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14 HOW TO READ THE BIBLE

solve so many problems in the Bible that otherwise had no

were going about things cor-
ated on the model of

tions seemed to .
solution, this indicated that the interpreters

' ' retations were cre
rectly. As time went on, new 1nterp ) :
older ones, until soon every chapter of the Bible came accompanied by a host

' , .l rds.
of clever explanations that accounted for any perceived difficulty in its words

The Four Assumptions

Readers always approach texts with certain assumptions, ar?d the assumptions
change depending on what they are reading; not every .text is thought to mean

in the same way. Thus, when we read a poem in Wthl:l the' poet says to his
beloved, “I faint! I die!” we know he’s not really dying; lll.cew1se, Whet.l he says ‘
he’s wallowing in love in the same way that a cooked fish is wallowed in 'gal.an- i
tine sauce, well . . . we know this isn’t really intended as an exact description |
of his emotional state. And it is not just poems. Novels and short stories, form
letters and radio commercials and last wills and testaments—all sorts of dif-
ferent compositions come with their own conventions, and we as readers are
aware of those conventions and interpret the texts accordingly. We expect to

be amused by a stand-up comedian’s recitation of his woes, and so we laugh

in all the right places; yet if a somewhat similar monologue is spoken by a
patient at his group therapy session, people will probably not laugh, in part
because they bring an entirely different set of expectations to his “text.” (Also,
they don’t want to hurt his feelings.)

It is a striking fact that all ancient interpreters seem to have shared very
much the same set of expectations about the biblical text. No one ever sat
down and formulated these assumptions for them—they were simply
assumed, just like our present-day assumptions about how we are to under-
stand texts uttered by poets and group-therapy patients. However, looking
over the vast body of ancient interpretations of different parts of the Bible, we
can gain a rather clear picture of what their authors were assuming about the
biblical text—and what emerges is that, despite the geographic and cultural
distance separating some of these interpreters from others, they all seem to
have assumed the same four basic things about how the Bible was to be read:

They assumed that the Bible was a fundamentally cryptic text: that is,
?avhen it said A, often it might really mean B. Thus, when it said, “And
it came to pass after these things,” even though that might look like
the familiar transitional phrase, what it might really mean was “after

2 :
these words.” Indeed, this text, they felt, was so cryptic that it did not

even say what the words were—it had left it to the interpreters them-

Job and so figure out the rest. Simi-
nd the two of them walked together,”

selves to remember the book of
larly, when the Bible repeated “a
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13 The Rise of Modern Biblical Scholarship 15

the second occurrence of this phrase had a hidden meaning: Abraham
and Isaac had agreed and now proceeded as if of one mind.

2. Interpreters also assumed that the Bible was a book of lessons directed
to readers in their own day. It may seem to talk about the past, but it
is not fundamentally history. It is instruction, telling us what to do: be
obedient to God just as Abraham was and you will be rewarded, just
as he was. Ancient interpreters assumed this not only about narratives
like the Abraham story but about every part of the Bible. For example,
Isaiah’s prophecies about the Assyrian crisis contained, interpreters
believed, a message for people in their own time (five or six centuries
later). Likewise, when the book of Nahum had referred metaphori-
cally to a “raging lion,” the text was not talking about some enemy in
Nahum’s own day, but about Demetrius III, who was the king of Syria
six hundred years later, in the time of the ancient interpreters."” Simi-
larly, the Bible’s laws were understood as being intended for people to
obey in the interpreters’ own time, even though they had been prom-
ulgated in a very different society many centuries earlier.

3. Interpreters also assumed that the Bible contained no contradictions
or mistakes. It is perfectly harmonious, despite its being an anthology;
in fact, they also believed that everything that the Bible says ought to
be in accord with the interpreters’ own religious beliefs and practices
(since they believed these to have been ordained by God). Thus, if the
Bible seemed to imply that God was not all-knowing or that Abraham .

" had been callous and deceitful with his son, interpreters would not say
that this story reflected beliefs about God or basic morality that had
changed since ancient times. Instead, they stoutly insisted that there
must be some way of understanding the Bible’s words so as to remove
any such implications: that cannot be what the Bible really intended!
And of course the Bible ought not to contradict itself or even seem to
repeat itself needlessly, so that if it said “and the two of them walked
together” twice, the second occurrence cannot be merely repetitive; it
must mean something different from the first. In short, the Bible,
they felt, is an utterly consistent, seamless, perfect book.

Lastly,* they believed that the entire Bible is essentially a divinely given
text, a book in which God speaks directly or through His prophets.
There could be little doubt about those parts of the Bible that openly
identify the speaker as God: “And the LORD spoke to Moses, say-

* I have mentioned this assumption last to avoid giving the impression that the other
three are a natural by-product of the fourth. Actually, there is no reason to assume that a

divinely given text ought to be cryptic, for example—on the contrary, would not God want
His words to be easily understood by all? Moreover, while the ficst three assumprions ate

amply attested among the earliest of the ancient interpreters, that is not necessarily true of
the fourth,
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» «Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel . . .” But interp:te}:s
‘ so true of the story of Abraham and the

hough the text self never actually said
e stories. And it was held to be

ing ..
believed that this was al
other stories in Genesis, even t

there that God was the author of thes
true of the rest of the Bible too—even of the book of Psalms, although

the psalms themselves are prayers and songs addressed :’Zlggd r::::
thus ought logically not to have come from God. ch;e:; . (;ri >
interpreters held the psalms to be in some sense of 1v1lned' g c;
written under divine inspiration or guidance or even directly dictate

to David, their traditional author."

ame into existence is hard to say for sure, and in any

case that question need not detain us here; " the fact is, they did come mltlo ;xth-
tence, even before Israel’s ancient library of sacred texts began to be called the
Bible, in fact, even before its precise table of contents hac! been determined.

What are modern readers to make of these assumptions? Many reafiers
will balk at the ancient interpretation of the Abraham and Isaac story given
above, indeed, at many of the interpretations mentioned in this book. But it
is simply in the nature of assumptions in general that they are assumed, not
consciously adopted. Once biblical interpretation had started along the path
of these Four Assumptions, it developed a logic, and a momentum, of its
own. This was simply how the Bible was to be understood. The power and
persuasiveness of these assumptions may be clearer if one considers that, to
a remarkable degree, they continue to color the way people read the Bible
right down to the present day (even if nowadays they may lead to somewhat
different conclusions from those advanced by the ancient interpreters). Thus,
many modern-day Jews and Christians continue to look to the Bible as a
guidebook for daily life (Assumption 2); they do not read it as if it were just
a relic from the ancient past. In fact, a significant number of contemporary
Jews and Christians seek to act on a daily basis in accordance with the
Bible’s specific exhortations and laws, and many view the Bible’s prophecies
as being fulfilled in the events of today’s world (another aspect of Assumption
2). Without quite saying so, quite a few readers also generally assume that the
Bible has some sort of coherent message to communicate and that it does not
contradict itself or contain mistakes (Assumption 3). Many also believe that
the Bible’s meaning is not always obvious (Assumption 1)—it even seems
deliberately cryptic sometimes, they say. And the idea of divine inspiration, in
fact., the conception of the Bible as a whole as the word of God (Assumption
4), is an article of faith in a great many denominations.

How these assumptions ¢

.lhus, yvhatever one thinks of the Four Assumptions, there is no denying
their staying power. What is more, some of the interpretations they gave rise
to have demonstrated a comparable durability: to a degree not generally rec-
ognized, these interpretations are still with us and have actually succeeded in
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