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  Preface




  This book is about a lost world. But it’s not about a search for lost books, or lost chalices, or the lost Atlantis of Plato. This is a search for a lost culture that had a significant effect on how the Bible was written.




  Remarkably, even after thousands of years of people reading and studying the Bible, there is still more to learn and understand. That says a lot about the nature of the Bible and its divine author. But another reason calls for continuing study of Scripture. Like archaeologists finding ossuaries in ancient Jewish tombs, or mudlarkers digging up ancient Roman coins in the tidal mud of the Thames River, or scuba divers uncovering a sunken Greek ship in the Mediterranean Sea, scholars are constantly exploring more and more of the ancient world and finding increasingly interesting insights. And all of that has potential for offering clearer understanding of the inspired and authoritative Word of God.




  In this book we are exploring ways God chose to reveal his Word in light of discoveries about ancient literary culture. Our specific objective is to ­understand better how both the Old and New Testaments were spoken, written and passed on, especially with an eye to possible implications for the Bible’s inspiration and authority. That is a lot to deal with in one book, so we will not be able to probe the depths as much as we would like. Some readers may wish for more; others may feel it’s more than enough as it is.




  A major stimulus in our work is students who stay after class and ask the question in hushed tones—first looking around to make sure everyone else has left the room—Why do we still use the word inerrancy? It’s an inevitable question, which the evidence raises on its own. So part of the purpose of this book is to bring students back from the brink of turning away from the authority of Scripture in reaction to the misappropriation of the term inerrancy.




  This book has been a team effort. John and his wife, Kim, hosting Brent in their home offered opportunities for dialogue. Both of us teaching graduate students who ponder inerrancy prompted exchange of ideas as we sought to offer helpful responses. Working at an institution and with a faculty that take a strong stand on inerrancy but that are open to dialogue provided a safe context in which to explore the authority of Scripture from the ground up.




  The chapters in this book on the Old Testament were written by John, those on the New Testament by Brent. We are in basic agreement about the content of our respective chapters, and in cases where we might have expressed things differently, the points are so minor we do not consider them worth elaborating.




  In similar fashion to John’s book The Lost World of Genesis One, we have laid out our chapters in propositions. We hope the succinct statements of what each chapter seeks to accomplish will aid readers in following the logic of the progression of topics we discuss.




  As we wrote we sought to keep general readers in mind in hopes that our book would be helpful to the church at large. We trust that Christian students in colleges, seminaries and universities will especially find our book useful. At the same time, we wrote for colleagues who have a high view of Scripture, especially those who hold to inerrancy. A subject so complex needs to be a team effort. We will not be surprised if many of our proposals will be unexpected by some and passé to others.




  This book is not intended for outsiders; that is, it’s not an apologetic defense of biblical authority. Rather, we’re writing for insiders, seeking to clarify how best to understand the Bible, and in addition, hoping to help insiders be better prepared to interact with outsiders.




  We would like to thank colleagues who gave sacrificially of their time to follow our lines of research and the direction of our thinking. They have saved us from many foibles and faux pas. John thanks in particular Dan Treier and Jonathan Walton. Brent thanks in particular Gary Meadors and Glen Thompson. Both thank John Hilber. Please note, however, that these gentlemen and scholars only get credit for things we said that are correct. Places where we are wrong are completely our own fault.




  Resurrection Sunday, 2013




  Introduction




  Megatrends roll across the landscape of modern Western culture like massive storms. Off in the distance they may not look very interesting or significant, and without a keen observer alerting us to the potential effects storms can sneak up on us before we realize what’s happening. In the wake of such storms, however, change can be historic.




  The current digital revolution appears to be one of those megastorms. It’s been over five hundred years since Western culture has had a revolution in print technology. But the changes swirling around us now appear to be as significant as the Gutenberg Galaxy was then, marking the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the Renaissance.




  The digital universe is a brave, new world, and we have not begun to see the end of it. There are many questions: How is our dependence on this new technology going to rewire our brains? Will people in the future look back on print culture and wonder about the lost world of Gutenberg? How will history judge what seems to us—while in the middle of it—to be a significant megatrend? Will we find ourselves yet another age removed from the ancient world of oral communication? Or might the digital revolution take us back to the future?




  Understanding the oral and manuscript galaxy of the biblical world—before the watershed of print culture—is essential for grasping how the Bible was written. Before there were books and handwritten copies, there were only oral texts. Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, before anyone wrote it down, was an oral text. Texts came into existence and were passed along differently in a world dominated by hearing. Brains were wired differently.




  Before moving ahead into the chapters of this book, in this introduction we are beginning at ground zero. Fundamentally, we believe that the Bible deserves the highest possible honor as the richest, deepest, most powerful book ever written—there are simply no contenders. It is a literary masterpiece, a magnum opus, a stellar performance. But there’s more to the story. The ultimate importance of the Bible lies elsewhere: it is the inspired revelation of Almighty God, a heavenly treasure in a world of impoverished ideas, a sparkling mountain stream in the driest of deserts. Our point, however, is not to worship the Bible; we worship the God of the Bible.




  The incomparability of the Bible as divine revelation is easily overwhelmed by its familiarity. Many Christians have multiple copies of the Bible in multiple versions. Some have access to it by the latest digital devices. Maybe they have attended church for years and have listened to its words over and over. We wonder if some of it goes in one ear and out the other. It must be heartbreaking for God when his Word loses its luster upon us, when its power is diminished by us, when we no longer long to hear the Spirit speaking to us.




  Christians may forget or not take seriously that the Bible is the one and only, absolutely authoritative book, that it demands our utmost attention. Living out its truths is the highest of callings. If we fail to show the Bible the respect it is due, we are to be shamed. And it’s more than theory; it’s the practice of bringing our thoughts and lives into line with God’s thoughts and life.




