The Challenge of Interpreting the Bible

“And you will know the truth” (John 8.32)

The Bible

· Bible just means ‘book’ (Gk: hé biblos (sing.); ta biblia (pl.))

· Divided into the Old Testament (OT) and the New Testament (NT)

· According to the Protestant tradition there are 66 books in the Bible (OT 39, NT 27)

· Conservative estimates put the earliest book written at 1400 BCE and the last in 90 CE, although some books could be earlier (e.g. Job).

· The books were written in at least three different languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, & Greek), in different social and cultural backgrounds and employ a wide range of different genres.

1. The challenge of the Canon: Do we have the right books?
Canon means ‘rule, standard, guideline’ (Gk: kanon; Hb: qaneh)

a. The OT

· The 39 books of the traditional Protestant canon are the same of the Hebrew Tanakh, (see Appendix 1), although in a different order.

· They include the Law, History, Wisdom and the Prophets.  The Hebrew Bible has only a three fold division; The Law (Torah), The Prophets (Ketuvim), The Writings (Nevim.)

ai. Apocrypha

· Literally ‘hidden things’, although there is uncertainty as to why they are so called, but originally no derogatory meaning was intended.

· As well as the traditional 39 books in the OT, the RC church at the Council of Trent (1546 CE) also recognised the Books of Tobit, Judith, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch, 1 & 2 Maccabees as well as additions to Jeremiah, Esther, and Daniel.

· Not included were 1 & 2 Esdras, Prayer of Manasseh, Psalm 151, 3 & 4 Maccabees.

· All these books included in copies of the Septuagint and obviously read by the early Church, also highly regarded by the Jews as some included in the Qumran scrolls.

· There is no scholarly consensus as to what belongs in the Apocrypha.

· These books are generally regarded by the RC Church as deuterocanonical; that is later added to the canon but of the same standing and inspiration.

· Mixed attitude to the apocrypha in the early Church.

Jerome (written in 5th Century)

Not books of the canon but books of the Church.

Athanasius Letter 39 (written 367 CE)

“Not indeed included in the Canon, but appointed by the Fathers to be read by those who newly join us, and who wish for instruction in the word of Godliness.”

Luther (written 16th Century)

“Books which cannot be reckoned with the canonical books and yet are useful and good for reading.”

aii. Pseudepigrapha

· Alongside the apocrypha there is a large collection of other writings called the pseudepigrapha (lit. ‘false writings’ or ‘of false superscription’) again with no derogatory meaning intended.

· Includes mainly apocalyptic writings and testaments, but also examples of liturgical works, expansions of Biblical texts, wisdom literature, historical works, philosophy and poetry.

· Crossover between Judaism and Christianity and influenced both.

· 5 main criteria proposed:

1) Exclusively Christian or Jewish.

2) Attributed to ideal figures in Israel’s history.

3) Claimed to contain word/ message from God.

4) Built upon ideas in OT.

5) Written between 200 BCE-200 CE.

· Again little scholarly consensus as to what belongs in the Pseudepigrapha.

aiii. The Council of Jamnia

· It has been popular to ascribe the formulisation of the canon of the OT to a Council at Jamnia in 90 CE.  Now seen as incorrect for three reasons:

· The Council had no binding authority.

· Only books of Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon discussed.

· Books did not differ from Josephus’ list.

“It would appear that the frequently made assertion that a binding decision was made a Jabneh (Jamnia) covering all scripture is conjectural at best.”

(Lewis  What do we mean by Jabneh? JBL 1964) 

· The canon was almost certainly recognised before 100 CE.  Although somewhat fluid (cf. the Samaritan Pentateuch), as early as 200 BCE there is evidence of recognition of the Torah and the Prophets as authoritative.  Certain Wisdom books were the last to be accepted.

Ecclesiasticus: The Prologue (written 200 BCE)

“Many great teachings have been given to us through the Law and the Prophets and the others (books) that followed them.”

2 Maccabees 2.12 (written 104-64 BCE)

“Same things are reported in the records and in the memoirs of Nehemiah, and also that he founded a library and collected the books about the kings and prophets, and the writings of David, and letters of kings about votive offerings.”

