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Introduction


Paul Petersen





More than 110 scholars, ministers, and administrators convened at Avondale College in Cooranbong, Australia, in the summer of 2003 for the first Bible Conference of its kind for a long time. They were there at the invitation of the South Pacific Division of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, and for many of the participants this was the first such conference ever. A word of gratitude is to be extended to the leadership of the Division, in particular Pastor Laurie Evans and Dr Barry Oliver, who had the vision and provided the funding for this and subsequent conferences.


The focus was on hermeneutics, on intertextual readings of the Bible, and on the relevance of the biblical texts for our personal existence and the mission of the Church today. Invitations to contribute went out widely, and the responses in regard to topics and areas of study varied greatly.


You now hold the published result of the conference in your hands. The volume contains many of the presentations and papers read at the conference. It has been long underway, and thanks goes to Pastor David Edgar, Dr Ross Cole, and Eliezer Gonzalez for the difficult task of working with the copy editing of the very different types of papers and articles received. Some articles are intended to reach an academic audience; others rather reflect the writers’ experience with the Bible as the Word of God for service and for personal existence.


All of these papers, however, illustrate an attitude that permeated this conference as well as those that the South Pacific Division arranged in subsequent years, namely the joy of reading the Bible with an open mind within the framework of faith. Discussions were flowing freely in an atmosphere of courtesy and kindness and mutual trust and respect. The conference was a gathering for exploration of the Bible and scholarly interchange of observations, and for reflections on God’s revelation to us through His Word.


As you read, I hope you will enjoy the reading as much as we enjoyed the fellowship around the Bible, and that you will appreciate the variety. Even more, I hope that the papers in this book will inspire you to study and reflect on the Word of God and with an open-minded dialogue with other believers and students of the Word, as we as Christians and Adventists journey together.


Dr Paul B Petersen,


Field Secretary and Director


of Biblical Research in the South Pacific 


Division of the Seventh-day Adventist Church,


2000–2009









PART ONE


Intertextuality: Foundations And Principles









The Pros and Cons of Intertextuality


H Ross Cole





Introduction


The Pros of Intertextuality


The last few decades have witnessed a growing scholarly recognition of the contributions that the application of contemporary literary perspectives and conventions can make to biblical studies.1 In particular, there has been a growing awareness of the value of intertextual study. For many scholars, the emphasis on intertextuality comes as a breath of fresh air. It is as though source criticism had done a cut and paste job on the Bible, subordinating the authority of some parts to others, denying the possibility of effectively interrelating even adjacent passages of Scripture. Now we have the whole Bible back again:


For at least 150 years we have been accustomed to denying and pointing out the fallacies of a greater and greater atomisation of the Biblical text.
We have insisted that the present form of the text is the very word of God and have demanded that any interpretation with pretensions of validity take into account that present form.2


What a validation it is, then, to hear scholars of unquestioned stature make bold assertions like the following:


It is my objective not to study parts of texts but to study texts as wholes . . . By understanding biblical texts as structures or wholes, I am approaching them as systems with an internal logic . . . To analyse the text into bits and pieces and to read it in parts is to destroy the system. It is to impose on the text an alien and an anachronistic set of literary conventions.3


Receiving back a whole Bible is one of the pros of the contemporary emphasis on intertextuality, but not the only one. This emphasis reinforces the importance of the contemporary application of Scripture, reminding us that no reader ever reads the text in a vacuum, but always comes to the text with his or her own baggage of questions and prejudices.4 It can contribute significantly to homiletics:


The preacher is called on not merely to expound its ‘meaning’, but to enter into its rhetorical dynamics, feel its emotional power, and then to give of her own imaginative resources in letting that dynamism generate a sermon that will be a means of encounter with God through the text.5


However, along with the pros there are also significant cons.


The Cons of intertextuality


Contemporary literary approaches to the text have tended to overshadow the historical-critical methodology that has been the dominant modern mode of discourse in academic dialogue, and even sometimes rejecting it outright.6 Given the largely negative impact of historical-critical discourse on the acceptance of conservative positions, this trend would hardly seem to be a loss to some conservatives. On the other hand, ‘historical criticism generally pursues the authentication of the non-fictional text . . . Literary criticism, in contrast, focuses on fiction’.7 If we are concerned that historical critics have tended to minimise the historicity of Scripture, nothing would seem to be gained by supporting a method that reclassifies it as fictional rather than as non-fictional, for ‘the commitment to historical validation’ is not ‘simply a fundamentalist aberration that we happen to share, interestingly enough, with higher critics. We take this position, as the critics do, because the Bible takes it.’8 The conservative scholar must thus always remain engaged with the historical issues raised by the text. In other words, such scholars must remain engaged with the sort of issues that historical critics have raised, even if rejecting many of their conclusions.


Another con to the contemporary emphasis on intertextuality is that final authority is often seen as lying with the reader rather than with the author.9 This approach raises a serious challenge to the conservative position that the biblical writers were inspired rather than their receptor communities.10 It also has the potential to introduce a dangerous subjectivity into the interpretation of the text.


The main body of this essay is divided into three parts. The first part addresses the issue of historical criticism and the Bible. The second part addresses the issue of the Bible and history. The third part addresses the issue of the way that an undue emphasis on response can introduce a dangerous subjectivity into the interpretation of the text.