  We hold a very high view of Scripture. We confess that the Bible is God’s self-disclosure. The Old and New Testaments are the literary deposit of divine truth. The ultimate revelation is Jesus himself. The central message is creation, fall, redemption and restoration. We affirm inerrancy. We are in agreement with the definition suggested by David Dockery that the “Bible properly interpreted in light of [the] culture and communication developed by the time of its composition will be shown to be completely true (and therefore not false) in all that it affirms, to the degree of precision intended by the author, in all matters relating to God and his creation.”1




  The portion of Dockery’s statement about the “culture and communication developed by the time of its composition” is specifically where this book seeks to make its primary contribution.2 How did communication function in ancient Near Eastern and Greek and Roman worlds? How did God, speaking long ago in various ways (Heb 1:1), become men speaking from God (2 Pet 1:21), which in turn became “it is written” (Mt 4:4-10)? God spoke, people spoke on his behalf, and people wrote; what could be simpler? Well, as we will unfold in the chapters below, there is much to consider about the whole process.




  Most of us are probably unprepared, however, for how different the ancient world is from our own. As should be obvious—though to many it’s apparently not—the Old Testament is more similar to the culture of the ancient Near East, and the New Testament to the culture of the Greeks and Romans, than either is to our twenty-first-century world. We’re thousands of years and thousands of miles removed. It means we frequently need to put the brakes on and ask whether we’re reading the Bible in light of the original culture or in light of contemporary culture. While the Bible’s values were very different from ancient cultures’, it obviously communicated in the existing languages and within cultural customs of its day.




  In addition to the challenges of comprehending ancient literary culture, there’s a considerable “lostness” in how the Bible came into being. Much of what was eventually written was first revealed in oral forms. For example, we find God speaking to Jeremiah for twenty-three years, and after all those years and sermons only then telling him to write what he had been preaching. Or Jesus preaching and living out the truth for three years with no hint of writing down his teaching or even suggesting that his followers should preserve anything in writing. Or the book of Acts recording the first thirty years of the history of the early church with no reference to written forms of the gospel. Our explorations will lead to important insights about this “lostness.”




  Among other things, the evidence assembled in this book inevitably leads to the question of inerrancy. While we wholeheartedly affirm what the Bible itself reveals about its origin, authority and truthfulness, we recognize that there is always a bit of uneasiness when discussing inerrancy and related concepts in fresh ways. This is sacred turf. But the truth of the matter is, no term, or even combination of terms, can completely represent the fullness of Scripture’s authority. In that regard, we find it helpful to remember John Calvin’s comment that his commitment to both divine and human aspects of Scripture exposed him to accusations that he did not believe in verbal inspiration.3 In other words, it’s nearly impossible to speak accurately about the inspiration of Scripture and not contradict oneself or be misunderstood. Nonetheless, we will do our best, even if it puts us at risk of being misunderstood.




  It’s fitting to conclude this introduction by affirming the summary of the 1978 Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy:




  1. God, who is Himself Truth and speaks truth only, has inspired Holy Scripture in order thereby to reveal Himself to lost mankind through Jesus Christ as Creator and Lord, Redeemer and Judge. Holy Scripture is God’s witness to Himself.




  2. Holy Scripture, being God’s own Word, written by men prepared and superintended by His Spirit, is of infallible divine authority in all matters upon which it touches: It is to be believed, as God’s instruction, in all that it affirms; obeyed, as God’s command, in all that it requires; embraced, as God’s pledge, in all that it promises.




  3. The Holy Spirit, Scripture’s divine Author, both authenticates it to us by His inward witness and opens our minds to understand its meaning.




  4. Being wholly and verbally God-given, Scripture is without error or fault in all its teaching, no less in what it states about God’s acts in creation, about the events of world history, and about its own literary origins under God, than in its witness to God’s saving grace in individual lives.




  5. The authority of Scripture is inescapably impaired if this total divine inerrancy is in any way limited or disregarded, or made relative to a view of truth contrary to the Bible’s own; and such lapses bring serious loss to both the individual and the Church.4




  





  





  Part 1




  The Old Testament World of Composition and Communication




  Proposition 1




  Ancient Near Eastern Societies Were Hearing Dominant and Had Nothing Comparable to Authors and Books as We Know Them




  Why is it that I can hear playing in a restaurant a song that I haven’t heard for thirty years and can still sing along with each word? It is likely that I have never seen the written-out words to those songs, but I often remember them meticulously. This is simply one illustration of the role hearing can play in passing on traditions.




  Our modern Western society operates on the premise of literacy. It is not just that we value reading and writing enough to try to teach these skills to every child throughout their education; reading and writing are essential to even a basic level of participation in society. It is the rare person who cannot read and write. Western culture can therefore be described as a text-dominant culture. Nevertheless, many learn better by hearing than by reading. Text may have its advantages, but hearing should not be considered an inferior transmission mode. This is an important distinction because the value that our society has placed on literacy sometimes leads to the misperception that literacy and intelligence or sophistication go hand-in-hand. Sophisticated and productive participation in a society based on texts requires literacy, but not so in a hearing-dominant society.




  Computers provide a helpful illustration. A high percentage of computer users are not competent to read computer software code, let alone write it. In that area we are illiterate, yet we can use a computer in intelligent and even sophisticated ways because our use of the computer does not require us to be programmers. In a similar fashion, a society that is hearing dominant has developed in such a way that participation does not require reading or writing, except by a small group of specially trained individuals who can serve the basic needs of society.




  If we are to understand more fully the development of biblical literature and our view of its authority, we need to adjust our thinking about how information was disseminated and traditions transmitted in the ancient world. In the ancient world, it was the scribes who represented the specialist minority. Other members of a society might have been capable of learning to read and write, and in some periods and places undoubtedly did so at a very basic level,1 but there was no need for common people or even elites to become literate (just as there is no need for us to learn programming language) to function. Literacy involved an esoteric and arcane skill set, and its advantages were not significant enough to warrant the time to achieve it. Literacy is not necessarily absent in hearing-dominant societies; it is simply nonessential. It would therefore be inaccurate to think that hearing-dominant cultures are necessarily illiterate. This designation itself has become pejorative in our usage; we should better use “non-literate.” The operative contrast is not “orality versus literacy” but “hearing-dominant versus text-dominant.” William Schniedewind has pointed out that the latter is simply a difference in how people are equipped to process information.2




  As an illustration consider the specialty of car mechanics. Many people understand automotive basics and could do basic tasks. Changing the oil is not rocket science, yet even those who can easily do so have it done for them because they don’t want to crawl under the car or bother with the mess or equipment. Others know more about cars and might do tune-ups on their own, but they cannot begin to cope with built-in computers and the problems they identify. Even some professional mechanics have to send customers to specialized dealers.




