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Working title:
Critiquing the Bible … and its critics

The potential market for this book is large:  not only clergy and interested laypeople, but if published additionally (and priced) as an e-book, it can be marketed as a supplemental textbook for seminarians, and for all students taking courses in religion.  

Glossary, index, appendices, and various other paraphernalia are under construction.  I try to make the book accessible to those not familiar with the language of Biblical scholarship, while still addressing issues that are current in that field.  I look forward to working with an editor to accomplish that end.

Chapter I:  What Is Truth?
Jesus:  I have been born and have come into the world,

 that I might witness to the truth.  

Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice.

Pilate:  What is truth?

M
ore often than we imagine, a concept or idea becomes so widely accepted that it goes without saying.  Everyone takes it for granted.    Or, as I thought the expression was when I was in the third grade, “Everyone takes it for granite.”  It is cast in concrete, engraved in stone.  So it is with some ideas about the Bible.

This book is an attempt, probably futile, to discredit into oblivion several questionable ideas.  Ideas can become idols, and the Bible takes a dim view of idols.  Here are presented some prominent scholarly claims from the past two centuries.  Are they genuine and should be taken for granted, or are they granite idols and should be smashed?

· That the Pentateuch – the first five books of the Old Testament – was not written until  the Babylonian Captivity in the 6th century BCE;

· That most of Isaiah, which sets its own authorship plainly and solidly in the 8th century BCE,  was written after the Babylonian Captivity;
· That Daniel. which gives its own author as one of the captives from Jerusalem in Babylon during the Babylonian Captivity,  was written during the Maccabean Rebellion in the 2nd century BCE;
· That Aramaic was the language in which Jesus taught and preached;
· That the gospels are underlain by a collection of Jesus’ sayings in Aramaic;
· That Matthew and Luke are largely copied from Mark;
· That of those two gospels, what was not copied from Mark was copied from Q, a figment of scholarly logic.  
These assumptions have become part of the fabric of Main Line Biblical interpretation.  They all arose out of pre-twentieth-century observations and research, some as early as the second century CE.  Each is dubious to a greater or lesser degree in the light of twentieth and twenty-first century observation and research.  Reexamination will make some of them – if not all – obsolete.  Some are already under fierce attack from scholars in their fields.  Others are still lurking in obscurity.  So it is argued here that

· The Pentateuch in its basic form was written by Moses;

· That the book of Isaiah as written by Isaiah of Jerusalem during the 8th century BCE;

· That Daniel, a Jewish aristocrat, was exiled to Babylon in 605 BCE, and wrote the book of Daniel;
· That Jesus spoke Aramaic in the home, and Koine Greek in public, so that in the gospels we have some of his teaching verbatim;
· That Papias' Logia mentioned by Eusebius were oracles about Jesus from the Hebrew Bible, and the foundation for Matthew's gospel;

· That the entire NT was completed before the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE, with the gospels written by Matthew the apostle, Mark the protégé of Peter, Luke the protégé of Paul, and John the apostle;

· That the hypothesized Q source is a figment of scholarly imagination; and 

· Giving credit where credit is due in Biblical authorship is critical to one's understanding of scripture and of Christ.
 The time has come for those who argue otherwise either to acquit themselves or to slink away.  The present study is an overview of scholarship in critiquing the background – the ‘who’, ‘when’, ‘why’, and sometimes ‘where’ – of the Bible, with an occasional original observation thrown in here and there.
I
s the Bible a collection of myths?  If by ‘a collection of myths’ is meant ‘a pack of lies’ – or, to put it more diplomatically, a collection of fictions invented for political expediency – there are Bible scholars who say, Yes: the Bible is indeed mostly a pack of, er, myths. They have persuaded many of their fellow professors in theological seminaries of this viewpoint.  These in turn have taught several generations of clergy that Abraham, Moses and David did not actually ever exist. Some of these critics claim that the Old Testament was not written until the Babylonian Captivity (6th century BCE) and the Maccabean period (2nd  century BCE), and consists mostly of myths fabricated for political expediency.  Others say that the gospels were not written until long after the contemporaries of Jesus were all dead, and that many of the gospel stories were made up out of whole cloth.  

But they are probably wrong.  There is a growing body of evidence that supports much of the historical content of the Bible as having a high degree of historical accuracy.  This book examines some of this evidence.  

On the other hand, if by ‘myths’ is meant ‘historical events that have been endowed with mythic proportions’, so that they are not merely historical but historic,
 and even more than historic, truly foundational, then it is argued here that the Bible is full of myths.  

