Higher Criticism

А. Basic Principles of Higher Criticism

In the 17th century, a new approach to interpretation of Scripture known as the “historical-critical method,” or simply “higher criticism” gained popularity.  Its influence steadily grew until “by 1945… virtually all professional biblical scholars had accepted its principles, though some still continue to draw conservative conclusions from them.  The historical-critical method had triumphed and become the general consensus is academic circles.”
 

According to this theory, the Bible does not differ from any other literary work of its time.  Therefore, one cannot assume that, due to its inspired nature, the truth of biblical narrative is guaranteed.  Scholars must subject the Bible to the same critical process that is applied to all literature of ancient times.

The historical-critical method works off principles first advanced by Ernst Troeltsch in his work: On the Historical and Dogmatic Methods in Theology.
  The first principle, the principle of methodological doubt, states that a historian can never reproduce an historical account with absolute precision.  One can always reexamine the data and interpret the event differently.   

The second principle is the principle of analogy.  Here we judge what could have occurred in the past based on what happens in the present.  What does not occur now could not have occurred then.  Von Rad sees here a connection between higher criticism and the “history of religion” approach, which theorizes that Christianity is the pinnacle of the progressive development of religion in the world.
  It is thought that Judeo-Christian faith arose from religions that preceded it and borrowed extensively from them.  For example, John Spencer (1630-1693) taught that the Law of Moses was borrowed from Egypt.
 

According to the history of religion school, if one observes in Scripture a theological insight that is supposedly too advanced for its time, then that teaching must have been introduced at a later time.  Working off the principle of analogy, earlier thinkers could not have come up with theological formulations that were beyond their time.  Therefore, the more “advanced” Pauline epistles, like Ephesians, Colossians and the Pastorals, are thought to have been written after Paul, likely in the second century.
  On the other hand, more “primitive” theological concepts, like propitiation through sacrifice, must be a remnant of a primitive worldview and, consequently, are not applicable to modern times.
 

Troeltsch’s third principle, the “principle of correlation,” claims that each historical event has a cause that can be objectively substantiated.  Therefore, since God’s invisible activity in history cannot be empirically perceived or verified, we can never claim that God has intervened in the affairs of people.  Accordingly, Macky appropriately names higher criticism “functional atheism.”

Consequently, adherents of this approach deny the validity of biblical miracles and fulfillment of prophecy.  For them, a miracle is simply a myth or an exaggeration.  Prophecy is simply the recording of events that already happened as if they were still in the future.  The prophetic books are dated accordingly, that is, after their “prophecies” have been fulfilled.  It is thought, then, that Daniel was written in the second century BC, after the invasions of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, which he predicts, and Isaiah was written in two (or three) installments, since an eighth century prophet could not have known about the future invasion of Babylon predicted in chapters 40-66.

Although it is not difficult to challenge Troeltsch’s principles, unfortunately, they remain in force (with some modification) to the present day and comprise the basis for the historical-critical method.
  According to this system, God does nothing on His own, that is, in a supernatural fashion.  He does all His activity by natural means, i.e., through the efforts of people. 

B. History of Liberal Hermeneutics

Let us examine the historical development of this hermeneutical school.
  It traces its roots to the Great Awakening, when reason gained prominence over revelation for determining truth.  René Descartes provided impetus for this development by emphasizing the value of human reason.  One of his disciples, Baruch Spinoza, took matters to the extreme and claimed that, based on rationalistic presuppositions, the possibility of miracles could be ruled out. 

Deism also played a part in advancing higher criticism, since it denied God’s intervention in the lives of people, in particular, through miracles or special revelation.  Consequently, all that one can know about God is discovered by reason.  Finally, the claim of contradictions in Scripture, emphasized especially by Nicolaus Zinzendorf (1700-1760), accentuated doubts as to its historical accuracy and special status.  Linnemann summarizes the dominant role of reason in the historical-critical system: “Reason decides what in Scripture is true and real.”
 

Due to such rationalistic presuppositions, some interpreters began to doubt Scripture’s historical reliability.  One of the first scholars to challenge the historicity of the Bible was La Payrere.  After him, Johann Semler (1725-1791) conducted a historical examination of the Bible without the preunderstanding of its divine inspiration.  In some ways, he is considered the father of the historical-critical method.  Gabler separated biblical theology from systematic theology, claiming that the former should be conducted purely on historical grounds without dogmatic preconditions.
  He, along with Bauer, Strauss and Eichhorn, even advanced the idea of the mythological character of the Bible, undermining its historical value.   

Possibly, the most famous event in the development of the historical-critical method was an observation by Jean Astruc (1684-1766) that different names were used for God in the Pentateuch: Yahweh and Elohim.
  He concluded that when Moses composed the Pentateuch, he used different sources, one of which employed the name Yahweh, while the other used Elohim.  Subsequently, Eichhorn claimed that a person other than Moses wrote the Pentateuch.  

Eventually, Julius Wellhausen proposed a theory known as the “JEDP” theory.  The four letters represent the four sources that were supposedly used by the editor of the Pentateuch to compose these books.  None of these sources are considered historically precise.  This view of imprecision in biblical history was expanded to include the entire Bible.  Therefore, the entire historical veracity of the Bible was placed in question.  

However, the JEDP theory assumes not only the historical unreliability of Scripture, but also its theological development.  For example, it is claimed that the view of God in source J differs from the view of God in source E.  This apparently shows development in the Hebrew’s understanding of God.  It is believed that Israel was originally polytheistic, but then began to worship its patron God “Yahweh,” and only in the seventh century, monotheism appeared among the Hebrew prophets of that time.

