WEST OF ENGLAND MINISTERIAL TRAINING COURSE

Introduction to Biblical Studies: Old Testament

Session 1 – Supplementary handout on Worldviews
World Views

As we start our study of the Old Testament
 two questions are worth asking: 

· Why is the Old Testament so difficult to read? 

· Why do most churches only preach New Testament sermons?

Some say that the New Testament replaces the Old Testament. The Old Testament simply points to Jesus and therefore, while it may be interesting, we don't really need it. All we need for faith is in the New Testament. 

The church not only labelled this a heresy (often associated with the name of Marcion who cut out the Old Testament from his bible in the 2nd century CE
) but went on to claim that that the New Testament was not enough, our faith is based on both testaments. Not only is the God of the Old Testament the very same God of the New Testament (Gnostic heresy suggested they were different) but when the New Testament talks of scripture and bible (e.g. 2 Tim 3:16) it is the Old Testament to which it refers. Paul seems to take it for granted that his churches knew the Old Testament. 

Therefore if we only read the New Testament we have only a third of our knowledge about God and a third of an understanding of what it means to be God's people. Yet even though many of us believe this, we still stick to the New Testament, because somehow it seems more accessible, less remote, more familiar and less strange, which is perhaps a fallacy bought about by over familiarity with the New Testament.

One of the reasons that the Old Testament seems strange may be a result of having a God who involves people in his work. God works through us, and if we look back on our own lives we can see how our humanness has been mixed in with all that God has done through us. Similarly much of the writer's humanness – their ancient world view and cultural setting - has influenced the Old Testament books. When coming to the bible we often forget that English is its second language. The bible is a translation from a different language and culture. What's more it comes from a culture or a series of cultures that existed up to 4000 years ago when people necessarily understood things differently. We only need to think of our modern cross-cultural difficulties to realise the potential for cross-cultural misunderstandings when reading the bible. 

'World view' is the term used for our cultural outlook. It covers the way we see and make sense of the world, the way we understand life, what is normal, what is moral, what has value for us. World view is culturally conditioned and arises out of our context and setting. However it is so innate that we hardly notice it until challenged by some alternative worldview. A very simple example is that people in the Middle Ages were afraid of falling off the edge of a flat world. The fear was real, even if misguided. Similarly the people of the Old Testament believed in a three storied universe (if you dug deep enough you hit Sheol; if you flew high enough you reached heaven) and we see this view in Hebrew poetry and in the creation accounts of Genesis. 
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But world view is more than just our understanding of the physical world - it is our understanding of what makes the world tick - our values and beliefs. Neither we, nor the biblical writers, can escape our world view and culture, but we can broaden and transform it. Nor is there anything inherently wrong with different worldviews although we are prone to think ours is 'right'! We could compare for instance the individual freedom of America's world view, with the corporate sense of identity in the African world view. Both of these world views have strengths and weaknesses, gains and losses.

Differences in world view mean that:

· we have to be very careful when we interpret the biblical text to avoid cross-cultural misunderstandings i.e. reading something the writer would never have intended and that

· much of what we read in the bible may seem alien to us, unless we have help from historians and anthropologists.
A Old Testament World View

God's world view – his values, ideals, understandings are of course neither those of the biblical writers nor those of today's Christians, but both may have picked up something of God's values and mixed them with the values of their own times. The advantage of coming face to face with a different world view is that we are able to notice, for the first time, the bounds of our own world view and so critique it. We can affirm that which is of God and change that which is not. Not only does the bible present us with the work of God, but it presents it through different glasses that enable us to see ourselves in new ways.

Historians and philosophers are agreed that between 1400 and 1800 the Western world underwent a huge shift in world view. This change is often called the Enlightenment and without it we would not have developed a sophisticated technological society. The change has had its plusses and minuses of which you will discover more in the doctrine and missiological courses.
For our purposes the Enlightenment means that we today have a fundamentally different outlook on the world to that of the biblical writers. The following is a starter list of 5 of the main differences. They are presented in a generalised and simplistic way but they can begin to alert us to the many subtle ways that the Old Testament worldview differs from our own.

