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ORAL TEXTS? A REASSESSMENT OF THE ORAL AND 
RHETORICAL NATURE OF PAUL’S LETTERS  

IN LIGHT OF RECENT STUDIES 

STANLEY E. PORTER AND BRYAN R. DYER* 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The last thirty years of biblical scholarship have seen an emphasis on how 
rhetoric impacts the interpretation of NT texts. Rhetorical criticism has been 
generally applied as an examination of the persuasive elements within the NT, but 
also, more specifically, as a direct application of the categories of ancient rhetoric to 
these texts. Added to this is the rise of the “New Rhetoric,” which applies modern 
understanding of rhetoric and persuasion as a means of interpreting the early 
Christian writings.1 Thus, the designation “rhetorical criticism” often needs to be 
properly introduced with its methodology clearly defined by each scholar in order 
to clarify which “rhetorical” method they are using. While a critique of this 
confusion may indeed be warranted, the purpose of this article is to challenge the 
popular application of categories found in the Greco-Roman handbooks to the NT 
writings—particularly Paul’s letters. 

The application to the NT of ancient rhetorical categories designed for the 
construction of speeches has many modern proponents, and there are numerous 
monographs and commentaries that apply this method. However, no recent NT 
scholar has been more outspoken for this type of rhetorical criticism than has Ben 
Witherington III. Witherington has, for the greater part of two decades, been 
refining and applying his own “socio-rhetorical criticism” of the NT.2 Further, he 
has also written more generally on the use of ancient rhetoric in interpreting the 
NT writings.3 

While there is much to be admired in his large body of work, there are two 
foundational aspects of Witherington’s approach to the NT that deserve a closer 
examination. The first is his analysis of Paul’s letters (as well as other NT letters 
and homilies) using the categories found in ancient Greek rhetorical handbooks. As 
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1 For a recent survey, see Stanley E. Porter, “Hellenistic Oratory and Paul of Tarsus,” in Continuity 
and Change: Oratory in the Hellenistic Period (ed. K. Tempest and C. Kremmydas; Oxford: Oxford Universi-
ty Press, forthcoming 2013). 

2 This can been seen in Witherington’s various socio-rhetorical commentaries as well as his work 
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New Testament (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2009). 
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we will see, Witherington argues that Paul was a master of Greco-Roman rhetoric 
and applied common categories for oral speech to his letters. The second concerns 
the oral nature of the NT documents themselves, which develops from 
Witherington’s understanding of the culture in which they originated. According to 
this understanding, the NT documents—particularly the Pauline letters—served as 
proxies for oral communication. These two features of Witherington’s approach 
are tightly intertwined—the oral nature of the documents lending support for 
analyzing them using the categories of ancient speech. 

Both of these features are highly problematic, and our goal in this article is to 
critique Witherington’s approach in light of these difficulties. Given the breadth of 
his work, we will limit our discussion to Paul’s letters since both the oral nature and 
rhetorical analysis find full expression by Witherington in application to this corpus. 
The first part of this article will present Witherington’s articulation of these two 
features and his application of them to the NT. Each feature will be explored—
especially in relation to Paul and his epistles. The second part will call into question 
these features and present a critique of their application to Paul’s letters, suggesting 
some more plausible alternatives. Our desire as a result of engaging with 
Witherington’s work is to further the discussion on the oral and rhetorical nature of 
Paul’s culture and writing. 

II. ORAL CULTURE AND ANCIENT RHETORIC  
ACCORDING TO WITHERINGTON 

The following presentation of Witherington’s argument, while drawing from 
several of his works, will focus on two that most fully develop his view on the oral 
and rhetorical context of the NT. These two works—New Testament Rhetoric and 
What’s in the Word—are the most comprehensive presentations of Witherington’s 
views on these subjects.4 The issue of the oral culture surrounding the NT will be 
examined first, as it stands as the rationale behind Witherington’s use of rhetorical 
criticism. 5  As we will see, Witherington argues that the first century was a 
dominantly oral culture and Paul’s letters were essentially oral speeches meant to be 
read aloud. We will then present how Witherington understands and applies 
rhetorical criticism. Given his understanding of Paul’s letters as speeches, 
Witherington argues that they should be interpreted according to the conventions 
of oral speech—as presented in several Greco-Roman handbooks—rather than 
according to epistolary conventions. 

1. Oral Texts in an Oral Culture. Unlike the text-based culture of the twenty-first 
century, Witherington argues that the cultures of the NT era were oral-based. To 
support this claim, he notes that literacy rates during that time ranged from 5% to 
20% and that producing texts was an expensive and difficult venture. No wonder, 
Witherington writes, Jesus said “let those who have ears, listen” and not “let those 
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who have eyes, read.”6 This is because, he argues, most people in the NT era could 

not read: “[A]ll the cultures of the Bible were essentially oral cultures, not text-

based cultures; their texts were oral texts, which might seem like an oxymoron, but 

it is not.”7 The text, then, is essentially oral in nature—it is meant to be heard rather 

than read silently. In fact, silent reading was supposedly rare, in confirmation of 

which Witherington points to the example of Augustine calling Ambrose the most 

remarkable man he ever met simply because he could read without moving his lips. 

The oral nature of the NT text is presented in all of Witherington’s socio-rhetorical 

commentaries as a backdrop for understanding its interpretation. His first 

commentary, on Philippians, states: “A good deal of what [Paul] wrote was with the 

intention that it have a certain effect on the listening ear. The tendency to treat 

these documents simply as texts overlooks an important dimension of their 

intended function.”8 

Witherington argues that ancient texts, especially letters, were intended to be 

read out loud upon delivery and were composed with their oral potential in mind. 

Thus, he says, the NT documents were for the most part “simply necessary 

surrogates for oral communication.” 9  Since the authors could not be present 

themselves, these texts were the next best thing to direct speech. Witherington goes 

on to argue that these letters would have been delivered orally by a messenger who, 

knowing the content, would also have provided further explanation. In his 

commentary on the Corinthian correspondence, Witherington writes, “Paul’s letters 

were carried by messengers who brought oral communication along with the letters. 

Perhaps Paul intended the messenger to be able to explain or expand on some of 

the content of the letter being delivered.”10 

Building upon this argument, Witherington identifies the NT letters as being 

less like the secular letters of that era, such as the documentary papyri, and more 

like rhetorical speeches with epistolary openings and closings: “They are discourses, 

homilies, and rhetorical speeches of various sorts that the creators could not deliver 

personally to a particular audience, so instead they sent a surrogate to proclaim 

them.”11 For this reason, according to Witherington, oral conventions shape the 

letters of the NT more than do epistolary conventions.12 In fact, the use of a 

personal letter like that of Paul was comparatively rare in the Greco-Roman milieu. 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 7–8. 
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9 Witherington, What’s in the Word 8. 
10 Ben Witherington, Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corin-
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Witherington emphasizes that while rhetoric had an established presence in Greek 
and Roman culture, writing letter essays was a relatively new practice. 

