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Foreword

I have long been convinced that linguistics has a great deal to offer New 
Testament scholarship. The field of Bible translation has been particu-
larly receptive to new developments in linguistics, rather more so than 
has been New Testament studies. A recent development within linguis-
tics and pragmatics that has had quite an influence in Bible translation 
circles but is less known to New Testament scholars is relevance theory—
a broad framework for explaining how human communication works 
and why it is (usually) successful. The theory posits that communication 
is based on a shared understanding between a communicator and her 
addressees that the message being communicated will be relevant to the 
latter. Addressees will process the message, within a particular context, 
in order to arrive at the most relevant, which is to say the most readily 
accessible, interpretation of it. That interpretation will often enough coin-
cide with the interpretation intended by the communicator. Languages 
tend to be equipped with expressions that a speaker may employ to direct 
her hearers toward inferences to be drawn in interpretation (in English, 
expressions such as “you see,” “indeed”). These words do not convey 
conceptual meaning; rather they serve as “procedural markers,” giving 
guidance to hearers as to how to construe a given utterance. Sarah Casson, 
the author of this volume, is experienced in the field of Bible translation in 
minority languages, and has found relevance theory helpful for her trans-
lation work. In this book, she applies the theoretical framework, and in 
particular the notion of procedural meaning, to the Greek word γάρ in 
Paul’s Letter to the Romans.

The lexeme γάρ is one of the most frequently occurring words in the 
New Testament. It occurs in every book of the New Testament, in some 
books more than others (just once each in 2 John and Jude). Romans 
has the highest concentration of instances (144). The word is found in 
verses widely regarded as theologically significant or pivotal in Paul’s 
argument (Rom 1:16, 17, 18, etc.). Traditionally, γάρ is regarded as a 
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x	 Foreword

causal or explanatory particle, and thus rendered “for” in English, but in 
many cases, in both Romans and more widely, the causal and explana-
tory senses do not seem to fit. In an effort to accommodate the diversity 
of actual usage, lexical entries on γάρ are often complex, adding a host 
of subdefinitions to the primary causal and explanatory meanings. Com-
mentators on the Greek text of Romans exhibit one of two tendencies as 
they deal with γάρ: either they treat it as a particle with a fixed causal or 
explanatory meaning; or, swayed by lists of subclassifications in standard 
lexicons, they view it as a malleable word whose meaning varies from 
cotext to cotext. Both tendencies are problematic: the former struggles 
to account for seemingly irregular uses; the latter misses the potential 
importance of γάρ as a consistent discourse signal. Taking up and extend-
ing a hypothesis first mooted by the linguist and Bible translation scholar 
Regina Blass, and working through a range of examples in Romans, Sarah 
makes a compelling case that γάρ is best understood as a procedural cue, 
guiding towards particular inferences to be drawn, thus reducing ambi-
guity. In giving a procedural account of γάρ in Romans, she is able to 
attribute to the word a single and stable communicative function, while 
satisfactorily explaining all the variations in usage.

This is a significant achievement on its own, but Sarah goes further. 
She shows that a procedural view of γάρ is a valuable aid to the interpreta-
tion of Romans, whether at the close-up level of the exegesis of individual 
verses or the wider horizon of the letter’s larger argument. On an exegeti-
cal level, it helps to constrain interpretation, permitting some readings 
of a verse while excluding others. On a wider plane, it helps interpreters 
to track the flow and coherence of Paul’s argument and discern his main 
points and concerns. Sarah thus intervenes in scholarly disputes about 
the interpretation of particular verses, such as 1:18, 4:2 and 10:4, showing 
how some influential readings are rendered unlikely by a procedural view 
of γάρ. She also offers fresh insight into the much-debated structure of 
Rom 1–4 and makes a distinctive contribution to the Romans Debate, the 
discussion about Paul’s purpose in writing the letter.

So, then, this volume is not just about a tiny Greek connecting word; 
it is about how to read Romans, Paul’s most influential letter, indeed the 
most influential letter ever written. I am confident that Sarah’s book will 
become a standard reference point for exegetes of Romans. The book is 
an example of the merits of interdisciplinary research for New Testament 
studies, showing how developments in related fields can shed fresh light 
on the interpretation of the biblical text. It is to be hoped that the book SBL P
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will help to foster greater dialogue between the often-separate worlds of 
Bible translation studies and New Testament studies, based on a mutual 
recognition of the value of linguistics for illuminating the biblical text.

Edward Adams
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