someone or a group of people who received a text would read it aloud, or 
have it read or performed for them by someone, maybe even someone 
who had been trained to read it.  (And this still happens, by the way in 
our world too!).   

 
o To show you how this might happen in the NT world, think with me for a 

minute about 1 Corinthians 4.  In that text, Paul writes these words.  “A 
man is living with his father’s wife.  And you’re arrogant (about it!  
Shouldn’t you be in mourning instead!  Shouldn’t you have removed the 
man who has done this from among all of you?”  That’s the situation.   
 

o And now notice the very next words Paul writes.  So, though absent from 
you in terms of my body, I am present with you in terms of my spirit.  
And, as present with you I have already pronounced judgment in the 
name of the Lord Jesus on the man who has done such a thing.  When 
you are assembled, and my spirit is present with the power of our Lord 



Jesus, all of you are to hand this man over to Satan for the destruction 
of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord.  

   
 

 Now just 2 more comments about the world behind the text 
 

o The first comment is this. Sometimes an investigation of the world behind a 
text may seek need to go behind the text a further step and go behind the 
world of the author and audience to the world of the sources written or oral 
that are used in the text.  (There were no footnotes in the first century!) 

 
o Source criticism investigates written sources use in whole or in part in a 

written text.  Form criticism investigates how before they were written 
pieces of a text may have existed orally, passed on from person to person, or 
from group to group. Tradition criticism seeks to investigate the process of 
transmission from first stage to end stage in a text of the NT canon.  And 
intertextual criticism looks at the way a written text makes use of written 
texts that are quoted, or paraphrased or alluded to or just echoed or forms a 
background for a NT text in some other way.  

 
o Introducing his gospel Luke says, “Since many have undertaken to set down 

an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us,” (and 
“set down” means in writing) just as they were handed on to us by those 
who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, (and 
“handed down” is a technical terms when a person told something that was 
to be told to another) “I too decided” Luke says, “after investigating 
everything carefully from the very first (how the traditions have been passed 
along), to write an orderly account for you (that is makes use of 
intertextuality), most excellent Theophilus, 4 so that you may know the truth 
concerning the things about which you have been instructed.” 

 
o The second comment I want to make about the world behind the text to all 

of you is this.  Sometimes digging into the world behind the text means 
recognizing that the world of an author may be different than the world of an 
audience. (For example, most NT scholars including me, believe Mark was 
the first gospel written, and that it was written sometime before AD70 but 
describes events which took place before AD33.  Things could and did change 
a lot in the Roman empire in 40 years.  And further Mark’s gospel if it is 
written for a Roman audience, as again I and other NT scholars believe it is, 
then it is a story that takes place not only at a different point in history, but 
within a different culture.  It’s a story about a Jew named Jesus who lived in a 
Jewish culture being written for people in Rome living in Roman culture 

 



Conclusion: The world behind the text is complex, diverse and fascinating, isn’t it?  And 
understanding more about the world of first century Jewish, Hellenistic, and Roman 
contexts adds much to our understanding of any NT text.    
 
So, when people like you study the NT text, as you’ll do in our course, you’ll make new 
discoveries.  So, as you investigate the world behind the text in this course, think of 
yourself like someone going on an archaeological dig.  In an archaeological dig people 
uncover objects/artifacts that help them better understand the people who produced 
and used them.  In the same way reading the NT with a focus on the world behind the 
text and investigating that world will help you dig into the text and uncover insights that 
will enrich your understanding of its meaning.   
 
 
***** 
 
Now let’s talk for a few minutes about the  
The World in the Text 
 

 The world in/within the text (a world that’s also called the world of the text) is 
the world that’s created by an author.  It’s the world that exists in the written 
text itself, and it may be similar (think Acts), or dissimilar (think Revelation) to 
the world in which the author lived or the world in which we live. 

 
 Each NT book (and sometimes even elements in a book – a parable for example) 

exist in a literary world of space and time created by the author using literary 
elements and devices, small and large, things like …. 