This leads Witherington to, for him, an essential point: 
While it can be a helpful exercise to some degree, analyzing the majority of the 
NT on the basis of epistolary conventions, many of which did not become de 
rigueur or put into a handbook until after NT times, it has no business being the 
dominant literary paradigm by which we examine the Pauline, Petrine, Johan-
nine, and other discourses in the NT. The dominant paradigm when it came to 
words and the conveying of ideas, meaning, and persuasion in the NT era was 
rhetoric, not epistolary conventions.13 

Therefore, for Witherington, Paul’s letters are best understood as written surrogates 
for oral speeches and should be analyzed using rhetorical—not epistolary—
conventions. 

2. Rhetorical Criticism. Witherington’s approach to the rhetoric in Paul’s letters 
is intertwined with his emphasis on the historical context of the documents. He 
writes: “[I]t is necessary to study the NT in light of Greco-Roman rhetoric, because 
numerous NT writers, all literate persons, where also rhetorically skilled persons. 
They wrote knowing and using rhetorical conventions.”14 If many NT writers, Paul 
among them, used rhetoric to structure their works and persuade their audiences, 
then Witherington understands rhetorical criticism to be the best way to determine 
the authors’ intentions. 

Witherington follows the work of the classicist George Kennedy and NT 
scholar Hans Dieter Betz in his rhetorical approach. This approach analyzes the 
NT documents by means of the conventions of Greco-Roman rhetoric—seeking 
to understand how the authors may or may not have used this persuasive art. This 
approach is opposed to the “New Rhetoric”: “The methodological issue here is 
whether or not the NT should be only analyzed on the basis of categories the NT 
authors themselves could have known and used, or not.”15 While Witherington 
notes that there is some value in using modern rhetorical methods and paradigms 
for analyzing the NT texts, these methods are not helpful for his historical 
endeavor. 

Kennedy’s work on NT rhetoric, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical 
Criticism,16 identifies the goal of this method as identifying the original author’s 
intended meaning—a goal that Witherington shares. Kennedy writes: “The ultimate 
goal of rhetorical analysis, briefly put, is the discovery of the author’s intent and of 
how that is transmitted through a text to an audience.”17 Concerning Paul’s letters, 
Kennedy argues that Paul understood and used Greco-Roman rhetoric—a point 
that Witherington builds upon. Kennedy writes: 
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Even if [Paul] had not studied in a Greek school, there were many handbooks of 

rhetoric in common circulation which he could have seen. He and the evange-

lists as well would, indeed, have been hard put to escape an awareness of rheto-

ric as practiced in the culture around them.18 

In his treatment of Paul’s letters, Witherington moves beyond understanding Paul 

as one who was aware of Greco-Roman rhetoric to one who was extremely skilled 

in the discipline. 

Witherington notes that most NT scholars agree that the Biblical authors 

used rhetorical devices in their writings (often called “micro-rhetoric”). These 

include chiasm, inclusion, chreia, and other devices. Less accepted by scholars is the 

use of “macro-rhetoric,” or rhetorical categories reflected in the overall structure of 

the NT books.19 Following ancient rhetorical handbooks,20 Witherington describes 

the normal structure of a rhetorical discourse: 

The exordium is the beginning part and is aimed at making the audience open and 

indeed well-disposed toward what follows. 

The narratio then explains the nature of the disputed matter. 

The partitio or propositio, which follows the narratio or is included in it, is where 

the essential proposition(s) of the speaker and perhaps also of the opponent are 

laid out. 

The probatio brings in arguments to support the speaker’s case. 

In the refutatio, which is often included in the probatio, the opponent’s arguments 

are disproved or weakened. 

Finally, the peroratio recapitulates the main points of the probatio, attempting to 

arouse the audience’s emotions in favor of the speaker’s viewpoint by amplify-

ing what has been said before.21 

As is clear from Witherington’s reference to the “speaker” in the above 

quotation, these elements are drawn from ancient speeches and not simply literary 

works. This, therefore, is a continuation of his discussion concerning the oral 

nature of the texts and Paul’s letters serving as surrogates for speeches. 

Witherington further points out that these six divisions of ancient speeches appear 

in three different types of ancient rhetoric—forensic, deliberative, and epideictic. 

Witherington defines these three types as follows: 

Forensic rhetoric was the rhetoric of the law court, the rhetoric of attack and de-

fense, and it focused on the past. Deliberative rhetoric was the rhetoric of the as-

sembly, the rhetoric of advice and consent, and it focused on changing belief 

and/or behavior in the future. Epideictic rhetoric was the rhetoric of the forum and 

the funeral, the rhetoric of praise and blame, and it focused on the present.22 

Finally, any ancient speech also paid attention to establishment of rapport 

(ethos), emotion-charged arguments (logos) and appeal to deeper emotions (pathos).23 

                                                 
18 Ibid. 10. 
19 Witherington, What’s in the Word 13. 
20 For example, Aristotle’s The “Art” of Rhetoric and Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria, among others. 
21 Witherington, Conflict and Community 44. See also New Testament Rhetoric 16. 
22 Witherington, What’s in the Word 13; See also New Testament Rhetoric 13–14. 
23 Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric 15–16. 
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In his analysis of NT texts, Witherington points out that all genres (including 
apocalyptic and gospel literature) use micro-rhetoric while only the letters of Paul, 
homilies, and speeches in Acts use macro-rhetoric. Further, “the macrostructures, 
however, are used with some flexibility, and they are enfolded within epistolary 
frameworks in some cases.”24 When Witherington approaches one of Paul’s letters, 
therefore, he first deciphers whether it is forensic, deliberative, or epideictic. This is 
determined by the content and historical situation: “the best way to determine the 
sort of rhetoric one finds in a particular speech is to ask what sort of judgment or 
decision Paul’s argument is attempting to get his audience to make.”25 He then 
divides the text according to the six divisions of ancient speeches (including 
epistolary openings and closings), while leaving room for variation. One significant 
step—which Witherington contends is a real benefit of rhetorical over epistolary 
analysis—is finding the proposition (thesis statement) and peroration (closing 
summary). Identifying these features helps in determining the point and purpose of 
a discourse and is a key in interpreting the document.26 With these divisions in 
place, Witherington can now approach the letter with the insights of ancient 
rhetoric while also noting micro-rhetorical features. 

