CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

NEGATIVE CRITICISM

THE DOCUMENTARY PHASE

The divine authority of the Holy Scriptures has been under attack since the earliest centuries of Christianity. One need only think of the rise of Gnosticism in the second century, with its mystical and rationalistic approach to religion, which militated against any thought of biblical authority.  The Ebionites denied parts of the Pentaeuch. Origen’s Contra Celsum (ca. 250 AD) is directed against the attacks of Celsus on Christianity and the Bible. Porphyry rejected Daniel’s authorship of his book.  Marcion rejected the authority of the Old Testament. Much of this early criticism was outspokenly anti-Christian in its very nature and purpose. Christianity itself was the subject under attack, and the attackers made it clear that they were the enemies. 

The same is true of later Muslim critics in the tenth and eleventh centuries, who attacked the Scriptures as part of their efforts to defend Islam as the true faith (Ibn Hazm; Ibn Yashush – both ca. 1000). (Muslim apologists today find Christian critics of the Bible to be their best allies).  Around 1100 the Jewish scholar Ibn Ezra denies Isaiah’s authorship of parts of his book. 

The Reformation, of course, emphasized strongly the divine inspiration of the Scriptures. Carlstadt’s attacks upon the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch cannot be taken too seriously. With the rise of deism in Europe (Thomas Hobbes, 1588-1679), however, came the time of a more systematic critical approach toward anything which had to do with the absolute authority of scriptural truth.   This provided a better climate for men like Benedict Spinoza (1632-1677), a Jewish pantheist, to attack outright the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch, and Richard Simon (1638-1712), a Roman Catholic priest, who questioned not only Mosaic authorship, but the authorship of all other Old Testament books as well.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries one sees a new development in negative criticism in the fact that more and more attacks against the previously accepted views of biblical authorship began to come from within the church itself, both Protestant as well as Roman Catholic.  The Jesuits paved the way for this with their attacks on the clarity, sufficiency, and autonomous authority of Scripture in their Counter-Reformation attacks on sola scriptura. The Jesuits’ attacks on Scripture and the anti-supernaturalism of the rationalists were two streams that nourished negative criticism of the Bible.

This negative criticism from within the church has flourished especially in the past several centuries on the part of “scholars” who maintain that one must approach the Bible “scientifically,” “without presuppositions.” This is impossible, of course, since one studies Scripture either with the presupposition of Christian faith or with the presupposition of sin-clouded human reason.

The latter approach has led to a complete denial of the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch by many professed Christians. It holds that the Pentateuch was compiled from a number of oral and literary strands which were given their final written form many centuries after the time of Moses. Though this criticism claimed to “treat the Bible like any other book,” in fact the Bible was treated as guilty unless proven innocent.

We treat three general periods of negative criticism:


I.
The Documentary Phase (18th and 19th Centuries)


II.
The Form Critical Phase (20th Century)


III.
The Fragmentation of Critical Views (late 20th Century and beyond)

I.  THE DOCUMENTARY PHASE – Its Development

There would not necessarily be anything wrong with a documentary hypothesis that proposed that Moses used documents in compiling the Pentateuch, a J source from Joseph, a P source from the patriarchs, perhaps even a D source from Noah pertaining to the Deluge.  He could have had written genealogies from Esau and the Edomites (E).  If this was nothing but a hypothesis, there would be nothing wrong with it, but it would very likely always remain unprovable and not particularly useful.  We are not as interested in how Moses composed Genesis, as we are in what God has to say to us in it. The Documentary Hypothesis, however, is more than speculating about possible sources.  It is a direct denial of the Bible’s account of its origins and of its historicity.

This phase, after some trial and error attempts, arrived at the consensus that the Pentateuch is a fusion of four main documents, labeled Yahwist (J), Elohist (E), Deuteronomist (D), and Priestly (P). It was held that beginning in the 9th century BC these sources were independently composed and subsequently interwoven with one another. The final fusion and redaction are said to have taken place after Israel’s return from the Babylonian captivity.

Gleason Archer defines the Documentary Hypothesis as follows: “The theory that the Pentateuch was a compilation of selections from several different written documents composed at different places and times over a period of five centuries, long after Moses” (Survey, p. 89).

We trace the development of this source criticism in its various stages as follows:

A.
Early Documentary Hypothesis (E, J)

Jean Astruc (1684-1766) made the first serious attempt to divide the Genesis account, which allegedly had been compiled by Moses from two sources. These sources, Astruc claimed, were recognizable primarily in the occurrence of two different names of God: Elohim (E source), and Jehovah (J source).

It is possible that sources and authors may have favored different divine names.  Job and his friends use the old patriarchal names for God.  These faded in later books.  The distribution of “Lord of Hosts” across the Old Testament is not uniform.  The five books of Psalms differ in the use of the names God and Lord (this phenomenon eludes easy explanation as does the use of divine names elsewhere in the Old Testament).

Astruc did not deny Mosaic authorship, but by suggesting the need of Moses to rely on other sources for his “interpolations” in order to complete his work, Astruc sowed the seeds for source division.

This theory was taken up by Johann Gottfried Eichhorn (1752-1827). Eichhorn extended the J-E division to the entire Pentateuch. He took a much more negative view toward the inspiration and authority of Scripture. Obviously he was greatly influenced by the Age of Enlightenment sweeping over Europe, with its enthronement of human reason and revolt against any previously accepted authority in general, such as the church.

One might diagram this stage of source criticism as follows:
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Although Mosaic involvement was still to a certain extent recognized by Eichhorn, Moses was held to have been a redactor of documents which had an origin somewhere else in Israel’s literary history. Astruc and Eichhorn are considered to be the leading representatives of this early documentary hypothesis, with Eichhorn earning the title of “Father of Old Testament criticism” for his more negative view.

Other factors began to come into consideration in this analysis of separate documentary sources, such as diversity of style, parallel accounts etc. Based upon the pre‑supposition that other sources for the Pentateuch existed, Mosaic authorship was more and more abandoned, leading to the:

B.
Fragmentary Hypothesis
Particularly Alexander Geddes, a Scottish priest of the Roman Catholic Church, came out with a critical work in which he proposed that the Pentateuch had been compiled by a single redactor from a mass of many fragments during the reign of Solomon (Critical Remarks – 1800). Geddes proposed two series of fragments based on the presence of divine names, and referred to Joshua as an “appendix” to the Pentateuch.

Johann Vater, a contemporary of Geddes, developed more fully this fragmentary hypothesis, adding the thought that the Pentateuch did not receive its final form until after the exile.

William Henry Green, professor at Princeton Theological Seminary, who defends the Mosaic authorship and the unified structure of the Pentateuch on the basis of its form and content (The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch), calls the fragmentary hypothesis “the Document Hypothesis run mad.”


By means of a diagram this hypothesis might be portrayed as something like this:
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Up to this point even though the sources of the Pentateuch were more fragmented by the critics, the distinction between the two names E and J still played a dominant role in their arrangement.

A reaction on the part of the critics over against this fragmentation led to the next development in critical analysis:

C.
Supplementary Hypothesis
The supplementary theory assumed the existence of one basic document (Grundschrift) (E), which acquired additions and supplements by a later author (J), who left the basic material unaltered and incorporated it with his own. The basic document, according to this view, dated from around 1000 BC. Heinrich Ewald (1803-1875) is considered a leading proponent of this theory and even Franz Delitzsch in his Genesis commentary (1852) seems to favor the formulation of a basic Elohistic document, to which other writings, including portions written by Moses, were “supplemented.”  

(Franz Delitzsch remained basically conservative.  His son Friedrich, with whom he is sometimes confused, became a radical critic, known especially for his opinion that all of Israel’s religious literature came from Babylonian sources.  Other defenders of the Bible in this period included Keil and Hengstenberg, though even Hengstenberg hedged on some points.)

Wilhelm Martin Leberecht DeWette (1780-1849) is listed by some historians as belonging to the fragmentary theorists, but in a limited way. In his doctoral thesis of 1806 he claimed that Deuteronomy must have come out of a later period, possibly at the time of Josiah’s reform (2 Kings 22), in an effort to centralize worship and unify his rule politically. Thus arose document D, separate from J and E. We therefore prefer to place DeWette with the supplementarians.

It is important in this connection to note again that the entire approach of Old Testament scholars led them to assume that Moses did not author the Pentateuch. DeWette, for example, denied the possibility of miracles, leading to his conclusion as stated in his Einleitung in den Pentateuch: “If it is conclusive for the educated mind that such miracles (as reported in the Pentateuch) did not really take place, one asks himself whether they probably appeared as such to the eye witnesses and participants; but that, too, must be denied … and thus the conclusion is reached that the narrative was not contemporaneous, nor was it taken from contemporaneous sources.” This statement illustrates the anti-supernaturalistic presuppositions with which the negative critics approached the Pentateuch. Since they believed there were no such things as miracles, there could be no men such as Moses who wrote about such things out of personal experience. 

