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Hermeneutics in Context: Comparative method and contemporary evangelical scholarship 

Don Collett 

 
Theological and hermeneutical stocktaking of comparative method and the biblical archaeology movement 

inaugurated by Albright and ‘the Baltimore school’ is long overdue in evangelical biblical scholarship.  The 

present essay seeks to address this issue by engaging in a brief historical reconnaissance of the roots of the 

biblical archaeology movement, followed by critical reflection on its underlying hermeneutical assumptions 

from the perspective of canonical hermeneutics in the tradition of Brevard S. Childs.  The essay then turns 

to an assessment of the impact of Albright’s method upon contemporary evangelical approaches to the Old 

Testament.  The conclusion drawn is that canonical hermeneutics offer the best way forward from the 

hermeneutical impasse generated by contemporary biblical scholarship’s investment in comparative 

method. 

 

Introductory reflections 

 

 Since the heyday of the biblical archaeology movement in post-WWII America under W. 

F. Albright and his followers,1 American evangelicalism has nurtured a love affair with 

archaeology and the Bible’s external milieu that continues to inform the primary focus of 

evangelical biblical scholarship to this day.2  In order to understand the exegetical and 

methodological heritage bequeathed to contemporary evangelicalism by ‘the Baltimore school’ 

of W.F. Albright and his followers,3 one must understand something of the larger contours of a 

hermeneutical debate that has been underway in confessional and academic biblical scholarship 

since the archaeological revolution of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  In what follows, a 

brief reconnaissance of the methodological roots of the biblical archaeology movement will be 

                                                 
1 Among the more well-known scholars strongly influenced by Albright’s methods are Frank Cross, G. E. 

Wright, and David Noel Freedman. 
2 The political machinery through which this romance was effected, especially within the circles of 

evangelical Presbyterianism, has been documented by Burke O. Long’s interesting (and controversial) book 

Planting and Reaping Albright: Politics, Ideology, and Interpreting the Bible (University Park, PA: Penn State 

Press, 1997) 22-26.  Long’s book offers an interesting example of the controlling power of paradigms in scientific 

approaches to explanation, a thesis popularized by Thomas Kuhn’s work and continued in the work of Richard 

Rorty (see Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962], and 

Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979]).  One need not 

concur with Long’s larger postmodern epistemological commitments in order to affirm his book’s critical value as a 

deconstruction of the allegedly ‘disinterested’ and ‘objective’ approach to biblical interpretation touted by Albright 

and his followers. 
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offered, along with critical reflection on its underlying hermeneutical assumptions from the 

perspective of canonical hermeneutics.  This essay will then seek to assess the impact of 

Albright’s use of comparative method upon contemporary evangelical approaches to the Old 

Testament using Peter Enns’s book Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the Problem 

of the Old Testament as a recent and convenient test case.4  The present essay makes no attempt 

to exploit comparative method in the interest of offering yet another defense of traditional 

interpretations of the Old Testament.  Rather, its purpose is to interrogate and critically interact 

with the hermeneutical and theological assumptions underlying the method itself.5  The 

conclusion drawn will be that contemporary evangelical scholarship has generally failed to come 

to terms with the built-in hermeneutical limitations of comparative method, in part because it 

continues to expect more from the method than it can actually deliver, and in part because the 

biblical guild as a whole, whether liberal or evangelical, continues to suffer from an almost total 

lack of hermeneutical self-consciousness in these matters. 

Situating Albright: What hath Albright and Gunkel in common?  

 

 Given the frequent attacks Albright launched against Wellhausen and other German 

                                                                                                                                                             
3 The descriptive phrase ‘the Baltimore School’ stems from Albright’s own followers.  See Long, Planting 

and Reaping, 16 n. 6.   Many evangelicals received their training under the tutelage of Albright’s student, Frank 

Cross, during the second half of the 20th century. 
4 Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the Problem of the Old Testament 

(Philipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2005).  
5 Evangelical appropriations of comparative method often arrive at more traditional conclusions than those 

registered in Enns’s book.  See for example the interchanges between G. K. Beale, “Myth, History, and Inspiration: 

A Review Article of Inspiration and Incarnation,” JETS 49 (2006): 287-312, and Peter Enns, “Response to G. K. 

Beale’s Article on Inspiration and Incarnation,” JETS 49 (2006): 313-326.  However, the present essay suggests 

that these differing conclusions stem from differing confessional stances, and not the use of comparative method per 

se.  Enns’s work has been chosen as a test case because of its recent notoriety among evangelicals, though arguably 

the criticisms leveled against Enns’s appropriation of comparative method also raise questions for Beale’s approach 

as well. 
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literary critics of his day,6 the influence of Hermann Gunkel’s version of comparative method 

upon Albright in his early years is often overlooked by evangelicals.  As Frank Cross noted a few 

years after Albright’s death in 1971, Albright initially viewed himself as a member of the 

‘history-of-religions’ school.7  Though he later came to recognize the dangers inherent in the 

‘parallelomania’ besetting early approaches to this method,8 it remains true that Albright’s more 

mature approach to the science of biblical archaeology continued to operate within the general 

parameters and authorizing assumptions of the method of Religionsgeschichte, a method 

popularly known in evangelical circles as the comparative method.  Albright’s method is 

therefore more accurately understood as a critical revision of, rather than a departure from, the 

basic hermeneutical assumptions implicit in the history-of-religions method exploited by Gunkel, 

Gressmann, and Mowinckel.9   

As others have noted, Gunkel himself was a methodological eclectic who moved freely 

between the related but distinct methods of Religionsgeschichte and formsgeschichte.10  He 

exploited form critical comparisons with ancient Near East analogues and data gathered from the 

comparative study of religions for the purpose of constructing a history of forms or typology 

                                                 
6 See the discussion in Long, Planting and Reaping, 35-48. 
7 See Frank Cross, “W. F. Albright’s View of Biblical Archaeology and Its Methodology,” BA 36:1 (1973) 

2-5, esp. 4: “Albright’s approach stemmed from essentially a ‘history of religions’ approach to biblical lore. He 

shared Herder’s passion to place the history and religion of Israel in its context, in its contemporary world, to treat 

biblical history as part of and continuous with ancient Near Eastern history.”  Cf. also the later remarks of Brevard 

Childs in his Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979) 117: “Albright’s 

method in reference to the Pentateuch remained highly eclectic.  He generally worked with the classic source 

divisions and welcomed Gunkel’s use of extra-biblical evidence to recover Israel’s tradition.” 
8 See now the famous essay by Samuel Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” JBL 81 (1962) 1-13. 
9 For the general lines of continuity between the methodological approach of Albright’s disciples, most 

notably Frank Cross, and the comparative method utilized by Gunkel, see the important essay by Patrick D. Miller, 

“Israelite Religion,” in The Hebrew Bible and its Modern Interpreters (ed. Douglas Knight &Gene Tucker; 

Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985) 201-37. 