Applied to Paul’s letters, Witherington’s analysis also depends upon his 
reconstruction of Paul as well trained and educated in Greco-Roman rhetoric.27 
Being a Roman citizen and a Pharisee, Paul, according to Witherington, was most 
likely placed among the elite in both Greco-Roman and Jewish society.28 Studying 
in Jerusalem, which was heavily Hellenized by the first century CE, Paul most likely 
gained rhetorical skills, so Witherington contends.29 Based upon his analysis of 
Paul’s rhetoric, Witherington concludes that “Paul’s letters reflect the use of some 
of the most sophisticated and complex rhetorical moves imaginable.”30 

III. A RESPONSE TO WITHERINGTON 

We now shift our stance so as to engage Witherington’s views on the oral and 
rhetorical background of the NT. As mentioned earlier, we will focus on Paul and 
his letters. First, we will respond to Witherington’s presentation of the oral culture 
of the first century and how it impacts one’s understanding of Paul’s letters. We 
will argue that the issues of oral culture and literacy are presented in too simplistic 
terms that do not account for the complexity of Paul’s world. Second, we will 
challenge the application of Greco-Roman rhetorical categories to Paul’s letters 
with a re-evaluation of Paul’s education and writing. 
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Eerdmans, 1998) 27–28. See also New Testament Rhetoric 16. 
26 Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric 21. 
27 See ibid. 94–157; also The Paul Quest: The Renewed Search for the Jew of Tarsus (Downers Grove: In-

terVarsity, 1998) 89–129. 
28 Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric 99. 
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1. Oral and written culture. Witherington’s work reflects a tendency in current 
NT scholarship to emphasize the oral aspects of the culture at the expense of the 
milieu’s written culture.31 That oral culture played a significant role in the NT era is 
without doubt. However, further examination of Greco-Roman and Jewish culture 
places this—and Witherington’s reconstruction—in perspective. 32  Further, as 
Vernon Robbins has pointed out, one must not adopt a polarization between 
orality and literacy as if they are two kinds of “pure types.”33 Classicist Rosalind 
Thomas articulates this common problem in her study of literacy in ancient Greece: 
“Scholars have indeed tended to see Greece as a literate or an oral society 
according to their predominant interests or tastes.” 34  Certainly there was an 
emphasis on the spoken word in the first century CE, but there was also an 
established scribal, literary, and book culture. This is to say that it is too simplistic 
to describe the NT era as an oral culture as opposed to a written one—the truth is 
that it is much more complex than this.35 

A great deal of recent work has shown how widespread the written culture 
was in the NT era.36 One important aspect of this written context already present in 
the first century CE was the development of a book culture. The notion of a book 
culture is often dismissed for reasons put forth by Witherington and other scholars: 
purported widespread illiteracy, the high cost of materials, and the lack of 
printing.37 However, it is quite clear that a book culture existed in the NT era—a 
point too often pushed aside under the false dichotomy of an oral versus written 
culture. A book culture is revealed in the story of Galen who walked through a 
market seeing books for sale and noticed some attributed to him that he had not 
written.38 Witherington himself cites this account of Galen and how he went on to 
write a book titled On His Own Books to set the record straight on authorship.39 The 
existence of such forgeries points to the fact that there was a large enough book 
market that forgery was a distinct possibility. There were also well-known libraries, 

                                                 
31 See Werner Kelber, The Oral and Written Gospel: The Hermeneutics of Speaking and Writing in the Synop-

tic Tradition, Mark, Paul and Q (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983) 140–83. Also, Joanna Dewey, “Textuality in 
an Oral Culture: A Survey of the Pauline Traditions,” Semeia 65 (1994) 37–64; Arthur J. Dewey, “A Re-
hearing of Romans 10:1–15,” Semeia 65 (1994) 109–27. 

32 See Stanley E. Porter and Andrew W. Pitts, “Paul’s Bible, His Education and His Access to the 
Scriptures of Israel,” JGRChJ 5 (2008) 9–41 (21–31); Stanley E. Porter, “Paul and His Bible: His Educa-
tion and Access to the Scriptures of Israel,” in Stanley E. Porter and Christopher D. Stanley, eds., As It 
Is Written: Studying Paul’s Use of Scripture (Atlanta: SBL, 2008) 97–124. 

33 Vernon K. Robbins, “Oral, Rhetorical, and Literary Cultures: A Response,” Semeia 65 (1994) 75–
90 (76).  

34 Rosalind Thomas, Literacy and Orality in Ancient Greece (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992) 4. 

35 Robbins differentiates among an oral culture, scribal culture, rhetorical culture, reading culture, 
literary culture, print culture, and hypertext culture. Robbins, “Oral, Rhetorical, and Literary Cultures” 
77. 

36 Porter and Pitts, “Paul’s Bible” 21–31; Thomas, Literacy and Orality in Ancient Greece; A. R. Millard, 
Reading and Writing in the Time of Jesus (Biblical Seminar 69; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000). 

37 Porter and Pitts, “Paul’s Bible” 23. 
38 Bruce M. Metzger, “Literary Forgeries and Canonical Pseudapigrapha,” JBL 91 (1972) 3–24 (4).   
39 Witherington, What’s in the Word 28. 
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both public (such as those in Alexandria and Ephesus) and private.40 Further, it is 

not altogether true that the cost of writing and producing a written document was 

excessively expensive.41 While it was not cheap to write or to copy a book, the 

prices to do so were not exorbitant. Thomas Skeat has argued that the cost of 

papyrus was reasonable in the ancient world (about two drachmas for a roll of 

papyrus in the mid-first century CE).42 The cost of copying a book ranged between 

two to four drachmas—the equivalent of from one to six days pay.43 

The issue of literacy in the NT era is another complex topic that is too often 

overly simplified in scholarly discussion. Witherington regularly cites the statistic 

that anywhere from 5% to 20% of the population in the first century CE were 

literate. For these numbers he refers to Harry Gamble’s work Books and Readers in 
the Early Church.44 Gamble himself is dependent upon the classicist William Harris’s 

well-known monograph Ancient Literacy, which estimated that 20–30% of men and 

10–15% of women in the Roman Empire were literate, for an overall ratio of no 

more than 15%.45 However, both Witherington and Gamble seem to ignore the 

onslaught of criticism against Harris and his statistics.46 Even if Harris’s numbers 

are accurate, they can be misleading. It has been pointed out that even those who 

were illiterate came into regular and inevitable contact with the literate world.47 

That is to say that even the illiterate person had to engage with literate culture—the 

writing of a document or the reading of a letter. 