  We can transfer this same sort of spectrum to writing and the scribal profession in the ancient world. Basic literacy was not out of the range of the common person, but various levels of professionals were used either for expedience or in situations when the required expertise exceeded basic skills.




  The World of Hearing Dominance




  The ancient world was consistently hearing dominant rather than text dominant. Information was disseminated orally. Traditions were passed on by word of mouth generation to generation. The ability to read or write was not essential to be a fully functioning member of society, and literacy was not part of the basic education process, formal or informal, so no one was disadvantaged if they could not read or write. Hearing is often a corporate exercise and therefore coincides with the significance of community in the ancient world. Reading and writing are more often individualistic exercises and coincide with the value of individual independence in modern Western society. People gather to hear; they go off on their own to read or write.




  In a hearing-dominant society not only is information disseminated orally, but also authority operates differently than in a text-dominant society. Schniedewind appropriately observes, “Writing locates authority in a text and its reader instead of in a tradition and its community.”3 From our modern, text-dominant context, we often think of oral traditions as being unreliable because of their fluidity. In fact, however, written traditions can be just as fluid as oral ones. The fluidity depends on the demands of the context in which the tradition is being transmitted. As a modern illustration of the staying power of hearing, people in churches today who were raised on hymns recognize immediately when even a single word has been changed, whether for updating language or gender-inclusive inclinations. As I am writing this I am on the road speaking in various places, and therefore encountering a variety of worship experiences. In a chapel service yesterday we sang a hymn that I probably had not sung or heard in decades. In the fourth verse a line was changed and it immediately caught my attention. Our ears can be very demanding about the precise transmission of treasured traditions, and that would have been even more the case in a society in which oral transmission of tradition was the norm.




  Many in text-dominant settings might sincerely believe that text transmission is more reliable and clearly superior. Why would any society capable of literacy settle for anything else? In Plato’s Phaedrus, Socrates weighs in on the issue: “You might think that [written words] spoke as if they had intelligence, but if you question them, wishing to know about their sayings, they always say only one and the same thing. And every word, when once it is written, is bandied about, alike among those who understand and those who have no interest in it.”4




  Furthermore, writing was perceived as having certain highly specific roles and qualities in the ancient world. An ideology of writing developed in the ancient Near East that saw writing as an appropriate means for communicating with deities. Magical incantations and rituals therefore took written form, though they were also performed orally. Schniedewind points out that the god Thoth in Egypt is both the god of scribes and the god of magic.5 Likewise, writing was employed as a means for the state to encode power and authority within society. “Public written monuments were not for reading, but were displays of royal power and authority.”6 Authority was therefore less vested in the written document than in the authoritative figure whose power was displayed in the monument. We will develop the significance of this in the next chapter.




  For the current discussion it is important to acknowledge Schniedewind’s insightful conclusion: “Oral tradition and written texts also represent competing centers of authority. While orality and literacy may exist on a continuum, orality and textuality compete with each other as different modes of authority.”7 A good example would be a church that holds a formal written doctrinal statement, but has an additional oral tradition identifying which elements of the statement they take seriously and which they do not, as well as oral tradition about interpretations of the lines in the statement. Perhaps the oral tradition even includes additional beliefs. In this illustration the oral authority is competing with the textual authority. The nature of authority competition might also be understood in the context of discussions in modern higher education about the authority found in books versus the authority often granted by beginning students to open-source internet resources to which anyone without credentials might contribute. Another example would be how people pick up as authoritative what they hear on the History Channel rather than going to reliable history books written by qualified academics.




  Why Then Documents?




  In an ancient hearing-dominant society, texts are largely documents written for a much more limited number of reasons than in a text-dominant culture.




  

    	
Documents were written for archives. At times there were family archives, but state or temple archives were more prevalent. Archives would house administrative documents, generally either of an economic or legal nature. Such documents were part of essential record keeping and would rarely be accessed. (Compare all of the miscellaneous documents you keep in your file cabinet.) Scribes for hire would serve the function of drawing up such documents, just as lawyers today draw up formal legal documents for notarization. Royal or temple archives might also hold the documents of state (e.g., decrees, treaties, royal correspondence).




    	
Documents were written for libraries. Though these might sometimes overlap with archives or be housed together, we can refer to libraries as focused on creative literary works. Libraries may have had wider or more frequent access than archives, but we should not confuse them with the function of libraries today. They were not public, and most people would have no reason to access them nor would they have the wherewithal to do so (being non-literate).8 Common folks tended to rely on oral tradition rather than the documents that might preserve those traditions. Who would compile the libraries and why? One possibility is that such libraries reflect the wisdom enterprise of collecting. An alternative is that they represent an antiquarian interest in preservation of far-flung traditions. Some evidence even suggests that a great library like that of Ashurbanipal was compiled for apotropaic purposes. David Carr suggests that libraries were compiled for reference but would rarely be accessed.


