Critically evaluate recent scholarly debates as to whether the four canonical gospels were written for a particular community or (also) for wider audiences. You may support your arguments with reference to the Gospel of Matthew or the Gospel of John.
The New Testament Epistles were either written for specific communities, such as those in Rome, Corinth, Galatia, etc, or for specific people such as Titus or Timothy, in these texts there are often references to specific members of the communities. The question for whom the Gospels were written is a more complex question. The author of Luke-Acts addresses Theophilus, neither Matthew nor Mark make any reference to audiences or readers and the author of John’s Gospel wrote his text: “so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God.”[footnoteRef:1] The answer to these questions can only be found within the texts themselves. Glance through any annotated Bible or commentary and there will invariably be a section that explores for whom the text was written. As such there appears to be a consensus that the Gospels were written for particular communities, rather than for the wider Christian community, yet recently this consensus view has been challenged.[footnoteRef:2] The primary challenger under discussion in this essay is Richard Bauckham who argues that the Gospels were written for “all Christians” rather than specific communities, he questions the status quo and the existence of such hypothetical communities, yet there are sufficient scholars who are unconvinced by his arguments.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Luke 1.3 & Acts 1.1; John 20.31. ]  [2:  cf. David C. Sim, “The Gospel for All Christians? A Response to Richard Bauckham” in JSNT 84 (2001), p. 4 n. 3.]  [3:  Richard Bauckham, ed., “For Whom Were Gospels Written” in The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998), pp. 9-48.] 

1. Were the Gospels written for particular communities?
Burridge traces “the development of theories about the communities within which and for which the Gospels were produced” to the redaction critics.[footnoteRef:4] This methodology produced “a two-tier” approach in reading not just the story of Jesus, but also the stories of the communities that created the text and for whom the texts were written.[footnoteRef:5] This idea can be traced to the work of Swete, who suggested that the Marcan text was written for the Roman Church, similarly Plummer does the same for the Lucan text, Kilpatrick for the Matthean text, and for the Johannine texts, Martyn undertakes this task.[footnoteRef:6] Dunn notes that: “Matthew is usually linked with Syria,; Mark has traditional links to Rome; the Q material has links with Egypt; and we might also mention John, which is traditionally linked with Ephesus.”[footnoteRef:7] From the 1960’s onwards theories concerning the communities have abounded and linked to these theories many have theorised about the communities that produced these texts and their local audiences. These hypothetical constructed communities have become the accepted lens through which the Gospels are read. The difficulty with these communities is that are but hypothetical constructions.[footnoteRef:8] Yet there are instances when the texts lend themselves to such models, as can be seen especially for the Matthean and Johannine Gospels. [4:  Richard A. Burridge, “Gospels” in J. W. Rogerson and Judith M. Lieu, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 440.]  [5:  Burridge, p. 435.]  [6:  Bauckham, pp. 13-15 & 18-19.]  [7:  James D. G. Dunn, “The History of the Tradition: New Testament,” in James D. G. Dunn & John W. Rogerson, eds., Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible, (Grand Rapids: Wm. B Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2021), p. 957.]  [8:  Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), p. 374.] 

1. 1 Matthew and John in relation to Judaism
The Matthean and Johannine Gospels are particularly singled out for their relationship with the local Jewish community. Matthew’s Gospel has been understood to have been a distinctly Jewish rewriting of Mark, written by a well-educated Jew in a Jewish context in Syria.[footnoteRef:9] Gale demonstrates the profound knowledge that the author of the Gospel uses in his text such as Rabbinic “argumentation (or exegetical rules).”[footnoteRef:10] At times these suggest a supercessionist view as can be seen in the parable of the vineyard (21.33-45), the wedding feast (22.1-14), the critique of the Pharisees and scribes (23. 3-36), and the “the blood cry” (27.25). The difficulty with these polemical illusions is that they represent the internal dialogue within Judaism of the time; rather than charges being made against the Jews in general, a people of whom they are a part, the vitriol is expressed against the leadership.[footnoteRef:11] In demonstrating that in Jesus the promises of God are fulfilled, both Matthew and John come up against the leaders within the Jewish community who do not accept Jesus as Messiah and this causes tension for the Jesus movement in the synagogues.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Aaron M. Gale, “The Gospel according to Matthew” in Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, eds., The Jewish Annotated New Testament (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 9 & Henry Wansbrough “The Four Gospels in Synopsis” in John Barton and John Muddiman, eds, The Oxford Bible Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 1009.]  [10:  Gale, p. 10.]  [11:  Gale, p. 10.]  [12:  Leslie Houlden “Introduction to the New Testament,” in Barton & Muddiman, eds. p. 832.] 

