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“The Art of Biblical History,” |

During this session we want to begin lookin@la¢ Art of Biblical History. | have oriented you to this
book before in terms of the big questions thasksaand how those questions arose. Now we wart to g
through the book and talk about some major isStMeswill start from the preface.

Why do you think the book is entitléthe Art of Biblical History? If you think about art, that makes us
think of literary artistry. If you think of biblidathat makes us think of theology. If we think abo

history, that alerts us to a third major impulsé&aripture. Another reason for the title could lhat t
historiography is not a science. We are learningenamd more nowadays that science is not a sciéince.
is not a hard thing. It is not devoid of interpteia. A third reason is perhaps because of my heaey

of the visual arts in trying to help us understart we find in written text. | particularly usda of

visual representational art such as portraituns. Jerbal representational art.

What is the real reason for the title | chose? Bsedobert Alter has written two very popular well-
selling books called@he Art of Biblical Narrative andThe Art of Biblical Poetry, | parrot these two titles
by Robert Alter in which he talks about the nedgssi reading the Bible from a literary perspective
would not want readers to deny theology or theohisal impulse. Robert Alter is a little fuzzy dmet
historicity aspect because he talks, at times, tistoricized fiction or fictionalized history. Bo of
those make me a little bit nervous, particularistdiicized fiction. | think that there is much theg can
learn about reading the Bible and grasping whiaast to teach us by becoming more aware of how its
literature and narrative works. We will talk abgoime of those things in just a minute.

In the preface | also give a provisional definitiminwhat historiography or history writing is. I\vesaid
it already in response to the visional represemtatiart. We can call historiography verbal
representational art. Often we think of historypasg a cold recording of the brute facts, but that
very naive understanding of history. If that wdre tase, then you would only have one history lmyok
the library shelves for each period in world higtdut instead you will find many, many books oay,s
17th century British history. You will find many bks about each period because there is always an
interpretive aspect to an historical work. Thedrisigrapher always makes some creative interpretive
choices in how to depict a particular time period & begins with an historian capturing a visidrhat
time period. We will talk about some of those tlsraso as we get into chapter 2.

Let us move into the introduction. In the introdant | start off with a weird little story. It was

partially true story. In other words, there werenjmaspects to the story that bear a relationship to
reality. | was talking really about the interedtattmy grandparents had. | have a brother; we nhgin
been in an attic. This event never actually hapgeakhough my older brother, when he read the book
thought, “I kind of remember that.” The story ifselnot historical. It did not happen that way. iWaof
the individual aspects are real. My grandmother wisested in music. She was interested in flowers
and, believe it or not, she was born with thatrgjealittle appendage that was like an extra thushie.
played the piano with that thing until it was seajly removed. About the time it was potentially
possible that she might hold hands with some dédiachelor, they thought they had better remave it
All of those aspects are true, but the story itgel§ not true. That is important to recognizes ot true
as a history. But it served my purpose becauseslteyang to illustrate some things. | was not tyho
establish anything. It is very important. When ve¢ 1@ chapter 3 we will talk about the importan€e o
historicity in the Bible. Some people will say, té#ally does not matter whether or not the staires

true because they can shape our way of thinkingmaodset, and our lifestyle without even having to
be true.” The question is are you simply tryingliiestrate a truth that is established on somerothe
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basis? In that case, a parable, which does nottawe an historical account, can illustrate ahtrut
though it is seldom adequate to establish a titifesus tells the parable, then by virtue of Hitharity
He has the right to establish theological truth hystelling us that. When we get to chapter 3 vilé w
talk about some of those issues.

In terms of this story, | used it because | hoped it would illustrate some of the challenges that
face when we pick up the Bible and begin to aslstjores about what we encounter there. In the attic
the little guys discovered a painting, and they tealblegin to make some genre decisions. They had to
decide what kind of painting it was. First of &lley had to establish that it was a painting. psige

they could do that on the basis of brush strokbenTon the basis of the fact that something was
recognizable, they began to think it was represemal. | see a little girl there, maybe about 4ge
sitting at a piano, flowers atop the piano, baskiétd the foot of the piano. It is a strange sdrt
arrangement. Maybe it is a portrait. They had t&eregenre decision, and they did that on the lodisis
the internal evidence, which was right there inghating. However, then they had the benefit of
discovering some other paintings which served é&eal evidence. They had external confirmation
that their genre decision was probably moving eright direction. Now, if this painting is, in fa@
portrait, then that tells us something about théhtclaim of that portrait. These are all the kindls
terms | hope you begin to get familiar with as yaark through the book.

