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Reception history in its broadest sense can be defined as the interaction between the interpretive agent and the text.[footnoteRef:1] In this sense, any time a reader engages with a text, they are participating in the reception history of that work.[footnoteRef:2] This can be explained further when we acknowledge two realities: that words have no inherent meaning, and that it is not possible to be completely objective or unbiased.[footnoteRef:3] Words obviously do have meaning, otherwise writing and reading would be useless human inventions and would not have survived into the present, but the words do not themselves possess some metaphysical objective meaning. Words are symbols that our brains must interpret, the meanings of which are informed by an unwritten social contract and agreement between members of a given culture or class.[footnoteRef:4] This is precisely why reception history as a concept is necessary to begin with: because human minds’ interpretations of their own experiences are intrinsically linked to the context in which they find themselves. While this can pose a challenge for scholars, given that they must consider their own biases based on their place in culture and history, it opens a new realm of study when we consider that all humans face this same hurdle. Reception history allows us to more closely analyse the ways that people throughout history have interpreted texts such as the Bible, which has been read, translated and edited across millennia. By sharing my own thoughts and through examining case studies such as the New Testament’s reception of Daniel 7 and Gnostic receptions of Genesis, I aim to demonstrate that reception history provides a wealth of value to the discipline of Biblical Studies. [1:  Jonathan Roberts, ‘Introduction’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, ed. by Micheal Lieb, Emma Mason, and Jonathan Roberts, 1st edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 1-8 (p. 1).]  [2:  Dan Batovici and Kristin de Troyer, Authoritative Texts and Reception History: Aspects and Approaches, 1st edn. (Boston: Brill, 2017) p.1.]  [3:  David E. Wright, ‘Do Words Have Inherent Meaning?’, et Cetera, 65.2 (2008), 177-190 (p. 178) <URL: https://www-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/scholarly-journals/do-words-have-inherent-meaning/docview/204106691/se-2?accountid=130472>.]  [4:  Wright, ‘Do Words Have Inherent Meaning?’, p. 178.] 

[bookmark: _Int_21NQY7HT][bookmark: _Int_97LXEoZi][bookmark: _Int_SoFCaeeD]	While I do not believe it should be the only framework scholars use, reception history is an invaluable theoretical lens that opens new possibilities ranging from understanding ancient philosophical forebears and Church Fathers, to examining why various contemporary groups interpret biblical texts the way they do. In this fashion, reception history’s strength is not an examination of the original text and its author’s theoretical intentions in writing their works; rather, reception history’s triumph lies in its ability to allow us to analyse the complex interpretive relationship of interpreter and text. While reconstructing an approximation of a text’s original meaning can give us invaluable insight into a text and its original audience, when the collection of works being analysed has existed in public consciousness for two millennia, discerning how and why it has been interpreted in different ways throughout the centuries becomes a rather important undertaking. I would argue that reception history is more important for the present, given that the time frame of reception history of the Bible is insurmountably larger than its composition history. It is no secret that this collection of ancient texts has affected the lives of billions of people, often in very grave and negative ways. Furthermore, the Bible continues to be leveraged to enforce the identity politics of various groups, meaning reception history is especially relevant for the present. 
	What more traditional students of the Bible may fail to recognize is that reception history is not relegated to modern interpretations of biblical texts. In fact, some of the most obvious acts of reception history that we can directly observe are some of the writings of New Testament authors in relation to Hebrew Bible texts and other early Jewish literature that they were familiar with. One such example is how the author of Matthew interprets the apocalyptic imagery, narrative and eschatology in Daniel 7:13-14. The relevant passage from Daniel 7: 13-14 reads:

[bookmark: _Int_mA8XnXFB]I saw one like a human being coming with the clouds of heaven. And he came to the Ancient One and was presented before him. To him was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples, nations and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall never be destroyed.

[bookmark: _Int_OjxsB0jg]The NRSV explains in a footnote that the phrase translated as “one like a human being” can be read as “one like a son of man”, which would have been the case in the Septuagint. This is a phrase almost every Bible-reader should be familiar with, as it appears in the New Testament a total of eighty-six times, usually in reference to Jesus himself.[footnoteRef:5] Ruzer explains that within the synoptic gospels, the son-of-man motif is an integral part of Jesus’ messianic biography and goes on to elaborate that the idea of the son-of-man with definite article, clearly referencing the messianic vision of Daniel 7, is completely absent from the Pauline epistles.[footnoteRef:6] Given that Paul’s writings constitute the earliest Christian literature in the Bible, it could be assumed that much of the usage and expansion of Daniel 7’s vision constituted a later reception of Daniel 7 by the generation of Christians after Paul who were familiar with the Septuagint. Whether the gospel authors were the ones to originally draw on Daniel or whether the tradition was already circulating when they began writing, Daniel’s relevance and reception by early Christian writers is evident.  [5:  Serge Ruzer, Early Jewish Messianism in the New Testament, (Leiden: Brill, 2020), p.157.]  [6:  Ruzer, Early Jewish Messianism, p. 156.] 

