Historical Criticism and the
Bible

Historical criticism of the Bible often threatens believers’
faith. Dr. Michael Gleghorn explains that it is often grounded
in false assumptions.

What Is Historical Criticism?

Throughout the history of Christianity, students of the Bible
have used many different methods of interpreting the text. But
since the Enlightenment, one particular method (or rather,
family of methods) has been quite influential, especially in
the academy.{1l} I'm speaking of what 1is often called
historical criticism, or the historical-critical method of
biblical interpretation.

So what is historical criticism, you ask? Although
the term gets used in different ways, I will here be using it
to refer to a method of biblical interpretation which attempts
to read the Bible as a purely human document from the distant
past. In other words, the historical-critical method does not
typically regard the Bible as divinely inspired. It is merely
a human book, like any other, and should thus be read like any
other book."”{2}

In the past (and to some extent even today) scholars liked to
portray this method as “scientific” in character, able to
obtain “assured” and “objective” interpretive results. But
critics tell a different story. For example, Eta Linnemann,
who before her conversion to Christianity was a well-respected
scholarly advocate of historical-criticism, claims that in
practice the so-called “scientific” character of this method
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is grounded in a prior assumption of naturalism, perhaps even
atheism. As Linnemann observes, “Research is conducted
if there were no God.'"{3}

Another critic of this method is the renowned Christian
philosopher Alvin Plantinga. After rehearsing certain
principles of historical investigation, which many historical
critics would endorse, Plantinga notes that these principles
are understood “to preclude” God’'s direct involvement in the
world.{4} Because of this, he notes, such principles “imply
that God has not in fact specially inspired any human authors
in such a way that what they write is really divine speech
addressed to us; nor has he . . . performed miracles of any
other sorts.”{5}

As I'm sure you can see, at least some of the results of this
method come about simply because of assumptions the
interpreter brings to the text. The problem, however, is that
the assumptions are biased against Christianity in favor of
naturalism. We must thus think rather critically about the
historical-critical method. But first, we need a bit of
background on how and when this method originated.

The Origins of Historical Criticism

Although many scholars helped develop the historical-critical
method, Johann Salomo Semler, an eighteenth-century
theologian, is widely regarded as its “father.”{6} Semler was
primarily interested in “critical work” on the canon of
biblical writings.{7} For our purposes, the “canon” can simply
be thought of as the books of the 0ld and New Testaments. The
Church regards these books as the divinely inspired Word of
God and, hence, completely authoritative for Christian faith
and practice.

Semler, however, considered these books (especially those of
the O0ld Testament) to be largely of merely historical
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interest. They might give us some interesting information
about the religion of ancient Israel or (in the case of the
New Testament) the beliefs of the early church, but they could
not be regarded, at least in their entirety, as the divinely
inspired Word of God.{8} Hence, Semler was led to make a
distinction between “the Scriptures and the Word of God.”{9}
Although the Church had always considered the Scriptures to be
the Word of God, Semler made a distinction between them. In
his opinion, “some books belong in the Bible through
historical decisions of past ages, but do not make wise unto
salvation.” {10} Books of this sort, he reasoned, can still be
called “Scripture” (for they are part of the biblical canon),
but they are not the Word of God (for in his view, they are
not divinely inspired).

Although historical criticism continued to be developed after
Semler, it's easy to see why many consider him to be this
method’s “father.” In his own study of the Bible, Semler
generally disregarded any claims that either it or the Church
might make regarding its divine inspiration and authority and
attempted instead to read the Bible like any other book. In
the opinion of theologian Gerhard Maier, it’'s “the general
acceptance” of Semler’s view which “has plunged theology into
an endless chain of perplexities and inner
contradictions.”{11} Before we examine such difficulties,
however, we must first consider why so many scholars see value
in the historical-critical method.