An example of the transition from historical to mythic in the American Revolution is the story of George Washington crossing the Delaware.  Washington, the American general, brought his troops across the nearly frozen Delaware River from Pennsylvania to New Jersey at Christmas 1776, launching a surprise attack on the Hessian mercenaries holding the New Jersey capital, Trenton.  The event was foundational in its effects on history, epic in its audacity, and dramatic in its mythic proportions.  

The famous painting of the event by Emmanuel Leutze helps it along toward myth.  In the painting, which is nearly life-sized, Washington is standing in a small boat with his men shoving ice floes away, while a near blizzard threatens the whole project.  The floes and the blizzard are historical.   But in the actual event Washington was probably huddled down in the center of the boat out of the wind, and the boat was quite different from the one depicted in the painting – very high gunwales, so that Washington would not only have been protected from the wind, but also would have been nearly invisible even standing up.  Accurately depicted, Washington would have reminded the viewer of a photograph of presidential candidate Michael Dukakis peeking out of a tank.  But Washington’s posture and visibility in the painting contribute to the mythic nature of the occasion, and take very little away from its historicity.  The painting would not have looked so heroic with Washington huddling sensibly for warmth, or peeking over the gunwale.

There is much discussion as to whether this mythic event actually turned the tide in favor of the American colonies, and if so whether it was a Good Thing or a Bad Thing.  In that context, the recounting of historic events is a fungible enterprise, beholden at least in part to the person who is doing the recounting of events.  But there is no need for discussion about whether or not the American troops crossed the river. They did. There is no need for discussion as to whether or not the Hessians were caught by surprise and roundly defeated.  They were. There is no need to discuss whether or not the Hessian general was caught in flagrante dilecti with an attractive American widow.  He was.  Some historians speculate that the widow in question may have been Betsy Ross, a patriot who later helped design and sewed the first American flag.  “Especially those who had been with Washington and who knew what a close call it was at the beginning – often circumstances, storms, contrary winds, the oddities or strengths of individual character had made the difference – the outcome seemed little short of a miracle.”
  But the skeletal aspects of the event are unequivocal, non-fungible history.  

Disagreements are found on the cutting edges of every field of study, where the real scholars dwell.  How various historians think that the event should be interpreted is often not a problem of facts, but of interpretation, and of their relation to other facts – or lack thereof.  History is interpreted in radically different ways by different historians. Washington crossed the Delaware:  This is a bare fact that has been promoted to myth.  What about the other mythic events in George Washington’s life?  Are there bare facts behind the story that as a boy Washington chopped down a cherry tree, much to his parents’ dismay, and when asked if he were the culprit, he answered, “I cannot tell a lie.  I did it with my little hatchet.”  Another myth has Washington tossing a coin across some river.  Which river, and where, is the subject of some dispute, because the feat could have been insignificant, miraculous, or something between these extremes.  Paul Revere’s ride “on the eighteenth of April in ‘seventy-five” was not the lone feat exalted in poetry, nor would he have shouted, “The British are coming!” to  the colonist householders (who at that time still considered themselves British).
 Myth and history can stand together in historical events, including those related in the Bible.  Our critical faculties often must be exercised to discern the relation of one to the other.  

But in biblical history we find the bare facts under dispute.  In some (most?) of the mythic events in the Bible we also have events that are claimed by some proponents to be historical.  Which of these claims are justified?  Are all myths related to historical events?  Not by any means.  The mythic beginnings of most cultures seem to be completely unrelated to any possible historical events, with gods eating one another and, after being regurgitated, performing other preposterous deeds.  Were Romulus and Remus really suckled by a she-wolf?   On the other hand, a great flood and its survivors appear in the mythology of so many cultures in some form or another that it may tell of actual people and events shrouded in the mythic mists of time.  

It requires our critical faculties to distinguish whether a myth is or is not related to a historical event.  We must be critics to even ask which myths are historical and which are not.  And even then it is often a challenge to decide.

T

here are several kinds of critics.  There are those who start out thinking that the glass is half full, and use their critical faculties to demonstrate that it is indeed at least half full, if not more.  There are those who start out thinking that the glass is half empty, and use their critical faculties to demonstrate that it is no more than half full and probably has only a drop or two in the bottom.  And then there are those who start out never having looked at the glass critically at all.  It may have something in it, but they have never really thought about whether is does or not.  But now that you mention it, it might be interesting to examine the glass and find out if there is anything there, and if so, what and how much.  

