The Bible: Just a collection of myths? – Part II
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In last Sunday’s elective we looked at the definitions of the words legend, fable, myth and fairy tale, noting that some of those who express skepticism about the Bible will use these terms without careful consideration of their technical meaning as used in cultural anthropology.  We also said that the time between the earliest New Testament documents along with archaeological findings compared to the time of the original events does not allow enough time to develop myths and legends.  By comparison with other myths and legends, it typically takes centuries for such myths and legends to develop.
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But with                  the Old Testament  we have a different situation.  Events of the Old Testament were written down from approximately 1400 BC to 400 BC.  Until the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls starting in 1947 and on into the 1950s, the oldest Old Testament manuscripts were the Aleppo Codex (10th century; Deuteronomy page sample above) and the Leningrad Codex (1008; cover page to the right).  Both were copied according to the Masoretic textual traditions, and there are tens of thousands of handwritten copies.  The only exception to this is one fragment that dates from New Testament times.  Here are examples of some of the Masoretic copying traditions:
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The Jewish copying tradition, which credits Ezra as its founder, was to see copying the Old Testament scriptures as a sacred work and defined by explicit traditions.

· Scribes, who copied the text, were to wash their hands before and after copying, praying before each day of copying.
· The name of God was left blank, to be filled in later with a “purer ink” by another scribe.
· The scribe would check the middle word of each section with the original, also counting the number                 of words in each section.
· Flawed copies were to be destroyed
There were four major Old Testament copying traditions:

· Masoretic Text – entire Hebrew Old Testament copied by the Masoretes (after the scribal tradition as in Mark 2:6, 7), with the earliest copies being from the 9th and early 11th centuries AD.
· Dead Sea Scrolls – one or more copies of the entire Hebrew Old Testament, except Esther (see Matthew 5:43).  Most date from 300 BC to 100 BC.

· Samaritan Torah – the first five books of the Old Testament, modified to place the temple on Mt. Gerizim (see John 4:20-21)

· Septuagint (LXX) – OT translated into Greek about 200 BC.  Most New Testament quotes of the Old Testament are from the Septuagint.
Is there enough time between our earliest copies of the Old Testament and the claimed events to develop myths and legends?
Yes, there is enough time from the people and events in the Old Testament to the earliest copies to develop myths and legends – lots of time, in many cases.  The earliest Old Testament records of the life of Samson, for example, are from almost a thousand years after the life of Samson.  
So the question is, can we date the contents of the Old Testament documents to an earlier time?  Can we find indications in the contents of the Old Testament that the dates, people and events ought to be taken at ‘face value’, as actual history?
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 There have been a number of excellent books and articles addressing the above questions, and cultural, historical and archaeological discoveries continue to be made which also shed light on these questions.  We’ll call your attention to one that is in print and available free as a pdf file
.     
Good news!  We won’t try to cover the entire book this morning!  But what we can do is to converge what Craig Davis has written with archaeology, geography and other evidence, for specific examples regarding the Old Testament.
To start with, we’ll take on the cases of Gideon and Samson.  Now the accounts of Gideon, in Judges chapters 6-8, and of Samson, in Judges chapters 13-16, would be labeled a legend by any who were skeptical of the complete historicity of the account in the book of Judges.  Craig Davis draws these conclusions about the book of Judges:

Judges was completed in the period of the united monarchy, probably under the reign of Solomon, in about 950 B.C.  Older written material was used, including the book’s beginning (1-2:5) and the Song of Deborah (chapter5). In Judg 8:14, Gideon captured a young man at random from the city of Succoth and asked for the names of its leaders. The young man wrote down the names of 77 city leaders. This minor aspect of the story of Gideon testifies to the literacy of the age, which may have been beyond what modern writers normally assume. The considerable library of Ugaritic material discovered at Ras Shamra, just north of Israel, also comes from the period of the judges.  It should not be considered a surprise to realize that much of the Old Testament was written in the second millennium B.C.

