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How did the Authority of the Scriptures
Sixteenth Century

Sola Scriptura
The Holy Spirit is the plainest writer and speaker in heaven and earth, and therefore His words cannot have 
more than one, and that the very simplest, sense, which we call the literal, ordinary, natural sense. 

All heresies and error in Scripture have not arisen out of the simple words of Scripture….All error arises out 
of paying no regard to the plain words and, by fabricated inferences and figures of speech, concocting 
arbitrary interpretations in one’s own brain.

In the literal sense there is life, comfort, strength, learning, and art. Other interpretations, however 
appealing, are the work of fools.

…

Scripture itself by itself is the most unequivocal, the most accessible, the most comprehensible authority, 
itself its own interpreter, attesting, judging, illuminating all things 

—Luther
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Get Dethroned?

Seventeenth Century

Take up your Bible, look at it with a perfectly open  
mind. How does it strike you? Can it possibly be 
regarded as the word of God, direcly inspired, 
committed to writing and handed down in its 
original state to us of the present day?

—Richard Simon



Get Dethroned?
Eighteenth Century

Whenever we read the obscene stories, the 
voluptuous debaucheries, the cruel and torturous 
executions, the unrelenting vindictiveness, with 
which more than half the Bible is filled, it would be 
more consistent that we called it the word of a 
demon than the word of God. It is a history of 
wickedness that has served to corrupt and brutalize 
mankind and, for my part I sincerely detest it, as I 
detest everything that is cruel… —Thomas Paine



Get Dethroned?
Nineteenth Century

…as soon as the book [Genesis] is studied with sufficient attention, phaenomena
disclose themselves, which shew that it is composed of distinct documents or sources, 
which have been welded together by a later compiler (or ‘redactor’) into a continuous 
whole….The following are the parts of Genesis which belong to P [Priestly source];…  
[there follows pages of characteristics of P] …It seems thus that the parts of Genesis 
which remain after the separation of P are formed by the combination of two
narratives, originally independent, though covering largely the same ground, which 
have been united by a subsequent editor, who also contributed inconsiderable 
additions of his own, into a single, continuous narrative. One of these sources, from its 
use of the name Jahweh, is…J; the other, in which the name Elohim is preferred, is…E; 
and…the combination of the two is referred to by the double letters JE.  

–S.R. Driver





The intention of the Bible is “to teach how one goes to heaven not 
how heaven goes.”

Galileo in a letter to the Grand Duchess Christina (1615)

Nothing physical which sense experience sets before our eyes, or 
which necessary demonstrations prove to us, ought to be called in 
question … upon the testimony of biblical passages which may have 
some different meaning beneath their words… On the contrary, 
having arrived at any certainties in physics, we ought to utilize these 
as the most appropriate aids in the true exposition of the Bible.

Galileo



For our Saviour sayeth, “You err, not knowing the Scriptures, nor the 
power of God;” laying before us two books or volumes to study, if 
we will be secured from error; first the Scriptures, revealing the will 
of God and then the creatures expressing his power; whereof the 
latter is the key unto the former [emphasis mine].

Francis Bacon
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 Man was created in the image of  
God.

evolved from apes

 Sin’s existence is affirmed. By it, 
mankind fell and became alienated 
from God.

as Scripture defines it, vis-á-vis the 
absolute standard of  the law of  God, 
is denied. Evil is generally recognized 
to exist, but opinions vary.

 The supernatural is 
reported as historical. 
Intervention by God into 
the ordinary laws of  
science

rejected as the product 
of  superstition. Any 
occurrence of  it is 
debunked, or dismissed 
as myth.



