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Introduction to Biblical Studies: Old Testament

Session 3
Supplementary Handout on the Bible and History

In the back of the Bible you will often find timelines of the biblical story. Any dates given are almost certainly incorrect, as what few dates there are in the Bible do not produce a coherent calendar. Such timelines can only therefore be rough guesses and only give us a general picture of what periods the Bible story is set in.
Historicity
Before embarking on our Biblical story we need, as ‘people of the Enlightenment’, to give a brief consideration to the subject of historicity. There has been a continuing debate for the last century about when the Old Testament events happened, and indeed whether they happened at all. Contrary to some popular belief, archaeology never turns up 'proof' of history. Instead it turns up artefacts that are open to a variety of interpretations. Indeed it is hard to envisage what artefacts we could realistically find that would, beyond a shadow of a doubt, confirm most biblical events. They were not the sort of events to leave artefacts. 
In modernity, where science was considered to be the path to truth, history (the 'science' of the past) often appeared to be the science most appropriate to the study of the Bible. If the bible is trustworthy and truthful then, some claimed, it must be true in every historical detail; in fact it must be history. Therefore much of the Bible was read as 'history' in a modern sense, and the possibility of Genesis or Exodus, let alone Joshua or Kings, being in some other genre was almost inconceivable.  

However, the rise of post-modernity in the late twentieth century has made us more aware that history is not an ‘objective science’, but a subjective attempt to make sense of a variety of data. The ancient world's genre of history writing doubtless had less concern with ‘objectivity’ than our modern ‘scientific’ history. However, no history writers, either ancient or modern, are free from bias – none manage to set out 'the plain unadorned facts', all have ‘agendas’ or viewpoints they want to get across. All are seeking to give events a meaning, an interpretation. For the Biblical history writers, their primary aim was theological. They want to make theological sense of the events of their time. They want to do theological reflection on their own situations through the stories of their people and their God. 

As a result of this we are now in a position of having a huge spectrum of views. Some scholars of a more liberal persuasion have argued that many of the stories are not history but 'myth' - stories that have grown up over the centuries to encapsulate religious truths. Some conservative scholars have countered with attempts to prove the historical reliability of the Biblical account. Alternatively, recently, a small group of scholars (known as the minimalists) have suggested that the whole work was a piece of theological reflection (or propaganda?) from a very late period of Israel's history. In between the extremes there are a whole variety of views. Most scholars lie somewhere between and believe that the stories have ancient roots even if their current written form came later on in Israel's history.
You will need to make up your own mind on where you stand in the continuum, and indeed where you stand on each book of the Bible. But I would like you to keep the following in mind:
1. The concern for historical science is a post-enlightenment preoccupation, albeit one that post-modernity is undermining. We need to ask what sort of history the biblical writers were aiming to write.  They were certainly interested in interpreting God, what God was up to, how God was at work. But to what extent do these theological concerns merge with a desire to convey what really happened – the historical 'how', 'when' or 'what' questions?
2. The Old Testament is full of a variety of genres, and it's worth asking whether one genre is less true than another. Is poetry less true than history? Is the Good Samaritan less true for never happening? Is everything in the Bible intended to be history or might some of it be intended as fictional parable like the Good Samaritan? Is some of it intended as poetry?
3. Whether or not the Old Testament stories are historically true, they are stories set in a particular time, place and culture. Therefore it is still necessary to know something of the history and culture of the setting even if you don't think a particular book is strictly historical. Knowing about the time the story is set in, will help us understand how the story works and what 'messages' it may have.
4. Of course at many points (though perhaps not as often as we think) the Bible does make claims that God has actually acted in the world in this way. At these points the writer is claiming; 'this action in the past is the guarantee that God will also act in our world and our time'. The issue is working out whether historicity is important to the genre of a particular chapter or book.
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