These issues are even clearer in John’s Gospel and it has been referred to as a paradoxical text by Reinhartz; the author has an in-depth knowledge of Jewish Scriptures, practice, the Second Temple and rabbinic literature, and yet as she states it is also “disturbing in its representation of “the Jews.”[footnoteRef:13] Not only is the text a paradox, but the community from which it comes is paradoxical, in that it sees in Jesus the fulfilment of these texts and fails to grasp those who do not, it is thus referred to as: “the most Jewish and the most anti-Jewish of the Gospels.”[footnoteRef:14] It is Jewish in its context but the critique of the leadership within Judaism leads to the accusation of antisemitism.[footnoteRef:15] The Jesus Movement stands in opposition to “the Jews” namely: “those who reject Jesus (1.11), persecute him (5.16), seek his death (8.40), expel believers from the synagogue (9.20), plot Jesus’ death (9.49-52) and persecute his followers (16.2).”[footnoteRef:16] In line with these views, the synagogues expel them, John is the only text that uses the term aposynagogas, (9.22; 12.42; 16.2).[footnoteRef:17] These themes derive from rejection, and despite Reinhartz’s criticisms there is a recognition that: “perhaps the Gospel’s hostile passages are a natural consequence of that trauma.”[footnoteRef:18] As well as the trauma of rejection, there is the internal issue of creating a cohesive community made up of composite groups including Jews, Samaritans and Gentiles. The Gospel author desires: “to create a unified group that overcame the social, historical and theological boundaries,” Kieffer goes further in suggesting that at the heart of this unity is the desire to foster a faithfulness to the beloved disciple and his testimony.[footnoteRef:19] In so doing, there is an early example of triangulation of conflict with blame being apportioned to one community in order to strengthen the bonds of the nascent church. [13:  Adele Reinhartz, “The Gospel According to John” in Levine & Brettler, eds., p. 168.]  [14:  Reinhartz, p. 168.]  [15:  Reinhartz, p. 172.]  [16:  Reinhartz, p. 172.]  [17:  Colleen Conway, “The Gospel according to John” in Michael D. Coogan, Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom and Pheme Perkins, eds., in The New Oxford Annotated Bible, 5th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), p. 1919 & Reinhartz, p. 169.]  [18:  Reinhartz, p. 168.]  [19:  Reinhartz, p. 171 & René Kieffer, “John” in Barton & Muddiman, eds, p. 961.] 

This experience does not seem to be unique to the church in Syria or Ephesus, if that is where these Gospels originated. As Saldarini contends, there are similarities in certain texts from the Qumran Community in expressing their ire against the Jerusalem priesthood.[footnoteRef:20] Could it be that the experiences, whilst felt in those locations, resonated with other communities in the Jesus Movement in the late first century? Such antagonisms between competing conceptions of Judaism appear to be more common than thought and may in the case of the early Jesus Movement not lead to the “questionable assumptions” in terms of the existence of hypothetical communities and the distinctive local nature of each text, but rather that this was a common experience.[footnoteRef:21] These are the assumptions that Bauckham and others raised in relation to the particular nature of each Gospel and to which we now turn. [20:  Anthony J. Saldarini, “Matthew” in Dunn & Rogerson, eds., p. 1004.]  [21:  Dunn, pp. 957-958 & Houlden, p. 837.] 