 
 Words 

 
 The world in the text is a world, first of all, that’s full of words.  Words in Koine 

Greek (the language in which the books of the NT were first written) and words 
in our English translations ordinarily have a range of meaning associated with 
them in the first century world in which they are written. A NT author like 
Matthew or John or the author of Hebrews will then use a meaning for a word 
that fits the context of what they are writing about.   
 

 That range of meaning is often like and almost as often unlike or somewhat 
unlike the range of meaning of the English words that are used to translate 
them.  (That’s one of the reasons why, as a Prof who’s taught Greek at Fuller, I 
would encourage all of you, no matter what degree program you’re enrolled in, 
to take a course in Greek while you’re at Fuller.)  
 



 For example, in Koine/Common Greek used in the NT, there are different words 
to describe the love of a friend, the love of a family member and for the love of 
self-sacrifice.  But in our English bibles in the English-speaking world, there’s only 
one word for love!  And you as an interpreter will need to reach a conclusion 
about what kind of love a particular verse is talking about.)   
 

 Grammar and grammatical functions 
  

 The world of the text is also a world full of grammar and grammatical functions. 
Like words there are a range of grammatical functions and meanings that 
indicate or enhance meanings.  English grammar also has a range of grammatical 
functions and meanings.  Sometimes grammar will have the same meaning in 
both English and Greek, but sometimes the meaning will be different.   
 

 In Greek, for instance, tenses don’t primarily describe the “time” of an action 
(past or present for example.  Instead tenses are used in Greek primarily to 
describe to their audience different a “kind” of action.   So Greek has 2 past 
tenses, for example,  

o one a writer uses to describe past action as continuing action (in a 
sentence like this: Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee) 

o and a second past tense a writer uses to describe action as completed 
from their perspective (in a sentence like this: Jesus taught them many 
things in parables.) 

o There’s even a tense in Greek that corresponds to what English calls the 
perfect tense and describes the kind of action that is complete but has 
continuing results.  So, in our English bibles when the angel at the empty 
tomb tells the women who are the first to see it that “He is not here.  He 
has been raised/He is risen (depending on the English bible translation 
you’re reading), the Greek is describing an action that is complete (He has 
been raised) or the continuing result of that action (He is risen).  So, both 
translations are right!) 

 
 Syntax and literary structure  

 
 Syntax describes the way piece of a written text are put together.  Authors 

connect words, phrases and clauses into sentences, sentences into paragraphs, 
and paragraphs into sections as they write a book.  Syntax describes how these 
literary pieces are put together and make a gospel story “flow.”  Syntax is what 
connects the pieces of the story so that we recognize a beginning, a middle and 
an end.  And in a similar way syntax/literary structure enables those who 
listened in a church to a Pauline letter as it was read aloud to follow the “flow” 
of Paul’s thinking and his arguments so that they might and did, at least 
sometimes reach his conclusions. 



 
 (To help you remember the word syntax and what it means here’s a tip. The 

first part “syn” means “with/within.”  The second part comes from a Greek 
word “taxis.” It means “to arrange.” And one way authors used it was to 
describe the way an army was arranged for travel as they marched.  So, syntax 
means the ways words are arranged and travel together to make a complete 
thought or a sentence.  And the English word “taxi” comes from the Greek.  It 
means a vehicle in which people can arrange to travel together!)   

 
 Genre  

 
 Genre is a literary feature that gives cues to tell a reader see what to expect in 

terms of the content and form of a text they are reading or listening to.  In our 
world you genre tells you whether you are listening to a joke or to someone 
telling a story for example.  You know it from the cues given to you by the 
content and the style. 
   

 In the same way, the genre of first century historical writing found in the Book of 
Acts for instance, uses one set of cues, forms one set of expectations, presents 
one kind of content, and uses one style of writing, while the rhetoric found in a 
Pauline letter uses different cues, forms different expectations and presents 
different content in a different style.   
 

 Or to take another example, and a very important one, the visions found in The 
Book of Revelation use still different cues, to form expectations, and present 
content and it’s important to interpret them for what they are as visions which 
John intends to describe to those who listen/read his book so they might see and 
hear through his descriptions and metaphors at least in part what he saw and 
heard.   
 