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie
NT warnings

Josephus 

Characteristics of Antiquities : largely avoids allegory – Abraham and Moses –
harmonizing textual “difficulties” – rationalizing miracles: Red Sea, Marah,    

Second century denials

Gnostics

Marcion’s canon

The Nazarites and Ebionites

Celsus

The Third Century

The Attacks of Neoplatonism-Porphory

Jerome

Theodore of Mopsuestia

The Fourth Century

Epiphanius

The Medieval Period—Challenges to Authorship
Anastasius of Sinai



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie

According to Critical Scholars What were the Problematic Aspects of the Pre-Medieval 
Period’s Approach to the Scriptures

Plenary Inspiration

A four-fold hermeneutic, which allowed a retreat into allegory where “difficulties” in  
the text were encountered

Hagiography 

The Medieval Period—Challenges to Authorship
Anastasius of Sinai
Hiwi al-Balkhi
The Muslim polemicists

Ibn Hazm of Cordova
Ibn Yashush



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie
The Medieval Period

Ibn Ezra
Hugh of St. Victor—Evolution-like Understanding of the History of Man

Natural Law > Written Law > Grace
Later Chapters of Daniel from Maccabean Period

Renaissance
Characteristics

Anachronism
Antiquarianism
Documentary Criticism

Philology
Nor do I assume that theology, the very queen of all disciplines, will think it beneath  
her dignity if her handmaiden, grammar, offers her help and the required service. 
For even if grammar is somewhat lower in dignity than other disciplines, there is no 
other more necessary. She busies herself with very small questions, without which 
no one progresses to the large. She argues about trifles which lead to serious 
matters. If they answer that theology is too important to be limited by grammatical 
rules and that this whole affair of exegeting depends on the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, then this is indeed a new honor for the theologian that he alone is allowed to 
speak like a barbarian. – Erasmus



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie
Renaissance

Major Revolution in Thought
concerned with questions of explanation and causation, so that later it was said:

We are now in an age which bids fair to become daily more and more enlightened, so much so 
that all preceding ages when compared with this will seem to be plunged in darkness… 

– Pierre Bayle, 1684           

Since that revolution overturned the authority in science not only of the middle ages but of the 
ancient world–since it ended not only in the eclipse of scholastic philosophy but in the 
destruction of Aristotelian physics –it outshines everything since the rise of Christianity and 

` reduces the Renaissance and Reformation to the rank of mere episodes, mere internal 
displacements, within the system of medieval Christendom (Butterfield, vii).



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie

The Reformation

Luther
Regarding canonicity: “All the genuine sacred books agree in this, that all of 
them preach Christ and deal with Him. That is the true test by which to judge 
all books” (Preface to the Epistles of St. James and St. Jude, 1522). 
Consequently the book of James is: “an epistle of straw.”

Regarding the Pentateuch: “What matter if Moses did not write it?”



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie
Iconoclastic Attitude Toward Tradition

Historiography Wielded by both Protestant and Catholic as a Weapon Against 
each other 

Religious Freedom, which lead to Extensive Theological Diversity

Human Reason Sitting in Judgment over the Text

Luther at Worms: “… convinced by the testimony of the scriptures or by clear 
reason … “ (1521)

Socinus and Lelio: the truthfulness of Scripture is Determined by Rational 
judgment

Which text was Authoritative: Hebrew, Greek, or Latin (After 1563)

Status of the Vowel Points in the MT

Calvin

Bodenstein



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie
The Seventeenth Century—Deists, Atheists, Theistic Rationalists; but also Newton 

Characteristics
Baconian Science

Galileo
Copernicus
Kepler
Newton

Cartesian Philosophy
Interest in Chronologies     
Debate on the Flood
Deism “The deists hated priests and priestcraft, mystery-mongering, and assaults 

on the common sense. They loved the ethical teachings of the classical philosophers, 
the grand unalterable regularity of nature, the sense of freedom granted the man 
liberated from superstition. They hoped that the problems of life – of private conduct 
and public policy – could be solved by the application of unaided human reason, and 
that the mysteries of the universe could be, if not solved, at least defined and 
circumscribed by man’s inquiry” (Gay 1968; emphasis, mine). 

Biblical Criticism



Biblical Criticism

The founders: Grotius, Hobbes, Spinoza, Simon, la Peyrère et al.

Excerpts from Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)

[chap. 7] …we may inferre, that when wee believe any saying ... to be true, …. then is the speaker, or person we believe 
in, or trust in, and whose word we take, [as] the object of our Faith…. And consequently, when wee Believe that the 
Scriptures are the word of God, having no immediate revelation from God himselfe, our Beleefe, Faith, and Trust is in 
the Church; whose word we take, and acquiesce therein…. And so it is also with all other History…. So that it is evident, 
that whatsoever we believe, upon no other reason, then what is drawn from authority of men onely, and their writings; 
whether they be sent from God or not, is Faith in men onely.

