TRDL 7105 Study Skills in Biblical Interpretation
Essay on the Dangers of Literal Interpretation
Don Davis

With reference to texts either from the Old Testament or New Testament (or both), and other sources available to you discuss the dangers of reading the Bible in a very literal way and the advantages of studying the Bible from an informed and scholarly position.
The problem with reading the Bible literally is that it is not a singular work of one author, but an anthology of ancient books and letters written by different authors, some identified and some not, in different genre’s over a thousand-year period. The Bible contains mythical content, parables and stories as well as poems, histories and laws. Some passages may be taken literally, like penalties for stealing while others should be taken metaphorically, like moving a mountain with a prayer.[footnoteRef:1] All scriptures require contextual analysis before being acted upon in any literal way, for example no one chases people out of town for having skin rashes anymore.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Matt. 17:20, Mark 12:23.]  [2:  Lev. 13:46.] 

Literal readers rely on a grammatical-historical method of interpretation.[footnoteRef:3]  They accept the most obvious, direct and literal meaning of Scripture unless there is a reason to believe otherwise.[footnoteRef:4]  They pay primary attention to the words involved, both in the original language and in their translated versions and resist stepping outside the Biblical text to consider extra-Biblical material for context and comparison.  The literal reader often reads passages in isolation and will shy away from parallel passages where contradictions may challenge their conception of inerrancy and inspiration and require reconciliation.[footnoteRef:5] A good example is the synoptic problem, where material differences between accounts in Matthew, Mark and Luke exist and need to be explained.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  H.A. Virkler, Hermeneutics, Principles and Processes of Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990) pg. 18.]  [4:  J.P. Moreland, Scaling the Secular City (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1987) pg. 137.]  [5:  Ibid, pg. 32.]  [6:  J.A. Borland, A General Introduction to The New Testament (Lynchburg: University Book House, 1989) pg. 119.] 

The Bible is not simply words, but the Word of God to a literal reader.[footnoteRef:7]  Every word in the Bible is there by design and the work of a single author - the Holy Spirit. Scripture is God-breathed into existence and divine.[footnoteRef:8] This is the signature of the literal reader, their method is faith-based and holds together on the belief that God wrote the Bible.[footnoteRef:9] By deifying the text, the literal reader assigns ultimate authority of faith and practice to it.  A literal reader will site 2 Tim. 3:16 as proof of divine inspiration,[footnoteRef:10] which a more critical eye may see as a human source affirming itself.  The literal reader trusts the canonization process as having been led by the Holy Spirit and rejects the idea that it was a purely human effort, where many worthy books were left out and others added in over centuries of strained deliberation.  Literalists resolve that the final authorized, Protestant version is inerrant in its verbal (every word) and plenary (sum total) form and make use of credal and doctrinal statements to affirm this conviction.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  M.J. Borg, Jesus, the Life Teachings and Relevance of a Religious Revolutionary (New York: Harper Collins Publishing, 1986) pg. 17.]  [8:  Borland, Introduction, pg. 193.]  [9:  Borg, Revolutionary, pg. 15.]  [10:  Ibid, pg. 119.]  [11:  Ibid, pg. 120.] 

Literalists interpret apocalyptic passages like the ones in Mark 13, Matt. 24 and Dan. 9 as portending real, supernatural events to come in the end times. Dispensationalism plays a huge part in this formulation and became popular[footnoteRef:12] in the nineteenth century when conservative, evangelical Christians embraced it as a workable framework for interpreting prophecy.  It hit the mainstream when the Scofield Bible included dispensational theories in their footnotes.[footnoteRef:13]  It is dispensationalism that gave us the rapture theory[footnoteRef:14] from 1 Thess. 4:17 resulting in books like the Late Great Planet Earth and the Left Behind Series that became blockbuster bestsellers depicting a literal apocalypse.[footnoteRef:15]  [12:  C.C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today (Chicago: Moody Press, 1965) pg. 10.]  [13:  C.R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001) pg. 19.]  [14:  Ibid, pg. 22.]  [15:  H. Lindsey, The Late Great Planet Earth (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Press, 1970), and T. LaHaye, Left Behind (Carol Stream: Tyndale Publishers, 1995). ] 

Literal readers expect the world to be destroyed and physically remade in fulfillment of 2 Pet. 3:12-13.  This expectation, along with the imminent return of Christ has led many literalists to downplay the effects of climate change and the need for social progress.  Combined with other literal interpretations of the Bible, science is distrusted, gays are condemned, women repressed, and outsiders ostracized in a world tumbling toward chaos and cataclysm.  Negative social impact and a lack of accountability are the principal dangers of literalism.  Adherents often express themselves in a siege mentality, striving against advocates of equal rights, the environment, religious pluralism, immigration and ecumenicalism. 
The alternative to a literal approach is a critical one.  Critical readers point to the gap in time between Jesus’ ministry and the writings of the New Testament.  They emphasize that Paul did not begin writing about Jesus until more than a decade after the crucifixion.  He never met Christ, yet his letters established the foundational doctrines of the Christian movement and set the tone for the gospels that eventually followed.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Romans 2:16, 16:25, 1 Thess. 1:5.] 