Philo Contemplative Life ( written 20 BCE-50 CE)

“The Laws and the sacred oracles of God enunciated by the holy Prophets, hymns and psalms, and all kinds of other things by reason of which knowledge and piety are increased and brought to perfections.”
· In the Qumran  (Dead Sea) scrolls every single OT book accounted for except the book of Esther.  (Dated 200 BCE-70 CE.)

Josephus Contra Apion (written 1st Century CE)

“Our books, those that are justly accredited, are but two and twenty, and contain the record of all time.  Of these, five are the books of Moses.  The prophets subsequent to Moses wrote the history of the events of their times in thirteen books.  The remaining four books contain hymns to God and precepts for the conduct of human life.”  (cf. Luke 24.44)

· In the NT we have references to “The law and the Prophets” (e.g. Matthew 5.17; Luke 16.16-17).  Cf. John 5.39 “ These are the scriptures that testify about me.”

Is there a “progressive recognition of certain books as being canonical” or “the more current view that the formation of the canon required progressive growth, time and veneration before they were received as canonical?”

(Kaiser Jr. The Old Testament Documents 2001)
b. The NT

· Most Christian groups unanimous that there are 27 books in the NT Canon, (see Appendix 2.)

bi. Influences on the development of the NT Canon

· Gnosticism (‘secret teachings’ Acts 1.3)

· What constituted a genuine text? (Apostolic authority & the ‘rule of faith.’

· Marcion (144 CE), a ‘truncated’ NT canon.

· Montanism, an ecstatic, (charismatic), and apocalyptic movement.

· The ‘New Prophecy’,

· The churches mistrust of apocalyptic literature.

· Persecution by the Roman authorities.
· The Muratorian Canon (200 CE) & Eusebius (4th Century CE).
· The role of Constantine and the ‘50’.
· “An authoritative list of books or a list of authoritative books?”

“The Church did not create the canon but came to recognise, accept, affirm, and confirm the self-authenticating quality of certain documents that imposed themselves as such upon the Church”

(Metzger The Canon of the New Testament 1986)
bii. The Gospels

· The Gospels were recognised first very early on and there appears to be little controversy over accepting Matthew, Mark, Luke and John as authoritative.  

· Allusions in the Early Church Fathers, Tatian’s Diatesseron, etc.

· What about the Gospel of Thomas? (The Nag Hammadi Library and the Gnostic gospels.)

biii. The Letters of Paul

· Paul’s letters circulated very early on, (1 Thessalonians 5.27; 2 Thessalonians 2.2; Colossians 4.16; Galatians 1.2; cf. 2 Peter 3.15-16).

· But only record we have is as a collection.

· Not recognised as Scripture till much later, probably due to their occasional nature.

biv. The Catholic Letters/ Apocalypse

· Acceptance of various books differed in various places at various times, e.g. Hebrews in the West, Apocalypse in the East. (also James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2, 3 John.)
· Temporary authority of various other books (e.g. Shepherd of Hermas, Apocalypse of Peter, Gospel of the Hebrews, etc.)
“It is therefore not surprising that for several generations the precise status of a few books seemed doubtful.  What is really remarkable is that, though the fringes of the New Testament canon remained unsettled for centuries, a high degree of unanimity concerning the greater part of the New Testament was attained within the first two centuries among the very diverse and scattered congregations.”

(Metzger The Canon of the New Testament 1986)

· Three main criteria for the basis of canonicity:

1) Conformity to the ‘Rule of Faith’ (‘canon of truth’, ‘rule of truth’, ‘faithful sayings’)

· A Canon within the Canon? (Bauer/ Dunn)

2) Link to apostolic authority (either as eyewitnesses or as historians)

3) Usage by the majority of the Church

· Is the Canon closed?

2. The challenge of the Autographa: Do we have the correct text?
· Conservative views on the Bible have usually drawn a distinction between the original manuscripts of the books in the Bible and their subsequent copies.

· But if there are errors in the Bible, where do we attribute the mistake?  In the copy or the original?  As we do not have any extant originals, how would we know?

· This view is seen as untenable or academically untrustworthy, “a dishonest cop-out.”

