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A critical evaluation of the contemporary perspective of social-scientific approaches and the strengths and weaknesses of its use in Biblical Studies.


Introduction

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Within Biblical Studies there are a variety of contemporary perspectives which can be applied in order for one to understand a text. One such contemporary perspective is that of social-scientific approaches. This is an approach whereby “the overwhelming majority of its practitioners is a heuristic process”.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Philip E. Esler, Social-Scientific Models in Biblical Interpretation, in Ancient Israel: The Old Testament in its Social Context, ed. by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), p. 3.] 


Heuristic process is whereby an individual seeks to find a solution to a problem and fits perfectly with that of social-scientific approaches. These are approaches which seek to explore the reasoning behind the events, what lead to them and whether they were part of something more such as a specific culture or way of being. It seeks to look not just at the tip of the iceberg but also what is hidden beneath a text. 

Through looking at that of social-scientific approaches, we will explore how it can be applied to a selection of Bible passages along with evaluating its strengths and weaknesses within Biblical Studies.


Social-scientific approaches and parables

The Bible in its origin is Jewish and therefore many of the writings give us an insight into the beliefs, teachings and laws such as that of the decalogue found within the Old Testament which were fundamental to Judaism and formed the majority of the Tanak. As Jesus was Jewish, many of his teachings were based on these. Through using social-scientific approaches we are able to explore the social and cultural circumstances of the time. 

Jesus used many techniques to share his message with others and one such way was through the use of parables. Parables were stories used by Jesus with a specific message behind them, similar to that of Aesop Fables. Often, they were on topics that people could relate to and therefore understand as it made the parables accessible to them. The parables can be found in the New Testament section of the Bible within the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke.  

The parables were used by Jesus to illustrate a particular message aimed at the disciples, the crowds or both. In one such parable Jesus appears to make it relevant to everyday life by using the simple illustration of a sower sowing some seed (cf. Matt 13:1-9). But what was this message and how does it relate to that of social-scientific approaches?

William Barclay explores the parable of the sower through looking at society as it would have been at the time of Jesus and what the landscape would have looked like. We are informed that within the parable of the sower “is a picture which anyone in Palestine would understand. Here we actually see Jesus using the here and now to get to the there and then”.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible. The Gospel of Matthew Volume 2 Chapters 11-28. (Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press, 1977), P. 57] 


Individuals sowing seeds would have likely to have been a familiar sight to those individuals who were listening to Jesus; especially those who were in the countryside where sowing seeds would have been a frequent task. As a result of this familiar sight, the parable would have been relevant to both the crowds and the disciples. Because of Jesus’ intentionally making the parable relevant to the people listening to him, it would have made it easier easier for them to understand the message that Jesus was trying to get across. 

When Jesus speaks about the seed that the sower spreads, we are informed throughout it of how the seed landed on a variety of types of soil from on the path, on rocky ground, among thorns and on good soil (cf. Matt 13:4-8). William Barclay explores the relevance of where the soil fell through commenting upon how “In Palestine the fields were in long narrow strips; and the ground between the strips was always a right of way”[footnoteRef:3], if seeds had landed in the narrow strips that William Barclay mentions, there would have been little chance of seeds growing. We have looked at how the parable of the sower was made relatable to the society of the time but what did it mean? What was the message and how did this link to society and social-scientific approaches? [3:  William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible. The Gospel of Matthew Volume 2 Chapters 11-28. (Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press, 1977), P. 58] 


Further on in his commentary William Barclay writes about the good soil, what it would provide and how “the good ground was deep and clean and soft; the seed could gain an entry; it could find the nourishment; it could grow unchecked; and in the good ground it brought forth an abundant harvest”.[footnoteRef:4] Here we are informed of what the good soil provided which is both physical and spiritual nourishment.  This is contrasted by William Neil who comments upon how “the parable of the sower deals with the preaching and hearing of the word of the Kingdom, the Good News of the new age”.[footnoteRef:5] He is not focusing upon the fine details of the soil but rather what Jesus was preaching on. [4:  William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible. The Gospel of Matthew Volume 2 Chapters 11-28. (Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press, 1977), P. 58]  [5:  William Neil, One Volume Bible Commentary. (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1978), P. 342] 


Within verse 9 of the parable Jesus speaks of ears. In this he was not only speaking of the agricultural ears of corn but also the physical ears of those who were listening and whether they understood the teaching of Jesus. In the second part of Chapter 13 we are given an explanation of the parable which we are informed about by Jesus himself. When speaking about the meaning of the wheat that grows in good soil Jesus states that ‘But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields’ (Matt 13: 23). Jesus was linking the society of the ‘there and then’ with that of the Kingdom of God which was to come.