This discussion is complicated by the fact that it is often unclear what the 

term literate means. As Thomas has pointed out, the reality is often ignored that 

there were vastly differing degrees of literate skills.48 When discussing literacy in the 

ancient world, one needs to be clear what is being addressed. Does the term 

“literate” mean the capacity to read and write (active competence), or can it be 

applied to the ability to do one, such as read, without the other (a form of passive 

competence)? The fact should not be lost that reading and writing are two distinct 

processes and many more people in the ancient world could probably read than 

                                                 
40 Frederic G. Kenyon, Books and Readers in Ancient Greece and Rome (Oxford: Clarendon, 1932) 80. 

Kenyon writes: “By the middle of the first century of our era, not only public but private libraries had 

become numerous, so much so that Seneca vehemently denounces the ostentatious accumulated of 

books. Books, he says, were accumulated not for learning but for show. The owner gathers thousands of 

books which he never reads, taking pleasure only in their ornamented ends (frontes) and their labels.” 
41 Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric 1, 104. As far as we can tell, Witherington never makes clear 

how he has drawn this conclusion.  
42 T. C. Skeat, “Was Papyrus Regarded as ‘Cheap’ or ‘Expensive’ in the Ancient World?” Aeg 75 

(1995) 75–93. 
43 P. E. Easterling and B. M. W. Knox, “Books and Readers in the Greek World,” in Easterling and 

Knox, eds., The Cambridge History of Classical Literature. I. Greek Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity, 1989) 1–41 (22); Cf. Millard, Reading and Writing 164–66. 
44 Harry Y. Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church: A History of Early Christian Texts (New Ha-

ven: Yale University, 1995) esp. 2–10. 
45 William V. Harris, Ancient Literacy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989) 266–67. 
46 See especially the multiple essays in Mary Beard, ed., Literacy in the Roman World (Journal of Ro-

man Archaeology Supplement Series 3; Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, 1991). 
47 Alan K. Bowman, “Literacy in the Roman Empire: Mass and Mode,” in Beard, ed., Literacy in the 

Roman World 119–31.  
48 Thomas, Literacy and Orality 11. 
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write.
49

 However, as Thomas writes, “[T]he evidence is always skewed toward those 

who could write for only they leave clear evidence of their skills.”
50

 

Witherington’s comment in support of the view that silent reading was rare—

using the example of Ambrose—represents a standard view in NT studies. An 

influential article by Paul Achtemeier in 1990 argued that all reading in the Greco-

Roman world was done out loud.
51

 It is interesting to note that, nevertheless, 

Achtemeier recognizes the well established written and book culture in the ancient 

world. He also agrees that papyrus was readily available along with books through 

libraries and booksellers—even to those of the lower classes.
52

 At the same time, 

Achtemeier argues that the oral environment of the Greco-Roman world was so 

pervasive that it impacted both reading (which was done out loud) and writing 

(done by dictation). He goes as far as to say that “no writing occurred that was not 

vocalized.”
53

 

Frank Gilliard, however, has challenged Achtemeier’s view by drawing 

attention to numerous examples of silent reading from ancient Greek literature.
54

 

These include, among others: Theseus as depicted in Euripides, Hipp. 856–874 

(fifth century BCE); Demosthenes in Aristophanes, Eq. 116–127 (fifth century BCE); 

the riddle in Antiphanes, Sappho (fourth century BCE); Alexander the Great 

(according to Plutarch, Alex. Fort. 340A; fourth century BCE); Julius Caesar 

(according to Plutarch, Brut. 5; first century BCE); Cicero in Tusc. 5.116 and De or. 57 

(first century CE); Augustus (according to Suetonius, Aug. 39; second century CE); 

Aristotle( according to the Peripatetic work Problems 18.1, 7, with material from 

Aristotle, though final form in fifth century CE); and even Augustine himself in Conf. 
8.12 (fourth century CE).

55

 This last example of Augustine reading silently calls into 

question the often-quoted remarks about Ambrose’s ability to read silently. Gilliard 

responds to this by drawing from a previous article by W. P. Clark who points to 

Augustine’s words themselves, sic eum legentem vidimus tacite et aliter numquam (6.3).
56

 

The remarkable thing about Ambrose, according to Augustine, was not that he could 

read silently but that he only did so. Gilliard has shown that there is evidence for 

silent reading throughout many centuries in the ancient world and that it was more 

prevalent than Achtemeier (and, for that matter, Witherington) allows. 

                                                 
49

 Ibid. 8–10. 

50

 Ibid. 10. 

51

 Paul J. Achtemeier, “Omne Verbum Sonat: The New Testament and the Oral Environment of Late 

Western Antiquity,” JBL 109 (1990) 3–27. 

52

 Ibid. 11–12. 

53

 Ibid. 15 (emphasis original). 

54

 Frank D. Gilliard, “More Silent Reading in Antiquity: Non Omne Verbum Sonabat,” JBL 112 (1993) 

689–94. Gilliard’s critique was not nearly as influential—probably because it was relatively hidden in the 

critical notes of JBL. 

55

 Gilliard, “More Silent Reading” 690–92; Porter and Pitts, “Paul’s Bible” 33–34. More examples 

are to be found in A.K. Gavrilov, “Techniques of Reading in Classical Antiquity,” Classical Quarterly NS 

47 (1997) 56–73 (70–71), cited in Porter, “Paul and His Bible” 118. 

56

 W. P. Clark, “Ancient Reading,” Classical Journal 26 (1930–31) 698–700 (700) (“So we have seen 

him reading to himself and never otherwise”). 
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Our intention, however, is not to elevate the written over the oral in the NT 
era. Witherington is no doubt correct in believing that orality played a significant 
role in the first century CE and that oral performance was the dominant means of 
promulgating a message. Nevertheless, this must be placed in perspective without 
reducing ancient culture to simplified or simplistic terms. Witherington is correct 
that Jesus said, “Whoever has ears, let them hear,”57 but one should not forget that 
he also repeatedly asked his listeners, “Have you not read…?” (Matt 12:3, 5; 19:4; 
21:16, 42; 22:31; Mark 2:25; 12:10, 26; Luke 6:3). Only by placing such strong 
emphasis on the oral features of the culture—while neglecting the written—can 
Witherington draw the conclusion that Paul’s letters are really speeches with 
appended features. 

2. An assessment of the use of rhetorical categories to analyze Paul’s letters. The 
discussion of whether it is appropriate to apply ancient rhetorical categories in 
interpreting Paul’s letters has a long history. While Pauline rhetoric has been 
discussed by such noteworthy authors as John Chrysostom, 58  Augustine, 59  and 
Philip Melanchthon,60  the use of ancient rhetorical categories to analyze Paul’s 
letters in modern NT scholarship is usually attributed to two authors already 
mentioned above: Hans Dieter Betz and George A. Kennedy.61 These two scholars 
also represent two notably different views on how to apply rhetorical criticism to 
Paul’s letters. 62  The first view, represented by Betz, 63  considers the rhetorical 
features and arrangement of a letter within an epistolary framework. The other 
view, represented by Kennedy,64 essentially approaches Paul’s letters as speeches 
with epistolary openings and closings (which serve little purpose in the rhetorical 
argument). The rhetorical criticism of Witherington, as we have seen, follows this 
fairly popular approach to Scripture—especially that of Kennedy. 