A similar phenomenon occurred in connection with the so-called “synoptic problem,” which resulted in doubts about New Testament historical reliability.
  One of the first to challenge the historicity of Jesus’ narrative was David Strauss in his book Life of Jesus (1835).  After him, Ferdinand Christian Bauer (1792-1860) separated the “historical (real) Jesus” from the “Christ of faith,” i.e., the legendary New Testament representation of Him.  Bray comments on the character of the “historical Jesus”: “By the end of the nineteenth century it was frequently assumed that Jesus had been a particularly successful rabbi, who had internalized the moral demands of the Mosaic law and thereby incurred the wrath of the Jewish establishment, which tried to get rid of him.”
  The supernatural aspect of the life of Jesus (that is, the “Christ of faith”) appeared as a result of the influence of Hellenism on Christianity, when Gentiles began to enter the Church.  The “Christ of faith” is thought to be a fabrication invented by the Early Church to glorify its founder. 

The historical-critical method had more influence on Protestantism than on Catholicism or Orthodoxy.  This was because Protestants enjoyed more academic liberty and freedom from strict control by church hierarchy.  Consequently, higher criticism was most readily accepted in Germany, and to a lesser degree in England.  Germany was especially “vulnerable,” due not only to the lack of domination by church hierarchy, but also to a decentralized government.  English empiricism, the dominant epistemology at that time, also aided the rise of higher criticism in that land.  In 1943, Pope Pius XXII allowed Catholic scholars to employ the historical-critical method, but only under the condition that the results of such research would introduce no change into Catholic dogma.
 

C. Higher Critical Methodology

Those who practice the historical-critical method employ various approaches for the interpretation of the text.  We will touch on the more frequently used methods.  Some are utilized by conservative biblical interpreters as well, but in a more moderate form.

1. Form Criticism

Form criticism focuses on the oral transmission of the material now contained in the biblical text before its inscripturation.  The most well-known practitioners of this method are: for the Old Testament – Hermann Gunkel,
 for the New Testament – Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann.
 

In this method, it is assumed that in antiquity, information was passed on orally in a specific manner – by means of so-called “forms.”  Concerning the composition of the Gospels, form critics work off the assumption that before the Gospels were written, there existed individual tales of events in the life and ministry of Jesus, which were originally passed on orally, and then preserved in writing.  These tales are named “pericope.”  These “pericopes" are analyzed according to their forms.  

The “forms” found in the Bible include: parables, laws, miracle stories, myths, legends, lamentations, thanksgivings, exhortations, prophecies, and others.  Some forms are considered more ancient than others are.  For example, healing or deliverance miracles are an older type than nature miracles, and parables are older than their interpretations.  Furthermore, some New Testament pericopes are categorized as “pronouncement stories,” where an event from the life of Jesus is recounted with the goal of teaching a lesson.  For example, in Mark 2:23-28, Jesus allows his disciples to gather grain on the Sabbath in order to teach that He is Lord of the Sabbath.  

It is also assumed that forms have a standard structure.  Therefore, if the arrangement of a form in a given pericope differs from the standard, it is felt that in the process of that history’s transmission, someone altered its contents.
  For example, the form “miracle story” is typically arranged as follows: (1) a seemingly insolvable problem arises, (2) someone approaches Jesus for help, (3) Jesus performs a miracle, and finally (4) the miracle provokes a reaction by the spectators, is commented on by the narrator, or leads to a directive by Jesus.
  According to the rules of form criticism, if the structure or order of any miracle story differs from this alleged standard, this means that someone altered the history itself, and therefore the pericope is not historically reliable. 

In order to discern what elements of a narrative actually correspond to real history (at least in the Gospels), four criteria are employed: dissimilarity, repetition, eschatological material, and cohesiveness.
  According to the criterion of “dissimilarity,” only the teaching in the given narrative that differs from what was already known at that time can be accepted as true history.  According to the criterion of “repetition,” true history is that which is mentioned numerous times.  The third criterion, “eschatological material,” attributes end-times teaching to Jesus Himself.  The fourth criterion, “cohesiveness,” seeks confirmation of the biblical narrative’s historicity from secular historical sources.

After determining what material was supposedly altered, form critics then seek to discover why it was changed.  They assume that editors changed the material to adapt it to their intended audiences.  On this basis, the form critic claims to be able to discern what problems were distressing either Israel or the Church when the Old or New Testament passage under investigation was written.

2. Source Criticism 

Source critics seeks to discover the literary sources used by writers of Scripture.  One cannot dispute that biblical authors at times employed literary sources.  Luke is an obvious example (Lk 1:1-4).  The Old Testament abounds as well with references to outside sources.
 

A presumed, unwritten source for the apostles’ preaching in Acts is called the kerygma.  It is assumed that among the apostles that a common understanding of the basic facts of Jesus’ life and ministry existed, and that they based their preaching on these facts.  One may summarize the kerygma as follows: (1) God has visited His people in accordance with the Old Testament expectation, (2) the Messiah, Jesus, has come, (3) Jesus was crucified, died and was and buried, as predicted, (3) He rose from the dead on the third day, and people saw Him, (4) Jesus ascended to the right hand of God, (5) God gives the Holy Spirit to believers, (6) God forgives those who repent and believe in Jesus.

Source critics also deal with uncovering sources for the Synoptic Gospels.  A well-accepted notion is that Mark wrote the first Gospel, and that Matthew and Luke borrowed from Mark and another, now-lost document called “Q.”  Some also feel that a collection of Jesus’ sayings existed besides the Gospels, which Paul quotes in Acts 20:35.  In addition, Papias, a disciple of the apostle John, spoke of a Gospel written by Matthew in Aramaic, which may have served at yet another source for material about Jesus of Nazareth.