 So, as you will discover in our course, the gospels are narrative literature and as 
research has shown narrative literature that shows some of the same 
characteristics as ancient biographies which were different, of course than 
modern biographies in significant ways but still biographies. 
 

 The letters are real letters.  But as research has shown they are letters that often 
expand and stretch the conventions of other first century letters.  They are 
longer for instance and most of the body of the letters of Paul for example are 
better understood using what we know about rhetoric in the first century or 
spoken words which were dictated and written down by a person called an 
amanuensis.  
 



 The Revelation to John is apocalyptic literature.  And as research has shown it 
shares some characteristics with other apocalyptic or visionary literature in the 
Bible and outside of it.   

 
 Intertextuality The last literary feature I want to mention to you, though there 

are many more that could be mentioned, are literary features that belong to the 
world in the text and fit under the heading of Intertextuality.  That’s a word that 
indicates the many, (and there are many) ways in which a text written by an 
author, (in our case a NT author) and quotes, paraphrases, alludes or echoes 
what other authors have written in the text that author is writing   

 
 Dr. Richard Hays, a NT Professor at Duke defines intertextuality like this in his 

book Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul. 
“The phenomenon of intertextuality—the imbedding of fragments of an earlier 
text within a later one—has always played a major role in the cultural traditions 
that are heir to Israel’s Scriptures: the voice of Scripture, regarded as 
authoritative in one way or another, continues to speak in and through later 
texts that both depend on and transform the earlier.2 
 

 Then he goes on to give an example using words Paul wrote to the Philippian 
Christians in Philippians 1:19. 
“In the course of framing an apologia for his own current imprisonment (cf. 1:7, 
12–14), Paul echoes a fragment of voice from Job. Despite his chains, he assures 
the Philippians that “through your prayers and the help of the Spirit of Jesus 
Christ this will turn out for my deliverance” (1:19). The last part of this statement 
(touto moi apobēsetai eis sotērian), though prefaced by no quotation formula, is 
a verbatim citation of words lifted from Job 13:16 (LXX): “Even this will turn out 
for my deliverance, for deceit shall not enter in before him.” The echo is fleeting, 
and Paul’s sentence is entirely comprehensible to a reader who has never heard 
of Job. A reader nurtured on the LXX might, without consciously marking the 
allusion, sense a momentary ripple of elevated diction in the phrase, producing a 
heightened dramatic emphasis. The reader whose ear is able, however, not only 
to discern the echo but also to locate the source of the original voice will 
discover a number of intriguing resonances.3 
 
 
He goes on to list several of those “resonances” or intertextual echoes.  Here’s 
one of them as an example. 

 
2 Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven; London: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 14. 
3 Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven; London: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 21–22. 



” The earlier passage is part of a lengthy speech in which Job, rejecting the facile 
insinuations of comforters who attribute his suffering to some secret iniquity in 
his character, proclaims his own integrity and his trust that he will in the end be 
vindicated before God. (Cf. 13:18: “Behold, I am near to my judgment; I know 
that I shall appear as righteous” [Idou egō eggus eimi tou krimatos mou, oida egō 
hoti dikaios anaphanoumai].) The imagery of the passage is thoroughly forensic, 
and indeed in 13:27 Job depicts himself as a prisoner: “You have placed my foot 
in the stocks.” By echoing Job’s words, Paul the prisoner tacitly assumes the role 
of righteous sufferer, as paradigmatically figured by Job. Awaiting trial, he speaks 
with Job’s voice to affirm confidence in the favorable outcome of his afflictions; 
thereby, he implicitly transfers to himself some of the significations that 
traditionally cluster about the figure of Job.4 
 

 You’ll be learning more about intertextuality, the other literary devices we’ve 
talked about in this video and the world in the text as you move through but 
hopefully what we’ve said has whetted your appetite.  
 

Conclusion: As you continue to learn about the and investigated texts in the NT by 
examining them in the world in the text I would encourage you to think about the way 
discoveries in that world are different than the discoveries you’ll make in the world 
behind the text.  For in the world of the text the discoveries you’ll make and the insights 
you’ll gain are not like archaeological objects you’ll uncover through your study of the 
world behind the text.   
 