When assessing the value of ancient rhetorical criticism for interpreting Paul’s 
letters, we must ask several questions. First, we must consider whether Paul was 
himself a rhetor—that is, whether Paul had adequate formal training in Greco-
Roman rhetoric in order to employ its forms and techniques, or whether there was 
enough rhetorical influence embedded in the culture so that, even if Paul had no 

                                                 
57 This comment by Witherington seems strange since Jesus, in these contexts, is speaking to a 

crowd. Of course he would not say “Whoever has eyes, let them read” in these situations—this has no 
bearing on the type of culture that Jesus lived in. 

58 See Janet Fairweather, “The Epistle to the Galatians and Classical Rhetoric: Parts 1 & 2,” TynBul 
45 (1994) 2–22. 

59 Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation 11. 
60 Carl J. Classen, Rhetorical Criticism of the New Testament (WUNT 128; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000) 

8–16. 
61 For a brief history of rhetorical analysis of the NT, see Hans Diether Betz, “The Problem of 

Rhetoric and Theology according to the Apostle Paul,” in Albert Vanhoye, ed., L’Apôtre Paul: Personalité, 
style et conception du ministere (BETL 73; Leuven: Leuven University, 1986) 16–21; Frank W. Hughes, Early 
Christian Rhetoric and 2 Thessalonians (JSNTSup 30; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989) 20–30. 

62 See Stanley E. Porter, “Paul of Tarsus and his Letters,” in Stanley E. Porter, ed., Handbook of Clas-
sical Rhetoric in the Hellenistic Period 330 B.C.–A.D. 400 (Leiden: Brill, 1997) 533–85 (539–41). 

63 Betz’s major work is found in his Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia 
(Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979). 

64 Kennedy’s major work for New Testament study is New Testament Interpretation. 
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formal training, he would have still acquired enough rhetorical knowledge to 
construct his letters according to rhetorical strategies. Witherington—alongside 
Kennedy—understands an important dimension of rhetorical criticism to be the 
attempt to discover the intention of the author of the rhetoric being analyzed.65 
Therefore, an investigation into Paul’s education and rhetorical training is necessary. 
Second, we must ask what the relationship was between the creation of orations 
and the writing of letters in Paul’s time. That is, how were rhetorical and epistolary 
theories related to each other in the ancient world? Third, we must ask whether the 
use of categories from ancient rhetoric is a legitimate practice in analyzing ancient 
letters. 

a. Was Paul a rhetor? To approach this question, we must first ask whether 
there is evidence that Paul had any formal rhetorical training. Acts 22:3 provides 
some insight into Paul’s background as he, when arrested in Jerusalem, is quoted as 
saying that he was born in Tarsus of Cilicia, brought up in “this city” and trained 
under the Jewish teacher Gamaliel. The ambiguity of the grammar of this verse has 
caused much debate concerning whether Paul was educated in Tarsus or Jerusalem. 
Most scholars understand the reference to Gamaliel within the context of the 
statement to signify that Paul received his formal education in Jerusalem.66 

However, it has also been argued that this verse hardly excludes a Tarsian 
education for Paul and that he could have been educated in both Tarsus and 
Jerusalem.67 Even if Paul received some of his education in Tarsus, he probably did 
not formally attend a rhetorical school, since it seems that his advanced education 
took place in Jerusalem under Gamaliel. Given the influence of Greco-Roman 
culture, including rhetoric, in Jerusalem, it is probable that Paul received some form 
of rhetorical training there.68 The nature of this training, however, is still subject to 
question, and it would probably have been by means of an interpretation of Jewish 
thought rather than as rhetorical training strictly for civic oratorical purposes.69 

Witherington’s reconstruction of Paul’s education—especially his argument 
for the presence of Greek rhetorical schools in Jerusalem—follows closely the 
work of Martin Hengel.70 However, as Andrew Pitts has pointed out, “Unlike those 
who have built upon his work on education [including Witherington], Hengel’s 
analyses of early Hellenistic schools in Jerusalem are heavily Jewish in orientation 
and are more cautious toward whether Paul would have received a rhetorical 

                                                 
65 Witherington, What’s in the Word 2; Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation 12. 
66 See Martin Hengel with Roland Deines, The Pre-Christian Paul (London: SCM, 1991) 18–39. 
67 See Andrew W. Pitts, “Hellenistic Schools in Jerusalem and Paul’s Rhetorical Education,” in Stan-

ley E. Porter, ed., Paul’s World (PAST 4; Leiden: Brill, 2008) 19–50 (27–33). 
68 However, as Pitts points out, “Though Jerusalem was heavily Hellenized, as many have empha-

sized, it was still far from attaining the status of a center for Greek culture. Therefore, like other cities of 
its kind, we would only expect it to have schools that facilitated basic literacy and possibly some access 
to liberal education. The more advanced types of instruction found in the city would have undoubtedly 
been rabbinical institutions and Jewish wisdom schools, which no one doubts Paul had access to” (Pitts, 
“Hellenistic Schools” 33–34). 

69 Porter, “Paul of Tarsus” 535. 
70 Witherington, Paul Quest 97–98; Hengel, Pre-Christian Paul 58–60. 
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education, even if it was available in Jerusalem.” 71  Witherington emphasizes 

Hengel’s claim that Nicolaus, a well-educated man in Herod’s court, instructed 

Herod in rhetoric.72 However, several scholars have argued that Nicolaus tutoring 

Herod in rhetoric is far from certain.73 Despite Witherington’s best attempts, it is 

difficult to argue with any certainty that Paul received a formal education in 

rhetoric. 

Many scholars argue on the basis of Paul’s letters that he nonetheless displays 

knowledge of formal training in rhetoric. Others have argued that Paul’s vocabulary 

indicates formal knowledge of rhetoric. These words include zDD@<GJ>¦F (Gal 4:24), 

;>;:éRLBK and I>BA�K (Gal 5:8), E>M:LP@E:Mé?>BF (1 Cor 4:6), I:J�CD@LBK, I:J:ENAé: 

and their cognates (1 Cor 14:5; Phil 1:2; 1 Thess 2:12), E:C:JBLE�K (Rom 4:6, 9; Gal 

4:15), =NLO@E>¦F (1 Cor 4:13), >ÉO@EGK (Phil 4:8), LNFMçEF>BF (Rom 9:28), �JE@F>é: (1 

Cor 12:10; 14:26), zF>D>èERF (Rom 1:31), and �IB;:J>¦F (1 Thess 2:9; 2 Thess 3:8; 2 