A more debated source-critical claim is the previously mentioned theory JEDP.  According to this theory, the Pentateuch was composed from four documents, abbreviated JEDP.  “J” is a document supposedly written in the tenth century BC, in which God was called “Yahweh.”  Document “E” is from the ninth century BC, and calls God “Elohim.”  Document “D,” from the sixth century BC, gave rise to the present book of Deuteronomy.  Finally, document “P” was written in the fifth century BC and deals with the requirements and provisions for the priesthood.  

Source critics see confirmation of their theory by observing that certain material is “unnecessarily” repeated in the biblical text.
  For example, Jacob was named Israel twice (Gen 32:28; 35:10).  The receiving of the Ten Commandments is twice mentioned (Ex 19; Deut 5).  The father-in-law of Moses is both Reuel (Ex 2:18) and Jethro (Ex 18:1).  In 1 Samuel 8-12, God rejects, and then allows the monarchy.  In one account, Reuben rescues Joseph (Gen 37:21-22), but in another, Judah is the rescuer (Gen 37:26-27).  Finally, who took Joseph into slavery: the Ishmaelites (Gen 37:27-28), or the Midianites (Gen 37:28, 36)?

Johnson responds to the issue of “repetition” by noting that no document exists that contains only one of these alleged repetitions – the existence of these documents is merely assumed.  Thus, one cannot prove that repetition indicates that different conflicting sources were used.  In addition, repetition is a common feature in narrative and is characteristic of the poetic style found throughout the Old Testament.
  Moreover, the examples cited above present no logical inconsistency and can be harmonized into a single account. 

3. Redaction Criticism 

Redaction criticism is yet another way to approach the analysis of a biblical text.  All scholars recognize that biblical writers, in composing their historical narratives, edited the material they had available to them.  Scholars debate, however, to what degree they edited it.  For example, we assume that the authors of the Four Gospels had access to records of various events in the life of the Lord.  They had to decide which items to include, and which to exclude.  They also determined the order in which to present these events.  This work of redaction is clear when we compare the Gospels with one another, or upon comparison of the books of Kings and Chronicles. 

We may highlight various ways by which the Gospel writers edited the accounts of Jesus’ life.  First, we encounter instances where one Gospel writer quotes another nearly verbatim.  This occurs especially when material is taken from Mark or the document “Q” by Matthew or Luke.  The following example comes from Jesus’ call to discipleship (the Greek is used to aid in comparison): 

Εἴ τις θέλει ὀπίσω μου ἀκολουθεῖν, ἀπαρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν καὶ ἀράτω τὸν σταυρὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ ἀκολουθείτω μοι. ὃς γὰρ ἐὰν θέλῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ σῶσαι ἀπολέσει αὐτήν· ὃς δ’ ἂν ἀπολέσει τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ καὶ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου σώσει αὐτήν (Mk 8:34-35).

Εἴ τις θέλει ὀπίσω μου ἔρχεσθαι, ἀρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν καὶ ἀράτω τὸν σταυρὸν αὐτοῦ καθ’ ἡμέραν καὶ ἀκολουθείτω μοι. ὃς γὰρ ἂν θέλῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ σῶσαι ἀπολέσει αὐτήν· ὃς δ’ ἂν ἀπολέσῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ οὗτος σώσει αὐτήν (Lk 9:23-24).

Εἴ τις θέλει ὀπίσω μου ἐλθεῖν, ἀπαρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν καὶ ἀράτω τὸν σταυρὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ ἀκολουθείτω μοι. ὃς γὰρ ἐὰν θέλῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ σῶσαι ἀπολέσει αὐτήν· ὃς δ’ ἂν ἀπολέσῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ εὑρήσει αὐτήν (Matt 16:24-25).

If the assumption that Mark wrote his Gospel first is correct, then the above-cited example demonstrates that Matthew and Luke borrowed from Mark. 

The next example, taken from the account of Jesus’ transfiguration, also shows Matthew’s use of Mark:

Καὶ μετὰ ἡμέρας ἓξ παραλαμβάνει ὁ Ἰησοῦς τὸν Πέτρον καὶ τὸν Ἰάκωβον καὶ τὸν Ἰωάννην καὶ ἀναφέρει αὐτοὺς εἰς ὄρος ὑψηλὸν κατ’ ἰδίαν μόνους. καὶ μετεμορφώθη ἔμπροσθεν αὐτῶν (Mk 9:2-3). 

Καὶ μεθ’ ἡμέρας ἓξ παραλαμβάνει ὁ Ἰησοῦς τὸν Πέτρον καὶ Ἰάκωβον καὶ Ἰωάννην τὸν ἀδελφὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ ἀναφέρει αὐτοὺς εἰς ὄρος ὑψηλὸν κατ’ ἰδίαν. καὶ μετεμορφώθη ἔμπροσθεν αὐτῶν (Matt 17:1-2). 

In the following passage, Matthew and Luke are nearly identical: 

Οὐδεὶς δύναται δυσὶ κυρίοις δουλεύειν· ἢ γὰρ τὸν ἕνα μισήσει καὶ τὸν ἕτερον ἀγαπήσει, ἢ ἑνὸς ἀνθέξεται καὶ τοῦ ἑτέρου καταφρονήσει. οὐ δύνασθε θεῷ δουλεύειν καὶ μαμωνᾷ (Matt 6:24). 