[chap. 26] …if the Law declared, be not against the Law of Nature (which is undoubtedly Gods Law) and he undertake to 
obey it, he is bound … to obey it, but not bound to believe it…

[chap. 33] from whence the Scriptures derive their authority… in other terms…[a] how we know them to be the word of 
God, or, [b] why we believe them to be so; [this is asking the wrong question]… As far as they differ not from the laws of 
nature, there is no doubt but they are the law of God, and carry their authority with them…



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie
The Seventeenth Century—Deists, Atheists, Theistic Rationalists; but also Newton

La Peyrère—his major heretical views

Moses did not write the Pentateuch

We do not now possess an accurate text of the Bible

Pre-Adamic homonids

The Bible is only the History of the Jews

Local Flood in Palestine

Ancient World—The world has been going on for an indefinite period of                 
time

Universal Salvation

Spinoza

Masius

Simon

Le Clerc



from Paul Hazard, The Crisis of the European Mind (c. 1944) on Baruch Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus (1670)

…In the name of Reason, a clearance would have to be made of two cities, one the City Celestial, the other the City Royal, 
both illogical, both fraught with disaster.

The Scriptures: the Scriptures were constantly being quoted by those who wanted to exact obedience. [N.B. this was 
the era of monarchial absolutism and the Counter-Reformation, both of which appealed to Scripture as the source of 
their total power over men, body and soul] From the Scriptures  were derived all dogmas, all superstitious beliefs and 
practices. And what precisely were the Scriptures? Prophets! Never had they existed, those mouthpieces of God, writing 
the words which He dictated to them. What were they, these so-called prophets, but a few fallible mortals who, beneath 
a vivid imagination and a gift for glowing metaphor, concealed the poverty of their own ideas? There was never any 
chosen race specially set apart to be perpetual trustees of God’s law [this is contrary to Paul in Romans 3:2, 9:4-5]; only 
a people which, like all other peoples, had its day and perished. Miracles there had never been. Inasmuch as Nature 
followed uninterruptedly an immutable order, any violation of that order would prove, not that God was mighty, but that 
He did not exist. If we divest the Scriptures of all the glosses which have been superimposed upon them so as to make 
them appear something different from what they really are, if we interpret them by the rules of criticism which we apply 
to all other writings, their real nature will be apparent; we shall see them as the work of human hands, full of doubts, 
contradictions and errors. 

[Hazard’s paraphrase of remarks by someone in 1680:] …. His name was Benedictus, but Maledictus would have been 
nearer the mark. He was the Thorn, even one of those thorns which spring up in the field that has fallen under the curse 
of God.  It was the Italian Renaissance which had called back Paganism from the grave. Machiavelli had helped spread it 
abroad; … Lord Herbert of Cherbury and Hobbes had been its champions, and now here to join them, was the most 
unholy of all—Spinoza! 



Edward Breuer, “Post-Medieval Jewish Interpretation” on Spinoza

Modern students of the Bible have often credited a group of 17th-century thinkers, among them Benedict Spinoza (1634-
1677), for anticipating the emergence of modern biblical criticism by eschewing traditional modes of interpretation and 
by raising questions concerning the reliability, authenticity, and even authorship of the Bible. In his Theologico-Political 
Treatise (1670) Spinoza set out to employ “the true method of scriptural interpretation,” which would entail examining 
the Bible afresh “in a careful, impartial, and unfettered spirit, making no assumptions concerning it”…
Spinoza’s  [real] intention was to undermine the presumption of a seamless, consistent text that could be ascribed to 
the hand of Moses and to convince his readers that the Bible was so confused and beset with problems that a clear 
understanding of its meaning was often beyond reach. A careful reading of [Spinoza’s writing], however belies the 
scholarly value of his biblical insights by revealing the arbitrary nature of his methods and the capricious quality of many 
of his conclusions [i.e. his treatment was neither systematic nor methodical, which sharply reduced its scholarly 
usefulness]. Spinoza’s discussion was far less interested in the interpretive difficulties and challenges of the Bible than 
in undermining the authority of Scripture for a variety of philosophical and political reasons. 

