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In the specialized world of New Testament scholarship, few tools carry as much weight, authority, and historical 

prestige as A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature . Often 

referred to by the acronym BDAG(representing the primary editors: Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich), this

monumental work serves as the definitive philological resource for understanding the linguistic landscape of the

first-century Mediterranean world. For theologians, historians, and linguists, BDAG is not merely a dictionary; it is a

critical apparatus that bridges the gap between ancient papyri, classical literature, and the formative texts of the

Christian tradition.

The Historical Genesis and Evolution of the Lexicon

The journey of BDAG began with the visionary work of Walter Bauer (1877–1960), a German scholar whose 

Griechisch-Deutsches Wörterbuch zu den Schriften des Neuen Testaments  revolutionized the field. Prior to Bauer’s 

contributions, many scholars operated under the assumption that New Testament Greek was a peculiar "Holy Spirit 

language" (Heilig-Geist-Griechisch), fundamentally different from the secular Greek of its time. Bauer, influenced by 

the discoveries of Adolf Deissmann, challenged this notion by demonstrating that the New Testament was written in 

Koin�2�w&VV°—the common, everyday language of the Hellenistic world.

The Transition to the English-Speaking World

The translation and adaptation of Bauer’s work into English were spearheaded by William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur 

Gingrich. Their collaboration led to the first English edition (BAG) in 1957. Over the decades, the lexicon evolved

through subsequent revisions:

•  BAG (1957): The initial translation of Bauer’s fourth edition.

•  BAGD (1979): The second edition, incorporating Bauer’s fifth edition and extensive new research.

•  BDAG (2000): The third edition, radically overhauled by Frederick W. Danker, which introduced a panoramic 

view of Greco-Roman literature and simplified the entry structure for modern users.

Each iteration reflected a deepening understanding of how words functioned in their original sociological and

cultural contexts, moving beyond simple definitions to provide comprehensive semantic maps.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework

To utilize BDAG effectively, one must understand the theoretical framework upon which it is built. The lexicon 

operates on the principle of lexicographical diachrony and synchrony. It does not just define what a word

means; it shows how that word was used by contemporary authors (Plutarch, Josephus, Philo) and how it appears

in non-literary sources like inscriptions and papyri.

The Koin�2�w&VV²�Ö–Æ–WP

BDAG rejects the isolation of biblical texts. Instead, it places the New Testament within the broader stream of the 

Hellenistic period. This involves analyzing word usage in the Septuagint (LXX)—the Greek translation of the 

Hebrew Bible—as well as the Apostolic Fathersand other early Christian writings. By doing so, the lexicon



provides a comparative matrix that highlights whether a word was a common idiom, a technical theological term, or

a semantic shift unique to Christian communities.

The "Danker" Methodology: Extended Definitions

One of the most significant shifts in the third edition (BDAG) was Frederick Danker’s introduction of extended 

definitions. Unlike older lexicons that relied on one-word glosses (e.g., "charis= grace"), Danker crafted full-

sentence explanations to capture the nuance of the Greek term. This approach acknowledges that translation is

often an act of interpretation, and providing a descriptive definition helps the reader avoid the trap of "illegitimate

totality transfer," where one assumes every nuance of an English word applies to the Greek original.

Technical Analysis of Lexicographical Structures

An entry in BDAG is a dense, highly structured data set. For the uninitiated, these entries can be intimidating due to

the heavy use of abbreviations and bibliographic citations. However, the structure follows a rigorous algorithmic

logic designed to facilitate exhaustive research.

Anatomy of a BDAG Entry

1.  The Lemma: The headword in its lexical form (usually the nominative singular for nouns or the first-person 

singular present indicative for verbs).

2.  Frequency and Statistics: Data regarding how often the word appears in the New Testament and other 

relevant corpora.

3.  Etymological Background: Brief notes on the origin of the word and its cognates in other Indo-European 

languages.

4.  Semantic Classification: Words are divided into numbered senses (1, 2, 3) and sub-senses (a, b, c). This is 

the heart of the lexicon.

5.  Citations and Parallels: Each sense is supported by a list of primary source citations. These include biblical 

references, the Apostolic Fathers, and extrabiblical parallels from papyri and epigraphs.

6.  Bibliographic References: Links to monographs, journal articles, and scholarly debates concerning the 

specific word.

Mathematical and Statistical Logic in Lexicography

Lexicography is increasingly reliant on corpus linguistics. BDAG utilizes statistical distribution to determine the

"primary sense" of a word. If a word appears 500 times in the Koin�0 corpus and 90% of those instances refer to a

specific physical object, that becomes the primary entry point, with metaphorical or theological extensions following

as secondary developments. This empirical approach ensures that theological bias does not overshadow linguistic

reality.

Comparison &amp; Evaluation of Lexicographical Tools

In the field of biblical studies, BDAG is often compared to other resources. The following table provides a side-by-

side evaluation of how BDAG stacks up against its counterparts.



