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Preface

This study began by chance. About a decade ago, I noticed a similar effort to situate an upcoming scriptural passage in Rom 4:6 (“So also David pronounces a blessing on those to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works”) and Jas 4:5–6a (“Or do you suppose that scripture speaks in vain concerning envy that the spirit God caused to dwell in us desires, but he gives greater grace”).1 Aware that the latter was a famous crux interpretum, I searched the New Testament for other examples of extended introductions before quotations, and I found a handful of interesting parallels. I set the idea to the side, though, as I finished my dissertation at Marquette University and joined the faculty at Sterling College. After a few years, I returned to the topic, worked up a specific argument about Jas 4:5–6, and submitted an article to Catholic Biblical Quarterly.2 At this point my interest remained narrowly exegetical, about how best to translate Jas 4:5 and what “scripture” it referred to.

One of the reviewers at CBQ, whose anonymity prevents me from offering any thanks beyond this preface, pressed me to investigate early Christian literature outside the New Testament. Here I discovered a wealth of new citation formulae, particularly in the Epistle of Barnabas and 1 Clement. I also began to discover, as I read commentators on James, Romans, and other passages, that it was hard to find anyone who treated the formulae systematically. An observation here or there was common enough, but I found no full-scale analysis. In time I came upon the work of Christopher Stanley and Dietrich-Alex Koch, which brought me closer to what I sought. But still the focus remained the quotations themselves, not the words that introduce them. Thus, in my article, I set out my own preliminary categories and statistics for citation formulae, at that point specific to those that utilize a verb of speaking.3

I dabbled further. In the pandemic-disrupted annual meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL) in the fall of 2020, I presented to the Inventing Christianity section an examination of the formulae in Barnabas. In a stroke of good luck, Trevor F. Crowell, then of Lexington Books, was in (virtual) attendance. Afterward he contacted me about the idea, and I proposed the initial version of the present monograph. Although he was not able to guide the project through to its completion, I am grateful for his early interest in the topic. (Since then I have been in the expert hands of Megan White, who has been helpful at every turn.) Over the next year, I read through the corpus of early Christian literature, collecting and analyzing citation formulae—adding to my catalogue, deleting from my catalogue, revising my definitions, looking for patterns among the formulae, and creating a taxonomy to synthesize what I found.

Eventually I ventured out from my private studies to engage topics of scholarly interest that the formulae bear on. My early attempts were at conventions. My own institution, Sterling, hosted Madison Pierce for a virtual conference in February 2021 at which I presented a preliminary version of chapter 6. Drafts of chapter 5 and 7 were given at SBL annual meetings, to the Bible in Ancient (and Modern) Media section (2021) and to the Intertextuality in the New Testament section (2022), respectively. Audience members and fellow panelists offered probing questions and helpful tips for further research. I am grateful for these, and I regret that I did not catch everyone’s name. I also presented a paper on 1–2 Clement to the Institute of Biblical Research’s Early Christian Judaism research group in 2021. In the end, I decided that my case was not sufficiently persuasive. This has proved fortunate, as my manuscript has grown lengthy enough without an additional chapter. Nevertheless, I thank my respondent, Jeremiah Bailey, for his keen review.

Sterling has provided a supportive community throughout. My students make teaching a delight. Roy Millhouse is a helpful sounding board for my initial thoughts on any topic in biblical studies. As someone who was an accidental social trinitarian for longer than I would care to admit, Glenn Butner has taught me much about the triune God. This has greatly improved not only chapter 6, but also my faith and worship. Tom Bronleewe was on faculty in the early stages of this research, and Shebuel Varghese has joined us for the latter half of it. I appreciate the sharp minds and academic efforts of these men with whom I have had the privilege to serve, but even more so their collegiality and our shared sense of mission. This book also could not exist without the efforts of Mikki Millhouse and Laurel Watney at Sterling’s Mabee Library. Something like 70 percent of all titles in my bibliography were obtained through interlibrary loan; the secondary literature in this study would be in tatters without them. And, of course, I appreciate the friendship of many others at Sterling College, our local church, and the wider community.

My thanks extend beyond Sterling, as well. Nick Elder introduced me to the media environment of early Christianity, with some conversations occurring over pizza while our families watched a Packers or Broncos game together. Andrew Rillera was kind enough to provide me a copy of his dissertation. Douglas Estes, once finding himself on Sterling College’s campus for another reason, was considerate enough to locate my office and chat with me about my research, even though we had only exchanged a few emails before then. I am also humbled by those who were willing to read and review this work before its publication.

I owe a special debt of gratitude to my parents. Not only did they instill in me a love of the scriptures, but more immediately, they were kind enough to travel to Kansas several times in the months leading up to the book’s submission date. This furnished me with more focused time in the office as they helped care for and entertain (or were entertained by?) their grandsons.

