THE ROLE OF THE NOTE-TAKING HISTORIAN AND
HIS EMPHASIS ON THE PERSON AND WORK OF CHRIST
W. Harorp Magg, Pu.D.?

As he speaks of the secretaries the prophets had, E. J. Goodspeed in
his stimulating book, Matthew, Apostle and Evangelist, raises the inter-
esting question as to whether Jesus also had one. Goodspeed further
comments:

Jesus looked to his disciples—his apostles—to carry his memory
and message past his murderers and into the future. Think of the
Last Supper! That is the keynote. Paul strikes it in I Corinthians
11:24, “Do this in memory of mel™

It is this question we want to refine and also we want to ask the
further question as to whether there are indications in the New Testa-
ment text that Jesus developed in the minds and hearts of his Apostolic
band and their associates, aided by the sitz im leben—that whole sur-
rounding Jewish and Hellenistic culture and environment—such a men-
tality for careful preservation of the words and works of Christ and the
importance of his person, that they carefully mentally recorded and
wrote down these important events and sayings. If this is true, this
strengthens the proposition that what we have in the New Testament
text is an accurate credible account of the words and works of Jesus and
of the early church.

This kind of a proposition also fits in with the following view of
the Apostolic Church and its handling of the New Testament material:
1) that the early church was interested in the historical Jesus as is evi-
denced by its desire to preach the redemptive history of this Jesus; 2) that
with eyewitnesses and apostles present, the church would act with re-
straint in presenting the proper facts about this historical Jesus; 3) that
an adequate psychological basis for the disciples being willing to risk
their lives even to death is seen on the view that they counted the words
and works of Christ as historically valid and pointing to the super-
naturalness of the Savior; and 4) that the Christian Church was attempt-
ing to preserve, not invent, the core facts about Jesus is seen in the way
the Gospels avoid the use of “Pauline terminology” and the way Paul
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distinguishes his teaching from that of Christ, compared with the un-
regulated tradition in the Agrapha and the apocalyptic literature.?

As we develop our thesis, we presuppose the following: that the
New Testament text of scripture is true and accurate history; and that
the Holy Spirit was vitally active in inspiring and guiding the writers of
the New Testament in their writing of this inerrant history.

But to return again to our original question: Did Jesus have a secre-
tary? He had a treasurer (e.g., to keep the money for the poor, John 12:6;
13:29). Rather, did he really have in fact several secretaries who, while
carefully recording mentally what happened, also wrote down the impor-
tant facts concerning the life and words of Christ. Did not their syna-
gogue worship and training subconsciously help this Jewish apostolic
band to be particularly attentive to every action of Christ and every
word he spoke to make certain they could transmit® the very nature
of Jesus’ teaching, with its poetic style, parallelisms, vivid agricultural
illustrations, and frequent repetitions?* Did not this style of teaching
subconsciously lend itself to ease of memorization and bring stimulation
to write down this important material at the time it was being given?

Gerhardsson has argued effectively that pedagogics in antiquity were
remarkably conservative by nature when he says:

Reverence—often determined by religious considerations—for the
religious and cultural heritage from the fathers, and for the fathers
and teachers personally, left little room for pedagoglcal revolution.
As far as Pharisaism and Rabbinism are concerned, we must also
remember that it was part of their conscious program to preserve
the words and customs of the fathers inviolate. Reformers have little
scope in a group of this kind. It is possible, with boldness and skill
to alter—for better or for worse—but this can only take place on
the basis of what is already there; ostenmbly at least it must con-
form to tradition.’

We maintain that the New Testament demonstrates this same atti-
tude on the part of the disciples to the person, work and words of Christ.
Therefore, the early church, in regarding Jesus as the Messiah, the Christ,
the only teacher, “had special cause to note, gather and keep what he
said and did—he and no other.”

Gerhardsson goes on to argue that memory of the sacred and revered
m these ancient times was stressed and its effectiveness sharpened. He
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says that “the Rabbis? waged a conscious and energetic war against
forgetfulness. The traditional literature contains many words of warning
and many sayings which stress the importance of keeping alive one’s
knowledge of the sacred Torah written as well as oral. We shall quote
only one such saying, the words of R. Meir in Ab. IIL9:

‘Every man who forgets a single word of his mishnah (i.e., what he
}lrllas l(;l;lcamed), Scripture accounts it unto him as if he had forfeited
is soul.”®