Some readers will come to the banquet so convinced that the glass is at least half full that they will be horrified at the very thought of even a small quibble with the Bible, much less a full-blown critique.  Others will be so convinced of the emptiness of the glass that they cannot imagine how any intelligent being would dream that there might be any truth or accuracy in the Bible about anything at all.  So the need for the critique.  
All sorts of critics are invited to this banquet table.  Let’s raise a glass to critiquing the Bible, and however much is in the glass, let’s drink to the good will of all who join us.  

T
here is nothing wrong with critiquing the Bible.  The terms ‘critiquing’ and ‘criticizing’ are derived from the same Greek root, which means ‘to cut’.  Plato urged his readers to cut at the right place, using the metaphor of a good butcher who cuts at the joints.  In theory the terms ‘critique’ and ‘criticize’ could be used interchangeably. But we have come to use the word ‘criticizing’ primarily in a negative sense.  So if it is suggested that we should criticize everything, some would want to make an exception of the Bible – or even some who say (mothers, namely) that one shouldn’t criticize at all – “if you can’t say something nice, you shouldn’t say anything at all.”  But looking at it critically is not the same thing as rejecting the Bible wholesale.   Here we use the term ‘critique’ rather than ‘criticize’ simply to avoid the negative connotation of ‘criticize’.

Critiquing is not an activity that should occupy our focal attention forever.  Critiquing is an ability that must be learned with our focal attention, but should then be used without our having to think about it.  It is a skill, such as riding a bicycle or ballroom dancing – it is the focus of our attention while we learn it, but it can then be subconsciously running in the background while we focus on important issues.
  

Skillful critiquing is basic, because it is the results of our critique that form the foundation for our subsequent evaluation. We build our interpretation of scripture (and our interpretation of life) on the results of our critical analysis of fundamentals.  N.T. Wright has this to say about its dangers:

The guild of New Testament studies has become so used to operating with a hermeneutic
 of suspicion that we find ourselves trapped in our own subtleties.  If two ancient writers agree about something, that proves one got it from the other.  If they seem to disagree, that proves that one or both are wrong.  If they say an event fulfilled biblical prophecy, they made it up to look like that.  If an event or saying fits a writer’s theological scheme, that writer invented it.  If there are two accounts of similar events, it is a “doublet” (there was only one event); but if a single event has anything odd about it, there must have been two events, which are now conflated.  And so on.  . . . There is also such a thing as a hermeneutic of paranoia.  . . . Just because we are rightly determined to avoid a hermeneutic of credulity, that does not mean that there is no such thing as appropriate trust, or even readiness to suspend disbelief for a while, and see where it gets us.

If we do an inadequate job of laying our critical foundations, we run the risk of building theological and hermeneutical houses of cards. So critique we must.  But on the other hand, we must not let ourselves sink into Wright’s “hermeneutic of paranoia”, in which we suspect every biblical author of having ulterior motives and hidden agenda, and consequently making it all up.   

J

ewish and Christian scholars have been critiquing the Bible subconsciously from the time the books were written.   Scholars have critiqued scripture by deciding which writings were properly canonical, versus those which did not belong in the category of Holy Scripture, from the time of the rabbis at Jamnia
 in the first century CE (and long before, if recent scholarship proves accurate).  The Christian heretic Marcion (expelled from the church in 144) was very consciously a critic of the canonicity of books in the Bible (as were the church fathers who ejected him).  Marcion wanted to throw out the entire Old Testament, three of the gospels (all but Luke) and many of Paul’s letters.  Reaction of the Church to Marcion may have been the Church’s first attempt to critique the writings that had been collected and to decide which should be regarded as official New Testament scripture, and which should not.  

Fast forward to the nineteenth century.  By the time of the American Civil War (the 1860s) Bible critics in Germany had laid down the outlines of higher criticism
 that are now being taught in seminaries and  Religious Education courses in colleges, churches and synagogues even in the 21st century.  Unfortunately, they are seldom being taught critically, nor are students encouraged to use their critical faculties to evaluate them.  “This is how it is,” is the instructional attitude.   If students of the Bible were encouraged to hone their minds and their skills in critiquing the critics, it would strengthen their apologetics
 -- their ability to defend the faith on the grounds of logic.  So let’s raise that glass to both critiquing the Bible and to critiquing its critics.  

Unfortunately, in the nineteenth century as never before, the Revisionist critics became a marauding army.  Instead of discerning what the Bible was telling them, critics began claiming that the Bible had no authority to tell them anything, because it was simply fiction.  This might be called Neo-Marcionism.  They put it more diplomatically than Marcion did, of course.  One suspects that it is a new crusade for them:  Their assumption is that the Bible is a collection of ancient myths which must be analyzed and excised to get at the Real Biblical Message.  Or, in some cases, the attitude is that the Bible itself must be gotten rid of completely for the good of society.