Instead, you’ll discover instead a NT text, whether it’s a book, a section, a paragraph or 
a sentence  is truly a work of literary art in ways that are a lot like the discoveries a 
person can make by looking carefully at a work of visual art like a painting.   
 
In a NT text, there are literary features and each one, can be noticed and appreciated 
just like the colors, or brush strokes, or kind of paint used in a work of visual art are 
noticed and appreciated by those who study paintings of the renaissance for instance or 
English watercolor artists.  And when the features of a NT text are studied like this the 
study adds layers of meaning to the message of a NT text in much the same way as 
studying the features of a painting reveals things that enable us to appreciate it as a 
work of art more fully and completely.    
 
 
 
 
Last, but not least I want to talk to you about the 3rd world of the text 
 

 
4 Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven; London: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 22. 



The World in Front of the Text 
 

 The world in front of the text is the world of the person who reads or hears the 
text.  In any act of communication there is a sender (the author) – a text – and a 
receiver (the reader/listener).   

o The world behind the text investigates the text by investigating the world 
of the sender.  

o It’s world in the text investigates the text by investigating the text itself. 
o And the world in front of the text investigates the world of the person 

who stands in front of a text must interpret that text out of their world, 
the world in which they live, the world in front of the text. 

 
How does the world in front of the text impact you or me as we read and interpret the 
text of the NT?  To begin to think through an answer to that question, let me read you a 
short section of a book titled, Biblical Interpretation: An Integrated Approach authored 
by W. Randolph Tate. 
 

“Without question the biblical texts were born in specific historical contexts.  
There is also no question that authors of the biblical texts directly refer to and allude to 
specific historical events within their real world. But do the texts refer only to historical 
facts? Do they not also refer to realities which transcended historical events and facts? 
If they do, then the text refers to realities which must be construed by the readers in 
their situation; ancient readers as well as modern ones.  
 This means that a biblical text has at least 2 levels, an original meaning and a 
contemporary significance.  We might go so far as to suggest that authors even expect 
readers to construe meaning based upon the reader's own circumstances and needs. 
When this happens, meaning becomes, in part, the significance construed by the reader.  
The early church not only told and retold the stories of Jesus, they also rewrote them. 
The existence of four gospels is evidence that Jesus in his message could be applied in a 
variety of ways, each with a particular emphasis.  Simply put the story and message 
were dynamic.” 
 

 So, when you or I pick up a NT text, as we interpret it, we interact with it to 
produce its meaning for us in our world using our history, our religious 
background and knowledge, our racial/cultural/ethnic identity, our social setting, 
our political views, our economic status, all our experiences.  And it is this 
interaction between our world and the world of the author mediated through  
the world of the text, that creates meaning for us.  



Here is another quote that illustrates the point very well through an analogy. It comes 
from a book that’s also called Biblical Interpretation. But this book is co-authored by 
Robert Morgan and John Barton.5 
 
“A text has no life of its own.  It ‘lives’ only as an electric wire is alive.  Its power 
originates in a human author.  There is another point of comparison.  However powerful 
the author’s act of creation, the text lies impotent until it also comes into contact with a 
human reader.  Only then can the human power, imagination and intellect carried by 
the marks on a page strike a light, communicate warmth or give a nasty shock … But it is 
the source that gives the wire its potential for illumination or destruction.  Without this, 
there is no live wire.  Once this is present, however, those at the receiving end are in 
control.  It is they who decide what to do with the powerful resource they possess – 
whether and how to use it.  They have all the power in their hands.”  
 
So think through that analogy with me a moment in terms of the text of the New 
Testament. The power in the resource comes from an original source, God’s own word, 
conveyed to human authors through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  And human 
authors, in turn, place the power of God’s word into written texts we call the books of 
the Old and New Testaments.   
 
Then, you or I pick up a text from one of those and read it.  We decode the text from 
within our own history and culture and, biblically and theologically speaking with the 
help of God’s Spirit.  But God’s Spirit does not override our own individual human 
existence shaped by our own history and our own culture.  And that’s why in trying to 
find the meaning of the text, we need to take into account the world in front of the text.      
    