Cor 2:5).74 However, Paul’s use of a number of words commonly associated with 

rhetoric does not prove his having any formal education. These instances disclose 

intelligent use of the Hellenistic Greek of Paul’s time, perhaps with informal 

knowledge of some rhetorical terminology—especially since some of this language 

was used in other places than just rhetorical circles.75 

Whether from direct evidence from the NT or from the type of 

reconstruction provided by Witherington, no clear case can be made for Paul’s 

formal knowledge of rhetoric—and thus also its formal use in the composition of 

his letters. At best, one might say that Paul acquired the type of rhetorical 

knowledge that any intelligent and widely travelled citizen of the Hellenistic world 

may have had. Despite appeals by Kennedy76 and Richard Longenecker77 to this 

type of acquired knowledge in order to explain Paul’s rhetorical skill, it is difficult 

to believe that Paul could have acquired a working knowledge of these categories 

through such haphazard means. 78  Yet, without the assurance of Paul’s formal 

rhetorical training—a study that required years of work and included much 

theorizing (as reflected in the handbooks) and practice (as found in various 

rhetorical exercises)—one cannot make the claim, as Witherington does, that Paul 

                                                 
71 Pitts, “Hellenistic Schools” 46. 

72 Witherington, Paul Quest 97; Hengel, Pre-Christian Paul 59. 

73 Pitts, “Hellenistic Schools” 47–48; Ben Z. Wacholder, Nicolaus of Damascus (UCPH 75; Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1960) 13–46. 

74 For a list and discussion, see Classen, Rhetorical Criticism 29–44. 

75 Porter, “Paul of Tarsus” 535–36. 

76 Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation 9–10 (partially cited in an earlier section of this article): “It is 

not a necessary premise of this study that the evangelists or Saint Paul had formally studied Greek rheto-

ric … Even if he [Paul] had not studied in a Greek school, there were many handbooks of rhetoric in 
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hard put to escape an awareness of rhetoric as practiced in the culture around them.” 

77 Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians (WBC 41; Dallas: Word, 1990) cxii–cxiii. 

78 Porter, “Paul of Tarsus” 563–64; also Stanley E. Porter, “The Theoretical Justification for Appli-

cation of Rhetorical Categories to Pauline Epistolary Literature,” in Stanley E. Porter and Thomas H. 

Olbricht, eds., Rhetoric and the New Testament: Essays from the 1992 Heidelberg Conference (JSNTSup 90; Shef-

field: JSOT, 1993) 100–22. 



 ORAL TEXTS?  335 

was not only well versed in ancient rhetoric but was a master rhetorician.79 Even if 
rhetoric was “in the air” (so to speak) in the NT era, this cannot account for the 
level of knowledge and application suggested for Paul by Witherington and others. 

b. The relationship between epistolary and rhetorical forms. Witherington has 
articulated a surprisingly low view of the epistolary features of Paul’s letters.80 He 
argues that there are clear epistolary openings and closings but that the bodies of 
the letters are defined by rhetorical features. Essentially, Witherington is arguing 
that once the epistolary bookends are removed, what is left is a speech defined by 
rhetorical elements. However, we must ask whether there is any indication of this 
type of practice anywhere else in the ancient world. Further, this presupposes some 
type of interaction between epistolary and rhetorical theory, and we must ask if this 
type of relationship has any ancient precedent. 

The place to begin answering these questions appears to be the ancient 
rhetorical handbooks themselves, since they constitute the basis for definitions of 
rhetorical categories and offer pragmatic statements about the use of such 
categories. 81  However, the rhetorical handbooks are noticeably lacking in any 
support for an established relationship between rhetorical and epistolary forms. As 
Abraham Malherbe states after his thorough study of ancient epistolary theory, 
“Epistolary theory in antiquity belonged to the domain of the rhetoricians, but it 
was not originally part of their theoretical systems. It is absent from the earliest 
extant rhetorical handbooks, and it only gradually made its way into the genre.”82 
The classicist Carl Classen articulates a sharper separation between the two fields: 
“[R]hetoric (oratory) and epistolography were regarded as two different fields in 
antiquity; and it seems advisable, therefore, not only to keep them apart, but to ask 
also how and why they differed so substantially in the elaboration and presentation 
of their respective theory.”83 Similarly, Jeffrey Reed argues that while rhetorical 
analysis has been insightful when applied to aspects of Paul’s letters, one should 
still use discretion when making too much of rhetorical features. He writes, 
“Functional similarities between Paul’s argumentative style and the rhetorical 
handbooks do not prove a formal relationship between them.”84 He continues: 

And just because ancient rhetorical categories are ‘ancient,’ one cannot conclude 
that Paul fused the epistolary and rhetorical genres. Perhaps Paul was familiar 
with some of the rhetorical conventions of his day. Perhaps he did implement 
some of these in his use of the epistolary genre. But to claim that all or most of 
his writings are undeniable examples of classical rhetorical genre is … methodo-
logically dubious.85 

                                                 
79 Witherington makes this case most clearly in his interpretation of Romans 7 (see below). 
80 See New Testament Rhetoric 20–21, 109–20. 
81 Porter, “Paul of Tarsus” 566. 
82 Abraham J. Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists (SBLSBS 19; Atlanta: Scholars, 1988) 2. 
83 Classen, Rhetorical Criticism 26. Concerning Galatians, Classen writes: “It is not surprising that the 

categories of ancient rhetoric fail us with respect to the structure of the epistle, because it is an epistle, 
and they were not made nor meant to fit such kinds of compositions” (p. 23). 

84 Jeffrey T. Reed, “Using Ancient Rhetorical Categories to Interpret Paul’s Letters: A Question of 
Genre,” in Porter and Olbricht, eds., Rhetoric and the New Testament 292–324 (322). 

85 Reed, “Using Ancient Rhetorical Categories” 323. 
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Reed elsewhere points out that, up until the fourth century CE, letter-writing was 
not treated within rhetorical theory in any systematic way.86 Even here (Julius Vic-
tor’s Ars Rhetorica being the first example) the rhetorical rules only applied to “offi-
cial” letters.  

We can thus conclude that while the rhetorical and epistolary genres may have 
eventually merged together, there is little precedent at the time of the NT for the 
type of letter as “surrogate for oral speech” proposed by Witherington. There is 
nothing in the rhetorical or epistolary handbooks to support such a document. 
Oratory and epistolary theories were understood as two distinct disciplines and any 
formal overlap occurred much later than the time of Paul’s compositions. Further, 
as Reed has pointed out, the presence of rhetorical devices in Paul’s letters may be 
a result of their functional, rather than formal, relationship with ancient epistolary 
theory. 

c. Is the application of rhetorical categories to Paul’s letters a legitimate practice? We must 
finally ask whether analyzing Paul’s letters in terms of ancient rhetorical categories 
is legitimate. In light of some of the discussion above, one must keep in mind that 
these rhetorical categories probably did not consciously influence the composition 
of the letters and almost assuredly did not figure into their earliest interpretation.87 
Further, we must be wary of claims of certainty made for such interpretations. 
Therefore, in this section we will examine a few dangers of examining Paul’s letters 
using ancient rhetorical categories. 

