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1 . I actually did postgraduate work on Paul and Isaiah, spending equal amounts of time in New 
Testament and Old Testament exegesis .

2 . Richard Schultz, “Brevard S . Childs’s Contribution to Old Testament Interpretation: An Evan-
gelical Appreciation and Assessment,” Princeton Theological Review 14 (2008): 71 – 72 .

Introduction

When I began my postgraduate work in biblical studies, I did so 
like many who exit from an evangelical seminary . My knowledge of the 
biblical languages was decent . I could analyze a Hebrew sentence, parse 
the verbs, make sense of the syntax by appealing to Waltke and O’Connor’s 
massive tome, and even engage the textual-critical issues involved . In ret-
rospect, my knowledge in these areas was not as deep or wide as I might 
have thought at the time . Still, I had the rudimentary skills necessary for 
the exegesis of the biblical text, and, wisely or unwisely, they admitted me 
for postgraduate work .1

What I discovered during the first year of my doctoral studies, in addi-
tion to the imposter syndrome that haunted me, wondering when my doc-
toral supervisor would tap me on the shoulder and say, “I’m sorry; we’ve 
made a terrible mistake and you need to go home,” was my woeful lack of 
knowledge in the history of Old Testament interpretation and criticism . 
This is not a reflection on my seminary teachers; one can only cover so 
much in class . We read Dillard and Longman’s Introduction to the Old Tes-
tament . The names Wellhausen and Gunkel were not foreign to me . Still, 
my knowledge of these figures, their methods, and location in the history 
of ideas was thin at best .

I will not project my story on everybody, but I imagine my experience 
is common . With great interest and relief, I read Richard Schultz’s account 
of his first years of postgraduate studies at Yale under Brevard Childs .2 In 
his essay, he recounts a similar narrative: a working knowledge of lower-
critical matters such as Hebrew, textual criticism, and literary analysis of 
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3 . Magne Saebø, Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation (Göttingen: Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996, 2000, 2008) . A similar though not as comprehensive approach can be 
found in Hans-Joachim Kraus, Geschichte der historisch-kritischen Erforschung des Alten Testa-
ments, 3rd ed. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1982) .

4 . Ludwig Diestel, Geschichte des Alten Testamentes in der christlichen Kirche (Jena: Mauke’s 
Verlag, 1869) . Interestingly, HBOT is dedicated to the memory of Diestel .

texts and a flimsy working knowledge of higher critical figures and theo-
ries . I read his essay and thought, “Maybe I should write a short history of 
Old Testament criticism targeted at students .” Well, here it is .

This is a book for students . A student is not limited to someone enrolled 
in a formal class setting, though I definitely have this in mind . Nor is this 
book only for those wishing to do postgraduate studies . The intended audi-
ence of this book is anyone who is interested in the Bible, its history of 
interpretation, and the particular problems and approaches to Old Testa-
ment studies in the modern period . I do hope the book will be of some 
benefit to those whose knowledge of Old Testament criticism goes beyond 
that of a student’s . But I had to fight the temptation at every turn to allow 
this book to take on a life of its own, becoming something other than what 
was originally conceived . In places, I am sure I have failed in this regard .

A few words should be said about the scope and structure of the book  
—  a road map, if you will, for the reader and teacher . Let me say on the 
front end what this book is not . This book is by no means a comprehensive 
attempt at expounding the very complex history of Old Testament inter-
pretation . This kind of project is underway now with the magisterial work 
Magne Saebø is editing titled Hebrew Bible/Old Testament (HBOT) .3 The 
volumes in HBOT are an impressive achievement and upon completion 
will be the standard in the field . What Ludwig Diestel’s History of the Old 
Testament in the Chris tian Church was for the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century, HBOT will be for our time .4 All this to say, the book you are 
holding is a toe’s dip in a very large pool .

I have decided to focus on major figures in a picture gallery tour of 
sorts . My rationale is simple .  People and their ideas are more interesting (at 
least to me) than abstract discussions of critical theories . For example, I do 
not have a chapter on form criticism . But I do have a chapter on Hermann 
Gunkel, with form criticism discussed therein . Also, I find these figures 
fascinating as  people located in the broader cross-stream of ideas, cultural 
norms, and ecclesiastical battles . At the same time, the context provided 
for these figures could surely be expanded . The chapters follow the clas-
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Introduction

5 . Saebø, Hebrew Bible/Old Testament, vol . 1, part 1, 30 .

sic genre of life and work . I will discuss briefly the life and setting of the 
figure and then explore an aspect of their contribution to Old Testament 
criticism .

There are dangers with the particular historiographical approach I 
have taken . Saebø’s introductory article in HBOT labels one of these dan-
gers “personalism,” and he warns against focusing so much on “well-known 
scholars” that the textured nature of Old Testament interpretation will 
be flattened .5 In other words, focusing solely on the famous pictures in a 
museum may cause the patron unwittingly to miss the multifaceted beauty 
and complexity of other paintings and influences from the same period of 
art history .

Saebø’s is a fair warning, and one I take seriously . I have tried to provide 
some historical, social, and intellectual context for the figures described . 
Still, the dangers of personalism are present in this volume and can be 
remedied by further study for those interested . I want students to under-
stand some of the major currents of Old Testament criticism, beginning 
in the modern period and continuing to the work of Brevard Childs . To 
do this, I have focused on particular figures . Without doubt, the chapters 
demand more nuance than is currently presented, but I hope the reader 
will take this book’s stated intention into account whenever frustration 
occurs .

One may ask how someone can write even a brief history of Old Testa-
ment criticism and not include, say, Jean Astruc, Johann David Michaelis, 
Richard Simon, Johannes Semler, Robert Lowth, J . G . Eichhorn, Abraham 
Kuenen, Wilhelm Gesenius, Bernard Duhm, Hugo Gressmann, Walther 
Eichrodt, Martin Noth, or James Barr (to name but a few) . I feel the full 
weight of this criticism and can only ask the informed reader’s forgiveness . 
My rationale is simple: (1) I want the volume to remain small and acces-
sible for students; (2) I believe the figures in this work represent the larger 
trends and tendencies of Old Testament criticism in the modern period; 
and (3) I wanted to finish .

As will become apparent, I am not a neutral observer of the history of 
Old Testament criticism . The detaching of a robust doctrine of revelation 
from the material study of the Old Testament, a hermeneutical instinct one 
finds poignantly present in Baruch Spinoza, has had a deleterious effect on 
the study of the Old Testament as Scripture . Here my cards are already on 
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the table, are they not? I do not want to make villains of the usual suspects 
in this volume . In fact, the reader may sense my deep sympathies for the 
intellectual and spiritual difficulties faced by some of these figures . Still, I 
have a working understanding of the Old Testament as Chris tian Scripture 
that not only informs my reading but in fact determines and shapes the 
way I approach it . I am not neutral . But my lack of neutrality when it comes 
to Old Testament hermeneutics is located in an Anselmian epistemology  
—  credo ut intelligam: “I believe so that I may understand”  —  and a confes-
sional posture . That said, I do hope readers find a fair presentation of these 
figures’ lives and work . This has been my aim .

I will return to these matters in the conclusion . For now, let me intro-
duce you to Benedict Spinoza .
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1 . Quoted in Jonathan I . Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 
1650 – 1750 (New York: Oxford Univ . Press, 2001), 447 . Steven Nadler writes, “Baruch (or Benedictus) 
de Spinoza (1632 – 77) was, without question, the most radical (and vilified) philosopher of his time” 
(“The Bible Hermeneutics of Baruch de Spinoza,” in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its 
Interpretation, ed . Magne Saebø (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 2:827 .

1
Benedict Spinoza  

(1632 – 1677)

Modernity’s Changing Tide and  
the Dislocation of Scripture from Revelation

Benedict de Spinoza is a watershed figure in the history of bibli-
cal interpretation . His approach to biblical studies was not born in a vac-
uum . Nor was his approach to biblical studies the first to raise critical 
questions about the Bible . Nevertheless, Spinoza is a significant figure 
because of his bold and bald articulation of the matter . Others before him 
had taken a critical approach to the historical character of Scripture and 
its claims  —  Thomas Hobbes and Isaac La Peyrére, for example . Spinoza, 
however, speaks directly without much clearing of his throat . The Swiss-
Calvinist theologian Johann Heinrich Heidegger (1633 – 1698) recognized 
the erosion initiated by Hobbes and La Peyrére, “but no one,” he writes, 
“struck at the foundations of the entire Pentateuch more shamelessly than 
Spinoza .”1 In essence, Spinoza’s approach to biblical interpretation brought 
together the following assumptions: (1) The Bible is a product of human 
history and evolution and is to be read in the light of its natural history, 
and (2) philosophy and theology must be understood as two distinct dis-
ciplines . The former discipline has to do with truth, and the latter with 
morality . For Spinoza, “the natural light of reason” became the primary 
lens for reading the Bible and negotiating its claims .
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2 . Published in English as Theological-Political Treatise, ed . J . Israel, trans . M . Silverthorne and 
J . Israel (Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy; Cambridge: Cambridge Univ . Press, 2007) .

3 . See Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 275 .
4 . “The notion that Spinoza’s Tractatus ever circulated freely is thus a myth lacking all basis in 

fact” (Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 276) . The illegal status of the Tractatus makes the wide dis-
semination of its first Latin and French editions all the more fascinating . The clandestine efforts 
for the book’s publication are filled with intrigue and subversion . See Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 
chapter 16 .

5 . See Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 275 – 76 .
6 . The term Cartesian is shorthand for the rationalism associated with Rene Descartes . It is based 

on the Latin form of Descartes’s name .
7 . This description comes from the first biographical account of Spinoza, an account written 

anonymously (cited in Travis L . Frampton, Spinoza and the Rise of Historical Criticism of the Bible 
[London: T&T Clark, 2006], 122 – 23) .

When Spinoza first published his work advancing these ideas, he did so 
anonymously . The book’s innocuous title was Tractatus Theologico-Politi-
cus (1670) .2 The book’s content was not so benign . The Tractatus met with 
immediate hostility and was formally banned in 1674 .3 Even before then, it 
was an illegal text whose publication was hindered .4 In 1670, for example, 
the government ordered a raid on the bookshops of Leiden in a search-
and-destroy mission against the Tractatus .5 Even before the publication 
of the Tractatus, his local Jewish community expelled him because of the 
kind of ideas presented in this volume . It is an understatement, therefore, 
to say that Spinoza’s ideas and work created a stir .