Let us talk about the truth claim of something l&kportrait. What is a truth claim, as opposedutht
value? It is what is actually there, in terms qfoatrait. What would be the truth claim of a piede
writing or even a verbal speech? A truth claimhis information it is seeking to convey or, to use a
sophisticated literary term, the nature of its gpegct. In other words, an assertion or a propoysati
statement makes an informational truth claim. dgserting something to be the case. An imperative
performs a different kind of speech act. It is alijuissuing a command that is to be obeyed.
Proposition is to be believed. Command is to beyeteWe have different kinds of truth claims made
by different genres or types of literature. Simylawith a portrait the truth claim is that theresvance

an individual who is adequately represented withr@nt on canvas in this portrait. You might eveyn sa
this is an accurate rendering of that individuaduYprobably know from looking at portraits thatythe
are not all photographic in quality. Some of thetlportraits, Rembrandt’s portraits for example, ar
often rendered with very free brushstrokes. Doasrtean that they are less accurate than a pdtedit
Norman Rockwell might paint? In one sense, theyes® accurate. In another sense, they may be at
least as accurate in capturing something of theackex of the individual being depicted. So in gsin
this story, | wanted to open up some of the isslhasare involved. There are issues of genre
recognition, internal evidence, and external evigen

We also will talk about the embodied intent. Tlsishie intent of a piece of work, whether it is akart
or verbal writing. What appears to be the intenileth claims being made by that work of art or that
piece of writing? This is to be distinct from thatlaorial intent. Some people say you can nevelyreal
establish the authorial intent. Insofar as the @utias accomplished his or her purpose, then we may
discern the embodied intent in a piece of work—wame gay this must come close to the authorial intent
The creator seems to have accomplished it welkhTelaim has to do with what the text or, in thise
the portrait, is trying to get across, what itsserting. Truth value has to do with whether tlaénts
being made should be believed or obeyed. It is'pim@portant distinction between truth claim anakhr
value. Sometimes | think conservative Christiangeramistake when they do not distinguish those
two. They say if you do not believe the interprietabf this passage the way | interpret it, you ps

not believe the Bible. Though they are not selfsmously thinking it through, they are saying, ytu

do not buy my assessment of this text’s truth claiman you have no right to say that you embraee th
truth value of the Bible.” We are mixing up twofdifent issues.
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Take, for example, one of the examples | use irbtdok. Say that one of you tells me you have writte
something for me and you want me to read it. Ferstike of argument, let me say that | believe gou t
be very competent in what you write and absoluteithful in all you say. | can unashamedly embrace
the truth value of what you have written for met Bbave no idea what the claim will be until | see
what it is you have actually written and make argatecision. You may have written a grocery listyy
may have written a business letter, or an obituargu-may have written all kinds of things. | can say
without even looking | believe in the truth valuiewhat you have written, but still | have to asks®o
guestions and debate and study to understandutieclaims that are made by what you write. The
more we understand how an historian has done thle, We better we can penetrate to what the work is
about, the world of the past as it really was. Tdab say, the better we pay some attention t@thss
through which we look, the better we shall underdtahat we are looking at.

Let us move on into chapter 1. Chapter 1 begink switatement that you may or may not agree with
and that is that “most agree that the Bible isanbistory book.” You might be asking why we have a
class called Old Testament History that has théeBab its text. | agree with that statement thatBHble

is not a history book. Its essence is not stricibgory. It is probably reductionistic to say thiblB is a
history book because it is so much more than Watalso need to say what else it is not. It isanot
book of philosophy, a theology text book, or a bobkcience. If you are looking for an overarching
genre description, what | call the macro genren tymu have several options, depending on the nafure
your belief toward the Scriptures. One descriptbthe Bible is that it is a religious book. Even a
unbeliever or a secularist would say it has gdite@ religious document, a religious book of soore s

