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MORRIS, LEON L. (1914-2006) 

Leon t. Morris repres<'nts the voice of a SJne conser­
vatism, not only in the field of bibli C31 studies as a 
whole . but also in biblical theology in particular . His 
best w o rk \Vas not alwa ys as widel y rect' iH'd hy his 
academi c colleagues as it mi ght h;l\'e been, pa rtl y 
becall se he \Hott' \vlth deceptive' silllplicity. p:lrtly 
because a very substantial part of his prolifIc output was 
designed either to serve lay C hristians or to he a llledi­
ating conduit bc'tween techni cal schobrship and well­
trained pastors and other Christian It'aders. His ]\;CI/' 

Tt'.(lall1el/l TIlt'<>/Ogy is an t'xcdlent t'xall1pl t' of th e iJttc' L 

Doubtless hi s ye:lfS of pastoral ministry in the Australian 
bush , combined w ith his years of tea chin g and adlllin­
istration at Ridley C ollege, M elbourne. combined to 
reinfarct' tht'st' prioritit's. 

Nevertheless, in two domains in p:1fticubr Morris' 
contribution has been strategic. First, in ad diti on ta a 
score of essays on the subject, Morris wrote at length 
on th e crass and thl' atonelllent. His thret' books o n 
the subject - one techni cal, one a substanti \'e survey . 
one popubr _. reflect tht' kind of work that \\'J S typical 
of him: painstaking word studi t' s, gralllmatico-historical 
exegesIs, and close attenti on to rdated tht'llles. For 
instance, in Morris' vit'\v the great atonement p;lssage 
Rom ans 3:21-26 CJnnot bt' abstracted from the argu ­
ment of Romans 1:18-3:20, w hich is a damning indict· 
ment of Jews and Gentiles alike, both unde r 'the wrath 
of God' which is revealed frO lll heaven a!1:JillSt 'a ll the 
godlessness and \vi ckedness of lllen who suppress th e 
truth by their wickedness' (Rom. 1: J 8) . This datulll 
necessarily feeds into the analysis of ROIll:lllS 3:21ff: by 
God 's design. what tht' cross achieves. ;l lll ong~ t otht'r 
things. is the setting asidt' ot' hi , own principlt'd WLlth, 
stich that God hilllsdf is vindicatt'd (i.t·" his ' ri ~ht­

eousness' is di sclosed). These connntions Morris tL1C <" 
through th e canon. Although his view, 0 11 tht'st' m atters 
are not CUITt'ntl)' in vogue. an y biblical tht'ologv of the 
LTms that does not w restl e with tl-It'm lllt'rt'iy illl!-'o\'­
e rishes itself 

The second domain in which ,/v1orri s madt' illlportant 
contributions is the field of Johannin e studies . III J 

major cOll1mentary, a \'olulllt' of critical srudit's, a mdill 
theology of John . and se\'l' ral lllore popnbr works, 
M o rris plowed a fUITOW in line w ith th e ea rli er work, 
of H engs tt'nbng Jnd Westcotl. In some \Va\'s he \\.lS 
helped by the disco\-e l)' of th e Dead Sea Sc roll s, which 
have gont' a long way in showing that the world o t 
the Fo urt h Gospel by and largt' tits comf()rt.lbly illto 
the matrix of tlrst- cemury P diestlllian J tldaism, rathn 
dun SOll1t'tlllllg much bter Jnd IllOTt' t'so tt' ri (. I ( ht' dId 
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no t always adva nct' th e lllost origin.!l proposa ls, he was 
refreshing in hi s stubborn refillal to stray too fl[ from 
the text. Hi s theology of John is It'ss interested in the 
outl ook Jnd rdigio-soc ial w orld of tht' Johann ille co nl­
lIluniry thdn it is in the th eology of the texts as we 
have tht'lll - ;1 frmtrati on to Sl)Jl}e critics and .1 brt'JtlI 
of tresh .lir to nLlny students. 