From Spinoza, Tractatus:

To the rest of mankind I care not to commend this tractatus, for I cannot hope that it contains anything to please them; I 
know also how pertinaciously those prejudices stick in the mind which are embraced under the aspect of piety; I know 
how impossible it is to tear out superstitions and fear from the minds of the vulgar [i.e. the common people].

….Scripture does not explain things by their secondary causes, but only narrates them in the order and the style which 
has most power to move men, and especially uneducated men, to devotion; and therefore it speaks inaccurately of 
God and of events, seeing that its object is not to convince the reason, but to attract and lay hold of the imagination.



from Hazard on Richard Simon, Critical History of the Old Testament (1678)

…With Richard Simon and his Histoire critique du Vieux Testament, which was published in 1678, criticism comes into its 
own….
[Simon’s words] Every art has its own [unique] terminology…[i]t is in this specialized sense that I have employed the 
words critic and criticism…
[Hazard’s]….Its purpose is to establish the degree of genuineness, of authenticity, to be ascribed to the texts with which it 
is called upon to deal, and it disregards anything and everything that is extraneous to that end…If it addresses itself to the 
examination of some sacred work, it does so quite independently of any theological considerations, theology being 
wholly outside its province…no authority can make that text other than what it is. If a certain passage runs counter to a 
given dogma, and if the passage in question is shown to be authentic, then it is the dogma, not the text that has to suffer. 
If [on the contrary] a passage is essential to support a dogma, and that passage proves apocryphal, that passage must be 
expunged. Whether it be the Iliad [Homer], the Aeneid [Virgil], or the Pentateuch that is in question, the principles of 
criticism are the same. Criticism will have nothing to do with the a priori. The moment it comes to busy itself with 
characters [written down]…criticism is its own sovereign …. This mundane science brooked no interference from religious 
authority.

….Richard Simon pursues his labours, and when he has finished them, what is the reader’s impression? That the Biblical 
account of the creation lacks coherence, that it was put together at widely separated dates by hands little fitted for the 
task; that to put it mildly, it was retouched so often and so clumsily that it is impossible to get at the original wording.

[There were over forty rebuttals written of Simon, among which was Bossuet’s: “For me, he has never deceived me; and I 
have never opened any of his books where I have not always felt a deep secret design to undercut the foundations of 
religion.”]



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie
Masius

Simon

His Ulterior Motive

As a Catholic [priest], Simon sought to show that Protestantism’s reliance   
upon the Bible [alone] was not as sound a principle as the Catholic 
reliance upon the Bible, tradition, and the church (Hayes, 1975).

It is not true that the Scriptures are always easy to understand, nor that, 
by the mere reading of them, you may easily learn God’s will. Tradition is
the indispensable complement to the Scriptures; it is its office to explain 
and interpret. (Hazard summarizing Simon).

It will be shown in the pages which follow, that, if the rule of law is 
divorced from the rule of fact, in other words, if the Scriptures are 
unaccompanied by Tradition, one can be sure of scarcely anything in 
religion. It is in no way to derogate from the Word of God to associate 
with it the Tradition of the Church, since he who bids us search the 
Scriptures has bidden us to betake ourselves to the Church, to whom he 
confided the sacred treasure.—Richard Simon



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie 
The seventeenth Century—Attack against Superstition (comets portending ill, the 
existence of oracles, and witches) led to a Denial of the Supernatural:

… there was a concerted movement on foot which while aiming a blow at superstition, 
aimed an equally shrewd one at religion. There was never the slightest attempt to 
differentiate between the two; they were invariably treated as one. (Hazard);

H. proves the last through the following composite of the thoughts of Spinoza and Bayle 
on the matter:
Comets are not portents of ill. Oracles are hoaxes …. There are no such things as devils, 
nor is there the Devil. There is no ultimate authority from whose verdict there is no 
appeal. There are no traditions free from the taint of error or misrepresentation. There 
are no miracles, for Nature does not take its cue from man’s delirium. Nothing is 
supernatural. No mystery is insoluble by human reason.