Friederich Bleek (1793-1859) also comes out of this period. He was the first to propose the term Hexateuch, claiming that at King Josiah’s time (ca. 630 B.C.) an anonymous redactor of Joshua also incorporated the book of Joshua into his compilation.

One might illustrate the supplementary hypothesis as follows:
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We note that up to this point the critics generally agreed on the existence of three basic documents: E/J/D.

D.
Crystallization Hypothesis
William Henry Green describes this step as follows: “The nucleus of the Pentateuch, consisting of four primitive fragmentary treaties, was supplemented by a succession of ‘prophetic narrators,’ each of whom added his accretion, resulting in one continuous work” (The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch).

Gleason Archer describes the “crystallization” process this way: “[This theory] regarded each successive contributor to the Mosaic corpus as reworking the entire body of materials, rather than simply adding his own isolated contributions here and there. Thus by successive layers or molecules, as sort of literary ‘crystal’ was built up” (A Survey of OT Introduction, p 92). We see how more and more emphasis is being placed on redactors.

It became apparent to these critics, in other words, that the Pentateuch must have been more than mere patchwork. As documents were “supplemented” some kind of editing process must have taken place. Heinrich Ewald, mentioned previously as a proponent of the supplement hypothesis, modified his position to become one of the first advocates of “crystallization.” August Knobel and Eberhard Schraeder proposed similar theories.

There were four basic layers with a thorough reworking at each stage. A simple illustration would exemplify the theory this way:



The presence of four basic documents was “refined” by the next step in the documentary process:

E.
Modified Documentary Hypothesis (PEJD)
It remained for Hermann Hupfeld (1796‑1866) to add this refining process in the quest for primary documents. The basic document (Grundschrift), he held, was the first Elohist, later known as the priestly code (P). Then came E2 (Elohist), J (Jahwist) and D (Deuteronomic). Thus: P E J D! Hupfeld emphasized the work of a final redactor, who edited the corpus from Genesis through Numbers to adjust inconsistencies in divine names. Obviously much depended upon the work of this redactor!

At this point we now have four documents in the foreground, not as yet in the order adopted in the next stage of critical treatment, but ready for the final arrangement.

The arrangement of documents by Hupfeld might be illustrated something like this:
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The final step in this documentary phase of negative criticism is known as the:

F.
Development Hypothesis (often referred to as the Documentary Hypothesis)
The documentary theory, which began with Astruc one hundred years earlier, and which experienced a number of variations such as the fragmentary, supplementary, and crystallization hypotheses, reached its climax in what is known as the Graf - Wellhausen hypothesis (sometimes also known as the Graf – Kuenen – Wellhausen hypothesis), so named after its chief protagonists.

The basic documents or components from which the Pentateuch was said to have developed were the four which Hupfeld emphasized as the “Quellen.” It remained for Karl Heinrich Graf (1815-1869) to rearrange the various documents as to their origin. Abraham Kuenen, a Dutch scholar, pursued Graf’s arguments further, and in 1870 published a work which also placed the order at J E D P.

Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918), then, popularized this arrangement, restating this documentary theory with such skill and persuasiveness that it spread to Europe and America. Samuel R. Driver helped the theory gain wide acceptance in England, and in America its chief proponents were Charles A. Briggs, B. W. Bacon and R. H. Pfeiffer. This theory was expounded in The International Critical Commentary (ICC). 

Wellhausen set forth the “development hypothesis” in his studies by showing how the alleged documents reflected an evolutionary reconstruction as a result of Israel’s development from primitive animism to a more sophisticated monotheism. This fit in with the spirit of the times, an age when Darwin’s evolutionary theories were capturing the fancy of the scientific world, and when Hegel’s dialecticism was setting the tone of contemporary philosophy. In order to be “scholarly” in that era, one had to be both anti-supernaturalistic and a proponent of evolution. One can hardly say that world-opinion has altered much in this regard.

It is interesting to note that Wellhausen drew the arguments for his development hypothesis from the laws and religious institutions of the Pentateuch, which he divided into three legislative codes:



1.  The Book of the Covenant (Ex 20-24)



2.  The Deuteronomic Code (Dt)



3.  The Priestly Code (Ex 25:31; 35-40; Lv; portions of Nu)

In this respect Wellhausen separated what fit together in order to serve his evolutionary theories of Israel’s development in its religion from a period when it was a nomadic tribe (cf. Ex 20:22‑24) to the time when it had a central place of worship, and when the book of Deuteronomy was presumably written and “found” in order to strengthen the worship of Yahweh at Jerusalem in a monotheistic form (Dt 12). The final Pentateuch source, the Priestly Code, was according to his theories written during the exile by a priestly hierarchy and put into practice as reported in Nehemiah chapters 8 to 10. During the exile, according to Wellhausen, Ezekiel (chs. 40-48) was especially instrumental together with other priests in codifying a hierarchical system (Holiness Code [Lv 17-26]) which became binding under Ezra and Nehemiah after the exile.

The new element at this time is the evolutionary view which joins the anti-sola scriptura attitude of the Jesuits and the anti-supernaturalism of the rationalists as the nourishing streams of criticism.

Summary of Wellhausen’s Documentary Theories:


J
–
Written ca. 850 B.C. by an unknown writer in the Southern Kingdom of Judah.


E
–
Written ca. 750 B.C. by an unknown writer in the Northern Kingdom of Israel.




Ca. 650 B.C. an unknown redactor combined J and E into a single document.


D
–
Composed as a part of Josiah’s reform, ca. 620 B.C.


P
–
Composed in stages during the exile and formally adopted under Ezra and 



Nehemiah in post‑exilic times, ca. 444 B.C.




The entire corpus was revised and edited to form the Pentateuch (ca. 200 B.C.).

Summary of Wellhausen’s Evolutionary Views

	
	Lit.
	Society
	Religion
	Law

	1.
	J
E
	primitive, tribal, semi-nomadic (Judges)
	free, unorganized, natural worship at many local shrines; monolatrous at best
	Book of the Covenant

Ex. 20:22 – 23:19

(esp. 20:24)

	2.
	D
	monarchy (Samuel, Kings)
	prophets, the real founders of Israelite religion, advocate strict monotheism; God personal, not national; ethical, not natural; worship centralized
	Deuteronomic Law

(esp. 12:1-7)

	3.
	P
	ecclesiastical hierarchy in post-exilic times
	cultus end in itself; denatured, formulistic worship; fraudulent ancient setting created to give it authority
	Priestly Code

Ex 25-31; 35-40; Lv and legal portions of Numbers


As you can see from the chart above, Israelite history as far as Wellhausen was concerned began with primitive, semi-nomadic tribes wandering around in and about the land of Canaan. The Book of Judges contained the earliest history we know about Israel. All events which were reported to be earlier than that were either imaginative legends related by Israelite storytellers or fraudulent ancient frameworks manufactured to give authority to later institutions and laws. Wellhausen refused to believe that any reliable, historical information could be gleaned from the Pentateuch.

Up to this time documents had been dated largely on literary grounds.  Now evolutionary ideas about the development of religion from animism to polytheism to henotheism/monolatry to monotheism became a criterion of dating. (The highest evolution, of course, would be to atheism or pantheism).  A distinction between prophetic and priestly religion also became a factor.

Wellhausen placed P late because he saw legalistic priestly religion with its emphasis on law, sin, and atonement as a degeneration from early prophetic religion that emphasized social morality.

 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW

1. What basic difference arose in 17th and 18th century criticism of Mosaic authorship over against that which was carried on prior to that time?

2. What basic fallacy lies in the thinking of those who claim to approach the study of Scripture “without presuppositions”?

3. Name the three general periods of negative criticism and the time period of each.

4. Outline briefly the thought process governing each of the following hypotheses in the documentary phase of negative criticism:


a.
Early Documentary


b.
Fragmentary


c.
Supplementary


d.
Crystallization


e.
Modified Documentary

5. Into which of the above stages does each of the following fit:


a.
Eichhorn


b.
Hupfeld


c.
DeWette


d.
Astruc


e.
Geddes


f.
Ewald

6. By what added concept were these documentary hypotheses refined and popularized by Wellhausen?

7. Give the basic conclusions of Wellhausen’s Documentary Hypothesis as to:


a.
Basic documents


b.
Time of each document


c.
Place of origin of each document


d.
Final redaction

8. Summarize Wellhausen’s views as to the evolutionary development of Israel’s religion.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE DOCUMENTARY PHASE

EXAMINED
Negative criticism, as we have shown:

a. claims to place the Bible and its study on the same level as of any other book (it really does not);

b. is anti-supernaturalistic in its interpretation of Scripture, denying miracles as well as predictive prophecy

c. believes in an evolutionary process in the development of religion – from the primitive to the more sophisticated.

