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Preface


Four previous works in the Lost World series have established its underlying concepts:


	Accessible discussion of a topic of current popular (not just academic) interest


	Addressed through propositions that move the reader through a logical sequence of the principal points of discussion


	Based on a fresh, close reading of the Hebrew text


	Informed by knowledge of the ancient Near Eastern literature and cognitive environment


	Undergirded by a consistently applied hermeneutic that finds God’s authoritative message in the text represented in the communication as understood by the human source (speaker or writer) and his audience—working out the principle that the Bible is written for us, but not to us




The account of the flood (situated in the context of Genesis 1–11) is inarguably an excellent candidate for such a study. It provides an example of a text that has been subjected to many modern readings as interpreters focus on apologetics and scientific and historical reconstruction of the event. We will argue that these not only miss the point but potentially distort the biblical message.

The issues the Lost World books deal with are inherently controversial—that is why they remain issues of debate. Consequently, any treatment of them will be controversial, as this one will be. For open-minded readers who are seeking an interpretation that will make sense to them, we invite you to plunge in and engage the options we have proposed.

As always in the Lost World books, the intention is not to offer the single “correct” interpretation of the text. We seek, instead, to provide an interpretation based on a conviction that the Bible is the Word of God—Scripture that speaks truly. At the same time we recognize the importance of genre, of an understanding of the ancient world, and of the importance of a sound hermeneutic for arriving at an understanding of that truth. Our goal is not to convert the reader to our conclusions, or even to persuade the reader to adopt our way of thinking. Instead, we seek to bring information to the reader’s attention that has helped us as we have struggled with the passages. If readers deem that information useful and beneficial, we are gratified. But for readers who cannot accept our findings, believing that Scripture makes claims that require other conclusions, we hope that at least we have shown how our particular interpretation is the result of faithful interpretation.
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PART 1

METHOD:
PERSPECTIVES ON
INTERPRETATION

[image: Description à venir]






Proposition 1

Genesis Is an Ancient Document


We all desire to be faithful interpreters of God’s Word to assure that we receive the full benefit of God’s revelation to us. We consider the Bible to have authority, and we want to submit ourselves and our lives to that authority. Biblical authority is tied inseparably to the author’s intention. God vested his authority in a human author, so we must consider what the human author intended to communicate if we want to understand what God’s message is. Two voices speak: the human author is our doorway into the room of God’s meaning and message. Thus, when we read Genesis we are reading an ancient document and should begin by using only the assumptions that would be appropriate for the ancient world. We must understand how the ancients thought and what ideas underlay their communication.

Even though we may rarely identify a passage of the Bible that could be arguably indebted to specific awareness of a known text from the ancient Near East, for the most part we are interested in understanding how Israel in the Old Testament was embedded in the ancient world. Whether the revelation of God in the Old Testament reflects the kind of thinking that was common throughout the ancient world or it exhorts the Israelites to abandon the standard thinking in the ancient world, the conversation that takes place in the Bible is assuredly situated in the ancient world. So the more we can learn about the ancient world, the more faithful our interpretation will be.

In one sense, every successful act of communication is accomplished by various degrees of accommodation on the part of the communicator, but only for the sake of the audience they have in mind. Accommodation must bridge the gap when communicator and audience do not share the same language, the same command of language, the same culture, or the same experiences, but we do not expect a communicator to accommodate an audience they do not know or anticipate. High context communication takes place between insiders in situations in which the communicator and audience share much in common. In such situations, less accommodation is necessary for effective communication to take place, and therefore much might be left unsaid that an outsider might need in order to fully understand the communication.

This is illustrated in the traffic reports that we hear in Chicago, where the references to times of travel and location of problems assume the listener has an intimate understanding of the highways. Traffic reports that offer times of travel from various identified points and stretches where one might encounter congestion are very meaningful to me (John) as a regular commuter. I know exactly what to expect by a report that it will take thirty-eight minutes to drive from “the Cave” to “the Junction” and that it is congested from “the Slip to the Nagle curve.” When out-of-town guests visit, however, this information confuses them. They do not know what the Slip or the Cave are (nor could they find them on a map); they don’t know how far these places are from one another, and they don’t know that on a good day one can go from the Cave to the Junction in about eight minutes.