And finally this from Bayle’s letters to a Doctor of Theology at the Sorbonne:
Would you like me to tell you, as one old friend to another, how it is that you follow what 
the crowd hold in your ideas about things instead of consulting the oracle of Reason? It is 
because you believe that there is something divinely inspired about it . . . it is because, 
being a theologian, you are accustomed to give up reasoning when you think you are in 
the presence of a ‘mystery’. (1682-1705).



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie 

The Eighteenth Century—The Enlightenment and the Rise of Source Criticism

Our age is the age of criticism, to which everything must be subjected.  The 
sacredness of religion, and the authority of legislation, are by many regarded as 
grounds of exemption from the examination of this tribunal.  But if they are 
exempted, they become the subjects of just suspicion, and cannot lay claim to 
sincere respect, which reason accords only to that which has stood the test of a 
free and public examination—Emanuel Kant



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie 
The Eighteenth Century—The Rise of Modernity (Pietism; Rationalism; Kant; 
Romanticism); and Developments in OT Studies

Factors Linking the 17th and 18th Centuries

Incessant Wars Abated > Optimism

World Exploration

Anti-Authoritarianism of Descarte and the Stress on Subjective Verification of  
Everything > Personal Evaluaton

The “why” of Aristotle replaced by “how”

Development of Historiography

Biblical Criticism

Beginning of the Industrial Revolution



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie 
The Eighteenth Century—The Rise of Modernity:

Pietism
Arndt—Wahre Christentum

Spener—A Heartfelt Desire for God-pleasing Reform of the True Evang. Church

Francke—His P. Classes at U. of Leipzig > Opposition > Dismissal > Dean of Th. 
at the New U. of Halle, which became a center of P. Teaching (Bible 
Reading, Prayer, Mutual Edification, and Morality)

Rationalism
The Enthronement of Science
Reactions to Calvinism
Empiricism (England) How do we know? Extent of our knowledge?

Locke, Berkeley, and Hume
Deism and the Theistic Rationalism of the American Founders
Aufklärung “Enlightenment” (Germany) mechanical universe, denial of  
miracles, supremacy of reason over revelation

Wolff, Baumgarten, Reimarus

Kant

Romanticism and Poetic Studies—Reactions to Rationalism
Herder, Lowth
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The Eighteenth Century—Comparative Studies; The Rise of Source Criticism; Old 
Testament Introduction; and Mythological Studies

Vitringa—Moses had Access to Ancient Sources 

Witter, Astruc—The Documentary Hypothesis
Different Names for God
Linguistic and Stylistic Differences
Alleged Contradictions and Divergences
Repetitions
Supposed Evidences of Composite Structure

Semler—Pioneer in Textual Criticism, but
Two-Fold Hermeneutical Approach, Text and Context
He did not Think all Parts of the Bible were Equally Inspired 

Eichhorn (Heyne > E. > Gabler)
Old Testament Introduction
Advanced the Documentary Hypothesis and Two Isaiahs
Introduced the Study of Myth into OT Studies with Die Uhrgeschichte, a 
mythological treatment of Genesis 1-3.

Geddes



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie 
The Nineteenth Century—The Rise of Hegelian History — everything has a history, that is, 
everything must be exhaustively historically knowable

Characteristics of the nineteenth century:
Christian Existentialism—Schleirmacher

Hegelianism 

Rischlianism

Naturalism—Lyell and Darwin

Historicism—Von Ranke and Troeltsch
According to Troeltsch: 

The profound changes which have so drastically altered the whole situation in the religious 
thought and practice of modern times make their appearance in various spheres, and assail the 
traditional Christian view of the world from the most diverse quarters and with the most manifold 
results. To begin with, there is the modern conception of Nature, which, as comprised in the 
mathematico-mechanical method, has dissolved the purely metaphysical teleology of Nature given 
by Aristotle, demolished the cosmology of the Bible, and provided modern philosophy with all its 
essential problems. There is, secondly, the new conception of history, which has radically altered 
our whole attitude to the past and the future, and with which the present is a link in the whole 
concatenation of things. Thirdly, there is the modern ethics of humanity, 

which
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The Nineteenth Century—The Rise of Hegelian History — everything has a history, that is, 
everything must be exhaustively historically knowable