 

 

4 

(Gattungsgeschichte), the latter of which then functioned as a developmental standard by which 

to date and interpret the various layers of tradition present in the Old Testament.  Though Gunkel 

himself also made important contributions to the method of form criticism, the present discussion 

will focus upon his understanding of the method of Religionsgeschichte,11 especially since the 

hermeneutical assumptions implicit in this method find expression in Albright’s version of 

comparative method, as well as that of his evangelical followers. 

 In a classic essay published in 1927, Gunkel contrasted traditional approaches to biblical 

interpretation with the newer method of Religionsgeschichte and argued that the latter has 

replaced the former.  On Gunkel’s view, this replacement has been made necessary by the fact 

that traditional theological categories such as ‘inspiration’ have no real relevance for the task of 

exegesis.  He writes:  “The recently experienced phenomenon of Biblical Theology’s being 

replaced by the history of Israelite religion is to be explained from the fact that the spirit of 

historical investigation has now taken the place of a traditional doctrine of inspiration.”12  For 

Gunkel, in order to approach the Old Testament in an objective and (therefore) scientific manner, 

one must begin by bracketing out its theological claims to inspiration and approach it as though 

it were like “any other book”: 

“To Old Testament Science the Bible is in the first instance a book produced by human 

means in human ways.  Science has brought it down from heaven and set it up in the 

                                                                                                                                                             
10 For example, Childs notes that Gunkel’s eclectic approach combined “form criticism, 

Religionsgeschichte, and historical research within the one exegetical discipline.”  See Brevard Childs, Introduction 

to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979) 115, 142. 
11 In the early phases of the Religionsgeschichtliche schule, the history-of-religions method and form 

critical method were closely related.  Because of this, terms such Religionsgeschichte and formsgeschichte were 

often used interchangeably.  Later generations who followed in Gunkel’s train (Alt, Noth, and von Rad) tended to 

distinguish the methods rather than conflating them, perhaps because of their theological interest in using form 

critical method to illuminate the contours of Israel’s tradition history. 
12 H. Gunkel, “Biblische Theologie und biblische Religionsgeschichte: I des AT,” RGG2 1, 1089-91, quote 

from 1090.  Cited in Brevard Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments, 6. 
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midst of the earth.  It treats the Old Testament and the people of Israel with the same 

methods as would be applied to any other book and any other people.  And by doing so 

Old Testament Science justly claims to be a fully qualified member of the circle of 

historical sciences.”13   

 

The problem with Gunkel’s approach is not that it takes seriously the OT’s character as literature 

written in its own time and place.  Because the human authors of Scripture are historically 

situated agents who put a given language system to work in a particular way for a particular 

purpose, it follows that biblical language is historically, socially, and culturally conditioned.  

That being said, the problem with Gunkel’s understanding of comparative method does not lie in 

his affirmation of the OT’s ‘situated’ character as such, but with his assumption that the 

theological categories inherent in its own self-witness (e.g., its claim to inspiration) must be 

bracketed out before one can truly understand the OT on its own terms.  This procedure 

establishes a new set of exegetical priorities for how we gain access to the Bible and understand 

its meaning.  In the hands of Gunkel, comparative method effectively subordinates the Bible’s 

canonical context and self-witness to its historical environment from the outset.  By way of 

contrast, a canonical hermeneutic recognizes that while Scripture’s extra-biblical context 

contributes to its meaning, it does not do so in independence from Scripture’s theological claims 

and self-witness, but in obedient dialogue and conversation with that witness.  Moreover, in the 

‘dialogue’ between Scripture and its external milieu, there is a hierarchy of contextual authority 

that obtains when it comes to the determination of biblical meaning.  Biblical context is master 

and the Bible’s external historical context is servant.   

                                                 
13 H. Gunkel, “What is Left of the Old Testament?” in What Remains of the Old Testament and Other 

Essays, (trans. Rev. A.K. Dallas; London: Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1928) 19, emphasis added. 
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In North America, Gunkel’s method of Religionsgeschichte was carried on and modified 

by W. F. Albright and his many disciples, both evangelical and otherwise.  Albright’s 

appropriation of comparative method also stressed the Old Testament’s situatedness in its 

ancient Near East context as that which is either 1) decisive for its meaning, or 2) in a 

relationship of equal ultimacy with the OT’s own literary and canonical context.  The latter 

thesis, which I will henceforth refer to as Albright’s ‘parity thesis,’ forms the hermeneutical 

counterpart to Gunkel’s programmatic claim that a scientific approach to the OT requires one to 

understand both its form and its function primarily in terms of its external cultural and social 

context (i.e., as though it were ‘any other book’).  At first glance, the parity thesis expressed in 

(2) appears to offer a softer, more neutral reading of Albright’s hermeneutical agenda than the 

stronger reading implied by the first thesis (1), inasmuch as it purports to treat the OT’s literary 

context and its ANE context as equal partners in the exegetical task, rather than subordinating the 

former to the latter.  Moreover, in an age that self-consciously modeled its approach to biblical 

interpretation upon the empirical methods of natural science, at least part of the attractiveness of 

Albright’s parity thesis stemmed from its allegedly ‘neutral’ stance toward the Bible, especially 

Israel’s scriptures.   

However, as the Jewish scholar Jon Levenson rightly argues with respect to Israel’s 

religious literature, there is no such thing as a ‘neutral’ Hebrew Bible belonging to no one, 

whether Jewish or Christian.   Many biblical scholars favor the term ‘Hebrew Bible’ because of 

its alleged ability to return to a historical period prior to the emergence of the Jewish and 

Christian categories of ‘TaNaK’ and ‘OT,’ thereby allowing Jews and Christians to meet as 

equals on ‘neutral’ ground.  In point of fact, however, the term actually ‘compels its practitioners 
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to bracket their traditional identities’ as readers of ‘TaNaK’ or as readers of the ‘OT’.  Thus 

instead of providing a neutral meeting ground for Jews and Christians, Levenson suggests the 

term may ultimately prove to be “the burial ground of Judaism and Christianity, as each tradition 

vanishes into the past in which neither had as yet emerged.”14 

In like fashion, Albright’s parity thesis also holds forth the chimera of a ‘neutral’ Bible 

capable of being rightly interpreted apart from any and all confessional commitments on the part 

of its readers, be they Jewish or Christian.  The Bible’s own theological claims and self-witness, 

not to mention its call for faith on the part of its hearers, ultimately make no contribution to our 

understanding of its real meaning and therefore may be bracketed out.  Despite its promise of 

neutrality, access to the OT’s real meaning in Albright’s method rests upon a referential theory 

of meaning that requires the subordination of the OT’s literary form to its external environment 

in order to do its sense-making.15  For this reason, in the quest to gain access to the real meaning 

of biblical events, the softer or more ‘neutral’ reading of Albright’s method (2) inevitably gives 

way to the stronger reading expressed by (1).   

