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REVIEWS e RESENSIES

J.P. Louw: Sermantics of New Testament Greek. Fortress Press (Philadelphia,
Penns.) and Scholars Press (Chico, Calif.), 1982, pp. ix + 166, $12.95.

(The present review has its origin in a genuine concern for the methodological
question of whether, and then to what extent, hermeneutical techniques derived
from modern linguistic theory should be applied by classicists to a linguistic
analysis of Greek and Latin prose. The review was partly conceived on the
occasion of a visit to the ‘Istituto di Filologia Classica’ of the University of
Palermo/Italy during a period of study leave in March 1984: I would like to
express my sincere thanks to Prof. Giusto Monaco for the invitation and the
opportunity to present to staff and students an informal seminar on the
‘Louw-Nida Method’.)

1. Genesis and Contents

This is a ‘completely revised version’ of a book (Semantiek van Nuwe
Testamentiese Grieks, Univ. of Pretoria, 1976) ‘first drafted in 1973 as a hand-out
to students in order to provide a practical handbook to the various modern
linguistic theories — trying to make these insights useful as a semantic explication
of the grammar and style of New Testament Greek’ (p.viii).

The book comprises ten chapters, rather disproportionate in length, dealing,
essentially, with descriptive semantics from a linguistic, strictly synchronic point
of view, and culminating in a theory and practice of ‘discourse analysis’.

Chapters 1-3 (p.1-21) contain preliminaries

— briefly discussing what the A. sees as the main concerns of semantics;

— justifying this publication (‘As yet there is no book on NT Greek that considers
semantics’, p.1);

— advertising it with an impressive doxographical display of citations fromrecent,
largely American, linguists.

Chapters 4-7 (p.23—45) have in common the focus on synchronic word semantics
and comprise an uncompromising rejection of ‘the fallacies’ of traditional, ‘word-
bound’ approaches to exegesis:

- the ‘etymological method’ is ‘exposed’ as totally inadequate;

— there is no ‘general’ meaning (Grundbedeutung) of a word;

— the old mistaken belief in ‘one word, one meaning’ should give way to the new
insight that ‘words only partially overlap between languages’.
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Chapters 8-10 (p.47-158) represent the positive counterpart to the previous
section and constitute the very essence of the book. They deal with semantics of
word, phrase and discourse respectively:

— ch. 8 (“What is meaning?’, p.47—-66) considers the difficulty of formulating a
positive definition of ‘meaning’ and the importance of distinguishing various
aspects of meaning, esp. the ‘literal’ from the ‘figurative’, and introduces (Nida’s)
semantic word classes ‘object’, ‘event’, abstract’, ‘relation’; '

— ch. 9 (‘Semantics is more than the meaning of words’, p.67—89) is of central
importance to an understanding of the matrix of the A’s methodology and
introduces the analysis of ‘immediate constituents’ and the distinction of ‘surface’
vs. ‘deep’ structures;

— ch. 10 (‘Semantics is more than the meaning of sentences’, p.91-158) is a
rounded off unit on ‘theory and practice of “discourse analysis” ’ (so explicitly on
p-89) and comprises two distinct sections: (i) the theory (p.91-117) and (ii) eight
practical examples: Philem. 4-7, Col. 3:1-4, 1 Cor.12:4-11, 1 Cor. 12:12-26,
1 Cor. 12:27-31, Rom. 1:1-7, Rom. 1:8-17, Rom. 2:1-16 (p.117-158). 1t
should be noted that, although this is nowhere acknowledged, the section on
theory of ‘discourse analysis’ is a slightly modified version of the ‘Theoretical
Considerations’ forming a preface to the A’s A semantic discourse analysis of
Romans (Univ. of Pretoria, 1979, vol.2, p.3-31) and that the last three practical
examples are reproduced almost verbatim from that publication.

2. Positive Aspects

A. Regarding the theory, Prof. Louw’s method, or rather the Louw-Nida
method (see below 3B(1)), is a necessary corrective to centuries-old mis-
understandings and misuses of word semantics as ‘etymology’ for exegetical
purposes.

B. Regarding the practical application, the Louw-Nida method may, if used with
discretion, be integrated fruitfully into the traditional ‘word (and dictionary!)-
bound’ exegesis as a propaedeutic exercise:

(i) in paraphrasing a text, in order to improve on the traditional, usually too literal
translations of the NT: after all, the best translation of involved constructions can
only be a condensed paraphrase.