It is important to come to terms with Spinoza because his work sets 
a trajectory for the modern-critical approach to Old Testament exegesis . 
With Spinoza, the search for the text’s meaning becomes equated with 
the search for the text’s ostensive historical referent, setting, and immedi-
ate intention . Moreover, his Old Testament interpretation is set within 
the framework of Cartesian modes of knowing, rejection of miracles, and 
denial of the supernatural .6 As one can imagine, these modern intellectual 
instincts changed the rules of the interpretive game . Before turning our 
attention to Spinoza’s work, we will explore a brief account of his life and 
intellectual/social context .

Crossing the Rubicon:  
spinoza’s Cultural and Intellectual setting

Spinoza was born on November 24, 1632, in Amsterdam, “the most beauti-
ful city of Europe .”7 His parents, Michael de Espinoza and Hanna Debora, 
were Portuguese Jews who likely resettled in Amsterdam because of the 
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Modernity’s Changing Tide and the Dislocation of Scripture from Revelation 

8 . See Frampton, Spinoza, 125 .
9 . See Steven Nadler, Spinoza: A Life (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ . Press, 1999), 55 .
10 . See Frampton, Spinoza, 125 .
11 . See Frampton, Spinoza, 130 – 32 . Rabbi Mortera’s continued influence on his pupil, Spinoza, 

outside the Talmud Torah school has been helpfully pointed out by Nadler (Spinoza, 90 – 93) . See 
also the possible influence of Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel, one of the most famous rabbis of the time, 
on Spinoza as well (Nadler, Spinoza, 93 – 100) .

12 . See Nadler, Spinoza, 63 – 64 .
13 . Ibid ., 65 . Nadler calls into question Spinoza’s knowledge of the Talmud, describing it as “super-

ficial at best” (Spinoza, 93) .
14 . This did not mean that all of Spinoza’s education ceased . He most likely attended one of the 

community’s schools for adults (yeshiva), but his formal, rabbinic training in the Talmud Torah 
school eventually came to an end (see Nadler, Spinoza, 89 – 91) .

Portuguese Inquisition . The Jewish community in Amsterdam during this 
time was composed of three subgroups, each with its own synagogue and 
governing board .8 In 1639 these three independent boards became one 
and were called the Talmud Torah .9 Before this unification, however, both 
Benedict’s father, Michael, and his uncle, Abraham, served on the govern-
ing board of their particular community (Beth Jacob) . It is worth men-
tioning that only five  people at a time served on these governing boards; 
it was an elite group . After the union of the three groups, Michael served 
on the Talmud Torah’s board from 1649 – 1650 .10 The Espinoza family was 
respected and valued in Amsterdam’s Jewish community . Unfortunately, 
Spinoza’s rejection of the ideas and values of his community would in time 
bring shame on the Spinoza name .

There is debate among the sources regarding Spinoza’s formal educa-
tion and how he came into conflict with his Jewish community . He is 
often portrayed as a young scholar who debated with his rabbi on the finer 
points of biblical and Talmudic interpretation in the higher level medras-
sim (classes) of his rabbinic school . This is doubtful .11 Spinoza’s name does 
not appear on the class rolls kept during this time . This indicates a situa-
tion common to many young men of Spinoza’s era . He probably joined his 
father’s business while still an adolescent, precluding further education . 
In any case, it is unlikely Spinoza pursued formal, rabbinic education past 
the age of fourteen .12 These events in no way cast aspersions on his gifted 
intellect . He had a masterful knowledge of the Hebrew language, along 
with specialized knowledge of the Scriptures and rabbinical sources .13 
Still, Spinoza’s intellectual curiosity was left nearly unfettered once his 
formal, rabbinic training ceased .14

Spinoza continued as a merchant in his father’s business for many years . 
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15 . See Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 172 – 73 .
16 . Nadler believes this dissatisfaction began as early as the age of fifteen (Spinoza, 100 – 101) .
17 . Nadler, Spinoza, 101 .
18 . See Nadler, Spinoza, 102 .
19 . See Nadler, Spinoza, 111 – 13; see also, Richard Popkin, The History of Scepticism: From Savon-

arola to Bayle (Oxford: Oxford Univ . Press, 2003), 239 – 53 .
20 . Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 171 .
21 . Frampton observes that historians have to speculate regarding the exact reasons that Spinoza 

was expelled from the community, though financial and intellectual/theological reasons are the ones 
most often suggested (Spinoza, 149 – 50); see also Nadler, Spinoza, 129 – 38 .

22 . The exact and stark wording of the ban can be found in Nadler, Spinoza, 120 .
23 . Nadler, Spinoza, 127 .

His business engagements with Protestant thinkers in the Netherlands may 
have exposed him to broader intellectual trends than the Talmud Torah 
community would have allowed . He also may have studied for a period 
at the University of Leiden (1656 – 1658), though the evidence for this is 
thin .15 At any rate, Spinoza began to find the dogma of Judaism problem-
atic and pursued other intellectual options .16 He describes the immediate 
cause of his intellectual pursuit in his first published work, Treatise on 
the Emendation of the Intellect . He says his pursuits were born out of his 
experience that “all the things which regularly occur in ordinary life are 
empty and futile  .  .  .”17 One can suppose Spinoza’s business life left him 
intellectually bored while the traditional teachings of his rabbinic com-
munity became increasingly provincial and outdated . By his early twenties, 
his philosophical interests had turned decidedly secular .18 His most influ-
ential tutor in this newfound intellectual freedom was René Descartes .19

Spinoza’s continued repudiation of rabbinic teaching and authority led 
to an inevitable conflict . Israel describes the situation: “Ruined financially, 
Spinoza had now definitively made up his mind to cross the Rubicon  —  
discarding respectability, social standing, and commerce and devoting 
himself wholeheartedly to philosophy .”20 The perfect storm came together 
in July 1656 as Spinoza’s financial difficulties, which left him unable to 
pay a promissory tax, coincided with his adoption of new and offensive 
ideas .21 A ban or cherem was placed against Spinoza and read out loud in 
the synagogue before the community .22 Nadler writes, “There is no other 
excommunication document of the period marked by the vitriol directed 
at Spinoza when he was expelled from the congregation .”23 The cause of 
this hostility was most likely the controversial ideas Spinoza was embrac-
ing . As soon as four years after the ban, Spinoza’s controversial ideas began 
to appear in published form . Some of the notions his religious commu-
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24 . See Nadler, Spinoza, 131 – 32 .
25 . For such a treatment, see Nadler, Spinoza, and, especially, Israel, Radical Enlightenment .
26 . See Nadler, Spinoza, 166 .

nity found most offensive were the mortality of the soul, the denial of 
the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch, the rejection of the revelatory 
character of the Torah, and the dismissal of Israel’s status as the elect of 
God .24 Though religious apathy may have been tolerated in the Talmud 
Torah community, such heretical ideas as Spinoza’s were a threat to the 
very fabric of their existence . After the ban, Baruch took the Chris tian 
name Benedictus . He no longer identified with his Jewish roots .

Our engagement with Spinoza is not meant to give a full biographical 
treatment .25 To do so would take us too far afield . Our interest in Spinoza 
has to do primarily with his ideas and how they influenced biblical studies . 
But it is important to understand, even if somewhat minimally, the com-
munity values Spinoza was reacting against and the intellectual currents 
of the day that influenced his thought . Modernity’s most cherished claims  
—  autonomous intellectual pursuits, dismissal of dogmatic tradition, natu-
ralism, and affirmation of the Cartesian “I” (I think therefore I am)  —  were 
advanced by Spinoza’s philosophical and hermeneutical outlook . Because 
of these intellectual commitments, Spinoza inevitably clashed with his 
religious community, which valued divine revelation as the highest source 
of metaphysical and ethical knowledge .

Wood Stoves and the Autonomous I:  
Descartes’s early Influence on spinoza

As mentioned above, Descartes was Spinoza’s early teacher par excellence . 
As an aside, it is worth noting that Spinoza’s philosophical system, “Spi-
nozism,” was the product of his own first-rate mind and should not be 
understood as “Descartes regurgitated .” Jonathan Israel’s discipline-defin-
ing work Radical Enlightenment identifies Spinoza as the major figure in 
the making of modernity . Nevertheless, Descartes’s lasting influence on 
Spinoza is not questioned . Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy 
(1641), Principles of Philosophy (1644), and the well-known Discourse on 
Method (1637) provided for Spinoza the philosophical grammar he needed 
to engage the dogmatism of his Jewish community and the larger Calvinist 
world he inhabited .26 In many ways, Spinoza was more radical than Des-
cartes because of his application of a Cartesian epistemology to the study 
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of the Bible .27 A brief overview of Descartes’s theory of knowledge will help 
situate Spinoza’s epistemological instincts .

From a “stove-heated room” in Germany, as the story goes, a twenty-
three-year-old Descartes decided to rework the entirety of the Aristote-
lian philosophical tradition handed down to him in the schools  —  a system 
of thought already castigated by the medieval nominalists who preceded 
him .28 Descartes’s philosophical efforts were ambitious as he attempted to 
provide a secure foundation for knowledge . Where does authority reside in 
the sciences, and how is knowledge received? When everything else can be 
called into question, what is the unquestionable premise or foundation of 
reality and knowledge (e .g ., metaphysics)? The unambiguous answer Des-
cartes gives to this question is as follows: Whatever reality is or whatever I 
am, I can be certain that I am a thinking self . Our thinking, our ordering of 
knowledge  —  whether it corresponds to reality or not  —  is the foundation for 
metaphysical claims about reality and knowledge . This philosophical idea 
lead to Descartes’s famous Cogito: I think therefore I am (cogito ergo sum) .

In Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy he raises the question, 
“What am I?” This question for Descartes is really about the broader 
and more important issue he is exploring, namely, “Of what can we be 
assured?” Before raising this question, Descartes reveals his willingness to 
tear down the edifice of knowledge handed down to him as he calls into 
question everything previously assumed .29 Doubt creeps in at every level 
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of metaphysical and physical inquiry .30 Nothing he knows from tradition, 
culture, previous teachers, or religion can be taken for granted . Everything 
needs reconceptualization . So the question “What am I?” is predicated on 
Descartes’s posture of doubt in relation to the world surrounding him and 
in relation to his own received knowledge .