The irreconcilable opposition between scientific and confessional approaches inherent in 

Albright’s version of comparative method continues to foster hermeneutical confusion among his 

evangelical heirs, particularly with respect to their understanding of the role played by the OT’s 

                                                 
14 See especially the comments of Jon Levenson, “Theological Consensus or Historicist Evasion?  Jews and 

Christians in Biblical Studies,” in The Hebrew Bible, The Old Testament, and Historical Criticism (Louisville: 

W/JK Press, 1993) 105. 
15 The best discussion of the rise of referential theories of meaning and their significance for biblical 

interpretation remains that of Hans Frei’s The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth 

Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974).  For a critique of Frei’s approach to the 

relationship of meaning and referent, see Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Will Narrativity Work as a Linchpin: Reflections 

on the Hermeneutic of Hans Frei,” in Relativism and Religion (ed. Charles M. Lewis; New York: St Martin’s Press, 

1995) 71-107.  Wolterstorff’s critique finds later expression in Neal B. MacDonald, “Illocutionary Stance in Hans 

Frei’s The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative,” in After Pentecost: Language and Biblical Interpretation (ed. C. 

Bartholomew et al.; SHS 2; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) 312-28. 
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own canonical-historical context vis-à-vis developmental typologies in Albright’s approach to 

biblical interpretation.  As noted earlier, Albright himself started out as a member of the ‘pan-

Babylonian’ school,16 a school which later came under criticism for what some have called its 

parallelomania.  In response to these criticisms, Albright attempted to refine Gunkel’s method 

through the adoption of a form of scientific positivism or empiricism that leaned heavily, if not 

exclusively, on archaeological reconstruction.  At the same time, Gunkel’s conviction that the 

construction of developmental typologies is essential to the task of scientific exegesis remained 

strong in the household of Albright.  In 1973 The Biblical Archaeologist featured a short essay 

by Frank Cross titled “W.F. Albright’s View of Biblical Archaeology and Its Method.”17  Cross 

touted Albright’s archaeological method, especially the crucial role he played in biblical 

scholarship as “the father of ceramic typology,” thereby generating a set of critical controls for 

dating biblical texts and thus freeing biblical scholars from their hitherto subservient role as “the 

pendants of the systematic theologian.”  In Albright’s use of a ceramic typology for dating the 

Bible, one can again readily discern the influence of Gunkel, though as Childs would later point 

out, Albright and his followers largely departed from Gunkel’s literary emphasis.   

Moreover, there can be little doubt that Gunkel himself did not share the apologetic 

motives of Albright and others who sought to exploit developmental typologies for the purpose 

of establishing early dates for the biblical writings.  At the same time, it should be noted that the 

conflict between Albright and the Germany literary tradition did not turn on the historical 

question of differing dates for biblical books, whether early or late, nor even the question 

whether Israel’s religious institutions underwent historical development over time.  Rather, the 

                                                 
16 See note 7 above. 
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controversy turned on the claim of Albright and his students that literary-critical approaches such 

as Wellhausen’s lacked objective and critical controls by which to assess the relative date of the 

literary layers found in the Pentateuch.  This criticism frequently surfaces in the writings of 

Albright’s more well-known followers.  For example, in a number of his writings, Frank Cross 

argues the familiar Albrightian thesis that the literary conclusions of Germany literary critics 

were driven by idealistic and romantic presuppositions.  Central to his criticism is the claim that 

one simply cannot hope to scientifically date the Pentateuch’s various layers unless one first 

recognizes that its literary development follows the usual typological sequences of historical 

change. 18  On Cross’ view, German literary critics failed to come to terms with the Pentateuch’s 

true documentary history, not because  they recognized literary development  and sources within 

the Pentateuch itself, but because they lacked an independent, critical control for assessing this 

development (viz., the typological method).  Cross’s own approach represents an impressive 

attempt to refine Gunkel’s use of comparative method for the purpose of explicating the 

relationship between myth and history in Israel’s hermeneutic.19  

At this juncture, the family resemblances between Gunkel’s history-of-religions method 

and the methods of the Baltimore school are especially clear, as well as its hermeneutical 

implications for contemporary evangelical appropriations that build upon Cross’s ‘typological 

method’.  On such an approach, in order to render its sense, the Bible’s canonical-historical 

                                                                                                                                                             
17 Frank Cross, “W. F. Albright’s View of Biblical Archaeology and Its Methodology,” BA 36:1 (1973) 2-5. 
18 That Cross regarded the construction of such chronological typologies to be essential to the discipline of 

biblical interpretation is everywhere evident in his works.  See for example his criticisms of John Van Seters’ 

approach to dating the Pentauch in Frank Moore Cross, From Epic to Canon: History and Literature in Ancient 

Israel (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 1998) 29-30 n. 21.  See also Patrick Miller, The Hebrew Bible and Its 

Modern Interpreters, 209.  Miller discusses Frank Cross’ objections to the approaches of Vatke, Wellhausen, and 

Yehezkel Kaufmann to the history of Israel.   
19 See Frank M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973). 
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witness must be correlated, not with its own theological frame of reference, but with a 

reconstructed form-critical typology.  Only in this way can one hope to guarantee its scientific 

potential to broker objective meanings unfiltered by confessional commitments.   Cross’s 

appropriation of both Gunkel and Albright ultimately fails to appreciate the canon’s own 

scientific potential to act as an ‘objective control’ upon biblical exegesis, a potential it possesses 

because of its theological relation to the Triune God. 