  




  The focus was on inscribing a culture’s most precious traditions on the insides of people. Within this context, copies of texts served as the solidified reference points for recitation and memorization of the tradition, demonstrations of mastery of the tradition, and gifts from the gods. But they were not for the uninitiated. Few of the literate would have progressed to the point where they would have been able or motivated to use such texts to access traditions they did not already know.9




  Dominique Charpin reports that of the thousands of tablets found in the most famous of ancient libraries (Ashurbanipal, seventh century B.C.), about a quarter of the texts relate to divination, another 20 percent pertain to rituals and prayers, and about the same percentage are lexical lists. The literary texts number about forty.10




  Regardless of the uncertainty of our information, at this stage it is important simply to note that document writing in the ancient world would have served different purposes than it does today. Even today, book collectors might have a wide range of motivations fueling their hobby. Furthermore, the scribes who wrote these documents were not exercising their creative literary skills—creativity was manifested at the oral level. The scribes were the menial experts, not the literary creators or the authorities (more on this next chapter).




  





  

    	
Documents were often written as school texts. In the scribal curriculum, certain literary texts were copied by fledgling scribes trying to perfect their skills. Such texts are frequently unearthed and manifest the kinds of mistakes in copying that scribes, especially inexperienced ones, might make. This proliferation of particular documents does not reflect extensive circulation of them; they remained localized in the scribal school. While it may be true that the selection of these documents for the scribal curriculum reflects a desire to preserve important traditions, other motivations could also be possible.




    	
Documents were written to be read aloud. When a decree was issued, a messenger would travel to the appropriate audience, be that king or commoner, to read it aloud. Even if the audience was capable of reading, it may have been considered more appropriate for the content to be heard (note Jer 36). There was no reading public, only public reading.




    	
Documents were written as symbolic expressions of power. Many of the royal inscriptions were not expected to be read by the public, and sometimes were even buried in the ground or placed in inaccessible places. It was more important to see the document (even from afar) than it was to read it. More important than what it said was that it had been written. At times such documents indicate that the audience the king had in mind was either a future king or the gods.11



  




  This very brief introduction to the contrast between hearing-dominant societies and text-dominant societies is significant for our understanding of ancient Israel and of how what has become our Bible took shape. When we first encounter Israel it is a hearing-dominant society, largely non-literate as most of the ancient world was (though served by a literary elite and characterized even early on by some capacity for literacy among the general population12). Over time through the Iron Age (monarchy period) Israelite society became increasingly literate, the role of texts expanded and literary production became more important. It remains quite controversial when that took place,13 but for our purposes we need not decide that because the fact is that oral dominance continued through the Greco-Roman period and to a large extent up until the invention of the moveable-type printing press. For our purposes, it is enough to proceed with an investigation of what it would look like for the process of literary production to transpire in a hearing-dominant society. Evidence that ancient Israel was hearing dominant is found in the common wording of the text itself where we find frequent references to the words being spoken and to people hearing.14 At the same time, we should not minimize or dismiss the statements in the Bible about written documents and the role that they played.15




  If through most of the Old Testament period Israel was a hearing-­dominant society, we would not expect complex literary production in the early stages of formation of biblical texts, though at the same time we must admit that there is no direct evidence of oral composition of biblical texts, that is, no statements that allude explicitly to such a process. Susan Niditch, however, identifies numerous indicators that the written texts we now possess had oral precursors. Oral styles embedded in written works include repetition within a passage, use of formulas and formula patterns, and conventionalized patterns of content.16 These betray the document as a secondary medium.




  As an illustration, I grew up playing table tennis with all of its strokes and techniques. When I took up tennis in my late teen years my first inclination was to use my table tennis techniques with the larger racket on the larger playing field. That I was inherently a table tennis player transplanted was evident to any tennis player. As another illustration, cooking pancake batter on a waffle iron still results in something that tastes like a pancake; similarly, preserving an oral tradition in a document will not obscure the characteristics of orality. Indicators suggest that we need to consider the likelihood that the earliest stages that led to the development of the canonical literary tradition began in a hearing-dominant society, characterized by oral dissemination and undergirded by documents that were preserved in archives or libraries. Nothing in the biblical text undermines this model, and everything we know from the ancient world supports it. This means that we have to think differently about “books” and “authors” in the ancient world, which leads us to the next section.




  Authors and Books Versus Authorities, Scribes and Documents




  Today when we think of the books of the Bible and their authors, our thoughts are constrained by cultural ideas. We live in a world with intellectual property rights connected to ideas that are copyrighted, published, marketed and distributed in a text-dominant society where people have personal libraries for which they purchase books that they read silently to themselves. None of these modern elements existed in the ancient world, yet we easily impose such a system on our understanding of the production of the books of the Bible. It would not be an overstatement to say that in the ancient world there were no authors and there were no books—at least not in anything like the form that we are familiar with today.17 Instead there were authorities, documents and scribes.18




  Authorities and tradents. Authorities are the individuals and institutions that generate information. The foremost human authority was, of course, the king. His authority extended also to members of his administration who executed his authority. Other authority, often but not always independent, was found in the temple personnel. Local government also served in an authoritative role. All of these authorities generated the information by which society operated: correspondence, decrees, agreements at various levels, rulings and so on for the governmental authorities; rituals, incantations, prayers and so on for the temple personnel; and divination texts by the specialists in the administration working in that area. Royal authority was also responsible for generating the records of the administration: annals and chronicles of the king’s activity, royal inscriptions and dedications of public works, especially temples. When dissemination of this information was necessary, it was typically done orally, though it was often preserved in written documents in archives. As a result, we would not say that authorities generated documents—that collapses too many steps into one. Authorities generated important information. Scribes generated documents in support of the administration for a variety of uses.




  Beyond all of these administrative levels of information, largely anonymous individuals are also behind the production of what might be called literary works. We will refer to these people as tradents—those who were involved in the perpetuation of traditions. Everyone is a tradent at some level, but some members of society have a more significant role in this regard and it is to them we refer. Some of these tradents could be members of the scholarly elite, and their products would be found in wisdom sayings and in mythological and epic traditions. With very few exceptions, these scholarly tradents remain anonymous. Authorities known by name would typically be those whose authority was derived from the political offices they held. It was rare that a tradent’s name (even if a priest) would be preserved.19 But the role of tradent was not limited to those who had been educated to serve society in formal scholarly vocations. In contrast, a level of authority would be granted to those who are respected as transmitters of traditions at every level within the family, clan, village or city. Nevertheless, those passing on the traditions would be understood as being distinct from those usually nameless tradents in the hoary past who originated (or significantly shaped) traditions—in fact it is dubious that people would have thought of such traditions as having a singular point of origination.