“What am I?” could be answered in many different ways: I feel; I live; 
I breathe; I hear; I see . For Descartes, however, even the body itself and 
its sensory experiences can be doubted because it is a part of the mate-
rial world surrounding us .31 Our sensory experiences and feelings must 
also come under the umbrella of doubt .32 Descartes illustrates the preced-
ing with the experience of being near fire . Typically one describes being 
near fire with sensory descriptors . I see flames . I hear crackling . I feel 
heat . Though these experiences may be real and true experiences, Des-
cartes is willing to grant to those skeptical of such sensory experiences  
—  or of the claim that these experiences correspond to reality or assure 
us of their reality  —  that it is possible we are dreaming or that the expe-
rienced phenomenon is false . But what is not false, for Descartes, is the 
perception associated with our feelings . Even if the experience itself is not 
true, our thinking about it is . Listen to Descartes describe the situation in 
Meditations: “Let it be so [that we are dreaming]; still it is at least quite 
certain that it seems to me that I see light, that I hear noise, and that I 
feel heat . That cannot be false; properly speaking it is what is in me called 
feeling; and used in this precise sense that is no other thing than think-
ing .”33 So what is fundamentally true about being, and more specifically, 
about being human? What sort of thing is humanity? For Descartes, the 
unequivocal answer is we are “a thing which thinks .”34 Our minds govern 
every other aspect of our being human, in particular, our passions and our 
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 experiences .35 Authority is now located in the human subject . This turn 
toward the human subject is the central tenet of modernity .

As complicated as the previous section is  —  Descartes is more so!  —  
what one notes about Descartes and his placement within the history of 
ideas is the movement of rationality (moreover, a rationality objectively 
detached from the phenomenal world around us) to the center of the physi-
cal and metaphysical world . Our thinking, our ordering of perceived expe-
riences and external phenomena, shapes reality . It provides the assured and 
confident foundation for our inquiry into matters outside of ourselves . The 
one thing we can be assured of is our own ability to think, that is, to cat-
egorize in clear and distinct ways .36 This does not mean Descartes leaves 
no room for empirical testing in his scientific approach to the material 
world . What it does mean is that the assured foundation of our knowledge 
when engaging the sciences is located in our innate ideas . Great amounts 
of confidence are heaped onto what Descartes (and Spinoza) calls “natu-
ral light” or the “light of reason .”37 Here, indeed, we have a fundamental 
shift in the history of ideas away from the substance of things themselves 
or the conclusions drawn from rational inquiry (e .g ., Plato and Aristotle’s 
universals) to the actual thinking process itself .38 Method begins to reign 
supreme .

Descartes did believe rationality and faith could happily coincide with 
one another .39 Therefore, it would be unfair to describe Descartes as an 
atheist or antireligious . What Descartes did do in the search for meth-
odological certainty, however, was cut the cord of reason from faith or 
revelation .40 Descartes may not have been a Deist, but his emphasis on 
self-sufficiency, natural reason, and the confidence in autonomous ratio-
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nality severed faith from reason and led to Deistic results . God, theology, 
and religion were left to one sphere, while the rational and autonomous 
self in quest of a reliable and transferable method was hermetically sealed 
in its own philosophical world . We will see the effects of this bifurcation 
in Spinoza’s hermeneutic . Charles Taylor clarifies, “The truth behind the 
anachronistic judgments [that Descartes is a Deist]  .  .  . is that this new con-
ception of inwardness, an inwardness of self-sufficiency, of autonomous 
powers of ordering by reason, also prepared the ground for modern unbe-
lief .”41 Spinoza’s emphasis on the “natural light of reason” in the quest for 
truth set a course for the academic study of the Bible . His tendencies are 
observed to this day .42

Spinoza and the Search for the Bible’s Meaning:  
The Tractatus

Spinoza’s Tractatus is a targeted attempt at defusing religious obscuran-
tism, placing philosophical rationality at the pinnacle of human knowing 
and setting forth a political ideal that created the necessary intellectual 
space for various viewpoints to be affirmed in a free society . Much of Spi-
noza’s political theory plants the seeds for democratic societies now taken 
for granted in most of the Western world . The religious and political zeal-
otry of the Thirty Years War had ravaged Europe .

The historical context for much of Spinoza’s political and ethical con-
cerns is located in this sociopolitical nightmare in European history . Spi-
noza believes societies should be governed by a rational/free-thinking kind 
of morality rather than religiously governed political/ethical systems . Reli-
gious dogmatism, military might, and political ambition made for a toxic 
combination throughout the Thirty Years War .43 The treaty of Westphalia, 
which brought an end to the Thirty Years Wars, was signed in 1648  —  
eight years before Spinoza’s ban . Therefore, the influence of wars launched 
in the name of religious zealotry is significant for Spinoza’s political and 
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philosophical thought . This sociohistorical context also creates some sym-
pathy for Spinoza’s project . The Western world had been turned upside 
down in the name of religion attached to the machinations of national 
politics .

Spinoza’s historical context sheds light on his political motivation to 
see society freed from the tyranny of religious obscurantism . Authority 
was dislocated from religious spheres and suspicion was directed at politi-
cal systems that mingled religion and politics . This dislocation created 
intellectual holes in the political, philosophical, and theological arenas . 
Spinoza’s larger philosophical project is a concentrated attempt at filling 
them . Our level of engagement with Spinoza is more modest and limited 
as we seek to understand the contours of his approach to Scripture and its 
interpretation . Therefore, I will give attention primarily to hermeneutical 
matters . It is, however, important to remember that Spinoza’s hermeneuti-
cal instincts are located within a much broader philosophical and political 
world .

We will explore three issues in an attempt to understand the philosoph-
ical and hermeneutical moves Spinoza makes when attending to Scripture . 
First, we will examine Spinoza’s understanding of the autonomy of human 
rationality and the necessary distinction of philosophy and theology/bibli-
cal studies . Put simply, theology has to do with morality, and philosophy 
has to do with truth . To conflate these two is to confuse the particular 
form of knowledge each sphere yields . Next, we will engage Spinoza’s 
understanding of the nature of Scripture . The prophets of the Old Testa-
ment will provide a window into his understanding of Scripture’s nature . 
Spinoza raises questions such as: Are the Scriptures authoritative? If so, on 
what matters do they function authoritatively? Finally, we will explore Spi-
noza’s understanding of biblical interpretation and the interpreter’s quest 
for the author’s intention in his immediate situation . Throughout most 
of the Tractatus, Spinoza is really asking the following questions: What 
exactly is the Bible, and how is it to be understood by means of the natural 
light of reason?

Mind, Method, and the Necessary Distinction  
of Philosophy and Theology

Spinoza prizes rationality and is unfettered in his praise of humanity’s 
ability to reason independently of extraneous norms, religious or oth-
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erwise . Rejecting the subordination of philosophy to theology, Spinoza 
declares forthrightly, “I am amazed that it should not be thought a crime 
to speak disparagingly of the mind, the true text of God’s word, and then 
to proclaim it corrupt, blind, and depraved, while deeming it the highest 
offense to think such things of the mere letter and image of God’s word .”44 
Spinoza understands the text of one’s mind as the place where truth has 
been written by God . Spinoza here is making a case for the mind’s inspira-
tion in the face of other competing norms . Human rationality located in 
the autonomous mind is the source for truth . Scripture, on the other hand, 
plays a different and more minimal role for Spinoza .

Spinoza continues, “They consider it pious not to trust their reason and 
their own judgment and deem it impious to have doubts concerning the 
reliability of those who have handed down the sacred books to us . This is 
plain stupidity, not piety .”45 In a sense, Spinoza has taken off his gloves at 
this point in the argument . For Spinoza, it is pure folly to allow the Bible an 
authoritative voice in philosophical investigation . The glaring weaknesses 
of the Bible are too many to overcome . When compared and contrasted 
with the achievements of modern humanity, the Bible appears even more 
fragile and insipid .

Spinoza’s confidences are in human rationality, while his skepticism 
works overtime when the Bible makes claims about being, God’s nature, 
knowledge, or the mechanics of the universe . These matters are philo-
sophical, not theological . In fairness to Spinoza, he considers the authority 
of the Bible in its more limited role an important matter . His understand-
ing of Scripture’s nature and claims, however, is in the end subordinated 
to human, intellectual autonomy . Where there is conflict between human 
rationality and biblical claims, the former outweighs the latter . The pre-
sumptive authority of the past is replaced with a confidence in human 
progress, thought, and method .

Imbibing a Cartesian denial of the past’s authority and claims, Spinoza 
seeks out a secure foundation both in the realm of philosophical reason 
and religion . The table of knowledge regarding the Scriptures’ author-
ity and nature had to be cleared in an attempt to understand Scripture 
properly for the first time . With language sounding remarkably similar to 
Descartes’s opening paragraph of Meditations on First Philosophy, Spinoza 
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states, “I resolved in all seriousness to make a fresh examination of Scrip-
ture with a free and unprejudiced mind, and to assert nothing about it, 
and to accept nothing as its teaching, which I did not quite clearly derive 
from it” (emphasis mine) .46 I will borrow language from the Reformation to 
illustrate Spinoza’s move here . He turns sola scriptura into nuda scriptura, 
that is, Scripture stripped of any theological or ecclesial context . In effect, 
sola scriptura is reduced to the individual’s own interpretive instincts and 
guidelines . Now the Scriptures and their authority must be understood 
on their own, with no recourse to the churchly or theological context in 
which Scripture is received . Hilary of Poitiers’s claim that “those who are 
situated outside the church are not able to acquire any understanding of 
the divine discourse” is in principle dismissed by Spinoza because of the 
infringement such a claim has on the independence and autonomy of a 
free-thinking and rational reader .47

What exactly are the theological strictures from which Spinoza is seek-
ing to free himself? He clarifies:

This is also clear from the fact that most of them [those who simply 
assent to the truthfulness of Scripture] take it as a fundamental prin-
ciple  .  .  . that Scripture is true and divine throughout . But of course this 
is the very thing that should emerge from a critical examination and 
understanding of Scripture . It would be much better to derive it from 
Scripture itself, which has no need of human fabrications, but they 
assume it at the very beginning as a rule of interpretation .”48

Spinoza’s work marks a significant shift as the premodern now elides 
into the modern period of biblical interpretation . A pre-understanding, or 
confession, about the nature of Scripture on the front side of the interpre-
tive process creates an interpretive brick wall for Spinoza .