Comparative method and the canonical approach 

 

 Frank Cross taught for many years at Harvard Divinity School, and the outlook of many 

evangelicals who completed PhD studies under his tutelage has been decisively shaped by his 

commitments to Albright’s basic hermeneutical tenets, especially as these tenets find expression 

in Cross’s application of comparative method to biblical interpretation.  If one chooses to locate 

comparative method using terms derived from contemporary hermeneutical discussion, its 

hermeneutical outlook may be aptly described as a species of historical foundationalism, a larger 

genus within which the biblical archaeology movement and its attendant use of comparative 

method are fully situated.  The explanatory power of this paradigm has risen to prominence in 

modern evangelicalism, not merely because of its potential for underwriting evidentialist 

apologetics on behalf of the Bible, but more significantly because of the general loss of 

confidence among evangelicals in the Bible’s ability to speak a word beyond its own day through 

the medium of its own literary form.20   

As Hans Frei argued some decades back, this general loss of confidence has gone hand in 

                                                 
20 The story behind this loss of confidence in both the academy and confessional circles has been 

masterfully set forth in Hans Frei’s The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative; cf. also Christopher R. Seitz, “Scripture 

Become Religion(s): The Theological Crisis of Serious Biblical Interpretation in the Twentieth Century,” in Figured 
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hand with the erosion of the church’s traditional conviction that divine inspiration and 

providence guided and constrained the canon-building process in such a way as to provide 

Scripture with its own set of literary indices for the task of future appropriation and 

interpretation.  These ‘indices’ were generally described in terms of the inherent theological 

logic at work in figural hermeneutics and were firmly lodged in the Old Testament’s literal-

historical sense.  Ranging across the entirety of the Old Testament, they played a crucial role in 

the theological rationale by which the two testaments were united.  However, once eighteenth-

century deism eroded orthodox belief in God’s providential control of history, the theological 

argument underwriting the logic of figuration began to break down.21  Over against these earlier 

theological commitments to God’s providence and figural logic, previously stated in diverse and 

sundry ways by the church of premodernity,22 stands a new historical consciousness which 

proceeds upon the assumption that the Bible’s external environment contains the ‘hidden indices’ 

which offer the key to its meaning.  The point is not that evangelicals who share in this 

consciousness no longer believe in biblically derived theological categories such as inspiration 

and providence.  Rather, the point is that for many evangelicals, such categories no longer play a 

central role in justifying the traditional belief that the Bible’s own canonical form, rather than its 

                                                                                                                                                             
Out: Typology and Providence in Christian Scripture (Louisville, KY: W/JK Press, 2001) 13-33, especially the 

closing remarks on p. 33. 
21 See Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, 66-75.  Speaking of the erosion of figural readings 

inaugurated by the rise of deism in eighteenth-century England, Frei notes that “it was indeed impossible to argue by 

appeal to typical or figural fulfillment which, in the nature of the case, would work only when it was linked with 

belief in a providential design partially manifest in the pages of Holy Scripture” (75). 
22 By way of example, one might consider the 17th century Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 7 

section 5, which speaks as follows of the covenant of grace spanning both testaments: “This covenant was 

differently administered in the time of the law, and in the time of the gospel: under the law it was administered by 

promises, prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, the paschal lamb, and other types and ordinances delivered to the 

people of the Jews, all fore-signifying Christ to come, which were for that time sufficient and efficacious, through 

the operation of the Spirit, to instruct and build up the elect in faith in the promised Messiah, by whom they had full 

remission of sins, and eternal salvation, and is called the Old Testament.” 
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external environment, is to be privileged if one wishes to get in touch with its literary and 

theological priorities (that is, its taxis). 

Notwithstanding their claims to ‘neutrality’ in matters of biblical method, the 

hermeneutical adjustments made necessary by this paradigm shift in exegetical consciousness 

were clearly not lost on Albright and his twentieth-century followers, as the preceding discussion 

demonstrates.  By the late 1960s, however, a reaction to Albright’s method had already begun to 

set in within the discipline of archaeology itself as many began to question the alleged 

objectivity of the empirical positivism undergirding his method.  A new generation of critics 

charged that Albright’s method was shot through with Enlightenment modernism and false 

claims to scientific neutrality, inasmuch as it was more or less self-evident to all but his most 

slavish followers that he had approached the task of archaeological reconstruction with ‘a Bible 

in one hand and a spade in the other.’  Given the somewhat apologetic nature of Cross’ 1973 

article, it would appear that this reaction was already making its presence felt among 

Albrightians.  At issue was the question whether the biblical-archaeological method practiced by 

Albright could be still lay claim to the prestigious name of Wissenschaft, and if so, in what sense.  

 With the publication of his Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture in 1979,23 

Brevard Childs also offered a series of penetrating hermeneutical reflections on the limitations of 

Albright’s method, the critical nuances of which have been largely lost on Albright’s modern day 

evangelical followers.  Though Childs’s IOTS registers a number of concerns with Albright’s 

method, it can be shown that these concerns trace back to his earliest writings.  For instance, in a 

1967 study of the historical problems surrounding the accounts of Hezekiah’s deliverance in 2 
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Kings 18-19, Childs makes the following closing observation: “The complex nature of the 

development of the multiple traditions served to intensify the historical problems rather than to 

alleviate the difficulties.  What has become abundantly clear is the use to which historical 

situations have been put within the various biblical sources often renders them extremely 

inarticulate for the particular concerns of the modern historian.”24  He then goes on to note that 

John Bright’s defense of the two invasion theory of 2 Kings 18-19 constitutes “a classic example 

of a method which cross examines its sources on a flat level without recognizing either the pre-

history of the sources or the totally different contexts in which the traditions functioned.”25  For 

Childs, Albright and his students had little or no cognizance of the depth dimension uncovered 

for Old Testament studies by the form-critical analysis of Gunkel and von Rad.  However the 

fact that Gunkel and von Rad, most especially Gunkel, were ultimately unable to discover the 

proper theological categories for negotiating Scripture’s depth dimension, did not serve to 

mitigate the Baltimore school’s hermeneutical naiveté in Childs’s eyes.   

At the same time, Childs’s comments reflect his own growing realization that the 

multilayered character of Scripture does not lend itself easily to the task of historical 

reconstruction.  Some fifteen years later, Childs made the following observation: “That the final 

form of the biblical text has preserved much from the earlier stages of Israel’s theological 

reflection is fully evident.  However, the various elements have been so fused as to resist easy 

diachronic reconstructions which fracture the witness of the whole.”26  In other words, the task of 

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

hereafter abbreviated as IOTS. 

 24 Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis (Studies in Biblical Theology Second Series 3; 

London: SCM Press, 1967) 118.   

 25 Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis, 119. 