  Documents. In the ancient world books were not “published.” Intellectual property was an unknown concept as were copyright and plagiarism. Neither sales and marketing nor commercial distribution of any kind took place. Literary production took the form of documents rather than books. In fact, the Hebrew word that is often translated “book” (sēpher) refers to a document, whatever material it might be written on. Documents might be recorded on wax tablets (temporary), ostraca, papyrus, parchment, clay tablets or stone—rarely even on bronze. They tended to be relatively brief and simple rather than complex. Even the products of scholarly authorities tended to be limited in length. (For example, only a few pieces required multiple tablets in Mesopotamia or multiple leaves of papyrus in Egypt; scrolls by their nature became unwieldy if they got very long.) These documents were designed for storage and consultation in archives, not for circulation as in a text-dominant society. This remained true even after the transition to text dominance began. The general population did not own documents, had little access to documents and would be largely incapable of reading documents.




  Documents were considered important for scribes to have access to when situations arose that necessitated consultation. Though these documents would have been periodically recopied, they did not have a major role in the functions of society or in the transmission of the traditions they held. When tales were told or wisdom conveyed, the documents were not checked out of the library. Such information was resident in the oral traditions of the culture and was drawn from them. Authority was not connected to a document but to the person of authority behind the document when that person was known, or to the tradition itself.




  We still do this today. Most of us have never read any papers by astronomers proving the number of the planets or their orbits around the sun. Most of us were told these facts by our third-grade teacher. Even if we did read it in a book, the book was simply repeating what the teacher said, not substantiating or defending it; most of us have never read a book about how to determine planetary orbits with a calculator and a telescope. We accept our astronomy on the authority of “science” that we have never read and would not understand if we did.20 The science we believe to be true is the heritage we have from tradents who have passed this authoritative canon on to us through a myriad of cultural means. Even truths that are connected to authority figures often have been supplemented in that authority figure’s name by later tradents. Our understanding of Darwinism includes much more than what Darwin himself promulgated. We even have a school of thought referred to as Neo-Darwinism to affirm some growth in the tradition.




  This concept of identifying authority figures whose thinking becomes canonized at one level, but remains subject to ongoing tradent involvement, is also well known in other fields. We recognize Platonism and Neo-­Platonism, Epicureanism, and Freudian ideas. In biblical studies we are even aware that a scholarly figure such as Wellhausen, not himself the originator of his ideas but the one who popularized them, stands as an important tradent in the tradition of source theory. At the same time, Wellhausianism is its own school of thought that Wellhausen himself would hardly recognize today.




  Scribes. Authorities were not generally engaged in writing (since writing was not the primary means of generating and transmitting information). Writing would generally have been done by scribes, even when the authority figure was literate and capable of doing it himself. Writing was associated primarily with preservation (archives and libraries) and only secondarily with dissemination (written copy so that others could read it aloud; see 2 Chron 17:9). The scribes who copied the traditions were not the ones who would recite the traditions in public—these were separate roles.




  Scribes were trained to produce documents and maintain archives. The most visible manifestation of their vocation was in connection with the court (national or local) and the temple. Nevertheless, the general public would have required some access to scribal professionals for generating the documents of daily life (receipts, inventories, land production, legal depositions, marriage contracts, inheritance distribution, etc.). It is not unlikely that something as basic as a receipt or inventory could be written by those who had not had scribal training, but any formal documents would have been entrusted to the scribe. Scribes were not the intellectuals of society. Their specialized training did not accord them elite status among the intelligentsia. The scribe would not be confused with the authority whose words he recorded, nor would the authority be likely to undertake the task of the scribe.
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  Proposition 2




  Expansions and Revisions Were Possible as Documents Were Copied Generation After Generation and Eventually Compiled into Literary Works




  So far we have proposed that the ancient world, including Israel, was hearing dominant and that the main transmission of information took place in the oral world, not the text world. Important traditions found their authority in the people who generated them and transmitted them orally, so the traditions and their authority also had their principal residence in the oral world. In this world there were no authors or books. The important information and traditions resident in the oral world were rendered into documents by scribes for a variety of reasons and were then consigned to archives or libraries, where they were accessible only to the scribes who maintained those repositories and the scholars who might consult the documents there. This model is derived from what is known throughout the ancient world and is supported by the evidence that exists in the Old Testament.




  While oral transmission enjoys a modicum of fluidity in some regards, in others it is quite conservative. If a tradition is being transmitted (as opposed to a decree or a legal ruling) the speaker may have some latitude based on his or her audience, artistry and time. (Shorter speaking time might result in abridged content.) Consequently, while traditions have some stability in the broad strokes, there would be diversity from one teller to the next. These concepts can be affirmed anthropologically as well as anecdotally, but the specifics of how oral traditions worked in ancient Israel particularly are beyond our grasp.




  Consider how a recipe for cookies is passed from generation to generation. Sometimes it may be followed slavishly, other times with creativity. Even though amounts of ingredients and even ingredients themselves may vary, the result is still the traditional cookie with the traditional name. If the recipe is changed too dramatically, then it is a different cookie. Furthermore, the recipe may exist in writing, but its familiarity could be such that the written recipe would rarely be consulted.




  For our investigation, it is important for us to try to understand the transition from an oral tradition to a written tradition. The first question is, Which version of an oral tradition found its way into a document? We could imagine that a well-known tradition would be preserved in a document multiple times in multiple cities in multiple versions. A story is told generation after generation in a town, and a scribe eventually records the local version of it. The same is done in other towns with other scribes documenting other versions. Since the document is not the original form of the tradition, the document carries no authority concerning the tradition. It has a secondary status and a secondary role. It is not used to read from because the tradition resides in the oral world.




