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From: Dillenberger and Wetch, Protestant Christianity Interpreted
Through its Development, pp. 169-76.

Biblical Criticism
At the same time that Schleiermacher was completing his work, there
appeared another important movement which was to exert a powerful
influence in the development of Protestantism - viz., the elaboration
and growing acceptance of the methods of "biblical criticism," or "his-
torical criticism" of the Bible.

The term biblical criticism must be properly understood, for confusion
as to the meaning of the word "criticism" has often led to wholly
misguided opposition to "critical" views of the Bible. In popular English
usage, "to criticize" usually means "to find fault" or "to attack." But
this is not at all the intent of the biblical scholars. They are critics
simply in the sense of the G!eekkritikos, which means "literary expert.,,

]In general, biblical criticism-can be described as the applIcation to
the Bible of the same kind of analysis that is applied to the works of
Homer, Virgil, Shakespeare, and to other forms of literature.

ASomewnat uiflerentKina of critical S[uoy of [he Bible- had long
been accepted in the church - viz., "textual criticism," or what was--
frequently called in t~e ninete.enth century. "lower criticism." This (1')
was a study of all a.v~llable anCient manusc~lp~~.mre for the ":: ~

purpose of determmmg, as nearly as possIble, the orlgmal text ofthe biblical writings, thereby eliminating errors which had crept into v

the text in its transmission (e.g., through faulty copying). Such criticism
had been given strong impetus by the Retormatlon,~which challenged
the authority of the Latin Vulgate (the official version in the Roman"
chUrch) and stimulated tl'ie studyof Hebrew and Greek t~xts. Thus,
Luther used a Greek edition of the New Testament published in 1516 v
bf~!eat Renais~an~e s~~~la~E~l!lus. Textual criticism also prayed
an Important part in the King James translation of the Bible (1611), -/
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the critics did not at all compromise the truth of the faith. The Hegelian '~-;;\~
interpretation ,:,as, however, .r~latively short.-lived except in c~rt~in c,""~~
types of the philosophy of religion. It was quickly seen that Chnstlan 'I ~ ,.~
faith cannot be indifferent to the historical facts of its origin. "

A far more important reinterpretation of religious authority had '

been suggested by F,riedrich Schleiermacher - and it was along this
line that there developed the charactenstic view of liberal Protestant-
ism which made possible a ready acceptance of historical criticism.

,Schleiermacher had insisted, we recall, that at its root religion is
neither belief nor obedience to a moral code, but an immediately ex-

'..,r" perienced relation to God. All Christian doctrines, creeds, and con- .'.
~ fessions are huma~ interpretations of the exp~rien~e of redemption \ !'",.,~

through Jesus Christ. Not any external authority, Bible, or creed, or c~
f c.hurch, is finally normative, but only the living experience of Chris-"j 'i~~
1 tIans. ~ ...~,. I.
~k r- This insight led to a new understanding of the authority of the ,~~
t: ~e - not the authority of a purely objective and external revelation, "
~ delivered by God. f?r accepta~ce by believers, but rather the autho~ty
~.~ of a record of religious expenence. As a product of the overwhelmIng
,:i" experience of the earliest Christians, the New Testament has immense
iit significance and authority for all subsequent understandings of the
I ff, Christian gospel, and it serves to communicate the experience to later
,~ generations. But inte~pretations in the NewI~~~ame~t as ~o~he mea~-

i~ ~~stdo not have to be taken as infallible ~ivine delivera~s.
jl The ce~tral tact to wmcn ttie ~~e~ Testament .pomts, t~~~ce.
! . of God ~ Christ, is of all-embra~ing import;Fiutdlfferences m mterpre- I

~. tation and inThe reporting of events are to be expected. No longer
is it necessary to tortuously explain away discrepancies in the accounts,
or differences in point of view. The Bible is a human and fallible, J ...IIi albeit inspire? and inspiring, rec~r~ of th~ :~sponse of human beings !:j;f,,~;~~
to the revealIng work of God. Biblical cntIClsm does not destroy the ""

religious value of the Bible; it enhances that value. In the New Testa-
ment it enables us to penetrate behind the documents to the central
facts of the life of Christ. In the Old Testament, through the distin-

, guishing of the various layers of tradition and their dates, it reveals
L to us the gradual development of Hebrew religion into the ethical

monotheism of the great prophets.
Such was the general understanding of the Bible which emerged

from the reinterpretation by Schleiermacher and his successors and
from the new biblical research. Theological leadership was centered
in Germany throughout the nineteenth century, but the movements
which began there spread rapidly to France, Britain, and America,
so that by the end of the century the new patterns of thought were

v rapidly becoming dominant throughout Protestantism.
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