2. Bauckham’s Contribution – For Whom Were Gospels Written?
In 1998 Richard Bauckham published a collection of essays in which he argues that the Gospel texts were written: “for a very broad Christian readership; they were intended in fact to be circulated to all churches and to be read by all Christians.”[footnoteRef:22] In raising this question, Bauckham attempts to create a significant paradigm shift in the most fundamental of principles of how the Gospels have been understood. Much energy has gone into developing an understanding of particular communities, but Bauckham argues that the underlying reasoning behind this approach was based on reading the Gospels as Epistles and framing them within the same genre.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Sim, p. 3.]  [23:  Bauckham, pp. 26-27 & Sim, p. 5.] 

2.1 What is a Gospel?
Gospels have to be read as “ancient biographies” which “were written for broader audiences,” this is Bauckham’s contention.[footnoteRef:24] Much ink has been spilt over the question of what a Gospel is and what a Gospel is not; yet the answer is that they are both/and, rather than either/or, and this can has been explored in the fields of Source, Form, Redaction and Literary criticism.[footnoteRef:25] The Gospels have much in common with the Graeco-Roman Lives, they also have much in common with certain Midrashic stories, yet they cannot be included in either genre.[footnoteRef:26]  What is evident, as Dunn states, is that the Gospel writers were more than collectors of a tradition, “they had to be recognised as editors and authors in their own right.”[footnoteRef:27] Stanton concludes that Gospels are both story and significance: “they tell the story of Jesus (as they understand it) and they spell out their conviction concerning the continuing significance of Jesus after Easter.”[footnoteRef:28] Going beyond story and significance, Wansbrough refers to the ‘flowing together’ of past, present and future in the narrative, and includes the eschatological dimension.[footnoteRef:29] This is what makes the Gospels different, they are biographical accounts, but written from the perspective of faith in the risen Jesus, and as with all literature the authors were affected and influenced by their own contexts.[footnoteRef:30]  [24:  Burridge, p. 440 & Bauckham, pp. 10-11.]  [25:  Graham Stanton, The Gospels and Jesus, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.16-17.]  [26:  Stanton, p. 36 & Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler “Gospels and Acts Introduction” in Levine & Brettler, eds., p. 6.]  [27:  Dunn, p. 968.]  [28:  Stanton, pp. 17-18.]  [29:  Wansbrough, p. 1001.]  [30:  Stanton, p. 18.] 

2.2 Gospels for all Christians?
Whereas once the emphasis concerned reconstructing the historical Jesus, the story more so than the significance, for Bauckham, with research into the historical Jesus having run dry, the shift moved towards discovering these historical hypothetical communities.[footnoteRef:31] Bauckham does not hold back in his criticism of the difficulties in ascribing the Gospel texts to these constructed communities. One of his objections is that they have taken on the mantel as the matrix of studies on the Gospel, with the focus moving from texts to communities.[footnoteRef:32] In Bauckham’s reading of the consensus on particular communities, he states that they: “depend on a view of an early Christian community as a self-contained, self-sufficient, introverted group, having little contact with other Christian communities and little sense of participation in a worldwide Christian movement.”[footnoteRef:33] Furthermore, were the Gospels directed towards a localised audience, it would not have been necessary to write them down, as such the Gospels in Bauckham’s view would have been limited, not just geographically but also they would have been time bound.[footnoteRef:34] While these may be logical conclusions, particularly in the case of the Johannine text as being wholly other to the Synoptic tradition, Bauckham fails to demonstrate sufficient evidence, drawing his own conclusions from Overman’s work on the Matthean community, but without being able to show how Overman creates a cogent argument.[footnoteRef:35] [31:  Bauckham, p. 20.]  [32:  Bauckham, pp. 19-20.]  [33:  Bauckham, pp. 30-31.]  [34:  Bauckham, p. 30.]  [35:  Bauckham, p. 21.] 