By contrast, in low context communication, high levels of accommodation are necessary as an insider attempts communication with an outsider. A low context traffic report would have to explain to out-of-town listeners or inexperienced commuters just where the different locations are and what normal times look like from one location to another. These would be much longer reports. If the traffic reporter made the report understandable to the out-of-town visitor, it would be too tiring to be of any use to the regular commuter.

We propose that in the Bible, a human communicator is engaged in expressing an accommodating message to a high context (i.e., ancient Israelite) audience. So, for example, a prophet and his audience share a history, a culture, a language, and the experiences of their contemporaneous lives. God has employed this communication as his revelation of his plan and purposes. When we read the Bible, we enter the context of that communication as low context outsiders who need to use all of our inferential tools to discern the nature of the communication that takes place in that ancient setting, as well as discern from that the revelation God has offered through that communication. We have to use research to fill in all the information that would not have to be said by the prophet in his high context communication to his audience. This is how we, as modern readers, must interact with an ancient text.

Those who take the Bible seriously believe God has inspired the locutions (words, whether spoken or written) the communicator has used to accomplish joint (divine and human authors) illocutions (which lead to an understanding of intentions, claims, affirmations, and, ultimately, meaning), but that the foundational locutions are tied to the communicator’s world.1 Whatever the human communicator’s illocution is, God has added a second illocution (revelation) to that. Inspiration is tied to locutions (they have their source in God); illocutions define the necessary path to meaning that can be defined as characterized by authority.

At times our distance from the ancient communicator might mean that we misunderstand the communication because of elements foreign to us or because we do not share ways of thinking with the communicator. Comparative studies help us to understand more fully the form of the biblical authors’ employed genres and the nature of their rhetorical devices so we do not mistake these elements for something they never were. Such an exercise does not compromise the authority of Scripture but ascribes authority to that which the communicator was actually communicating. We also need comparative studies in order to recognize the aspects of the communicators’ cognitive environment that are foreign to us, and to read the text in light of their world and worldview. This is not imposing something foreign on the text; it is an attempt to recognize that which is inherent in the text by virtue of its situatedness—the author and audience are embedded in the ancient world. We are not imposing this on the text any more than we are imposing Hebrew on the text when we try to read it in its original language.

We will illustrate by using the metaphor of a cultural river. In our modern world the cultural river is easily identified. Among its currents are various fundamentals such as rights, freedom, capitalism, democracy, individualism, globalism, market economy, scientific naturalism, an expanding universe, empiricism, and natural laws, just to name a few. Some may wish to float in these currents, while others may struggle to swim upstream against them, but everyone in our modern world inevitably is located in its waters. Regardless of our diverse ways of thinking, we are all in the cultural river, and its currents are familiar to us.

In the ancient world a very different cultural river flowed through all of the diverse cultures: Egyptian, Phoenician, Assyrian—or Israelite. Despite variations between cultures and across the centuries, certain elements remained largely static. Continual course adjustments have little effect on the most persistent currents. People are people, but few of the currents common to the ancient cultures are found in our modern cultural river. In the ancient cultural river we would find currents such as community identity, the comprehensive and ubiquitous control of the gods, the role of kingship, divination, the centrality of the temple, the mediatory role of images, and the reality of the spirit world and magic.

The Israelites sometimes floated on the currents of that cultural river without resistance, and we should be neither surprised nor critical. At other times, however, the revelation of God encouraged them to struggle out of the current into the shallows, or even to swim furiously upstream. Whatever the extent of the Israelites’ interactions with the cultural river, it is important to remember that they were situated in the ancient cultural river, not immersed in the currents of our modern cultural river.

We seek to understand this embeddedness so we may be faithful interpreters of the biblical text. God communicated within the context of their cultural river. God’s message, God’s purposes, and God’s authority were all vested in Israelite communicators for Israelite audiences, and the message took shape according to the internal logic within their language and culture. We cannot be assured of authoritative communication through any other source. We must therefore find the message of God as communicated through those intermediaries in their ancient cultural river.