Is there any point in trying to “disprove” the theories of negative critics by means of “reasonable argument,” especially since they approach Scripture from presuppositions which are basically different from those of people who study Scripture with Spirit-wrought faith?

One wonders, of course, why the critics have spent so much time with a book that in their estimation is basically no different from any other, even possibly a pious forgery used for propagandistic purposes. The fact remains that these people have not only put an immense amount of “scholarly” effort into their studies of scriptural texts, but they have captured the fancy of those within nominal Christianity who have tried to compromise biblical teachings with critical views.

We have, for example, men like Samuel Rolles Driver (1846-1914) who brought Wellhausen’s views to England (Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament), and Charles Augustus Briggs (1841-1913), who in the International Critical Commentary, which he edited with Driver, spread the “assured results” of the historical critical method to every verse of the Bible. We have the classic Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament, edited by Brown, Driver, and Briggs, with its frequent references to JEDP passages. We have the opinion of Emil F. Kautzsh, well known Old Testament Hebraist and grammarian, who stated: “The Graf-Wellhausen theory is absolutely irrefutable.” 

It seemed as though Wellhausen and his radical theories had carried the day. Much of recognized “Christian” scholarship took it for granted that the Pentateuch’s origin was to be found in Wellhausen’s theories rather than in Mosaic authorship. It was simply a matter of placing this development under the guidance of God. It was the “scholarly thing to do.” Perhaps God had something to do with its origin. But in their opinion that didn’t mean that Moses had to be the Pentateuch’s author!

A.
Wellhausen’s Views of History Challenged
Gradually, however, Wellhausen’s claims began to be challenged – not only by conservative scholars, but by critical students as well. Wellhausen, for example, in expounding his evolutionary theories made much of the premise that Moses could not have written the Pentateuch because Moses antedated human writing. This contention has since Wellhausen’s time been thoroughly discredited by archeological discoveries.  With the decipherment of Egyptian around 1820 and Akkadian around 1850, it soon became apparent that “canonical scriptures” of the religions of these people were being transmitted long before Moses. Not only did law codes discovered from that period exist, but their formulation showed a marked similarity in structure with elements of the Mosaic law-code as recorded in the Pentateuch. Moses comes much later than the early phase of writing, but he connects closely with the early history of the alphabet.  The Pentateuch may be the first major literary work composed in alphabetic writing.

In response, W.F. Albright, who was recognized as the leading Biblical archaeologist of the frirst half of the 20th century could say: 

Until recently it was the fashion among biblical historians to treat the patriarchal sagas of Genesis as though they were artificial creations of Israelite scribes of the Divided Monarchy or tales told by imaginative rhapsodists around Israelite campfires during the centuries following their occupation of the country … Archaeological discoveries since 1925 have changed all this. Aside from a few die-hards among older scholars, there is scarcely a single biblical historian who has not been impressed by the rapid accumulation of data supporting the substantial historicity of patriarchal tradition (The Biblical Period From Abraham to Ezra, p. 1-2).

Albright was the leader of a school known as Biblical Archaeology.  This school is no longer in vogue as we will see below.

B.
Wellhausen’s Dating of the Sources Challenged
Yehezkel Kaufmann (1889-1963), also a rationalistic critic, acknowledged the existence of primary sources of the Pentateuch (JE, D, P), but he disagreed sharply with Wellhausen as to the dating of these sources. In his Religion of Israel (1937-1956) Kaufmann presents the following points:

1. All material in the Pentateuch is very ancient, even pre‑monarchial. Therefore it is earlier than and independent of the literary prophets whom classical Wellhausianism credited with the creation of monotheism. Kaufmann ascribed the beginning of monotheism to Moses.

2. The evolutionary sequence and literary dependence of the three law codes as assumed by Wellhausen is without foundation. They are rather the products of three separate schools, crystallizing at different times, and all having their foundation in the common legal tradition of the ancient Near East.

3. Deuteronomy is the last piece of Pentateuchal literature to be written. Following D only the editing of the works and the formulation of the Pentateuch as a book took place. This means that contrary to Wellhausen P is older than D. To support his view that P also was written very shortly after the time of Moses Kaufmann stated that the festival laws are pre-D, as are the sacrificial laws of Lv 17. Moreover, in P Israel in the wilderness is pictured as an armed camp true to Moses’ day, and not as a church of post-exilic times. And finally the priest is subservient to the prophet-leader, also a condition which did not exist in post-exilic times.

C.
Wellhausen’s Theory of Sources Challenged
Umberto Cassuto (1883-1951), in his book, The Documentary Hypothesis and the Composition of the Pentateuch, 1941, vigorously opposed the entire documentary theory. He pictured the theory as standing on four pillars, which he then proceeded to destroy as follows:

a. The Divine Names – It can be shown that the names may be used for their different meanings, not because of sources.

b. Language and Style – Linguistic disparities, in so far as they really exist, can be explained with the utmost simplicity by reference to the general rules of the language, its grammatical structure, to lexical usage, and its literary convention – general rules that applied equally to every Hebrew writer and every Hebrew book.

c. Contradictions and Divergences – These are inescapable in a multi‑faceted book such as the Torah. Source criticism does not solve them.

d. Duplications – These “stem from the Semitic practice of using parallelism in order to give emphasis and prominence to an idea.”

Matters here are not nearly as simple to explain as Cassuto implies, but he does show that Wellhausen’s hypothesis is just one of many plausible explanations.

Robert Dick Wilson (1856-1930), professor of Semitic Philology at Princeton Theological Seminary in A Scientific Investigation of the Old Testament (p 103, 126) stated:

It is just as unrealistic to claim a difference of authorship on this basis (difference of style in various parts of law codes of Pentateuch) as it would be to say that John Milton could not have written both Christian Doctrine and the Areopagitica, or that Whitman and Longfellow, who differed so greatly in style, could not have lived in the same poetic era.

D.
Wellhausen’s Theory of Composite Accounts Challenged
Wellhausen’s claim that certain narrative accounts (such as the flood story) originated independently and were later woven together by a “redactor” into one story, have obviously in the light of later analysis been shown to be manufactured “proofs” of separate accounts to support a hypothesis.

William Henry Green (The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch) gives a demonstration how practically any story (e.g. The Prodigal Son) can be treated in a similar way. Finally it all depends upon what one wants to “prove,” and how much can be “solved” by an unidentified redactor!

E.
The Alleged Continuity of Each Source was challenged
See the exercise on the Flood Narrative attached to this chapter.

Prominent conservative critics of the documentary hypothesis in America during this period and the following decades include J. Gresham Machen, R. D. Wilson, W. H. Green, Oswald Ellis, and Edward J. Young. 

For a summary of scholars and their theories which contradicted all or part of Wellhausen’s Documentary Theory in the 20th century read chapter 7 in Archer, Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch in the Twentieth Century, p. 99-112.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW

1. What are the basic differences between the historical-critical approach to Scripture and our own approach?

2. Although “reasonable argument” from such basically different approaches may be “fruitless,” we can be aware of some of the chief inconsistencies in the Wellhausen theory which even later negative critics will agree to.

What about these claims of Wellhausen:

a. Moses antedated written covenants.

b. The use of different names for God prove different source documents.

c. Duplicate accounts of the same event prove different source documents.

d. Variations in style in law codes between parts of Exodus and parts of other books of the Pentateuch prove different authorship of these codes.

e. The law‑code of Exodus 20‑24 is less extensive than law‑codes found in other parts of the Pentateuch, especially in Deuteronomy for example, and therefore reflect a less developed form of religion.

f. The elaborately detailed priestly codes in Leviticus, especially the Holiness Code, must have been developed at a later time in Israel’s history, perhaps during the exile, and codified under Ezra and Nehemiah.

g. The difference between Exodus 20:22‑26 and Deuteronomy 12:1‑14 proves conclusively that Israel’s form of worship developed from the primitive to the sophisticated.

3. Since many of the original premises of the Documentary Hypothesis have been proved to be unsound even by the negative critics, is there any value in continuing to study the documentary phase of biblical criticism?

FOR ADDED CONSIDERATION

Study Questions on the Workings of Source Criticism and the Problems it Faces

(Most of the quotations in this section are from the Genesis commentary of John Skinner in The International Critical Commentary series). The section of the text we are going to look at is the Flood narrative, Gn 6:5-9:17. Of this section Skinner says: “The resolution of the compound narrative into its constituent elements (J and P have interwoven accounts here) in this case is justly reckoned amongst the most brilliant achievements of purely literary criticism, and affords a particularly instructive lesson in the art of documentary analysis” (p. 148).