Οὐδεὶς οἰκέτης δύναται δυσὶ κυρίοις δουλεύειν· ἢ γὰρ τὸν ἕνα μισήσει καὶ τὸν ἕτερον ἀγαπήσει, ἢ ἑνὸς ἀνθέξεται καὶ τοῦ ἑτέρου καταφρονήσει. οὐ δύνασθε θεῷ δουλεύειν καὶ μαμωνᾷ (Lk 16:13). 

Such parallels between Luke and Matthew occur with some frequency, especially in quotations of Jesus’ teaching.  In these cases, many feel that Luke and Matthew utilized another source beside Mark, since the latter lacks these passages.  This unknown document, named “Q,” likely contained excerpts of the Lord’s teaching.

Second, sometimes one Gospel writer will expand the account recorded by another.  In the following instance, it appears that Matthew employed the Gospel of Mark as his source, yet expanded Mark’s account to emphasize Jesus’ fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy:
 

Now after John had been taken into custody, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (Mk 1:14-15).

Now when Jesus heard that John had been taken into custody, He withdrew into Galilee; and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled in Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali.  {This was} to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet: “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, by the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, galilee of the gentiles - the people who were sitting in darkness saw a great light, and those who were sitting in the land and shadow of death, upon them a light dawned.”  From that time Jesus began to preach and say, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 4:12-17). 

Third, sometimes the opposite is observed, where one Gospel writer omits material found in the other Gospels.  For example, unlike Luke and Mark, Matthew omits the history of how the lame man was lowered through the roof.
  For some reason, Matthew considered that detail unimportant:

Being unable to get to Him because of the crowd, they removed the roof above Him; and when they had dug an opening, they let down the pallet on which the paralytic was lying (Mk 2:4).

But not finding any {way} to bring him in because of the crowd, they went up on the roof and let him down through the tiles with his stretcher, into the middle {of the crowd,} in front of Jesus (Lk 5:19). 

And they brought to Him a paralytic lying on a bed. Seeing their faith, Jesus said to the paralytic, “Take courage, son; your sins are forgiven” (Matt 9:2). 

Fourth, one Gospel writer may alter the order of events.  Let us compare the passages where Jesus wept over Jerusalem and pronounced woe upon it (Matt 23:37 and Lk 13:34).  Matthew writes that the Lord did this after He arrived at the city, but Luke states that it occurred on the way there.  Most likely, one of them placed the event out of chronological order to emphasize a certain aspect of the event.
 

A more striking example is the order of temptations of Jesus.  Matthew has one order, while Luke has another:

Luke 4:

· stones to bread 

· leap from the temple

· the kingdoms of the world

Matthew 4:

· stones to bread 

· the kingdoms of the world

· leap from the temple 

Fifth, one Gospel writer may introduce an explanation of an event for the sake of his audience.  Mark, for example, explains a Jewish custom for his readers, who are likely not acquainted with it:
  Interestingly, Matthew does not clarify this practice for his readers, since he wrote for Jews.

(For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they carefully wash their hands, {thus} observing the traditions of the elders; and {when they come} from the market place, they do not eat unless they cleanse themselves; and there are many other things which they have received in order to observe, such as the washing of cups and pitchers and copper pots) (Mk 7:3-4).

Finally, some believe that God permitted the Gospel writers to change the contents of the material itself under the leadership of the Holy Spirit.  This theory, however, is challenged by more conservative thinkers.
  The following passage, for example, raises the question about deliberate altering of material:
 

If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give what is good to those who ask Him! (Matt 7:11).

If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will {your} heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him? (Lk 11:13).

Both texts are found in a context where Jesus is teaching about prayer, and they are essentially identical except for the mention by Matthew of “good,” and by Luke of the “Spirit.”  Some feel that Luke altered the words of Christ to emphasize the role of the Spirit, which he stresses throughout his Gospel.  Still, we cannot rule out that we are dealing here with separate instances where Jesus taught on prayer.  Since Jesus was a travelling preacher, He likely repeated His messages many times.
 

From a conservative point of view, differences between the narratives consist only in inclusion or exclusion of material, and ordering of events.  A more liberal view would allow the author to alter the material itself for the sake of his theological agenda.  Supporting the more liberal view, Silva writes, “In other words, our Lord himself [through inspiration] has guided the evangelists as they seek, not only to report, but also to interpret and to     apply the life and ministry of Jesus to their Christian communities.”
   

All agree, however, that each Gospel writer wrote his version of the life of Jesus with a specific theological or apologetic agenda in mind – to present Jesus to his readers in a certain light.  When we examine how one author lays more stress on some aspects of the narrative than on others, we can discern the goals he was pursuing in his writing.  Matthew, for example, pictures Jesus as the King of Israel, i.e., the Messiah.  Mark describes Him as God’s Servant – the one who is filled with God’s power and accomplishes His will.  For Luke, Jesus is the Savoir of the world.  John stresses more than the others the Deity of Jesus Christ. 

Correspondingly, each Gospel writer composed his work to reach a certain people group.  Matthew, by describing Jesus as Messiah, was reaching out to Jews.  Mark possibly wrote for Romans, who are fascinated by power and action.  Luke focused on Gentiles and other “outcast” groups, assuring them that salvation is for everyone.  John appealed to those of a more philosophical frame of mind, introducing Jesus as God in the flesh. 

4. Historical Criticism 

Historical criticism involves comparing the historical events recorded in the biblical text with the accounts of these same events found in secular literature.  Conservatives and liberals differ about which version is more reliable.  The former favor the biblical text, while the latter – secular history.  “Mimetic” narrative, which records not only events, but dialog as well, is especially considered historically suspect by liberals.  Historical criticism, nonetheless, is valuable in enriching our understanding of events recorded in Scripture.  We will discuss its shortcomings later. 