[bookmark: _Int_I5HXeFue][bookmark: _Int_XUV0SZ31]	Daniel 7 exists among a sea of Hebrew Bible reception and interpretation among the apocalyptic school of Second Temple Judaism and the emerging Christian community. Matthew, for example, quotes ten passages he interprets to be prophetic as markers of Jesus’ messiahship.[footnoteRef:7] The quotes include excerpts from Isaiah, Hosea, Jeremiah, Zechariah and Psalms. While most passages quoted are seemingly of Septuagint origin based on their composition, several clearly diverge from both the Septuagint and Masoretic Text.[footnoteRef:8] While this may demonstrate the existence of another manuscript that the author of Matthew had access to, it may also suggest that the author was taking some liberties with Hebrew Bible traditions, once again engaging in its reception history. Furthermore, the reworking of the Jesus narrative to fit the formulaic Messiah passages that Matthew identified in the Hebrew Bible demonstrates very clear reception history from the first century that we can directly observe and study. The existence of this literary time capsule allows us to study the evolution of the reception of these passages and see the changing narratives that different communities developed around certain texts and traditions.  [7:  Antonio Piñero and Jesús Peláez, The Study of the New Testament : A Comprehensive Introduction, 1st edn. (Leiderdorp: Deo Publishing, 2003), p. 222.]  [8:  Piñero and Peláez, The Study of the New Testament, p. 222-223.] 

[bookmark: _Int_8pOxzfRb]	More than demonstrating reception history within the Bible itself, it is imperative to also demonstrate its historic importance outside the Bible, given that most reception history is extra-biblical. Within early Christianity, there was little uniformity of belief. This can be plainly observed in Paul’s various epistles to different early congregations. More interesting, however, are the dissenting beliefs that were never recorded in the Bible. These so called “heresies” abounded in the first several centuries of the common era, and by luck and coincidence some of the writings espousing beliefs that would fall out of favour survive to this day. Several different early Christian heresies have been retroactively grouped together as “Gnosticism”, although the actual theology of these movements varies widely. What is shared is the belief that the deity depicted in the Hebrew Bible is not the same deity who sent Jesus Christ and therefore is not the deity that Christians ought to worship.[footnoteRef:9] The development of these Gnostic movements was heavily influenced by the circulating Platonic philosophy of the Hellenised world, but what cannot be denied is that their theology necessitated a specific reception of the Hebrew scriptures. Like many Christians, Gnostic thinkers grappled with how to reconcile the God of love and forgiveness portrayed in the gospels with the unjust, quick-tempered, and vengeful God demonstrated in parts of the Hebrew Bible.[footnoteRef:10] While mainstream Christian reception history has found ways to reconcile the seemingly antithetical natures of God in the Old and New Testaments, Gnostic reception history involved crafting complex new myths from Genesis and elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. Gnostic interpretations of Genesis ranged from framing the Jewish God as anywhere from ignorant and deluded, to purposely deceitful and cruel.[footnoteRef:11] Whereas most Christians today see the serpent in Genesis as a tempter, convincing humans to disobey their creator, the Sethian sect of Gnosticism interpreted God’s withholding of knowledge and clear desire to keep humans ignorant to be the true act of deceit, with the serpent being a liberator of humanity in imparting the knowledge of good and evil.[footnoteRef:12] Genesis 3:21 does seem to portray God as concerned about humanity’s rise to divinity, worrying that with their newfound knowledge humans “might reach out their hands and take also from the tree of life and eat and live forever.” In examining and contrasting the Sethian reception of Genesis 3 with the mainstream Christian view, we can observe how placing emphasis on a different aspect of the same text can lead to a spiderweb of branching religious traditions that, with Gnosticism, many would argue constitute different faiths entirely.  [9:  Ismo Dundenberg, ‘Gnostic Interpretations of Genesis’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, ed. by Micheal Lieb, Emma Mason, and Jonathan Roberts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 383-396 (p. 383).]  [10:  Dundenberg, p. 384.]  [11:  Dundenberg, p. 384.]  [12:  Dundenberg, p. 393.] 

[bookmark: _Int_gPDxMnin]Whether examining the Hebrew Bible’s prophetic reception in the Gospels or its Platonic and anti-Jewish reception by the Sethians, the strength of reception history lies in its ability to examine and critique how the Bible has shaped countless lives throughout history. While reception history does not aim to supplant other methods of study, its addition to the plethora of philosophical frameworks scholars have access to will only serve to further the understanding of the Bible and its influence on the world around us. While the Biblical authors’ intentions are important and should be studied, the ways the texts are interpreted now has more bearing on society than reconstructed ancient thoughts and meanings ever could. In this way, reception history is invaluable and without placing it on a pedestal above other methodologies of Biblical Studies, it is evident that it is one of the most important aspects to Biblical studies and will likely continue to be in the future. [Word Count: 1615]
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