— In this regard, the method seems to be most suitable to elucidating obscure
nominal constructions with an ambiguous genitive or prepositional phrase. Such
constructions are common especially in St. Paul’s letters: e.g. fanticpo peto-
voiac (Mark 1:4); &ni Tf] xowvovig Spdv gig 10 edayyéAlov 4nod Tfig TpdTNS
fipépac. . . (Philip. 1:5). They are excellently explained and cleared of ambiguity
by means of Nida’s semantic classes (in spite of the inevitable elements of
subjectivity involved in such classifications);"

(ii) in tabulating syntactically involved ‘paragraphs’, in order to visualise ‘all
stylistic features which may be regarded as being on a rhetorical level’, such as
parallelisms, chiastic or antithetic arrangements, repetitions of thematic words,
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‘an inherent property belonging to words . . . but . . . a set of relations for
which a verbal symbol is a sign’
(quoted on p.23). Understandable as it is as a reaction to a centuries-old abuse of
etymology, this view is nevertheless one-sided and may lead to unwarranted
manipulations in cases where the single word does count. For, in addition to the
fact that there are many well-defined scientific and technical terms and ‘object-
words’,
‘there is no getting away from the fact that single words Aave more or less
permanent meanings, that they actually do refer to certain referents, and not
to others, and that this characteristic is the indispensable basis of all
communication. It is on this basis that the speaker selects his words, and the
hearer understands them. . . . The study of single words and their meanings
is the indispensable basis of scientific semasiology’.*

3. While the A’s indignation at pseudo-etymology as applied to exegesis may be
warranted, the systematic exclusion of any diachronic perspective is, to say the
least, a moot point:
— A single paragraph is devoted to the problems of historical change, which the
A. considers as ‘one of the most basic aspects of meaning . . . not accounted for by
the etymological method’. A remarkable after-thought concludes the paragraph:
“The fact, however, remains that it is decisive for any semantic study to know
whether the older meaning still exists at the later stage’ (p.31).
This ‘decisive’ importance of the historical perspective, i.e. historical semantics, is
nowhere brought to the fore in the book. On the necessity of approaching
polysemy from a point of view combining both descriptive and historical
semantics, I would like to quote S. Ullmann:
‘Polysemy is the pivot of semantic analysis. Couched in synchronistic terms,
it means that one word can have more than one sense. Translated into
diachronistic terminology, it implies that a word may retain its previous
sense or senses and at the same time acquire one or several new ones. (. . .)
Furthermore, the same principle entails a far closer connection and inter-
dependence between descriptive and historical semantics than can be the
case in other departments where old and new are not found synchronously
side by side’.®

4. Selected examples to illustrate 1-3:

(a) Sroxovelv tpanébong (Acts 6:2) is explained, contra Goppelt in TDNT 6 as an
idiom ‘signifying commercial activities related to the conduct and transaction of
money matters, i.€. “to handle finances” ’ (p.36).

— The modern banking jargon is misleading and does not reflect the humble
reality described in the passage. The assumption of full idiomaticity is totally
unwarranted. What gives the A. his dogmatic certainty about the correct meaning
of the expression can hardly be the (scanty) evidence from intra-textual parallels.
If it is — as I suspect — the wisdom of Jackson-Lake,” why not give as much weight
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‘A colon, then, may be regarded as syntactically an expression having a
matrix consisting of a nominal element and a verbal element along with such
additions as are linked directly to either of the two elements of the matrix or
additions which are in turn linked to other additions’.

A clue to the meaning of this is given by the previous definition: ‘so-called simple

sentences and complex sentences are regarded as colons, while so-called

co-ordinate sentences . . . are regarded as consisting of two or more colons’, -

p. 102). Moreover, ‘determining the length of a paragraph is a decision based on

the total structure of a larger stretch of discourse. Therefore, it cannot be

properly done until the basic colon analysis is completed’ (p. 145).

(2) The systematic substitution of free paraphrases for literal translations may

lead to the loss of meaningful iconicity, as in the case of 1 John 1:7 (10 aipa 'Incod

kaBapiler fipag @no ndong dpaptiag), or to a banalisation of the original tone, as
in the case of Philem. 4-7. (p.77 and 123 respectively).

— In 1 John 1.7, indeed ‘1o aipa refers to the death of Christ’ and ‘does not
mean that the blood as a liquid reconciles our sins’. But to say ‘this specific
surface structure [ofpa in the ‘meaning’ of ‘death’] was probably chosen
because others, such as dnéfave, do not render as well the total intention of the
author’, is a rather enigmatic way of saying because of the metaphor of
‘washing clean’ (through blood as a liquid!).

— Philem. 4-7 is rendered with a ‘dynamic translation’ (based on deep structures

etc.) as follows:

‘Philemon, every time I pray I thank my God for you for I heard of your faith
in the Lord Jesus and your love for your fellow believers. And I pray that the
faith we share will make us to know the good things that are for us in view of
Christ. Your faith [,] my brother, brought me great joy and encouragement
because you cheered up your fellow believers with the help you gave them’.