The generally accepted source division by critics is as follows:

J
–
6:1‑8

7:1‑5

7 (8,9) 10

12

16b

17b

22‑23

P
–

9‑22

6

11

13‑16a

17a

18‑21

__________________________________________________________________________

J
–

2b‑3a

6‑12

13b

20‑22

P
–
7:24‑8:2a

3b‑5

13a

14‑19

9:1‑17

1. With this verse division what differences are there between P and J with regard to the source of the flood waters, the length and extent of the Flood and the number of animals on the ark?

2. If 7:16b belongs to J, what problem arises in the J account? If it belongs to P where it fits, why are these remarks (concerning the use of “Jahweh” by P) made by Franz Delitzsch illegitimate for a man who used source criticism: “It is certainly with intention that the ‘Jahweh’ of the original document is left unaltered. This shutting in was an act of condescending kindness, a proof of love on the part of God, who is thus interested in the matter”? (Skinner does the same with ch. 2 and ch. 3:1‑5.) 

3. One sign of a legitimate source is its continuity when separated out. Can you see any gaping holes in the J account? How do you suppose the critics explain these holes? But what does the redactor do differently with his sources in 6:17 – 7:5?

4. What is the redactor doing in 7:8 if the mention of clean and unclean animals belongs to J, but the phrase, “male and female,” belongs to P?

Obviously, the redactor solves all problems for the critics, but he is a strange, inconsistent individual who acts in whatever way the critics need him to act. (See W.H. Green, The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch, p 86-87, for fitting comments.)

See also Joseph Blenkinsopp, “The Documentary Hypothesis in Trouble,” Bible Review, Winter 1985, p 22-32

FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION

To illustrate that the documentary theories are by no means a dead issue, the following is an excerpt from a recent commentary on Exodus and the book’s analysis of Exodus 4:18-31:

The sources are principally J and E. The inconsistency between 18 and 19 indicates clearly the presence of two sources. 24‑26 is assigned to J as one of the most ‘primitive’ passages in the whole of the Pentateuch, and 19‑31 relate the carrying out of instructions given in 3:16ff, with the name of Aaron as a secondary insertion. E is recognizable in 20b by the ‘rod of God’, and in 27‑28 by the ‘mountain of God’ and other evidence.

21-23 present problems in source analysis as well as interpretation. Most critics assign verse 21 to E and verses 22‑23 to J. However, verse 21 has some marks of P: the Hebrew word for ‘miracles’ (mopetim) is used elsewhere in Exodus only by P (7:3,9; 11:9‑10); the word describing the hardening of heart of Pharaoh is used by both P and E (see comment on 7:3). Yet there is apparently no P material in 3:1‑6:2. The words in verse 23 by which Moses demands the release of Israel are similar to those employed by J in the plague narratives (7:16; 8:1,20; 9:1,13; 10:3), but it is only in this section within the entire OT that Israel is called the first-born of Yahweh (used of Ephraim in Jr 31:9). It is quite possible, as some scholars have suggested, that verses 22-23 originally stood before 10:28 or 11:4 as J’s introduction to the tenth plague; the natural place for them would be between the first nine plagues and the tenth plague (the tenses in verse 22 are more accurately rendered: ‘and I said’ and ‘you have refused’). These two verses may have been removed to their present place by a redactor in order to indicate what he took to be the purpose of the series of ten plagues, for they attach easily to verse 21.

The source analysis here is as follows: J – 4:19-40a, 22-26, 29-31; E – 4:18, 20b, 21, 27-28

From:
The New Century Bible Commentary, Exodus, J.P. Hyatt. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1971, p 6;  1980, p 86-87.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

FORM CRITICISM

(Formgeschichte)

The rise of form criticism took place in Old Testament studies because of growing dissatisfaction with the limitations on what the source critical scholars were willing to study and the results which were derived from that study. Wellhausen and his disciples had been satisfied with dating the sources which they perceived to be behind the received text of the Pentateuch, based on their preconceived ideas of an evolutionary view of Israel’s historical development. They were not apparently interested in looking for what might lie behind these written sources.  Form criticism tries to reach back to the oral sources behind the documents.  It emphasis the genre and original setting of those oral sources.

Herman Gunkel, Pioneer of Old Testament Form Criticism

Herman Gunkel (1862-1932), who is considered the “father of Old Testament form criticism,” rejected the emphases of source criticism. He maintained that the source critical scholars did not go far enough. In the introduction to his Genesis commentary, which later was published separately as The Legends of Genesis, 1901, (all further quotes of Gunkel are from this work) he said:

Since the sources of the Elohist and the Jahvist were written down in the ninth or eighth centuries B.C., some commentators have been disposed to think that the legends themselves originated in the main in the age of the Israelite kingdom and furnished, therefore, no revelation of primitive history.  But in reality these legends are much older (p 23).

It wasn’t that Gunkel denied the theories of source criticism. In fact he praised Wellhausen for what he considered to be the correct dating of the sources and declared, “The fixing of the date of P coming from the time of the exile is one of the surest results of criticism.” He just believed that this documentary stage was the latest and least exciting of Israel’s literary history. During the written stage of Israelite literature, which he felt began in the early stages of the period of the judges, nothing new happened. He described the J and E writers as nothing more than “tradition collectors,” and the P writer as one who in his monotonous, dry, unpoetic, rigid and colorless style actually misused earlier sources to suit his purposes. Of P he said, “It appears clear that P dealt very arbitrarily with the tradition as it came down to him … He abused it” (p. 153).

Saga and Myth according to Gunkel

According to Gunkel the real action in Israel’s literary history took place during a long oral period which preceded the time of written sources. Using theories which he had developed in his study of German folk tales, he insisted that this literary development followed certain unwritten, yet strict laws. Unfailingly, such a primitive society (as Israel’s was imagined to be before the judges) would try to explain the origin of things with myths.

Gunkel defined a myth as a story about the gods which tried to answer universal questions.

Furthermore, Israel would attempt to relate its history in stories which Gunkel called legends or sagas. The literary development of these sagas also was supposed to follow certain set, though unwritten, rules. They began as brief tales about heroes or ancestors of the tribe. It wasn’t unusual for the same tales to be told about different people in different settings, as in the case of both Abraham and Isaac saying that their wives were their sisters. Gradually all kinds of legendary details and miraculous events were added to these tales. Finally, all the legends about one individual were gathered together into a story-cycle. Even the grouping of these stories into story-cycles was first made in the preliterary stage, a product of the storyteller’s art rather than the author’s pen.

Saga and History according to Gunkel

By definition such sagas were not proper vehicles for a true and accurate reporting of history. According to Gunkel, “Legend weaves a poetic web around historical memories and hides the circumstances of time and place.” He believed that exact recording of events was beyond the ability or desire of prehistoric societies, and whereas sagas are not lies, they contain only a small kernel of objective truth, a faint memory of some event or individual in the distant past. Furthermore, while history is usually written and fixed, saga is oral and corruptible. History has as its reporter an eye‑witness or one directly in contact with an eye‑witness, whereas saga relies on popular tradition and imagination. Gunkel’s estimation of historical reality in the Pentateuch was almost as low as Wellhausen’s, and it is not surprising to hear him say: 

Even if there had once been a leader by the name of Abraham, as is generally believed, and who conducted the migration from Haran to Canaan, this much is beyond question with everyone who knows anything of the history of legends, that a legend cannot be expected to preserve throughout so many centuries a picture of Abraham.  It is the religion of the narrator (p. 122).

Gunkel further distinguished saga and history by their opposing views of God. In sagas God directly intervenes in the everyday affairs of people. In true historical accounts he exerts only a vague and distant control. Therefore, if God speaks, performs a miracle, or in any way directly alters history in a story, it must be treated as a saga. This rule was based on Gunkel’s view of God: 

We believe that God works in the universe in the silent and secret background of all things; sometimes his influence seems almost tangible, as in the case of exceptionally great and impressive events and personalities; we divine his control in the marvelous interdependence of things; but nowhere does he appear as an operative fact or beside others, but always as the last and ultimate cause of everything (p. 9).

With these views and theories Gunkel turned to the narratives of Genesis. He claimed that from the received written text he would be able to break up the account into its original shorter stories which in the oral stage of Israelite literature existed and were recited independently. After studying the text Gunkel claimed to find no pure myths in Genesis. Israelite monotheism would not tolerate it. He felt that much of the material in the first eleven chapters and even the origin of the patriarchs, however, could be traced back to myths originally borrowed from the Babylonians.