Historical Criticism and the Bible


It is a commonplace assertion that Christianity and Judaism are historical religions in a way that other religions are not. Other religions have a history, but the truth of their fundamental teaching does not stand or fall on the historicity of that history, per se. Buddhism’s central assertions would remain just as true or false whether Buddha ever lived or not. Not so with Christianity, at least as conceived by most Christians through the ages. It is not enough that Jesus taught fine moral teachings. It is pivotal that he died and rose again. So also Judaism traditionally presupposes the historicity of the central salvation event of the exodus.


Past attempts to dehistoricise Christianity’s content have not fared well. Gnosticism tried to define Christianity in terms of the timeless platonic realm of the ideal, but Catholic Christianity strongly resisted the encroachments of Gnosticism. The Protestant Reformation’s move away from allegorical interpretation to the natural historical reading of the text has further underscored the importance of history to Christian thinking.


Historical criticism is often viewed as minimising the historicity of Scripture. It is therefore not surprising that conservative Christians have usually reacted against it. For the layman the very term ‘criticism’ is often loaded with negative connotations of destruction and scepticism. However, in an academic setting critical thinking is not about ‘criticising’ in the popular sense, but is about thinking with all one’s mental faculties in full gear. Textual criticism is not about criticising the text. It is about determining the original text and is a discipline in which evangelical scholarship has had a special role to play.11 Historical criticism defined as establishing the original history behind a passage would seem to be innocuous enough. But the situation is more complicated than we might suppose.


The systematic application of historical criticism to the Bible is an Enlightenment project. Historical criticism of the Bible has developed as a full-scale discipline with various sub-disciplines of its own. Source criticism seeks to identify the original written literary sources behind the text. Form criticism seeks to identify the oral backgrounds and Sitz im Leben (life situation) behind the text. Tradition criticism seeks to trace the development over time of the oral and written traditions underlying the text. Redaction criticism focuses on the editor’s adaptation of his sources. However, while historical criticism as a discipline may be a product of the Enlightenment, it has earlier roots.


Constantine’s transfer of his capital from Rome to Constantinople left a vacuum in civil authority that, in time, was filled by the Bishop of Rome. Subsequently, the medieval partnership between church and state was more like a war than a marriage, with each side struggling for the upper hand. Long-term consequences must not be confused with initial intentions. Certainly Constantine did not willingly hand over anything when he shifted the seat of the Empire eastwards. However, it suited the pretensions of later popes to claim that this is exactly what Constantine had in mind. The Donation of Constantine appeared centuries later purporting to be a statement by Constantine donating Rome to the Pope in thanks for healing from leprosy. It became a major plank in the defense of the ever-growing scope of papal civil power. However, not even the most ardent supporter of papal civil power today would advance the Donation of Constantine as evidence of Constantine’s intentions. The reason is that in 1440 the Catholic Lorenzo de Valla decisively exposed the Donation of Constantine for what it was: a pious (impious?) fraud.


De Valla’s skilful use of linguistic, legal, historical, and political arguments earned him the later accolade of being one of the founders of historical criticism.12 Any of us reading de Valla’s work today would admire his courage in taking the stand he did at the time he did. None of us would question the validity of his findings. There is no doubt that his research was a factor in preparing the way for the Reformation. However, it is one thing to suggest that the Donation of Constantine was a pious fraud. It is quite another to suggest that the Book of Deuteronomy was not just found in the time of Josiah, but also first written then. It is also quite another thing to claim that the Book of Daniel was a pious fraud, a vaticinium ex eventu, or history parading as prophecy in the times of Antiochus Epiphanes IV.


Given our respect for de Valla’s work, we need to ask whether the problem is with historical-critical methods as such, or with the particular way in which certain historical critics have applied them to the Bible. Arguably, Scripture should not be treated in the same way as other writings. However, would we accept that the scriptures of other religions should be exempted from any and all historical-critical investigation? If not, how would we propose that claims of Divine inspiration be objectively tested? Certainly we cannot expect every question and objection to be answered this side of eternity. However, we would expect Scripture as the inspired Word of God to stand up to tests that a pious fraud could not bear. If faith is not blind, but based on the weight of evidence, we will surely expect to find historical evidence favoring Scripture.


It is significant that when historical critics challenge the historicity of Scripture, conservatives often respond by using the criteria of the critics themselves against them. Conservatives have used the criterion of dissimilarity to good effect to defend traditional dating of biblical material.13 Niels-Erik Andreasen uses critical methodologies to establish that the Old Testament teaching concerning the Sabbath does not develop over time but appears full blown in its final form from the outset.14 Gerhard Hasel uses critical methodologies to establish the authenticity of the passages he examines from Isaiah 1 – 39 in his dissertation.15 Some Australian evangelists, as has been common for example, within the Adventist tradition, have long used archaeology and the findings of history to foster confidence in the reliability of Scripture.


The major problem with historical criticism has been the prevailing assumption that history is a closed continuum. God, if he exists at all, does not actively intervene in history. Any miracle or revelation must therefore be explained in purely naturalistic terms. On the other hand, conservatives have long proposed criteria by which prophecy and miracles can be evaluated.16 What if such criteria were accepted, or at the very least the possibility of periodic divine intervention were conceded? Could such a purified form of historical criticism not only be harmless to the cause of conservative Christianity, but actually be a positive tool in its defense? Or is talk of a purified form of historical criticism oxymoronic? Can one be no more slightly historical critical than be slightly pregnant?