One of Morri ~' contribu tions to biblical rheoiL)gy has 
k ss to do ""ith innovatiw synth esis than w ith a ster­
ling ability to writ(' books heiptu l to students at th e 
precist' moment when filddish resea rch is in danger of 
leadi ng th t' discipline astray . When l1lany were hi ghly 
illlpressed by the tht' sis that liturgical cycks t'xplain the 
structurt' of ont' or 1ll0rt' of th e l:monicJI Gmpcls, 
Morris' study ofJewish lecti onaries was one of the works 
that helped rum tht' tide. Whell apoc:llypti c was on 
"veryont' " lip" \\'i dcl y ad\'anced a, th e' 'mother' of prim­
iti vt' Christi:m thought, Morris' little book on apoCJ­
lyp ti c hdped lllany a student r<'tain a sense ofproportioll. 
Nt'i ther work was th t' SOIT of thing destined to bt' mil t' -
5 ton t'~ in bibli cal ~tudi t's, but both t'xt'rci,'ed a strategic 
rok at tht' time. Similarly. his nUll )' COIl1Illelltarit" (h~ 

wrott' cOlllll1entaries on almost ;\U the New T estalllent 
boob, and on two of tht' Old T t'stalllent books) ;In' 

marked by workman-like sobriety within hi stOlic con­
tess ionalislll _. which is surdy a better place fo r srudent, 
to begin than with rhl' lllerdy flddish. even if ill due 
cou rse they lll J\' ( hoose to t'xpalld their horizon,. 
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The contribution of C.F.D. Moule to biblical theolo ~y 

has not so mudl Lw cn in th e d' )IlL.ll1 or ,\Ve t'pill~ 

'\'nth"sis (h e has no t written a ' Nt'\\ T t's tamen t 
fll t' ul()S\" ! ;IS ill ,hft,,: cOln p l c' l11 t -n l;I IY dOlll.lim. 
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First, owr :J,pinst Ill.my o t his contel11poLlri es, \\ho 
picture the growth ot primitive C hrisriJnity in e5,en­
tidily H egeli3n tenTIS (i.e., the conflict of thesi, Jnd 
an6th tsis. Peter agaimt P:Jul. J erusalem 'I!:;aimt Antioch. 
hi storic'al J esus ;lgainst res urre cted C hn st, and so 
forth). Moule hJS wri tten elt length in ttrms of uqpnic 
devd opmem. Nowhere is this d earer than in two of 
his books. TIl(' Bil111 0( rlie j,,'CI/-' Tl".,r,lIl1fllr b y, o ut .1 
panoramic vision of ho\v the New T e>tament docll­
ments LJIll<':" to he written. and (;1I11e together. ;\10re 
illlport:Jnt. perhaps. is Tlie Ori,,;ill (lr Cliri.'f,J/",,zy. \vhllh 
seeks to avoid the C hJrybdis ot timdalllen tJlis111 and 
the Scylb o t skepticism. l'vloule .ngues th:u :l lthou gh 
th e full devdopment of ·high' Christologv took some 
dt' c.lde> [Q work out , and em in 111e;lsu rc' be trJced 
.I,TOSS th e' f\iew T estalllem docul11ents, the ke mel of 
the 1l1;ltter \\iJS already pres<:'nt fr0111 the wry hegin­
ning. Just ,IS the nature of the oak tree is generically 
dc'terl11ined by the :lcorn. so the d <':"velopme1lt o t 
Christology W:lS determined by who J esus w.]s. a1ld 
what he sa id :Jnd did, from the very beginning. Moule 
thm avoids the amchronis111s that pretend the tilily 
dn ·eloped oa k is ;dreJdy prese nt in the :lcorn , and the 
skepti cal hiatus that supposes there is only accident:!l 
conn ection between the J(Orl1 :Jnd the tree. 

