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Introduction with the Text of Genesis





Scriptural Interpretation





Methods of Biblical Criticism

Biblical criticism is a form of historical criticism that seeks to analyze the Bible through asking certain questions of the text, such as: Who wrote it? When was it written? To whom was it written? Why was it written? What was the historical, geographical, and cultural setting of the text? How well preserved is the original text? How unified is the text? What sources were used by the author? How was the text transmitted over time? What is the text's genre and from what sociological setting is it derived? When and how did it come to become part of the Bible?

Biblical criticism has been traditionally divided into textual criticism, also called lower criticism, that seeks to establish the original text out of the variant readings of ancient manuscripts, and higher criticism that focuses on identifying the author, date, and place of writing for each book of the Bible. In the twentieth-century a number of specific critical methodologies have been developed to address such questions in greater depth.





--Source Criticism

When interpreting a biblical text, the task of the source critic is to discover the origin of the materials which the biblical authors used to tell their story. 

For example, the history in the Books of Kings and Chronicles is probably based upon the court records dutifully preserved by the royal scribes, and the Psalms are songs and prayers gathered by the priests and people for official Temple worship. 

When studying the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible), scholars believe that at least four major traditions are represented, drawn from stories handed on by word of mouth. The Priestly Source, developing during and after the time of the exile (584 B.C.), preserves the traditions associated with worship and the temple (first chapters of Genesis). An older source, known as the Yahwist tradition because it prefers to call God by the name "Yahweh," is probably from the southern part of the kingdom about the 10th century B.C. (most of the second chapter of Genesis). A third source, the Elohist tradition, is believed to have developed around Samaria after the schism in 922 B.C.(Genesis 20). Deuteronomist is the fourth tradition and style and offers a more homiletic presentation of the Hebrew Law (Deuteronomy).





--Form Criticism

Like our newspapers, the Bible contains various kinds (genres) of writing. Each literary form or genre (narrative, fiction, drama and so on) has its own rules for composition and presentation of the truth. A form critic, then, tries to identify the literary form which the biblical author used. Understanding the form helps us to understand the text better. 

Poetry, for example, allows greater freedom of expression than does history. If the reader fails to recognize that the literary form of a text is poetry, he or she may well come up with a faulty interpretation. Imagine the confusion of anyone who reads the description of the bride in Song of Songs but fails to consider its literary form: "You hair is like a flock of goats… your teeth are like a flock of ewes… you neck is like David's tower…" (4:2-4). 

By analyzing the Creation story in light of literary forms and archaeological discoveries, Bible scholars have come to realize that this first chapter of Genesis is based upon an ancient myth—a human way of exploring and dealing with a mystery. The people of Israel did not know how the world was made, but they were convinced that it was their God who made it. Under the form of sacred myth, the author tells a beautiful story of Creation, dramatically expressing the truth of God's power, goodness, wisdom and love.





--Redaction Criticism

More fancy talk from Bible scholars. To redact means "to edit or adapt for publication." Redaction criticism is when a biblical scholar, like a detective, traces through clues in the text to see how it was pulled together, by some unknown editor or editors who gathered the sources, selected materials and wove them into the biblical accounts. Sometimes the editors put similar stories back to back (the two Creation stories, Genesis 1:1-2:4a and 2:4b-25). Other times the two accounts were woven together (Noah and the flood). 

In the New Testament, there are two stories of Jesus' birth (Matthew 1:18—2:12 and Luke 2:1-19). The redaction critic asks why the two evangelists using the same basic material have told significantly different stories. Here, as in most cases, it is the editor's purpose and audience which give us a clue to the choice of material and presentation of it.





--Historical Criticism

With the help of archaeology, history and dating techniques, the historical critic determines the age of a document or text and verifies the information found in the biblical record. 

Historical criticism has shown, for example, that the Book of Wisdom, although attributed to King Solomon, was actually written several hundred years after his death. Scholars have shown that the author of Wisdom was familiar with the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, done in the second century B.C., about 800 years after Solomon died. The language and style of Wisdom suggest, in fact, an author living in the first century B.C., probably a resident of Alexandria in Egypt.





--Literary Criticism

Literary criticism is the study, discussion, evaluation, and interpretation of literature. Modern literary criticism is often informed by literary theory, which is the philosophical discussion of its methods and goals. Though the two activities are closely related, literary critics are not always, and have not always been, theorists.

Whether or not literary criticism should be considered a separate field of inquiry from literary theory, or conversely from book reviewing, is a matter of some controversy. For example, the Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory and Criticism draws no distinction between literary theory and literary criticism, and almost always uses them together to describe the same concept. Some critics consider literary criticism a practical application of literary theory, as criticism always deals directly with a literary work, albeit from a theoretical point of view.