which, besides the unworldly virtues of love to God and one’s neighbor, has emphasized the 
intrinsic excellences of artistic and scientific culture—treating them indeed, as peculiar and 
indispensable ideals—and has also recognized the positive ethical imperatives involved in political, 
social, economical, and industrial problems. There are, finally, the new conditions of social life on 
its economical and industrial sides, and the sociological mode of thought issuing from them, 
which, in contrast to mere abstract speculation, insists upon the novelty of the whole situation in 
its social and economical aspects. The first three movements sprang from the Renaissance, while 
the fourth is a product of the Illumination [Enlightenment] and, under the influence of 19th 
century thought, has become a force that towers above all else. 

Conservative Protestantism—Hengstenberg and von Hofmann



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie 
The Nineteenth Century—The Rise of Hegelian History — everything has a history, 
that is, everything must be exhaustively historically knowable

Vater—40 Sources for the Pentateuch. Final form of Pentateuch produced  
during the Exile. 

De Wette—The earliest portions of the Pentateuch could not antedate David. 
Ewald—Denied the Mosaic authorship of Genesis.

Vatke— A Hegelian, drawing on an evolution of religion idea that polytheism 
was early and monotheism was late, he concluded that the Torah was late not 
early and the prophets were early not late — thus he turned the Old 
Testament on its head and set the stage for Wellhausen. “Making the Torah 
the product…of the Hebrew state rather than the basis on which it was 
founded” — R.K. Harrison

Stahlin— The Pentateuch was redacted during the early monarchy. 
Tuch— Two documents underlie the Pentateuch — the older is the Elohist; the  

Yahwists or Jehovists is from the Solomonic era. 
Hupheld— The four sources — the Yahwist (J), the Elohist (E), the Priestly (P), 

and Deuteronomy (D) 
Graf-Wellhausen Theory— Graf, like Vatke, dated E late; P was from the time of 
Ezra; Leviticus 18—26 was drawn from Ezekiel. 
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The Nineteenth Century—The Rise of Hegelian History —

Graf-Wellhausen Theory (after Hayes)
The theocratic organization of Israel was the basis not for life in the age of Moses but 

for post-Exilic Judaism.
The eighth century was the age of real literary activity in Israel. “The question why it 

was that Elijah and Elisha committed nothing to writing, while Amos a hundred years later is 
an author, hardly admits of any other answer than that a non-literary had developed into a 
literary age.”

The Yahwistic and Elohistic sources came into being during the early days of classical 
prophetism and reflect the pre-prophetic religion of Israel.

Under the influence of the prophets, Deuteronomy was produced in the seventh 
century.

Deuteronomy was simply a law-book and J was a history-book; the combination of 
these two was the beginning of the combination of law and narrative which was the pattern 
followed by P.

The Priestly work derives from post-Exilic times and reflects the atmosphere of 
theocratic Judaism.

The presentations of the earliest phase of Israelite history, the Patriarchal period, in the 
various sources were colored by the times in which the sources were written and thus 
cannot be used for historical purposes. “We attain to no historical knowledge of the 
Patriarchs but only of the time when the stories about them arose in the Israelite people; 
this later age is here unconsciously projected, in its inner and outward features, into hoar 
antiquity and is reflected there like a glorified mirage."



The History of Higher Criticism:  The Evolution of a Lie 
The Nineteenth Century—The Rise of Hegelian History —

Graf-Wellhausen Theory (after Hayes)

Wellhausen was influenced by
The Primitivism advocated by the Romantics, with its opposition to the 

cultic ceremonial and priestly
Positivism
Preternatural Preoccupation with Historical Development.

According to him, Israelite religion developed through three phases:

the stage of primitive religion characterized by popular sentiments, a 
spontaneous and simple faith, and a nature orientation

the stage of ethical concerns and consciousness initiated by the prophets, 
creative individuals who were exponents of personal and ethical religion

the stage of ceremonial and ritual religion influenced by the Priestly 
legislation and further separated from the orientation to nature.