The appropriateness or otherwise of the title ‘historical critical method’ for what is being described here is a matter of debate, for example, in Seventh-day Adventist scholarship.17 The discussion may soon be moot. Changes in the use of language are not subject to individually preferred canons of reasoning. One of the problems with creeds is that language changes meaning. Many conservative evangelicals have long believed that a modified form of historical criticism is not only possible; it is also necessary.18 Liberals are beginning to abandon historical criticism for alternate literary methods and evangelicals often still want to engage in something they call by that name. Something called historical criticism may therefore become the domain of conservatives sooner than we would think, whether we like it or not.19 What is critical is not the name for what we are proposing, but its practice. It is essential for conservatives to remain engaged with the historical issues the text present, and to seek to establish the history behind the text as well as within it. The reason is that history remains an essential category for Christian thinking. However, the relationship between the text and its underlying history is not always as straightforward as it might seem.


The Bible and History


That Scripture itself takes the category of history seriously is beyond dispute. We have already noted that Christianity with its emphasis on the death and resurrection of Christ and Judaism with its emphasis on the exodus are uniquely historical religions. Jesus falls out of focus if his historical context is ignored.20 If Christ has not been raised from the dead, we are still dead in our sins. We are left with hope only in this life and Christian self-sacrifice and struggle are in vain (1 Cor 15:13– 19, 29–32). The Biblical stress on history is the natural corollary of its strong emphasis on the theme of the covenant. An important component of Ancient Near Eastern treaties and Biblical covenants is the inclusion of an historical prologue, outlining all that the superior partner in the agreement had done for the inferior. When covenants are made and renewed, the historical prologue often takes pride of place, and when they are broken, the recital of the history is often used to underscore the heinous nature of the rebellion. Loyalty and obedience are simply the only appropriate responses to the display of such grace. Blessings and curses are also a frequent feature of Ancient Near Eastern treaties and Biblical covenants. These blessings and curses are first of all fulfilled in the context of history.21


History will clearly remain an essential category of thinking for the Christian who wants to take the Bible’s own internal perspectives seriously. However, historical thinking is not the only type of thinking that the Bible countenances; nor is the relationship between the text, and the history underlying it, always as straightforward as it seems. It is the tension created by this paradox that makes it important for conservative Christians exegete to read with eyes that are sensitive to the role of history in Scripture and to ally themselves in some ways more closely with the historical critics of the past than with some of the literary critics of the present. The crucial issue is to discern when historicity is fundamental to a biblical faith claim and when it is not.


Biblical historiography does not always work in ways that we would anticipate. The past is not recounted in full nor is it repeated for its own sake. It is told selectively in order that we might believe (John 20:31; 21:25). However, sometimes it is almost as though the past is reconstructed for one reason or another. At the beginning of his Gospel, Matthew goes to great lengths to stress that there were fourteen generations from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the Babylonian Captivity, and fourteen from the Babylonian Captivity to the birth of Jesus (Matt 1:1–17). History is being schematised here and the point is clear. It took fourteen generations for the Davidic king to appear, then fourteen generations for the Davidic king to be taken off the throne. Now that another fourteen generations had gone by, it was time for the Davidic kingship to be restored in the Christ. However, the ‘artificiality of the arrangement is indicated by the fact that in the second series the writer omits the names of three kings between Joram and Uzziah; viz. Ahaziah, Joash, and Axaziah, descendants of the infamous Athalia who attempted to destroy the Davidic Royal Line (2 Kgs 11)’.22 There are thirteen generations in the second and third series, but ‘Matthew’s observation here is statistical rather than theological!’23 Attempts to rectify this situation by double counting of names between series24 only serve to illustrate how much the facts are being made to fit the point.


The problem is that Matthew skips a number of generations to keep the number at fourteen per division. Is his argument fraudulent? Hardly. His Jewish readers had access to the same Scriptures Matthew. He is making a statement rather than trying to prove a point. But what a circuitous route to follow! Matthew’s logic here is quite different to any that I would use myself. But that is the point. If the Bible writers do things with history in ways that I find hard to understand, I should be wary of facile statements as to how they work. We need to read with eyes that are discerning of the facts, but deeply critical of our own assumptions about how things should and do work.


Two quite different statements of the Ten Commandments occur in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. One of the major differences is in the reason given for Sabbath-keeping. Another is in the specifications of what is not to be coveted at the end of each list. It is interesting to see how different interpreters emphasise one passage or the other for different reasons. For example, Adventists generally cite Exodus while non-sabbatarians generally cite Deuteronomy. The reason is that Adventists want to emphasise the universal dimensions of the Sabbath, something that is easy to do when the reason for Sabbath-keeping is tied to creation itself, as in Exodus 20:11. On the other hand, non-sabbatarians generally want to portray the Sabbath as simply being for Jews, so they emphasise the deliverance from Egypt as the reason for keeping it, as in Deuteronomy 5:15. However, there is no doubt that Exodus 20 has the more universalistic ring!


At the end of the day the differences can be readily explained. In Exodus 20 we have something akin to the original statement of the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai, whereas in Deuteronomy 5 we have an editorialised, summarised, then expanded account of the same, specifically tailored to fit the context of Moses’ sermon in Deuteronomy.25 We can reconcile the two accounts. However, in the process we find evidence of direct quotations from God’s own mouth being updated to fit a changing later situation. Nothing could demonstrate more clearly the need to read the history reported in Scripture in terms of the historical context of a writer, as well as in terms of the original context of the events themselves.