If we are to interpret Scripture to receive the full impact of God’s authoritative message, and build the foundation for sound theology, we have to begin by leaving our cultural river behind, with all our modern issues and perspectives, to understand the cultural river of the ancient intermediaries. The communicators that we encounter in the Old Testament are not aware of our cultural river—including all of its scientific aspects; they neither address our cultural river nor anticipate it. We cannot therefore assume that any of the constants or currents of our cultural river are addressed in Scripture.

Consequently, we are obliged to respect the text by recognizing the sort of text it is and the nature of the message it offers. In that regard, we have long recognized that the Bible is not a scientific textbook addressing issues from our modern vantage point. That is, God’s intention is not to teach about the scientific aspects of events or phenomena. He does reveal his work in the world, but he doesn’t reveal how the world works.

As an example of the foreign aspects of the cognitive environment, people in the ancient world had no category for what we call natural laws. When they thought of cause and effect, even though they could make all the observations we make (e.g., when you push something it moves; when you drop something it falls), they were more inclined to see the world’s operations in terms of divine agency. Everything worked the way it did because God set it up that way and God maintained the system. They would not have viewed the cosmos as a machine but as a kingdom, and God communicated to them about the world in those terms. His revelation was not focused on giving them a more sophisticated understanding of the mechanics of the natural world.

He likewise did not hide information of that sort in the text for later readers to discover. An assumption on our part that he did would have no reliable controls. For example, in the days when we believed in a steady-state universe, people could easily have gone to the Bible to find confirmation of that science. But today we no longer believe steady-state to be true. Today we might think we find confirmation of the big bang or the expanding universe, but someday we may no longer consider those to be true. Such approaches cannot be adopted within an authority framework.

In the same way, the authority of the text is not respected when statements in the Bible that are part of ancient science are used as if they are God’s descriptions of modern scientific understanding.2 When the text talks about thinking with our hearts or intestines, it is not proposing scientific ideas we must confirm if we wish to take biblical authority seriously. We need not try to propose ways that our blood-pumping organs or digestive systems are physiologically involved in cognitive processes. This is simply communication in the context of ancient science. In the same way, when the text talks about “waters above,” we do not have to construct a cosmic system that has waters above. Everyone in the ancient world believed in a cosmic ocean suspended above a solid sky. Therefore, when the biblical text talks about “waters above” it is not offering authoritative revelation of scientific facts. If we conclude that there are not, strictly speaking, waters above, we have not thereby identified an error in Scripture. Rather, we have recognized that God vests the authority of the text elsewhere. Authority is tied to the message the author intends to communicate as an agent of God’s revelation. This communication by God initiates that revelation by piggybacking on communication by a human addressing the world of ancient Israel. Even though the Bible is written for us, it is not written to us. The revelation it provides can equip us to know God, his plan, and his purposes, and therefore to participate with him in the world we face today. But it was not written with our world in mind. In its context, it is not communicated in our language; it is not addressed to our culture; it does not anticipate the questions about the world and its operations that stem from our modern situations and issues.

If we read modern ideas into the text, we skirt the authority of the text and in effect are compromising it. The result would be to arrogate authority to ourselves and our ideas. The text cannot mean what it never meant. What the text says may converge with modern science, but the text does not make authoritative claims pertaining to modern science (e.g., some statements may coincide with big bang cosmology, but the text does not authoritatively establish big bang cosmology). What the author meant and what the audience understood places restrictions on what has authority. The only way we can move with certainty beyond the Old Testament author’s intention is if another authoritative voice (e.g., a New Testament author) gives us that extension of meaning.

We propose instead that our doctrinal affirmations about Scripture (authority, inerrancy, infallibility, etc.) attach to the intended message of the human communicator (as it was employed by the divine communicator). This is not to say that we therefore believe everything he believes (he did believe that there was a solid sky), but we express our commitment to his communicative act. Since the form of his message is grounded in his language and culture, it is important to differentiate between what the communicator can be inferred to believe and the focus of his intended teaching.3 The idea that people think with their entrails is built into the expressions that they use and the beliefs of the biblical communicators, but the revelatory intention is not to make assertions about physiology or anatomy. To set aside such culturally bound ideas does not jeopardize the text’s message or authority. Genre is also part of the communication framework and is therefore culturally bound. We have to account for the cultural aspects and shape of the genre before we can properly understand the communicator’s intentions.4 At the other end of the spectrum, having once understood the message, we cannot bypass it to adopt only a generalized application (e.g., “love God and your neighbor, and you will do fine”) that dismisses as accommodation and potentially erroneous the communicator’s genre-encased message.