Some Proposed Benefits of Historical
Criticism

To begin, virtually everyone agrees that when you’'re
attempting to understand a book of the Bible, it can be
helpful to know something about the origin of the book. Who

was the author? When did he live? What sorts of things were
happening at the time the book was written? Was the author



influenced by any of these things, or attempting to respond to
them in some way? Who was he writing for? How might they have
understood him? Answering such questions can often clarify
what the author may have been trying to communicate in his
book. Historical critics are right to see this as an important
part of understanding the books of the Bible. And most
everyone agrees on this point.{12}

More controversial would be the principles of historical
investigation originally proposed by Ernst Troeltsch in an
essay written in 1898.{13} These principles are still
generally embraced (though with some modifications) by
historical critics today.{1l4} Briefly stated, Troeltsch
proposed three principles that can simply be called the
principles of criticism, analogy, and correlation.{15}
Although there’s no universal agreement about how these
principles should be used in actually doing historical
research, historical-critical scholars have generally regarded
these principles as helpful guides in critically evaluating
what is written in the Bible in their effort to determine what
really happened. This 1is considered a great benefit of
historical criticism. For, rather than simply accepting the
claims of a biblical author wuncritically, Troeltsch’s
principles provide some help in critically evaluating such
reports in order to assess their believability.{16}

Now in one sense this is commendable, for it is good to search
for truth about what the Bible is trying to teach us. But
there’s a problem with how these principles are typically
understood by historical-critical scholars. As the Christian
philosopher Alvin Plantinga reminds us, such scholars
generally take these principles to exclude any “direct divine
action in the world.”{17} That is, such principles forbid us
to believe that God has ever directly intervened in the world
which He has made. And for Christians, this presents a real
difficulty with historical criticism.



Some Problems with Historical Criticism

According to Christian scholars Norman Geisler and William
Nix, a fundamental problem with historical criticism is that
“it is based on an unjustified antisupernatural bias which it
superimposes on the biblical documents.”{18} This can easily
be seen by examining some of the things which have been
written by proponents and advocates of this method.

For example, Rudolf Bultmann, who was interested 1in
“demythologizing” the New Testament, famously wrote, “It 1is
impossible to use electric light . . . and to avail ourselves
of modern medical . . . discoveries, and at the same time to
believe in the New Testament world of spirits and
miracles.”{19} Similarly, another theologian has written that
whatever the biblical authors may have believed about such
things, “we believe that the biblical people lived in the
same” world we do, that is “one in which no divine wonders
transpired and no divine voices were heard.”{20}

Now if we ask such scholars why it is that we’re to think that
miracles are either unbelievable or impossible, we’ll usually
notice rather quickly that the responses are generally short
on arguments and long on assumptions. That is, such scholars
typically just assume that God is not directly involved in the
world and that miracles never occur. But if a personal Creator
of the universe exists (and there are good reasons to think
that one does), then why should we simply assume that He would
never directly intervene in the world which He has made? Such
intervention would hardly seem impossible. And if it produced
an effect which would not have come about had nature been left
to itself, then this could quite properly be regarded as a
miracle.

So it seems to me that if a personal God exists, then miracles
are possible. And if miracles are possible, then it is nothing
more than “an unjustified antisupernatural bias” (as Geisler
and Nix assert) to simply assume that the Bible'’s reports of
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miracles are all false and unbelievable. And since historical
criticism of the Bible often begins with just such an
assumption, it appears to offer us an inadequate method for
correctly reading the Bible.

An Alternative to Historical Criticism

Having looked at some problems with historical criticism, we
can now consider a preferable alternative, namely, theological
interpretation. {21}

So what is theological interpretation? As I'm using the
terminology here, it’s a method of reading the Bible like a
Christian, with the aim “of knowing God and of being formed
unto godliness.”{22} Theological interpretation takes a sober
and serious account of what Christianity is, believes, and
teaches. It then attempts to read and interpret the Bible as
“a word from God about God.”{23}

It’'s a radically different way of reading the Bible from that
practiced by historical critics. Of course, as theologian
Russell Reno reminds us, “There is obviously a historical
dimension” to the truth found in the Bible. “Nevertheless,” he
continues, “to be a Christian is to believe that the truth
found in the Bible is the very same truth we enter into by way
of baptism, the same truth we confess in our creeds, the same
truth we receive in the bread and wine of the Eucharist.”{24}

But historical criticism attempts to read the Bible in the
same way one would read any other book from the ancient world.
It assumes that the Bible is merely a human book. The only way
to really understand a book of the Bible, then, is to try to
understand how it originated and what the original author was
trying to say.

Theological interpretation, on the other hand, does not view
the Bible as a merely human book. Of course, it realizes that
each of the biblical books has a human author. But it also



insists, along with the consensual teaching of the Christian
community, that each of these books also has a Divine
author.{25} It thus views the Bible as a divinely-inspired
document.

