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What is Biblical Criticism








An oral tradition of what Jesus said














The mind of an understanding person seeks knowledge. — Proverbs 15:14





 What is meant by the historical-critical method?





The historical-critical method is a scientific method of Bible study based on the assumption that there will be rational explanations for the text of scripture as we have it.





That means that there are human authors who use oral traditions and textual sources and compose texts in the way that other authors do.





It differs from the historical-contextual method largely in the claimed assumptions.  Those who support the historical-contextual method would generally suggest that the historical-critical method is based on purely naturalistic assumptions.





Can the historical critical method be used by those who believe that the Bible is inspired by God?





There are a variety of views of inspiration.  Of these views, those that hold to any type of verbal dictation, the view that the very words of scripture were dictated by God, would be incompatible with the historical critical method.





Others will find that the various critical methodologies are helpful in learning to understand the text of scripture.  Some of these methods are used in the historical-contextual study.  The primary difference is one of perspective rather than a fundamental difference.  Those who hold to the contextual method are generally more conservative in their approach and in their conclusions, and generally are more concerned with the final form of the text of scripture.  Those involved in the critical method tend to be more willing to speculate and also are more concerned with the process by which scripture got to its present form.





Those who take a high view of scripture, including those who accept the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy use various of the methods that are part of the historical-critical method.  Clearly there will be differences in how one will use these methods depending on one’s view of the role of divine inspiration in the production of the text.





Are there methods that don’t deal with the authorship and transmission of the passage?





Yes.  Literary criticism looks at the document as a piece of literature.  Tradition criticism looks at the whole of the process of transmission, and canonical criticism which examines the scriptural text in its final (or canonical) form.





Is it necessary to assume that there are no miracles or predictive prophecy in order to use the historical-critical method?





While the historical-critical method looks for natural explanations, it is not necessary to assume that there is no supernatural involvement in producing the Biblical text.  It is necessary to look for natural methods as the primary mode of producing the text.





If you assume that the words of scripture were dictated by God through the Biblical writers, and thus the entire text is produced directly by supernatural processes, then the critical methodologies would not be applicable.  Oral transmission, use of source documents and editing are all not compatible with direct divine dictation.





But the evidence of scripture itself suggests that while God inspired the message, there is a substantial role for natural processes.  Some stories, sayings, prophetic oracles parables were transmitted from person to person orally before being written.  The books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings refer to other written sources, such as the book of Jasher (Joshua 10:13, 2 Samuel 1:18) and the books of the chronicles of the kings of Judah and also of Israel.  The books show the personalities of different authors, and the characteristics of their time and place.





Thus these critical methodologies are of use in a serious study of scripture.  We must be careful, however, with our assumptions.  If we read that a certain event could not have taken place as written because a miracle is required, we need to be aware of the assumption behind that statement.  If a prediction is dated to after the event it predicts because no prediction is possible, again, we must be aware of the assumption behind this statement.





On the other hand, critical methodology can help keep us from assuming miracles that the scriptures themselves do not claim.  Such claims can simply make our faith look silly.  We need to be careful with making greater miracle claims beyond what scripture itself claims.





Aren’t many of the critical theories about the Bible simply wild speculation?  Why should I pay any attention to them?





As in any field, many critical theories about the text of the Bible are speculative, and each should be understood and evaluated based on the amount of evidence supporting it.





A good practice is never to come to a conclusion about any issue without reading more than one source.  Often authors are express doubtful conclusions with great confidence, either because they are more sure of themselves than they ought to be, or because they hope that people won’t question them because of their assurance.





Be very wary of this tactic when used on any side of a debate.  Those who use critical methodologies often sneer at those who don’t, or at those whose theories are less radical than their own, as less intelligent, backwards, or ignorant.  Conservative critics of the historical critical methodology often accuse their opponents of a lack of faith or a desire to tear down the faith of others.





You should look past such accusations and simply look at the evidence.  Christians have nothing to fear from studying evidence openly, and we have every reason to want people to openly search for truth.





What do the terms “higher criticism” and “lower criticism” mean?





Biblical criticism—the critical study of the Bible—involves a number of methods that we have already discussed.  The method most solidly based on physical evidence is textual criticism, which is the comparison of various copies to find the most likely original text.  Textual criticism was established before most of the other methods, such as form, redaction, source and literary criticism that study the authorship and the history of the text before it was made into a final edition which was then copied.





When the newer methods were first invented people needed a way to distinguish these new, more controversial approaches to Bible study from the well established idea of textual criticism.  Thus the label “higher criticism” was born, and “lower criticism” was invented in reaction to describe the existing textual criticism.
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Basics of the Historical-Critical Method


What Happened in History�
Stage�
How We Study It�
�
�
Jesus uses parables


(example, parable of the sower


Matthew 13:3-9)�
�
�
Various hearers repeat the parable to one another, possibly for more than one generation, for example person A tells it to person B who then tells person C and so forth.�






�
Form Criticism�
�
�
An oral tradition exists of what Jesus said�
�
�
The collection of parables is written down and circulates apart from any gospel—all the parables in Matthew 13, for example.�
�
Source Criticism�
�
�
A written collection of parables is in circulation�
�
�
An author takes the collection of parables, other collections of sayings or deeds, and information from his own knowledge and creates a final gospel text, putting the material in order, placing emphasis on certain topics, creating transitions and modifying specific vocabulary to fit his themes.1�
�
Redaction Criticism�
�
�
A final gospel text


(Matthew)�
�
�
Matthew is copied by hand many times, with some copies preserved.  Different copies contain different errors.�
�
Textual Criticism�
�
�
A copy of the Greek text of Matthew is prepared for a translator, such as in a modern Greek New Testament.�
�
�
1.  The parables are commonly thought to have been collected first in Mark or in a source before Mark, and then copied to Matthew and Luke.  There were some independent parables (Luke 16, for example).