The authority and inerrancy of the text is, and has traditionally been, attached to what it affirms. Those affirmations are not of a scientific nature. The text does not affirm that we think with our entrails (though it communicates in those terms because that is what the ancient audience believed). The text does not affirm that there are waters above (i.e., a cosmic ocean held up by a solid sky). The question we must therefore address is whether the text, in its authority, makes any affirmations about the extent and nature of the flood as a scientist today would think about it. If the communication of the text adopts the “science” and the ideas that everyone in the ancient world believed (as it did with physiology and the waters above), then we would want to distinguish their perspectives from the authoritative message of the text.

Here is how this paradigm works. First, there is a real world, but the Bible does not describe that world authoritatively. Its description is both culturally conditioned (solid sky, waters above, etc.) and rhetorically shaped. We cannot derive a scientific explanation of the world from the Bible, and it would be misguided to try to find scientific evidence for that description. Nevertheless, the Bible does interpret that world authoritatively (God’s work in it and relationship to it).

We can apply that same paradigm to the flood. There was a real, cataclysmic event, but the Bible does not describe that event authoritatively. Its description is culturally conditioned (the flood tradition we all know) and rhetorically shaped (universalistic cosmic proportions). We cannot derive a scientific explanation of the flood from the Bible, and it would be misguided to try to find scientific evidence for that description. Nevertheless, the Bible does interpret that event authoritatively (what God was doing; why it happened: judgment, re-creation, nonorder as response to disorder, covenant, etc.).

This does not preclude the text from reporting historical events that would have involved science that the ancients did not understand (e.g., the mechanics of the flood). In such cases, the Bible is not providing scientific revelation; it is being silent on scientific matters. Whatever scientific explanations we might posit would not carry the authority of the text (just as our interpretations do not carry authority). In the Bible, we expect to find an authoritative interpretation of an event like the flood, not to be able to reconstruct an authoritative scientific account of the flood. The biblical account has a real event in a real past as its referent, but the revelation of God is not the event, but the interpretation of the event (more about this in proposition fourteen).

We can begin to understand the claims of the text as an ancient document by first paying close attention to what the text says and doesn’t say. It is too easy to make intrusive assumptions based on our own culture, cognitive environment, traditions, or questions (i.e., our cultural river). It takes a degree of discipline as readers who are outsiders not to assume our modern perspectives and impose them on the text, but often we do not know we are doing it because our own context is so intrinsic to our thinking and the ancient world is an unknown. The best path to recognizing the distinctions between ancient and modern thinking is to begin paying attention to the ancient world. This is accomplished by immersion in the literature of the ancient world. This by no means supersedes Scripture, but it can be a tool for understanding Scripture. When we are trying to understand the opening chapters of Genesis, our immersion is not limited to the cosmology texts or flood accounts of the ancient world. The clues to cognitive environment can be pieced together from a wide variety of ancient literature. Obviously, not everyone can undertake this task, just as not everyone can take the necessary years to master Hebrew and Greek. Those who have the gifts, calling, and passion for the original languages and the opportunity to study, research, and write use their expertise for the benefit of those who do not. In the same way, those who have the gifts, calling, and passion for the study of the ancient world and the opportunity to research and write can use their expertise for the benefit of those who do not.

Such study is not a violation of the clarity (perspicuity) of Scripture propagated by the Reformers. They were not arguing that every part of Scripture was transparent to any casual reader. If they believed that, they would not have had to write hundreds of volumes trying to explain the complexities of interpretation at both exegetical and theological levels. They were instead trying to make the case that there is a plain sense of Scripture that is not esoteric, mystical, or allegorical, and could only be spiritually discerned. Everyone could have access to this plain sense (see reference to the Westminster Confession of Faith in proposition seventeen).

