How Can We Know What We Know About History?

Introduction

The discussion put forth in the last few lessons has been about logical fallacies, scientific facts and how we can know what we know, and we need to be honest about what we can know about history. We need to ask questions like the following:

· What are the sources we have for learning about and understanding history?
· Since the Bible is a collection of historical documents, is it a reliable collection of documents? 
· How does a worldview impact ones subjective understanding of a document? 
The Bible contains both primary source passages as well as secondary source passages. Examples of Primary sources would include the books like Isaiah and epistles like Galatians. Examples of secondary sources would be the accounts in Genesis which were collected and compiled by Moses, but were not witness by him first hand.

Primary Sources

Primary sources are documents or objects that are written or created at the time of events. Documents are preferably by people who observed things first hand. 

Written History

Going further back in time we have found fewer and fewer in-tact documents of the paper-like form. This is in part due to the number of written languages at the time, but also due to the fragility of the mediums that were written on. We do have some stone objects and other artifacts that have withstood the wear and tear of the ages that go back to about 3300BC. Before written language we have found various examples of written numbers, which would be used for accounting reasons.

Looking specifically at the Pentateuch we find the accounts of Genesis as a secondary sourced compilation by Moses followed by Exodus, which Moses was part of, and is therefore a primary source.

Unwritten History (Archaeology, Anthropology)

Primary sources in archaeology and anthropology include things that are physical and would be used by a culture or evidencing events from a time. Examples of unwritten sources would include geographical and architectural points, pottery, furniture, clothing, tools, and remnants of food. Items found may not be understood as tools, or may be interpreted in specific ways. Without further written material some of these first sources may still be only vaguely understood or not understood at all.

Corroboration of First Sources

Researchers look at the written and unwritten elements in an attempt to piece together the clearest picture of the culture, people, and events. Examples of this would include:

· Jericho and ruins that reflect the writings that were recorded, documenting the fall of the city when the Israelites marched. 

· Pilate being the prefect that oversaw Judaea in AD 26.

· The destruction of the temple in AD 70

Secondary Sources

Written History

Many concise histories exist in written form, histories that condense the material as collected into terse reports of event highlights. Particularly in older texts where copies were not readily available memorized concepts may be quoted in a condensed or thought-for-thought way. Examples of this would be in the epistles where one of the writers would say, “the prophets wrote…” [John 1:45, Matthew 2:23]. The prophets are not directly quoted, but are summarized. Historians like Josephus are important as they corroborate the biblical accounts in places, but are not directly tied to the church or the canon of the scriptures. 

Secondary sources from historical times may record events and stories that we do not have primary sources for. This doesn’t negate the plausibility for an event by itself, but it does bring into question the historicity of the events from a skeptical position.

Extrapolation

Much of what has been undocumented by primary sources, and even unmentioned by secondary sources, is left to extrapolation or best guesses. While these extrapolations often get put into the realm of general consensus they need to be understood as hypothesized. 

Skeptics have hypothesized about alternative causes for biblical events such as the cloud and fire in Exodus 13:21-22. Because they reject the biblical account they conceive of natural phenomenon that could explain away the supernatural ascribed by the scriptures. The Bible ascribes these things to God’s deity, but the skeptic will often go to great lengths to describe a once-in-universe event that has natural causation. This sort of extrapolation is no less faith-based than just accepting the written text.

Worldviews and History

Ones worldview can have a heavy influence on how history is to be interpreted. This is most commonly seen in the debates about specific archaeological sites and whether or not the sites have evidences that line up with biblical accounts. Because of the position of the worldview conclusions are drawn to support the worldview. 

The Skeptical Worldview

The skeptic rejects all accounts of history to a greater and greater degree the further back in history one intends to investigate. This is in large part due to a postulation that precision of data is corrupted by time. 

Core tenets of a skeptical worldview

· Writing is a recent development in the billions of years of history

· Oral tradition carries almost no weight because it gets corrupted quickly

· Religion is false, therefore religious documents are primarily works of fiction

· Attributions of historical authorship of biblical books are to be rejected on account of an agenda of religious leaders

In addition to skepticism of older history some postmodernists have even rejected things like the holocaust because they were not there to experience it and victors write history to paint themselves in a good light.

The Christian Worldview

The Christian believes some core things about history based on a biblical understanding of the universe within the confines of the time-space continuum

· God made mankind in His image, and therefore history is reflective of God

· God desired a relationship with mankind and chose to reveal himself to mankind

· Mankind wrote down details about God’s revelation by inspiration of the Holy Spirit

· Because God intended for man to have specific revelation He will also preserve the canon of the Bible

· Historical research will bear out the biblical accounts

· Historical records need to show the failings of mankind to show the grace and love of God
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