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IN MEMORIAM

Karl Ludwig Schmidt (1891-1956)

Vorabdruck eines Artikels fiir das Dictionary of Biblical
Interpretation mit freundlicher Erlaubnis des Herausgebers John H. Hayes
und der Abingdon Press, Nashville TN.

Born in Frankfurt a. M., February 5, 1891, K. L. Schmidt studied philo-
logy and theology in Marburg under, among others, W. Hermann, before
becoming assistant to A. Deissmann in Berlin and Privatdozent there in 1918.
In 1921 K. L. Schmidt was made professor of NT at Giessen and filled similar
positions in Jena, 1925, and in Bonn, 1929, until 1933 when, because of his
opposition to the national socialists, he was one of the first deposed from his
post and compelled to leave Germany. In 1935, after serving Swiss pasto-
rates, he was appointed professor of NT at Basel until illness forced his
retirement in 1953 and death in 1956. From 1922-37 he edited Theologische
Blitter, and in 1945 founded Basel’s Theologische Zeitschrift whose editor he
remained until 1952.

K. L. Schmidt’s numerous books, articles, and sermons (see Works) clus-
ter about two dynamic poles, 1. the Gospels, and 2. the church.

1. In his ground-breaking Habilitationsschrift, Der Rahmen der Geschichte
Jesu (1919), he pioneered insights which became fundamental to the emerg-
ing form-critical method. Confirming J. Wellhausen — the canonical Gospels
were collections of independent smaller units — he demonstrated further that
the introductory topographical and chronological details of these more or
less fixed units were the “framing” formulations of the collectors of these
pericopes, i.e. the evangelists. In general, the frames contain little of histor-
ical value and the resulting composite of Jesus’ words and deeds is a second-
ary, nonhistorical life portrait. Thus Rahmen, along with the studies of
M. Dibelius (1919) and R. Bultmann (1921), drove an even larger spike into
the coffin of the ‘life of Jesus movement.” The Gospels must be regarded,
rather, as essentially church productions from living oral tradition units
which, varying in form, must be tied genetically to the particular life forms
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and functions (esp. worship) of the various church communities (i.e. the Sitz
im Leben). The Gospels as a whole then should be construed as folk litera-
ture (Kleinliteratur) and confused neither with the developmental historical
thrusts of the ancient lives (bioi/vitae) and memoirs (apomnémoneumata)
nor with the higher literary circles which produced those biographies.

These latter conclusions K. L.Schmidt developed programmatically in
“Die Stellung der Evangelien...” in the Gunkel Festschrift (1921) (see
Works). The closest analogues to the Gospels are the Dr. Faust collections,
certain ecclesiastical ‘lives of the saints,” and medieval legends of the chasid.
Characteristic of all this “popular” literature are the secondary, nondescript
links between the smaller units which almost never play a significant role in
the larger presentation and tend to psychologize the relation of one incident
to the next (as Luke does with Mark). Hence corresponding to this folk form
or format the Gospels are communal productions of faith, cultically and
kerygmatically generated, shaped, and refined, whose authors are more
editors than distinct literary personalities. He thus turns W. Wrede’s thesis
on its head: Mark is not a function of the history of dogma but rather dogma
is a product of the multi-layered experiences of the church in which Mark
himself stands. Though layers of these traditions (esp. written sources) can
be chronologically delineated, these layers bear no intrinsic relation to what
is more or less historical. For it is the very nature of folk literature to
transcend the objective—subjective continuum of historical authenticity. In
his “Jesus Christ” article of RGG? (1929) he adds a theological touchstone:
all the Gospel traditions are stamped by church folk convinced that God
through the death and resurrection of Israel’s Messiah has appeared on earth
to establish the eschatological people of the old and new covenants. He thus
initiated much that was to be pursued in later sociological approaches and
approximated certain insights of the subsequent ‘new quest of the historical
Jesus’.

2. Of his many lexicographical-theological studies of biblical concepts,
K. L. Schmidt’s greatest contribution came in the notion of the “church”
(Die Kirche des Urchristentums, 1927, and subsequent articles — see Works).
Ecclesia, taken primarily from the LXX, represents the Hebrew gehal
(Aram. kenischta) of Yahweh, the people of God, of which the NT church is
the fulfilled OT assembly. Building upon F Kattenbusch’s analysis, he
showed that in the NT in general, a local congregation embodied the whole
people of God. This means that the N'T church presented itself as a remnant
which remained solidly within Israel, yet as its fulfillment. Jesus himself as
Messiah gathered his representatives of the twelve tribes and ultimately gave
this “remnant” self-understanding over to them and to the subsequent
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church. Paul acknowledged the priority of the twelve and of Jerusalem but
inveighed against the excessive honoring of human personalities coordinated
with the hierarchal structuring of authority. These notions, through which he
made the “church” a critical theological category for NT scholarship, re-
mained central in all of his subsequent work on the “city” and “state,” in his
dialogue with M. Buber (see Works), and provided a potent counter to the
theologians of the Third Reich.