It must be a holy Scripture for some community. $ddhristians and Jews would not regard the Old
Testament as their Scripture. Others would sayis‘hauthoritative for me.” The biblical self-
testimony we have in 2 Timothy 3:16 is that thigds just a Scripture for you. It is God breathik is
God’s Word and thus it applies to everyone whetfoerbelieve it or not. There are various options in
terms of how we would assess the claim that thizad’s Word, but | think we would want to land with
Scripture on that ladder and say these are Godiswerds. Thus it is much, much more than a history
textbook, but that does not deny its vital interedtistory. The narratives in the Bible are
predominantly historical narratives. In the sectddmy book that deals with the Bible’s macro genre
and the issue of truth, I really discuss this bessof truth claim and truth value. Make sure you
understand the distinction between truth valueteuttt claim.

Then | have a section called “The Bible as a For&gok.” The point there is to recognize that the
Bible was written over a period of 1,000 years,ieg@round 2,000 years ago. It was written not amly
a different time, but also in a different placenfr@0Oth century America. There is much that we ndost

in terms of developing an ancient literary compegen use the story of these two single missionary
women who had so much trouble over a glass of junee. They experienced culture shock in a big way
because they did not know what things meant, whag$ connoted in that particular culture. In
addition, we experience language shock, lingustiack, if we go into a foreign culture. Go to Franc
sometime and try to speak English. In some plaeeplp are not going to understand you and may not
approve of your attempts to speak French eitharglage shock is something that we are well aware
of. We know culture shock and language shock; veglite recognize that there is also a certain liyera
shock when we read literature from a distant time: @lace. | am not saying that the Bible is in some
way insufficient to address us. It just calls upsrnto do some study and work. We are dependeriteon t
work of others. Were it not for translators, we \bnot be reading the Bible in English. That alone
demonstrates that we need to use ordinary meatev/gdop an ancient literary competence that will
enable us to understand the Bible on its own terms.
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Foreignness of the Bible is, in general, only maaly more true of the Old Testament than of thevNe
Testament. In the West, we probably have a gréat@age from Greco Roman Hellenistic
backgrounds and the world which was at least gahieoNew Testament world than we do of the
ancient Near Eastern Oriental environment. In eitlase, | think one needs to do some work to get in
synch and to begin to read text on their own te@ree of the best ways to do that is to read théeBib
lot and to get used to the way the Bible tellsitgies, the way it recounts its histories.

You not only need to be developing this literarynpetence, but you need to be in synch with the
judgments that are made in the biblical text ineotty rightly understand it or at least to acceptou
might be able to understand the truth claims thinadiigent study while being unwilling to embradeet
truth value and thus the specific claims that tx is making over your life. A point of tensionvédops
when there is this disparity between what the \@lw®rldview, and claims of the text are and what y
embrace as the values in your own world. We tadlamtier about polygamy. Would they have felt the
same discomfort that we feel? Do we need to kingledfin synch with them? We need to go back and
put ourselves in their place. As we do that, wetigiag to put ourselves in synch with the Ultimafe
the biblical text. We can go back and understaedtiginal human recipients of the text, but fag th
most part, we are trying to align ourselves with worldview of the Ultimate Author of the Bible. In
other words, we want to align ourselves with Goddy/ of seeing things, which would involve not
simply looking at polygamy, but at looking at thél fange of what God feels about marriage and
structures of marriage.

Let me mention perspicuity of Scripture. That igeay important concept and it is one that we need t
take some comfort in. When you start talking aliouth claims and truth values and using a lot gf bi
words it can become very intimidating. We may wanalky we even bother reading the Bible. Well,
that is ridiculous. We do believe that the Bibl@éspicuous, but we need to carefully define that.
does not mean that everything is obvious to evieigles person who reads the Bible. If everythingeaver
obvious, then we would not have classes at seresmaWe would not even have to have seminaries. The
perspicuity of Scripture means that those things éine necessary to salvation are sufficientlyrclea
They are in one place or another made sufficiesidgr in Scripture that the unlearned as well as th
learned can, by the use of ordinary means, corasstdficient grasp of the truth. You do not comeamo
exhaustive grasp of the truth. You do need to meeeof ordinary means, which would involve those
who have gone before and have translated thedexisf maybe using several translations. We need
help, commentaries, sometimes to open things tt issclear that if you can read and you havexaite
the language that you read, God can cause thahwéitecessary to your salvation to shine throhgh t
text to you with sufficient clarity. You do not reea scholar sitting at your shoulder to come to a
sufficient grasp of the truth. If you want to etrigour understanding, then, of course, you studlg,ha
gather tools around you, and take classes and itharere that can be learned. Perspicuity is very
important, but it says that there is a certaintlitmithat which is clear. That which is clear isawis
necessary for salvation. Nothing could be lessgeusus than what | have just been trying to say, b
you get the basic idea. That is described at gage 36 and following in the book.

