Criticism as applied to the Bible simply means the exercise of judgment

Both conservative and liberal scholars engage in two forms of biblical criticism:

Lower criticism deals with the text.  It attempts to determine what the original text said.

Higher criticism treats the source of the text, and asks who said it and when, where, and why it was written.
Most controversies surrounding Bible criticism usually involve higher criticism

Higher criticism can be divided into negative (destructive) and positive (constructive) types

Real criticism doesn’t begin its work with the intent to subvert the authority and teaching of Scripture.

However, much of modern biblical criticism springs from unbiblical philosophical presuppositions.  The most basic of these is a prevailing naturalism (antisupernaturalism) that is intuitively hostile to any document containing miracle stories.

This naturalistic bias divides negative (destructive) from positive (constructive) higher criticism:

	
	Positive Criticism

 (Constructive)
	Negative Criticism

 (Destructive)

	Basis
	Supernaturalistic
	Naturalistic

	Rule
	Text is “innocent until proven guilty”
	Text is “guilty until proven innocent”

	Result
	Bible is wholly true
	Bible is partly true

	Final Authority
	Word of God
	Mind of man

	Role of Reason
	To discover truth (rationality)
	To determine truth (rationalism)


Examples of unscholarly bias in Bible criticism

An originator of modern negative criticism, Benedict Spinoza, e.g., declared that Moses did not write the Pentateuch, nor Daniel the whole book of Daniel, nor did any miracle recorded actually occur. Miracles, he claimed, are scientifically and rationally impossible.

In the wake of Spinoza, negative critics concluded that Isaiah did not write the whole book of Isaiah. That would have involved supernatural predictions (including knowing the name of King Cyrus in Isaiah 44:28 and 45:1) over 100 years in advance

Likewise, negative critics concluded Daniel could not have been written until 165 bc. That late authorship placed it after the fulfillment of its detailed description of world governments and rulers down to Antiochus IV Epiphanes (d. 163 bc)

A supernatural prediction of coming events was not considered an option. This same naturalistic bias was applied to the New Testament by David Strauss (1808–1874), among others.

Historical criticism

Uses various techniques to date documents and traditions, to verify events reported in those documents, and to use the results to interpret the documents

Source criticism attempts to discover and define literary sources used by the biblical writers

It seeks to uncover underlying literary sources, classify types of literature, and answer questions relating to authorship, unity, and date of Bible books

We will use the documentary hypothesis as a detailed example of source criticism of the OT

Source criticism in the New Testament over the past century has focused on the so-called “Synoptic problem,” since it relates to difficulties surrounding attempts to devise a scheme of literary dependence that accounts for similarities and dissimilarities among the Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke

Theories tend to work with the idea of a now-absent Q or Quelle (the German word for “source”) used by the three gospel writers, who wrote in various sequences, with the second depending on the first and the third on the other two

Form criticism studies literary forms, such as essays, poems, and myths, since different writings have different forms

Often the form of a piece of literature can tell a great deal about the nature of a literary piece, its writer, and its social context.

Sometimes form-critical studies are marred by unjustified assumptions, including that early forms must be short and later forms longer, but, in general, form criticism has been of benefit to biblical interpretation

These techniques of negative form criticism have been introduced into NT study of the Gospels

In investigating the 20 year period of oral traditions between the close of NT events and the earliest written accounts of those events, critics attempted to classify this material into “forms” of oral tradition and to discover the historical situation within the early church that gave rise to these forms

These units of tradition are usually assumed to reflect more of the life and teaching of the early church than the life and teaching of the historical Jesus. They believe the forms in which the units are cast are clues to their relative historical value.