S

ome Revisionists have tried to improve society by ruling all God-talk out of court.   That is, to say that no propositions
 within religion can be true in the generally accepted sense of the word ‘true’.  They allow it to be evaluated as poetry or fiction is evaluated.  And some people would want to use the word ‘true’ to describe some poetry as very meaningful to them.  But even so, that is not to say that something is publicly true, like the correct number in a phone book or the precise salinity of such and such a pond at such and such a time on such and such a day.  

Some kinds of talk are either true or false.  For example, propositions in mathematics, physics, history, biology, geography and such can be demonstrated to be either true or false.  Consider the following propositions:  ‘5 + 3 = 8’, ‘acceleration due to gravity is 28 feet per second per second’, ‘Louis XIV of France married his mistress, Mme. De Maintenon, in 1684’, ‘the DNA molecule is a coiled double helix’, and ‘Jerusalem is southwest of Baghdad’.  If any of these statements were false that fact could be demonstrated.  But no proposition can be true in any publicly verifiable sense of ‘true’ if its negation is not false.  On the other hand, Narnia is neither southwest nor not southwest of Never-Never Land.  Such claims about Narnia are simply not in the realm of public truth, no matter how much beloved it is.  

So what kind of proposition is ruled out?  Several kinds.  

Prescriptions and commands such as the Golden Rule are an example:   “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  Some version of this is found in most religions.  Prescriptions can be translated into sentences that are in principle falsifiable:  “If everyone treated others as they themselves would want to be treated in similar circumstances, then the world would be a better place.”   Someone might say, “Well, I don’t know that this is true.  Some people like to have their backs rubbed, but I hate it.  If people started rubbing my back all the time just because they like to have theirs rubbed, the world would be a miserable place for me.”   Even if this prescription were modified to  “such treatment as is not detrimental to anyone’s well-being”, this might be translated into a falsifiable sentence, but verification would be impossible.  Medical prescriptions – “If someone with xxx illness is given yyy chemical under zzz protocol, they will get better.” – are verified with a stringent procedure limiting variables, under the supervision of the Food and Drug Administration.  As hard as it is to get a new drug onto the market, just think how hard it would be to verify or falsify a prescription in ethics or religion!  Instead, many would-be prescriptions are couched as commandments.  Why bother prescribing behavior – just command that they do it.  Not “If you do unto your parents as you would want your children to do unto you, then there will be a better family,”  but “Honor your father and your mother.”  No pretense at falsifiability, Just do it!  

Poetry is the classic Revisionist  example of unfalsifiable language.  What did you have to memorize for your eighth grade lit class?  “I wandered lonely as a cloud that floats on high o’er vales and hills, when all at once I saw a crowd, a host, of golden daffodils;. . .”  This is an example of the quintessential sort of poetry meant by this claim.  I agree with them that this kind of poetry is not true in a publicly verifiable sense of ‘true’.  Perhaps poetry’s lack of verity is its solitude – the poet often is merely attesting to his audience what happens to him – in Wordsworth’s case, he remembers the daffodils later and his “heart with pleasure fills”.  It is “true” in some ineffable way because the poets vision and telling of it helps us to experience something similar.  It tells us what we might experience, helps us identify and heighten the experience when we do, and to then express our own experience in the poet’s words.  This is not nothing.  In fact, it is a veritable gift of the poet to civilization.  But it is not propositional truth.  It is not falsifiable.  Who can say, except Wordsworth, that he does or does not experience this?

Other poetry, however, contains statements that are true or false, because they are falsifiable, which is the criterion for public truth.  For example, in “Paul Revere’s Ride”, Longfellow informs his reader that it happened “ . . . on the eighteenth of April in ‘seventy-five, hardly a man is now alive who remembers that famous day and year.”  This factoid is accurate:  it happened on that date.  The details of “. . . one if by land and two if by sea, etc.” may have been fudged a bit for drama or rhyme, but it is a poem about a historical event, and the details as he relates them are either true or false.  The same can be said of Homer’s Illiad and Odyssey.  It was long surmised that ‘Homer’ or ‘Homers’ made up the stories out of whole cloth, but archaeology has tended to confirm some of the identities, including the site of Troy.  Whether or not there is the right sized city there at the right archaeological level, it nevertheless puts the Illiad into the category of true or false.  ‘Homer’ can be imputed to claim historical truth for his epics, and we have to grant him hits or misses.  The part about the golden apple is a bit wobbly, but some of the rest may have more than a grain of historical truth in it.  So some poetry has a truth value, whereas other poetry doesn’t even aspire to any such thing.