It should be noted that modernity’s biblical scholars were not the first 
to see “problems” within the Bible needing to be resolved . One may read 
Calvin on the authorship of 2 Peter or Augustine’s engagement of Genesis 
6 in The City of God to recognize this is the case .49 The interpretive shift 
between the premodern and modern period has more to do with the prop-
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erly basic role faith and belief play in one’s theological epistemology . For 
Augustine and Calvin, the revelatory and inspired character of Scripture 
is assumed when they engage the problems of the Bible . With Anselm, the 
precritical exegetical tradition understands belief to precede knowledge 
(credo ut intelligam) . For Spinoza, and John Locke who follows, belief in 
the truthfulness of the Bible is necessarily suspended until matters can be 
resolved rationally by a method that can provide warrant or justification 
for the Bible’s trustworthiness .50 No longer is one’s confession regarding 
the Bible’s divine source properly basic, with our own reason and methods 
having to be brought into accord with this confession .51 Now the autono-
mous mind, its own preoccupation with transferable methods from the 
sciences into the humanities, and the desire for general and universal laws 
are moved to the center . Scripture must accord itself with this norm .

This is the intellectual context of Spinoza’s desire for a “prejudice-free” 
approach to the study of the Scriptures . Only such an approach can pre-
serve the integrity of the Bible from external norms . This is important 
to remember as we engage Spinoza’s thought . He is concerned about the 
authority of Scripture . Spinoza is not dismissing the Bible’s role in religion 
and even public discourse . But as one turns to nature itself with a free and 
unfettered mind for the sake of knowing the substance of nature as it really 
is, so too must one turn to the Scriptures with a cleared mind for the sake 
of understanding what Scripture is .

The only prejudice or presupposition not called into question for 
 Spinoza  —  his properly basic belief that is not argued for but is in fact 
assumed  —  is the mind’s priority and ability to analyze and codify Scrip-
ture according to its own nature . As Irenaeus in the early church argued 
for the necessity of a regula fidei (rule of faith) to understand the mind 
of Scripture as a whole, so too Spinoza argues for a regula or a guide .52 
For Spinoza, this guide is what he calls the natural light of reason . It is 
not divine revelation or the triune character of God or the soteriological/
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christological context of Scripture that functions as a guide for those who 
read it . These categories obscure rather than enlighten . Rather, the final 
arbiter in the process of interpretation and application is the natural light 
of reason .

In fairness to Spinoza, he would not have articulated the matter in this 
way . Spinoza actually claims a neutral stance when reading the Scriptures . 
For example, at the end of the preface to the Tractatus, Spinoza claims that 
we must derive all of our knowledge of Scripture and the spiritual matters 
it contains from the Scriptures themselves with no intrusion from “what 
we discover by the natural light of reason .”53 Such an account serves Spino-
za’s effort to make philosophy and religion distinct categories . In fact, John 
Sandys-Wunsch’s reading of the Tractatus underscores Spinoza’s primary 
interest as the separation of philosophy and religion .54 The first six chap-
ters of the Tractatus guard philosophy from the intrusion of religion, and 
chapters 7 – 11 protect religion or the study of the Bible from the intrusion 
of philosophy . In chapters 12 – 15 he presents a positive account of the 
nature and claims of Scripture .55 Therefore, within Spinoza’s articulation, 
the natural light of reason and the claims of religion are distinct catego-
ries . With this said, however, even a superficial reading of Spinoza’s work 
reveals that such neat and clear categories are not functional, or possible, 
for Spinoza . Wittingly or unwittingly, the natural light of reason governs 
Spinoza’s attempts to derive from Scripture itself an understanding of its 
true nature .

Spinoza is indeed concerned to protect philosophy, with its recourse 
to the natural light of reason, and religion, with its more limited claims 
regarding morality and piety, from confusion or conflation . At the same 
time, what is surely the case for Spinoza is that the mind of the autono-
mous reader with its properly crafted and assured methods is the govern-
ing norm for conclusions in both philosophy and religion .

In chapter 15, a pivotal chapter of the Tractatus, Spinoza states:

Those who do not know how to distinguish philosophy from theol-
ogy dispute as to whether Scripture should be subject to reason or 
whether, on the contrary, reason should be the servant of Scripture: 
that is to say, whether the sense of Scripture should be accommodated 
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to reason or whether reason should be subordinated to Scripture . The 
latter position is adopted by skeptics who deny the certainty of reason, 
and the former defended by dogmatists . But from what we have previ-
ously said it is obvious that both are absolutely wrong . For whichever 
position we adopt, we would have to distort either reason or Scripture 
since we have demonstrated that the Bible does not teach philosophical 
matters but only piety, and everything in Scripture is adapted to the 
understanding and preconceptions of the common  people .56

Inherent within such a claim is Spinoza’s self-assured starting point: 
reason must recognize that the Bible does not make philosophical or 
metaphysical claims . Even in an attempt to come to grips with what the 
Bible says about itself, certain philosophical presuppositions are assumed 
and function as hermeneutical guides in the search for the Bible’s own 
self-understanding. For example, one such assumption is a deistic or gen-
eral understanding of providence with its “fixed and unalterable order of 
nature and the interconnectedness of [all] things .”57

Deeply ingrained in Spinoza’s framework of Bible reading is a notion 
of divine accommodation in which God adapts his message to simpler 
minds of a bygone era .58 It is the task of the modern interpreter to separate 
the wheat from the chaff when reading the Scriptures . The presumptive 
authority of the past is replaced with the self-confident modern interpreter 
along with their assumed, indubitable, and universal laws of reason: seas 
do not split and prophets do not hear directly from God .59 In this pivotal 
chapter of the Tractatus, Spinoza closes his case for the necessary sepa-
ration of philosophy from religion . He concludes, “It is indeed true that 
Scripture must be explained by Scripture, so long as we are only deriving 
the sense of the passages and the meaning of the prophets, but after we 
have arrived at the true sense, we must necessarily use our judgment and 
reason before giving assent to it .”60 If a claim made by the Scriptures comes 
into conflict with reason, Spinoza is forced to reject it . By making this 
interpretive move, he believes the integrity of both philosophy and religion 
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are preserved . Once this winnowing interpretive process is complete, one 
is left with a Bible stripped to its moral and charitable components . This 
moral reduction is especially evident in Spinoza’s handling of the Old Tes-
tament prophets .

Prophetic Imagination and Scripture’s Religion:  
Morality and Justice

Spinoza is frank about his antipathy for superstition . The first line of the 
Tractatus is indicative of this antipathy: “If men were always able to regu-
late their affairs with sure judgment, they would not get caught up in any 
superstition .”61 For Spinoza, the prophets of the Old Testament have too 
long been understood superstitiously . Even revelation itself can be con-
ceived of as superstitious because we know, or at least Spinoza knows, that 
only Moses spoke with God face-to-face . Only Moses heard a “real voice” 
from God .62 Every other prophet besides the archetypal prophet Moses 
received their prophecy via words or images .63 With the prophets, inter-
ference is run between divine communication and prophetic reception 
because they receive prophetic knowledge from words and images rather 
than their minds or rationality . What then makes a prophet a prophet? It 
is the gift of imagination .

When the Scriptures speak about the Spirit of God being poured out 
on a prophet, these claims are an accommodation to the simple minds 
of common  people . They are not claims about the character of revela-
tion coming to a prophet by God’s own Spirit . Direct communication can 
only take place body to body, as with Moses alone, or mind to mind, as 
with  Jesus alone . The language of being filled with the Spirit is an internal 
claim about the prophet’s uniquely cultivated piety and virtue . Revelation 
in such an account becomes religious self-awareness . Spinoza does claim 
that within the prophet’s imaginative gifts genuine divine communica-
tion can take place . Therefore, Spinoza does not dismiss the veracity of 
prophetic knowledge . As natural knowledge has its source in the mind, 
prophetic knowledge has its source in the imagination .64 But both sorts of 
knowledge are an act of self-discovery .
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What kind of knowledge is derived then from prophetic knowledge? 
Spinoza spends the entirety of chapter 2 answering this question . Because 
those who are gifted with reason tend to suppress their imaginative side (or 
are not very good at it) and because those who are gifted with imagination 
tend to have less facility with their rational faculties, Spinoza concludes 
that “those who look in the book of the prophets for wisdom and a knowl-
edge of natural and spiritual things are completely on the wrong track .”65 
Why? Because prophetic knowledge depends on the imagination alone . 
Therefore, it is vulnerable to all the problems one might associate with 
the imagination, namely, its capricious and subjective nature because of 
differing personality types, disposition, gifts, temperament, and assumed 
beliefs .66 The type of certainty one might expect from the prophets is not 
mathematical certainty, which is only available to the natural light of rea-
son . To illustrate this uncertainty, Spinoza points to the prophets’ need for 
a sign to authenticate the word of the Lord  —  a point Spinoza illustrates 
briefly but assumes universally .67 Natural knowledge, on the other hand, 
provides certainty by its very nature .68 What we receive from the prophets 
then is a tendentious type of knowledge that is not as certain as knowledge 
gained rationally .

As mentioned above, Spinoza is crafting an argument for the sepa-
ration of philosophy and religion . The prophets provide a case in point 
of his overarching agenda . He states, “I think this question is of major 
importance, for I ultimately conclude from it that prophecy never made 
the prophets more learned, but left them with their preconceived beliefs 
and that, for this reason, we are in no way obliged to believe them in purely 
philosophical matters .”69 Truth is a “purely philosophical” category, and 
the prophets of the Old Testament are not a source for truth . The prophets 
of the Old Testament are looked to for the proper “method and manner of 
obedience that is the dogma of true piety and faith .”70 The result is the fol-
lowing schema: philosophy is concerned with truth; religion is concerned 
with morality .
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him has to be drawn from universal notions which are certain in themselves and well-known, and 
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73 . For a robust theological account of Scripture’s role in the divine economy, see John Webster, 
“Resurrection and Scripture,” in Christology and Scripture: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed . A . T . 
Lincoln and A . Paddison (London: T&T Clark, 2008), 138 – 55 .

Spinoza’s engagement of the prophets is much fuller and more robust 
than the account given here . Moreover, I acknowledge the complex mat-
ters one must address when it comes to the philosophical claims of the Old 
Testament . Even those who affirm the trustworthiness of the Bible allow 
for flexibility when the Old Testament figures speak of natural events (like 
the sun rising) from the standpoint of their own observation . In other 
words, a certain literary and theological sensitivity should allow the Bible 
to do what the Bible claims to be doing . In one sense, this is exactly what 
Spinoza seeks  —  an understanding of the ontology of the Bible from the 
vantage point of reason’s indubitable center .

In another and more important sense, Spinoza’s naturalist understand-
ing of the world does demand the removal of revelation as a normative 
category in biblical theology .71 Though Spinoza claims to be reading the 
Scriptures with a free and unprejudiced mind, in fact Spinoza does know 
in advance what the Bible cannot do and be . It cannot contradict what is 
known from the natural light of reason. In this sense, the natural light of 
reason functions as the normative guide for the reading of Scripture .