· But this view asserts the practical authority of any copies and that the copies reflect the originals accurately.

a. Textual criticism

· “The ‘Science’ of choosing amongst variant readings of a text with the goal of recovering the original text.”

· Alterations to text occur for many reasons:

· Unintentional

· Intentional

b. The OT

bi. The Masoretic text

· Derived from a group of Jewish scholars, the Masoretes, who used a system of notes and signs to help preserve the text.

· Earliest full text is the Codex Leningradensis (1008-1009 CE), which provides the basis for the modern Hebrew Tanakh/ OT.

· Comparison with Genizah manuscripts provides fragments of other later copies.

· Earliest copies of text appear on silver amulets from 7th Century BCE.

bii. The Septuagint (LXX)

· Greek translation of the Hebrew Tanakh, (reportedly called because 70 (or 72) scholars in Alexandria produced the same translation independently), dated from the 3rd Century BCE.

· Witness to another textual tradition for the Hebrew Text, (used widely by the early Christians and quoted often in the NT.)

aiii. The Qumran Scrolls

· 800 scrolls discovered in caves near the Dead Sea in 1946.  Dated to the Roman campaign of 70 CE.

· Contain copies of every book in the Hebrew Tanakh, (with the exception of Esther), as well as numerous other documents.

· Manuscripts dated from between 200 BCE-50 CE.

· 60 percent of the Documents confirm the Masoretic text, the rest a mixture of proto-Samaritan, Septuagint related and other non-aligned texts.

· Where there are significant differences/addtions, question of various stages of development for some books suggested.

“The state of purity of the DDS nothing short of spectacular”

(Kaiser Jr. The Old Testament Documents 2001)

“Over 90 percent of the OT is textually sound and uniformly witnessed to.”

(Walke Old Testament Textual Criticism 1994)

c. The NT

· There 5000 manuscript copies of the NT either whole or in part.

· The four best copies (codex’s) are:

· Codex Sinaiticus (Oxford), Alexandrinus (Oxford), Vaticanus (Vatican), Bezae (Cambridge)

· If we included all papyri, translations, quotations, Lectionary readings the total would be nearer 25000!

· Compared to other examples of ancient literature, (e.g. The Gallic Wars, The Illiad), this is remarkable.

· The earliest surviving copy is a fragment of the Gospel of John, dated to 120-150 CE, found in Egypt.

· The next best surviving copies date from 200 CE, whilst the best codex’s date from 300-400 CE.

“The interval then between the dates of the original composition and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be in fact negligible...  Both the authenticity and the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally established.”

(Kenyon The Bible and Archaeology 1940)

“The New Testament then, has not only survived in more manuscripts than any other book from antiquity, but it has survived in a purer form than any other great book – a form that is 99.5 percent pure.”

(Geisler/ Nix General Introduction to the Bible 1968)

3. The challenge of Authority: Is the Bible the authoritative word of God?
· The Bible repeatedly makes claims that it is the very word of God, inspired revelation.  Yet is also a collection of books written by specific individuals, in a specific time, in a specific culture.  How do we reconcile the two?

a. Preliminary Considerations:

· Can God reveal himself through the written word?  (The adequacy of human language.)

· Is the Bible not just a witness to revelation?  (The role of Interpretation.)

· Does the Bible become revelation?  (The role of the Holy Spirit, Barth.)

· The role of the Holy Spirit/ humans in the composition of the texts.  (Process vs. end result.)

· Belief in the inspiration of the Bible within Christianity falls along a spectrum not just two opposing views.  (Is it a difference of degrees?)

b. Inerrancy: “means that Scripture in the original manuscripts does not affirm anything that is contrary to fact.”
(Grudem Systematic Theology 1994)

ai. The writers in the Bible repeatedly affirm they are recording the very words of God, (e.g. Jeremiah 1.9; 1 Corinthians 14.37; 2 Corinthians 12.9.)

· The different senses of ‘word of God’.

· The witness of the Biblical writers.

2 Timothy 3.16 (cf. 1 Timothy 5.17-18)

“All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.”

2 Peter 1.21 (cf. 2 Peter 3.16)

“Because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.”