In addition to the conservative and the rabbinic emphasis on careful
memorization, there should be mentioned the influence of the early
schools in Hellenistic times and the early centuries of the Christian era.
Stendahl has argued for the existence of a Matthaean school® and calls
attention to the Hellenistic and Jewish setting for the Gospel story.*

It is to be rightly concluded that such Hellenistic and Jewish influ-
ence would be spread through the various schools in ancient times.
I Macc 1:13 and 2 Macc. 4:9-12 testify to the fact that there were Hellen-
istic schools in Palestine, centuries before Christ. In this connection
Gerhardsson comments that “every Jew who could read Greek must have
had contact, direct or indirect, with the simple pedagogics of the Hellen-
istic elementary school teacher-pedagogics based on memorization.™!
He says further that at the beginning of the Christian era, there were two
types of Torah schools in Judaism, one in elementary instruction in the
written Torah, and the other in a more advanced study of the oral and
written Torah.'? All of this may have developed through the intense
desire of Jewish priests and Levites to be faithful to Deuteronomy 6:71.,
and so they taught their own sons and then began to teach the sons
of others. The process would then result in the establishment of small
schools.’® At another place, Gerhardsson comments that although early
Christianity did not have any academy similar to the Rabbinic kind
following A.D. 132-135, “there is evidence which seems to show that at
least some branches of the early church had leading collegia, similar to
those in contemporary Pharisaism, the Qumran sect, and probably other
groups as well.”+

Besides the influence of the ancient school in its more formal organ-
ization, there were other elements in the ancient sitz im leben which
undoubtedly contributed to the desire on the part of the apostolic band
to preserve the words and works of the one they counted as their only
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teacher. The trilingual character of first century Palestine’ made it
possible for men, with greater variety and facility of speech, to commu-
nicate their thoughts more fluently and carefully and commit them to
writing. The personal closeness in the Rabbi-discipline relationship,’® an
institution which had grown up by the first century A.D. and which is
exampled in the Gospels in the ministry of Jesus and his disciples (Mark
9:5; John 4:31, etc.), developed an intimacy between Christ and these
disciples that would lend itself to a desire for the preservation of the
very words and works of their revered teacher. Furthermore, the instruc-
tions from the Old Testament to teach and preserve carefully the law
and the prophets would have caused these Scripture-minded Jews to
preserve carefully both the Old Testament quotations and the deeds and
words of Jesus as they used the latter to illustrate the fulfillment of
the former,

The tools for careful recording were at hand for these Messiah-
conscious Jews of the apostolic company. In the New Testament itself,
there is reference to paper and ink (2 John 12) and to the roll used for
writing (Rev. 5:1-9; 6:14; 10:2-10). For writing briefer reports and for
notes, there was the tablet, the pinakidion, like the one Zachariah used
to write down the name to be given to his son (Luke 1:63). This term
was used to indicate a little wooden tablet, especially a writing tablet.
Evidently it was in common use in the first century A.D., for when
Zachariah requested such a tablet, it was readily available (Luke 1:63).
This art of note taking was well known in ancient times. Gerhardsson
reminds us that from Hellenism we know “how the pupils of a philosopher
or a rhetor occasionally published written works, consisting of hypo-
mnemata: materials which they had memorized or had copied into their
notebooks from their teacher’s lessons.””” Kenyon also points to the im-
portance of books and of school books in the Roman culture even before
the beginning of the Christian era,’® and McDermott points out the
influence of the rhetorical schools of Rome on Suetonius, the Roman
historian who lived at the time of the early second century A.D.*® As a
matter of fact, there had developed a technique of writing Greek short-
hand which would, of course, facilitate note taking. In evidence of such
a technique, Milne has shown the existence of Greek shorthand manuals
and of shorthand teachers. It is to be noted that although the evidence
only shows these coming from the second through the fifth centuries
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A.D,, they do demonstrate the development in process in the centuries
before of a system that could aid secretaries and school disciples in their
note taking.2°

So it is plausible to conclude that at the beginning of the Christian
church, this same practice was followed of writing notes and studying
written materials gained in a school situation. Gerhardsson comments,
“Just as the Rabbis’ pupils had their own private notes, their written
hpomnemata, written on tablets, in notebooks of various kinds, in hagga-
dah books and scrolls of secrets, so they began within the church to write
down parts of the tradition concerning Christ in the same way.”* In
Palestine undoubtedly the synagogue and its developing school con- .
tributed to the desire to preserve carefully the sacred events and words
of their Rabbi, as well as preserve the ancient Old Testament literature
given to them.

