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( AWay toward Addressing the Problem: The Incarnational Analogy )
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( The long-standing identification between Christ the word and Scripture

the word is central to how I think through the issues raised in this book:
How does Scripture’s full humanity and full divinity affect what we should

expect from Scripture? )
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( “Docetism” =z $2 “dokein” &_ “to seem” % L o ) (The ancient
heresy of Docetism stated that Christ was fully divine and only seemed to
be human (the Greek verb dokein [“to seem™] is the root of the word
Docetism.)
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( The Council of Chalcedon rightly concluded that if Christ only appeared
to be human, then the death and resurrection are not real. And, if that is

that case, then there is no forgiveness of sins.)
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( Although I am in no way implying that people who do not see things as |
do are heretics, there is an analogy to be drawn here. )
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( What some ancient Christians were saying about Christ, the Docetic
heresy, is similar to the mistake that other Christians have made (and
continue to make) about Scripture: )
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(1t comes from God, and the marks of its humanity are only apparent, to
be explained away. )
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( Of course, no evangelical would willingly or consciously put it that way.
But, when confronted with some of the problems addressed in this book,
“scriptural Docetism” rears its head. )
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( But the human marks of the Bible are everywhere, thoroughly integrated
into the nature of Scripture itself.)
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(Ignoring these marks or explaining them away takes at least as much
energy as listening to them and learning from them. )
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( The human dimension of Scripture is, therefore, part of what makes
Scripture Scripture. )
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(But it is precisely this dimension that can create problems for modern



Christian readers. Because it can make the Bible seem less unique, less
“Bible-like,” than we might have supposed. )
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(Here are some of these human marks of Scripture (focusing mainly on the
Old testament). Most of these will not be discussed in the following
chapters. | mention them at this juncture only in an effort to orient us to the
general discussion: )
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(1. The Bible was written in Hebrew and Greek (with a little Aramaic).
This is stating the obvious and hardly poses a theological problem.  Still,
there is a lesson to be learned. Neither Hebrew, Aramaic, nor Greek has
any special quality about it that makes it somehow specially suited to be the
conveyor of God’s word. )
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( This may have been thought to be the case at one time, but it is a position
that cannot be held in light of modern developments in linguistics. )
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( We know, for example, that Hebrew is simply one ancient Semitic
language that has a lot in common with many other ancient languages, such
as Aramaic, Moabite, Edomite, Ammonite, Ugaritic, and Phoenician. )
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( All of these ancient languages existed during Old Testament times, and
some of them are in fact quite a bit older. )
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( The point is made more clearly in the case of Greek.  Until the late
nineteenth century some considered the Greek of the New Testament to be a
unique, heavenly language. This was thought to be the case because the
style of the New Testament was very different from that found in Greek
philosophical texts or in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. )
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( So some concluded that the Greek of the New Testament was a special
“Holy Spirit language” prepared by God to convey his word. )
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( This was a maintainable position (although still conjectural) until
archeologists began unearthing documents written in a Greek style similar
to the New Testament. And these documents were not concerned with
anything official, nor were they meant for public consumption. Rather
they were written by everyday, insignificant people about things that were
never intended to be handed down through the ages, such as letters and
contracts. )
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( Even in the language of the Bible, God demonstrates that He is “one of
us.”
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( For the Old Testament or New Testament, the point is the same. That
Bible is written in human language, and in the common tongue at that, is
already an example of God “incarnating” himself. )
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(He adopts the current cultural conventions and uses them for his purpose. )
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( The languages are not specially designed to carry God’s word, but God
makes those languages adequate to do so. )
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(2. The Old Testament world was a world of temples, priests, and sacrifice.
Israel was not the first nation, nor the last, to have a religious system
centered on temples, priests, and sacrifices. Such things were woven into
the fabric of the ancient societies of the Mesopotamian world. )
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(3. Israel as well as the surrounding nations had prophets that mediated
divine will to them. The role of the prophets in the Old Testament is a
very important one. They were God’s mouthpieces to Israel and the kings.
But prophecy was by no means unique to ancient Israel. Every ancient
society had prophets and seers. )

"Fw oo FlEfR o R G- KR LG RIMLE P A H B
K jpe #— e ETF #2338 1 7 F4pp kBT o
#e* B b Bh P d A&~ ﬂ;ifr};iz}fg& BB fe— fke 7]
B d FAE R AT U R F R E gl R ?