The resurrection and social-scientific approaches

When exploring the resurrection accounts of Jesus and a suitable method the most likely that a scholar would use would be that of historical-critical approaches. The reason for this is that we are often concerned with facts and whether an event really did take place or was it simply an illusion or even a myth. Historical-critical approaches looks at the specific detail, the historical context and whether different accounts match up. It critically evaluates the information and facts available in order to come to a conclusion. Historical-critical approaches are useful for facts however, when exploring Jesus’ resurrection, we can also apply that of social approaches to look at the way it took place and the symbolism within society at that time. It is an approach that enables us 
to look at passages from a different perspective. This is a view supported by Pieter Craffet who remarks of how “a social-scientific perspective can take the debate beyond this dichotomy [of our understanding and of scholarly debates] into new territory while simultaneously offering a different historical answer to the question about Jesus’ resurrection”.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Pieter F. Craffert, Jesus’ Resurrection in a Social-Scientific Perspective: Is There Anything New to be Said? (2009), Journal for the Study of the Historical Jesus, 7(2), P129] 


The resurrection of Jesus appears to be important for the early Christians as it is found in all four Gospels of the New Testament. Each of these accounts vary in their length and the content within them. Matthew speaks of Jesus’ resurrection, the guards who were looking after the tomb and the disciples (cf. Matt 28:1-20). Mark ‘s account is shorter and more condensed yet still contains similar information to Matthew’s Gospel.

Jesus was first and foremost Jewish as his followers would have been, and as a result of this, they would have followed many of the Jewish laws and customs. One such law and an important one was that Jewish people must not work on the Sabbath which takes place from sunset Friday to Sunset Saturday.  We see how the Gospel writers inform us that because the sabbath was approaching Jesus was buried in the tomb of another and they would come back to him after the sabbath. A custom in relation to the Jewish burial of the dead was that of anointing which is revealed to us in the writings of when the women return after the sabbath. “When the Sabbath is over…Mary Magdalene and the others bring spices to anoint Jesus’ body. It was a Jewish custom to do this and was for them a final act of devotion”.[footnoteRef:7] These spices that were to be used would have been important and symbolic in their nature with each making a statement such as Myrrh which was a spice most associated with that of sacrifice, death and mourning. Through the use of spices, we are given an insight into the Jewish way of life and death. [7:  David Hewitt, Mark: Crossway Bible Guide. Free to follow Jesus. (Leicester, Crossway Books, 1995). P. 207] 


The accounts of Jesus’ resurrection can not only be found within the Gospels but throughout the New Testament. There is “one principal theme [that] unifies the writings of the New Testament: they all deal in some way with the life, death, and Resurrection of Jesus and the impact he had on the community of those who believed in him”.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Thomas Zanzig, Jesus Christ. A New Testament Portrait. (Minnesota, Saint Mary’s Press, 2000). P. 24] 


Irrespective of whether Jesus did indeed die and rise again, the impact of the belief that this did take place has a profound impact on the believers of the time. Through using social-scientific approaches, we can see how this belief in Jesus’ resurrection impacted all of society through the decisions made to find him, to hide from the authorities and to share about him with other communities. We can see that even without any historical information, the society of the time was connected through the single belief that he Jesus’ resurrection did take place.


Conclusion

Within this piece of writing, we have explored the social-scientific approach which is used within Biblical Studies. We have focused upon two different passages: that of the parables and of Jesus’s resurrection. Through this we have seen how when social-scientific approaches are applied to a Biblical text they can enable us to understand the sociology with it, which gives us a reflection of the society of that time. It is a method which has its strengths in that we are able to gain a greater understanding of why things were said or done in a particular way and how they fit in within the wider society. However, it is a method which also has its weaknesses. It makes it difficult when searching for information and reliable facts as we are looking at the patterns and customs of a society which is based on interpretation and therefore may be at risk of being bias.

In order for social scientific approaches to be a suitable method within Biblical studies, it needs to be used alongside other approaches such as historical-critical approaches, literary approaches and Jewish interpretation. It is only through combing a variety of approaches that we are fully able to interpret a text and its meaning within it when using social-scientific approaches. 
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