If the aim is to provide a clearer version of Philem. 4-7, it should be pointed

out that:

— ‘will make us to know’ is entirely ungrammatical, so that the modern English

reader would be unable to make sense of it;

~ ‘the good things that are for us’ is entirely obscure: “for us’ merely gives a vague

suggestion of advantage;

— ‘cheered up’ has the wrong register in this context.

4. A case study: 6 3¢ dikaiog &k micteng (fjoetar (Rom. 1:17)

The A. considers Rom. 1:17 a typical case of syntactical ambiguity which his ‘disc.
analysis’ based on colon and deep structure can easily resolve.

Of the two possible deep structures (a) 6 8¢ dixquog &k mictemg (foetar® and
(b) 6 &8¢ dikarog &x mioTewg {rjoetat® the former is more likely to reflect Paul’s
intention, he says, ‘on the basis of the wider context of the Ep. to the Romans’
(p.105), where, i.a. ‘dikonog involves not some abstract characteristic of a person,
but a state of being resulting from an activity’.

The argument is unconvincing: ‘the wider context’ seems only to mean that
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NOTES

On the arbitrariness of semantic categories, see J. Lyons, Semantics C.U.P. 1977 (repr. 1981),
vol. 2, p. 706-710.

See Dirk G.J. Panhuis, The communicative perspective in the sentence. A study of Latin word
order, Amsterdam 1982 (= SLCS, vol. 11); but see the review by J.G.F. Powell in CR 34(1)
(1984) 75-71.

T. Frberg, New Testament Greek word order in light of discourse considerations, Univ. of
Minnesota (microf.) 1982.

G. Stern, Meaning and change of meaning, Goteborg 1931, p. 85, quoted from S. Ullmann, The
principles of semantics, Oxford 1963°, p. 64, N.2.

S. Ullmann, The principles of semantics, p. 117.

Incidentally, the only time the TDNT (= Theological Dictionary of the New Testament) is
quoted and rather unfairly ridiculed.

The beginnings of Christianity (repr. 1965) p. 64: “To serve tables: . . . it is not impossible that it
was intended in the first sense to cover the general financial administration of the community’.
E. Haenchen, e.g., comments ( Die Apostelgeschichte, G6ttingen 19777, p. 256, n. 1): ‘Trotzdem
wird mit tpanéfmg dwk. nicht die “general financial administration of the community”
bezeichnet, sondern die Armenfiirsorge’. Similarly H. Conzelman (Die Apostelgeschichte,
Tiibingen 19722, p. 50): ‘fiir die Mahlzeiten sorgen’.

Cf. the annotation in the Jerusalem Bible ad loc., and TDNT, vol. 4, p. 893.

‘Discourse Analysis and the Greek New Testament’, The Bible Translator 24 (1973) 108f.

. Apostolii, Centuria 12, 4b vol. 2, p. 542.

Catenae Graecorum Patrum in Novum Testamentum, ed. J.A. Cramer 1838-44 (repr. Olms
1967), vol. 2, p. 110.

See H. Bussmann, Lexikon der Sprachwissenschaft, Kroner Verlag, Stuttgart 1983, s.v. ‘Diskurs-
analyse’, p. 104.

‘Still a syntactically based theory; but it allows for the possibility that the semantic interpretation
of a sentence should be determined jointly by its deep structure and its surface structure’:
J. Lyons, Semantics, 1977, vol. 2, p. 416.

Cf. *‘Communication and Translation’, The Bible Translator 23 (1972) 309-316, and Signs, Sense,
Translation, Univ. of Pretoria, 1981.

‘It is extremely important that the reader [should] not view this book as presenting a text theory or
a theory of discourse analysis’: p. viii.

Interpretatio: Neue Lateinische Textgrammatik, by H.J. Gliicklich, R. Nickel, P. Petersen,
Ploetz-Verlag, Freiburg-Wiirzburg 1980.

‘Ope vrae aan die diskoersanalise’ in Ned. Geref. Teologiese Tydskrif, 19 (1978) 260—-271.

Cf. 1. Lyons, Semantics, 1977, vol. 2, p. 412f.

So the Revised Standard Version: ‘He who through faith is righteous shall live’.

So the traditional King James Version: ‘The just shall live by faith’, The Jerusalem Bible: ‘The
upright man finds life through faith’, et al.

The faith of Jesus Christ. An investigation of the narrative substructure of Galatians 3:1-4:11,
Scholars Press, Chico/Calif. 1983, p. 150—157.

So R.B. Hays, op. cit. p. 156: my underlining.
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