Sagas Classified according to Gunkel in Genres (Gattungen)

Gunkel claimed to find many sagas in Genesis. Not only did he identify them, but he also attempted to classify them according to their genres or types. From these types we should know what to expect of a particular saga and its original use. According to Gunkel the following types exist in Genesis:


1.  Historical – relating historical occurrences (migrations)


2.  Ethnographic – descriptions of race and tribal relations


3.  Aetiological – gives purpose or explanation for something



a.  Ethnological – gives reason for relationship of tribes



b.  Etymological – explains place name, often incorrectly



c.  Ceremonial – explains reason for religious ceremony




aa.  real – passover




bb.  imagined – limp dance at Penuel

(such types help us construct the history of sacred places and religious customs)



d.  Geographical – explains origin of certain places

Actual sagas might be a combination of the above types.

Historical Setting in Life (Sitz im Leben) according to Gunkel

Gunkel also believed that although sagas had little to say about actual history, they spoke volumes on the culture, literary development, and religious beliefs of the people who recited them in various ages of Israelite history. From these sagas one could discover the setting in life (Sitz im Leben) of the narrator. Some sagas entered the written text in a very early and primitive form. Others were preserved in a later, more developed form which Gunkel called a romance. Some sagas were preserved in writing in several different stages of development, thereby offering us a picture of Israel’s historical development (the classical example of Genesis is the three stories of the patriarchs lying about their wives). Such sagas, then, by means of their Sitz im Leben provide us with a basic history of ancient Israel. This was one of Gunkel’s basic themes.

Other Early Form-Critical Scholars

Hugo Gressmann (1877-1927) carried Gunkel’s work beyond Genesis into Exodus and Numbers (Sage und Geschichte in den Patriarchenerzaehlungen, 1910). He claimed that the figure of Moses had been overlaid with elements of a supernatural nature, leading from oral tradition into a final form of “wonder tales.”

Sigmund Mowinckel (1884-1965), the father of Scandinavian critical research, did most of his work in the Psalms (see the Middler Psalm notes, introduction), an area which also occupied much of the time of Gunkel.  Mowinckel’s theories depended heavily on the existence of an annual Enthronement Festival for which there is no evidence.

Following Mowinckel the Scandinavian school took a rather extreme position on oral tradition. Henrik Nyberg in 1935 stated that transmission from generation to generation in Israel was primarily oral. He and Johannes Pedersen (1883-1977) felt that the written Old Testament was a creation of the post‑exilic Jewish community. Nyberg wanted to direct his attention to the “organic growth and transformation of living materials,” rather than on corruption of written texts. Ivan Engnell (1906-1964) criticized Wellhausen and the source theory for trying to separate written sources. He rather saw two collections, P and D, preserved by diverse circles of traditionalists, and only receiving a P or D point of view in a late written form.

Present Day Form Criticism

The present state of Old Testament form criticism is presented in a series of volumes entitled, The Forms of the Old Testament Literature (Eerdmans). The purpose of the series is to identify the genre of all Old Testament literature along with its component parts. The volume on Genesis, written by George W. Coats, gives the same purpose for these volumes as Gunkel gave for his study, not history since this cannot be discovered from the narratives of Genesis, but an appreciation of the different genres or types of literature in Genesis and a knowledge of what we can rightfully expect from them.

There is an important new emphasis here, however, which is missing in earlier works. Coats uses the word “saga”, but in the sense in which Gunkel would have spoken about saga-cycles, as a long, prose, traditional narrative. This definition implies a criticism of Gunkel which the author spells out:

The implication of the definition is that those larger units previously labeled ‘saga cycles’ have far more cohesion than suggested by the term ‘cycle’. That cohesive narrative carries an intrinsic function for the society that produced it and ought not to be represented simply as a redactional collection of totally distinct and independent sagas (p. 5):

In other words, even if the separate portions of the literary unit may have had some previously independent existence and purpose, the man who combined them for the people of his day made them into a cohesive unit in order that he might present to them a unified message. This kind of understanding comes much closer to our view based on the testimony of the rest of Scripture that Moses may have used preexisting material in Genesis which was transmitted to him in ways of which we are unaware, but under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit he combined them to reveal God’s saving activity to his readers.

Coats goes on to say:

The goal of form criticism was initially described as an adequate definition of the smallest, originally distinct and independent unit that lived in the oral tradition of the people. Yet, it is necessary to recognize that those small tales lie deeply buried in larger narrative and often can be recovered only with an alarming degree of hypothetical reconstruction. Indeed, parallels to the primeval saga now suggest that the small tale may not have had an independent role to play apart from its position in the larger saga (p. 38).

It seems that the form-critic no longer has the confidence he had in past years to simply tear the text apart into what he claims to be able to identify as its original oral units, but has to admit that the individual parts are units which derive their reason for being from their position in the entire work.

Foundations of Sand

Form criticism, even more than documentary criticism, lives in a world of the scholars’ imagination rather than the real world of the ancient Near East in which the Bible was created.  It rose after the renaissance of knowledge of Near Eastern literature, but it ignores the data from the literature that is pertinent to the topic. 

1. In the world in which Israel lived, societies had been transmitting their religious texts in writing for centuries by the time of Moses.  If Israel was not transmitting its religious texts in writing in the 2nd millennium BC, they were the only culture in the neighborhood that was not doing so.

2. In the 2nd millennium BC learned scribes in Canaan were reading the Epic of Gilgamish in the Akkadian original, and they were writing correspondence in Akkadian.

3. The Israelites’ neighbors to the far north at Ugarit were transmitting the myths of Baal and other deities in writing in the 2nd millennium BC. The music of their “psalms” was also transmitted in written form.

4. In the societies of the ancient Near East horizontal transmission of religious knowledge was oral, that is, priests or scribes read or recited the texts to the people, many of whom may have been illiterate. But literacy in a society which had alphabetic writing was accessible to many people, as the graffiti of the time show. The big barrier to wider distribution of texts was the cost of books, not the difficulty of literacy.

5. In the societies of the ancient Near East the vertical transmission of religious knowledge (transmission from generation to generation of teachers) was by written documents.

6. Analogies from Native American and Viking societies are inappropriate since they are very different societies than the milieu in which Israel lived.  In almost all societies before the 19th   century 90% of the people were farmers who lived on the land, but in the ancient Near East, classical Greece and Rome, and medieval Europe there were scribal classes that transmitted the religious texts of the society in writing.

7. It is very doubtful if there were ever oral forms of such genres as law codes, royal annals, and so on.  Such forms as coded acrostics and sequence acrostics obviously were written to be viewed in writing.  The point of the format  is not at all apparent when the text is heard but not seen.

8. It is very difficult to assign texts to neat genre classifications, since most psalms and parables, for example, fall into multiple categories.

The theological sin of form criticism is that it despised the authority of Scripture.  The academic sin of form criticism is that it ignored the data most relevant to its research and substituted imagination and conjecture for data.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW

1. Why were the disciples of form criticism dissatisfied with the hypotheses of Wellhausen?

2. What in Gunkel’s opinion was more important than the documents (JEDP) themselves?

3. How did Gunkel distinguish between a “myth” and a “saga”?

4. Give an example of a story in Genesis which according to Gunkel had a mythological background? Did a saga according to Gunkel give an accurate report of history?

5. What example did he use to show how a saga (legend) developed from a more primitive story to a more sophisticated one? How would you answer his claim?

6. Although an “Abraham story” may according to Gunkel have contained only a “kernel of history”, what greater importance did this story hold for him?

7. What did Gunkel attempt to do with the various genres or types (Gattungen) of sagas in Genesis?

8. What are some of the types which he distinguished?

9. What could be learned from a careful study of sagas even though they did not accurately report history as such?

10. Name some of the form critical scholars who followed Gunkel.

11. How does George W. Coats try to “improve” on Gunkel?

12. In what respect do Coats’ theories come closer to our own view of Scripture?

13. In what way was form criticism build on foundations of sand?

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

RECENT TRENDS OF

HISTORICAL CRITICISM
TRADITIO-HISTORICAL CRITICISM

The school of tradition-historical criticism is really an outgrowth of form criticism. Some people classify it as only a subpart of the form critical school. Its proponents are also interested in biblical literature in its supposed oral form before it was written down. But it focuses not so much on the material that was transmitted (traditum), as on the alleged process (traditio) by which traditional material was passed from one generation to another. The claim is made that this process was variable, at times being rigid and faithful transmission and at other times including intentional or unintentional alterations, additions, or deletions due to a number of different factors.