 26 Brevard S. Childs, Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985) 11. 
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historical reconstruction, given the integrative nature of the canonical process, is a difficult task 

and fraught with peril.  This is not a call on Childs’s part to abandon the practice of form 

criticism.  Rather, it is a call to proceed with caution and humility before the word of God, 

recognizing the hermeneutical limitations of historical method, whether form-critical or 

comparative.27  By way of contrast, Albright and his Baltimore School blithely engaged in a 

number of historical reconstructions which, while convincing to those who shared Albright’s 

explanatory paradigm and method, now appear unconvincing to many.28 

The publication of Biblical Theology in Crisis in 1970 bore further witness to Childs’s 

practice of critical stocktaking vis-à-vis the biblical archaeology movement inspired by 

Albright.29  Childs noted that in the period following the breakdown and dissolution of the 

Biblical Theology Movement, emphasis upon the Bible’s distinctiveness in the household of 

Albright began to give way to an emphasis upon ‘elements of commonality’ between the Bible 

and its ancient Near East context, most notably in the works of Frank Cross.30  Of particular 

interest for the purposes of this essay is Childs’s suggestion that this change in emphasis served 

to uncover the fact that Albright’s defense of the Bible’s distinctiveness was more a matter of his 

own faith commitments than a conclusion required by his method: “In the light of the changing 

                                                 
 27 The fragile nature of historical critical consensus has been recently underscored by Rolf Rendtorff, 

particularly the idea that each of its methods builds upon the other in a cumulative sense.  Among other things, 

Rendtorff points out that the understanding of biblical tradition at work in form criticism is fundamentally 

incompatible with the notion of authorship at work in Wellhausen’s version of source criticism.  See Rolf Rendtorff, 

“The Paradigm is Changing: Hopes–And Fears,” Biblical Interpretation 1:1 (1993) 34-53, esp. 42; idem, “The 

‘Yahwist’ as Theologian? The Dilemma of Pentateuchal Criticism,” JSOT 3 (1977) 2-9; idem, The Problem of the 

Process of Transmission in the Pentateuch (JSOTS 89; trans. J. J. Scullion; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990).  Cf. also 

idem., “The Image of Post-exilic Israel in German Bible Scholarship from Wellhausen to von Rad,” in Sha‘arei 

Talmon: Studies in the Bible, Qumran, and the Ancient Near East Presented to Shemaryahu Talmon (Winona Lake: 

Eisenbrauns, 1992). 

 28 See William Dever, “What Remains of the House that Albright Built?” BA 56:1 (1993) 25-35. 

 29 Brevard S. Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1970). 

 30 Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis, 75-77; cf. the earlier discussion on pp. 47-50. 



 

 

15 

emphasis…[one] can hardly avoid the impression that the concentration on the elements of 

demonstrable distinctiveness was basically a form of modern apologetic, which like the medieval 

proofs for the existence of God, maintains its validity only among those who had already 

assumed its truth.”31   

Two years later Childs once again took aim at the problematic hermeneutical assumptions 

underwriting Albright’s approach to Israel’s history in a journal essay published in Concordia 

Theological Monthly: “Divine revelation is not buried in past historical events which depend on 

recovery by archaeology in order to be made available to the church.  Rather, the long history of 

the development of tradition reflects God’s continuing revelation of Himself to His Church 

which left its mark in the canonical shaping of the Pentateuch.”32  Interpreted within the context 

of Childs’s earlier remarks in this essay, the statement serves as a warning against the gnostic 

elitism inherent in the biblical archaeology movement inaugurated by Albright.  Rather than 

being a public document whose meaning remains accessible (rather than hidden) to its readers, in 

Albright’s hands the Old Testament and its interpretation becomes “the private bailiwick of 

technical scholars,” thereby encouraging the same priestcraft by which the medieval church 

“deprived the people of the Bible by claiming the sole right of proper interpretation.”33 

By the time IOTS was published in 1979, therefore, Childs had a rather long history of 

making critical observations on the methods utilized by Albright and his students.  As the title of 

Childs’s 1979 work implies, IOTS approaches the Bible as Scripture, and not merely as ‘one text 

among others’ in the ancient Near East world.  Rather than subjecting the Bible’s form and 

                                                 
 31 Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis, 77. 

 32 Brevard S. Childs, “The Old Testament as Scripture of the Church,” CTM 43 (1972) 721. 

 33 Childs, “The Old Testament as Scripture of the Church,” 710. 
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subject matter to an external norm, thereby failing to take seriously the Bible’s function as 

Scripture for Israel and the church, Childs’s insisted that the Bible’s subject matter and function 

must determine the mode of its investigation, rather than vice versa.34  To subject the Bible’s 

meaning to an overarching theory or principle of historical analogy from outset, rather than 

taking seriously its function as Scripture, can only serve to prevent the Bible’s true nature from 

emerging.  In sum, exegetical method must be congruent with the theological character of 

Scripture’s subject matter.  

By way of contrast, the history-of-religions method suffers from a built-in limitation 

which prevents it from doing justice to the Bible’s character as Scripture.  Instead of providing 

an objective control upon the meaning of Scripture’s form and subject matter, thereby allowing 

the true meaning of Scripture to emerge, comparative method actually subordinates the Bible to 

an externally imposed ‘rule’ of interpretation that is ultimately at odds with its theological and 

confessional character as Scripture.  Indeed, it is just here that certain ironies inherent in the 

application of comparative method begin to emerge.  As noted earlier in this essay, Gunkel and 

other early advocates of the history-of-religions method stressed the need to keep questions of 

form and function together.  For this reason they were generally not bashful about explaining 

both the Bible’s form and function in terms of external literary analogies and its social setting 

(Sitz im Leben).  After all, if the Bible is to be treated according to the mandates for comparative 

method laid down by Gunkel himself, that is, as though it were like “any other book,”35 it 

follows that both its form and function are wholly subject to principle of historical analogy 

                                                 
 34 See John Webster, Theology After Liberalism: A Reader (ed. J. Webster & George P. Schner; Oxford: 

Blackwell Publishers, 2000) 52-61. 
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presupposed by the history-of-religions method.  The evangelical heirs of Albright, however, 

have generally suffered from a failure of nerve in this connection.  Wishing to have it both ways, 

they have attempted to explain the Bible’s literary form in terms of its external milieu while at 

the same time restricting its function as inspired Scripture to the realm of the church or private 

faith.  The effect of this methodological schizophrenia has been to minimize the hermeneutical 

significance of the Bible’s character as Scripture for its meaning and exegesis.  Childs’s 

canonical approach sought to overcome this problem, not by sacrificing the Bible’s historical 

dimension for the sake of its theological subject matter, but by calling for the restoration of the 

proper order and proportionality between the two.  