Fiction is another kind of talk that has no falsifiability.  Plato castigated Homer and the playwrights for leading the people astray by lulling them into falsehood with inaccuracy.  And Plato was right.  Fiction often seems so real that we are led astray by false impressions we get from it.  The fiction, for example, that some kinds of behavior are noble beyond all else – revenge, for example, or family pride, or illicit love that is made to seem valuable beyond all else, simply because it is illicit – this is the stuff of fiction.  These things make a good plot, but not a good life.  They ruin all hope for the stability of family and society, and separate the person from God. Plato may have been disturbingly right:  the more true-to-life fictional characters become, the more we identify with their values.  And the values that make the best plots are usually those which are most harmful in real life.

Proverbs and parables in the Bible may fall into the category of prescriptive fiction.  Proverbs are short, pithy sayings that we are to learn from:  “A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.”, or “The tongue of the wise dispenses knowledge, but the mouths of fools pour out folly.”
  These are true as generalizations, but not in the propositional sense of ‘true’ – one soft answer that fails to turn away wrath, and one fool saying something wise, fail to falsify the generalization, so such proverbs are true to the same degree that generalizations in biology are true.  It is fair to generalize that human beings have opposable thumbs, but every now and then a human baby is born without them.  One or two do not invalidate the rule, but in both proverbs and biology enough counter-instances would falsify the generalization.

Parables are usually longer, and are stories with a hidden prescription.  “The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up; then in his joy he goes and sells all he has and buys that field.”
  Jesus is telling them that the kingdom is worth everything.  But it is not readily falsifiable, and so not publicly true.  

We revisit this issue in the final chapter, “So What?”

Subjective senses of ‘true’ are not admissible.  To say that something is true for one person but not for another is to rule it out as far as public truth is concerned.  It becomes just a matter of taste.  Anybody who claims, however, that all truth is subjective simply hasn’t thought through what he is claiming.  

I have a portrait on a wall that I think may be of William Thompson, an ancestor who died in the Battle of Atlanta in the American Civil War.  It is from the attic of a relative on the right side of the family to be Thompson, and the circumstances are such that he’s a good guess.  Nobody knows otherwise.  So to me, for now, he is that grandfather.  He has a kindly face.  Someday it may be convenient to consult an expert in historical costume who may tell me that his clothes are of the wrong period to be William.  In that case, he will no longer be William even to me, but just some unknown person out of a cousin’s attic.  My thinking so did not make him William, even for me.  

That is to say that historical propositions are not the sort of things that can be true for you but not for me, such as liking or not liking chocolate.   Any claims to the contrary are poetry or fiction.

Religion in general:  More than one scholar has claimed that religion has no claim at all to the truth.  This is because if a statement cannot possibly be false, then it cannot properly be true.  Many religious statements cannot be shown to be false, such as many of the psalms, other poetic passages,  proverbs, and parables. Many critics take passages that purport to be history and promote them to parables thinly veiled as history.  Then they make the illicit move of saying that because some religious statements are not falsifiable, that all religious statements are not falsifiable. They should know better.  

They are right, though, about some of their rulings.  I think you’ll agree.  Very few religious propositions are subject to the same sort of truth claims as mathematics, history, biology, chemistry, geography and such.  Buddhism, for example, is not dependent on any historical event:  It would be very strange indeed for a Buddhist to say, “Well, if could be shown that Gautama did not receive enlightenment while sitting under a fig tree, then our faith is in vain.”  The Buddhist faith is not built on events in Gautama’s life, although we do learn about them.  If one wants to say that the contents of his enlightenment contain profound truths, one can say that.  But what would it mean to say that the contents of his enlightenment are false?  Can the eight-fold Path be false?  Without a corresponding possibility of falsehood, this use of the term ‘truth’ is not the same as a truth claim that is falsifiable – one that can be shown to be false as well as true, as in mathematics, history and such.  

If Christianity were based on the claim that Jesus’ teachings are true, then Christianity would be subject to this criticism.  Yes, he was a great teacher, but it would be hard to prove that his bare teachings, without his validated claims to be uniquely related to God the Father, are better than those of other world religions.  

Theology.  Twentieth century theologians have rejected any truth function in the ways in which they have structured their claims about Jesus.  As a scholarly discussion has put it,

. . . [T]he objectifying elements [Karl] Barth introduced into his system are not really objects of historical research.  And for all the objectifying factors with which he buttressed his doctrine of the knowledge of God, he agreed in spirit with [Rudolph] Bultmann that God is not an object of rational knowledge.  Both scholars reject the objectivity of God as an object  of rational knowledge.  Barth and Bultmann shared the fundamental dialectical premise that divine revelation is never objectively given – neither in historical events nor in concepts or words, and in agreement with this underlying premise Bultmann dispensed entirely with the objectifying elements that Barth sought to preserve with a surer instinct for biblical theology.