II. Works

Der Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu. Literarkritische Untersuchungen zur #ltesten Jesus-Uberliefe-
rung, 1919 (reprint 1964, 1967).

Die Pfingsterzihlung und das Pfingstereignis, Arbeiten zur Religionsgeschichte des Urchristen-
tums, 1.2, 1919,

Die Stellung der Evangelien in der allgemeinen Literaturgeschichte, in: EUCHARISTERION.
Hermann Gunkel zum 60. Geburtstage, ed. H. Schmidt, 1923/2, 50-134.

Die Stellung des Apostels Paulus im Urchristentum, in: Vortréige der theologischen Konferenz zu
Giessen, 39. Folge. 1924, 3-17.

Die Kirche des Urchristentums. Festgabe fiir Adolf Deissmann, ed. K. L. Schmidt, 1927, 258-319.

Der Apostel Paulus und die antike Welt, in: Bibliothek Warburg, Vortrige 1924-1925 (1927)
38-64.

Formgeschichte in: RGG? 2 (1928) 638-640.

Geschichtsschreibung IT: Im NT, in: RGG? 2 (1928) 1115-1117.

Jesus Christus in: RGG? 3 (1929) 110-151 (= “Jesus Christ” in: Twentieth Century Theology in the
Making, ed. J. Pelikan, 1969/1, 93-168).

Zusatz des Herausgebers der TBI zu: Evangelische Kirche und Volkerverstdndigung. Eine Erkli-
rung. Von P. Althaus und E. Hirsch, TBI 10 (1931) 178-179.

(In Verbindung mit Martin Buber) Kirche, Staat, Volk, Judentum. Zwiegesprich im jiidischen
Lehrhaus in Stuttgart am 14. Januar 1933, TBI 12 (1933) 257-274.

basileus, basileia, etc. in: ThAWNT 1 (1933) ET 1964, 564-593.

Zum theologischen Briefwechsel zwischen Karl Barth und Gerhard Kittel, TB113 (1934) 328-334.

Das Gegeniiber von Kirche und Staat in der Gemeinde des Neuen Testaments. Offentliche
Antrittsvorlesung an der Universitidt Basel am 2. Dez. 1936, TB1 16 (1937) 1-16.

Le Ministere et les ministeres dans I’église du Nouveau Testament. Les données bibliques et celles
de la tradition, RHPR 17 (1937) 313-336; Germ. trans. in: Neues Testament—Judentum—
Kirche (see Bibliography).

ecclesia in ThWNT 3 (1938) ET 1965, 501-536 (= The Church. Bible Key Words, 1950).

Die Polis in Kirche und Welt, 1939.

Der Sinn der neutestamentlichen Apostelgeschichte, In Extremis 6 (1940) 33-48.

Ein Gang durch den Galaterbrief, Theologische Studien (Basel) 11/12, ?1947.

Die Judenfrage im Lichte der Kapitel 9-11 des Romerbriefes, Theologische Studien (Basel) 13, 2
?1946.

Kanonische und apokryphe Evangelien und Apostelgeschichten, ATANT 5 (1944).

Aus der Johannes-Apokalypse, dem letzten Buch der Bibel, 1946.

Das Pneuma Hagion als Person und als Charisma, in: ErJb 13 (1945) 187-235.

Die Natur- und Geistkrifte im paulinischen Erkennen und Glauben, in: ErJb 14 (1946) 87-143.
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Homo imago Dei im Alten und Neuen Testament, in: ErJb 15 (1947) 149-195.

Die Bildersprache in der Johannes-Apokalypse, Universitas 3 (1948) 1153-1158; 1281-1285.

Jerusalem als Urbild und Abbild, in: ErJb 18 (1950) 207-248.

“‘Nicht tiber das hinaus, was geschrieben steht!” (1LKor 4,6)”, in: In memoriam Ernst Lohmeyer,
ed. W. Schmauch, 1951, 101-109.

Neues Testament—Judentum—Kirche: Kleine Schriften, ed. G. Sauter; Theologische Biicherei 69,
1981 (7 articles repr. with biographical sketch and complete bibliography).

Bibliography. O. Cullmann, Karl Ludwig Schmidt 1891-1956, ThZ 12 (1956) 1-9.

W. G. Kiimmel, The New Testament: The History of the Investigation of Its Problems, 1970, ET
1972, 327-330, 394-395, 398, 450, 489.

J. Schmid, Karl Ludwig Schmidt, LTK 9, col. 434.

P. Vielhauer, Karl Ludwig Schmidt, in: 150 Jahre Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universitét zu
Bonn 1818-1968 (1968) 190-214 (shortened repr. in Neues Testament—Judentum-Kirche (see
above, Works) 13-36).

David P. Moessner, Atlanta
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