  The Need for New Copies




  Time goes on; the tradition continues to be preserved orally while the document sits in an archive or library. Perhaps scribes-in-training might use it for exercise, but the role of the document is negligible. A generation or two goes by and the document has deteriorated, so the decision is made to make a new copy. What sort of latitude will the scribe have as a new copy is made? Scribes are trained in the ability to be precise—they pride themselves on it and boast about it in the ancient literature. As copyists they are not creative artists who craft new shape to what they are copying. But careful revision is always a possibility. Perhaps since the last document was made, innovations have been made in the oral recitation of the tradition—not that the story has changed, but perhaps new insight into its meaning or application for new generations has arisen. Perhaps emphasis now falls on a different part of the tradition. Numerous possibilities exist. It would be appropriate to bring the new document into line with the current form of the oral tradition. Communities would make such decisions, whether scribal or popular, sometimes perhaps formally, more often just following a stream of tradition.




  Furthermore, language changes—perhaps more slowly in the ancient world, but change is documented in many of the Semitic languages related to Hebrew and in Hebrew itself. A competent scribe would certainly update the language in such cases. Again, we must remember that at this stage the scribe does not think of himself as tampering with a canonical, written text.1 The idea that scribes making new copies of documents would revise the language is actually very helpful for us as we try to understand the transmission of the biblical text. Nearly all of the Old Testament, no matter how ancient the traditions may be or at what date they may have been written, is in the form of Hebrew that we know was current in the Iron Age (the period of the monarchy). Now we can see that the form of the language in our current texts should not be viewed as reflecting the date of the traditions, of the original documents or of the words the authority figures had first used. The transmission of the documents allowed for updating of language.2




  Another advantage of these observations is that they provide a means of dealing with what we know of the development of Hebrew as a language.3 Though the details remain vexingly elusive and therefore controversial, most scholars agree, and evidence substantiates, that Hebrew originated sometime in the second millennium B.C. Some would place its roots as early as the beginning of alphabetic script around the sixteenth century, while others would put it as late as the twelfth or eleventh centuries. We don’t have to solve this for our discussion here. We do need to recognize that even the development of the language itself (let alone the date of the Hebrew represented in our texts) is later than some of the traditions that are incorporated in the text. Abraham did not speak Hebrew. It is even questionable whether what Moses spoke could be properly called Hebrew or whether we should identify it as a Canaanite precursor. It would not have been the Hebrew that we find throughout the Hebrew Bible that we possess.




  Whatever developments took place, they took place gradually. It is not as if there were a radical invention of a new language called Hebrew that leaders decided to impose on a population. From earlier alphabetic, northwest Semitic roots, Hebrew took its own unique shape and became distinguished from languages related to it. We can see the same phenomenon at work when we trace the development of English from Beowulf, Spenser and Chaucer through Shakespeare and the King James Bible to modern colloquial American English. The change is gradual, but today most of us can’t read Chaucer in its original form.




  While such understandings are helpful, at the same time we must consider a more careful nuancing of the popular conception that the documents of our Old Testament preserve word for word that which was originally written by someone like Moses. Moses’ words were spoken, and even if recorded very soon after that would not have been in the language that is preserved in our Bibles.4 We will return to this later in the book.




  So far we have discussed the updating of language and of place names. What else might a scribe do as a document is being recopied? Will lines or even sections be added? Will content be revised? Will explicit additions be made reflecting new historical situations and ideas? In outline, we might consider the possibility of changes at the following levels:




  

    	Updated language and place names




    	Brief explanatory glosses for a contemporary audience or for added perspective (e.g., Gen 12:6; Num 12:3)




    	Added sections (e.g., the account of the death of Moses in Deut 34)




    	Updated formulations (e.g., legal perspectives as reflected in variations perhaps observable, for example, in the goring ox legislation in Exodus 21:28-32. In verse 29 the owner is to be put to death. Some interpreters see verses 30-32 as a later softening of the punishment in which a ransom may be paid instead, though I am not confident that we can identify whatever motives might be behind such variations.)




    	Integrated revision to address a new audience in contemporarily relevant ways (we can see this sort of revision reflected in the way the books of Chronicles give a different perspective on events from that found in the books of Samuel and Kings—could it happen within a document as it is recopied?)


  




  Since at least a minimal amount of scribal editorial work is recognized, we have only to speak of the amount of editorial work that would be allowed. One could say that it is possible in theory that certain phrases or whole sections of a biblical book may be the result of later scribal activity, without having the confidence to indicate that all of those additions can be identified. Whatever level of interaction with a text the scribes had, we should not view that activity as destructive, deceptive or subversive. It would have been activity that was approved by the community and considered not only legitimate but advantageous. They were not tampering with authority, because authority continued to reside in the authority figure who inaugurated the tradition and in the tradition that had been transmitted by the tradents in the community. If that tradition grew and adapted over time, that is not a betrayal of the previous forms, communities, tradents or the authority figure—it instead reflects respect. As an illustration from a later time, the Pharisees were those tradents who were recognized by the community as the authoritative interpreters of Mosaic law, or Torah. The Pharisaic interpretations were granted the same level of authority as the Mosaic law—in fact the Mosaic law was only known through the Pharisaic filter. Similar observations can be made about the Mishnah once we move into the rabbinic literature. This does not mean that the Pharisees or the Mishnah were correct in their interpretation of Moses, only that their communities granted them that status.




  Scribal Tasks




  We have spoken of the scribe primarily as serving a menial task rather than playing a creative role. Now, however, we need to bring further nuance to the scribe’s role. Karel van der Toorn identifies six activities that extend beyond the menial tasks: transcription of oral lore, invention of new texts, compilation, expansion, adaptation for a new audience and integration of documents into a larger composition.5 Even in transcription, he contends, the scribe is not simply a stenographer but contributes his own style and language. We might compare a situation today in which you tell a lawyer what you want your will to stipulate, but then he or she is expected to couch that content in appropriate legal language. The ways that people (whether commoners or elites) worked with scribes might be understood by comparing how today the U.S. President works with his speech writers.