First, we must point to the dissimilar findings resulting from various 
applications of this method. This can be seen with regard to the genre of rhetoric 
as well as the arrangement of the rhetorical parts for a given discourse. Paul’s letter 
to the Romans serves as a helpful example. Witherington identifies Romans as “a 
masterpiece of deliberative rhetoric,”88 and structures and interprets the epistle as 
such. However, there is no consensus on this as other scholars, including Kennedy, 
argue that Romans is an example of epideictic rhetoric.89 There are also several 
proposals suggested for the rhetorical structure of Romans. Witherington’s 
structure is as follows (adapted for presentation here):90 

 
Expanded epistolary opening 1:1–7a 
Epistolary greeting 1:7b 
Exordium/epistolary wish-prayer 1:8–10 
Narratio 1:11–15 
Propositio 1:16–17 
Probatio 1:18–8:39 
Refutatio 9:1–15:13 

                                                 
86 Jeffrey T. Reed, “The Epistle,” in Porter, ed., Handbook of Classical Rhetoric 171–93 (191). 
87 Porter, “Paul of Tarsus” 567–68. 
88 Witherington, What’s in the Word 14. 
89 Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation 152; Wilhelm H. Wuellner, “Paul’s Rhetoric of Argumenta-

tion in Romans: An Alternative to the Donfried-Karris Debate over Romans,” in Karl P. Donfried, ed., 
The Romans Debate: Revised and Expanded Edition (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1991 [1977]) 128–46. 

90 Witherington, Paul’s Letter to the Romans 21–22. 
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Peroratio 15:14–21 
Epistolary Closings 15:22–16:27 

 
Another example of the structure of Romans according to rhetorical 

categories comes from Robert Jewett:91 
 

I. Exordium  1:1–12 
II. Narratio 1:13–15 
III. Propositio 1:16–17 
IV. Probatio 1:18–15:13 

A. Confirmatio 1:18–4:25 
B. Exornatio 5:1–8:39 
C. Comparatio 9:1–11:36 
D. Exhortatio 12:1–15:13 

V. Peroratio 15:14–16:27 
 
These could be compared to Wilhelm Wuellner’s rather simple structural 

analysis: 
 

I. Exordium 1:1–15 
II. Transitus 1:16–17 
III. Confirmatio 1:18–15:13 
IV. Peroratio 15:14–16:23 

 
As is clear, there is disagreement on which rhetorical categories are being used 

by Paul and how the letter divides into these categories. The issue is not just that 
there is a divergence of opinion but that so often how one labels a section of text 
(propositio, comparatio, exhortatio, etc.) dictates how that section is interpreted. There is 
a fine line between using rhetorical categories to enlighten interpretation of a 
discourse and allowing those same categories to dictate how the discourse can and 
should be interpreted. This should make any interpreter cautious about claims 
made for rhetorical analysis. 

A second concern flows from the conclusion reached above that one cannot 
with any certainty understand Paul to have had any formal rhetorical training. With 
this in mind, the application of these rhetorical categories often imposes a 
rhetorical system onto a discourse for which it was never intended. Similar to this is 
the appeal to rhetorical devices in order to support or direct interpretation of 
particular passages. If we cannot be sure that Paul had any formal rhetorical 
training, is it then valid to rely upon advanced rhetorical devices to dictate how we 

                                                 
91 Robert Jewett, “Following the Argument of Romans,” in Donfried, ed., Romans Debate 265–77. 

This same outline is followed in Jewett’s recent commentary, Romans (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2007). 
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interpret his writing? We believe not. An example of this tendency is found in 
Witherington’s interpretation of Romans 7.92 

As he approaches this passage, Witherington draws from both historical and 
rhetorical methods to answer the question of who the speaking “I” is. His view is 
that the “I” is Adam in verses 7–13 and all those currently “in Adam” in verses 14–
25. 93  Several factors motivate his interpretation—including an outmoded 
understanding of Greek verb tense forms that Witherington uses to signify a 
temporal change at 7:14.94 However, most troublesome in this interpretation is 
Witherington’s appeal to a Greco-Roman rhetorical device to either motivate his 
interpretation or justify it. 

Witherington writes that Romans 7 “demonstrates not only Paul’s 
considerable skill with rhetoric, but also his penchant for using even its most 
complex devices and techniques.”95 He is referring to the rhetorical technique of 
“impersonation/person in character” or prosopopoia.96 According to Witherington, 

This rhetorical technique involves the assumption of a role, and sometimes the 
role would be marked off from its surrounding discourse by a change in tone, 
inflection, accent, or form of delivery, or by an introductory formula signaling a 
change in voice…. Quintilian says impersonation “is sometimes introduced even 
with controversial themes, which are drawn from history and involve the ap-
pearance of definite historical characters as pleaders” (Inst. 3.8.52).97 

In Romans 7, according to this interpretation, Paul is drawing upon Adam as 
his historical figure in verses 7–13, having introduced the character in 5:12–21. 
Witherington notes that Quintilian understood the successful use of prosopopoia as 
among the highest demonstrations of rhetoric. Thus, Paul’s use of the technique 
informs us of his rhetorical knowledge and skill.98 However, while prosopopoia is 

                                                 
92 Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric 131–51; What’s in the Word 61–76; Paul’s Letter to the Romans 

179–206. Witherington’s argument has been abbreviated here with emphasis on the rhetorical elements. 
For his larger articulation of his interpretation of this passage, please see the sources cited above. 

93 Witherington, Paul’s Letter to the Romans 193–206; What’s in the Word 67. 
94 Witherington, What’s in the Word 68, 73. Witherington argues that the change from past tense to 
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or emphasize (see Stanley E. Porter, Verbal Aspect in the Greek New Testament, with Reference to Tense and 
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95 Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric 131; What’s in the Word 61. 
96 Also transliterated as prosopopiea. 
97 Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric 132; What’s in the Word 61–62. 
98 Witherington, Paul’s Letter to the Romans 179–80; New Testament Rhetoric 131–32: “This text proves 

beyond a reasonable doubt that Paul did not use rhetoric in some purely superficial or sparing way (e.g., 
using rhetorical questions). To the contrary, the very warp and woof of his argument here reflects, and 
indeed requires an understanding of, sophisticated rhetorical techniques to make sense of the content of 
this passage and the way it attempts to persuade the Roman audience.” 