Is this a legitimate way to read the Bible? Alvin Plantinga
has written extensively on the theory of knowledge.{26}
According to him, the biblical scholar who is also a Christian
“has a perfect right to assume Christian belief in pursuing
her inquiries.” Doing so, he says, 1is just as legitimate as
assuming the principles of historical criticism.{27} Indeed,
for the Christian it is arguably better—for it allows us to
read the Bible in continuity with the tradition and faith we
profess and believe.
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The New Testament: Can I
Trust It?

Rusty Wright and Linda Raney Wright examine how the New
Testament documents measure up when subjected to standard
tests for historical reliability.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

“How can any well-educated person believe the New Testament?
It was written so long after the events it records that we
can’t possibly trust it as historically reliable.” This is a
common question on the university campus and deserves an
honest answer.

How does one determine the authenticity of an ancient book? C.
Sanders, a military historian, outlines three basic tests used
by historians and literary critics.{1} These are the internal,
external and bibliographic tests. Let’s consider briefly how
the New Testament stands up to each one.

1. The Internal Test

Here our question concerns the trustworthiness of the writers
as revealed by the text itself. One of the chief issues 1is
whether or not we have eyewitness testimony. The New Testament
accounts of the life of Christ were written by eyewitnesses or
by people relating the accounts of the eyewitnesses of the
actual events. John wrote, “what we have seen and heard
[concerning Christ], we proclaim to you also.”{2} Peter stated
that he and his associates were “eyewitnesses of His
majesty.”{3} Luke claimed that his gospel was based on
accounts compiled from eyewitnesses.{4} In a court of law,
eyewitness testimony is the most reliable kind.

Another issue in the internal test is the consistency of the
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reports. If two writers present testimony that 1is
contradictory, doubt is cast on the integrity of one or both
records.

Many have charged that the New Testament contains
contradictions. To deal with such charges, it is important to
understand that “contrary” is defined by Webster as “a
proposition so related to another that, though both may be
false, they cannot both be true.” Thus, the statement, “Joe
and Bill are in this room” contradicts the statement, “Only
Joe is in this room.” It does not, however, contradict the
statement, “Joe 1is 1in this room.” Omission does not
necessarily constitute contradiction.

With this in mind, consider several alleged New Testament
contradictions. Some observe that Luke writes of two angels at
the tomb of Jesus after the resurrection{5} while Matthew
mentions “an angel.”{6} The observation of the statements 1is
accurate, but the interpretation of them as contraries is not.
If Matthew explicitly stated that only one angel was present
at that time, the two accounts would be dissonant. As it 1is,
they are harmonious.

Others note an apparent discrepancy in the accounts of the
birth of Jesus. Hans Conzelmann, a German theologian, writing
of Matthew’s and Luke’'s accounts of the nativity, states that
“in every detail they disagree.”{7} He focuses on apparent
geographical inconsistencies.

Simple observation shows that the two accounts do differ. Luke
tells of Joseph and Mary starting in Nazareth and traveling to
Bethlehem (for the census and the birth of Jesus in
Bethlehem). He then records the family’'s return to
Nazareth.{8} Matthew’s account begins with the couple 1in
Bethlehem (and Jesus’ birth there) and records their flight
into Egypt to escape King Herod’s wrath, and relates their
travel to Nazareth after Herod’s death.{9}



Contradictory vs. Complementary

Conzelmann regards these details as contradictory, but are
they? The Gospels never claim to be exhaustive records of the
life of Christ. Any biographer must of necessity be selective.
Could not Matthew have chosen to omit the census journey from
Nazareth to Bethlehem and Luke the flight into Egypt? As such,
the accounts are complementary, rather than contradictory.{10}

Often such critics seem unable to carefully discern the
content of biblical texts because of their own negative
presuppositions and lofty speculations. One is inclined to
agree with C. S. Lewis’ criticism of these skeptics when he
writes, “These men ask me to believe they can read between the
lines of the old texts; the evidence (that they cannot) is
their obvious inability to read (in any sense worth
discussing) the lines themselves.”{11} Consider a final (and
more difficult) example of alleged inconsistency. Many have
noted a difference between the synoptic accounts (those in
Matthew, Mark and Luke) and John’s account of the dating of
the death of Jesus. Specifically, the issue concerns the
chronological relationship of the crucifixion to the
celebration of the Passover meal by the Jews. Mark refers to
some Jews observing the Passover the evening before the
crucifixion.{12} John seems to indicate a Passover celebration
after the crucifixion.{13} In a recent definitive article, Dr.
Harold Hoehner of Dallas Theological Seminary solves the
puzzle.{14} Citing evidence from the Mishnah and the scholars
Strock-Billerbock, Hoehner shows that the Pharisees and
Sadducees (two contemporary religious parties) disagreed about
the day of the week on which the Passover should fall. The
result was that the Pharisees celebrated the Passover one day
before the Sadducees did. This makes it entirely plausible
that the synoptics use the reckoning of the Pharisees, while
John presents that of the Sadducees, thus accounting for the
difference.