Throughout most of history, scholars have not had access to the information from the ancient world and therefore could not use it to inform their interpretation. Even the early Christian writers were interested in accessing the ancient world (as indicated from their frequent reference to Berossus, a Babylonian priest in the third century BC) but had very limited resources. However, since the beginning of the massive archaeological undertakings in Iraq from the middle of the nineteenth century, more than one million cuneiform texts have been excavated that expose the ancient literature through which we can gain important new insight into the ancient world. This is what provides the basis for our interpretation of the early chapters of Genesis as an ancient document.

In trying to engage Genesis as ancient literature, we do not want to dismiss the insights of interpreters who have populated the history of the church. At the same time, we recognize that those interpreters have hardly been univocal. It is true that the creeds and councils have offered their conclusions about the key theological issues, and those conclusions have often become the consensus of modern doctrine. Yet it has not been the practice of interpreters to disdain fresh attempts to exegete the early chapters on Genesis just because their forebears had arrived at their various conclusions. Martin Luther begins his first chapter on Genesis claiming that “until now there has not been anyone in the church either who has explained everything in the chapter with adequate skill.”5 We should therefore not be dissuaded from seeking fresh knowledge that may lead to reinterpretation, for when we do so we are following in the footsteps of those interpreters who have gone before us, even as we stand on their shoulders.








Proposition 2

Genesis 1–11 Makes Claims
About Real Events in a Real Past


Our purpose in this volume is to come to an understanding of the proper interpretation of the story of the flood in Genesis 6–9. That includes whether it is describing a worldwide deluge, a local flood, or something else, but the extent of the flood is not the most important issue. Since we are seeking first and foremost the literary-theological interpretation offered by the text, we begin with the broader literary context of the flood story—namely, Genesis 1–11. Before dealing with the individual narratives, we will address the larger issue of whether the author or compiler of these chapters intended readers to take them as referring to events that happened in space and time.

The question we want to answer is whether Genesis 1–11 (which includes the flood story) makes historical claims.1 This investigation involves the identification of the genre or literary type of these chapters in the context of the whole book of Genesis. What reason do we have to think that the author of Genesis intended to tell us about real past events?

Let’s begin with the assumption, not often disputed, that the author intends readers (ancient and modern) to take the ancestor narratives and the Joseph story as history.2 The question then is whether Genesis 1–11 also intends to tell the reader about actual past events. Due to the difference in style between these opening chapters and the rest of Genesis, such continuity has often been disputed. Genesis 1–11 has often been called poetry, parable, or even myth.3

An important point of continuity, however, is found in the toledot formula that stretches across the whole of Genesis. Toledot is a Hebrew word that is rendered something like “account” in our English translations. The word occurs in a formula that can be translated something like “This is the account of X,” where X is, with the exception of the first occurrence, a personal name. These formulas are best understood as referencing written (see Gen 5:1) or oral documents that the author of Genesis used to compile the book. After all, even if Moses is the author of Genesis, he would have used earlier sources to talk about the distant past. We should further note that the “toledot of X” is about the offspring of X. So the toledot of Terah (Gen 11:27) introduces the story of Abraham, Terah’s son (Gen 11:27–25:11).

The first toledot occurs in Genesis 2:4 and then occurs ten more times, four times in the rest of Genesis 1–11 (Gen 5:1; 6:9 [the toledot of Noah]; 10:1; 11:10) and six times in the rest of the book (Gen 11:27; 25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2). In other words, the toledot formula does, in our opinion, show a literary continuity between Genesis 1–11 and Genesis 12–50.

Further, we would say that the toledot formula indicates a consistent interest in a carefully selected sequence of past events. The composer incorporates these sources as reports received from the past to create his account of the past. This is true of Genesis 1–11 as much as Genesis 12–50. This conclusion does not necessarily mean that the composer did not shape the toledot as he created the text as we know it.

Discussions about the early chapters of Genesis often focus on whether the accounts are mythology or history. It is an important question, but framing it this way may not be the best approach. Today, we often consider the label mythology to imply that what is reported is “not real.” But in the ancient world, they did not consider what we call their mythology to be not real. To the contrary, they believed their mythology to represent the most important reality—deep reality, which transcends what could be reported in terms of events that have transpired in the strictly human realm. Indeed, they further considered that even the events in the human realm, which we might label history, found their greatest significance in aspects of the event that human eyewitnesses could not see—the involvement of the divine hand.

