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In this book, a revision of a doctoral dissertation completed at Baylor University under 
the supervision of Mikeal Parsons, James McConnell explores the function of divine 
testimony in Luke-Acts. Employing the tools of rhetorical criticism, McConnell aims to 
read Luke’s appeals to the testimony of God, in both word and deed, against the backdrop 
of the ancient topos of divine testimony. Utilizing a close reading of both Hellenistic 
narratives and key passages in Luke-Acts, McConnell identifies the central function of 
this topos in Luke-Acts, as in Hellenistic narratives in general, as marking divine approval 
(or disapproval) of a particular character or characters. 

The book is divided into seven chapters. After an introductory section that sets out the 
author’s method (ch. 1) and provides a basic understanding of how ancient rhetorical 
handbooks conceived of divine testimony (ch. 2), the heart of the book follows the Lukan 
pattern of “word and deed” in examining divine testimony through both utterances (chs. 
3–4) and actions (chs. 5–6), in each instance analyzing first Hellenistic narratives more 
broadly and then Luke-Acts specifically. The book concludes with a summary and 
avenues for future research (ch. 7). 

In chapter 1 McConnell sets out his methodology, which he identifies as “that of rhetorical 
criticism, combined with a close reading of the text in order to discern the persuasive 
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structures within the narrative as well as a vehicle to understand how the text would have 
been received by first-century auditors” (21). McConnell also provides a brief history of 
research concerning the use of Scripture and the miraculous in Luke-Acts, contending 
that his contribution will bring these two areas of New Testament scholarship into 
dialogue with the subject of rhetorical topoi in order to produce a new understanding of 
how Luke conceives of authoritative testimony. 

Chapter 2 surveys the writings of ancient rhetoricians and concludes that, whereas 
modern biblical scholars often understand a topos in a literary sense, referring to a stock 
theme or cliché, the ancient sense of the term included an understanding of a topos (Latin 
locus) as “a source of proofs, used in composing a speech for the purposes of defending or 
prosecuting one accused of some crime” (24). Within this forensic understanding of 
topos, McConnell is particularly interested in what Cicero calls external arguments and 
what Aristotle terms inartificial proofs, which depend not on what is particular to the 
subject matter being argued but rather on sources outside the case itself, such as the 
testimony of witnesses or authorities. In light of Cicero’s dictum that “external arguments 
depend principally on authority” (38; cf. Top. 4.24), it comes as no surprise that the 
ancient rhetoricians believed divine testimony to be a particularly persuasive source of 
such proofs. To further support this claim, McConnell produces a wealth of examples of 
the topos of divine testimony, in both words and deeds, found in ancient speeches and 
treatises. 

In chapter 3 McConnell turns to the subject of how the topos of divine testimony 
functions with respect to divine utterances in Hellenistic narratives. Specifically, he 
concludes that divine testimony “was used in narratives to legitimate or denigrate 
characters portrayed in those narratives” (75). McConnell takes pains to demonstrate that 
ancient narratives such as histories and biographies were written for persuasive purposes 
and that therefore we should not be surprised to find this rhetorical topos in this 
particular genre; indeed, the bulk of this chapter is dedicated to providing evidence of just 
this phenomenon, analyzing in turn examples of three forms of divine testimony: through 
direct divine speech, through an inspired intermediary, and through oracles. Though in 
every case the “overarching function” of this form of divine testimony is to portray a 
character as either pious or impious, the specific purposes of the testimony in a given 
narrative can include encouraging, affirming, commanding, and warning a character, as 
well as explaining a divine act or providing a prophecy that will later be fulfilled (120). 