Hans Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative (1973) on biblical criticism 

[p. 1] Western Christian reading of the Bible in the days before the rise of historical criticism in the eighteenth century 
was usually strongly realistic, i.e. at once literal and historical, and not only doctrinal and edifying. The words and 
sentences meant what they said, and because they did so they accurately described real events and real truths that 
were rightly put only in those terms and no others… 

[p. 2].…If it seemed clear that a biblical story was to be read literally, it followed automatically that it referred to and 
described actual historical occurrences. The true historical reference of a story was a direct and natural concomitant 
of its making literal sense.  [but] this is a far cry from taking the fact that a passage or text makes best sense at a literal 
level as evidence that it is a reliable historical report.

[p. 10]….[author’s thesis:] a realistic or history-like (though not necessarily historical) element is a feature, as obvious 
as it is important, of many of the biblical narratives that went into the making of Christian belief.

[p. 11]….in the days before empirical philosophy, Deism, and historical criticism, the realistic feature had been 
naturally identified with the literal sense[,] which in turn was automatically identical with reference to historical 
truth….But commentators, especially those influenced by historical criticism, virtually to a man failed to understand 
what they had seen when they had recognized the realistic character of biblical narratives, because every time they 
acknowledged it they thought this was identical with affirming not only the history-likeness but also a degree of 
historical likelihood of the stories of the stories….Those who denied the factuality also finally denied that the history-
likeness was a cutting feature—thus in effect denying that they had seen what they had seen because (once again) 
they thought that history-likeness identical with at least potentially true history.



[p. 18]….liberal critics argued that the accuracy and truth of the sacred books have to be subjected to the same 
criteria of evaluation as all other writings, and that ancient writings containing miracle reports as well as reports of 
unexperienceable happenings have to be reconstructed in the light of natural experience and explanatory theory. 

[p. 62]….On what grounds or by what criteria does one judge that a given text, whether fact-like description or 
development of a religious notion, means something other than what an author says (as the accommodation theory, 
for one, claimed about Jesus, the evangelists, and Paul at certain points), unless he gives us a special hint to that effect 
or uses obviously figurative language? In other words, a writer may be taken literally and either accepted as an oracle 
of truth, argued with, or rejected as wrong or deluded. Or else he may be understood in historicist fashion so that his 
mind is seen to be just as time-conditioned as that of his readers and everybody else. But why assume his capacity to 
transcend historical relativity (a difficult assumption in any case) just at those points where he seems to manifest this 
limitation most clearly and does not indicate that he is doing it deliberately?

[p. 63]….those who denied theological positivity denied not only the reliability of the accounts but (since they usually 
did not want to dishonor the Bible) also that the real meaning of the accounts is literal (or literally ostensive)….while it 
may have rescued the religious pertinence or status of the Bible for the deniers of revelation, it did so at the expense 
of its writers’ integrity or intelligence. Either they had carefully hidden their actual intentions in writing the narratives, 
to the point of dissemblance [integrity], or they hadn’t even realized what they were writing about [intelligence]. 
Since neither of these assumptions…seemed palatable to the deniers of positivity, they [claimed] instead [that] their 
[the narratives] real meaning is indeed not the same as their literal meaning, though the authors had intended them 
to be taken literally. Having rescued the author’s [sic] integrity,…to salvage their intelligence [they] explained that they 
simply did what everybody in their day and time did: they believed in miracles… [T]o do them justice, then, they must 
be understood from within their own cultural context, and not that of modernity. 



Excerpts from Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)

[chap. 7] …From whence we may inferre, that when wee believe any saying ... to be true, from arguments taken, not 
from the thing it selfe, or from the principles of naturall Reason, but from the Authority, and good opinion wee have, of 
him that hath sayd it; then is the speaker, or person we believe in, or trust in, and whose word we take, [as] the object 
of our Faith; and the Honour done in Believing, is done to him onely. And consequently, when wee Believe that the 
Scriptures are the word of God, having no immediate revelation from God himselfe, our Beleefe, Faith, and Trust is in 
the Church; whose word we take, and acquiesce therein. And they that believe that which a Prophet relates unto them 
in the name of God, take the word of the Prophet, do honour to him, and in him trust, and believe, touching the truth of 
what he relateth, whether he be a true, or a false Prophet. And so it is also with all other History. For if I should not 
believe all that is written by Historians, of the glorious acts of Alexander, or Cæsar; I do not think the Ghost of Alexander, 
or Cæsar, had any just cause to be offended; or any body else, but the Historian. If Livy say the Gods made once a Cow 
speak, and we believe it not; wee distrust not God therein, but Livy. So that it is evident, that whatsoever we believe, 
upon no other reason, then what is drawn from authority of men onely, and their writings; whether they be sent from 
God or not, is Faith in men onely.