The modern desire for universal or general laws based on unshaken 
foundations does run into conflict with a book like the Old Testament . It 
is, after all, a book that affirms God’s revealing of himself in his election 
and covenant dealings with a particular  people called Israel .72 Without 
denying the difficult hermeneutical work involved in the following pro-
cess, it is a fundamental claim within Chris tian theology that first order 
God-talk does flow from one’s engagement with the Bible’s narrative, pro-
phetic, and poetic literature .73 Spinoza’s desire for the general and univer-
sal blushes in the face of the Old Testament’s particularity . What, then, is 
one left with in the search for the general in the face of the particular? One 
is left with a Bible reduced to its moral function alone .

If Spinoza’s approach to the Bible demands a proper method that 
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guarantees knowledge of the Bible’s own nature, then what exactly is his 
hermeneutic?

Hermeneutics, Meaning, and the Search  
for the Original Situation

In an effort to preserve the integrity of the Bible from philosophical 
encroachment, Spinoza provides a hermeneutic meant to safeguard the 
Bible’s meaning . He expends a great deal of effort in the Tractatus to prove 
that the Bible is a natural document with a natural history . Our engage-
ment with Spinoza in the previous section focused on his natural under-
standing of prophecy . Spinoza’s efforts are broader in scope than prophecy 
alone . He aims to reveal the natural history of the Pentateuch (denying 
the general Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch); he places divine law in 
naturalist categories and denies miracles because of a fixed and unalter-
able understanding of nature . Even Israel’s election by God was not an 
indication of Israel’s unique status vis-à-vis the nations . Rather, Israel’s 
election is the necessary language for establishing and maintaining her 
statehood and material welfare . In effect, Israel was no different from the 
surrounding nations .

Nadler observes that Spinoza’s innovative reading of the Old Testament 
is not in his calling into question the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch 
or his understanding of Scripture’s compositional genesis as “transmitted 
through a fallible historical process .”74 Others before Spinoza had made 
similar claims . Rather, “Spinoza’s radical and innovative claim was to 
argue that this holds great significance for how Scripture is to be read and 
interpreted .”75 Spinoza’s efforts are an impressive and all-encompassing 
account of the humanity of Scripture under the norms of a natural, human 
process of innovation and fallibility .

If, then, the Scriptures are natural documents detached from supersti-
tion, then one must interpret them as a natural document . Spinoza states:

To formulate the matter succinctly, I hold that the method of interpret-
ing Scripture does not differ from the [correct] method of interpreting 
nature, but rather is wholly consonant with it . The [correct] method of 
interpreting nature consists above all in constructing a natural history, 
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from which we derive the definitions of natural things, as from certain 
data . Likewise, to interpret Scripture, we need to assemble a genuine 
history of it and to deduce the thinking of the Bible’s authors by valid 
inferences from this history, as from certain data and principles .76

As knowledge of nature is derived from nature alone, so too must our 
understanding of the Bible be grasped from its nature alone . Nature’s prin-
ciples are derived from universal laws found within our innate ideas . The 
Scripture’s natural history is to be understood from the historical excava-
tion of the author’s original intention in the text’s historic setting . With 
the discovery of the author’s intention comes the discovery of the text’s 
meaning . One must recall, however, that meaning does not necessarily 
have to do with truth . Truth is a philosophical category .

How, then, does one recover this original authorial intention? First, 
knowledge of Hebrew is a necessity . Second, one must categorize the vari-
ous claims made by the biblical books themselves while seeking to observe 
contradictions and difficulties . Spinoza warns the interpreter not to allow 
his own reason to temper the claims Scripture is making . Reason will 
come in later when the interpreter accepts or rejects the various claims . 
Third, historical inquiry must take into account the social and personal 
circumstances of the biblical author, the occasion for writing, the audience, 
the language of writing, and the “fate of each book .” For proper historical 
understanding of biblical books, according to Spinoza, one must have a 
securely reconstructed historical background of the text’s author and audi-
ence . Also, one must know the textual history and reception of the text 
both in its compositional and canonical reception . A desire for a proper 
and stable method of interpretation is Spinoza’s primary interest . Only 
such a method can overcome the problems of divergent, traditional read-
ings .77 Spinoza’s method is a quest for catholic objectivity .

Spinoza knows his interpretive method is a tall order . After outlining 
the method, he then rehearses the interpretive problems inherent in each 
step . For example, knowledge of the historical meaning of texts demands 
knowledge of Hebrew . Well, Spinoza recognizes that our knowledge of 
classical Hebrew is spotty in places . In effect, Spinoza gives with one hand 
and takes away with the other . In an effort to provide a secure founda-
tion for interpretation based on the author’s intentions, Spinoza pulls the 
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rug out from biblical interpretation because of the difficulties of securing 
confident knowledge in all three steps of the process . He observes, “I think 
these difficulties are so great that I do not hesitate to affirm that in numer-
ous passages either we do not know the true sense of Scripture or can only 
guess at it without any assurance .”78 Spinoza’s historicist approach is the 
only method that will engender confidence in interpretive conclusions . 
At the same time, he recognizes the enormous challenges at play in every 
level of the hermeneutical process . Spinoza concludes, “Moreover, I do not 
doubt that everyone now sees that this method requires no other light than 
that of natural reason .”79

Conclusion
Within the history of Old Testament criticism, a significant shift took place 
with Spinoza . A naturalist understanding of Scripture, with no recourse to 
its theological or ecclesiastical setting, demands a naturalist reading of the 
text . What is a naturalist reading? It is a reading where the literal sense of 
Scripture is collapsed into the historical sense . The text becomes sealed in 
the world where it was born . As such, the Bible is to be read as any other 
book born out of a particular time and place . It is deemed superstitious to 
understand Scripture as the living voice of God . Even more problematic is 
allowing such a confession a constraining role in the interpretive process . 
The indubitable foundation for the proper understanding of Scripture is 
the historical reconstruction of the author and his original recipients . The 
literal sense is the historical sense .80

As we move forward in our picture gallery study, we will observe how 
central this historicist shift was in the modern reading of the Old Testa-
ment . This is not to reduce modern critical study of the Old Testament to 
historical matters alone: attention to literary matters such as genre and 
poetics are advanced in the modern period as well . But the impulse to 
understand the success of interpretation by historical or literary recon-
struction of the text becomes a trademark of modern criticism . With 
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 Spinoza, the Hebrew Scriptures are henceforth understood as a source for 
the critical retrieval of Israel’s past and/or religious outlook .
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2
W. M. L. de Wette  

(1780 – 1849)

History Becomes Religion

Benedict Spinoza paved the way for a historicist and naturalist 
approach to reading Scripture . A tectonic shift in biblical studies was tak-
ing place as confessional approaches to reading Scripture were replaced in 
the academy with decidedly nonconfessional ones . After scholars placed 
divine revelation on the margins, they then sought for the proper intel-
lectual location for biblical studies . This location tended to be literary and 
historical; the former related to an appreciation of the philological and 
poetic elements of the Old Testament and the latter to the text’s prehistory 
and immediate historical setting .1

Most Old Testament professors in Germany in the mid to late eigh-
teenth century espoused a rationalist hermeneutic .2 Following the trajec-
tory set by Spinoza, figures such as Johann Salomo Semler (1725 – 1791) 
and Johann David Michaelis (1717 – 1791) approached the exegesis of the 
Old Testament on the basis of grammatical and philological analysis, an 
appreciation of the ancient world out of which the Old Testament arose, 
and a denial of the Chris tian dogmatic understanding of biblical inspi-
ration .3 “The academic lecture and the sermon are so different,” stated 
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Michaelis, “that, if done well, they will in time only corrupt one another .”4 
Michaelis believed that thorough philological analysis of the Old Testa-
ment would raise ancient Israel to the classical status of Greece and Rome . 
If the Old Testament were to retain a venerated status in German culture, 
it would only do so as a classic text, not a scriptural text .5 Semler and 
Michaelis are only two representatives of much larger trends taking place 
in various quarters of European universities in the eighteenth century .6 
In effect, the academic study of the Bible was moving from the theology 
faculty to the history and classics departments .7

Few biblical scholars of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 
advanced this modern approach more than Wilhelm Martin Leberecht 
de Wette . As will be seen, describing de Wette as “historicist” in method 
does not reflect the philosophical complexity of his “historicist” approach 
or his understanding of the kind of history to be found in the Bible . Despite 
de Wette’s obscurity within academic discourse today  —  Schleiermacher, a 
contemporary and colleague of de Wette’s, is the better known of the two  
—  de Wette’s influence on nineteenth-century biblical studies can hardly 
be overestimated . Karl Barth wondered if under differing historical cir-
cumstances de Wette would have actually eclipsed Schleiermacher as the 
great theologian of the nineteenth century .8 During de Wette’s own time, 
he was an intellectual luminary who stood shoulder to shoulder with the 
better known figures of the day  —  Hegel, Fichte, and, as mentioned, Schlei-
ermacher . In fact, Julius Wellhausen said of him, “A clever fellow! You can 
already find everything I have done in the Old Testament in him .”9
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Rational Mind, Romantic Impulse:  
The Formation of a Modern, Biblical scholar

De Wette is a figure who straddled chronologically and, in many ways, 
intellectually the fence of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
(1780 – 1849) . De Wette was born on January 12, 1780, in Ulla, Germany, 
a city near Weimar .10 His father, Johann Augustin (1744 – 1812), was a 
Lutheran pastor . Though there are few accounts of de Wette’s youth, his 
childhood was healthy and happy . De Wette was the second of seven sib-
lings and the firstborn son . His father played a formative role in his early 
education and eventual vocational choice .