If this were the end of it, of course Christianity would have no truth value.  Such theologians have appealed to a long period of oral formation between the life and teachings of Jesus and the writing of the gospels attesting to his life, to assert that what we have in the NT is not the historical Jesus but a figment constructed by the early church.  With theologians like these, who needs enemies?   
 J

udaism and Christianity, however, escape this stricture to the degree that they are a sub-set of history.  Finkelstein and Silberman give this concept a nod when they say, 

Nowhere else in the ancient world had such a powerful, shared saga been crafted:  the Greek epics and myths spoke only by metaphor and example; Mesopotamian and Persian religious epics offered cosmic secrets but neither earthly history nor a practical guide to life.  The Hebrew Bible offered both, providing a narrative framework in which every Jew could identify both family and national history.

Both of these biblical faiths are founded on historical events (for Judaism the Exodus, and for Christianity the Resurrection) and their defining festivals are Passover and Easter.
  So if either of these defining events could be proved to be unhistorical, the religion it defines can in principle be proved to be false.  Judaism claims that the Jewish people were descendants of Abraham, chosen by God, who brought them out of slavery in Egypt and protected them through many other historic trials and persecutions. The Passover feast celebrates one of those miraculously God-protected events. Christianity claims that Jesus is the Messiah, the Anointed One of God, who died and rose again to save Mankind from sin and its consequences. 

The Resurrection, in which God raised Jesus to life after his death at the hands of the Roman soldiers, is the defining event in Christianity.  Paul wrote “If there is no resurrection of the dead, then our preaching is in vain, and your faith is in vain.  We are of all men most to be pitied.  But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead . . . .” [1 Cor. 15:13-19]   This statement qualifies as falsifiability for Christianity.  Christians must be willing, with Paul, to forego their faith if it can be demonstrated unequivocally that Jesus was not resurrected.  They must be willing to give up their Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes, their hymns praising Jesus, their crosses, everything in their lives that affirms that Jesus of Nazareth is Son of God Incarnate – if it can be shown that, as Paul says, “ . . .there is no resurrection of the dead.”  But Paul goes on to say, “ . . . in fact, Christ has been raised from the dead.”  Paul was willing to die for that historical fact – and did so, as did many others.  The alternative is historically improbable to the nth degree.  If we are ready to believe that Caesar crossed the Rubicon, why not an empty grave?

The Bible is the account of these historical events.  If either of these defining events did not happen, then as Paul says, the religion built on it is in vain.   If the Bible can be shown to be a pack of lies, then both Judaism and Christianity are nothing more than country clubs, charitable organizations, and implements of social and economic exclusivity, with a façade of morality.  

Very few of my Jewish friends actually consider belief in a historic Passover and Exodus to be part of their Jewishness.  A Jewish mother (or in some cases a Jewish father) is enough to qualify. For that matter, many of my Gentile friends call themselves Christian although belief in the Resurrection is not part of their package. In both cases, Judaism and Christianity without these foundational events in history would then have the same truth value as Hinduism and Buddhism.  

The precepts of most world religions are divorced from any historical events: The teachings of the Buddha, as we saw above, are no more dependent on his sitting under the Bo tree when he first thought of them than is the behavior of gravity dependent on Sir Isaac Newton’s sitting under an apple tree.  But the Passover and the Resurrection are foundational because they are demonstrations of God’s action in history.  If God did not do special things in history, Judaism and Christianity are social clubs.  If these historic events, the Passover and the Resurrection, are not historical, then, to borrow a phrase, there is no ‘there’ there.
  

A
s for Biblical history, history is history.  Historical data can be true or false, and the history in the Bible and the history about the Bible are both subject to the same kinds of errors and confirmations that we look for in any other kind of history.  Therefore a large percent of the Bible is falsifiable – it is either true or false.  It tells of historical events – stories about people and what they did.   ‘Jesus was born in Bethlehem’ claims to be historically true, in the same sense as does ‘Caesar crossed the Rubicon’.   ‘David slew Saul’, however (No! he didn’t!), and ‘King Herod drowned in the Jordan’ (No!) are both false, and saying either on a quiz would lower your test score. 
Sometimes historians get the facts wrong, but as historians they try to get them right.  The claim that ‘David slew Goliath’ is either true or false, and is in principle verifiable or falsifiable.  The words ‘in principle’ in that sentence are important, because there may never be a way that the claim can be either verified or falsified.  But who knows?  It is like nineteenth century claims about the far side of the moon:  Because our moon keeps the same side to the earth throughout its rotation, there was no way of knowing what was on the far side of the moon until space probes with cameras went behind it and sent back data.  Before that, most people assumed that it was essentially like the near side – the part that we could see.  Speculations about the far side were in principle verifiable or falsifiable, however, and those who speculated inaccurately were quite willing to correct their speculations as soon as a means of verification came along.  We went to the moon and checked it out.  

