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Critical tools for exegesis in Biblical scholarship

The rise of ‘Historical Criticism’ of the Bible
With the rise of the Enlightenment and the discovery of other ancient near eastern texts (ANET) there was a growing interest in reading the Bible as an historical document, asking questions such as who wrote this and when? Prior to this the Bible was read in a more devotional way. Enlightenment people realised that this was very subjective – the Bible could be made to say whatever we wanted it to say. The meaning of the passage must be what the author meant it to be, not whatever the reader wanted it to be. Therefore scholars became much more concerned with who wrote the books, when and what did they mean when they wrote it – in their context. So questions that the Biblical world view may not have had in mind were suddenly considered vital as proof of authenticity and true meaning. The results of this study were some conclusions that seemed at the time quite shocking. Maybe Moses didn't write all of the Pentateuch or David the Psalms. Maybe the prophets were talking about their own times rather than about the coming of Jesus centuries later. As scholars tried to read the Bible objectively they noticed the contradictions and disjunctions in the books more readily, and anachronisms became obvious. Different styles of writing and different interests were highlighted. Scholars realised that there was no hard archaeological evidence of the Biblical history before the return from exile.  Moreover they saw that every ancient manuscript was different - not only were there scribal copying errors, but the Greek Septuagint differed from the Hebrew bible which differed from the Syriac version. Scholars began to ponder by what process the Old Testament arose. These questions were not new, inconsistencies had been noted before, but they now became a dominating preoccupation.
Three key types of ‘historical criticism’:

1. Source Criticism

Authorship was the first issue addressed and people sought to work out firstly the authorship of the Pentateuch. Originally this was assumed to have been all written by Moses (even the part where Moses recounted his death). Now people began to wonder if it was really all written by one person, after all the writing styles seemed very different in places and the content was even contradictory. Perhaps there were several authors, maybe writing a lot later than Moses. From concentrating on the Pentateuch several theories arose:
· The Older documentary Hypothesis - Astruc 1753, Eichorn 1780, were among the first to notice that there were two different names for God – Elohim and YHWH used  in the Pentateuch. They suggested that Moses in compiling the Pentateuch had had access to several different documents which he then wove together. One of these documents called God Elohim and one used Jehovah/Yahweh. Astruc thought Moses put the 2 documents side by side and later writers combined them rather unsuccessfully into 1 document. This explained the repetitions such as we noticed in Genesis 1-2.
· Fragmentary hypothesis Geddes 1792 Vater 1802 suggested that the Pentateuch was originally lots of different documents each with one story or cycle of stories. They believed that the different documents (fragments) were put together by a redactor in the time of the monarchy e.g. around the time of Hezekiah.
· Supplementary hypothesis de Wette 1830 disagreed with both of these views and suggested that there was only 1 document that kept getting added to and altered. The first writer used the term Elohim for God and later writers used the name YHWH and then later still Deuteronomy added (which was assumed to be the law book found by Josiah  2 Ki 22-23)
· Newer documentary hypothesis Building on all these theories Hupfield 1853 suggested 4 sources for the Pentateuch – an Elohist history that stretched from Genesis - Joshua, which was supplemented by a later Elohist history from the Patriarchs to Joshua, to which was added a Yahwist history that also stretched from Creation to Exodus. A redactor combined these 3 sources and Deuteronomy was added later. The 4 source theory was debated, refined and made popular by Wellhausen 1885. A lot of discussion revolved around which of the sources was earlier (compare Kuenen's order PEDJ with Wellhausen's JEDP)
Wellhausen is credited with the Documentary Hypothesis which was the final results of this study. In fact all he did was make popular the hypothesis that had already been worked out by others. The documentary hypothesis is still the majority view of modern scholars as to the compilation of the Pentateuch although it has recently been seriously questioned often with a return to a supplementary hypothesis. Wellhausen suggested that: the earliest source came from southern Israel in the Monarchy and he labelled it J (Yahwist) as it used the name YHWH. Only slightly later the E (Elohist) document was completed in the northern kingdom. Beside the different names for God these documents all suggested that there are many holy places and that ordinary people can sacrifice to God anywhere. The feasts in these documents are agricultural.
About the time of the exile these 2 books were joined to a D (Deuteronomist) source which had a slightly different version of Genesis to Kings and was concerned to show there must be only one sanctuary and only priests can sacrifice.
Lastly after the exile a P (Priestly) version of Genesis - Kings, Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles was added, which assumed there was only 1 sanctuary and is much more concerned with priestly duties, genealogies etc. For P the feasts commemorate history not the seasons.
Wellhausen's original theory still hinged on the view that Deuteronomy was "discovered" by (or created for) Josiah and as a result Josiah changed the Israelite religion by ruling that worship could only occur at Jerusalem. If this was the case then passages that express contrary views Ex 20:24, 1 Sam 14:35 must be older.
Wellhausen believed that Israel's early religion was one of freedom and spontaneity which over time became regulated and centralised - later writers then read back their laws, sacrifices and regulations into earlier history. Clearly his philosophy was a product of the romantic ideas of his time influenced by Hegel and Darwin. The discovery of ancient law codes, demonstrated that Wellhausen's philosophical basis was untenable. However none of this rendered the documentary hypothesis, as a theory unworkable and so it has survived in pretty much the same order, until the advent of New Criticism.
For a while, later scholars tried subdividing things further, realising that not all material that used the term Yahweh was the same. Thus they 'identified' J1, J2, J3 sources etc. Some thought they could analyse the source of every verse or part verse! The increasing speculation this involved caused many to question whether this really helped our study of the bible!