  Consider also the task of a chef. At a training level, chefs follow recipes precisely. They take pride in their ability to do so and are trained to execute in that way. Their training, however, also includes instruction in the nature of ingredients and how they can be used and combined in order to accomplish tasks. Lower levels of chefs may never proceed beyond the precise execution of a recipe. Many may go to the next level and begin tweaking recipes to achieve particular results. Only very advanced chefs become involved in creating recipes, but even then their work is based on traditional knowledge. In this latter category are those we might identify as tradents. Even among tradents, however, there would be at times the need to reproduce a recipe exactly. We can think about scribes in the same kinds of categories.




  Invention on the part of the scribe becomes more common as societies transition to being text dominant. Just as oral characteristics can be identified in documents that preserve traditions that originated in hearing-dominant contexts, so literary characteristics are evident in works that originated as text. Examples of literary characteristics include the acrostic form (which is largely visual in nature) or a work that makes frequent literary allusions or even quotations. Such intertextuality implies a literary composition. Overall, invention was an evolving role for scribes, and probably only the privilege of the most accomplished among them. One of the primary genres of the ancient Near East that is the product of scribal invention and had its origins in documents is the genre of royal inscription (though this may also have some dependence on court annals or chronicles, which also have their origin as documents).




  Both compilation and integration attribute to the scribe the role of editor. Here the scribe is creating a new document or literary work by combining the information from either literary or oral traditions. Such scribes are playing the role of tradent. The resulting documents may require little creativity (e.g., the famous lists of Sumerian, Assyrian and Babylonian archives, where creativity would be limited to organization) or may become creative literary works in their own right (the final form of the Gilgamesh Epic or the biblical books of Chronicles). In the latter category the scribe’s creativity is manifested in identifying a theme or focus and then selecting the appropriate information from the existing documents and arranging it in such a way that the theme is drawn out. The resulting works can be studied to discover the rhetorical strategy that gives them coherence. In the Gilgamesh Epic, various tales of Gilgamesh that had originally been separate oral traditions and existed in distinct documents were brought together with the theme of his search for immortality. In Chronicles, the many documents listed throughout the book, including the biblical books of Samuel and Kings, were sifted for information that would substantiate the scribal editor’s focus on the importance of the temple and the Levites and his theme of retribution theology. With this theme and these focuses in view, he crafted a new vision of the covenant people of Yahweh. This same sort of work would have been responsible for the books of Judges, Samuel and Kings as well. A middle ground is observable in the biblical book of Psalms, in which 150 separate documents have been stitched together with intentionality in selection and arrangement.




  In the transmission of traditions, the evidence from the ancient Near East suggests that as long as the documents were not considered the authoritative form (i.e., authority remained located in the authority figure or the oral tradition), fluidity remained. The historical transition to a fixed written tradition with which scribes can no longer be creative becomes evident as we begin to find a commentary tradition (working outside the text) replacing intratextual revision (possible when the text was still fluid).6




  Did Scribes Expand on Texts?




  The fourth category of scribal activity is the most difficult and controversial: expansion. Today scholars label this “innertextuality.” Unlike “intertextuality,” where interpreters attempt to identify allusions to or dependence on other sources, innertextuality (sometimes “intratextuality”) involves changes within the text tradition itself. It could include a number of activities that we have already discussed, such as updating of language or explanatory glosses. These are not controversial, nor can it be doubted that they took place. A second, more controversial activity is supplementation: new laws, new wisdom sayings, new narratives, new oracles added to an existing compilation. The third, and most controversial, involves interpretation. In this the received document is edited with interpretive information. This activity could also involve van der Toorn’s category of “adaptation for a new audience.” It is important for us to explore whether innertextuality regularly took place, what forms it took and whether biblical books may have been composed over time through the use of these techniques.




  Van der Toorn struggles with the conflicting evidence regarding what we can learn from ancient texts about the work of the scribe. On the one hand, many statements and evidences in ancient texts insist and demonstrate that scribes prided themselves on faithful reproduction of text. Professional pride prevented the scribe from adding anything to or removing anything from the text that he was copying. Notations of line counts and reproduction of breaks in the tablets all substantiate this rigorous discipline. On the other hand, it is equally clear that new editions were sometimes developed and expansion is attested.7 Traditions grew; interpretations were integrated; collections expanded. All of these levels of scribal activity are attested in the ancient world, and examples can be identified in the Old Testament. Deuteronomy 34 is an example of an added section. Psalms and Proverbs are examples of growing collections. Chronicles is an example of integration of documents and literary works into creative new forms. The common identification that a situation in the narrative remains “to this day” (e.g., Josh 10:27) shows later reflection. Maybe these phenomena are extremely limited; maybe not. The fact is, if they occur at all we need to account for these areas of scribal activity in our understanding of biblical authority. Once we factor them into our model, it is inconsequential how frequently they occur, or whether we can identify the different strata or not.




  The typical sequence that we find would then begin with the oral traditions, the common medium for a hearing-dominant culture (whether these were simply traditional accounts that were considered to have authority or derived more directly from a figure who was considered authoritative). Those oral traditions would be recorded in documents (whether soon after they were spoken or sometime later), which would be stored in archives or libraries. In the third stage, and on an ongoing basis, the documents would be periodically recopied by scribes, often updated and sometimes revised or supplemented. As society became more text focused, the documents (perhaps further augmented by oral traditions) would begin to be compiled into literary works. These literary works themselves took on the authority derived from the traditions and the figures whose words they incorporated. The literary works sometimes underwent further modification and combination until they achieved the form that became frozen as canon.8




  Though documents were recopied over time, in many cases those documents would have remained insignificant, having little role in the ongoing transmission of authoritative traditions in the hearing-dominant society. As transition gradually took place to a text-dominant status, literary activity increased and resulting literary works began to be seen as representing the authoritative form of tradition (though the authority was still intrinsically represented in the authority figure and the tradition). Scribes with sufficient status (tradents) compiled the documents of the archives into literary works, which began to develop into something that might be called canonical literature—a text with authority.
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  Proposition 3




  Effective Communication Must Accommodate to the Culture and Nature of the Audience




  We apply communication theory every time we try to explain a procedure to someone. We need to assess what they already know and determine what words will be meaningful to produce the desired understanding. We intuitively tune into genre distinctions every time we read a newspaper and move from current events, to editorials, to comics (sometimes themselves about current events or offering editorial comment), to advertisements and sale notices.