5. Textual Criticism 

Textual criticism is the attempt to reconstruct the original biblical texts.  As we have learned, all of the original autographs have, over time, perished.  All that remains are multiple copies of these autographs.  Textual criticism enables scholars to rediscover what was originally penned by the biblical authors.  Both conservative and liberal scholars embrace the findings of textual critics.  We discussed this discipline in great detail in chapter 4.

6. Literary Criticism 

The phrase “literary criticism” may connote two meanings.  First, it can refer to studying the literary qualities of a text, such as figures of speech, genre, structure, style, etc.  This approach is very helpful in discovering authorial intent, since an author communicates his/her meaning not only in words, but also in the way he/she structures the text.  In the section on “Rhetorical Features” in chapter 7, one can find more information on these special literary features. 

In recent times, however, this expression has also come to indicate an approach to interpretation, where the biblical narrative is understood as a story that teaches an edifying lesson, but it may not contain real history at all.  We examine this claim in the following chapter.

7. Canonical Criticism 

The final method we will examine is “canonical criticism.”  Here we ask the question, “What value did the Early Church see in the books that it subsequently canonized?”  The order of books in the canon is considered important as well.  Watson even proposes that, in anticipation of the coming canon, the biblical writers wrote their materials with this future canonical context in mind.
  This approach focuses heavily on the condition of the Church when it received the canonical books.  Thus, the method actually contributes more to historical theology than to hermeneutics. 

However, as in the case of literary criticism, the historicity of the text is not necessarily taken seriously.  The text is thought to have value merely because the Church regarded it as a valuable source of edification.  Thus, we see here a reversal of roles for the Word of God in defining truth.  Properly speaking, the Bible defines the truth that ought to direct the life of the Church.  In canonical criticism, however, the Church itself decides what is valuable and, in so doing, seemingly creates its own truth.  Additionally, by paying too much attention to the canonical context, the interpreter may neglect to consider the historical context of the passage under study.
  Finally, as we noted in chapter 3, the inclusion of a book into the New Testament canon was determined not by a Church decree, but by its apostolic authorship.   

8. Summary

We may summarize the various elements of the historical-critical method as follows.  Everything begins with the historical event itself.  Form criticism seeks to determine in which “literary form” the account was preserved in oral tradition.  Next, source criticism seeks to uncover the written sources, which preserved this oral tradition, and that the biblical writers employed.  Redaction criticism studies how the authors of Scripture chose and ordered the material that they included in their writings.

Historical criticism studies the history behind the biblical accounts.  Textual criticism attempts to reconstruct the original biblical autographs by comparing the many copies of Scripture preserved from antiquity.  Literary criticism views the biblical text from the point of view of literature, uncovering how the author communicated his message through his structuring of the text.  Finally, canonical criticism seeks to determine why the Early Church chose the books that now make up our canon of Scripture. 

D. Evaluation of Higher Criticism

1. Defense of Biblical Historicity

It is interesting to note that in the world of theology and hermeneutics today, not only conservatives, but many liberals as well recognize the defects of the historical-critical approach.  From the 1970’s to the present, the influence of higher criticism has been waning.
  Even some liberals note that higher criticism is injurious to the life of the Church.
  The historical-critical method seeks to discover the “true history” behind the text, but such discoveries provide little aid for practical Christian living.  The results of critical research give little insight into the meaning of the biblical text or its applicability for preaching or Christian practice.  Silva aptly comments that if the allegorical method paid too much attention to the divine aspect of Scripture, the historical-critical approach focuses too much on the human factor.
 

Although both conservatives and liberals find some value in critical investigations, the main dividing line between them concerns the historical veracity of Scripture.  Conservatives are unwilling to employ such methodology to the point of denying that that the Bible contains true history, whereas liberal are ready to do so.  As Weeks notes, the biased (and basically axiomatic) opinion that secular history always trumps biblical history dominates in the academic world today.
 

In order to confirm the historical reliability of the Old Testament, we may appeal to the teachings of Jesus and the apostles.  In our chapter on the inspiration of Scripture, we convincingly demonstrated that Jesus and His apostles accepted the Old Testament as God’s Word, considering it to be without error in every respect, including in the historical narrative.  As we noted before, Jesus and His apostles never hesitated to acknowledge the historical accuracy of events that many challenge today.  We can highlight the following examples:

· Jonah and the great fish (Matt 12:40)

· the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Matt 11:23; Jude 7)

· Adam and Eve (Matt 19:4-6; Rom 5:12; 1 Tim 2:13-14)

· Noah’s flood (Lk 17:26; 2 Pet 3:6; Heb 11:7)

· Satan (Mk 3:23-25; Eph 4:27)

· Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Mk 12:6; Rom 9; Lk 3:34)

· the brazen serpent (Jn 3:14)

· the wife of Lot turning to salt (Lk 17:32)

· Job (Jam 5:11)

· the destruction of Jericho (Heb 11:30)

· parting the Red Sea (Heb 11:29; 1 Cor 10:1-2)

· creation of the world (Jn 1:3; Col 1:16)

· manna in the wilderness (1 Cor 10:3-5)

· three Hebrews cast into the oven (Heb 11:34)

· Daniel in the lion’s den (Heb 11:33)

· Elijah praying for rain (Jam 5:17).