While Wellhausen's views are broadly adopted by most scholars, debate continues. Recently some scholars ('the minimalists') want to see the whole biblical project coming from after the exile or even later. Others want to see J as the last source rather than the first.

2. Form criticism
The tracing of sources raised lots more questions about the background to the text: 

· Where had the writers got their ideas from? 

· What sort of issues were they addressing? 

· What genres were they using? 

i.e. Questions about the authors themselves.
This study of the genres and life setting (sitz im leben) became known as form criticism.
Gunkel 1901 assumed that the material in the sources did not come from important people but from the traditions of the ordinary people - stories told around the fire at night, songs of victory, hymns of praise, instructions from the priest. He believed that the Pentateuch was a collection of short early stories circulating to explain current questions e.g. how the earth was created Gen 1, why Bethel was holy Gen 28 etc. These were orally passed on, expanded and retold as necessary until finally collected together. J and E were therefore not authors but editors. Concerning the prophets he believed that they had originally spoken short oracles and sayings in various different contexts that were later collected together to make up the books. He attempted to categorise those sayings. There followed from this considerable genre analysis of the small units of the Old Testament and theories about the life setting and purpose of the original units e.g.

Westermann 1967 divided the prophetic writings into 3 categories a) accounts b) prophetic speeches c) prayers. He subdivided prophetic speeches into judgement speeches and salvation speeches. Prayers and Psalms he divided into laments and praises. 
And these could all be subdivided again! He believed that the original authors wrote in the particular genres of their time and that by knowing those genres we could see better what the author was trying to say.

3. Redaction Criticism

The most obvious next step was to ask how did these small units get joined together, what was the process by which the book was formed? Did the redactor act as a mere scribe copying down the units or did the redactor edit and add in order to make a complete story or even to make a particular theological point that the original document may not have done?
Von Rad 1966 developed his view with particular reference to the whole of Genesis - Kings. He believed that the process of compilation was complex but that at one point the Yahwist attempted to bring all the pieces together within a framework of salvation history. Therefore passages that might have been quite separate and have different purposes were linked together to show God at work and active in and through the whole of Israel's history.
Noth 1943 believed that Deuteronomy - Kings was a complete work brought together by the Deuteronomist who believed very much in the blessings and curses of Dt 28. The Deuteronomist set out to show how in the Books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings, that when Israel was obedient, she was blessed, and when disobedient, she was cursed. He also believed that Israel was originally an amphictony or loose federation of tribes with their own stories. These were gradually blended and elaborated to give a coherent picture of unity, even though in history Israel was never an actual entity. (see also notes on the Conquest)
Nowadays redaction criticism takes place much more at the level of biblical books.
e.g. regarding Micah, redaction critics believe there was an original person (Micah) who made an impact and said and did things that were understood then (or later) to be of YHWH. Many critical scholars believe only ch 1-3 come from him. Micah or his disciples may have written down these oracles or they may have been passed on orally. These sayings were preserved at certain worship centres and where given the status of God's word - but because this God was still our God, each succeeding generation saw in them the Word for their own time. (So 100 years later during the Babylonian siege Micah's words concerning the Assyrian siege of Jerusalem were applied to the current crisis.) During the exile when Micah had been proved a true prophet, people searched for signs of hope in his words. Each new interpretation became attached as a sort of commentary along with other relevant material and then handed to the next generation (the same process happened in other Jewish writings e.g. the Talmud.). For instance some scholars believe that during the exile the extra oracles of hope in Micah chaps 4 and 5 were added. At a later stage when the traditions were more settled, the oracles began to be read within worship followed by a 'sermon' and liturgical response. In some cases these too have been tacked on to the end of the book e.g. chap 7:14-20

More recent types of Biblical Criticism

Canonical criticism

By the late 60's historical criticism had reached an impasse. Refinements were going on at the micro level (e.g. verses classified and reclassified), but such moves were fairly speculative.