Then, we get into a section on genre criticism laibtical interpretation. The point here is to talkittle
about what we mean by genre. You can describetatexarious different levels. At a very basic lgve
you might say that one text is narrative and thiiepliterary text is poetry. Those are two highele
genre descriptions. But then you can work down $aladevel and say this is historical narrativehos t

is a parable in narrative form. You are still ddsiag genre of literature at a more specific leveis

very important to recognize the genre of the litemthat we are reading so that we do not make
mistakes, misuse it, or misinterpret it. Thereviegihe example of the rich man and Lazarus. Theraa
lot of disagreements. Some people say that tlagnse story about a real man named Lazarus aedla r
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rich man named Dives. Bdewets or divees in Latin means “rich man,” so his name came alfraumh

the Latin. It is a bit of a mistake to think we kadiscovered his personal name. Lazarus, on tle oth
hand, is a good Semitic name, but it seems tod6&tkekicized version. It is a Semitic name that ha
been turned in a Greek direction for a name thatldvmnean “God is my helper.” The fact that Lazarus
is given a name in this story by itself would nadicate that he was an historical individual, @aiher

the name may be given him for its symbolic valuerdHs the poor man, the beggar, whose name is
“God is my helper.” The rich man would not help hinut God did.

| discuss that not just as a controversial poiat,domething that | think is probably best underdtas a
parable and not necessarily as an historical acctiuhis understood as an historical accounpde
begin to try to work out the topography of heaved hell and the fact that the rich man could see
Lazarus nestled in Abraham’s bosom. They thinklidinot realize that was possible.” You get yoursel
stuck in a lot of difficult points if you think af as an historical account rather than a parable.

Let us talk about what poetics is. When you usdéha “poetics” speaking of literary study, whathe
shorthand way of describing poetics? Do not confua#th poetry. It sounds like poetry, but poetiss

a term that is now used for the study of literatiffeu can have a poetics of narrative or you ctalde

a poetics of poetry. Oddly enough, the study oftyfyoie sometimes called porosity, which sounds iike
comes from prose. However, the simplest definiobpoetics is that it describes what is done by
scholars when they try to distill a grammar ofrhtieire from looking at many examples of a particula
kind of literature. Poetics is the study leadingtgrammar of literature. Think about the gramnfa o
language. If you try to learn a language that lsren committed to writing, the first thing yool id

try to learn the language by listening to it. Yoy tb figure things out and learn to speak the lenge, if
possible. Then you begin to ask yourself, whatlageprinciples involved here? What are the common
denominators between sentences that seem to wisnwaly and have this effect? As you do that, you
distill those principles out of the language. Yoa then able to begin to write a grammar. Intertioga
sentences take this form. Indicative sentencesttetake this form, imperative sentences takefthis.
You put together a grammar of the language. Irséime way, by reading a lot of narrative text in the
Old Testament, you can begin to get a sense ofthese things function. What is it that makes them
work? How do they communicate? Thus you are algédehings like the significance of repetition, key
words, and poetry as heightened speech, evenarrative context. We talked about all those things
briefly at the beginning of this course.

Poetics is something that is a burgeoning fieldiblical studies nowadays as people are takinggsri
looks at the literature in the Bible and tryindigure out the workings of that literature. As wegress
in that, it helps us not only to understand thddlietter, but also to avoid some older conclustbas
were really off target.

One example that is given has to do with the flaocount. An older scholar, a Frenchman by the name
of Simone, said that the repetition of the watesisig (and the waters rose and the waters rogepis
much. He said no single author would have writteat tvay. It is not compact. It is inefficient,

according to Simone. Then Bernard Anderson camegadnd said that actually seems to have a
dramatic effect. You get the feeling of the watsing (and then it rises more and then it risesandiie
said this repetition is to be understood as aditefeature that is used with an intent by a siagithor.

