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This essay surveys some of the major issues involved in using texts from the corpus of 
Plutarch’s works to shed light on the New Testament and other early Christian literature. 
Despite the fact that a central preoccupation of scholars concerned with the historical, 
social, cultural, and linguistic contexts of the New Testament is to search for relevant 
parallels in ancient literature, the theory and method involved in making such 
comparisons requires careful discussion and clarification. One major advantage for 
investigating Plutarch’s corpus is the fact that the author lived from ca. 50-120 CE, the 
period when nearly all the books of the New Testament were written. Some of the more 
obvious problems involved in making such comparisons include: (1) the relative unity of 
Plutarch’s writings compared with diversity, multiple authorship, and geographical 
spread of early Christian literature; (2) Plutarch as a member of the literary culture of the 
upper class writes in a high linguistic register (Hochliteratur), compared with the 
generally lower class origins of most early Christian authors who wrote in a 
correspondingly lower linguistic register (Kleinliteratur); (3) the tendency among some 
New Testament scholars to cherry pick parallels between Plutarch and early Christian 
literature, disregarding the contextual integrity and structure of Plutarch’s thought; and 
(4) the even more widespread tendency for readers who use such collections of 
parallels with little knowledge of Plutarch’s works to study such collections of parallels 
only in excerpt form. Another important issue is the format chosen for presenting literary 
parallels, i.e., they can be listed in the order in which they occur in the New Testament 
with little or no comment or explanation (as in the enormous collections of parallels 
assembled by J. J. Wettstein, Paul Billerbeck), and the Neuer Wettstein), making it 
easier to misuse them or they can be presented and interpreted in a more explanatory 
and discursive form providing more guidance in how they should be understood. 

	  