Childs’s introductory discussion of Pentateuchal studies in IOTS also points up the 

problem comparativists typically face when they try to build a theology of the Pentateuch off the 

back of poorly preserved artifacts.  Because such artifacts have usually been dislocated from the 

cultural and social context that once gave them meaning, it needs to be admitted that a fair 

degree of subjectivity inevitably enters into their reconstruction, especially when it comes to the 

matter of providing a context by which to assess the meaning of such artifacts.  In this respect, 

archaeological reconstructions are not necessarily more objective than literary-critical 

reconstructions, for both attempt to gain access to the meaning of biblical literature by providing 

alternative, critically reconstructed contexts.  Childs rightly raised concerns about the limitations 

inherent in such a procedure: “Because this literature has had a special history as the religious 

literature of ancient Israel, its peculiar features must be handled in a way compatible to the 

material itself.  A corpus of religious writings which has been transmitted within a community 

                                                                                                                                                             
 35 Gunkel, “What is Left of the Old Testament?” in What Remains of the Old Testament and Other Essays, 
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for over a thousand years cannot properly be compared to inert shreds which have lain in the 

ground for centuries.”36   

 Should one therefore to conclude, as many evangelicals wrongly do, that Childs was 

generally dismissive of historical method, regardless of whether it stemmed from Albright’s 

Baltimore school or from von Rad’s tradition historical method?  Judging from remarks Childs 

makes later on in IOTS, the answer is clearly no.  Summarizing Albright’s method near the close 

of his discussion of Pentateuchal scholarship, Childs writes: “Although his work was often hailed 

with enthusiasm by conservatives, both Christian and Jewish, Albright’s work lacked theological 

motivation and was far more rationalistic in spirit than most of his German counterparts.”37  For 

Childs, the comparison between Albright’s use of historical method and that of von Rad bore 

witness to a certain asymmetry.  Albright’s method rested on a form of scientific rationalism far 

more virulent than that of von Rad.  Whatever else its defects, form criticism and tradition 

history in the hands of von Rad was far more literary and theological in character than Albright’s 

method.38 

 Childs’s later interaction with the methodology utilized in Frank Cross’ approach to the 

Deuteronomistic History also reflects his continuing doubts about the non-literary emphasis of 

the historical methods utilized by the Baltimore school.  In discussing the various hermeneutical 

                                                                                                                                                             
(trans. Rev. A.K. Dallas; London: Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1928) 19. 

 36 Childs, IOTS, 73. 

 37 Childs, IOTS, 117. 

 38 Childs’s observation regarding the ‘non-literary’ character of Albright’s approach vis-à-vis von Rad 

resonates to some extent with Frei’s comparison of English and Germany scholarship in the late 18th century.  Frei 

notes that in distinction from English deism’s focus upon the question whether the Bible’s factual history was true, a 

focus which by the late 18th century had become “completely mired in the external evidence question,” German 

scholarship raised such questions “in connection with the broader hermeneutical issue of the meaning of texts.” As a 

result, the approach of German scholarship remained “almost exclusively internal, i.e., literary-historical.”  See Frei, 

The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, 56. 
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issues surrounding the reconstructions of this history, Childs points out that Cross’ approach 

proceeds upon the assumption that the “the key to the text’s shape lies in some force outside the 

text requiring a reconstruction of the hidden indices.”39 The end result of Cross’ method is “to 

reverse the priorities of the canonical text, either by bringing into the foreground features left in 

the background, or by providing a referential position from which to evaluate the rightness or 

wrongness of the canonical intent.”  In sum, the method of Cross substitutes hidden historical 

indices, now brought to light by historical reconstruction and archaeological method, for the 

canonical indices provided by Scripture itself.  Once again, the sense relations created by 

Scripture’s own literary form are either marginalized or subordinated to a historically 

reconstructed referent, the latter of which allegedly has a better chance than Scripture’s own 

literary form of providing modern readers with access to the Bible’s ‘real’ meaning.  Again, 

whatever else one might say about the limitations of semi-canonical methods such as von 

Rad’s,40 a case can be made for the fact that von Rad’s approach at least had the merit of keeping 

biblical scholarship in touch with Scripture’s own literary priorities and form. 

 Childs’s critique of Cross’ method reflects the problems in what might be called ‘the exit 

strategy’ for reading and appropriating the Bible’s meaning.   Such a reading strategy for 

interpreting the Bible not only resists following the lead of the canon itself, foregrounding what 

it leaves in the background, but also attempts to read biblical literature against the grain by 

treating the lack of historical specificity in a given biblical book as a mandate for engaging in a 

                                                 
 39 IOTS, 300-01, emphasis added. 

 40 On the limitations inherent in von Rad’s tradition historical method, see the penetrating analysis of 

Christopher Seitz, “Prophecy and Tradition History: The Achievement of Gerhard von Rad and Beyond,” in 

Prophetie in Israel: Beiträge des Symposiums ‘Das Alte Testament und die Kultur der Moderne’ anlässlich 100. 

Geburtstags Gerhard von Rads (1901-1971), Heidelberg, 18.-21. Oktober 2001 (ed. I. Fisher; Alte Testament und 
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speculative historical reconstruction.   To begin the interpretation of any biblical book by first 

exiting the text on a historical quest to establish an alternative context inevitably marginalizes the 

sense relations generated by the Bible’s own literary form for construing its historical meaning.  

In a set of introductory lectures designed to help students gain reading skills for understanding 

Medieval and Renaissance literature, C. S. Lewis insightfully comments on the problems raised 

by such ‘exit strategies’ for ‘receptive reading’ as follows: “...frequent researches ad hoc sadly 

impair receptive reading, so that sensitive people may even come to regard scholarship as a 

baleful thing which is always taking you out of the literature itself.”41  A canonical approach 

does not seek to overcome the objective reality of the biblical text by effectively merging it into 

its external environment, thereby confusing biblical interpretation with ancient near East 

commentary, nor does it surrender the objective status of the canonical text by inserting it into its 

effective history, thereby reducing it to a species of the hermeneutics of Second Temple Judaism. 

Instead, it attempts to respect the order and priorities established by the text itself.  A brief 

example from the prophets may perhaps suffice to illustrate the point. 

 In a popular evangelical handbook on Old Testament exegesis, students are directed to 

establish the date of prophetic oracles in order to facilitate their proper interpretation.  If the 

establishment of a specific date is not possible, as a bare minimum the student should “at least 

suggest the date before which the passage could not have occurred or been composed…and the 

date by which the passage surely must have already taken place or been composed.”42  In the 

                                                                                                                                                             
Moderne 11; Münster: Lit-Verlag, 2003) 29-52.  Cf. also the discussion of von Rad’s method in Prophecy and 

Hermeneutics: Toward a New Introduction to the Prophets (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Press, 2007). 

 41 See C. S. Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance Literature 

(Cambridge: CUP, 1964, repr. 1994) ix. 