De Wette entered the grammar school of Weimar in 1796 . During 
this time, one could find within the city of Weimar such intellectuals as 
the poet Friedrich Schiller, author Johann Wolfgang Goethe, and philos-
opher Johann Gottfried Herder . De Wette’s spare time in the evenings 
consisted of reading with friends the plays and philosophical writings of 
these figures .11 He was a serious and respected student . A fellow student 
later described him as “an extremely gifted, earnest young man, who lived 
almost entirely for his studies and only rarely sought or needed social con-
tacts . Through his sincere and successful industry and his calm and good 
behavior he earned the love of his teachers and the respect of his fellow 
students .”12

De Wette’s education was significantly shaped by Herder, the general 
superintendent of the Protestant Church and headmaster at the grammar 
school in Weimar . By the age of sixteen, de Wette had read Herder’s Ideas 
for the Philosophy of History of Humanity and was taken with Herder’s 
person and capacious intellect . As an adult, de Wette described his admi-
ration for Herder:

I still have a vivid impression of how I looked, with youthful admira-
tion, at Herder’s figure  —  a presence that was both kindly and inspired 
respect; how I listened to his sonorous voice and his solemnly formal 
words as he opened the public examination at the grammar school  .  .  . 
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I can still see him standing in the pulpit, quiet and still, his hands one 
on top of the other, and I can still hear his unique monotone declaim-
ing and expounding the Lord’s Prayer in a reverent and profound 
manner .13

He later explained that Herder protected him from “the arid wastelands 
of theological criticism and rationalism” de Wette would encounter at the 
University of Jena .14

Herder’s philosophical approach influenced de Wette’s later biblical 
and theological work . There is a close connection between Herder and 
the history of religions school . Herder was a Romantic who rejected the 
Enlightenment devaluing of particulars in the search for the general or 
universal . Ideas and cultures are too intertwined for one to be isolated 
from the other . He also played a formative role in German philosophy’s 
eventual “turn toward language .”15 For Herder, language is not a mere 
vehicle for describing the world (an overly formal and mechanistic view) . 
Rather, language itself reveals a consciousness in humanity unique to par-
ticular  people groups; it reveals their way of conceiving reality .16 In other 
words, language reveals much about the  people speaking . It is more than 
an inert mechanism ready-made to describe the world . We will turn to 
this matter more fully as we explore de Wette’s work .17 Suffice it to say, the 
Romanticist trajectory of Herder contributed much to the complex array 
of intellectual instincts in de Wette’s work .

After a short stint as a Greek tutor for a young traveling Frenchman, 
de Wette entered university in Jena (1799) . During de Wette’s first year at 
Jena, he sat in on the lectures of famed New Testament scholar J . J . Gries-
bach (1745 – 1812) .18 Compared to other members of the faculty, Griesbach 
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was probably a conservative . When viewed, however, against traditional 
notions of biblical inspiration, his critical approach to the “problems” of 
the Synoptic Gospels seemed radical .19 This became an intellectual and 
spiritual problem for the young de Wette as he wrestled with the “contra-
dictions” between the various gospel accounts of  Jesus’ life .

The intellectual and spiritual trials of the young de Wette can be seen 
in Theodore, a play he wrote in 1822, some twenty years after these events . 
Many of the elements of this play are autobiographical and reveal de Wet-
te’s understanding of his theological education .20 De Wette writes about 
Theodore (a thinly veiled version of himself):

The result of the theological studies of the first year was, in Theodore’s 
case, that his former convictions concerning the origin of Chris tian-
ity were shattered . The holy atmosphere of glory, which had hitherto 
surrounded the life of  Jesus and the whole evangelical history, disap-
peared; but instead of a satisfactory historical insight, he had acquired 
only doubt, uncertainty, and incoherence of opinion .21

Faith and conviction were quickly unraveling for this Lutheran pastor’s son 
and were being replaced with uncertainty and doubt .

Immanuel Kant’s rationalism dominated the landscape of the Univer-
sity of Jena during this period . In his second year, de Wette attended the 
lectures of the deist Heinrich Paulus (1761 – 1851), as well as those of an 
unnamed Kantian philosopher of ethics .22 The Kantian philosopher pro-
vided the certainty de Wette needed in the face of his theological doubt . 
Describing his fictional yet autobiographical Theodore, de Wette com-
ments, “A whole new world was open to him; the thought of the indepen-
dence of reason  .  .  . seized his mind with a mighty power .”23 The shackles of 
dogmatism were rattling at his feet as he moved toward the independence 
of reason . Thomas Howard articulates the kind of transformation  taking 
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place in de Wette, “He learned to translate the doctrines of his youth  —  
conversion, rebirth, grace, the love of God and Christ, and so on  —  into 
Kantian philosophical categories .”24 Kant’s differentiating of the time-
less truths of reason from the historically conditioned form of ecclesial 
and biblical knowledge became paradigmatic for biblical criticism of this 
period . The seeds sown by Spinoza are now in full bloom . Timeless truths 
of reason located in the categories of the mind now recoil from the histori-
cally particular Bible of a more primitive and less sophisticated period of 
human history .

De Wette was too complex a thinker and feeler for such bald ratio-
nalism . He soon became dissatisfied with this approach . Herder’s roman-
tic impulses were too embedded in de Wette and would not allow him 
to accept whole hog Kant’s epistemology or ethics . Kant’s religion leaves 
one only with morality, resulting in an absence of beauty and feeling (e .g ., 
aesthetics) . De Wette writes of Theodore, “The Kantian doctrine of God 
which reason enjoined, namely, that the rule of virtue should be estab-
lished in the world and should be rewarded with good fortune, this fell 
like a damp squib into his soul, extinguishing the holy fire of devotion and 
leaving in its place a dismal darkness .”25 In de Wette’s earliest writing, An 
Idea Concerning the Study of Religion (1801), he describes the deleterious 
effects of this Kantian religion, a religion “devoid of nourishment for the 
spirit and heart .”26 The intellectual and religious situation of the young 
de Wette was now quite complex . On the one hand, Kant’s influence was 
such that he would never return to the simplicity of his childhood faith . 
On the other hand, Kant’s rationalism did not fill the aesthetic and reli-
gious void that de Wette so desperately felt .27

Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling’s lectures on the philosophy of art 
proved important for the young de Wette .28 Schelling taught that the world 
and all of its modes of thought emanate from the Absolute (i .e ., God) .29 
Therefore, even the Kantian rationalism so dominant during that day was 
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itself only a part of the Absolute and could not account for the whole of 
reality (as important as the analytical skills it offered were) . Even the Bible 
with all its myth and supernatural elements was not an embarrassment to 
modern humanity .30 Neither was the Bible to be stripped down to mere 
morality because the Bible itself was a part of the Absolute as well . In this 
sense, the Bible was worthy of respect and study as a religious expression 
of a  people striving for the Absolute .31

Schelling viewed art and aesthetics as the pinnacle of human reason 
because the creation of the world itself was the act of divine imagination . 
Reason alone could not account for the aesthetics present in the world 
around us . This turn toward aesthetics touched a nerve in de Wette . Even 
though the supernatural faith of his childhood had been irremediably dis-
placed by Kant’s philosophy, de Wette stated, “My feelings rebelled loudly 
against the conviction of my reason .”32 The turn toward aesthetics and art 
now became the sphere for engaging the divine “since there is no longer a 
Christ on earth who can teach us to know the heavenly Father .”33

It is worth quoting in full de Wette’s account of this “conversion” in his 
Idea Concerning the Study of Religion:

An unforgettable outward circumstance occasioned the happiest revo-
lution in my inner life and gave me back the peace I had lost . The 
imperfect, cloudy faith of my childhood was replaced by one higher 
and better, the remembrance of God awoke in my heart to new life, and 
belief in immortality returned in a higher, transformed form . Now the-
ology was for me no longer cold, grim moral censor, nor even merely 
a daughter of history; it increasingly rose up before my eyes to higher, 
heavenly majesty, to divine dignity .34

A high esteem for aesthetics, the importance of religious feeling, and 
the necessary role “myth” plays in shaping and ordering our world left an 
indelible stamp on de Wette’s approach to the Old Testament . In time, the 
category of myth would become central to his understanding of the Old 
Testament . Moreover, an appreciation for myth created in de Wette a deep 
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enthusiasm for the Bible: “Welcome, holy record of the primal world, rich 
treasure of the good and the beautiful, book of books! How will I feed on 
thee, how will I enrich myself from thy abundance!”35 In due course, I will 
return more fully to de Wette’s understanding of myth and the influence of 
the “mythical school” on his critical engagement of the Old Testament . It 
is important to observe here the confluence of rationalistic, romantic, and 
mythical instincts in de Wette’s religious thought . De Wette’s years at the 
University of Jena were highly productive . In September 1804, de Wette 
submitted his doctoral dissertation, A Critical-Exegetical Dissertation by 
which Deuteronomy, Different from the Earlier Books of the Pentateuch, 
Is Shown to Be the Work of a Later Author, a work only sixteen pages in 
length .36 A sixteen-page dissertation is shockingly short by today’s stan-
dards . The work was measured by its quality, however, and not its length .37 
Within this work, the seeds of critical insight were sown that would even-
tually shape Pentateuchal studies  —  e .g ., that Deuteronomy was written 
later than the other books of the Pentateuch . In a long footnote, de Wette 
made an offhanded remark that Deuteronomy or some form of it may have 
been the law book discovered by Josiah in 622 BC . In time, this theory 
would become standard fare . De Wette’s dissertation earned him a doctor-
ate in March 1805 . Most likely by the fall of 1805, he was a Privatdozent 
(unpaid university lecturer) at Jena .

De  Wette’s most significant writing during his time at Jena, and 
unquestionably the most significant Old Testament work of this period, 
was his two-volume Contributions to the Introduction of the Old Testa-
ment .38 These two volumes appeared in 1806 – 1807 and developed a thesis 
regarding Israelite religion and literary history that has shaped the critical 
studies of the Old Testament to this day . We will engage these volumes 
more substantially in the next section of this chapter . De Wette also wrote 
An Invitation to the Study of the Hebrew Language and Literature in 1805 
to mark the beginning of his lectureship at Jena . In this work, de Wette 
complained that the study of the Hebrew language and literature was not 
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being taken seriously enough in the academy .39 The publication of these 
works reveals the prodigious nature of de Wette’s scholarly production 
during his Jena days .

There is a tragic element to de Wette’s Jena days . Shortly after receiv-
ing the doctorate, he married Eberhardine Boye, who then died in child-
birth ten months after their wedding . Rudolf Smend describes de Wette’s 
suffering:

The marriage lasted barely a year, until the beginning of 1806; then his 
wife, who was five years older than himself, died, following the birth 
of a still-born child . The happiness of that year remained with him all 
his life; he never found it again in two later marriages . In addition, in 
October of 1806 he lost everything he possessed in the looting which 
followed the French victories at the battles of Jena and Auerstedt .40

One can only imagine the toll such cascading events took in de Wette’s 
life . As a broken man, de Wette accepted an invitation to a chair in 1807 
at the University of Heidelberg . De Wette only spent three years there . 
The bulk of his scholarly efforts during these days was translation work .41 
Commentaries on the biblical books were supposed to accompany these 
translations, but only one commentary saw the light of day . The commen-
tary that appeared was on the Psalms (published in 1811 but researched 
and written mostly during his tenure at Heidelberg) . De Wette’s Psalms 
commentary anticipated by almost a century many of Gunkel’s form-crit-
ical analyses of the Psalter, which we will discuss in chapter 4 .