(4. Through much of its history, Israel was ruled by kings, as were the
nations around it.  In fact, when it comes to kingship, Israel was a
“Jacob-come-lately.”  Arefrain in 1 Samuel is that the Israelites wanted a
king like “all the other nations” (8:5).  Was Israel simply mimicking the
political structures of the surrounding peoples? )
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(5. lIsrael ‘slegal system has some striking similarities with those of
surrounding nations.  When compared side by side with other ancient
legal codes, such as the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi (see chapter 2),
one can see significant similarities between the Mosaic law and those of

other -- older -- nations. )
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( All of these examples (and a good many more) have been brought to light
by linguistic, historical, and archeological investigations that began to
flourish around the middle of the nineteenth century. )
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(In other words, these are problems that are specific to people who live in
the modern world, where scholarly investigation demonstrates time and
time again that the Bible is firmly situated in the ancient world in which it
was produced. )
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(What is so helpful about the incarnational analogy is that it reorients us to
see that the Bible’s “situatedness” is not a lamentable or embarrassing
situation, but a positive one: )
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( That the Bible, at every turn, shows how “connected” it is to its own
world is a necessary consequence of God incarnating himself. )
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(When God reveals himself, he always does so to people, which means
that he must speak and act in ways that they will understand. )
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( People are time bound, and so God adopts that characteristic if he wishes
to reveal himself.)
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(We can put this even a bit more strongly: It is essential to the very
nature of revelation that the Bible is not unique to its environment. )
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( The human dimension of Scripture is essential to its being Scripture. )
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(This, 1 argue, is the proper starting point for looking at the relationship
between the Bible and the issues we will discuss in this book. )
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( That the Bible is so easily situated in its ancient context is a source of
difficulty for many modern readers. A conclusion some draw is that the
Bible is, therefore, merely just like any other ancient book.  On the other
hand, the conservative reaction tends toward minimizing some of the more
challenging of these human marks of Scripture, thus accenting its
unigqueness over against the ancient world. )
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(What | propose, however, is an approach that accepts neither alternative
as offering the final word. That the Bible bears an unmistakable human
stamp does not lead to the necessary conclusion that it is merely the words



of humans rather than the word of God. To those who hold such a position
the question might be asked, “How else would you have expected God to
speak?  In ways wholly disconnected to the ancient world?  Who
would have understood him?”)
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(And to those who fear the human stamp as somehow dirtying the Bible,
marring its perfect divine quality, I say, “If you wouldn’t say that about
Jesus (and you shouldn’t), don’t think that way about the Bible.  Both
Christ and his word are human through and through.”  In fact, it is
precisely by having the Son become human that God demonstrates his great
love. Is it so much of a stretch, then, to say that the human nature of
Scripture is likewise a gift rather than a problem?  Of course, simply
saying this does not make the issues float away, but it is the proper way to
begin addressing those issues. )
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(It is somewhat ironic, it seems to me, that both liberals and conservatives
make the same error.  They both assume that something worthy of the title
word of God would look different from what we actually have. The one
accents the human marks and makes them absolute.  The other wishes the
human marks were not as pronounced as they were. They share a similar
opinion that nothing worthy of being called God’s word would look so
common, so human, so recognizable. But, when God speaks, he speaks in
ways we would understand. )
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( With this in mind, we can now look at some of the evidence that has been
part of the scholarly conversation for several generations, not to determine
whether the Bible is God’s word, but to see more clearly how it is God’s
word. )
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