Like all recent publications, I researched and wrote this book through the peaks and valleys of Covid. Yet in my mind, I will associate the process not with these trying times in American society, but rather with the happiness of a growing family. When my paper proposal was accepted by the Inventing Christianity unit of SBL, our son, Jack, was a baby busily crawling around but not yet able to talk. He has now developed into an energetic, fun-loving preschooler. As I finish the manuscript, our second son, Micah, is a baby busily crawling around but not yet able to talk. I look forward to seeing how his cheerful and curious personality develops. I apologize to both of you that daddy’s book has no pictures and would make for dull story times.

My wife, Amy, has sacrificed in so many ways to make this book possible. I am not normally short on words, but they fail to give proper thanks for all she has done for me and for our sons. I am overjoyed to share my life and build a family with you.


Notes

1. The latter is my own translation, slightly adapted from the end of my article on the topic (below).

2. Eventually published as “Identifying a Mysterious ‘Scripture’: Romans 4:6 as Further Evidence That James 4:5–6 Is a Gloss of Proverbs 3:34,” CBQ 83 (2021): 276–93.

3. Ibid., 282–86.
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Introduction


The phrases “scripture says” and “as it is written” appear unremarkable. The formulae that introduce scriptural references in early Christian literature seem to deserve little to no attention, as if they signal a reference to an outside source and, beyond that, are throwaway lines.

But consider their effect in a few examples. In the midst of a slowly developing account probing why so many gentiles have accepted his gospel and so many Jews have rejected it, Paul plays a straightforward quotation of Lev 18:5 off an adaptation of Deut 30:12–14, in which “the commandment” has been replaced by “Christ.” This is not an intuitive citation of scripture. It will take skill on Paul’s part to explain how two passages that coordinate in the Torah, now diverge in meaning after Jesus’s death and resurrection. Paul explains (Rom 10:5–8):

As it is written, “the person who does these things will live by them.” But scripture says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But it says, “The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim).


The contrast between the passages is weakly drawn and likely to confuse: how can the same divine writing support two differing positions at once? The prose also lumbers, with three short, repetitive introductions: “it is written,” “scripture says,” and “it says.” It is an inept paragraph when finesse is required.

That is why Paul wrote this instead:

Moses writes concerning the righteousness that comes from the law, that “the person who does these things will live by them.” But the righteousness that comes from faith says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? “The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim).1


The third formula (“But what does it say?”) adds flair and invites the readers to participate in the exegesis with Paul. The first and second formulae do more. The first attributes Lev 18:5 to Moses and stipulates “the righteousness that comes from the law” as the topic, while the second personifies “righteousness that comes from faith” as the speaker of (the christologically emended) Deut 30:12–14. Paul intersperses the text from Deuteronomy with explanatory glosses, but otherwise, the formulae do the exegetical work for him. He does not offer a separate defense of his contrastive use of Leviticus and Deuteronomy. With these stylized formulae, the apostle has found a clever way to distinguish two sources of righteousness in scripture and indicate which of them his audience should adopt.

In Romans 10, the subject of the formula is key. So it is also in 2 Clem. 13:4, but for a different reason. The quotation runs thus: “It is no credit to you if you love those who love you, but it is a credit to you if you love your enemies and those who hate you.” This appears to be a loose and elliptic rendering of Luke 6:32, 35 (or the same Jesus logion from another source). It would thus be no surprise it if it were introduced by “For thus has our Lord Jesus spoken,” or—if the author of 2 Clement has a physical text in front of him—“As it is written in the Gospel.” But in fact, the citation formula attributes the words to the divinity: “For when they hear from us that God says, ‘It is no credit to you. . . .’” Perhaps our writer has forgotten who spoke these lines. If he has not, though, binitarianism is tucked away in the introductory formula. When Christ speaks, God speaks.

Not only are the subjects of the formulae of interest. Supplying the topic beforehand directs how a passage is to be received, as we have already seen once in Romans 10. At times the topic might be given by way of reminder or for intentional repetition (as in Heb 4:4: “For somewhere it speaks about the seventh day as follows, ‘And God rested . . .’”). At other times, however, the significance of a passage in a particular context may be ambiguous. By stating the topic outright, the author leaves no doubt of the proper application. In Mark 7, Jesus disputes with the Pharisees and scribes about the halakah of hand-washing before meals. He could have simply quoted Isaiah and trusted they would take the point: “as it is written, ‘This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines’” (vv. 6–7). Instead, Jesus adds another citation formula before the one already referenced, making his barb explicit: “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This people. . . .’” Lest they fail to see that Isaiah’s oracle applies to them, Jesus specifies that his opponents were in Isaiah’s mind when he wrote those words centuries before. Jesus adds “hypocrites” to the topic for good measure.