The difficulty in distinguishing between original statement and commentary particularly comes to the fore when we look at the parallel reports of Jesus’ ministry contained in the synoptic gospels. Did Jairus’s daughter die before the woman who had bled for twelve years touched Jesus (Matt 9:18), or afterwards (Mark 5:22, 23, 35; Luke 8:40–42, 49)? Well did Ellen White comment that not everything is in perfect chronological order in the gospel accounts.26 Given the similarities of the synoptic accounts, it is hard to believe that such differences are coincidental. We would do well to study the differences in their context, and to attempt to understand the reasons for them.27


Adventist scholar John Brunt has suggested that a modified form of historical criticism be adopted. He argues from the three accounts of Jesus’ parable of the wicked tenants of the vineyard that no writer was creating material out of a vacuum. However, he also argues that there was a discernable process of modification going on to meet the needs of each of the writer’s communities.28 Whether or not we like Brunt’s use of the appellation ‘historical criticism’ to define what he was doing, we can only benefit from a sensitivity to such differences.


How the Loss of the Historical Dimension Can Introduce a Dangerous Subjectivity into the Reading of the Text


In reader-response approaches to the text, authority ultimately lies with the reader rather than with the author.29 Literary criticism offers a timely reminder that nobody approaches the text free of bias or questions. Anyone who has ministered in an intercultural context over an extended period understands how much individual cultural context can impact interpretation. However, for anyone who would jettison historical criticism in favor of literary criticism, the question naturally arises, ‘Can the biblical text mean anything a reader wishes it to mean? Is meaning indeterminate?’30 Edgar Conrad answers, ‘No’. and turns the implicit critique back on the questioner:


The tendency has been for readers of the Bible . . . to approach the Bible as if it were familiar, a text to be easily domesticated.
This is easy to see in fundamentalist readings of the Bible. The Bible is clothed in twentieth century garb. It is read in such a way that creation becomes science and prophecy headline news. Fundamentalist readers of the Bible construct the Bible in their reading so that the strange and alien character of the Bible becomes comfortably familiar. It ceases to be foreign and, therefore, ceases to communicate from its origins in the remote past. It ceases to be ‘other’.
What is so difficult for many historical-critical readers of the Bible to recognise is that the reading strategies they bring to the Bible have the same taming effect. Historical-critical reading strategies literally re-shape [sic] the text in the reading process. The Pentateuch is not read as a single piece of literature bus as the Yahwist, ‘Elohist, Deuteronomic and Priestly documents. Isaiah is not read as a book but as three books, which require even finer adjustments in the construction. In short, what historical-critics [sic] understand as reconstruction is, from the point of view of reader response analysis, construction. This construction also clothes the text in modern garb so that it ceases to display the alien dress of the ‘other’ . . . Extinguishing the perceived problems destroys the text as ‘other’. When reading strategies recreate the text to conform to contemporary reading conventions, the text ceases to be alien.31


It is true that the historical critic can end up taming the text too readily. However, the solution lies not in the abandonment of an historical emphasis, but in the marriage of an historical emphasis to a literary approach. A dialogical approach to the text offers the best protection against an unlimited subjectivity.


It is true that it is the present text that holds authority over us, but it would be dangerous . . . to abandon the attempt to understand the text’s meaning in its first historical setting. Between them, literary and historical contexts provide the channel for us to determine the meaning of any passage for our lives. To destroy one bank of any channel is to move from the river to the swamp.32


An extreme reader-response approach to the text can be as subjective as any other. In responding to Conrad, Majella Franzmann decries the danger of denying the initial text’s power over the contemporary reader.33 There is now the possibility,


of rejecting/resisting what might be perceived as unacceptable introduction of ideologies. One is free, for example, to reject chauvinist or anti-Semitic tendencies or interpretive dependence upon the various mythological world-views [sic]. This has far-reaching political and theological implications, especially for believers within the mainstream Christian traditions.
For the latter, a whole new definition of the word of God, or what it means to experience God in the reading of Scripture, have [sic] become necessary. Even in the rejection of the Scriptural text as perceived by the reader, the revelation of God may be experienced.34


Teresa J Hornsby provides an example of the sort of interpretation that Franzmann fears.35 For conservative expositors of the Book of Hosea, the story of the prophet’s response to his wayward wife provides a beautiful picture of what God himself suffers when his own people stray. It is surprising, then, to discover that Hornsby sees no marriage metaphor here, but only a picture of God as the ‘jealous client of a prostitute who desires to possess an autonomous, strong woman’.36 Yahweh is portrayed as a villain for using foreigners to bring the covenant curses on suffering autonomous Israel who finds ways to fight back.37 Franzmann is correct. For this method, it is not only in ‘the rejection of the Scriptural text as perceived by the reader’ that ‘the revelation of God may be experienced’.38 It is even in the rejection of the revelation of God that God is allegedly seen. It is this sort of irrationality that leads Eric Osborn to denounce much of literary criticism as an enterprise beyond logic.39 It is also such subjectivity that CS Lewis has in mind when he speaks of the danger of seeing ‘only the reflection of our own silly faces’ in allegorical reading.40


Conclusion


The contemporary emphasis on intertextual study opens up many new opportunities. We have a whole Bible back again that we can study in the broadest of literary contexts. However, we should not embrace the new trend as an unmitigated blessing. It is associated with a declining emphasis on the historical setting of Scripture, despite the Bible’s own emphasis on the importance of history. An awareness of historical background affords some protection from the dangers of the extreme subjectivity that has enmeshed some practitioners of reader-response methods. While affirming a modified form of historical criticism, Clark Pinnock rejects ‘the kind of negative criticism that . . . consists of theories that collide with the text and its intentions and discredit the force of its assertions.’41 Whatever we call the approaches we use, this is a helpful guiding maxim. Our approaches need to be broad enough to accept a variety of methods that respect the text, but narrow enough to reject those that go against the grain of the text itself. It is the Word of God itself that must ultimately shape us rather than the latest winds of change, however strong their promise of a successful journey may seem to be.