Further, we get the distinct indication from the book of Revelation,
that Jesus encouraged his disciples to write down what he said and what
they saw (Rev. 1:17-19; cf. 3:12), and that his disciples, as John, were
in the habit of writing and were expected to write down from the Lord
what they heard and saw (Rev. 10:4).

From another area of the first century A.D. comes evidence regard-
ing the writing down of materials in a type of school atmosphere. This
is to be seen in the Qumran community and its writers who copied the
Old Testament scriptures and also wrote down the rules for their com-
munity life, the latter possibly being constructed from notes taken on
material given to them by their Teacher of Righteousness.”? The study
of the Torah was important to them (compare I QS II, 3, 1V, 2, V, 11,
21, 23), and the sect’s own community material reveals the extent of the
people’s knowledge of the scripture and shows how easily scripture
words and ideas were used.?® In the same way, the Rabbi-Messiah
minded apostolic band used the words of the Old Testament and the
words and works of Christ as they wrote down portions of both of them
at the time when they lived in the Rabbi-disciple relationship with Jesus.

EmprAsIs oN KEepPING THE WORDS AND WORKS OF CHRIST

It is now well to observe the emphasis in other statements of the
New Testament on preserving the words and works of Christ, this em-
phasis being the same as that seen in early Judaism in which the Jews
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remembered the teachings of the scriptures of the Old Testament,?*
scriptures they made certain were kept in written form.

This emphasis is seen in Jesus’ own statement recorded in Matthew
7:24 regarding the necessity that his true followers adhere to the teach-
ing of his Sermon on the Mount. For he states, as Matthew probably
carefully took it down, that “every one who hears these words and prac-
tices them is like a wise man who built his house on firm foundation.”
Also by introducing Christ’s message of condemnation on Chorazin and
Bethsaida with the statement that the Savior upbraided these cities for
not repenting at his miraculous works (Matt. 11:20-24), Matthew implies
the seriousness with which he took Christ’s miracles and statements, a
seriousness which may have prompted him to have recorded the message
in detail. Peter (I Peter 2:18-25) gives the same impression when he
challenges the Christians on the basis of the example left by Christ, to
follow in the steps of Jesus. Then he records briefly but specifically
important points in the historical record of Christ’s life, interweaving a
two-line quotation and parts of other verses of Isaiah 53:5-9 (close in
wording to the Septuagint) to substantiate the accuracy of the record.
Again, in his second letter, Peter assures the Christian community that
they had not followed cleverly devised fables or legends in the story the
Apostles have given about the power and coming of the Lord Jesus
Christ. In support of this, he describes rather vividly the glory and
majesty of Christ at the tra.nsflguratlon Then he quotes the message
given by God the Father on the occasion in a form quite similar to that
found in the Synoptics, especially that wording given by Matthew—

“This is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased” (2 Peter 1:16-18).

He or his amanuensis may have been citing Peter’s own notes which,
as taken by an eyewitness, were the same as those taken down by
Matthew.,

Luke interestingly sets forth the fact that Paul takes seriously words
given by Jesus when he records the Apostle as citing for the Ephesian
elders this word from Christ: “It is more blessed to give than to receive”
(Acts 20:35), a quotation which seems similar to the thought expressed
by the Lord himself in Matthew 10:8. At any rate Paul thinks that these
words are so important that he calls on all to remember* them, and
Luke is so impressed that he writes them down as given. Paul likewise
stresses the words and commands of Christ. An example of this is found
in 1 Corinthians 9:14, where he gives the same authority to the words
of Christ on the subject of the right of the Christian worker to be sup-
ported by the Gospel as he does to the words of Moses in the law (Deut.
25:4). In fact, as the Apostle cites the written mosaic command (1 Cor.
9:9) and also an illustration on the subject from the Old Testament
(1 Cor. 9:13), so he carefully writes down this teaching from the Lord
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indicating that it is also to be thought of as in the same category of
divine instruction (1 Cor. 9:14). Then Paul gives two quotations, one
from this same Deuteronomy 25:4 and the other from the Lord (that is,
Christ), both relating to the same subject of financial support for the
ministry and both cited as having equal authority. The quotation from
Christ is identical with the thought in the words of the Lord given in
Luke 10:7,>” “The workman deserves his pay.” We can observe in regard
to Luke 10:7 that Luke is following Paul in the same careful recording
of the words of Christ, words which he and Paul, no doubt, obtained
from earlier notes taken by eyewitnesses to whom he refers in Luke 1:2.
So important to Paul is adherence to the explicit instructions regarding
salvation which he had received from Christ (Acts 26:15-18) and which
he no doubt had Luke write down, and so important to him was the
example of Christ’s life which he had learned about and carefully fol-
lowed that the Apostle can say “I imitate Christ; you imitate me” (I Cor.
11:1; cf. Phil. 3:8-10, 17).