De Wette later complained by letter to Friedrich Schleiermacher that 
he had been teaching fifteen to seventeen hours a week on the Old and 
New Testaments to a group of hearers he increasingly found unseemly . 
De Wette described them as “half barbarians and cheats .”42 Happily then, 
in 1810, de Wette accepted an invitation from Schleiermacher for a chair 
on the theology faculty of the newly formed university in Berlin .43

De  Wette’s tenure in Berlin was marked by academic activity and 
achievement of the highest order . In 1813 and 1815, he published two 
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 volumes of dogmatic/historical theology .44 In 1815, he published a com-
mentary on his dogmatics titled Concerning Religion and Theology .45 He 
wrote a book on Hebrew-Jewish archaeology in 1814; and in 1817, he wrote 
his Introduction to the Old Testament . A book on the synopsis of the gos-
pels appeared in 1818, and between 1819 – 1823, de Wette’s multivolume 
work on Chris tian ethics was published .46 De Wette was also a founding 
editor of the Theologische Zeitschrift (Theological Journal), along with his 
colleagues Schleiermacher and Friedrich Lücke .47

The relationship between de Wette and Schleiermacher initially was, 
in the words of Smend, “somewhat cool, if not strained .”48 De Wette’s mel-
ancholic personality and cool detachment was not well received by the 
students . On the other hand, Schleiermacher’s brilliance and effervescence 
were praised . Those who are involved in the academy to this day under-
stand how such student sentiments can cause friction between various 
faculty members, despite their theological agreement . Smend’s account 
of this relationship relays the reconciling role Lücke played . Lücke took 
de Wette to hear Schleiermacher preach . When de Wette heard Scheier-
macher preach, he recognized that he and Schleiermacher were indeed 
compatible as colleagues and friends . As time moved on, de Wette became 
close with the Schleiermacher family . He was godfather to Schleiermach-
er’s only son, Nathaniel, who died at the young age of nine .49

De Wette’s academic career at Berlin, brilliant though it was, came to 
an abrupt halt . Due to a political tightening of the screws under the min-
ister of education in Berlin, de Wette was dismissed from his post at the 
university in 1819 . A student named Karl Ludwig Sand had murdered a 
well-known German playwright . The student unions believed the play-
wright to be a traitor and Russian loyalist . These student unions viewed 
Sand’s murdering of this man as an act of devotion to the motherland . The 
Prussian authorities of the time did not agree . Full-fledged investigations 
took place after the murder, and particular attention was given to univer-
sity professors and their influence on the young . De Wette actually knew 
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Sand and had written a letter of condolence to his mother after Sand was 
killed . Though de Wette disagreed with the murder, he described Sand as 
a devout person of virtue .50 Such sentiments put de Wette at odds with 
the authorities, and he was dismissed from his post . Another significant 
tragedy now marked de Wette’s academic life .

After a brief period as pastor of St . Catherine’s Church in Brunswick, 
de Wette accepted an appointment at the University of Basel in 1822 . 
According to Smend’s account, de Wette accepted the chair with a heavy 
heart .51 Pietists within the city of Berlin opposed his appointment . Smend 
observes, “When he arrived in Basel, a Pietist remarked that now the Devil 
had built a chapel next to the house of the Lord (the Basel mission) .”52 
Though his interest in the Old Testament continued, de Wette’s primary 
work in Basel was his Brief Exegetical Handbook to the New Testament, a 
commentary on all the New Testament writings .

De Wette spent over twenty years on the faculty at the University of 
Basel . Rogerson describes the ending of de Wette’s academic career in 
Basel: “On 31 May 1847, a torchlight procession, the like of which had not 
been seen for many years, ended the celebrations in Basel which honoured 
twenty-five years of work as professor of theology by Wilhelm Martin 
Leberecht de Wette .”53 De Wette invested a great deal of energy into the 
university and did much to guarantee the international reputation of its 
theology faculty . When he died on June 16, 1849, he died a Swiss citizen 
and a Reformed clergyman .

De Wette died in a theological no-man’s-land . He was much too left 
of center for the orthodox, those who had a high regard for the church’s 
creeds and the inspiration and authority of Scripture . And he was too right 
of center for the rationalists of the day, who discounted all things religious . 
De Wette was a man caught, and perhaps in hindsight, lost in the middle .

Romanticism and Historicism:  
De wette’s Historical Approach to the Old Testament

The legacy and name of de Wette are primarily preserved today by Old Tes-
tament scholars . The book you are reading is a case in point .  Unfortunately, 

0310325323_BrfHistoryOT_1b_cs5.indd   47 2/9/12   9:39 am



W. M. L . de Wette (1780 – 1849) 

48

54 . See Barth, Protestant Theology, 476 .
55 . For a fuller description of de Wette’s work as a whole, see Rogerson, W. M. L. de Wette .
56 . See “De Wette,” in Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation, ed . John H . Hayes (Nashville: Abing-

don, 1999), 1:294 .
57 . See Howard, Religion and the Rise of Historicism, 24 .
58 . See Howard, Religion and the Rise of Historicism, 107 .

this is a limited appreciation of the scope and significance of his work . 
Many theologians have puzzled over de Wette’s fading into theological 
obscurity . As I mentioned in the introduction, Karl Barth wondered if 
under differing historical circumstances de Wette would have eclipsed 
Schleiermacher as the great theologian of the nineteenth century .54 Specu-
lations aside, it must be understood that the scope of de Wette’s work went 
beyond the Old Testament . De Wette was a theologian of the first order 
who wrote works on Old Testament, New Testament, Chris tian dogmat-
ics, Chris tian ethics, and even dramatic plays . His literary output was an 
enormous achievement, and it does not do de Wette justice that we focus 
only on his Old Testament work . Nevertheless, the aims and intentions of 
this volume demand this limitation .55

De Wette’s straddling of theological and philosophical worlds created 
difficult tensions . For in de Wette, one finds an aesthetic, a mystic, and 
a rationalist all rolled into one .56 More specifically, de Wette was both a 
romanticist and a historicist .57 These two impulses within de Wette influ-
enced his approach to the critical study of the Old Testament . De Wette’s 
particular approach to historical matters within the Scriptures was not to 
gain factual knowledge of Israel’s empirical history per se . De Wette was 
not interested in the events of Scripture “as they really happened” because 
Israel’s Scriptures were not written to give that kind of historical factual-
ity . The investigation of Israel’s history is a discrete discipline, a different 
realm of knowledge, from the examination of the literary content of Israel’s 
sacred texts . According to de Wette, one should not collapse disciplines 
distinct from one another .

Howard describes de Wette as one who accepted the tensions between 
faith and reason to such an extent that he never tried to show the compara-
bility of the two like Schleiermacher did .58 De Wette allowed the tensions 
to remain . An example of this can be seen in de Wette’s approach to the 
book of Chronicles . For a rationalist understanding of history (eventually 
seen in its fullness with logical positivism, an approach to history that 
works strictly within the framework of verifiability or the lack thereof) the 

0310325323_BrfHistoryOT_1b_cs5.indd   48 2/9/12   9:39 am



49

History Becomes Religion

59 . See Howard on how de Wette and David Friedrich Strauss differed here regarding the life of 
 Jesus (Religion and the Rise of Historicism, 106 – 8) .

60 . Brevard S . Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1979), 642 .

61 . Here de Wette departs from the historical-critical approach of J . G . Eichhorn, who focused 
on the recovery of the literary sources that lie behind the Pentateuch in an effort to safeguard the 
veracity of the biblical traditions (see John Van Seters, The Edited Bible: The Curious History of the 
“Editor” in Biblical Criticism (Winona Lake, Ind .: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 207 – 8 .

matter is either/or . Either the events the book of Chronicles relays hap-
pened, or they did not . If they did not, then Chronicles as a literary work 
is deemed fraudulent .59

But for de Wette, the matter was not either/or; it was both/and . As will 
be seen, de Wette did deny the historical veracity of much of the Penta-
teuch and Chronicles (historical veracity having to do with the historical 
events described in these books) . Commenting on the critical problems of 
Chronicles, Brevard Childs states:

The major credit for breaking open the exegetical problems of Chron-
icles in its most radical and challenging form goes to de Wette in his 
Beiträge (1807) . De Wette argued that the writer “reworked, altered, and 
falsified” his earlier sources in the interest of a tendentious dogmatic 
frame of reference so as to render it useless as a historical source .60

As can be seen, de Wette concurs with a rational historical account 
of Chronicles, namely, Chronicles is of no value as a historical source . It 
did not follow for de Wette, however, that Chronicles is then falsified as a 
religious document or as a certain kind of historical document . Instead of 
relaying faithfully the events attested in these documents, we have before 
us a text describing the religious-historical outlook, worldview, and feel-
ings of the authors who wrote these works . The type of historical inves-
tigation de Wette engages in is one or two steps removed from the events 
themselves attested in the biblical literature .61 A different type of historical 
investigation emerges with de Wette .

This new approach to history, it can be argued, is de Wette’s enduring 
legacy on the critical study of the Old Testament . The type of history one 
is dealing with in the Old Testament is “religious history .” In this sense, 
the Scriptures have become religion as they attest to the religious impulses 
found within the history of Israel’s encounter with her God . De Wette’s 
approach to the critical study of the Old Testament is surely “histori-
cal-critical .” At the same time, it is an approach not as interested in the 
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events as they really occurred (a historically conditioned “behind the text” 
approach) . Rather, his historical investigation was one step removed from 
“the events in themselves .” For de Wette, the relaying of these antiquated 
events in the particularities of Israel’s religious history tells us something 
about these particular  people and their religious expressions and senti-
ments . This is especially true of de Wette’s approach to the Pentateuch, 
namely, that the Pentateuch and its various literary strata have more to tell 
us about the time of Israel’s monarchy than about Israel’s genetic history .

The influence of Herder and Schelling on de Wette is poignant here . 
The particularity of historical  peoples, cultures, and their languages was 
valued by these thinkers because metaphysical truths are always culturally 
conditioned in their reception . The search for universal forms of reason 
tends to run roughshod over the aesthetic and cultural aspects of human 
thinking and being . This is also the case for the engagement of the Old 
Testament . Israel’s religious expression and sentiment are valuable and 
worthy of investigation in their own right and not merely as a vehicle 
for abstract principles of morality (as in Kant) . Because of this aesthetic, 
romantic instinct in de Wette, myth has a positive and major role to play 
in understanding Israel’s religious history and literature .