The argument that Bauckham makes includes six interrelated premises for why the Gospels could not have been written for specific communities, these premises could be narrowed down to two or three salient points. The principal arguments are that there was a great degree of “mobility and communication in the first-century Roman world,” in which leaders, messengers and others travelled greatly and communicated through letters and that the Church perceived itself to be a worldwide movement.[footnoteRef:36] The sixth premise presents the: “evidence for conflict and diversity in early Christianity” this is linked to letters, which were not accepted into the New Testament Canon, but demonstrates a sense of competition in presenting “their versions of the gospel.”[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Bauckham, pp. 32-33 & 37-39.]  [37:  Bauckham, p. 43.] 

Having set out these reasons for going against the consensus and the idea of intended readership by specific communities, Bauckham makes six hermeneutical observations to support his argument, which clarify that he recognises the issue of contextuality, but that this hermeneutic cannot  be the central focus, when he perceives that the texts were composed to be of indefinite value rather than specific value for a specific community.[footnoteRef:38] The concluding comment summarises the thesis and is that the focus upon implied readers and implied communities closes rather than opens the text, the Gospel becomes a text for certain Christians rather than all Christians.[footnoteRef:39] Moving beyond the assumption that the authors were writing for specific communities, if nothing else Bauckham’s primary achievement is to challenge the status quo.[footnoteRef:40]  [38:  Bauckham, p. 46.]  [39:  Bauckham, p.48.]  [40:  John M. Court, “The Growth of the New Testament” in Rogerson & Lieu, eds., p. 536.] 

3. Reception of Bauckham’s Theory
There has been a wide range of responses to Bauckham’s ideas, some have been negative, others have been positive.[footnoteRef:41] Esler charges Bauckham and the other authors of The Gospel for All Christians, for not taking into consideration the different mentality present in the first century of the Christian Era.[footnoteRef:42] Whereas our contemporaries in the Western world focus upon individualism, this was an era of a “group-orientation” and so “the evangelist would have been engaged with his local community.”[footnoteRef:43] This engagement provides a wider argument of contextuality, and that the evangelists, as any writer, are influenced by their own communities.[footnoteRef:44] In a further argument against Bauckham’s potion, Reinhartz offers three interrelated points in response to the theory: firstly that the argument is inconclusive, secondly that it is of less consequence than he proposes, and that relying upon the second point that the third point is that it is but “a variation of the consensus position.”[footnoteRef:45] While this vision of a paradigmatic shift raises some interesting and valuable questions, the difficulty in the argument is the presentation of the views of others, and portraying a binary either/or rather than the logical both/and approach to the general versus the local. [41:  Adele Reinhartz “Gospel Audiences: Variations on a Theme” in Adele Reinhartz, ed., The Audience of the Gospels (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2010) p. 135 & Sim, p. 4.]  [42:  Philip F. Esler, “Community and Gospel in Early Christianity: A response to Richard Bauckham’s Gospels for All Christians,” in the Scottish Journal of Theology, pp. 237-238.]  [43:  Esler, p. 238.]  [44:  Esler, pp. 239-240.]  [45:  Reinhartz, (2010) p. 136.] 

3.1 Matthew and John: both local and general
Related to the argument concerning the local versus the general is Bauckham’s theories around the purposes surrounding the Gospels themselves. The argument suggests that Matthew and Luke’s rewriting of Mark, which he assumes was a well-known text throughout the churches, was done in order to replace Mark’s Gospel.[footnoteRef:46] As Wansbrough indicates the Matthean text includes more than half of Mark’s material, and yet offers a different vision, Mark focuses on the person of Jesus, Matthew focuses on Jesus as teacher, a second Moses.[footnoteRef:47] This different slant upon the person of Jesus may reflect the author’s context geographical and local context, as well as present the purpose of Matthew in writing it. Whether the Matthean text was written for a specific community as a reaction to the development of Jamnian Judaism, which in the aftermath of the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, asserted itself as Rabbinic Judaism, with a conservatism that sought to foster the unity of the community and adherence to a single Jewish faith and practice in stark opposition to the Messianism of the Jesus tradition is open to question.[footnoteRef:48] However this was both the context of the author, and would certainly the readership would certainly have been at least, at first, his audience. [46:  Bauckham p. 13.]  [47:  Wansbrough, p. 1008-1009 & Dale C. Allison, Jr. “Matthew” in Barton & Muddiman, eds, p. 845.]  [48:  Allison, p. 845.] 