1. The Bible is more concerned with understanding relationships than understanding things

One important aspect of the Enlightenment was a willingness to question everything and understand how it all worked. Collecting facts, analysing causes, exploring the natural world and seeking a logical explanation, all enabled science and technology to develop. Asking after the facts - how things happened, when and where has become so natural that we tend to assume that this was the main interest of the biblical writers. However surprising as it may seem, biblical writers may not have been interested in facts, in scientific or historic objectivity, certainly not as we understand those subjects.

While we may ask, 'How? When? What?' questions, the bible seems to ask 'Who? What was their purpose?' questions. The Biblical stories seem to be much more interested in relationships and in purposes, in who was involved in incidents and what they were up to and where God was in it all. Theology was their prime interest. For instance, it may be that Genesis 1 is not designed as a science textbook on the origin of the species but is rather concerned with what was the purpose of life and who was responsible for it. This more philosophical and theological goal for the chapter makes more sense of why Genesis 1 is written in stylised poetry. Modern science wants to ask how did life come into existence and uses technical prose never poetry! If this is the case then the creationist/ evolutionist debate may arise, on both sides, from a cross-cultural misunderstanding of what the biblical writers are trying to tell us.

So while our 'how, what and when' questions are valid ones to ask, they may not have been the prime concern of the biblical writers and therefore may not be directly answered for us in the Old Testament. We need therefore to be wary of taking dogmatic answers to 'how' and 'when' questions from the bible.

2. The Bible often uses concrete pictorial images rather than abstract propositions.

A corollary of the scientific modern world view is that we seek to explain everything precisely using abstract propositions. Truth must be logically defined, explained and better still reduced to an equation. However, when we turn to the bible we find very few propositional statements, certainly nothing approaching systematic doctrinal statements. God is not described by a list of attributes but by a description of what he has done '"He is the Lord our God who made a covenant with Abraham, a sworn promise to Isaac" (Ps 105 7-9) or by an image 'The Lord is my rock and my fortress' (Ps 18:2)

Images, metaphors and symbols abound in the bible and are the language used to express truth, particularly theological truth. It is almost as if for the biblical writers we can only get close to reality by using the tools of poetry. Our problem is that we are not used to hearing truth in this way and we need help in order to make sense of it. For instance:

When Ezek 18:2 says "The fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children's teeth are set on edge" we might phrase this as: "The parents have suffered and become bitter and the children's lives have been affected" or when Jer 13:23 says "Can the Ethiopian change its skin, or the leopard its spots?" we might say "Can people change their own nature?".

One of the dangers for us in interpreting the Old Testament is that we fail to see the image or a symbol in a passage and attempt to treat it literally with disastrous results. It pays therefore to always ask is this an image or picture of a theological truth rather than a propositional statement of truth?

3. Paradox is accepted if it proves true to life and experience. 

Enlightenment thinking has no space for living with paradox. Two contradictory things simply cannot be true and we must change our models or seek to find a synthesis, if we are to make progress. This refusal to accept paradox has led to many of our great advances in thinking. However we have not (yet?) been able to resolve every paradox and some are beginning to wonder whether there are some irresolvable paradoxes and whether that undermines all that we have been doing. At present our world seems to be torn between those who still believe that paradox can be ironed out and harmonised into a higher synthesis and those who think that paradox invalidates everything and there is no ultimate truth. 

The bible however celebrates paradox and seems to consider paradox the only way to capture that which is beyond explanation but proven true in experience.  So Malachi 3:6 says 'I the Lord do not change' while Ex 32:14 says 'The Lord repented/ changed'. The bible makes no attempt to reconcile the two statements, although doubtless most modern readers will be trying to harmonise them e.g. by claiming that it is God's nature that is unchanging but God may change his actions. The bible isn't interested in such harmonies; instead it has no problem with free will and predestination, God's sovereignty and our free choice, God's transcendence and his imminence, Jesus God and Human etc. Many of our church debates arise because the bible contains contradictory material, allowing opposite positions to be defended.

4. The Hebrew world thinks corporately rather than individually

The main change of the enlightenment was not simply in its scientific outlook but in its turn towards the individual. The search for the answer to 'how do we know that we exist' was answered by the conclusion 'I think therefore I am'. The only reality was the individual human reality and the individual as the centre of all now dominates the western world. For instance, in our society growing up is about becoming your own person, a separate unique individual. The teenage years are all about finding one's identity separate from one's parents. Twenty first century religion is all about my faith, my relationship to God. 