We must also respond to the prevailing liberal theory that sources were used for the Pentateuch, i.e., the theory “JEDP,” which contradicts the clear biblical teaching of Mosaic authorship.  The entire Old Testament, in fact, along with the teachings of Jesus and the apostles, testifies to the Mosaic authorship of the Torah.  It is written that: (1) Moses received commandments for Israel and wrote down the revelation given him by the Lord (Ex 17:14; 24:4-7; 34:27-28; Num 33:2; Deut 31:9-12, 22), (2) the “book of the law” and the “books of Moses” existed throughout Israel’s history (Josh 1:7-8; 8:30-32; 22:5; 23:6; 1 Kin 2:3; 8:53; Neh 8:1; 13:1), and (3) Jesus and the apostles attributed the Pentateuch to Moses (Mk 7:10; 12:26; Matt 8:4; Lk 24:27, 44; Jn 1:17; 5:45-47; Acts 3:22; Rom 10:5; 2 Cor 3:15).  Notice that in Luke 24:44 and similar places, when Jesus spoke of the “law of Moses,” He was referring to the entire Pentateuch, not just a part.
 

Furthermore, Payne observes that the New Testament attributes to Moses authorship of all sections of the Pentateuch supposedly taken from the four JEDP documents.
  Additionally, researchers have never produced an ancient document that corresponds to any one of the four JEDP documents.  Finally, liberals diverge among themselves about which parts of the Torah correspond to which of the four JEDP documents, which sheds doubt on the conviction that such divisions really exist. 

In addition, Brey provides this general survey in favor of biblical historicity: 

The general impression left by the OT critical scholarship of this period (20th c) is that Israel was a fully integrated part of middle-eastern culture, and that it could trace its historical roots back to Babylonia about 2000 BC, as Genesis claimed.

Finally, in defense of historical reliability of the Old Testament, we note that its authors frequently refer to the historical sources that they used.
  They cite: the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel and the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah (many references in the books of Kings); the book of Jashar, (Josh 10:13; 2 Sam 1:18); the book of the acts of Solomon (1 Kin 11:41); the chronicles of Samuel the seer (1 Chr 29:29); the chronicles of Nathan the prophet (1 Chr 29:29); the chronicles of Gad the seer (1 Chr 29:29); the annals of Jehu (2 Chr 20:34); the Book of the Kings of Israel (1 Chr 9:1; 2 Chr 20:34); The Book of the Kings (2 Chr 24:27); the vision of Isaiah (2 Chr 32:32); the records of Shemaiah the prophet (2 Chr 12:15); the records of Iddo the seer (2 Chr 12:15); the records of the Hozai (2 Chr 33:19); the Book of the Kings of Judah and Israel (2 Chr 16;11; 25:26; 27:7; 28:26; 32:32; 35:27; 36:8); the Book of the Chronicles (Neh 12:23); the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Media and Persia (Esth. 10:2).  The abundance of such references convincingly refutes the claim that the Old Testament contains fabricated history.  The Old Testament authors even invite their readers to verify their historical narrative from outside sources. 

Concerning the New Testament, since it is considered “Scripture,” it possesses the same status of inerrancy, which characterizes the Old Testament.  We detailed this argument in chapter 5.  

We may also appeal to the argument of Sanders, who proposes three criteria for establishing the historicity of a literary work: the biographical criterion, the internal testimony, and the external testimony.
  We will examine each in turn. 

The biographical criterion concerns the quantity and quality of the documents, from which our present New Testament was compiled.  The greater their quantity, the older their age, and the greater their cohesiveness in content, the more likely that they correspond to the original documents.  There exist over 5,000 ancient manuscripts of the New Testament, which are extremely close in content.  This includes four compete copies of the Greek New Testament dating from the 4th and 5th centuries: Codex Sinaiticus, Codex Vaticanus, Codex Alexandrinus, and Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus.
  In addition, there exist fragments of New Testament books containing a few books or a few chapters that date back to the 2nd century – only 100-150 years after the originals were penned.
 

It is fascinating to compare the quantity and quality of New Testament manuscripts with those of other ancient texts, whose historicity is hardly challenged.
  In light of this data, it becomes extremely difficult to assign to the New Testament less historical veracity that these other writings. 

· Caesar – written in the 1 c. BC – earliest copy: 900 AD – 10 copies in all

· Livy – written in the 1 c. BC – 20 copies in all  

· Tacitus – written in 100 AD – earliest copy 1100 AD – 20 copies in all

· Pliny the Younger – written in the 1 c. AD – earliest copy: 850 AD – 7 copies in all

· Thucydides – written in the 5 c. AD – earliest copy: 900 AD – 8 copies in all

· Herodotus – written in the 5 c. BC – earliest copy: 900 AD – 8 copies in all

· Sofocles – written in the 5 c. BC – earliest copy: 1000 AD – 100 copies in all

· New Testament – written in the 1 c. AD – earliest copies: 2-4 c. AD – 5,000 copies in all
The second criterion for established historicity is the “internal testimony” – what the document says about its own reliability.  Aristotle proposed a helpful maxim here, that one should take a document’s self-testimony seriously, unless proofs are advanced to successfully challenge it.  In the New Testament narrative, we observe that its composers employed historical sources, many of whom were eyewitnesses to the events.  Furthermore, the New Testament was written very close to the time that the events occurred.
  Finally, the presence in the New Testament (and the Old Testament as well) of genealogies, dates, names of famous individuals, etc. testifies of the historical validity of the narrative.  In particular, Luke conducted an intensive study of the historical sources available to him (Lk 1:1-4).

The final criterion of historicity, the “external testimony,” seeks confirmation of a narrative’s reliability from other historical sources existing at that time.  The Church Fathers, for example, acknowledged the historicity of the New Testament narrative.  Especially significant is the testimony of Papias, who lived from the end of the 1st century to the beginning of the second century.  He speaks of the genuineness of New Testament history.