Matthew’s antagonism between Jesus and the Scribes and the Pharisees, appears to be indicative of the Church’s experience at the time the Gospel was being written, whether this was local or general is unknown, yet if the Syrian origin is true, then this would make sense that the struggles with the Pharisees would have felt very present. The same is true of John with its antagonism between Jesus and the Jews, and as Stanton reminds us and the world too.[footnoteRef:49] The sense of anti-Jewish feelings as suggested earlier has to be seen as: “a struggle not so much between two religions as between rival interpretations by two (possibly more) antagonistic groups.”[footnoteRef:50] The same is true within the Church with conflict, dissension and opposing views.[footnoteRef:51] Whereas Bauckham argues for universality among the early Christian movement, Esler states that “what existed were a network of cells,” and that there were divisions, as is proven from Acts and the Epistles.[footnoteRef:52] As the Gospels were being written did they oppose the earlier texts written for different communities or as Dunn describes for the Johannine tradition were these written “as midrash on these traditions, as reflections and meditations on things that Jesus said and did.”[footnoteRef:53] While the Johannine discourses differ greatly from the collections of pericopes in the Synoptic tradition, and perhaps this is what is going on in Matthew and Luke. [footnoteRef:54] This Midrashic approach is present in Bauckham’s thesis in relation to John’s Gospel which he sees as a complimentary tome, with the Christian community having a copy of each, for further and deeper reflection.[footnoteRef:55] However why should this be the case for John and not Matthew and Luke, or why would John not be seeking to replace Mark?  [49:  Rowlands, p. 157 & Stanton, p. 117.]  [50:  Christopher Rowlands, Christian Origins (London: SPCK, 2002) p. 298.]  [51:  Esler, p. 241 & Bauckham p. 43.]  [52:  Esler, p. 242 & Sim, p. 10.]  [53:  Dunn, p. 958.]  [54:  Dunn, p. 957.]  [55:  Bauckham, p.25-26 & Esler, pp.245-246.] 

Conclusion
If nothing else, Bauckham’s thesis re-examining the idea hypothetical communities has been of great value. There are no definitive answers, and it has not led to the significant paradigm shift for which it was hoped, and as it has been suggested the thesis is inconclusive.[footnoteRef:56]  Yet as Sim suggests what Bauckham has done is to reignite the passion of those engaged in research into the Gospels and reassessing the consensus view.[footnoteRef:57] In assessing the hermeneutical context of the texts, where they were written and the influences that affected the writing of the texts is perhaps a more fruitful approach than stating that texts were written for specific communities dealing with specific issues. Rather than presenting two divergent approaches, Esler provide a third way that incorporates both interpretations of the dynamics that were at play when these texts were written. This third hypothesis, or synthesis of what Bauckham perceives to be two contrary positions, namely that the Gospels were written for some Christians or for all Christians, is that: “each evangelist writing a Gospel primarily shaped his Gospel in accordance with the faith and understanding of his local community, but also contemplated that possibility that it would travel further afield.”[footnoteRef:58] Alas, Bauckham denies that this third way is even a possibility.[footnoteRef:59] Reinhartz, too, is of a similar position that the Gospels “may well have been written with both general (biographical) as well as more specific, localized concerns.”[footnoteRef:60] This third way which presents a both/and approach seems to be the most helpful, by recognising that the authors were people of their time and place, aware of the people who would first engage with their texts and who would share the same context, but were also aware that they were writing the story of Jesus to be shared with others beyond their own place and time. [56: Bauckham, p. 45; Court, p. 536 & Adele Reinhartz “Gospel Audiences: Variations on a Theme” in Adele Reinhartz, ed., The Audience of the Gospels (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2010), p. 134.]  [57:  Sim, p. 27.]  [58:  Esler, p. 242.]  [59:  Bauckham, “Response to Philip Esler,” in the Scottish Journal of Theology, pp. 249-250.]  [60:  Reinhartz, (2010) p. 139.] 
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