 42 See Douglas Stuart, Old Testament Exegesis: A Handbook for Students and Pastors (Louisville, KY: 

W/JK Press, 2001) 11-12. 



 

 

21 

case of the prophetic oracles of Joel, fulfilling this mandate becomes difficult, if not impossible, 

because as Wolff and many other commentators have pointed out, the book lacks ‘regnal 

synchronisms.’43  It should be noted, however, that such a directive fails to take seriously the 

additional possibility that the absence of regnal synchronisms in a prophetic oracle like Joel may 

be deliberate, and may in fact provide a clue to the book’s function within the canon of 

Scripture.  Indeed, as one commentator on Joel notes: “It would be too simple to say that those 

who put the individual writings together had no information about the time of the activity of 

these prophets.”44  In other words, the lack of historical specificity in the book of Joel is a part 

and parcel of the book’s canonical intentionality, having to do with how Joel is intended to 

function, not merely as an individual book, but also in the context of the Twelve (e.g., a 

prophetic liturgy that models repentance for readers of the Twelve).45    

How then does one decide when historical context is important, and when it isn’t?  

Moreover, are there legitimate occasions (beyond the historical study of biblical languages) 

when exiting a biblical text may be called for?  Rather than retreating into an ahistorical, 

canonical ghetto, a canonical approach to these questions allows the canon itself to function as 

the norm for assessing the role played by historical context in interpreting the book.  Continuing 

                                                 
 43 See Hans W. Wolff, Joel and Amos: A Commentary on the Books of the Prophets Joel and Amos (trans. 

W. Janzen et al.; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977) 3.  The prophetic oracles of Obadiah and Jonah 

obviously present a similar obstacle. 

 44 Rolf Rendtorff, “How to Read the Book of the Twelve as a Theological Unity,” in Reading and Hearing 

the Book of the Twelve,” (SBLSymS 15; ed. J. Nogalski & M. Sweeney; Atlanta: SBL, 2000) 76; cf. also idem, The 

Canonical Hebrew Bible: A Theology of the Old Testament (trans. David E. Orton; Leiden: Deo Publishing) 265: 

“Half of the writings contain the indication of a particular period or time for the ministry of the prophet...That no 

indications of time are made in the other writings can hardly be coincidental, given the carefully considered system 

of superscriptions.” 

 45 See Ray Dillard, “Intrabiblical Exegesis and the Effusion of the Spirit in Joel,” in Creator Redeemer 

Consummator: A Festschrift for Meredith G. Kline (Greenville, SC: Reformed Academic Press, 2000) 87-93, esp. 

89; cf. also the similar sentiments on Joel’s function in C. Seitz, Prophecy and Hermeneutics: Toward a New 

Introduction to the Prophets (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Press, 2007) 214-215. 
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with examples drawn from the Book of the Twelve, in some books (e.g., Hosea, Amos), 

historical context occupies a more prominent role when it comes to interpreting the book, as is 

evident from the regnal synchronisms which open the book, as well as other historical datums 

that occur within the book.  In other books such as Joel, Obadiah, and Jonah, historical context 

occupies a less prominent role.  In interpreting or preaching the prophets, one should follow the 

lead of the canon when it comes to establishing the theological and literary priorities of a biblical 

text, resisting the historicist urge to foreground that which the text leaves in the background, 

while at the same time pushing into the background that which the text foregrounds.  Doing 

otherwise inevitably reverses the order and priorities established by the text itself.46 

Before bringing to a close our discussion of Childs’s relation to the Baltimore school, one 

further point should be noted.  At the heart of the debate between Childs and Albright’s 

followers was the question whether biblical events enjoyed a certain hermeneutical autonomy 

from their canonical-historical interpretation.  Warning against the dangers involved in granting 

hermeneutical autonomy to the biblical events lying behind biblical traditions, especially for 

those interested in a theological reading of Scripture, Karl Barth wrote:   

“The idea against which we have to safeguard ourselves at this point is one which has 

tacitly developed in connexion with modern theological historicism.  It is to the effect 

that in the reading and the understanding and expounding of the Bible the main concern 

can and must be to penetrate past the biblical texts to the facts which lie behind the texts.  

Revelation is then found in these facts as such (which in their factuality are independent 

                                                 
 46 For a compelling discussion of the way in which the Old Testament delivers its literal sense by exploiting 

the dialectical relation between literary foreground and background, see the discussion of Genesis 22 in Eric 

Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2003) 3-23.  Auerbach’s analysis of Genesis 22 suggests that comparative method’s reading strategy for 

appropriating the Bible’s meaning (viz., foregrounding the Bible’s background) confuses biblical narrative with 

Homeric Epic.  For an alternative take on the place of foreground and background in biblical exegesis, see Steven B. 

Chapman, “Reading the Bible as Witness: Divine Retribution in the Old Testament,” Perspectives in Religious 

Studies 31 (2004), 171-90.  Chapman’s essay should be viewed as cautionary supplement, rather than a 

contradictory viewpoint, to the concerns with comparative method registered in this essay.   
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of texts).  Thus a history of Israel and of Old Testament religion is found behind the 

canonical Old Testament....this road must be called the wrong one...because at bottom it 

means succumbing to the temptation to read the Canon differently from what it is 

intended to be and can be read–which is the same thing...the [text’s] form cannot 

therefore be separated from the content, and there can be no question of a consideration 

of the content apart from the form.”47 

 

The Baltimore school operated with a form of what Barth aptly styled ‘theological historicism,’ a 

movement which identified the locus of revelation, not with the literary medium of the church’s 

canon, but with historical facts as such.  Biblical revelation was now mediated, not by the text of 

Scripture itself, but by a reconstructed historical reality behind the text.  Because Albright and 

his followers, most notably G. E. Wright,48 implicitly embraced this historicized version of a 

referential theory of meaning, archaeological reconstruction of the Bible’s historical events was 

thereby mandated as the means by which to get at the real locus for revelation’s meaning.49   

At the same time, Albright’s disciples managed to open a Pandora’s Box that ultimately 

undermined the alleged objectivity of the method.  Once privileged access to the meaning of the 

                                                 
 47 See Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956) 492-93, emphasis added.  

 48 George Ernest Wright, The God Who Acts: Biblical Theology as Recital (London: SCM, 1952).  Cf. the 

remarks of Childs in Biblical Theology in Crisis, 40-41. 