He said we should not assume that no single awtbald have written that same phrase that many
times and thus conclude that it must come fronedzifit sources, which some obtuse editor put togethe
The question then arises, if an author would ngeldone it intentionally, why would an editor have
done it intentionally? Editors are supposed to nthkegs better, so why would an editor do worseatha
an author? So this study of poetics is really mgjpis.
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The example given in that chapter has to do witlgéa 4 and 5, which deal with the Deborah and
Barak story. In Judges 4 you have the prose acctudtidges 5 you have the poetic account.
Sometimes Bible commentators seek to show how elagtand 5 are contradictory with one another
and say they are examples of how the Bible cargokgawith itself. | think to do that is to make enge
mistake. You need to realize that one is prosetlamsl gives us more of the straightforward accotint o
what happened. The other is poetry, and poetrivengo hyperbole, imagery, and fancy terms. We
need to make allowances for that and not find ealittions where there are none. Once you do that, |
think you can see how the two are quite compatielepgnizing that one is poetry and the other is
prose.

| will mention one specific example, the instané¢he slaying of Sisera by the woman Jael as sbeedr
the tent peg through his head. It is clear thavae sleeping when she did this, but in the poettoant,
it speaks of him as falling, as being fallen arkkiéps on going over that. It is almost like on¢heke
modern films where you keep seeing the terriblmerreenacted, having a flashback. That is the way
the poetry describes it. | think we make a mistékee read a poem about a fallen adversary and
interpret it in a flatly literalistic fashion. Iytrto give some arguments for that in the book masthat it

is quite allowable to speak of someone who didthigsituation as being fallen. Even in the prose
account when it describes Jael bringing the Igeeinto the house, it describes Sisera lying tdess,
fallen. The idea is to get in synch with the wodsrof a particular kind of literature. You will firthat
the problems were probably on your part as anpneger, not on the biblical text as a documenttTha
chapter 1; it is one of the longer chapters. Legasn and talk briefly about chapter 2.

Chapter 2 is entitled “History and Fiction.” It &sthe question, “What is History?” | hate to use th
term fiction because it is so confusing, but | ildeecause other writers are using it and | thiekgle

are confused by it. | try to use it in a way tham dring some clarity to the discussion. The fingig |

try to do is to say, when we use words like histamy fiction, we need to be very careful to defitet
we mean by them. History, for example, can be usedhumber of different ways. David Bevington in
his book says, “I have studied the history of tloev&r of London. | went to the Tower of London and |
bought a history of the Tower of London.” When ygay you have studied the history, you are talking
about studying the past. | have studied what catmben about the Tower of London, and then |
purchased a history. That is, | purchased a boakishbsomeone’s assessment of the evidence and a
reconstruction of what happened there. We alsdhesterm history in ways like this: “If you do not
pass this test, you are history,” meaning you arergy of the past, to be forgotten. We need tingef
terms. We need to recognize that sometimes wehistty” to refer to the past, per se, a little bit
inaccurately. Other times we can talk about hisamyan event. We also need to understand that
sometimes we talk about history and we mean higisrgccount. It is an interpretive recounting of
significant past actions. When we talk about historthat sense, we are bringing an historian pi&y.
We get an historian’s vision of the past and atohi&n’s ability to replay or recount that pasuto
Likewise, with fiction, a problem arises in thabopée are not careful to define that term carefullfhen
we speak of fiction, are we speaking of it as afactal genre of literature or are we simply uding
term fiction to describe something that is not Pdag¢t me give you an example. | could look at a
painting of a still life of fruit and say, “That r®ot an apple; that is a fiction.” In a real serisen telling
the truth. It is not an apple. It will not nourigbu. You cannot come up and grab it off the pamand
eat it. It is not an apple; in fact, it is pigmemt canvas. It is a visual fiction that has beefiedan such
a way to give us a true picture of an apple, bigt ot an apple. There is crafting involved in the
painting of a still life.
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| had a painting teacher in college who was alvaggravated when people looked at his
representational paintings. Dr. Steele was an isgioaist, but people would criticize him. They wabul
say, “I do abstract art; | am a true artist and gowut and copy nature.” He would say, “That is no
quite fair. If you would focus closely and comeam look at a two-inch square of any of my canvases
you will not find individual leaves and individublades of grass. You will not find any aspect duna
that you could put under a microscope. You wiltlfem abstract painting. It is just that | constmgt
abstractions, my fictions, in such a way that theye a true picture of the past.” It is importamtéalize
there is a difference. You can say that is a ficlzed painting because it is making use of
brushstrokes, and it is not the thing itself. Thisreothing wrong with using fiction in that sen3é&at
does not bother us. However, to say this is aofii painting, the genre of the painting is not
representational, it is nonfactual, would be mastudbing.

