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Foreword

Lauri Thurén

Rhetorical criticism has become a standard tool in biblical studies. Every 
serious new commentary of the Bible includes at least some discussion 
of rhetorical features, devices, and structures. Even more specific studies 
of biblical topics tend to take rhetoric into consideration. Furthermore, 
scholars may attempt to identify the authors’ persuasive strategies, or to 
derhetorize their heavily rhetorical expressions in order to reveal a more 
consistent theological or historical level beyond the actual text.

Currently, several guides describing how to best carry out rhetorical 
studies are available to students and researchers. But how did it all begin? 
Although the use of persuasion in the Bible has been observed since John 
Chrysostom, our contemporary academic approaches are not so old. 
When and by whom was rhetorical criticism invented? 

This book offers a unique overview of the development of rhetori-
cal criticism. Professor Thomas H. Olbricht’s essays not only illuminate 
its history, but they also show rhetorical criticism “in the making.” When 
reading his original papers, we learn how the German and American 
classicists inspired biblical scholars to liberate rhetoric from traditional 
stylistics and to realize its wide potential in the study of the Scriptures. 
Olbricht’s articles also show how rhetorical criticism evolved into an 
internationally accepted approach to biblical research. 

Olbricht belongs to the founding fathers of current rhetorical criti-
cism together with Hans Dieter Betz, George A. Kennedy, and Wilhelm 
H. Wuellner. They all show that biblical rhetorical criticism is not an iso-
lated approach but lives only in constant interaction with other academic 
disciplines. Even more than his distinguished colleagues, Olbricht has 
also guided the international community of rhetorically interested biblical 
scholars. Most of all, he has organized several international gatherings, 
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xii Foreword

namely, the Pepperdine conferences, which have enabled New Testament 
scholars to exchange their views on rhetorical methodology.

Rhetorical studies of the Bible currently consist of a variety of meth-
ods, but all share the basic tenet: in the Scriptures, how things are said is 
at least as important as what is said. 

Rhetorical criticism may be executed as a historical study, by compar-
ing the persuasion in a text with its contemporary practices. Alternatively, 
scholars may analyze persuasion in a heuristic way, utilizing any of the 
tools available, whether classical or modern. Among the many scholars 
who tend to favor either the historical or the heuristic method, Olbricht 
is a rara avis. He appreciates the merits of both approaches. He discusses 
how these different ancient and new rhetorical approaches are motivated. 
He also practices both in thought-provoking ways.

Some time ago, Olbricht sent me an impressive collection of his 
essays on rhetorical criticism and its application to the New Testament. 
These essays were published in several sources. In this volume, I have col-
lated these essays into a new type of guidebook to the realm of rhetorical 
criticism of the New Testament. It is my hope that anyone interested in 
approaching the New Testament from a rhetorical perspective, both grad-
uate students and senior scholars alike, will find these articles inspiring 
and informative. 

The first chapter describes the historical development of biblical rhe-
torical studies, mainly from an American perspective. The second chapter 
displays Olbricht’s various ways of applying rhetorical criticism to bibli-
cal texts, while the third chapter focuses on particular issues pertaining 
methodology. The fourth chapter characterizes and discusses Olbricht’s 
two most distinguished, even if different-minded, colleagues, the clas-
sicist Kennedy and the New Testament scholar Wuellner. As a student 
of the latter, I have added to this chapter my vision of how his—and 
Olbricht’s—legacy could be carried forward in the future. All the articles 
have been published earlier and have now been technically edited to con-
form to SBL style. This has been an immense but rewarding task. Some of 
the articles have been slightly abbreviated due to overlaps. Each article is 
used here by permission.

As this book consists of original articles, it by no means attempts to 
provide an overall view of the development or the current state of rhe-
torical criticism. For example, despite Olbricht’s extensive international 
network, he consciously provides a predominantly American perspective 
to rhetorical criticism. Whereas its German roots are referred to, many 
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essential Scandinavian and other European, African, and Asian scholars 
are barely mentioned at all.

However, even as it stands, this collection of essays witnesses to 
the strong roots of rhetorical studies of the Bible. It also challenges the 
younger generation to strive even further: to unleash the enormous 
potential of the rhetorical and other text-oriented approaches in an 
attempt to understand the biblical texts and the world behind them, and 
to illuminate how and why the biblical authors so strongly influenced 
their original and even current audiences.

To quote the original foreword to Olbricht’s article on Kennedy,

Scholarship remains aloft on two wings: exploration of the novel and 
remembrance of the past. Among this generation of rhetorical analysts, 
Tom Olbricht possesses a memory of elephantine proportions. Not only 
does he have at his fingertips the names and places and dates; better than 
most he understands how the study of rhetoric has flourished among, 
while cross-pollinating, multiple disciplines in the humanities: classics, 
English, speech communication, and religion.… Seat yourself on the 
bench beside Olbricht, and listen while he tells you the tale.1

1. Thomas H. Olbricht, “George Kennedy’s Scholarship in the Context of North 
American Rhetorical Studies,” in Words Well Spoken: George Kennedy’s Rhetoric of the New 
Testament, ed. C. Clifton Black and Duane F. Watson (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 
2008), 21.
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