The way our humanity shapes our interpretation can be positive.  It can help us see and 
understand the text in ways that are real for us, unique to us and potentially to others.  
But it can also be negative.  It can also cause us to miss part of the meaning of a text or 
misuse a text. 

    
And there’ still another way, a very important way, that the world in front of the text 
can influence us.  It happens when we take time to balance our interpretation of a text 
by reading and reflecting on interpretations of the text that come from diverse people 
who come from different part of our world: readers who come from different cultures, 
racial/ethnic backgrounds; different socio-economic backgrounds, or even readers who 
come to us from a different periods of history, like the Patristic period, the Reformation 
period, the modern or post-modern periods.    
 
 

 
5 Biblical Interpretation. Robert Morgan and John Barton.  (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1988, 269)    
 



 
Conclusion 
 
So, let me finish this video by giving you a picture to use as you think about the world in 
front of the text.   
 
If you can think about the world behind the text as you interpret a NT text using the 
analogy of an archaeological object found in a dig to illuminate the world of the author 
and the audience … 
 
Or think about the world in the text as you interpret that same text using the analogy of 
a piece of visual art like a painting … 
 
Then you can think about the world in front of the text as you interpret a text using the 
analogy of a musical performance.  For in a musical performance, often the composer of 
the music is the sender, the musical score is the text, and the performer is the receiver.   
 
Here’s a real world illustration.  A few years ago an Asian-American cellist named YoY o 
Ma who was born in Paris but grew up in New York city performed a well-known musical 
text composed/authored by the 17th century German composer J.S. Bach.  The 
performance took place in Carnegie Hall in New York city and was reviewed the next day 
in the The New York Times.  The reviewer wrote: 
 
 “There are countless ways to play Bach's Suites for Unaccompanied Cello.  One player 
might offer them as time-travel fantasies, on a period cello with whatever notions of 
that person thinks are those Bach's day.  But  Yo-Yo Ma, who played them at Carnegie 
Hall on Wednesday evening, the works seem both more abstract and more personal 
than that. So why shouldn't Mr. Ma be able to transform them as he sees fit?” The 
reviewer obviously felt as though the performance enhanced his understanding and 
appreciation of the Bach’s composition, didn’t he?  So did others in the audience who 
gave Mr. Ma a standing ovation according to the review. 
 
Now go beyond that review and the point it makes about the way in which YoY o Ma, a 
solo cellist performed a unique interpretation of a classical music text, and think about a 
musical text written by a composer for a symphony orchestra and a Cello soloist.  Think 
of the way the soloist’s performance is influenced and enhanced by the performance of 
other instruments and players in the orchestra.     
 
For example, the soloist may hear the subtle influence of an oboe in the orchestra and 
change the volume of her/his playing, or hear the percussionist and change the pace of 
his/her playing and vice versa.  So, the orchestra and soloist all play together in the 
world in front of their text and each influences the other.  It works the same way in the 
music of biblical interpretation, as one person’s interpretation of the text influences and 
enhances another. 



Concluding Comments 
 
In this course you will have a chance to experience that same kind of integration and not 
only in the world in front of the text.  For in the end the conversation needs to take 
place between all 3 worlds.  
 
For the meaning and understanding of the NT texts is not to be found exclusively in any 
one or two worlds but in the interplay between all 3.  For it resides in the conversation  
 

 between a sender  
(the NT authors and audiences and the historical and cultural context of their 
world)  

  a text  
(the world created in and by text itself)  

 and a receiver  
(a person standing in front of the text and reading or hearing it was written) 
 

And in that conversation the Holy Spirit is at work in all 3 worlds to fulfill the promise 
God made to his people through the prophet Isaiah which is as true for God’s people 
today as it was for God’s people in Isaiah’s day.  
 
“My word which goes out of my mouth will not return to me empty.  But it will 
accomplish what I purpose and succeed in the task for which I send it.”  
     (my own translation of Isaiah 55:11)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