Childs 1974 criticised scholarship for becoming an end in itself and he complained that by fragmenting the Old Testament the overall message was lost. He argued that the origin was not particularly relevant, what gave the bible authority was not who wrote it and when, but that it was part of the Bible as we now have it. The bible should be read as a whole.
New Literary Criticism

New Literary Criticisms emerged in the 1970's also as a reaction to the disillusionment. They looked for interpretation method to ideas from English literature. It began from the view that history was not necessarily relevant, what was important was the way the story was told. The author's background may be interesting and enlightening but isn't necessary for understanding the story - the story has a life of its own. These scholars suggested that contradictions and repetitions rather than evidence of bad editorship was actually part of reinforcing the story and involving the reader in remembering. Study turned therefore to the search for unity rather than diversity, looking for patterns within large sections.
The newer criticisms take many forms e.g. Rhetorical criticism looks at how speeches are designed to persuade and convince people of a particular viewpoint. The prophets have been studied as rhetoric in the light of ancient (Greek) rules for rhetoric. This led to the suggestion that rather than a collection of short sayings, the prophetic books contain long discourses attempting to persuade the people of the need e.g. to worship Yahweh or capitulate to the Babylonians.
Another example is the literary theory study of the bible which finds the final editor/ redactor an accomplished and skilful story teller. It comes to the Bible as if it was any other story, using tools from modern literary theory. Much of what was originally labelled repetition, inconsistency, duplication is now viewed as being integral to the story. It asks questions about:
- Plot and themes

- Characters and how character's develop and are real to life

- What sort of techniques the author uses to create suspense or humour or irony

e.g. repetition and variation, slowing things down with dialogue, speeding things up with action

are their gaps, things left hidden that we have to guess at, and fill in our selves: how is the reader drawn in to the story?

- What are the agendas, motives of the author.

The current centre of biblical studies has moved from the historical criticisms that seek to discover source and setting to these more literary studies that seek to examine the literary style of the text. 

Nowhere is this more so than Genesis 12-50, which provides a good example of this in action.

Historical criticism agreed that there had once been 3 completely separate cycles of stories which the redactors attempted to weave together by relating the 3 heroes and creating linking sections. The duplications and inconsistencies betrayed this. It was thought the original stories were created around legendary heroes and their purpose was to explain the cultural traditions or historic memories e.g. Gen 19 explains the destruction of Sodom and Gomorra, Gen 28:10-19 explains the place name for Bethel (the task of form criticism was to isolate the setting or purpose of each story). Therefore the concentration has been on the individual Genesis stories.

Literary study is too new to have yet reached conclusions in the way we can talk of the 'conclusions' of historical criticism (indeed it will probably never get to this stage as it is aware much more of the subjectivity and diversity of reading). Nevertheless it is breaking new ground and giving new insights. The result is a plethora of books with titles such as Sailhamer J. H. The Pentateuch as Narrative  Zondervan 1992. As an example Turner L. A. Announcements of Plot in Genesis Sheffield: JSOT 1990 sees the whole Abraham narrative as about the quest by Abraham for an heir. Abraham understands this to be firstly Lot and secondly Ishmael (hence Abraham's continued attempts to rescue Lot, and his ability to so easily hand over Sarah) but God has his eyes on Isaac.

As an example here are some literary thoughts on Genesis 18:22-33:

Plot: This imitates the bargaining of the market place and creates a sense of time during which the 'angels' reach Sodom. It has 2 climaxes: v25b 'Will he not do justice?' and v32 'for the sake of 10' at which we abruptly stop. The conversation is slow and leisurely to begin with but speeds up as time goes on- the phrases getting shorter and more terse

Characters: There are 2 characters - YHWH whose comments are always abrupt and cryptic. Is this an indication of his transcendent generosity or is it an enigmatic aloofness or reluctant willingness - 

we don't know and the suspense of 'will God or won't God' keeps us reading, but note that YHWH has the last word, suggesting that in fact he has been in control all the time.
Abraham is more voluble, but ever polite and deferential - speaking as a subject to a king (more obvious in Hebrew) yet persistent and bold, albeit a little fearful of how far he can go. But what are his motives - we don't know - is it selfless interceding, or fear that Lot his heir will be destroyed. And why does he stop at 10 - does he chicken out? does God terminate the conversation or are we left deliberately in the dark so we keep reading the next instalment? 
Structure: this is very tightly structured, repeated key words, minor variations in a fixed pattern  (abbaa, ababb for v28-32)

Explorations in this way can reveal many avenues for fruitful preaching.
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