____________________
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The Bible as Text


Ray CW Roennfeldt





Introduction


If nothing else, postmodernism has reminded us of the influence that our own experience has on how we interpret Scripture. We bring as our ‘text’ to the text, as it were. But if all of us bring our own ‘texts’ to the text of Scripture, how will we interpret it in a consistent, meaningful, and nourishing fashion? Such is the disparity among Bible-believing Christians regarding the ‘plain meaning’ of Scripture that some have given up the idea that Scripture is to be interpreted. Rather, they say it should be merely read or listened to, whereby the biblical worldview will automatically permeate the hearer.1


Several important factors necessitate the interpretation of Scripture. One of these is the fact that Christians of every ilk claim biblical support for their positions, no matter how unnatural. Although it may only be a very selective support, Mormons find their doctrine of baptism for the dead in the Bible, Jehovah’s Witnesses base their Arianism in Scripture, charismatics offer biblical texts as the basis of their doctrine of health and wealth, and ‘Bible Belt’ snake handlers justify their practice by a clear word from the Scriptures.2


The other major factor is the nature of the Bible itself. In fact, the beliefs we hold in regard to what the Bible is, how it was written, and the manner of its transmission have an enormous impact on the way in which we will read it, interpret it, and apply it in our lives.


The Nature of Scripture: A Vital Key to Understanding


At the foundational level, conservative Christians attribute far greater authority and value to the Scriptures than they do to any other book. It is seen as God’s book, God’s Word to humankind ‘in every age and in every culture’3 Thus, Christians do not just read the Bible. They listen to its words in order to obey.


However, while Scripture comes as God’s Word to us, it does not appear in the form of a list of divine legislative decrees or propositions. Rather, its shape is very obviously human. It is characterised by human language and employs human modes of thought and expression. Differences of literary ability and style in its writers are clearly evident. Yet, in spite of the fact that the Bible does not ‘answer to the great ideas of God’. God is satisfied that ‘the utterances of the man are the word of God’4


Christians have stressed either the humanity or the divinity of the Bible. Focusing on its humanity involves one primarily in an historical and descriptive task. The meaning of Scripture, in this view, is to be found in what the words originally meant to the writer and his or her readers. On the other hand, an over-emphasis on the divinity of the Bible has resulted in its being read in an extremely literalistic fashion. The words of the Bible are considered to be God’s words untainted by human culture.5 This, of course raises the issue of the interaction of God with culture; both that of the writers of the Bible as well as our own.


God and Culture


At a cursory glance, the biblical writings do appear to make claims that put them above the relativities of human culture. For instance, Scripture points to divine revelation as its origin (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:21). Its message transcends place and time. Jesus Christ is seen as the single source for salvation (Acts 4:12). The differences in the human situation cannotinvalidate the message of the gospel for ‘the word of the Lord stands forever’ (1 Pet 1:25). The Scriptures are the ‘norm of truth by which all human thought is tested (Heb 4:12–13; John 10:35)’.6


Such a one-sided view of the Bible places it in a unique position from which it operates as ‘the source for a metahistorical and metacultural framework within which one can understand and communicate across historical eras and cultures’.7 It seems to me that such a position is open to the twin dangers of either ignoring the fact that the biblical books were written and conditioned by the culture pertaining at the time of writing as well as by the personality, etc. of the various culturally conditioned writers, or that of assuming that the culture of the Bible is ‘Christian’ culture.


Such presuppositions tend to overlook or rationalise away the differences between the Old and New Testaments as well as the differences between the various books within each of the Testaments. The ambiguities of Scripture are well illustrated by a selection of the ‘strange’ laws that formed part of the divine code at least from the time of the Exodus onwards. The death penalty was prescribed for cursing one’s parents (Exod 21:17); fair and equal treatment was required for the first wife when a second was taken (Exod 21:10); Israelites were admonished against boiling a baby goat in its mother’s milk (Exod 34:26); and Ammonites and Moabites were not allowed to join the congregation of Israel, even to the tenth generation (Deut 23:3).8


Now, it is important to point out that although we may consider such commands as ‘strange’, Moses ‘found none of them strange or even burdensome’.9 On the contrary, he pointed out the privileges offered to Israel in divine code: ‘What other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today’ (Deut 4:8 NIV). The hermeneutical and logical difficulties of applying such laws to twenty-first century society are immense.10


The Old Testament laws of levirate marriage illustrate quite dramatically the difficulties we have in bracketing out the strangeness of Scripture. How are we to interpret the ‘grimy’ story of Genesis 38? Aren’t we more than a little sympathetic with Onan who refused to fulfill his obligations to his sister-in-law? Aren’t we somewhat scandalised by the statement that ‘What he did was wicked in the LORD’S sight, so he put him to death . . . ’? Was Judah’s conduct less reprehensible in the sight of God than that of his sons, Er and Onan? So it seems, for Judah escapes the punishment of God for his ‘one night (day?) stand’ with his daughterin-law, whom he mistakes for a ‘shrine prostitute’ (Gen 38:21).