Feature BDAG (3rd Ed) Thayer’s Lexicon Louw-Nida (LN) Liddell-Scott-Jones 
(LSJ)

Primary Scope NT and Early 
Christian Lit

New Testament NT Semantic 
Domains

Classical Greek 
(thru 600AD)

Methodology Historical-Philological 19th Century 
Philology

Semantic Domain 
Analysis

Diachronic Classical

Strengths Exhaustive papyri 
data

Public domain (Free) Helps distinguish 
synonyms

Unmatched for 
Classical Era

Weaknesses Complex 
abbreviations

Extremely outdated Limited extrabiblical 
data

Does not focus on 
the NT

Definition Style Extended descriptive 
sentences

Brief glosses Meaning-based 
categories

Historical 
development

While Thayer’s is widely available for free online, it lacks the 150 years of archaeological and papyrological 

discoveries that inform BDAG. Louw-Nida is excellent for understanding the relationship between synonyms, but it 

does not provide the historical citations necessary for deep exegetical work. LSJis the master work for the Greek

language as a whole, but it lacks the specialized focus on the nuances of early Christian thought found in BDAG.

Practical Implementation: How to Use BDAG for Exegesis

For a researcher or student, using BDAG effectively requires a step-by-step procedural approach. Following this

workflow ensures that one does not merely "cherry-pick" a definition but understands the word’s function within its

literary unit.

Step 1: Identify the Lemma and Morphology

Before opening the lexicon, the user must correctly identify the base form of the word found in the Greek text.

Understanding the case, mood, and tense is crucial because certain meanings in BDAG are contingent upon

specific grammatical constructions (e.g., whether a verb is followed by the dative or genitive case).

Step 2: Survey the Semantic Range

Read through all the numbered headings within the entry. Do not stop at the first definition. A word like pneuma

(spirit, wind, breath) has a vast semantic range. The researcher must determine which category fits the immediate

context of the passage they are studying.

Step 3: Analyze the Extrabiblical Parallels

One of BDAG’s greatest strengths is its citation of papyri and epigraphs. If a word in the New Testament is rare (a 

hapax legomenon), checking the secular parallels cited in BDAG can reveal whether the word was a common

commercial term, a legal designation, or a medical descriptor. This "panoramic view" prevents the researcher from

over-spiritualizing terms that may have had mundane origins.

Step 4: Verify the Bibliographic Data

The parenthetical citations in BDAG (e.g., "Billerbeck III, 452" or "Moulton-Milligan 124") lead the researcher to

deeper levels of scholarship. A technical writer or scholar should use these as a roadmap for exploring the history

of interpretation regarding that specific lexeme.



Case Studies and Operational Challenges

Even a tool as refined as BDAG has areas where users may encounter challenges. Understanding these failure

modes is essential for accurate scholarship.

The Problem of Semantic Overlap

In many instances, the boundary between sense 1 and sense 2 of a word is blurry. For example, the word dikaiosyn�0

(righteousness/justice) can refer to a legal standing, a moral quality, or a divine activity. A common error is for a

student to assume these categories are mutually exclusive. In reality, the author may have intended a "polyvalent"

meaning. BDAG provides the data, but the exegete must provide the contextual synthesis.

Troubleshooting Obsolete Citations

While the 3rd edition of BDAG is updated, it still relies on a massive amount of 19th and 20th-century scholarship. 

Occasionally, a referenced papyrus may have been reclassified or a journal article may have been superseded by 

newer archaeological finds. Scholars must use BDAG in conjunction with modern digital databases like the 

Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) to ensure their research is current.

The Digital Transition

In modern practice, most users access BDAG through software like Logos Bible Software or Accordance. While

this makes searching faster, it can lead to "definition grazing"—skipping the important historical and grammatical

notes in favor of the quick gloss. A robust research methodology requires looking past the screen to the logic of the

entry structure itself.

Summary and Broader Implications

The legacy of Walter Bauer and the subsequent work of Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich represents one of the most

successful collaborative efforts in the history of the humanities. By meticulously documenting the nuances of the

Greek language, BDAG has transformed the New Testament from a collection of isolated religious texts into a vivid

window into the socio-political and linguistic world of the Roman Empire.

For the technical writer or the serious student of history, BDAG serves as a reminder that language is never static.

Words are containers of cultural history, and the tools we use to unpack them must be as rigorous as the texts

themselves. The lexicon does not just provide answers; it provides the evidence necessary for scholars to form their

own conclusions based on a panoramic view of the ancient world. As new papyri are discovered and our

understanding of Koin�0 Greek continues to evolve, the principles of lexicography established in this work will remain

the foundation for all future inquiry into the origins of Christian literature.

Ultimately, the mastery of BDAG is not just about learning Greek; it is about learning how to listen to the voices of

the past with precision, empathy, and scientific rigor. Whether used for a sermon, a doctoral dissertation, or a

technical translation project, BDAG remains the indispensable reference work that defines the standards of

excellence in the field of biblical philology.
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