The fundamental assumption of negative form criticism is that by creating new words and deeds of Jesus as the situation demanded, the gospel writers arranged the units or oral tradition and created artificial contexts to serve their own purposes

Negative form critics hold two basic assumptions:

The early Christian community had little or no genuine biographical interest or integrity, so it created and transformed oral tradition to meet its own needs

The evangelists were compiler-editors of individual, isolated units of tradition that they arranged and rearranged without regard for historical reality

It is through the use of negative form criticism that the Jesus Seminar puts out color-coded gospels showing the various levels of certainty they have about particular saying of Jesus

Another example is the claim of one NT scholar (Robert Gundry) that Matthew created the Magi story (Matthew 2) out of the turtledove story (of Luke 2). For according to Robert Gundry, Matthew “changes the sacrificial slaying of ‘a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons,’ at the presentation of the baby Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2:24; cf. Lev. 12:6–8), into Herod’s slaughtering of the babies in Bethlehem” (Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art, pp. 34–35). Such a view not only degrades the integrity of the Gospel writers but the authenticity and authority of the Gospel record

Redaction criticism

Redaction criticism, being more closely associated with the text, is less open to the charge of subjective speculation

Redaction (editorial) critics can achieve absolute certainty only when they can examine all the sources that were at the disposal of the redactor (editor), since the task is to determine how a redactor compiled sources, what was omitted, what was added, and what particular bias was involved in the process

At best, the Bible critic has only some of the sources available, such as the books of Kings used by the writers of Chronicles. Elsewhere, in both OT and NT, the sources must be reconstructed out of the edited work itself. Then redaction criticism becomes much less certain as a literary device.

Redaction critics have been influenced by historical criticism, source criticism, and form criticism. As a result, some critics hold many of the same presuppositions, including the documentary hypothesis in the OT

Redaction critics tend to favor a view that Bible books were written much later and by different authors than the text says

They believe late theological editors attached names out of history to their works for the sake of prestige and credibility

Redaction criticism and the Gospels

The early church’s stake in truth

That the early church had no real biographical interest is highly improbable. The NT writers, impressed as they were with the belief that Jesus was the long-promised Messiah, the Son of the living God (Matt. 16:16–18), had great motivation to accurately record what he actually said and did.

To say otherwise is contrary to their own clear statements. John and Luke each claimed to record actual events (John 21:25 and Luke 1:1–4). Elsewhere John said “What . . . we have heard, we have seen with our eyes, we beheld and our hands handled . . . we proclaim to you also” (1 John 1:1–2).

The work of the Holy Spirit

Redaction critics tend to neglect or deny the role of the Holy Spirit in activating the memories of the eyewitnesses. Much of the rejection of the Gospel record is based on the assumption that the writers could not be expected to remember sayings, details, and events after the 20-40 years between their occurrence and the first written Gospel.

Again the critic is rejecting or neglecting the clear statement of Scripture. Jesus promised his disciples, “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.” (John 14:26).

Even on the unlikely assumption that no one recorded anything Jesus said during his lifetime or immediately after, the critics would have us believe that eyewitnesses whose memories were later supernaturally activated by the Holy Spirit did not accurately record what Jesus did and said.

Redaction versus Editing

There are important differences between destructive redaction and constructive editing

No knowledgeable scholars deny that a certain amount of editing occurred over the biblical text’s thousands of years of history

This legitimate editing, however, must be distinguished from illegitimate redaction which the negative critics allege. The negative critics have failed to present any convincing evidence that the kind of redaction they believe in has ever happened to the biblical text.

The following chart contrasts the two views.