Consequently, we should be hesitant to set a dichotomy between history (equaling “real”) and mythology (equaling “not real”). Such thinking is too overburdened with our modern categories to do justice to ancient literature, biblical or otherwise. The deepest reality, that which is most true, must not be constrained by what eyewitnesses can attest or demonstrate to have “actually happened.” The accounts in Genesis 1–11 can be affirmed as having real events as their referents, but the events themselves (yes, they happened) find their significance in the interpretation that they are given in the biblical text. That significance is not founded in their historicity but in their theology; not in what happened (or even that something did happen) but in why it happened. What was God doing? That is where the significance is to be found.

Our defenses of historicity can become reductionistic if we become too focused on proving the reality of events rather than on embracing the interpretation of the theological significance being traced by the author. The text has no interest in trying to prove the events took place. They assume they did, as do we. Instead they are offering an interpretation that constitutes the divine-human message that carries the authority of the text. Events are not authoritative; the interpretation of the narrator is.

Having suggested that the narrator intends the reader to believe that Genesis 1–11 has real events as referents, we still need to consider in more detail how Israelites in the ancient world thought about events.

We propose that on several counts they did not think about events the same way we do. In the ancient world they viewed reality with an eye to the metaphysical (spiritual) world, not just through the lens of empiricism. Consequently, the role of the eyewitness was not as highly valued. Seeing events through a lens that included the spiritual world, and not just the human world, meant that categories we might label mystical or mythical overlapped in indiscernible and inseparable ways with what we call the real world. Events in their view therefore consist of more than what we refer to as history. Yet, for all of that expanded view, that does not make the view of events any less real to them. They can have events as the referents to a narrative account, yet view the events in a different way than we do. The ancient world as a whole has different ways of knowing than we do.4 One of the expressions of this is that they do not have a line between myth and history. Both are involved in events and in reality. To the extent that the Israelites thought in similar ways, they would not distinguish between these ways of knowing. If such is the case, stating that they consider the flood to be a real event is not as clarifying as we might hope. We cannot draw distinctions about narratives that we are interested in if they do not draw their lines in the same places as we do.

When we talk about events—and more importantly, event reports—it will be helpful to imagine a spectrum between metaphysical and empirical.
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Event reports are on a sliding scale. In our modern cultural river, history is considered entirely empirical and, in fact, only the empirical is considered to be real. In turn, apologetics engages the empirical. Event reports found in Genesis 1–11 concern what can be called cosmic events, which means that they are located much more toward the metaphysical end of the spectrum. But unlike what we call myth in the ancient world, which we consider as having no empirical aspect and therefore located at the far end of the metaphysical side of the spectrum, Genesis 1–11 retains some empirical aspects.5 When we compare that to Genesis 12–50, we find the reports of the events pertaining to the ancestors are pushed quite a bit further along the spectrum toward the empirical side. Even so, the metaphysical remains more important than the empirical. Unlike many in our modern cultural river, we consider the metaphysical aspects just as real as the empirical ones. The more toward one side or the other the event report is located on the spectrum, the less the other aspect can be detected. If the report is more interested in the metaphysical, then our analysis of the report ought to be more focused on the metaphysical aspects.

It is not so important precisely where we locate a report on the spectrum; however, it is important to realize these two aspects are both part of how they viewed events. It is also important to note that we should not think of the metaphysical aspects and the empirical aspects as adding up to 100 percent, with say 36 percent being one and 64 percent being the other. These categories cannot be distinguished as exclusive of one another.

Consequently, even as we affirm that the author envisioned these accounts as real events in a real past, we recognize that they would have viewed events and reality differently and therefore would have provided testimony that is different from how we would do it.6 Their testimony is predominantly interested in the metaphysical aspects.7 This is particularly true of cosmic events such as the flood. This needs to be kept in mind as we decide what should be the most appropriate focus of our textual analysis.








Proposition 3

Genesis 1–11 Uses Rhetorical Devices


In previous propositions we explored what signaled to the reader that Genesis 1–11, beginning with creation and fall, consists of actual space-and-time events. In other words, the author intends the reader to understand that he is writing about the real past.