Albrecht Alt (1883-1956)

Alt is mentioned here simply because he was so influential for the German Tradition-History School. He was the teacher of both von Rad and Noth (see below), and both of them credit him for providing the foundation for much of their work. One of his best known works was an essay entitled, “The God of the Fathers.” In this essay he pointed to what he felt was evidence in Genesis of pre-Yahwistic tribal gods worshipped individually by the various tribes of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; namely, the God of Abraham, Gn 31:42; the Fear of Isaac, Gn 31:42; and the Mighty One of Jacob, Gn 49:24. He claimed that these along with El Bethel of Bethel, El ‘Olam of Beersheba, El Ro’i at some southern sanctuary, and the unlocalized gods, El Elyon and El Shaddai, later became identified with Yahweh.

Gerhard von Rad (1901-1971)

Von Rad was a theologian (Lutheran??) interested mainly in the development of religious thought in Israel. As a result he wrote “The Theology of Israel’s Historical Traditions.” He accepted the theories of Wellhausen and Gunkel in source and form criticism.

In 1938 von Rad wrote an article entitled “The Form-Critical Problem of the Hexateuch,” which really introduced the tradition-historical method. Douglas Knight, Rediscovering the Traditions of Israel, describes von Rad’s concerns:

Von Rad’s primary contribution is in directing attention to the living process which brought individual, independent traditions together to form the Hexateuch as we know it. Prior to von Rad, Gunkel penetrated back to the earliest, often pre‑Israelite forms of the separate traditions … But Gunkel was less concerned with drawing a detailed picture of how all these disparate materials became joined together … This is the innovation which we find in von Rad’s work.

Von Rad worked with the following assumptions: 1. The Pentateuch is really a Hexateuch. 2. Cult worship and ceremonies at various shrines are the central force in the formation of traditions. 3. As a nation Israel did not exist before the settlement in Canaan, but grew out of an alliance of tribes. Each tribe had various previous experiences and traditions. Gradually these were molded into one set of traditions for Israel as a nation. 4. Traditions may have historical kernels in them, but mainly traditions are religious interpretations of historical events.

In his essay on the Hexateuch von Rad proposed the following steps to explain the work as we have it.

1. The outline for the later Hexateuch is found in three short historical creeds, Dt 26:5b‑9, Dt 6:20-24, and Jos 24:2b-13. In these creeds early Israel recalled what von Rad called the “Settlement Tradition” and confessed its faith in God’s redemptive activity. The cultic setting was the Festival of Weeks, originally supposed to have been a non‑Israelite festival. The creed was recited as the worshipper brought his firstfruits and acknowledged the land as Yahweh’s gift to him. This festival was held at a place like Gilgal, where ownership of the land was still a living, contested issue.

2. The Sinai Tradition developed independently. The cultic occasion for recalling the tradition was the annual covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem, later associated with the Festival of Booths. How this covenant renewal ceremony began and why it was connected with laws given at Sinai von Rad does not say.

3. Patriarchal History was a later addition. Originally it spoke only of Jacob (he understood the reference to “a wandering Aramean” in the short historical creed of Dt 26:5b to refer to Jacob). Later the figures of Abraham and Isaac were geneologically connected with Jacob when tribes with those traditions figured into the picture.

4. The J writer (notice that von Rad did not deal only with oral tradition) became the most important contributor to and formulator of the Hexateuch. In von Rad’s opinion the J writer … 

· … interpolated the Sinai tradition, thereby adding law to gospel.

· … delayed the fulfillment of the promises of the land possessed by all the patriarchs individually until the settlement of Canaan under Joshua, thereby ingeniously uniting disparate traditions under one theme of redemptive history.

· … combined the primeval materials under a simple theme showing “the growing power of sin in the world” and postulating “a hidden growth of grace alongside the ever widening gulf between God and man.” God tries to deal with sin in warning, judgment, and separation, but all fails. Then he turns to Israel as his redemptive instrument. This great theological scheme is the great contribution of the J writer. He composed Gn 12:1-3 and thereby “provided the aetiology of all Israelite aetiology.” (Note how accurately von Rad describes the salvation history of Genesis. Unfortunately, however, he credits it all to the J writer rather than to the revelation of God.)

When von Rad’s method is analyzed, it closely resembles the crystallization source theory of Ewald from the 19th century. The only difference is that he credits much of the development of the sources to processes taking place during the alleged oral stage of Israelite literary development.

Martin Noth (1902-1968)

Noth was an historian who cared little for the religion of Israel. In fact he chose to ignore it if possible. His purpose was “to write a history of the literature of Israel from the earliest creative stages down to the literary fixation and their combination into final canonical structure.” He later published The History of Israel. In 1948 he wrote “A History of Pentateuchal Traditions” (Ueberlieferungsgeschichte des Pentateuchs). In this work he expanded the method initiated by von Rad into a full-blown system of tradition-historical research. He preferred to speak of a Tetrateuch rather than a Pentateuch or Hexateuch, but otherwise entertained assumptions similar to those of von Rad.

Noth claimed to detect five individual themes in the Tetrateuch which at one time were separate from one another:

1. Guidance out of Egypt, which was the primary confession of Israel, although not all Israel experienced it.

2. Guidance into the Arable Land, which was not experienced by any tribe “in toto”, but is the combination of their different experiences which then became their joint heritage.

3. Promise to the Patriarchs, as explained by von Rad.

4. Guidance in the Wilderness, arising in the arable land to the south where there was contact with the tribes wandering in the Negev, whom the settled Israelites saw in strange and fanciful ways.

5. Revelation at Sinai, which is a late and secondary addition, although it is of ancient and all‑Israelite origin.

Noth also theorized on the written history of the Tetrateuch. He asserted that P forms the main framework of the Pentateuch. J and E are incomplete sources which cannot stand by themselves and only enrich the account. Noth also felt that J and E were so similar that they needed some common source behind them. So he invented source G (Grundlage) which was supposed to be the common source from which both J and E drew for material. He also regarded it as the intermediate step between oral and written sources.

It might be mentioned here that Noth’s views were severely criticized by men like John Bright, a historian of the Albright school, for his highly speculative views which often ignored facts turned up by archaeology. Other more recent scholars have built on the theories of Noth and von Rad, often modifying or changing their views.

Otto Eissfeldt (1887-1973) 

Eissfeldt’s The Old Testament: An Introduction (1934, 1965) gives a detailed literary-critical assessment of the history of the formation of the Old Testament on the basis of the documentary hypothesis.Eissfeldt is also known for his work on comparative Near-Eastern religious history.  Eissfeldt follows the influence of Søren Kierkegaard when he asserts that there is an uncrossable chasm between history and faith. Religionsgeschichte or the History of religions is the prerogative of the history, and Biblical Theology is the prerogative of faith. Eissfeldt maintained that the faith displayed by the Old and New Testament as well as by Christian and Jewish believers , is limited only to that which is timeless and eternal and which can neither be judged by history and reason, nor judge them. 

REDACTION CRITICISM

Another movement in the history of criticism, often closely associated with tradition-historical criticism, is called REDACTION CRITICISM. Redaction criticism is the study of the alleged redactors (editors) who in various stages supposedly took the written material at hand and formed it into a cohesive unit. This final step, of course, on the part of a redactor was necessary in order to bring about the composite text as we have it today.

Horace Hummel comments that this term “is much less used in Old than in New Testament studies, because it implies a ‘redactor’ or ‘editor’ of written materials, and in Old Testament scholarship the primary interest of critics remains on the oral period of transmission” (The Word Becoming Flesh, p 26).

In practically all phases of negative criticism we have noticed how more and more emphasis was being placed on redactors, who were presumably responsible for putting together the sources (either written or oral) into a structure which has come to be known as the Holy Scriptures. Frequently all sorts of “solutions” to unanswered questions became the work-assignment of this redactor, who in practically all instances remained anonymous.

It is interesting to note how again and again the efforts of negative critics led to an extreme atomism of a writing that was obviously far less fragmented and more unified as the text itself indicated, leading to dissatisfaction in many quarters and a search for better alternatives. Finally the redactor offered the alternative for the formulation of a more cohesive unit of the text.

Thus we might say that negative criticism in its “redaction criticism” stage has in its own peculiar way come back to the place from which it started, and which we can illustrate as follows:
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CANONICAL CRITICISM 

Canonical Criticism closes the loop in the diagram above.  The critic no longer tries to dissect the text, but studies the intent of the text in its canonical form. He or she is less interested in the stages of development that led up to the writing of the text or even the various literary aspects of a text. This school seeks to take more seriously the fact that the Bible is a collection of canonical writings regarded as sacred and normative in two communities of faith, Israel and the church.  The meaning of the text for those communities is the most important issue.

Practitioners of Canonical Criticism do not deny that there were earlier oral and documentary phases in the development of the text, but they believe it is impossible for us to determine what they were, and even if we could, it would not be very useful to the community.