If the future gives us some equally fantastic way to verify historical events, there are a great many disagreements to clear up.  Perhaps some day a new method will be able recapture historical events. Then we can correct all the history books, free innocent people who have been wrongly convicted, and indict those who have escaped detection.   But it may never happen.  History is often not verifiable, just as physics is not always verifiable.  Einstein’s theory of relativity was not verifiable until many years after it was hypothesized.  The last time I checked, string theory in physics hadn’t even a hypothetical test of verification.  But the lack of a ready method of testability does not throw an entire discipline into the realm of nonfalsifiability.  There is a difference between something’s being unverified (yet in principle testable), and unfalsifiable.  If string theory is in principle untestable, hence unfalsifiable, then it too comes under the category of religious beliefs, and many current physicists are no more scientific than medieval theologians counting angels dancing on the head of a pin.

Claims of historical truth about the Bible are no different from historical statements written in the Bible as far as their truth claims are concerned. They are subject to the same sort of scrutiny as any other historical claims. ‘Matthew copied Mark’ is a claim about history.  If it is true, then it is true for everyone for all time.  It would be silly to say, “Well, for me Matthew copied Mark, but I accept your contention that for you he didn’t.”  Either he did or he didn’t.  
B

elief about what is true or false is another thing entirely.  The relation between truth and belief is wobbly.  Just because something is true, is publically verifiable, and someone has been shown the justification for its accuracy, this does not mean that he will believe – say, ‘The earth rotates around the sun’.  Wars have been fought over false notions that people ardently believed.  Those who are unwilling to believe in space travel can be said to have an irrational set of beliefs about that subject. Some people ardently believe that the American government perpetrated a hoax on the rest of the world by destroying the World Trade Center.  Others believe that the Holocaust is a Jewish hoax.  Some people have a strong belief either for or against historical propositions in and about the Bible. The purpose of the present book is to try to sort things out and steer a sane course in critiquing the Bible.

S

igns and Wonders.  Many scholars and laymen want to rule out any possibility that miracles of any sort might be historically accurate.  Manna, they say, wasn’t really some miraculous food provided by God that the Hebrews ate in the desert during the Exodus and has never been seen since. Manna, they say, was really truly actually a strange stuff that can still be found in the Sinai Desert today. Jesus, they say, didn’t really miraculously multiply the loaves and fishes – it was merely his benevolence that inspired the people to bring out and share the packed lunches they had brought.  Presto majesto!  No awkward miracle, only the “miracle” of human conviviality.  

This sort of interpretation assumes radical naiveté on behalf of whoever told the story.  In the gospels the stories of miracles are told as historical events that are elevated to mythic status.  As Professor George Caird has pointed out,
 their mythic status does not obviate their historicity.  The witnesses to events in Jesus’ life were not naïve dunces.  They knew the difference between ordinary events and miraculous events, and took careful note particularly of the latter.  In the story of the miraculous multiplication of the loaves and fishes, if everybody had taken out their packed lunches and eaten them, the story of the loaves and fishes would not have been a noteworthy event.  It was noteworthy if five loaves of pita bread and two broiled fish fed several thousand people plenteously, after which Jesus’ aides collected basketsful of leftovers.  It was noteworthy if Elisha brought the dead son of the Shunnamite woman back to life.  These and other miracles in the Bible were recorded because they were noteworthy.
  They showed the power of God working in human events.

Signs and wonders in Biblical history demonstrate the power of God and the holiness of his servants through whom he performs them.  It is indeed possible that some wondrous details have slithered into scripture that were made up to enhance the tale.  But to rule out the historicity of miracles in general simply because they cannot be repeated like a scientific experiment would be to rule out Washington’s victory at Trenton, or the Battle of the Bulge, or the messenger’s run from the Battle of Marathon.  It is the nature of historic events not to be repeatable.   But that does not rule out the truth of its telling.  “The Yanks held out against overwhelming odds until the weather broke and the Germans were defeated by air strikes,” is a true saying and worthy to be believed.  The historicity of some events, such as the Virgin Birth and the Resurrection can be ruled in because alternative explanations of the events are more improbable than the miracle itself.  For others, we have nothing but eyewitness testimony that it happened.  But many NT events are attested by several (or hundreds of) eyewitnesses, so they should be accepted as true unless proven false.  Remember, those people were neither liars nor knuckleheads.