Location! Location! Location!  Biblical Geography
We live at a time when a great many of the geographical contexts of the biblical accounts, including those in the book of Judges can be known with a high level of certainty.  Here, for example, is the view of the Valley of Sorek, from Tel Beth-shemesh, with a listing of all of biblical references below each of the cities:
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Most of what we know of the life of Samson took place in the valley and in the cities shown in this panoramic photo.  Samson is said to have been buried between Zorah and Eshtaol, and indeed there is a tomb marker that matches the location (Judges 16:31). 
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Here is the location where Gideon gave a drinking test and 

300 passed and he sent home the rest (En or Ein Harod Spring):
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So both Samson and Gideon have a geographical context for what is described as taking place in Judges chapters 6-8 (Gideon) and 13-16 (Samson).  

Archaeology & Chronology of Judges, especially regarding Samson and Gideon:
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See the Archaeological Study Bible (ASB) notes on Timnah, which has been identified with a high level of certainty as Tel Batash (page 372).  Part of Tel Beth-Shemesh has been excavated.  In that excavation was found this seal, which dates from about the time of Samson to only decades later.  

Also see page 369 on the Reliability of the book of Judges, among other ASB notes.  Briefly, the points made are:
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About 50 years after the time of Joshua’s leadership in the conquest of Canaan, the kings of the cities of Canaan wrote to the king of Egypt, saying that the Habiru were attacking their cities and taking over the land.
Judges 3:15-30 tells about how Ehud overcame Eglon, king of the Moabites, at Eglon’s palace.  That palace has been found, excavated and identified in Jericho.

Excavations at Hazor match the biblical account for the time of the Judges.

The Pharaoh Merneptah, who ruled from about 1210 to 2002 BC claimed in an inscription that he annihilated the Israelites, “Israel is wasted; its seed is not” (see below). 
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Early in the 12th century BC the tribe of Dan, likely due to pressure from the Philistines, moved north to take over the Canaanite city of Laish, renaming it Dan. The   archaeology of Tel Dan confirms this movement                 and change of cultures.
The evidence of the savage attack on Shechem by Abimelech, the son of Gideon, has been confirmed by archaeology (see also ASB notes on page 363).  It was about two centuries later that Shechem began to be rebuilt.  The final note on page 369 of the ASB:
The stories of Judges are not legends or myths, but gritty and often tragic accounts of the follies of God’s people.  Archaeological evidence strongly supports taking the stories at face value.

Since some of the Judges of Israel appear to have ruled concurrently in different parts of Israel, there is not enough data at present, to produce a precise chronology of the period of the judges, though a number of possibly valid proposals have been made.
Another example: The book of Isaiah
After more than 40 pages of analysis, Davis concludes regarding the book of Isaiah:

Isaiah 1-66 was placed in its final form by about 680 B.C. or shortly afterwards, and is all the work of Isaiah, the son of Amoz.  The book was not written all at the same time; some portions were written earlier and other portions written later in Isaiah’s life.

Isaiah’s life and prophetic ministry appears to have been centered in Jerusalem, although he makes multiple references to other places in Judah, and other nations and empires.  As a consequence, there are multiple connections between the archaeology of Jerusalem and Judah and the book of Isaiah.  And Isaiah has multiple connecting points to other Bible books, such as 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, Micah and Zephaniah.  And there are also a number of historical documents from other nations and empires that make connections with the book of Isaiah, including Assyria.  Consequently, the ASB has 21 cultural, historical and archaeological insets, and a great quantity of footnotes on those topics.  But those only scratch the surface of the cultural, historical and archaeological confirmations of the historicity of the book of Isaiah.  See a few examples below.
Though some have dated Isaiah or portions of it to much later times, partly on the basis of the denial of truly predictive prophecy, there is a great mass of evidence to support Davis’ conclusions as quoted above. 
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� Free online pdf file of Dating the Old Testament, by Craig Davis, 2007: � HYPERLINK "http://www.datingtheoldtestament.com/DatingtheOldTestament.pdf" ��http://www.datingtheoldtestament.com/DatingtheOldTestament.pdf�


� Dating the Old Testament, Craig Davis, 2007, pages 190-191 in both the pdf & the printed versions. 


� Dating the Old Testament, Craig Davis, 2007, page 255.
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