This emphasis on the canonical form of the biblical text implies several things. First, the biblical writings possess another dimension, one that may not have been there when the text was originally composed, but one it has acquired nevertheless. Even if a writing was composed without the initial intention or expectation that it would eventually become normative for Israel or the church, the fact that it acquired this status means that the text must be read from this added perspective with an eye on the new meaning it has acquired. In interpreting the text, readers must not only ask historical and literary questions about the text, but also how and why the text has addressed communities of faith. Their canonical status means that the texts have acquired a universal audience—communities of faith in every age and place who read them not simply to ask what their original authors intended but what they are saying to the living community of faith in the present. 

Second, as part of a collection of biblical writings, a book acquires a canonical context. It is no longer read in isolation but along with the other biblical witnesses in all their variety. As such, it is no longer a single voice to be heard alone but stands as part of a chorus of voices to be heard along with the rest. Interpreters can no longer inquire solely into the message of a single text but must investigate this message as part of the entire canonical message, the sum total of all the canonical witnesses heard together.

An example would be that a psalm that was once a hyperbolic praise of an Israelite king has become Messianic for the redactor of Psalms and for his community (e.g., Ps 72).

The canonical critic is interested in two questions: What did the text mean to the community that “canonized” it?  What does it mean to our community and other communities of faith today?

A name associated with canonical criticism is Brevard Childs (1923-2007). Childs had a significant positive influence in biblical theology by insisting that interpreters should be people of faith who view the text as Scripture and regard the final form of the canon as the norm for interpretation. However, he held to many liberal views about Scripture, denying that Moses wrote the Pentateuch and seeing elements of pagan mythology in the Bible.

FRAGMENTATION OF CRITICISM

The current tendency of negative higher criticism is toward atomization of methodology, in which each school of criticism has broken up into many different factions, and toward eclecticism, in which each critic picks and chooses practices and theories from all of the various forms of criticism and recombines them into his (or her) own individual system.  This is reflected by the degree to which the major biblical studies society in America, the Society of Biblical Literature, is divided into many small study groups which pursue their own specializations.

There is widespread agreement that consensus has broken down and higher criticism is in a state of disarray.  The discovery and study of cuneiform literature from the 2nd millennium BC has undermined many of the traditional pillars of literary criticism and form criticism, since this evidence demonstrates that already that early in history “canonical” texts were being transmitted faithfully through many centuries without significant change.  Counter-attacks by conservative scholars and the in-fighting of critical scholars have demonstrated the inadequacy or falseness of many premises and “assured results” of criticism. Critics themselves have come to realize that there is no practical or spiritual value in dissecting dead texts.

Although critical theories and the pillars which support them have collapsed, critics have nothing to replace the fallen idols.  About the only thing on which the critics agree is that there can be no return to a pre-critical view of Scripture or to biblical inerrancy even though critical theories have fallen apart. (See Knight and Tucker, p. 124-126).  Critics agree on the “historicality” of the biblical text (that is, the Bible is a historically conditioned text, which partakes fully of the errors of its writers and their time), but there is no agreement on the methods for analyzing the text or on the results of such analysis.  Increasingly biblical critics are detached from archaeological and historical studies and do their own thing in their own little corner.

In spite of the breakdown of any consensus, a number of trends can be seen:

I.
Continued Development of the Traditional Forms

A.  Source Criticism

As recently as 1970 the classic JEDP hypothesis dominated the scene.  Today literary criticism is a chaos of conflicting views concerning the division and dating of the literary sources.

Traditional literary criticism is still widely practiced and has its die-hard advocates. A poster-child for this view is Richard Friedman, who in his book, The Bible With Sources Revealed, confidently divides the text into J, E, RJE (redactor of J and E), P, D, and R (the redactor who may be Ezra).  He further identifies the first line of each source in Genesis and puts all the fragments in their proper order. In his translation of the Pentateuch each source is in a different color so that readers can easily read each source consecutively. The word chutzpah springs to mind as a one sentence evaluation.

Today source criticism is usually is practiced in combination with some other method.  Most critics confess that the traditional criteria for determining the sources are all relative and have no validity unless they are combined with other criteria, such as form and content.  There is no agreement either on the boundaries or the dates of the sources.  For this reason literary critics today are usually interested in a wider ranger of goals than merely cutting the text up into its sources.   There is a general tendency to emphasize the study of larger units of text, focusing on their structure, rhetorical effects, and their message.  Discourse analysis and narrative analysis are examples of such methodology.  Emphasis is on seeing the literary value of the texts. 

In contrast to moderate critics of the mid-20th century like Albright, Bright, and deVaux who held a relatively high view of the historicity of the material in the Pentateuch, some recent critics like John Van Seters and T.L. Thompson regard the Pentateuch as having absolutely no historical value.  This school is called “minimalism,” but it borders on biblical nihilism. 


B.  Form Criticism

Form criticism too now places more emphasis on larger units of text.  There is an increasing emphasis on using the insights of sociology to analyze the Israelite society in which genres arose.  There is no agreement about the relationship of oral and literary forms.


C.  Redaction Criticism

The importance of redaction at all stages of the history of a literary text is a current emphasis.  Many elements which were once explained as independent sources are now explained as due to revision and editing.

II.  
The Bible as Literature (Formalism, New Criticism)
Since the promotion of canonical criticism by Brevard Childs, many Bible interpreters have shifted their focus to understanding the literary qualities of the canonical books as we have them, rather than to trying to dissect the text into pieces.  Robert Alter was another key figure in the popularization of this form of study.  This has allowed Evangelicals to move more into the main stream of biblical studies since it does not require a particular view of the origin of the text.

III.   
“Scientific” Methods

A.  Linguistics

Structuralism and semiotics are two closely related methods based on the science of linguistics.   They are based on analyzing the conventions that govern the relationship between the “signs” (the words, the text) and the “signified” (the concept expressed).   The practice often becomes so esoteric that it obscures the text rather than illuminating it.  It too often treats beautiful literary texts like mathematical formulas to be solved.


B.  Social Sciences

There is an increasing use of data from the social sciences in biblical study.  Analysis of the forms and motifs of folklore and oral traditions of other societies are used to analyze the allegedly parallel forms in Israel.

Anthropological and sociological data from other cultures is used to reconstruct or analyze the society of Israel.  For example, the role of genealogies in Israel is analyzed on the basis of study of the role of genealogies in recent or contemporary primitive cultures.   In the anthropological approach the alleged evolution of Israel’s religion is reconstructed on the basis of a study of religions of primitive societies.  Mendenhall’s theory of the conquest as a peasant revolt is an example of a sociological approach.   Marxist scholars analyze Scripture on the basis of the theories about class struggle.


C.  Psychology

A psycho-analytical approach which is more interested in an analysis of what the text reveals about the attitudes of the writer’s society than with the message which the writer intended to convey has been applied to a number of biblical texts.  Feminist theologians analyze and reinterpret biblical texts as a means of advancing feminist ideology.  Interpreters can draw their own meaning out of the text (intertextuality).  To the degree that this approach produces ideological readings it is already a subset of the next category.

IV. 
Reader-Response Approaches
Deconstructionism – New Criticism placed the focus on subjective interpretation of  the text rather than authorial intent.  Structuralism still clings to the conviction that the text can be objectively analyzed.  Deconstructionism debunks the objective and scientific pretensions of these methods and promotes the anti-scientific, post-modern stance that there is no objective knowledge.

Conclusion

A well-known critic recently observed, “In scholarship by definition there is no heresy.  We should rather practice and accept methodological pluralism. … Old Testament scholarship at present is ‘in crisis.’  The Wellhausen paradigm no longer functions as a commonly accepted presupposition for Old Testament exegesis.  And, at present, no other concept is visible that could replace it. … At the moment there is no new model that could be expected to achieve common acceptance as a paradigm, and there will probably be none in the near future.” 

+ + + + + + + +

CLOSING OBSERVATIONS

One may wonder: “Why spend so much time on negative critics who approach the Bible from entirely different presuppositions, and who reveal their own weaknesses by continually contradicting their own views and inventing new theories?”

Before we consider ourselves to be immune from the dangers of these theorists, a brief look at church history will tell us how quickly their ideas can grow within church bodies, in fact within the entire body of nominal Christendom. We need look no further than the recent history of Evangelicalism and Lutheranism.

William Henry Green at the turn of the 20th century sounded this note of warning (The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch, p 163):

Professedly evangelical men have ventured upon the hazardous experiment of attempting a compromise in this matter. They propose to accept these hypotheses in spite of their antibiblical character …; and they expect to retain their Christian faith with only such modifications as these newly adopted hypotheses may require … Would it not be wiser for them to … inquire whether Christ’s view of the Old Testament may not, after all, be the true view?