INDICATIONS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT OF THE IMPORTANCE
OF ]Esvs’ MgEssaces For His DiscrpLEs

There are indications in the context within which the Gospel writers
place the sayings of Christ that these messages were to be carefully
listened to and obeyed. Therefore it is logical that they were accurately
recorded in writing, presumably at the time they were given, or as near
the time as possible, so that others would also have the opportunity to
read and obey them. When Matthew says, as he does in several places
(Matt. 7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1), that “Jesus finished all these say-
ings,” this Gospel writer not only seems to be referring to the completion
of a section of notes he had taken previously, but also seems to be saying
that these messages from Jesus just given are very important. We note
in each case in which the extended teaching material is concluded with
the formula something like, “when Jesus finished all these sayings,” that
the section is followed with something somewhat different—a narrative-
dialogue section.

Also when the New Testament writers emphasize the personal in-
volvement of the teacher, Jesus, with his pupils, by saying that Jesus
called his disciples to him (Matt. 10:1; 15:10) and, further, by stating
that the Savior commanded them to keep his words (cf. Matt. 17:9),
the writers seem to be drawing attention to the fact that they had re-
corded, when with him, what Jesus acually said and did. It is carefully
reported that Jesus called on men to do what God or Moses commanded
in the Old Testament (Matt. 15:4; Mark 1:44; Luke 5:14), just as he
himself did what his Father commanded (John 14:31). Then it is just
as carefully recorded with the same definiteness that Jesus calls on bis
disciples to do what he commands them (Matt. 17:9; 28:20; Luke 9:21).
Also a number of times in his messages the Lord draws attention to the

27. The words in Matthew 10:10 are almost the same.
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importance of keeping and observing what he says by using the term
amen. This term carried with it the idea of solemn declaration regard-
ing the importance of what was heard and an affirmation that the
message given was true and was to be acted upon. It is to be presumed
that this kind of important material was immediately written down in
the disciples’ tablets or note books at the time when they heard it (Matt.
5:18; John 1:51, etc., and compare I Chron. 16:36).

It is interesting to comjecture that immediate effective note taking
of such messages and events was made by the use of some sort of short-
hand, at least on the part of the more cosmopolitan Matthew. Evidence
for Greek shorthand seems to go back as far as fourth century B.C.
Athens and also to Xenophon as well, but such evidence is on more solid
ground by the time of Cicero.?®

Luke AND PAvuL oN PRESERVING THE WORD AND WORKS OF CHRIST

In some passages in the writings of Luke and Paul respectively, the
inference is given that the core facts of the works and words of Christ
are important enough to be carefully preserved and written down. Luke
24:18-23 tells how the two on the way to Emmaus reportedly carefully
the important facts about Christ’s life—that he came from Nazareth, was
a prophet and was one who distinguished himself in his work and mes-
sage. They also told about Christ’s trial, judgment and death by cruci-
fixion, and about the report that they had heard from the women that
he was alive. Then Luke carefully records how Christ at this point empha-
sizes the accuracy of these historical events by asserting the necessity of
his death, resurrection and glory (v. 26). This assertion he supports by
stating that these events had already been prophesied in the Old Testa-
ment scriptures (v. 27). We may infer, then, that Luke feels that the
Old Testament written scriptures verified the accuracy of the historical
accounts of Christ’s work, and we may further infer that he also counts
this current material about Christ and what he said here as accurate.
Thus it is plausible to hold that Luke must have obtained some accu-
rate written records about these detailed events—see his statement on
his procedure in Luke 1:1-4—which he used in order to give his accu-
rate written account of what happened. In Luke’s giving this account of
Christ’s clear explanation that his life and work were a fulfillment of the
Old Testament, it is to be noted that Luke is following the same pattern
followed by Jews (which we have already observed) of preserving the
events of their sacred history, in this case, the words and works of Christ,
their only teacher.

Again, Luke 24:44-49 shows great interest in Christ’s message about
his life, death and resurrection being a fulfillment of the written Old
Testament and interest also in the Lord’s assertion that the accurate
account of these events was to be the basis of the message of repentance

28. H. J. M. Milne, Greek Shorthand Manuals (London: Egyptian Exploration
Society, 1934), p. 1.