Second, although his published essays are distributed 
over J large fange of thcl11es alld texts. much of l'vloule·s 
written work has revolved around a small number of 
important themes: the signitical1ce of the de;l th of Jesus 
Christ (and wi th It th e llature of forgiven ess, the 
(in)apprupriateness ot the category of retlibution , the 
connections hetween Je, us' deJth and the notio n of 
·sacrament'). th e Holy Spirit. and miracles. In the fIrst­
DleIltioned. Moule has repeatedly maintained that for 
Christians, sacrament has replaced s;lcritice, and that 
there is 110 essel1 ti;tl element in the Gospel dl:lt requires 
the language of satTiflCe in the strict, culric sense, even 
th ough sacriti,·c· continues to be :I met:lphor used in 
th e New T cst.1ll1ent and in C hri stian tradition. O n some 
of these themes Moule 's influence Ins perhaps proved 
less cOllvincing to many colleagues thall his work in 
other domains. 

Third, exegericalligor and cl ear thinking ch ~lracteri ze 
so much of his handlin g ot th e biblic,d tt'xt. That has 
bct'11 :1 maj ur re3son wh y 111any of his essays. published 
wi lly- nilly , have been colleded imo books. An 1di01ll­
Bo.) /: or :':I"/f! T".'r.l/wllr Gin '/.: is nt'ver far .IW,IY trom 
Jny serions student ot the Grt'ek New T est:I1TIellt . ;1I1d 
his l ~111l11t'ntary all th e Greek text of Colossians,. \vritte11 
wi th stu(lents in mill.), is :. l\l odc'i of ,'!arit\· ~1Dd pre­
,'i,ion . LOl1 g into retirell1ent .md attt:'r re.lding ,'\.lllnt­
less ·lTt'.ltive· propo,;a ls rCf,;;lrciing the l11 e:llIing of 'sun 
of 111:\11 ,' Monk could not restr;l1n himself ti-0111 puh-
11>11111 1': .1 short, trel1ch:l11t e";IY th.lt reminded t'VcTvont' 
o( th e' Jctu:Il '/:,(1., of the l11atter. which cou ld o11l y trim 
th e 1110re illl:1gin.lcivt' \Un,;t:'stlOllS. St:'vcr;ti of IllS e;,s.I\·S 
;Ir:;ue tor positions chat hJ\'t' now hecome' widel y 
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accepted. For instance, his essay on cert.lin chrives ("on ­
smled with ilpotlllllc-,kein (th e verb ' to die') sugges ts that 
Pend created the constructions de:1th ro 5ill , de:lth rt> /./JI ', 
.lI1d deJth to rllc I/ w ld by Jl1Jlogy with .::tCI/ (the verb 
'to live ') followed by the cbtive in a rebtio n:ll sense 
(e.g. , '::Ci/ r,; rli ea' ·to live to God,' 4 M :lc(' 7:19; i(,:25: 
Luke 20:.38). His observation th:1t John 's Gospel tocuse, 
1110re .1ttentio11 o n the individual rlnn do the Synoptics 
and that this m :ly be part of the reason fo r a grea tt'r 
e1l1plusis on re:!lized esc hato logy is w idely accepted. 
l's{oule's exegetiol a,tuteness has contributed to biblical 
theology by focusing sober attention on thc text. 

But perhaps it would not be unfJir to say that Maule's 
greatest contribution to the d is ciplin e of biblical 
theology Ius bec:n through his studt'nts, not a few of 
whom h;lVt' become internationally inrl1!enti~1. N!oule 
h:ts been above :t!l a teacher .md 111 entor , bo th at Ridley 
Hall, Cambridge. where h e beg;tn and end ed his 
teaching career, and especially at C ambridge University , 
where he held the Lady M:1rg:1ret Chair of Divinity 
from 1951 until his rc'tirement. KnowledgeJble 
observers note how many o t his ideas have proved 
sc: minal in the minds ot his students, wh o later enlarged, 
developed, and published them. 
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