Many critics have claimed that the Bible is fraudulent – although they generally couch their language more discreetly, and manage to give their positions a fig leaf of religious respectability.  They attempt to show that the various authors of the Bible actually wrote centuries after the supposed events they purport to describe, while pretending to write before the events happened.  These critics’ underlying agenda is to demonstrate that predictions as described in the Bible are fiction.  

A

 word or two about the nature of discussions.  The sort of discussions I mean here are what logicians call arguments – but not the sort of arguments where people throw crockery at each other.  I mean arguments, or discussions, in which two people of differing views about something are at intellectual loggerheads, and each tries to persuade the other to his own point of view.  Although it doesn’t usually happen this way in actual debates, theoretically the first thing that needs to be accomplished is for them both agree on the truth of the premises – the fundamental statements on which the discussion is based.  

Take birds, for example. In his taxonomy, Aristotle grouped bats along with the birds, because they were all flying creatures.  Over the centuries, observation had led to much more accurate classifications.  However, the powers-that-be in the academic bird world recently decided that since the advent of DNA analysis, some changes needed to be made in ornithological taxonomy – some species that had been thought to be closely related were in fact a single species, whereas others which had been thought to be closely related were not close at all.  It required changing their biological names in some instances, and also the order in which they were grouped.  There was very little hue and cry among ornithologists because all agreed that DNA analysis was more accurate than physiological observation in these instances.  This was new information that had not hitherto been available, and the changes were welcomed (mostly).  If someone were in the middle of writing a book that included the taxonomy of birds, it was a bother for them to revise their book to accord with the new rules, but they were to be envied by those whose books had already been published with the old taxonomy.

Not so with any discussion in which one party assumes that ‘Mark’ wrote his gospel first, and that the authors of Matthew and Luke each had a copy of Mark and copied it copiously when writing: this is called ‘Markan priority’.  If someone begins a chain of reasoning with Markan priority as an assumption, he comes up with conclusions that are untenable – nay, laughable – to someone who does not accept Markan priority.  

Markan prioritists find it just as laughable for someone to begin a discussion with the assumption that the apostles Matthew and John each wrote a gospel that is in its essentials the gospels in our Bibles that bear their names.  Scholars who accept their authorship and those who are Markan prioritists cannot have any real conversations without first resolving these issues.  

These and similar issues underlie nearly all of the Bible.  Critical discussion is preliminary and foundational. 

The present study is a collection of good history puzzles, of the same sort as whether or not Marie Antoinette actually said, “Let them eat cake”.   But a great deal more than solving history puzzles hangs on this enterprise.  For this reason an effort is made to present both positions as strongly as possible:  The Revisionist position that the Bible is mostly myth and fiction, and the Traditionalist position that much of the Bible is history.  There is no honor in knocking down a straw man.

In any good academic brawl such as the ones presented in this book, it is easy to get sucked into the excitement of the controversy, and to forget about the other part of the package – in this case, the messages of the Biblical books themselves.  In one of my former lives I was a student of musicology.  I remember hearing about a famous musicologist in the early 20th century who was one of the world’s most knowledgeable scholars on medieval composition, particularly the use of an existing tune as the framework in the composition of medieval masses and motets.  His former students, by this time professors and experts in their own right, organized a festschrift, each contributing a paper in a book dedicated to him, and inaugurating its publication with a banquet in his honor.  To crown his achievements, the organizers presented a performance of several arrangements of the tune on which he had done most of his life’s work.  After some arrawere played, someone asked him if he had ever heard the tune actually performed before.  His reply:  “What is that tune?  It sounds vaguely familiar.”   He had studied and written about that tune all his academic life, finding it quoted over and over in medieval manuscripts, recognizing it in all its disguises on the written page, and yet the sound of the tune itself meant nothing to him. 

This syndrome seems to plague some Biblical scholars.  They become so besotted with minutia that they completely ignore the tune itself.  I pray that it not happen to us.
It is demonstrated in the following chapters that in the long run, the historical evidence that Abraham, Moses, Daniel,  Matthew, Mark, and Luke are historical people who played historic roles in history is more compelling than is the evidence that that they are fictitious.  This demonstration suggests to the revisionary critics, and particularly to their audience, “Even though as of now you have the weight of numbers on your side, the truth is not subject to a vote.  Your interpretation of the data needs to be challenged.”  
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