Critical readers do not view the gospels as historically accurate reports of Jesus’ words and deeds[footnoteRef:17] and they worry that human memory is unreliable.[footnoteRef:18] The testimony of witnesses degrades with time and transmission. An entire decade passed before the New Testament was initiated and several decades elapsed before the narratives of Jesus’ life were undertaken.[footnoteRef:19] Most critical scholars believe that stories about Jesus existed in an oral form prior to written form. As P.J. Botha explains, “it is quite possible that the gospel of Mark is a transcription of what had been performed orally.”[footnoteRef:20] Critical scholars glean the NT manuscripts for identifiable and memorable words, phrases, epithets, verbal formulae, plot motifs and short stories that may have come from the oral tradition.[footnoteRef:21]  Combined with reasonable assumptions about early sayings from Q and extra-Biblical works like the Gospel of Thomas, they come to reasoned conclusions regarding the authenticity of statements attributed to Christ. [17:  Borg, Revolutionary, pg. 18.]  [18:  See M.J. Jousse, Memory, Memorization, and Memorizers, The Galilean Oral-Style Tradition and Its Traditionalists, E. Sienaert ed. (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2018).]  [19:  Borg, Revolutionary, pg. 43.]  [20:  P.J.J. Botha, Orality and Literacy in Early Christianity (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2012) pg. 185.]  [21:  Ibid.] 

Form criticism was developed by several scholars including H. Gunkel and R. Bultmann to focus on certain genres and sources.  Textual criticism examines the thousands of Biblical manuscripts involved for their original language, transmission, versioning and translation histories.  Source criticism examines Biblical sources and redaction criticism examines the modifications that have been made to the Bible over time. 
An example of textual criticism at work is the analysis of John S. Kloppenborg who exposed a possible apocalyptic layer in the theoretical gospel Q.[footnoteRef:22] This is the source that may have been used by Matthew and Luke to create their narratives, along with Mark’s gospel.[footnoteRef:23]  John Dominic Crossan used Kloppenborg’s analysis[footnoteRef:24] to show Jesus as a wisdom teacher who likely did not hold apocalyptic views but rather presented the kingdom ontologically as around and within us.[footnoteRef:25] The apocalyptic layer, referred to as Q2, was likely added by the gospel writers after the Roman War.  This was to show in part, “that God will soon act to restore justice in an unjust world “as Crossan puts it.[footnoteRef:26]  John J. Collins, another favorite of the critical reader, has shown how the apocalyptic genre emerges when oppressed and occupied cultures find themselves overwhelmed by oppressors with no way out and seek to inform and comfort their people.[footnoteRef:27]  [22:  J.S. Kloppenborg, Q the Earliest Gospel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press).]  [23:  Borg, Revolutionary, pg. 33.]  [24:  J.D. Crossan, The Birth of Christianity (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1998) pg. 250.]  [25:  J.D. Crossan, Jesus, A Revolutionary Biography (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1994) pg. 62, Crossan, Birth, pg. 312. See also John 18:36, Lk. 17:20, Thom. 3:1-5, 18:1-3, 51:1-2, 113:1-4, Deut. 30:11-14. ]  [26:  Crossan, Birth, pg. 283.]  [27:  J.J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.) pg. 3.] 

Critical readers have enjoyed new discoveries while literal readers tend to treat them with skepticism. The discoveries at Nag Hamadi include the Gospel of Thomas, which highlights the possibility that the sayings of Jesus may have existed early on, in written form, free from a narrative context.[footnoteRef:28] Another important discovery is the Dead Sea Scrolls, which includes the oldest manuscripts of the Old Testament ever found along with works of the Pseudepigrapha and documents relating to the community at Qumran.  These discoveries provide important insights into Jewish messianic expectations, pre-Christian practices and they inform us of the state of apocalyptic belief just prior to the Christian era. [28:  Borg, Revolutionary, pg. 32.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Literal readers enjoy reading the Bible at face value, confident that every word has been divinely appointed and transmitted to them in their own language without error over the centuries. Literal authors use a grammatical-historical method to present views of inerrancy, verbal inspiration and dispensationalism along with their interpretations. Sadly, literalism is used as a platform to cast dispersions on science, justify political agendas and to launch polemical attacks on whole people groups including women, LGBTQ and non-Christians. Perhaps by taking a more informed and scholarly approach, better outcomes are possible for a wider range of people. 
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