De Wette was influenced by the “mythical school” consisting of J . G . 
Eichhorn, J . B . Gabler, and G . L . Bauer .62 Like Herder, Eichhorn resisted the 
Enlightenment instinct to flatten out time and cultures with an appeal to 
universal truths of reason . For Eichhorn, the Old Testament texts were the 
product of a different culture, and exegesis of these texts demanded sen-
sitivity to this dynamic (even if the culture did have a “primitive mind”) .63 
Part and parcel of this cultural appreciation involved a recognition of 
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Israel’s “historical” documents as a mixture of historical and mythical ele-
ments . Though their objectives may have differed, the mythical school 
of Eichhorn and Gabler recognized their task as separating the mythical 
from the historical and giving those mythical elements a more naturalistic 
explanation . The mythical in the Old Testament are those stories, legends, 
or tales that do not stand up to the critical scrutiny of an enlightened 
mind .64 Tales such as the creation narratives or Lot’s wife turning into salt 
were given a more natural explanation for what really happened behind 
those mythically relayed events . By way of example, Rogerson states, 
“What lay behind Genesis 2 – 3 was the experience of a human  couple who 
had become aware of their sexual differences as the result of eating slightly 
poisonous fruit from a tree .”65 The mythical portions of the Old Testament 
were the only way the ancient Israelite knew how to express such matters 
and were indicative of their primitive minds .66 “De-mythologization” in 
this early form became a constituent aspect of historical-critical engage-
ment with the Old Testament texts .

De Wette’s critical engagement of the Old Testament owed much to 
the groundwork laid by the mythical school . At the same time, de Wette 
differed from the mystical school in significant ways . First, de Wette did 
not make it his goal to differentiate the mythical from the historical in 
order to establish the latter . De Wette had a dubious outlook on the his-
torical character of all the historical books in the Bible . He also did not 
believe the biblical authors should be conceived of as historians .67 “The 
Hebrew storyteller is not a historian in an actual sense; he is a prophet and 
seer looking into the past,” writes de Wette .68 For de Wette, the historical 
character of the Old Testament has to do with the religious makeup of the 
various authors and redactors actually composing or compiling the mate-
rial; it is not historical in any sense of reporting the events as they actually 
occurred .

Second, and following from the first, de Wette had a very high view of 
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myth and did not see it as something needing to be expunged from the 
Old Testament . For it is within the mythic traditions of the ancient Isra-
elites that one gains access to their religious outlook and feelings . Here, 
again, Herder’s influence can be observed . The culture and customs of a 
 people are animated by their own Volkgeist (spirit of the  people) .69 Gain-
ing access to the spirit of the  people does not entail a dismissal of their 
folklore and customs . Rather, one must embrace these as carrying within 
them an explanatory function of who and what these ancient  peoples were . 
De Wette’s historicism and rationalism merge together in his approach 
to the literature and history of the Old Testament  people . The historical 
documents of the Old Testament tell us relatively little about the events 
they relay . They do, however, tell us much about the religious outlook, 
feeling, and beliefs of those who composed the documents and cherished 
them as their sacred writings .

Biblical criticism of the Old Testament, for de Wette, is not an attempt 
to arrive at the events as they really occurred . Biblical criticism is an 
engagement of the mythical character of Israel’s religious documents for 
the purpose of gaining insight into Israel’s own religious beliefs . By way of 
illustration, no one thinks Virgil’s Aeneid gives us an accurate account of 
Rome’s historical genesis . The Aeneid does, however, tell us much about 
ancient Rome in the time of Octavian and his rise to power as Caesar 
Augustus . De Wette approaches the historical materials of the Old Testa-
ment in a similar fashion . As a historical document relaying events as they 
occurred in time and space, it is of little value . As a document that reveals 
the historically conditioned religious feeling and expression of ancient 
Israel, it is a treasure trove of pertinent information .

De Wette’s Contributions
Our attention turns now to an outline of his major insights in his most 
important work, Contributions to the Introduction of the Old Testament . 
De Wette’s publication of Contributions (Beiträge) marked a watershed 
event in the history of Old Testament interpretation . Rogerson describes 
de Wette’s Old Testament scholarship as the initiation of “a new era” in 
the discipline .70 This does not mean that de Wette’s critical insights had 
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no precursors . For example, J . S . Vater’s Commentary on the Pentateuch 
(1802 – 1805) played a role in de Wette’s thought, as well as Eichhorn’s 
seminal insights on the lateness of Chronicles .71 Nevertheless, de Wette’s 
penetrating analysis and categories have had a lasting impact on the criti-
cal interpretation of the Old Testament .

De Wette’s Contributions is a two-volumed work, with the claims of the 
second volume following logically from the conclusions of the first . In the 
first volume, de Wette addresses specifically the compositional history of 
the book of Chronicles . De Wette challenged Eichhorn’s assumption that 
Chronicles depended on the same ancient source used in the composition 
of Samuel and Kings . The evidence for Eichhorn’s claim was too thin and 
did not provide a satisfactory answer for the problems created by such 
a theory, namely, the large amount of material not shared between the 
books of Samuel/Kings and Chronicles . De Wette’s novel claim was that 
Chronicles depended on Samuel/Kings in its compositional history . The 
divergence in the material suggests both a late date and different religious-
historical setting from the compiler of the Samuel/Kings material .

Moreover, de Wette denies that Chronicles can be used with any con-
fidence as a historical record of Israel’s preexilic history . The book of 
Chronicles attests to the theological and religious outlook of the postex-
ilic community as it construed the preexilic period along Pentateuchal 
lines of thought . The book of Kings deals with both Israel and Judah in the 
divided monarchy, giving attention to both realms of the divided kingdom, 
whereas Chronicles is slow to speak of the northern kingdom . Again, this 
reveals Chronicles’ postexilic setting and preoccupation with Judah .72

De  Wette spends much exegetical energy showing the divergences 
between Samuel/Kings and its relationship to the worshiping practices of 
the Pentateuch and Chronicles . In the latter, a full-blown cultic experi-
ence is taking place in postexilic Israel: the sanctuary is repaired in Jeru-
salem; there is a precise understanding of how sacrifices are to be made; 
and the Levitical priesthood is active .73 One searches in vain, according to 
de Wette, for such Pentateuchal cultic realities in any sedimented form in 
the earlier Samuel/Kings material . What this shows, most importantly, is 
that the earlier sources of Samuel/Kings did not know about the specifics 
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of the Pentateuchal cultic system, as the postexilic religious community 
did . Why did they not know? Because they were not yet fully in existence .

Here a crucial interpretive move is made, whose implications will be 
worked out more fully with Julius Wellhausen . The Pentateuch, along with 
the Torah and its cultic instructions, is, according to de Wette, actually 
the product of the monarchical period of Israel’s history . It was not ante-
cedent to the time of Israel’s kings in their empirical history, even though 
the canonical presentation of Israel’s history presents it as such . Rogerson 
states, “Much attention is paid to the account of the discovery of the Book 
of the Law in the reign of Josiah (2 Kings 22), with de Wette insisting that it 
was the discovery of something that had not been previously known.”74 The 
book of Chronicles’ portrayal of the early kings of Israel as fully involved 
in an established cultic practice is an anachronistic rereading of Israel’s 
history along ideological and theological lines . This would be similar to 
seeing a Renaissance painting of the soldiers at  Jesus’ tomb dressed not in 
Roman garb but in costumes looking very much like Ponce de Leon . One 
looks at such a painting and intuitively knows that something is not quite 
right . This is how de Wette understands Chronicles . The events as they are 
attested in Chronicles are falsified historically . At the same time, however, 
the narration of those events is extremely important as one comes to grips 
with the religious-historical outlook of the postexilic community of Judah . 
It is along these interpretive lines that Chronicles needs to be read .

As mentioned above, de Wette’s second volume follows from the first . 
If the early monarchy of Israel did not in fact have an established cult, 
centralized place of worship, and Levitical priesthood, what then does this 
say about the Pentateuch? As argued by others before, the Pentateuch was 
not authored by Moses in the time of Israel’s exodus from Egypt . Rather, 
Genesis-Numbers were mythical documents that tell us more about the 
religious outlook of Israel’s early monarchy in the tenth century than they 
do about the history of Israel’s beginnings . Again, this is an epic account 
of Genesis-Numbers that compares to Virgil’s Aeneid and the history of 
Rome .

Deuteronomy, as argued in de Wette’s dissertation, is later than the 
rest of the Pentateuch, probably postexilic in its final form . For de Wette, 
some of the material in Deuteronomy is contained in the documents dis-
covered by Josiah, but only in fragment form . Eventually these fragments 
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grew and developed into the final form of the book that we now have in 
the postexilic period .75

Rogerson helpfully summarizes the main points of de Wette’s Contri-
butions. I will paraphrase them as follows:

 1 . Chronicles is late in composition; it reveals the religion of Israel in 
the postexilic period .

 2 . The Pentateuch as a whole is a late compilation .
 3 . The traditions recounted in the Pentateuch provide no reliable 

information about the empirical history and genesis of Israel in its 
presettlement days . These materials are mythical and not historical .

 4 . The actual history of Israel and the narrated history of Israel are 
quite different from one another . The formation of the cult, the 
centrality of the Torah, and the establishment of the Levitical 
priesthood are all late developments in Israel’s religious history, 
even though the religious documents of the Old Testament recount 
a different tale .76

It is important to remember that for de Wette, his account of Israel’s 
religious history and mythical understanding of Israel’s historical docu-
ments did not contain a negative appraisal meant to falsify the Bible as a 
religious document . For de Wette, as well as his Berlin colleague Schleier-
macher, to study theology is to study religion . To study religion is to enter 
into a romantic appreciation of various groups’ feelings and sense of the 
divine . Such is the case with Old Testament studies as well . Though the 
Bible’s historical veracity comes out looking poorly, Israel’s history of reli-
gion does not . Or, at least, so de Wette thought .

Conclusion
Much more could and should be said about de Wette .77 The study of the 
Old Testament after de Wette would never be the same . The historical 
critical study of the Old Testament is henceforth identified primarily as an 
engagement with Israel’s history of religion . A major division between the 
canonical history of Israel and the empirical history of Israel is established . 
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The text of the Old Testament is no longer a continuing witness of divine 
revelation but is now a source for the critical retrieval of Israel’s religious 
history . Or in other terms, the study of the Bible became the historically 
conditioned study of ancient Israel’s religion .
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