We have also noted, however, that there are clear signals that the writing, while referential, is not particularly interested in reporting the event in a way that allows us to reconstruct the event, but rather focuses on the interpretation of the event. In other words, the author depicts the event in a way that furthers his theological message.

This observation is not just true of Genesis 1–11 but all biblical history—indeed, all history. Writing about events, history, is always interpretive, giving us the author’s perspective on the event through selection and emphasis. The writing does not necessarily bring us back to a complete or impartial understanding of the event itself. We can gain an adequate knowledge of the event that motivates the telling of the event, but not in some kind of value-neutral or brute-fact manner.

All history writing is rhetorically shaped. Authors cannot be exhaustive in their telling of the event, so they choose what is important or, better stated, what they think is important about the event. Thus, authors provide the perspective through which we hear or read about the event.

Furthermore, they tell the story out of their worldview, which is why biblical scholars who work within the framework of the historical-critical method cannot endorse the depiction of the past offered by the biblical historians. After all, historical criticism operates with perspectives that immediately disqualify the supernatural worldview of the biblical authors, who recount the past with a robust awareness of God’s involvement in the world. Perhaps the commitment of historical criticism most devastating to the biblical worldview is the principle of analogy, which requires that the historian can treat as plausible in the past only those events that conform with present experience.1 Thus, we reject the historical-critical approach to the flood story because it does not honor the fact that the story is told from the worldview of the biblical authors. We are more inclined to agree with Ziony Zevit, who insists that some qualification is needed regarding how skepticism (characteristic of the historical-critical approach) can be wielded as a historical hermeneutic. He instead calls for an approach that the major test should be deniability. That is, “whatever is not effectively denied or disproved is to be regarded as true.”2

Biblical narrators thus speak from their worldview and select and emphasize aspects of the past that communicate their interest in God and the relationship between God and his human creatures. For this reason it is appropriate to refer to those biblical books that look to the past as theological histories.

Furthermore, historians, including biblical writers about the past, do more than simply report events (just the facts); they interpret the significance of the events. Indeed, again, biblical authors are not interested in giving us what we need to recreate the event in its pure facticity but rather in using the event to communicate their theological message. It is their theological message that carries the authority God has vested in them. Events are not inspired; interpretations of events are inspired. That the biblical authors are giving us a selective and interpretive accounting of the past to present their theological message is well confirmed by the following quote by the Gospel writer: “Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (Jn 20:30-31).

Let’s use the report concerning Jesus’ speech as a New Testament example. Both Matthew and Luke report a sermon Jesus gave that includes a section we know as the Beatitudes as well as teaching on loving one’s enemies, not judging others, the tree and its fruit, and the wise and foolish builders (compare Mt 5–7 with Lk 6:17-49). The teaching in Matthew is much more extensive than Luke’s, and there are other differences, but we will illustrate our point with a detail concerning the setting of the sermon.

Whereas Jesus delivered this sermon “on a level place” in Luke 6:17, according to Matthew, Jesus spoke “on a mountainside” (Mt 5:1). Can we reconstruct the actual setting of this sermon? Well, we can speculate, but we cannot be certain. Some believe Jesus spoke on a level spot on a mountain. Maybe. But again, we cannot with certainty recreate the historical event behind the text, though we are right to say that there was a historical event behind the text.

What is more important is the theological message communicated by this rhetorically shaped presentation of the historical event. What is the significance of the place where Jesus spoke the sermon? We can identify the theological purpose of Matthew quite easily once we remember that he directs his Gospel at Jewish Christian readers. The location of the Sermon on the Mount, as we have come to refer to it, contributes to the presentation of Jesus as the fulfillment of the exodus.3 After having been baptized in the Jordan River (his Red Sea crossing) and being tempted in the wilderness for forty days and forty nights (as the Israelites spent forty years in the wilderness), Jesus then picked twelve disciples (reflecting the twelve tribes of Israel), and then delivered the Sermon on the Mount, where he spoke about the law. No Jewish Christian could miss it. Jesus on a mountain talking about the law would make them think of God giving the law to Moses on Mount Sinai. Parallels with the exodus continue and culminate in Jesus’ crucifixion on the eve of the Passover, the annual celebration of the exodus.
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