· The witness of Jesus

Temptations of Jesus (Matthew 4.1-11)

“It is written.”

aii. As God by his very nature cannot lie or speak falsehood therefore all the words in the Bible are completely true and trustworthy. (2 Samuel 7.28; Hebrews 6.18; Titus 1.2)

aiii. Some common misunderstandings of this belief:

· This does not mean that God dictated and that the human authors wrote verbatim.

· The ‘concursive’ nature of revelation.  The work of both God and the human authors.

“Although God did not use the method of dictating his words to the human writers, the effect of inspiration was to produce the same result.”

(Marshall Biblical Inspiration 1982)

· This does not exclude the use of different literary conventions by the writers such as sources, (oral/ written), topical arrangement, loose quotation.

· Modern expectations should not be applied to the texts.

· Degrees of exactitude.

· Use of metaphor/ analogy/ symbolism/ hyperbole.

· Report of false statements/ lies (words of humans).

· Culturally relative.

“The truthfulness of scripture is not negated by the appearance in it of irregularities of grammar or spelling, phenomenal descriptions of nature, reports of false statements, or seeming discrepancies between one passage and another.”

ICBI Chicago Statement of Biblical Inerrancy 1978

· Appealing to the circular argument that scripture is God’s word because it claims to be that.  (The problem of absolute authority.)

· ‘Real’ problems surrounding interpretation should not just be ignored.

“Apparent inconsistencies should not be ignored.”

(ICBI Chicago Statement of Biblical Inerrancy 1978)

· But what would constitute refutation against inerrancy?  When does the belief become untenable?

· The inadequacy of translations.  “All translation is treason.”

b. Infallibility: traditionally used as synonymous with inerrancy, now used in a weaker sense, that is does not affirm anything that is contrary to fact in faith and practise.

“The Bible is entirely trustworthy for the purposes for which God inspired it.”

(Marshall Biblical Inspiration 1982)
bi. What are the reasons for affirming infallibility and denying inerrancy? 

1) Bible does not claim to be truthful in matters of science or history.

2) Inerrancy is too technical as a term, and is not used in the Bible.

3) We don’t have the original autographa.  (See above.)

4) The Biblical writers accommodated their message in minor details for the benefit of those listening at the time, (a ‘white’ lie.)

5) Overemphasises the divine aspect of the Bible and ignores the human/ cultural aspect. (See above.)

6) There are clear errors in the Bible.

7) Inerrancy is a relatively new belief, first proposed in the 19th Century (B.B. Warfield & Princeton Seminary.)

8) No clear agreement amongst Christians on many issues.

9) The ‘problem’ of the supernatural, (i.e. miracles.)

bii. Responses to arguments:

· The NT regularly assumes the truthfulness of various OT characters and episodes.

· Many major beliefs and practises based upon historical events or scientific observation.

· Terms defined adequately enough; use of other technical terms (e.g. Trinity.)

· Biblical writers own witness against falsehood,  (Ephesians 4.24-25.)

· Belief in inerrancy traceable back throughout history of Christianity.

· Our imperfect knowledge/ sinful nature of humans.

· The Resurrection!

biii. The ‘slippery slope’:

· Is this belief essential for Christian thought?

· Is the term ‘inerrant’ appropriate?

c. The role of faith

· Is it a reasonable faith?
Appendix 1

The Jewish Canon of 24 Books

Torah


The Prophets


The Writings
Genesis

Joshua



Psalms

Exodus

Judges



Proverbs

Leviticus

1-2 Kings (1-2 Samuel)
Job

Numbers

3-4 Kings (1-2 Kings)

Deuteronomy





Song of Solomon




Isaiah



Ruth




Jeremiah


Lamentations




Ezekiel



Ecclesiastes




The 12 (Minor prophets)
Esther








Daniel








Ezra-Nehemiah








1-2 Chronicles

Appendix 2

The Christian Canon of 27 Books

Gospels

Paul’s Letters

Catholic Letters/ Apocalypse
Matthew

Romans


Hebrews

Mark


1, 2 Corinthians

James

Luke-Acts

Galatians


1, 2, 3 John

John


Philippians


1, 2 Peter




1 Thessalonians

Revelation




Philemon







Ephesians







Colossians




2 Thessalonians




1, 2 Timothy




Titus