There is no easy explanation for some of the most obviously culturally conditioned passages of Scripture. Perhaps the best solution is that of John Calvin who maintained that God ‘accommodates’ himself to the human situation by adjusting to human ‘ignorance’ when he ‘prattles to us in Scripture in a rough and popular style’11 and in ‘mean and lowly words’.12 Alden Thompson similarly concludes that,


. . . divine laws are no more enduring than that human situation that makes them necessary. The beauty of the divine condescension is precisely that God recognised the human condition and moulded his revelation accordingly. Different people in different culture need to have great enduring principles of divine government applied in different ways.13


The only other solution is to selectively apply some of the passages of the Bible to the contemporary situation, while ignoring the force of others. The result is a rather opportunistic primitivism and a jaundiced rejection of almost anything pertaining to modernity.


To take such a stance pits Christ against culture. As Richard Niebuhr aptly points out, the results are a radical disjunction between reason and revelation that stresses the transcendence of God over his immanence in the world through his Spirit and his community, the church.14


The Problem of Subjectivity


Conservative Christians are very nervous about acknowledging that the Bible is, in any way, culturally conditioned. After all, where will it stop? Are there any absolutes left if God expresses himself in the context of human culture and society?15 What can we really know about God and the world? If the biblical writers used the thought forms and world view of their own day in which to express the divine story, how are we to separate their presuppositions from the truth?


Let us sharpen the issue just a little. The Bible does not appear averse to using a wide range of literary genres in order to transmit what had been revealed to its writers.16 But are we open to allowing them ‘the liberty . . . to choose their forms of literary composition, even if it shocks us and contravenes our standards of writing’?17 I do not wish to infer that we must travel the route of the liberal biblical critics in rejecting traditional interpretations just because they are traditional. Still, if Jesus could tell fictional parables, as is the case with the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, then perhaps not all of the biblical narratives are to be read as if they were sections in a modern historical or scientific textbook.18


Clark Pinnock maintains that ‘despite history being crucial to the biblical message, we have to grant the Bible its freedom to employ styles of historical writing it wants to’.19 It seems that to demand that God could not do otherwise then to always ‘write’ his revelation in a strictly historical format is to ignore the testimony of the data of Scripture as well as to lock ourselves into a doctrine of total divine control which is presupposed by biblical inerrantism.20


But, does not a more flexible view of the origin and nature of Scripture place the reasoning powers of the human interpreter over the Bible, rather than God’s Word judging the reader? That is clearly the result when some engage in radical, even agnostic, biblical criticism. However, the committed Christian is not about to pronounce as unreliable a book that has introduced her or him to Jesus Christ.21 In fact, it appears that only those readers who are submitted to Jesus will actually know what the Bible teaches (John 7:17).


Some Limits on Subjectivity


Although we do not always recognise it, the very subjectivity of the hermeneutical process is an acknowledgment of the Bible’s power and genius. It actually speaks to all of us across a wide variety of situation. Thus, biblical hermeneutics is far more than merely analysing the meanings of words or unraveling the grammar of sentences, as important as that task may be.22 But we are not left with the kind of ‘chaos’ which results when we bring our ‘text’ to the biblical text and make it mean whatever we want it to.23 There are a number of very vital controls.


There is, of course, the control implicit in the text itself. ‘Any claim to interpretation has to appear credible in the light of the text itself and must be a legitimate and possible use of it’. There, there is also the ‘counsel’ of the interpretational tradition. ‘Tradition plays a stabilising role in hermeneutics’, and protects the church against Scripture twisting and heresy. Finally, there is the community of believers who ‘collectively hear the Word and assess the interpretation’.24


How? A Personal Note


How will we then read and apply Scripture? I cannot speak for everyone as to the best way to interpret the Bible, but I can share how it operates in my experience. I have found the idea of the Bible as ‘case-book’ helpful in understanding the Bible as God’s Word.25 Given the power of narrative in the formation of individuals and communities,26 as well as the fact that far-and-away the most common form of literature in the Bible is narrative, would appear to indicate that one should learn to listen to the story/stories of the Bible.


The narratives of the Old Testament, for instance, are not just accounts of the lives of the various characters. Rather, they operate as divine stories on a least three levels: the level of the working out of the universal plan of God; that of God’s specific call to Israel; and the level of the individual narratives that combine to make up the other two levels.27


It is clear that the Old Testament does not just tell us about the people who lived in those times. Instead, the stories function primarily as divine narratives. Thus, Old Testament narratives do not directly teach doctrines (although they may illustrate doctrines); they record what happened rather than what should have happened (and so do not always provide us with a perfect example); they invite us to judge for ourselves as to whether a particular course is right or wrong; they are always selective and incomplete; they do not answer all of our theological questions; and they consistently portray God as their hero.28


The Joseph narrative (Gen 37, 39–50), while having Joseph as the central character—a personality flawed by arrogance and parental favoritism—is clearly identified as a divine narrative. The biblical writer emphasises again and again that in spite of Joseph’s imperfections and ‘ups-and-downs’ that ‘the LORD was with him’ (Gen 39:2–5, 21). ‘The focus is on God. He can accomplish what He wills. Using such unlikely vehicles as Joseph, his family, and the Pharaoh, God preserved many people and began to create for himself a special people.’29 Scripture invites us into the story, not to replicate the life of Joseph by doing what he did, but to actively respond to God’s involvement in our own sphere.30 As a Christian, I bring to my decision-making process and to my worldview not just divine imperatives, but also a bank of stories of genuine divine-human encounters which mould and inform my own walk with God.31


Conclusion


It is obvious that not all of Scripture can be read as narrative. Some portions are composed of prophecy, others constitute hymns, and still others provide a store of wisdom. If we are to gain optimal benefit, we must recognise that we cannot interpret everything in the same way and that the Spirit waits to guide us into all truth (John 16:13). Still, there is a ‘story’, for instance, behind Paul’s instructions regarding food offered to idols and the participation of women in worship. To know that story (or context) provides us with a large amount of hermeneutical assistance. Finally,