Just as cutting a slight can be applied subtly. By the start of its third chapter, the Epistle of Barnabas has made an argument that literal sacrifices are unnecessary and that non-Christian Jews have misunderstood God’s intent. Rather, what God desires, as Christians understand, is holy living (2:4–10). The author proceeds to make a comparable point about fasting and finds Isaiah 58:4–10 LXX to his purpose. He could have introduced the passage as follows:

Therefore, Isaiah speaks again concerning these things, “‘Why do you fast for me,’ says the Lord, ‘so that today your voice is heard crying out loudly? This is not the fast I have chosen,’ says the Lord, ‘not a man humiliating his soul; not even if you bend your neck into a circle, and put on sackcloth and lie in ashes, not even then will you call a fast that is acceptable. Behold, this is the fast I have chosen,’ says the Lord: ‘break every unjust bond, untie the knots of forced agreements, set free those who are oppressed, and tear up every unjust 
contract. . . .’” (Barn. 3:1–3)2


The inference would probably be drawn correctly, though it might require a second reading. As with sacrifices, the essence of “fasting” is good deeds, not physical observance. But Barnabas adds an artful touch to his formulae. He includes two sets of addressees to make his application plain:

Therefore, [Isaiah] speaks again to them [= non-Christian Jews] concerning these things, “‘Why do you fast for me,’ says the Lord, ‘so that today your voice is heard crying out loudly? This is not the fast I have chosen,’ says the Lord, ‘not a man humiliating his soul; not even if you bend your neck into a circle, and put on sackcloth and lie in ashes, not even then will you call a fast that is acceptable.’” But to us [= Christians] he says: 
“‘Behold, this is the fast I have chosen,’ says the Lord: ‘break every unjust bond, untie the knots of forced agreements, set free those who are oppressed, and tear up every unjust contract. . . .’” (Barn. 3:1–3)


Here a single passage from Isaiah that once called its hearers to a moment of ethical decision is dissected to signify two parties, non-believing Israel that fasts but not in an acceptable way and the messianic community that fulfills the heart of fasting by pursuing justice. All it takes for Barnabas to accomplish this innovative reading is the simple addition of an audience: “to them” and “to us.”

Not all citation formulae are understated, however. A final example is among the most elaborate. In Acts 1, Peter states that Judas Iscariot’s doom was foretold and proposes that he must be replaced among the twelve. Peter’s scriptural warrant for these two ideas come in a pair of Psalms: “Let his homestead become desolate, and let there be no one to live in it” (Ps 69:25) and “Let another take his position of overseer” (Ps 109:8). The wording of each Psalm lends itself to Peter’s point, and the need to fill Judas’s vacancy is explained after the quotations (vv. 21–22). But to situate the earlier of the two Psalms, Peter gives a threefold prompt in vv. 16–20:

“Brothers and sisters, the scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit through David foretold concerning Judas, who became a guide for those who arrested Jesus, for he was numbered among us and was allotted his share in this ministry.” (Now this man acquired a field with the reward of his wickedness, and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle, and all his bowels gushed out. This became known to all the residents of Jerusalem, so that the field was called in their language Hakeldama, that is, Field of Blood.) “For it is written in the book of Psalms, ‘Let his house become desolate, and let there be no one to live in it’; and ‘Let another take his position of overseer.’”


The first formula is relatively conventional (“the scripture had to be fulfilled”), as is the third, except that the location of the passage is noted (“For it is written in the book of Psalms”). The second formula displays a trio of exegetical devices. We are told an instrument (“through David”), a topic (“concerning Judas”), and the later context (“who became a guide . . . in this ministry”). After a parenthesis recounting the circumstances of Judas’s demise, Peter wisely includes the third formula to remind his audience, after this lengthy digression, that a passage is upcoming. In this case, three distinct formulae are employed to prepare for the quotations.

To be sure, few scriptural citation formulae are as long as the one from Acts, nor are all of them as consequential as the other examples provided. Sometimes they may be a stock phrase that signals the use of an outside source and no more. But as the above passages attest, that is not always the case. There are scores of formulae beyond these five that have appreciable hermeneutical influence or provide windows into the assumptions and convictions of ancient Christians. The formulae themselves merit substantive and systematic consideration. But thus far they have been largely neglected.