Modern literary criticism is often published in essay or book form. Academic literary critics teach in literature departments and publish in academic journals, and more popular critics publish their criticism in broadly circulating periodicals such as the New York Times Book Review, the New York Review of Books, the London Review of Books, The Nation, and The New Yorker.





--Rhetorical Criticism

Rhetorical criticism of the OT seeks a knowledge of the forms, genres, structures, stylistic devices, and rhetorical techniques common to the literature of the ancient Near East to understand better how these can contribute to our interpretation of the OT.... At every step, close attention is given to repetition, parallelism, strophic structure, motifs, climax, chiasm, and numerous other literary devices. Such close examination of composition is an attempt to achieve a better understanding of the movement of the author's thought, intent, and message, and to determine how the rhetoric would be experienced by the audience. (Duane F. Watson, "Rhetorical Criticism," ISBE 4:182.)





--Structural Criticism

Structuralism is not concerned with the content of a text or any other kind of system; rather, it analyzes and explores the structures underlying the text or system, which make the content possible. One of the leading principles of Structuralism is that the form defines the content ("form is content").  That is, that the underlying structure of a text or system, which presents and organizes the content, determines the nature of that content as well as its message or communicated information. Thus Structuralism analyzes how meaning is possible and how it is transmitted - regardless of the actual meaning.





--Diachronic/Synchronic

The adjective diachronic (from Greek elements dia "through" and chronos "time") means "historically", "over time".It is generally opposed to synchronic. It is used, for example, in:

diachronic or historical linguistics, the study of how languages and language families change over time. Opposed to synchronic or descriptive linguistics, which studies a language at a specific point in time. 

diachronic distinction or diachronic contrast, between two entities that existed in different epochs, e.g. between the archaic English verbal suffixes -eth and the modern ones -s/-es. Opposed to a synchronic distinction, between two co-exisiting entities, e.g. between the English pronouns he and she. 

diachronic process, in modern philosophy of mind, a process that occurs over a long period of time. 

The adjective synchronic (composed from Greek elements syn "together" and chronos "time") means roughly "simultaneous", "at the same time". It is generally opposed to diachronic. It is used, for example, in:

synchronic or descriptive linguistics, the study of a language at a specific point in time; as opposed to diachronic or historical linguistics which deals with how languages change over time. 

synchronic distinction or synchronic contrast, a distinction between two co-exisiting entities, e.g. between the English pronouns he and she. Opposed to a diachronic distinction, between two entities that existed in different epochs, e.g. between the archaic English verbal suffixes -eth and the modern ones -s/-es. 

synchronic process, in modern philosophy of mind, the facilitation of immediate conscious awareness in relatively brief time scales (such as 100 milliseconds). 





“Original Meanings”

One approach, especially popular in the mid-19th century until a decade or two ago, is the historical-critical method. Biblical critics who employ this method believe that in order to truly understand Scripture, we must understand the context in which-and the audience for which-it was written. Meaning is housed in origins, according to this viewpoint, and therefore research is the key to understanding. First and foremost, we must make sure we understand the original meaning of the text. Words may have different definitions and connotations now than when they were written, and if we do not understand the meaning the author intended them to have, we risk misinterpreting the text. Indeed, historical critics may go so far as to claim that the only way to interpret a passage of Scripture is in light of the meaning it had for its first audience. Any interpretation proposed after that time, or any meaning the original audience could not have derived, must be a distortion (Barton 9-11). 

In addition to understanding the original meaning of the words of Scripture, the critic uses historical reconstruction to attempt to uncover what really happened in a given passage. He is interested in the historical facts of Jesus' life, not the portrait the New Testament writers paint of him. Source analysis, a subcategory of the historical-critical method, attempts to trace back to the original sayings of Jesus, as well as the original stories that were told of him in early Christian communities. The object is to find out who Jesus was, not who he is said to be by the Gospel writers (Barton 11). 

"Meaning" in the historical-critical approach is something objective, something which can be uncovered with the use of correct tools and methods. The historical-critical approach requires what Barton calls "disinterested scholarship" (p. 12). The goal of historical criticism is not "What does the text mean to me?" but rather, "What does the text mean?" (p. 14). The critic does not interact with the text in a subjective manner, but rather searches, with a scientist's detachment, for an objective truth. It is an approach that illustrates Schleiermacher's philosophy in action. Schleiermacher speaks of the grammatical method of hermeneutics, in which an interpreter uses scholarship to learn what the historical understanding of a text was-in other words, the way the text was understood by its author and contemporary audience. This is precisely what the historical critic of the Bible attempts to do when he speaks of recovering the original meaning of the words of Scripture.
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