In chapter 4 McConnell turns to divine testimony through utterances in Luke-Acts, 
having justified in the previous chapter the comparison of Luke-Acts with Hellenistic 
histories and biographies by defending the position that Luke-Acts is likewise best 
understood as a “persuasive narrative” (79). Also as in the preceding chapter, McConnell 
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organizes the instances of divine testimony through utterances in Luke-Acts into those 
made through direct speech, through an inspired intermediary, and “through reference to 
and the citation of Jewish scripture” (121), here standing in for the oracles of Hellenistic 
narratives. This last category, which takes up the majority of the chapter, is justified on 
the basis that an ancient audience “would have understood scripture references in the 
same way as references to oracles in contemporary Hellenistic literature” (140); both 
would be recognized as divine speech, and both would often, albeit not always, be 
prefaced by introductory statements (174). McConnell concludes that in Luke-Acts, as in 
Hellenistic writing, divine testimony through utterances has the primary purpose of 
characterizing someone with respect to that person’s piety or lack thereof; in other words, 
the rhetorical purpose of this kind of testimony is to enable the audience “to experience 
the divine perspective of the character in question” (176). 

Chapter 5 returns to his study of Hellenistic narratives, this time with attention to divine 
testimony as expressed through deeds. Drawing on Ciceronian categories, McConnell 
provides examples of the various ways by which the gods could express such testimony, 
including through objects and events in the heavens, the appearance and paths of birds, 
sounds and fire from heaven, dreams and visions, signs and portents in creation, and the 
examination of entrails. Across these various categories, divine testimony through deeds 
“generally … serves as warnings, commands, encouragement, and prophecies of coming 
events” (225); within a specific narrative context, it often functions more specifically as a 
means of expressing the gods’ approval or disapproval of certain characters (225–26). 
Divine testimony through deeds thus functions in much the same way as it does in the 
case of utterances; the two forms of the topos therefore have considerable overlap in terms 
of their significance as a vehicle for developing characterization in a way that would have 
been readily understood by an ancient audience. 

In chapter 6 McConnell applies the above insights gleaned from Hellenistic narratives to 
analyze how divine testimony through deeds functions in Luke-Acts. He identifies 
examples of divine testimony from each of the categories of divine deeds set out in the 
previous chapter with the exception of examining entrails; the majority of examples are, 
of course, the many dreams and visions found in the book of Acts. McConnell notes that 
the topos of divine testimony functions within Luke-Acts in the same ways observed in 
Hellenistic narratives, again emphasizing the “fundamental” purpose of expressing either 
sanction or disapproval for various characters (263). 

In a concluding chapter McConnell summarizes his argument and then proceeds to set 
out, in narrative order, the various and profound ways in which divine testimony features 
in Luke-Acts, serving to convince the ancient auditor of God’s approval of characters 
such as John the Baptist, Jesus, and members of the early church, and thus, by extension, 
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their actions as well. In sum, “the main characters in the combined narrative of Luke-Acts 
are described throughout by God’s testimony” (275), such that “the cumulative weight of 
[this evidence] would have been readily understood by the ancient audience” (276). In the 
final accounting, therefore, the topos of divine testimony functions in Luke-Acts just as it 
does in much of Hellenistic literature insofar as it is designed to persuade auditors to 
form certain conclusions about the guilt or innocence, piety or impiety, of different 
characters. 

McConnell’s book is a fine example of how rhetorical criticism can better illuminate our 
understanding of particular aspects of the New Testament, in this case the topos of divine 
testimony in Luke-Acts. The obvious strength of this book is McConnell’s clear and 
thorough presentation of this topos in Greco-Roman materials. As a result, McConnell 
makes a convincing case that an educated ancient auditor would understand and find 
persuasive Luke’s use of divine testimony. If this book could benefit from one 
improvement, however, it would be the presence of a stronger comparative element. In 
the introduction McConnell notes that “it may be necessary to compare the Lukan 
passage with its parallels in Mark and/or Matthew in order to discern the specific focus in 
Luke” (18). Indeed, such an approach would help shed light on the extent to which Luke’s 
use of this particular topos is a unique feature of his writings. Unfortunately, over the 
course of McConnell’s book, the other gospels (and other early Christian writings besides 
Luke-Acts) essentially fade from view, and McConnell seems to admit as much when he 
concedes that future research could expand on his work by carrying out “the investigation 
of other NT documents for this same phenomenon” (277). That being said, this slight 
deficiency does not detract from the fact that McConnell has produced a meticulously 
researched, carefully argued book that will be of great service to not only students of the 
gospels but also anyone looking for an example of how to convincingly utilize rhetorical 
criticism. 