Next, we can compare the New Testament narrative of the life of Jesus with secular accounts of Him.  Secular sources confirm that Jesus of Nazareth actually lived and was crucified.
  Finally, numerous archeological excavations have supported the accuracy of New Testament accounts.
  We can also cite many examples, listed in chapter 5, where once questionable biblical history was later proven true.

We may advance still other proofs in favor of the New Testament’s historical accuracy.  We would expect that someone would have preserved a record of Jesus’ life.  He was undoubtedly a prominent figure of His day.  We must also consider the special role the early disciples played in the history of the Church.  They would be the most likely to have recorded their Lord’s history, not people from a later generation.  In the New Testament, we encounter a saying of Jesus not recorded in the Gospels (Acts 20:35), which indicates that other people were preserving the words of our Lord as well.

If someone proposes that we must attribute more “theologically developed” parts of the New Testament or fulfillment of prophecy to a later author, then one implies that these later authors wrote pseudonymously, that is, falsely under the name of another.  Some claim that in biblical times such a practice was permissible as a conventional literary devise.  

Nonetheless, even if such a practice was acceptable in society, it does not follow that the Church adopted it as well.
  This is not merely a question of literary style, but one of honesty.  To write under another person’s name is an intentional deception and inappropriate for a follower of Jesus, much less a writer of Holy Scripture.  Moreover, such a pseudonymic author is claiming for himself prophetic or apostolic authority, which he does not in fact possess.  Therefore, this individual is not only a liar, but a thief as well.  Weeks notes that the historical and biographical details in such books as Jonah, Daniel, 2 Timothy and 2 Peter confirm their traditional authorship.  For example, how could a person living in the second century honestly state, “We were eyewitnesses of His majesty” (2 Pet 1:16), or “The time of my departure has come” (2 Tim 4:6)? 

2. Response to Liberals’ Objections

How can we respond to objections made by liberals about the accuracy of biblical history?  For example, liberals claim that a historian can never escape subjectivity in his/her writing – one is always under the influence of personal presuppositions and worldview.  A historian typically is not an objective eyewitness of the event.  In addition, he/she does not have all the information about the event to judge by.  He/she chooses from the available material what he/she feels is necessary for the retelling of the event, yet his/her handling of this material may or may not be fully precise.  In the final analysis, critics conclude that biblical history may differ significantly from what actually occurred.  

In response, we assert that the process of gathering and organizing historical material does not necessary lead to its distortion.  The fact that different historians may accent one or another aspect of a historical account does not render that history inaccurate.  There may be several faithful accounts of a single event, since they can describe it from different points of view.  Additionally, according to the doctrine of inspiration, biblical authors wrote under the inspiration of the Spirit, who enabled them to avoid subjectivity.  Finally, in the majority of instances, the New Testament narrative was written either by eyewitnesses of the events, or by their coworkers.

Sceptics of New Testament historicity also argue that the Bible must subject itself to the same critical analysis that all other ancient literature undergoes, as defined by Ernst Troeltsch.  Consequently, adherents of this approach will never acknowledge the legitimacy of miracles or fulfilled prophecy in the biblical narrative. 

In response to this contention, we note that Troeltsch’s criteria themselves lack substantiation.
  On what basis must we accept his criteria of historicity?  In fact, his system has fatal flaws.  First, one cannot unilaterally exclude the unusual or unexpected.  One must distinguish that which occurs regularly from that which occurs rarely. Today, no one walks on the moon.  Yet, this in no way implies that it never occurred.
  Second, Troeltsch’s system is fraught with unfounded presuppositions.  How can Troeltsch prove that God does nothing in a supernatural manner?  Who can to dictate to God how He may or may not act? 

We can also challenge the criteria that form critics use to recognize true historical material.  As Longenecker notes, the criterion of dissimilarity fails to recognize the clear overlap between Jesus’ teaching and Old Testament faith.  In addition, the entire system of form criticism seems to be based on gross generalizations and unfounded assumptions. 

What about the liberals’ claim that the Early Church exaggerated Jesus’ history?  Are the miracle stories as well as Jesus’ claim to deity simply myths created by the Church to glorify its Lord?  We reject these claims on the following grounds.
  First, New Testament history, in general, consists of eyewitness testimony to the actual events of Christ’s life.  Furthermore, the apostle John lived until the end of the first century and would have been able to verify or discredit accounts of Jesus’ life that were in circulation at that time.  It is unlikely that he would have permitted false information about Jesus to disseminate. 

We must also keep in mind that the Gospels are based on very early sources.  Thus, there was very little time for legends to appear and gain acceptance.
  The Gospels themselves were composed in the mid-first century, just a few decades after the earthly career of our Lord.  Also significant is the fact that we lack any evidence that contemporaries of Jesus or the early apostles challenged the history recorded in the Gospels (except that they challenged the resurrection account).  If the contemporaries of Jesus and the apostles did not challenge New Testament historicity, then how can critics do so 2000 years later? 

 Weeks makes an interesting observation, that when Old or New Testament authors write a parallel historical narrative, they never comment on or correct previous narratives.
  In other words, Matthew never corrects Mark’s work, or John – Matthew’s, etc.  If the later writers knew that the earlier narratives were in error, one might expect a comment or a correction.   

Finally, Longenecker correctly claims that a history of Jesus without supernatural elements would have had little impact on the people of His day.  He writes, “The result of this so-called ‘neutral’ reading of the life of Jesus and the course of apostolic history was a product so innocuous and so minimal in content that it was difficult to see how the phenomenon of Christianity could have had any impact on the ancient world or have any significance for people today.”
 