[chap. 26] …if the Law declared, be not against the Law of Nature (which is undoubtedly Gods Law) and he undertake 
to obey it, he is bound by his own act; bound I say to obey it, but not bound to believe it: for mens beliefe, and interiour
cogitations, are not subject to the commands, but only to the operation of God, ordinary, or extraordinary. Faith of 
Supernaturall Law, is not a fulfilling, but only an assenting to the same; and not a duty that we exhibite to God, but a gift 
which God freely giveth to whom he pleaseth; as also Unbelief is not a breach of any of his Lawes; but a rejection of 
them all, except the Laws Naturall.



[chap. 33] It is a question much disputed between the diverse sects of Christian religion, from whence the Scriptures 
derive their authority…propounded sometimes in other terms, as, [a] how we know them to be the word of God, or, 
[b] why we believe them to be so; [this is asking the wrong question]...[f]or it is believed on all hands that the first and 
original author of them is God; and consequently the question disputed is not that. Again, [a] … none can know they are 
God’s word (though all true Christians believe it) but those to whom God Himself hath revealed it supernaturally; and 
therefore the question is not rightly moved, of our knowledge of it. Lastly, [b] … because some are moved to believe for 
one, and others for other reasons, there can be rendered no one general answer for them all. The question truly stated 
is: by what authority they are made law.

As far as they differ not from the laws of nature, there is no doubt but they are the law of God, and carry their 
authority with them, legible to all men that have the use of natural reason: but this is no other authority than that of all 
other moral doctrine consonant to reason; the dictates whereof are laws, not made, but eternal.

If they be made law by God Himself, they are of the nature of written law, which are laws to them only to whom God 
hath so sufficiently published them as no man can excuse himself by saying he knew not they were His.

He therefore to whom God hath not supernaturally revealed that they are His, nor that those that published them were 
sent by Him, is not obliged to obey them by any authority but his whose commands have already the force of laws; that 
is to say, by any other authority than that of the Commonwealth, residing in the sovereign, who only has the legislative 
power. Again, if it be not the legislative authority of the Commonwealth that giveth them the force of laws, it must be 
some other authority derived from God, either private or public: if private, it obliges only him to whom in particular God



hath been pleased to reveal it. For if every man should be obliged to take for God’s law what particular men, on pretence
of private inspiration or revelation, should obtrude upon him (in such a number of men that out of pride and ignorance 
take their own dreams, and extravagant fancies, and madness for testimonies of God’s spirit; or, out of ambition [i.e. 
aggressive self-aggrandizement], pretend to such divine testimonies, falsely and contrary to their own consciences), it 
were impossible that any divine law should be acknowledged. If public, it is the authority of the Commonwealth or of 
the Church. But the Church, if it be one person, is the same thing with a Commonwealth of Christians … But if the Church 
be not one person, then it hath no authority at all; … nor has any will, reason, nor voice; for all these qualities are 
personal. Now if the whole number of Christians be not contained in one Commonwealth, they are not one person; nor 
is there a universal Church that hath any authority over them; and therefore the Scriptures are not made laws by the 
universal Church: or if it be one Commonwealth, then all Christian monarches and states are private persons, and subject 
to be judged, deposed, and punished by a universal sovereign of all Christendom. So that the question of the authority 
of the Scriptures is reduced to this: whether Christian kings, and the sovereign assemblies in Christian Commonwealths, 
be absolute in their own territories, immediately under God; or subject to one Vicar of Christ, constituted over the 
universal Church; to be judged condemned, deposed, and put to death, as he shall think expedient or necessary for the 
common good.

Which question cannot be resolved without a more particular consideration of the kingdom of God; from whence also, 
we are to judge of the authority of interpreting the Scripture. For, whosoever hath a lawful power over any writing, to 
make it law, hath the power also to approve or disapprove the interpretation of the same.


