Before the Enlightenment, however, the world was a more corporate world as indeed many Asian and African societies still are. Biblical people thought in terms of the extended family and the tribe. Children found their identity not by differentiating themselves from their parents but by placing themselves within the family lineage, by being the child of X, the child of Y. To have a family tree was to be someone.

This world view has many implications for values and morality. A wrong done to one member of the family is done to the whole family and often the whole tribe as we can see in Judges 19-21. The whole family, the whole tribe suffered for the crimes of its members because the tribe was corporately responsible for its people Nums 16. Thus there could be law and order in society without any "state" interference or any independent police force. The tribe members were the responsibility of the tribe. This is a completely different way of organising society with corresponding strengths and weaknesses. Our difficulty with biblical passages often comes when we superimpose our individual model of law and order on the bible and judge the biblical world accordingly. Doubtless the biblical writers could equally judge many aspects of our society.

In order to begin to understand the biblical writers we need to think ourselves into a communal lifestyle. For instance we need to remember that people lived communally. This might explain the difficult passage in Ex 34:7b 'he punishes the children to the third and fourth generation'. In a corporate society if the father is punished all who live in the family i.e. 3 or 4 generations will suffer. This verse may be saying in picture language that sin is not simply an individual problem; it has ramifications for all those around us. As a further example the only social security was the family. Therefore to be cast out of the family or to lose one's family was to lose one's physical and financial security. It could well mean poverty and slavery, c.f. Gen 4:14, Ruth. Putting oneself into a corporate world view is essential to understanding the world as the biblical writers saw it.

5. In the Hebrew world, the message validates the messenger 

A further consequence of our western individualistic scientific world view is that we are no longer able to know everything. We are reliant on the experts to fix things and to tell us things. Initially this came with an element of trust – if the expert could demonstrate his credentials as an expert we believed him or her. Sadly trust has been abused and we live in a world that still requires experts to demonstrate their credentials but then pits one expert against another.

In the biblical corporate world this concern for the expert and their individual credentials seems to be missing. It is the credentials of the community or the group that matters. So, for instance, our ancient authors are happy to remain anonymous or even attribute their writings to some great leader or historic figure - the symbolic head of their group. Many books were written in the intertestamental period that claimed to be written by one of the Patriarchs or by Moses and it may be that some biblical books e.g the Pentateuch, the Psalms, Proverbs, parts of the Prophets were not actually written by the named characters. In our individualistic world this appears to be a fraudulent falsehood but in a corporate world it may be a sign of respect, an indication of clan allegiance or a way of indicating genre. To claim to have written something oneself may even have been considered a sign of hubris. Indeed pseudonymity, the writing of something under another name, was very frequent by the first century CE.

Worldviews - summary

These are five examples where the biblical world view may be at odds with our own and cause us to misunderstand what the biblical writers are saying. These are examples of the writer's culture coming through in the things they have written making the bible seem to us patriarchal, pre-scientific and at times simply alien. This is the risk God takes in choosing to work with fallible human beings.

Yet at the same time Christians wish to affirm that the Old Testament is sacred scripture, it speaks of God and comes from God through human agents, God can and will speak through it. If this is how God wishes us to have sacred scripture then it is worth engaging in the complex and tricky task of struggling to understand the Old Testament world view, a task known as hermeneutics.









� WEMTC uses the term Old Testament. However, "Old" is no longer (sadly) a revered status. Therefore the title contributes to the tendency, already present in the Church, to consider the 'Old Testament' as being, old, out-of-date and irrelevant – a position labelled heresy from the earliest times but nevertheless very prevalent. Many scholars nowadays use the term 'Hebrew Bible', a Jewish title. This has allowed Jewish and Christian studies to interact to our great benefit as well as reminding us that the Old Testament can stand alone and is not narrowly Christocentric. However this can further alienate Christians who might write off 'the Jewish scriptures'. This course will take seriously the "Jewishness" of the scriptures in their time and context. But it will also claim that the Old Testament is part of Christian scripture, to be seen in the whole context of Christian faith. Another alternative title ('Old Testament') indicates that this is God's first covenant to which a new / second covenant was added, fulfilling, but not overturning, the first.





� CE=Common Era = AD, BCE = BC =Before the Common Era. Language terms acceptable to Jews as well as Christians and especially used when dealing with a Jewish or shared Jewish/ Christian story.
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