When we come to the Bible someone like Robert Altidrat one point describe the Bible as
fictionalized history. If all he is saying is that historian has captured a vision of the pasutjitdiis
deft, verbal brushstrokes and has painted a delaquate, and authoritative picture of the pdsayve
no problem with that. It is a well-crafted hist@i@ccount, a fictionalized history. | am not shee
always means it that way though because he songespeaks of historicized fiction. To me that is an
entirely different thing. There the genre is fictimon-factual, and it simply has been cast in an
historicizing mode. What | did in the introductiaith the little boys in the attic would be histared
fiction. It sounded like it could have happened, ibueally did not, so it is historicized fictioift. was
not fictionalized history. It is like an historicabvel. The point of an historical novel is thatiyare
writing a novel where the story line probably dimt actually happen, but it is told in an historiog
way. It is set in an historical period. On the othand, a novelistic history, if we could use tteatn,
would be predominantly a history with certain nastit traits. But if it is not historical, thenfails as a
novelistic history. That is confusing, but it isportant to try to understand what those terms mean.

Next | try to compare history writing to represditaal art, which | show in many ways. | will giee
couple of examples of this. Sometimes when | wgsinting classes, the art teacher would say things
like, “You are focusing too much on details. Yowedéo blur your eyes so that you see the major
contours, the major passages of dark and lighttlaadnajor tonal areas.” You would see us actually
looking at our subject as though we were falliniges. We were trying to weed out extraneous detail
order to capture the overarching contours in thetpg. We could also be less effective by trying t
paint every last little leaf as opposed to givihg tight impression and then giving a few significa
details. The human mind, if you give the overalpression and then a few significant details, isabdg

of filling in the rest. You can have a very reatigiainting that, if you inspect it very closelg,not
photographic in quality at all. It is suggestiviegéts the human mind started and the human med th
is able to visualize that scene as it really wakink another thing that he often taught us tovds to
back up from our canvas. You need to get somertistan that canvas so that you can see the overall
shape of the composition as it is taking place. Weed to back away from your subject so that you ca
see its overall shape. It is a similar thing torbihg your vision. You need to back away. This &pto
historiography in that historiographers must becelte. The ideal chronicler does not exist, altitou
with the invention of camcorders, some people heagd to become the ideal chronicler. There areesom
people who almost try to record everything thatgeags as it happens, particularly if you have a
newborn baby.

Every historiographer must be selective and sonbkeobest historiographers are the ones who can
suggest a great deal with very little. That is wiiathave in the biblical text. The stories we rgathe
Bible are very suggestive. They are very selectiibe details that they use, but they are vergatiife
and no less historiography by virtue of their seléty. Likewise with the backing away from the

© Summer 2006, V. Philips Long & Covenant Theological Seminary



Old Testament History Lecture 26, page 8

canvas, we often say of contemporaries of oursitladuld be interesting to see how history assesse
this individual. We say that because we are scedioshe events that we really do not know their
significance or their consequences. Sometimesilig with the passage of years or maybe even
decades that an authoritative history can be writfea certain individual or of a certain periodtinfie.

In a way, that individual or event is known by thag-term effect that it has. It is no less acceimt
history if it is written some years later thantifvere written on the day that the event happelied.
would be a mistake to say, since the book of Ktmscluded with the time of the exile, that we canno
trust those events that are much earlier becaosetch time has elapsed. Sometimes the lapse ef tim
can give a clearer vision as to the real signifteaof what went before. This assumes that proper
memory or proper records have retained those evEnésassessment of them at a later day is often
more on target because of the temporal distance .o
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