Green warned of a danger which only a few decades later infected most of Lutheranism, also within our own country, having come over to this continent from Europe. Even in the Missouri Synod, in spite of some recovery from the Seminex methods, there is an increasing tendency to try to find room to accommodate critical methods.  

Professor David Scaer, of the LCMS’s Fort Wayne seminary comments in Concordia Theological Quarterly (CTQ 71, 2007, p 203-263) on the advance of critical methods of Scripture study in the Missouri Synod.

Contemporary biblical methods found a place in the LCMS without compromising the older faith. Challenged was the axiom that the older faith depended on the historical-grammatical method, which affirmed the Bible’s historical character, but the method itself was incapable of going behind the sacred texts through the oral tradition to the events themselves (p 204). 

Current LCMS scholars have used the newer criticisms, always with the understanding that a real history exists behind the biblical texts but not always addressing a necessary connection between the event and the text.  So the historical content reported in the biblical text remains an unexamined assumption. (p 205). 

Use of biblical criticisms by LCMS biblical scholars constitutes a real metamorphosis, but such use is normed by LCMS traditional core beliefs” (p 205).  

After the trends of the 1970s, LCMS scholars followed the lead of Evangelical scholars by participating in critical biblical conversations. No longer was the historical-grammatical method enthroned as the Rosetta Stone for unlocking the Bible’s meaning.  Passages could not simply be collected to provide support for an existing dogmatic system.  Concordia Theological Seminary students no longer take one course in biblical hermeneutics, but they take courses that cover the four Gospels, the Pauline Epistles, the Pentateuch, the Major Prophets, and the Psalms.  The biblical documents are confronted in their own peculiarities (p 206). 

Claus Westermann, professor of Old Testament at Heidelberg University, Germany, whose books play a big role in the ELCA catalog, is another representative of those Old Testament scholars who try to represent “the best of both worlds.” In the introduction to his Handbook to the Old Testament he explains his position toward the Bible as follows: 

When one starts with the Bible in whole or in part and tries to get at its singular characteristics, one comes to a conclusion which is already granted, namely, that in Scripture as a whole God’s Word has been entrusted to the congregation. … In seeking to become acquainted with Scripture, we will therefore let the question concerning its message as a whole be our motivating concern in order that we thereby may become involved with the question as to the focal point of that entire message as it becomes apparent. … The Bible in its totality is essentially a great history (p. 4,6).

Westermann then proceeds to explain the origin of Scripture according to the historical-critical method:

[The Bible] was not written as a continuous account but grew out of living traditions and was gradually put together. … [The biblical narratives] were passed on orally for years, decades, and centuries before being put down in writing and then combined in the greater collections. … The two older sources, the Yahwist (or J) and the Elhoist (or E), so called from their use of the divine name, arose in about the ninth and eighth centuries respectively. One distinguishes between them and the later Priestly source (or P), which was not completed until the exile or shortly thereafter. … The nucleus of this great work is a religious confession, which gathers about itself and within itself the ancient national traditions in all their abundance (p 6,16,17).

Westermann then proceeds to develop the theory as to how the Pentateuch developed from the nucleus of Ex 1-15, continued with the embellishment of the account of the patriarchs (Gn 12-50), and then finally received the primeval history (Gn 1-11) as a prologue. This was the work of the final redactor, who pieced together the Scriptures “as a whole” from various documents (much as described by J. P. Hyatt in the appendix to chapter 27). The “Priestly Code”, essentially the book of Leviticus, was once a separate legal corpus, which presupposed “life in an established community,” and was introduced into the Pentateuch “after the time of Ezra” (p 67 and 68).

The Concordia Commentator reviewed Westermann’s work as follows:

A simple, clear, workable, comprehensive study of the Old Testament for serious beginning Bible students. It gives evidence of first-rate scholarship throughout. The author speaks with words of reverence and faith and shows a real commitment to the authority of Scripture.

CLOSING EVALUATION

Theories come and go. Recent scholars may contradict or at least modify the views of those who preceded them, thereby revealing the weaknesses of the previous theories. We may find one scholar’s position closer to our liking than another. But all members of the historical-critical school of interpretation deny the miraculous verbal inspiration of the Bible. The LORD plays no real part in the formation of the Bible. Therefore, only naturalistic explanations will be forthcoming, the methods and final conclusions of which will be unacceptable to us, even though we may be able to receive some literary insights from the studies of these men.  With the proliferation of schools, perhaps we need an umbrella definition of the historical-critical method.  The historical-critical method is any method of Scripture study that uses any element of human reason or any field of human knowledge to pass critical judgment on the truthfulness, reliability, and accuracy of Scripture.

The historical-critical method, which rejects the inerrancy of Scripture and which sets itself up as the judge of the Bible, is deadly poison. It robs God’s people of the clear teaching of Scripture. It sows uncertainty and doubt in the church. It presumptuously sets itself above the Word of God.

God has given us a better way. “In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry” (2 Timothy 4:1-5). Follow the better way.

APPENDIX: LITERARY APPROACHES TO

 THE OLD TESTAMENT—THREE TYPES
Earlier we noted that not all the types of literary study which critics undertake are inherently wrong. Not all literary studies have the same goals and presuppositions.  The same methods can be used with presuppositions of faith or presuppositions of unbelief.  Here we compare three types of literary study which are respectively: bad, dubious, and useful.

I.
Bad: The Main-Stream Critical Approach to Literary Studies
This method often promotes subjective readings, alternate readings, and counter readings, rather than a text-centered reading which strives to determine the author’s intent.  The results range from the down-right ugly to the moderately useful.   This approach is generally pluralistic and eclectic in methodology and attitude. Often the goals are not theological, but academic or polemic.  The practitioners often are not theologians. This approach nearly always treats the historicity of the text as unimportant.

II.
Dubious: The Evangelical Middle-of-the Road Approach
Here practitioners try to avoid the very negative results of extreme criticism and to maintain a basic historicity of biblical texts, but too often they compromise with critical methodology and findings. They aim to preserve theological integrity and academic respectability. They do not fully succeed in either.

III.
Useful: Traditional Appreciation for the Literary Genres and Qualities of the Old Testament
We should devote considerable attention to the literary features of the Bible.  If we neglect this, we may still convey the factual information in the text, but we will water down its emotional impact.

For example, one could get most of the basic message of Psalm 119 by reading eight to sixteen verses, but a reader misses the author’s attempt to convey an exhaustive praise of the Word from A to Z if he does not read the entire psalm in a sitting. The story of Job could be told in a few chapters, but no one will appreciate the struggle of Job and his friends without enduring their struggle along with them. The acrostic style of Lamentations is designed to exhaust the expression of grief. It is easy to misunderstand the Song of Songs if one is unaware of its chiastic structure.  Centering of key thoughts is also a key element in the psalms, in Job, in Lamentations.  Catch words are an important link in Proverbs. The text cannot be fully appreciated without recognizing these literary touches.

The Bible is usually concrete and visual and rich in images.  One of the biggest follies of so-called simplified translations of the Bible is that they destroy the literary qualities.

The Bible is more than great literature, but it contains great literature.  We read the Scriptures not simply to enjoy great literature but to be edified by the Word of God.  Therefore, the most important aspect of the biblical texts is their meaning, not their literary beauty.  Nevertheless, to fully appreciate the message from God, which is expressed in various literary forms, we have to appreciate the images and language in which it is expressed.  An appreciation of the literary qualities of the texts increases the emotional impact which they have on the reader.  We shouldn’t dissect the texts to such a degree that they become lifeless lab specimens, but as we read them, we want to experience the literary features, which will enhance our enjoyment and appreciation of the message of the texts.

As you read, identify the main topic or theme of each text.  Look for its main parts or divisions.   Identify and interpret its figures of speech.  Read the text aloud to appreciate its literary beauty.  Meditate on its message.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW

1. In what respect is traditio‑historical criticism an outgrowth of form criticism?

2. What is the primary concern of the traditio‑historical critics in their study of the oral form of biblical literature?

3. Distinguish between “traditum” and “traditio” according to their theory.

4. How did Albrecht Alt distinguish between the so-called “tribal gods” of Israel who were supposed to have preceded a monotheistic belief in Yahweh?

5. How did Israel as a nation come into existence according to Von Rad’s assumptions?

6. How were Israel’s “historical creeds” formulated according to Von Rad?

7. Which writer in Von Rad’s view then united the various traditions under the theme of redemptive history?

8. What is the chief concern of redaction criticism?

9. Summarize how negative criticism has, so to speak, come “full-circle”.

10. Why might the commentaries of canonical critics be more useful than those of other critics?

11. Explain the dangers demonstrably associated with trying to compromise between Christian faith and modifications of the results of negative criticism.
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