  As important as composition and transmission are, we easily recognize our need to understand how texts communicate, not just how they came into existence. If we do not understand how communication is working, we run the risk of misinterpreting. Our beliefs about biblical authority are intrinsically related to our understanding the communication rightly so as to interpret it accurately. Applying these principles to specific issues regarding the Old Testament will come later in the book.




  There can be no question that accommodation is essential in God’s communicating with humans. Every act of communication requires accommodation that will tailor the communication to the needs and circumstances of the audience. Without this, effective communication could not take place. The specific discussion here then is not directly concerned with how the human communicator of biblical literature may have accommodated his audience. Instead, it begins with the question of how God accommodated a human audience and what the ramifications are in the text. What are the implications this communicative truth holds for our doctrine of Scripture? Kenton Sparks attempts to define accommodation in terms of both the finiteness and the fallenness of the audience:




  Accommodation is God’s adoption in inscripturation of the human audience’s finite and fallen perspective. Its underlying conceptual assumption is that in many cases God does not correct our mistaken human viewpoints but merely assumes them in order to communicate with us.1




  What does he imply by including the descriptors “finite” and “fallen”? He describes accommodation not just in terms of human viewpoints and perspectives, but also in terms of human errors. This leads Sparks to align himself with the claims in traditional biblical criticism that a variety of events recorded in the Bible never happened and that people traditionally presumed to have actually existed in fact never did. At the same time he embraces the term inerrancy even as he qualifies it.




  Since the rise of critical biblical scholarship and its claims that certain people and events in the Bible were less fact than fancy, evangelicals have articulated their doctrine of Scripture by asserting Scripture’s factuality. Dickering between “inerrancy” and “infallibility” as the preferred terminology, lengthy statements (such as International Council on Biblical Inerrancy’s) have tied the factuality of Scripture to what it affirms. The field of comparative studies has entered the discussion, offering information from the ancient world that contributes more insight to our understanding of what it is that is being affirmed. Comparison with ancient genres has led some to the conclusion that narratives in the Bible, especially early ones, are not asserting historical fact. Furthermore, some propose that even if the communicators may have thought they were asserting historical realities, God simply accommodated the genres of the day along with their human misunderstandings and errors to produce something that was true at a larger, more significant level. Such negative conclusions are extreme and unnecessary, but comparative studies can make important positive contributions as well. To begin to glean the bene­­fits of genre study, we can use some of the tools provided by what is called speech-act theory.2




  Speech-Act Theory




  Speech-act theory has been around for several decades. It recognizes that communication is an action with particular intentions. It therefore addresses both philosophical hermeneutics and comparative studies by locating the meaning within the communicative act between the communicator and the implied audience.3 We do not agree with many of the conclusions associated with speech-act theory,4 but we find its foundational premise and terminology helpful and have therefore adopted its three basic categories. The communicator uses locutions (words, sentences, rhetorical structures, genres) to embody an illocution (the intention to do something with those locutions—bless, promise, instruct, assert) with a perlocution that anticipates a certain sort of response from the audience (obedience, trust, belief). A common illustration is the words spoken in a wedding. When the bride and groom say “I do” they are using a very basic locution—words that could be used in any number of contexts with varieties of meaning. But in this context they are used for a specific illocution: a lifetime vow of faithfulness and commitment. The resulting perlocution is the implementation of that vow throughout life. One can see that it is the illocution that carries the weight of the communication (see figure 3.1).
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    Figure 3.1.


  




  By applying the tenets of speech-act theory, evangelical interpreters are able to associate the authoritative communicative act (God’s illocution) specifically with the illocution of the human communicator.5 God’s authority in Scripture is therefore accessible through the illocution of the human communicator—that is how God chose to do it. We are not free to take the communicator’s locutions (whether considered divine or human) and use them to formulate our own fresh illocutions and associated meanings—authority is compromised at best or lost entirely when we do that. Likewise, if we misunderstand how a genre (part of the locution) works, we risk misunderstanding the biblical communicator’s illocution. We will develop examples of this in the following chapters as we consider several different genres.




  Divine Accommodation in Locutions




  Accommodation on the part of the divine communicator resides primarily in the locution, in which genre and rhetorical devices are included. These involve the form of the communication. Yet our conviction is that even though God accommodates the communicator and his audience in the trappings and framework of locution, he will not accommodate an erroneous illocution on the part of the human communicator. We are therefore distancing ourselves from Sparks with regard to the extent and nature of accommodation. God may well accommodate the human communicator’s view that the earth is the center of the cosmos. But if God’s intention is not to communicate truth about cosmic geography, that accommodation is simply part of the shape of the locution—it is incidental, not part of God’s illocution. In contrast, God will not accommodate a communicator’s belief that there was an exodus from Egypt and speak of it as a reality if it never happened. God will accommodate limited understanding for the sake of communication—that is simply part of accommodation in the locution. But we would maintain that he will not communicate about how he worked in events (e.g., the exodus) or through people (e.g., Abraham) if those events never took place and those people never existed. Such accommodation would falsify his illocution and invalidate its reliability. Authority is linked to the illocution. Consequently there is a higher incidence of accommodation in the locutions; indeed that is entirely normal and expected. Authority is not vested independently in the locutions, and communication could not take place without such accommodation. In contrast, that which comes with authority (illocution) may involve accommodation to language and culture, but will not affirm that which is patently false.
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