Books about interpretation are no more a substitute for interpreting than recipes are a substitute for cooking. They need correcting, but the final test is not whether they stimulate further methodological reflections: it is whether they encourage good cooking. As the aim of cooking is to promote nourishment, so the Bible is to be heard, read, marked, learned, and inwardly digested. That involves interpretation, whether this task is performed by the reader who appropriates the Bible, or by some intermediary like Philip, who offered help to the Ethiopian eunuch.32


Genuine biblical interpretation is not easy, nor does it arise in a vacuum. It means grappling with the biblical text as well as interfacing it with our immediate situation. However, it also means that Scripture will only be interpreted fruitfully if adequate account of the nature of the text is accounted for. An inerrantist view of Scripture will very likely predetermine a literalistic pattern of interpretation while a more realistic view of the nature of the Bible may allow greater scope for continuing illumination from the Holy Spirit. Perhaps we have not yet ‘scratched the surface’ of the treasure that is Scripture!


____________________
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Introduction


The issue of the New Testament use of the Old Testament is a major one, involving research on every book of the Bible. My particular area of study has been the use of the Old Testament in the Book of Revelation, so I will focus on the scholarly debate as it pertains to Revelation, but the implications of that debate extend to all the other books of the New Testament. After surveying the debate regarding Revelation as a basis for outlining the primary issue, I will use a well-known passage in Matthew 2 as a test case.


In the broad sense, intertextuality has to do with the interplay between written texts. The writers of the New Testament were conscious of the Old Testament as they wrote, and often pointed readers to significant background texts to support and clarify the point they were making. Intertextuality seeks to understand an author’s intention in the use of earlier literature. The understanding of intertextuality in biblical studies has recently expanded as New Testament scholars have begun to employ literary critical strategies, categories and understandings. The appropriateness of this expansion has been the subject of an ongoing debate between Steve Moyise and GK Beale. After a brief review of the broader field, specific attention needs to be given to that debate and its implications for future study of Revelation.


Revelation Is Related to the Old Testament, but How?


No one would argue that an understanding of the Old Testament is irrelevant to an understanding of the Apocalypse. The reader is fully plunged into the atmosphere of the Old Testament.1 No other New Testament book is as saturated with the Old.2 The symbolism of the book cannot be penetrated without careful attention to its Old Testament antecedents.


On the other hand, Revelation seems to resist efforts to understand its relationship to the Old Testament. Rather than quoting or citing the Old Testament, the book interacts with it in the most allusive manner. A word here, a phrase there, and the barest hint of an echo in another place is the essence of how Revelation evokes the Old Testament, and that is only the beginning of complications. While there is a general consensus that Revelation was written in Greek,3 there is much dispute as to the language and text tradition of the Old Testament John uses.4 There are also a number of striking irregularities in the Greek grammar of the Apocalypse.5


So granted the central place of the Old Testament in the Book of Revelation, it is still difficult to determine exactly how it is being used there. While various aspects of the above issue have been addressed in scores of books, articles and commentaries, since the middle of the 1980s a number of major specialised works have addressed the larger picture. According to GK Beale,6 the most significant of these works are those of Beale,7 Jeffrey Marshall Vogelgesang,8 Jon Paulien,9 Richard Bauckham,10 Jan Fekkes,11 and Jean-Pierre Ruiz.12 These works all focused on John’s intentions with regard to his use of the Old Testament. In spite of the allusive nature of the evidence, attempts were made to catalogue John’s choices of Old Testament texts and to consider the impact of such allusions on understanding his purposes in the book.13 Increasing attention was also given to the criteria for determining when and where the author intentionally alluded to portions of the Old Testament. These concerns seemed weighty and problematic enough to engage teams of scholars for generations to come. However, the enterprise was complicated by the arrival of new literary approaches to the topic.


Devorah Dimant and New Literary Approaches to Apocalyptic


This new direction was signaled by the research of Devorah Dimant on the use of the Old Testament in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha.14 Her research led her to the conclusion that these Jewish writers used the Old Testament according to a ‘compositional use’ or an ‘expositional use’.15 According to her, these two categories represent two ‘fundamentally different attitudes to the biblical material’, leading to correspondingly different literary genres and styles.16


Dimant defines ‘expositional use’ as a literary strategy in which the Old Testament text is presented explicitly, with a clear external marker.17 In expositional use the biblical text is introduced as the object of interpretation.18  The aim of the writing is to explain the biblical text. This usually involves the use of fixed terminology and special syntactical patterns, in order to separate the biblical element from the author’s exposition. Genres utilising this category include rabbinic midrash, Qumranic pesher, the commentaries on the Torah by Philo and certain types of quotations in the New Testament.19


On the other hand, ‘compositional use’ occurs when the biblical elements are interwoven into the work without external formal markers.20 The biblical element is subservient to the independent aim and structure of its new context. Genres employing compositional use do not have the same exegetical or rhetorical aims as exposition, but instead create a new and independent text. The biblical material becomes part of the texture of these works. Typical compositional genres include narratives, psalms, testaments, and wisdom discourses, which use biblical elements for their own patterns, style and terminology.21


While Dimant does not mention apocalyptic among the genres in which compositional use is employed, studies in Revelation clearly demonstrate that John was utilising the Old Testament compositionally, rather than expositionally. While a handful of scholars argue for anywhere from one to eleven ‘quotations’ of the Old Testament in the book of Revelation,22 the overwhelming majority of scholars conclude that there are none.23 There are certainly no explicit citations of the expositional type.24 If Dimant’s observations can be verified within the context of New Testament studies, they would have large implications for understanding of John’s use of the Old Testament.25 Regardless of the degree to which other New Testament writers may respect the context of their Old Testament antecedents,26 the author of Revelation would be signaling a generic preference for creativity in his use of Scripture.