	Legitimate Editing
	Illegitimate Redacting

	Changes in form
	Changes in content

	Scribal changes
	Substantive changes

	Changes in the text
	Changes in the truth


The redaction critic’s model of the canon confuses legitimate scribal activity, involving grammatical form, updating of names, and arrangement of prophetic material, with illegitimate redactive changes in actual content of an author’s message

It confuses acceptable scribal transmission with unacceptable tampering

It confuses proper discussion of which text is earlier with improper discussion of how later writers changed the truth of texts

A Case Study in Source Criticism: The Documentary Hypothesis

What it is

The documentary hypothesis (DH) is that the Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy) was not written by Moses, nor was it written during the Israelites’ journey from Egypt to Canaan

Instead DH critics believe that the Pentateuch emerged in five stages

J document

Named because the author used the word “Yahweh” for God (since the theory began with a German and the word”Yahweh” starts with a “J” in German)

Supposedly written in Judah shortly after 900 BC to provide a history showing why the government should be in Judah in the southern kingdom

E document

Named because the author used the word “Elohim” for God

Supposedly written in Israel around 750 BC to provide a counter-history showing why the government should be in the northern kingdom

Merged with J to form JE  in Judah around 700 BC after the fall of the northern kingdom

D document

Essentially the laws in the Book of Deuteronomy but supposedly not written until the 600s BC and made public in King Josiah’s reform beginning in 621 BC

DH critics think the finding of the lost book of the law in II Kings 22:8 is just a cover story

P document

Supposedly composed by priests in the Babylonian exile and then back in Jerusalem

Merged with JE to form JEP between 500 and 450 BC

R, a final redactor or group of redactors, merged JEP with D to form the final Pentateuch

The above is only a general outline.  Different DH critics have different theories and subdocuments

Why it is important

If the documentary hypothesis is basically true:

The Pentateuch is essentially useless as history.  It is not a record of what happened so much as a record of what the redactors wanted their readers to think happened

Judaism has no supernatural origin.  The workings of God in the recorded miracles are merely the way the redactors wanted the readers to understand Jewish legends

Israel’s religion and early history is an intentional fraud

Jesus was either misquoted multiple times or wasn’t God, since the NT writers on multiple occasions quote Him as saying that Moses wrote the Pentateuch

Examples of some assumptions on which the DH is based

The second commandment could not have been written by Moses because idol worship was a characteristic of Middle Eastern religion at the time of Moses

In excavations of Israelite towns no images of Yahweh have ever been found, although there have been many instances of Canaanite idols found in Israelite towns

A single author would always use the same word for God.  The presence of multiple words indicates multiple authors

The words Yahweh and Elohim have different meanings and using one versus the other can be justified based on subject matter

The DH critics themselves assign verses to particular subdocuments even though they don’t agree with the global subdocument, e.g., use of “Elohim” in the supposedly J document containing Genesis 31:50

The Koran uses different words for God in different suras, yet critics don’t assume it had multiple authors

A single author would cover a given event only once.  Multiple accounts means multiple authors

Critics unjustly assume that similar passages are repetitions rather than multiple, similar events, e.g., Abraham twice and Isaac once claiming a beautiful wife to be a sister

Some stories concern partly common subject matter told from a different point of view, e.g., the creation of earth in general, including man (Genesis 1:1-2:3) and the specifics of placing man in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2:4-2:25)

Moses could not have written the Pentateuch because writing was not used in Israel before his death

Moses was educated in Egypt, one of the most advanced societies of his time

Archaeologists have found numerous examples of writing at or before the time of Moses, although many of these discoveries were after the DH was conceived 

The priestly code in Leviticus was too advanced for the time of Moses and originated around the time of the Babylonian exile

Similar laws have been found at or before the time of Moses in Canaan and Babylon

The differences between the biblical laws and the ones that predate them are significant enough to show that the bible was not merely a copy

Examples of evidence for Mosaic authorship

The Bible says in many places, including quotes from Jesus, that Moses wrote the Pentateuch

The covenant format of the Book of Deuteronomy is extremely similar to the format of Hittite treaties around 1400 BC detailing the relationships and obligations of the emperor to lesser vassal kings, but is different from such treaties of later empires, like the Assyrian and Babylonian (the dominant empires at the time the DH says Deuteronomy was written)

Why would it be necessary to make up all that stuff about the tabernacle and about the tribal marching, camping and battle orders if you were writing 700 years later?

Satires of source criticism
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