2. External Test

This test asks whether other historical and archaeological
materials confirm or deny the internal testimony provided by
the documents themselves. Several authors of antiquity wrote
of Jesus as a person of history. Among them were Tacitus,
Josephus, Seutonius, and Pliny the Younger.{15} Sir William
Ramsey, an eminent archaeologist, once held that Luke’s
writings were not historically sound. His own subsequent
investigation of near-eastern archaeology forced him to
reverse his position and conclude that “Luke is a historian of
the first rank.”{16}

Nelson Glueck, former president of Jewish Theological Seminary
in Cincinnati, one of the greatest archaeologists, and a Jew,
wrote: “It may be stated categorically that no archaeological
discovery has ever controverted a biblical reference.”{17}

Archaeological Evidence

Consider a few examples of archaeological confirmation of the
New Testament. In I Corinthians, Paul refers to the meat
market in Corinth.{18} An inscription from ancient Corinth has
been discovered which refers to the “meat market.”{19} Luke
refers to the temple of Artemis in Ephesus and speaks of a
riot that occurred in a theater in the same city.{20} The
temple was excavated in 1803 and measured 100 by 340 feet.{21}
Twentieth-century Austrian archaeologists unearthed the
theater and found it could hold nearly 25,000 people.{22}

Mark writes of Jesus healing a blind man as He left
Jericho.{23} Luke, apparently writing of the same event, says
it happened while Jesus was approaching Jericho.{24}

Excavations in 1907-09 by Ernest Sellin, of the German
Oriental Society, showed that there were “twin cities” of
Jericho in Jesus’ time—an old Jewish city and a Roman city
separated by about a mile.{25} Apparently Mark referred to one



and Luke referred to the other, and the incident occurred as
Jesus traveled between the two.

William F. Albright, one of the world’s leading biblical
archaeologists, adds a helpful comment: “We can already say
emphatically that there is no longer any solid basis for
dating any book of the New Testament after about A.D. 80, two
full generations before the date of between A.D. 130 and 150
given by the more radical New Testament critics of today.”{26}
This statement is crucial because it means that some of
Christ’s opponents, who were living when He was on earth, were
undoubtedly still around when the New Testament books were
penned. Their presence would have prompted the New Testament
writers to give careful attention to the veracity of the
statements. And we can be certain that if any errors were made
in their accounts the opponents of Christ (of which there were
many) would have been quick to expose them.

3. Bibliographic Test

This final test is necessary because we do not possess the
original manuscripts of most ancient documents. The question
that must be asked, then, is: “How many early copies do we
have and how close in time are they to the original?” A. T.
Robertson, author of one of the most comprehensive grammars of
New Testament Greek, wrote, “..we have 13,000 manuscript copies
of portions of the New Testament.”{27} Many of these copies
are dated only a short time (80-400 years) after the original.

When the New Testament documents are compared with other
writings of antiquity for the numbers of early copies and the
chronological proximity of the copies to the original, the New
Testament is far superior. (For instance, we have only 10 good
copies of Gallic Wars and they are 1,000 years after the
original; seven copies of Plato’s Tetrologies, 1,200 years
after the original. Similar results hold for the writings of
Thucydides, Herodotus and a host of others.){28}



The late Sir Frederic Kenyon, former director and principal
librarian of the British Museum, was one of the leading
authorities on the reliability of ancient manuscripts. He drew
this conclusion:

“The interval then, between the dates of original composition
and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be 1in
fact negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that
the Scriptures have come down to us substantially as they
were written has now been removed. Both the authenticity and
the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may
be regarded as finally established.”{29}

If one concludes that the New Testament documents are
historically reliable, it stands to reason that he should
seriously consider the message they present. In the 0ld
Testament and the New, the message of the Bible is the message
of Jesus Christ. And He offers an abundant and eternal life to
anyone who will consider and respond to His claims: “I am the
light of the world; he who follows Me shall not walk in the
darkness, but shall have the light of life..and you shall know
the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”{30}
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