The Moyise-Beale Debate


While Dimant’s distinctions and their potential significance do not seem to have impacted studies of Revelation so far, the debate regarding John’s use of the Old Testament in Revelation broke new ground with the published monograph by Steve Moyise in 1995.27 Moyise provides the first serious attempt to apply the literary perspective of intertextuality to the use of the Old Testament in Revelation.28 The literary perspective broadens the process of intertextuality by a concern for the impact of the reader on the process of intertextual interpretation.


According to Moyise, ‘The task of intertextuality is to explore how the source text continues to speak through the new work and how the new work forces new meanings from the source text’.29 ‘By absorbing words used in one context into a new context or configuration, a metaphorical relationship is established’.30 ‘The reader “hears” the Old Testament text, but its meaning is affected by the new context or configuration.’31 When a reader of Revelation who is not conscious of an allusion reads allusive words in their new context, that reader will naturally read connotations into those words that were not present in the Old Testament context. When (s)he becomes aware of the allusion, a ‘cave of resonant signification’32 is opened up that affects the reading of that part of Revelation.33


Moyise compares the use of the Old Testament in Revelation with Thomas Greene’s four ‘forms of imitation’.34 Based on this research he argues that John deliberately leaves his use of Old Testament allusions open-ended. He invites the reader to engage in thought and analysis of his text (Rev 13:8; 17:9). Thus, there may be no gap between the author’s intention for Revelation and the process of reader response to the ‘cave of resonant signification.’35


GK Beale quickly called Moyise’s approach into question in the most comprehensive single work ever written on the subject of allusions to the Old Testament in Revelation.36 The book is not a coherent whole, but reads like a series of independent units written at different times with a common general purpose. In fact many of the parts had already been published separately.37


The main purpose of the book seems to be an extension of the thesis that drove Beale’s earlier anthology on the use of the Old Testament in the New.38 Beale argues that John uses the Old Testament with sensitivity to its original context. The Old Testament is not just the servant of the gospel, but is also a guide. In other words, New Testament writers not only simply impose their understanding on the Old Testament; the Old Testament also becomes a source of their understanding of the events they have experienced.


Beale develops the analogy of a basket of fruit. An apple removed from a tree and placed in a basket of fruit does not lose its identity as an apple; it simply acquires a new context. So when New Testament writers quote an Old Testament text, they are not altering what the original writer means. They are simply giving it new significance in a new context.39 While others have articulated such a viewpoint with respect to the New Testament as a whole,40 no one else has articulated it in such detail with regard to Revelation.41 Beale considers his position to be in serious disagreement with that of Moyise.42


In a short response Moyise expresses puzzlement over this disagreement.43 He feels that Beale’s distinction between meaning and significance is a hermeneutical cover-up,44 and then articulates a threefold difference between their positions. In contrast to Beale, Moyise believes that the New Testament writers give Old Testaments texts new meanings;




	the New Testament writers take Old Testament texts out of context; and


	meaning does not derive solely from an author’s intention, but also from the creative process of reading.45






Moyise prefers the analogy of a fruit salad to Beale’s fruit basket. In a fruit salad there are no more shiny apples, but pieces of apple mixed with other fruits and covered with syrup. While the connection remains between the apple on the tree and the apple in the fruit salad, one is more struck with the differences between the two forms of apple than in the fruit-basket analogy.46


Moyise seems to believe that he has been unfairly characterised as a radical reader-response critic who believes a text can mean whatever a reader wants it to mean.47 He argues instead that readers are not free to make a text mean whatever they like, but in order to arrive at a coherent interpretation, readers must make choices regarding what constitutes evidence and how it should be construed. He feels that the differences between himself and Beale demonstrate that there is no consensus on how to make such choices. More often people such as Beale interpret according to their own presuppositions and presume that they have attained the author’s intention.48


A few months later Beale responds to Moyise with a vigorous and lengthy defense of his position on authorial intention and respect for context.49 He argues that the debate is fundamentally about aspects of epistemology that require specific book-length treatments.50 He seeks to summarise the parameters of such a lengthy treatment in his twenty-nine-page page article, clarifying that his approach is based on the work of ED Hirsch, KJ Vanhoozer and NT Wright.51 No interpretation ever reproduces an author’s original meaning in full, but adequate understanding is possible.52 Understanding can never be fully certain, but it is possible.53 Beale insists on maintaining Hirsch’s distinction between meaning and significance.54 He considers it critical that good interpretation be judged by the degree to which it conforms to essential elements of the author’s original meaning.55


I sense a certain amount of frustration in Beale’s response. He believes that Moyise’s own statements do rank him with the more radical reader-response critics that can make a text mean whatever they like.56 For Beale this is an unnecessary abandonment of ‘commonsense,’ which implies that the probability of one interpretation being superior to another consists in the degrees to which there are fundamental correspondences between that interpretation and its source text.57


With regard to respect for context, Beale lays out a number of arguments against Moyise’s position:




	In a number of instances it can be demonstrated that New Testament writers did interpret an Old Testament text in harmony with its original intention.
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