Summary and Terminology

This book is a historical analysis of the use of scriptural citation formulae in the first century of Christian literature, from our earliest surviving writings (those of the apostle Paul) until about 150 CE (just prior to Justin Martyr). Before getting along too far, it will prove helpful to set out my basic vocabulary, in advance of chapter 3. A “citation formula” (or “introductory formula,” “formula citandi”) is the string of words that precede (or occasionally follow) a “citation” (or “reference”) of scripture. “Citation” in my terminology is deliberately inclusive, covering quotations, allusions, retellings, or any other appeal to scripture. The formulae alert the audience to the presence of a citation and may contextualize or interpret it. A “cue” (or “signal”) is the verb within the formula that points to an outside source. The cue is regularly a verb of saying (e.g., λέγει) or writing (e.g., γέγραπται), but there are many possibilities. Most formulae have one cue, but a complex formula citandi may have several (as πληρωϑῇ, τὸ ῥηϑέν, and λέγοντος in Matt 1:22). Other formulae lack a cue (as καὶ πάλιν in Heb 1:5b), though formulae without cues are included in this study only if there is a formula with a cue nearby, so that the audience is primed to expect further formulae and citations.

It has been a long time since there was a thoroughgoing treatment of the formulae, and the studies that do exist, I argue, have certain deficiencies, along with their merits. Despite widespread and long-standing interest in scriptural “intertextuality” or the “New Testament’s use of the Old Testament” (depending on one’s preferred label), scholarly attention to the formulae has been limited to the compiling of lists or a few short pages of high-level comment. I locate my research within ongoing debates about Christian uses of earlier scriptures in chapter 1, and in chapter 2 I survey the ancient authors who will be covered. I also survey the audiences. A pressing point is whether the recipients of these gospels, letters, homilies, and apocalypses would be able to discern scriptural references on their own. I thus trace the effect of citation formulae across a continuum from a literate, informed Jewish reader to an illiterate, recent gentile convert who had no prior connection to the synagogue.

Chapter 3 provides my methodology for detecting a formula and delimiting its extent. It is comparatively long and technical, and many readers will use it most profitably as a reference—a place to check if an expected formula does not show up in my catalogue or an unexpected one does. Despite its length, I deem it wise to provide a thorough accounting of how I generated my collection of formulae. First, no one has yet produced a methodology for identifying and isolating formulae. As the first monograph-length study of the citation formulae in over a century, this methodology is itself, I hope, a meaningful contribution. Second, the methodology is foundational for the case studies. I want those who no more than skim the chapter to have confidence in the results that follow. In chapter 4, I offer a “tour” of the formulae: giving the numerical results of the study and detailing the cues, agents, and salient features found in early Christian formulae. These four chapters constitute part I.

Part II consists of three case studies. In chapter 5, I consider the significance of the verbs within the formulae. I compare uses of λέγει (“it says”) and other oral cues to γέγραπται (“it is written”) and other textual cues to discern the media consciousness of Jesus and the evangelists. Their preferences run almost precisely counter to expectations. Chapters 6 and 7 both consider the importance of the named or implied agent in the formulae. There has been increased interest in prosopological exegesis in the last decade, particularly as a method that suggests early trinitarianism. In chapter 6 I attempt to locate the wellspring of this practice. In chapter 7, I consider a curiosity in Paul’s formulae. In a few instances, he writes something to the effect of, “For the scripture says to Pharaoh” (Rom 9:17), a phrase that, upon a moment’s reflection, appears chronologically and conceptually muddled. But the oddity provides a clue to his theology of scripture, something the apostle says little directly about in the undisputed letters.

Other case studies could have been chosen. Some that might be expected, such as the suitability of the formulae for isolating scriptural quotations or indicating a writing’s canonical status, have been ignored deliberately. That ground has already been picked over. There are other promising avenues of research into the citation formulae in early Christianity, though, and part I is intended to be a springboard for future research. This study is merely an initial expedition into the citation formulae and their significance for understanding early Christian views of the holy books and the holy God.



Preliminaries

The introduction is a convenient place for a few preliminaries. Though I have made recourse to other critical editions, I rely on the twenty-eighth edition of the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Graece (NA28) and Michael W. Holmes’s version of The Apostolic Fathers (Holmes).3 Only once (Heb 10:17) have I followed a different reconstruction than NA28 and Holmes, which I discuss in chapter 6. Unless otherwise specified, all Greek quotations come from these two sources. Likewise, if I quote one of the Apostolic Fathers in English and do not specify the translator, it is Holmes. Not infrequently, I will also reference Bart D. Ehrman’s edition (Ehrman).4 When I reference the scriptures of Israel, I employ the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS) and Rahlfs Septuagint (Rahlfs) for the Hebrew and Greek editions, respectively.5 Unless otherwise noted, I adopt English versification. For the New Testament books, I follow the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition (NRSVue) as my default translation. I depart from this translation with some frequency, however, the better to capture the precise wording of the formulae. Often the New King James Version (NKJV) serves that purpose best. But the NKJV poses a problem. Like some other translations, it places in italics words that are implied but not directly stated in the Greek. While this is commendable transparency, it would be distracting within the present book, as it might appear that I was drawing stress to details in the biblical text that have nothing to do with my point. Thus I
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