Furthermore, we must consider the question of honesty.  In their day, the disciples of Jesus were teachers and examples of the highest moral standards.  It is extremely unlikely that they deliberately taught lies about their Teacher.  Along with this, post-apostolic believers, who, according to the liberal view, wrote the New Testament, were also followers of the great moral teacher, Jesus Christ, whose teachings would not permit the creation of a fabricated story about His life.

The most compelling proof of the accuracy of Jesus’ history is the fact that His apostles were ready to suffer torture and undergo martyrdom in defense of their testimony of Christ.  It is not possible that such a large group of people would so suffer in defense of what they knew to be false (i.e., of the life, miracles, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ).
 

We can add still other arguments against the liberal view.  The genre “mythology” is characterized by certain features that make it recognizable to its readers.  These features are missing in the New Testament, which reads like serious history.  Also notable is that the Epistles and the Book of Revelation warn against alterations or deviations from the gospel.  If the original Gospel narrative presents a distorted view of Jesus’ life, then why were the apostles so intensely concerned about preserving it without distortion?

It is also highly unlikely that the early disciples, being Jews and strict monotheists, would have deified Jesus, considering Him to be God.  At no time in Israeli history have the Jews ever attributed deity to a human – it is blasphemous.  Finally, Paul’s words in 1 Cor 7:12, 25 demonstrate that the New Testament writers distinguished their own teaching from the teachings of the Lord.  Thus, we would not expect them to change the Lord’s words to communicate their own views.

We may touch on one final objection by skeptics.  Some contend that the contents of the New Testament were radically altered in the process of transmission.  Yet, here one must simply recall the existence of multiple manuscripts, dating back to the early Christian centuries, which present the same view on the deity of the Messiah Jesus.  No ancient New Testament manuscript offers a different view of Christ.    

We also must stress that denying biblical historicity, especially concerning the New Testament, may have catastrophic consequences.  God accomplished our salvation in history.  Salvation comes based on the physical death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  If God has not acted in history, then not only is biblical history a myth, but our eternal salvation is in jeopardy as well.  Without accurate accounts of biblical history and the redemptive acts of Christ, Christianity has nothing concrete to offer for salvation from sin and death.
 

Е. Ipsissima vox or ipsissima verba?

As we noted earlier, a frequently discussed topic in the interpretation of Scripture is how exactly the dialogue recorded in Scripture reproduces the original speech.  The question arises, for example, “Do we have in in the Gospels the exact words of Jesus or just an approximation of them?”  In other words, do we have the ipsissima verba (exact words) of Jesus, or the ipsissima vox (true voice) of Jesus?  

In answer to this inquiry, several theories are advanced.  First, it is possible that we read in the Bible exactly what was said (ipsissima verba).  In this case, we must assume a supernatural work of God’s Spirit to reveal this information.  Second, we may be reading in Scripture not the exact words of Christ (or another speaker), but the sense of His words expressed at least partially in the words of the narrator (ipsissima vox).  Third, some hold that the biblical writers invented these speeches in order to advance their own theology, putting their thoughts in the mouth of the biblical figures.  

Liberal theologians hold to the second or third theories.  Conservative theologians lean toward the first, but are often ready to embrace the second, provided we affirm that God’s Spirit moved on the biblical writers in such a way as to ensure that they did not distort the meaning of Christ’s actual words.
    

In resolving this issue, one must consider that Jesus most likely spoke in Aramaic, not Greek.  Yet, in the New Testament, His words are recorded in Greek.  Therefore, the Gospels cannot contain the exact words of Jesus, but rather, in the best case scenario, only an accurate translation of them.
  In addition, Appendix E has many examples to support the theory of ipsissima vox. 

At the same time, Henry cautions that adopting the theory ipsissima vox in relation to the words of Jesus may inappropriately lead to its application to God’s speech in the Old Testament as well.
  Yet, 2 Pet 1:20-21 assures us that Old Testament prophets did not “interpret” their messages or speak from themselves, but were “carried along” by the Holy Spirit.  In addition, unlike the work of the Gospel writers, the Old Testament prophets wrote the messages they received from God themselves – they are not making secondhand quotes.  Therefore, the question of ipsissima verba and ipsissima vox applies only to narrative material, not prophetic. 

Concerning the sermons recorded in the book of Acts, some commentators appeal to the methodology of a fifth century BC historian named Thucydides, who described his methodology in the citation below.  Luke is thought to have employed this methodology.  Thucydides wrote, 

“With reference to the speeches in this history, some were delivered before the war began, others while it was going on; it was hard to record the exact words spoken, both in cases where I was myself present, and where I used the reports of others.  But I have used language in accordance with what I thought the speakers in each case would have been most likely to say, adhering as closely as possible to the general sense of what was actually spoken.”

Ridderbos and Moule notice several features about the sermons in Acts that indicate that their original sense was indeed preserved.  First, Peter’s sermons lack the theological sophistication that one would expect to see if Luke had composed them later in Church history.  Second, one can note certain variations in how Christ is presented in these sermons, which weighs against them coming from a common source, i.e., Luke.
  These factors, then, go against the idea that the biblical writers invented these speeches in their narratives in order to propagate their own ideas. 

Based on the above considerations, it appears difficult to convincingly defend the position that, in biblical narrative, we always have the exact words of the speaker (yet, that may certainly occur at times).  At the same time, the doctrine of inspiration guarantees that the sense of the speaker is faithfully preserved.  Thus, we can have confidence in the reliability of the biblical narrative.
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