 ORAL TEXTS?  339 

appealed to here in order to assist in interpreting Romans 7 and to demonstrate 

Paul’s rhetorical expertise, Witherington provides very little support to show how 

this chapter actually fits the type of rhetorical device. The feature that Witherington 

does note to signify this device—a distinguishable change, whether in voice, tone 

or inflection—all concern the actual performance of the technique, not the written 

features to which we actually have access. 

It does not seem appropriate, therefore, to apply rhetorical devices or 

categories intended for orations, and often known only by those who studied them 

formally, to the written letters of an author with whom we cannot confidently 

associate such formal training. To do so can, at the very least, unfairly impose a 

model for interpreting Paul’s letters of which we cannot be certain. Even worse, it 

can lead astray much of how we understand Paul and interpret his letters. If 

Witherington’s task is to ascertain authorial intent, then we must question whether 

his rhetorical approach is a reliable option. 

Finally, as seen in Witherington’s structure of Romans above, a recurring 

problem appears to be the relationship of rhetorical and epistolary structures. 

There are two major problems here. One is that, in Witherington’s approach, the 

application of rhetorical categories often conflicts or overlaps with the presence of 

epistolary elements. This is to some extent an artificial problem, created by the 

foreign and forced imposition of rhetorical categories upon the undeniable 

epistolary features of the Pauline letters. A simple and obvious solution in light of 

our above discussion is, rather than continuing to impose the rhetorical features, to 

begin with the established epistolary features. The second problem is that 

recognized features of epistolary structure are neglected, to the detriment of 

interpretation of Paul’s letters as the letters that they are. Any rhetorical analysis 

must come to terms with the fact that the Pauline writings are first and foremost 

letters, no matter what other category of analysis they might fit.
99

 Epistolary 

analysis of Paul’s letters, once a subject of serious attention, has been neglected of 

late due to rhetorical criticism garnering attention. There has been a recent revival 

of interest in the parts of the ancient letter form, resulting in significant new 

appreciation of the letter form and interpretation that works within the constraints 

of the letter structure itself.
100

 Witherington’s solution—that one essentially tosses 

the epistolary features aside to analyze the speech within—does not do justice to 

Paul’s writings in their epistolary form. 

3. Movement from speaking to writing. We wish to emphasize one more issue that 

arises when using rhetorical categories to interpret Paul’s letters—to the neglect of 

written or epistolary features. We mention this last because it moves away from the 

historical examination of this study up to this point and into a more theoretical or 

philosophical direction. Put simply, the movement from oral discourse to written 

composition, the process of writing itself, requires significant changes of 

orientation that must be taken into account in interpretation. Even if, as 
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 See Stanley E. Porter and Sean A. Adams, eds., Paul and the Ancient Letter Form (PAST 6; Leiden: 

Brill, 2009). 
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Witherington argues, Paul’s letters were intended to be read aloud and, in essence, 
performed by someone in Paul’s place, one must come to terms with the fact that 
Paul wrote his letters down.101 As such, these letters are no longer oral discourses but 
become, as Paul Ricoeur puts it, “discourse[s] under the condition of 
inscription.”102 In the second chapter of his Interpretation Theory, Ricoeur spells out 
the various alterations that occur in the movement from speaking to writing—
including changes in the relation between the message and its medium, between the 
speaker and his/her message, and between the message and its context and 
reference.103 One does not need to agree with all of Ricoeur’s conclusions in order 
to understand his essential point that something dramatic occurs in the process of 
writing, and this must be taken into account when interpreting such written 
documents. 

Even within the context of adopting rhetorical categories meant for speeches, 
Witherington makes no attempt to understand these categories within a written 
discourse. A technique like a prosopopoia is certainly going to function differently in a 
performed speech than a written speech (if we are to understand Paul’s letters as 
such). There are various tools at one’s disposal when performing an 
“impersonation” that are not directly applicable when articulating that technique in 
writing—such as facial expression, direct referents, and voice inflection. In the 
same way, there are different tools available when writing that one does not have 
when performing—such as wordplays or metaphors (which may be more difficult 
to vocalize). In sum, the application of categories for rhetorical speeches to Paul’s 
letters—such as by Witherington—makes no attempt to account for the fact that 
Paul wrote his words down and what this implies about their interpretation. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this article has been to challenge the popular use of rhetorical 
criticism that applies the categories of the Greco-Roman rhetorical handbooks to 
the NT texts—particularly the Pauline corpus. We have chosen to focus on the 
work of Ben Witherington III as he has emerged as a popular and vocal proponent 
of this type of interpretation. Two areas of Witherington’s method have been 
explored and critiqued. First, we have argued that Witherington’s presentation of 
the NT era as an oral culture reduces what we know about ancient culture into too 
simplistic of terms. We have challenged this in several ways by highlighting the 
written and book culture of this period, expanding how we should understand 
literacy and the contact that illiterate persons had with literacy, and confronting 
some of the misguided notions concerning ancient views of reading. Second, we 
have challenged Witherington’s presentation of Paul’s letters as fundamentally 
orations within epistolary beginnings and endings. We have done this by showing 
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that one cannot with any confidence understand Paul to have had any formal 

training in ancient rhetoric—certainly not to the extent that Witherington needs to 

allow. Further, we have argued that Witherington’s view of Paul’s letters assumes a 

conglomeration of rhetorical and epistolary features that has no historical evidence 

or precedent. We have finally argued that the application of rhetorical categories to 

Paul’s letters leads to problems—including pluralistic applications of such 

categories and the tendency to impose foreign concepts upon Paul’s letters rather 

than reading them on their own terms. 

We hope that, within these larger arguments, we have shown that approaches 

like Witherington’s have further troublesome implications that are rarely fleshed 

out. For example, Witherington’s reconstruction of how Paul’s letters were to be 

originally encountered—read aloud by a person trained in rhetoric—implies that 

Paul’s intention for the recipients of his letters is within this context. For 

Witherington to be consistent at this point, he must place an emphasis not only on 

understanding Paul’s letters as speeches but also on performing them. It is interesting 

that, even though a major concern of the rhetorical handbooks was on 

performance, Witherington makes no effort to recreate this type of presentation of 

Paul’s “speeches” or to address the requirements for this to take place. If Paul 

intended his letters to be read aloud, essentially performed by a trained orator, and 

not be read silently, then the church has been incorrectly interpreting and applying 

this part of the NT for some time. Further, it is highly significant that the earliest 

interpreters of Paul’s letters—who themselves would have been well aware of 

ancient rhetoric—clearly did not understand them in this way.
104

 

In our examination of rhetoric and orality, we are not attempting to mitigate 

any understanding of the NT as constituting a persuasive document or even all 

attempts at applying rhetorical devices. What we are challenging is the grounds for 

this type of rhetorical criticism based upon certain theories of orality—as clearly 

presented by Witherington—as being a method for interpreting these texts. 
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