 49 In contrast to Frei, Childs argued that ‘witness’ rather than ‘narrative’ offered a better theological 

conceptuality for construing the referential role of the literal sense in the divine economy of Scripture.   See Brevard 

S. Childs, “Excursus III: The Canonical Approach and the ‘New Yale Theology’,” in New Testament as Canon: An 

Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 541-46.  Frei’s account of biblical sense-making stressed the primacy of 

the literal sense per se, rather than the literal sense in relation to its referential framework, apparently because he 

feared that speaking of a referential framework ‘outside’ the text would shift our attention away from the text to an 

external reality or ‘substance’ outside the text as the locus for biblical meaning.  In short, his worry was that a focus 

on what is external to the text would swallow up the contribution the literal sense makes to biblical sense, that is, the 

contribution to biblical sense-making rendered by what is internal to the text.  However, if by a ‘referential theory of 

meaning’ or ‘subject matter’ explanation, Frei means a theory of textual meaning in which meaning ultimately 

derives from a reality external to itself, it is difficult to see how one can avoid some version of this in the case of 

biblical hermeneutics, especially since the meaning of Scripture’s literal sense derives from the external reality of 

the Triune God and the mystery of his inner life.  The nature of Scripture as divine self-disclosure or revelation 

would seem to presuppose some version of what Frei variously refers to as a ‘referential theory of meaning’ or a 

‘subject matter explanation’ rooted in an ontology external to Scripture’s literal sense.   Given the qualifying 

comments Frei makes in his later writings, it is at least arguable that he was reacting to historicism’s attempt to 

ground an account of biblical sense-making in a (reconstructed) historical ontology external to Scripture, rather than 

arguing against the need for a theological ontology per se.  See further the discussion of Frei in my review of Daniel 
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events narrated in Scripture was cut loose from the sense relations provided by the Bible, the true 

meaning of biblical events such as the exodus became a matter of historical reconstruction and 

differing interpretations.   Just as one prophet complained that Israel had ‘as many gods as she 

had towns,’ so now archaeologists began to multiply theories on the date of the exodus, not to 

mention a variety of differing views on what the exodus really meant.  Ranke’s principle of 

historical demythologization now came fully to the fore as the Baltimore school attempted to 

gain access to a history unmediated by the biblical text, a history wie es eigentlich gewesen.   

Evangelicals and comparative method 

 

 In the world of evangelicalism, the fusion of biblical theology with comparative method 

began to gain currency during the decades of 1950 and 1960 through the influence of scholars 

like Meredith G. Kline, who studied at Dropsie College with Cyrus Gordon.  Kline had a heavy 

interest in proving that the entire book of Deuteronomy was written in the mid-15th century BC 

and appealed to Hittite treaties to make his case.50  He was succeeded at Westminster 

Theological Seminary in Philadelphia by a second generation of scholars who also attempted to 

fuse the task of biblical theology with comparative method, though with decidedly more subdued 

theological and apologetic interests than those of Kline.  The approaches of Bruce Waltke and 

Tremper Longman III, both of whom were professors of Old Testament at Westminster 

Seminary in Philadelphia for a number of years, continue the Albrightian synthesis of Biblical 

                                                                                                                                                             
R. Driver’s book on Brevard Childs in Pro Ecclesia: A Journal of Catholic and Evangelical Theology 23:1 (2014): 

99-112. 

 50 See Meredith G. Kline, The Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy, Studies 

and Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963).  It should be noted that in his later writings, Kline moved away 

from the heavy investment in comparative method that characterized his earlier writings.  See for example Meredith 

G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue: Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 

2006); idem., God, Heaven, and Har Magedon: A Covenantal Tale of Cosmos and Telos (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 

Stock, 2006). 
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Theology and comparative method.  In 1965 Waltke completed a dissertation on the Samaritan 

Pentateuch under the supervision of Frank Cross51 and has published many other works in the 

field of Old Testament studies, ranging from Hebrew syntax52 and biblical commentary53 to 

works on Old Testament theology.54  A representative example of Longman’s use of comparative 

method may be found in the 1983 dissertation he completed in the Department of Near Eastern 

Language and Literature at Yale University under the tutelage of William W. Hallo.55  

Having commented on Cross’ approach to comparative method, the ‘contextual 

approach’ of Longman’s mentor merits discussion at this juncture, if for no other reason than the 

fact that Hallo’s approach is often touted as a critical refinement and renewal of comparative 

method.56  As a former advocate of the ‘contrastive approach,’ Hallo suggests that the inherent 

propensity of comparative method toward recognizing similarity needs to be supplemented by a 

‘contrastive approach’ which takes proper account of the differences between biblical literature 

and its ancient Near Eastern analogues: 

“The intention is not to repudiate the comparative approach, but to define it, refine it and 

broaden it, notably by wedding it to the ‘contrastive approach.’ The resulting blend can 

perhaps avoid both of these somewhat controversial labels and qualify instead as a 

                                                 
 51 Bruce Waltke, Prolegomena to the Samaritan Pentateuch (PhD diss., Harvard University, 1965). 

 52 Bruce Waltke & Michael P. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax  (Winona Lake, WI: 

Eisenbrauns, 1990). 

 53 Bruce Waltke, A Commentary on Micah (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).  Waltke has also written a 

number of other commentaries on biblical books, including Genesis and Proverbs. 

 54 Bruce Waltke & Charles Yu, An Old Testament Theology: An Exegetical, Canonical, and Thematic 

Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007). 

 55 Tremper Longman III, Fictional Akkadian Autobiography: A Generic and Comparative Study (PhD diss., 

Yale University, 1983). 

 56 Cf. for example Longman’s comments in the 1991 published version of his dissertation: “W. W. Hallo is 

significantly responsible for the present renewal of interest in the comparative method.”  See Tremper Longman III, 

Fictional Akkadian Autobiography: A Generic and Comparative Study (Winona Lake, WI: Eisenbrauns, 1991) 29.  

For a critical evaluation of Hallo’s method by a scholar who is otherwise sympathetic to the use of comparative 

method in biblical studies, see Brent A. Strawn, “Comparative Approaches: History, Theory, and the Image of 

God,” in Method Matters: Essays on the Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Honor of David L. Petersen (ed. J. 

LeMon & K. Richards; Atlanta: SBL, 2009) 121-22. 
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‘contextual approach.’ The allusion here is not to the ‘sociological context…visible 

behind the [literary] material’ as in Hanson’s ‘contextual-typological’ method, but rather 

to the literary context itself, broadly interpreted as including the entire Near Eastern 

literary milieu to the extent that it can be argued to have had any conceivable impact on 

biblical formation.”57 

 

As intimated by Childs’s discussion of changing emphases in the household of Albright,58 the 

use of comparative method among its devotees bears witness to a series of pendulum swings 

between similarity and difference.  Such a state of affairs is hardly conducive to the scientific 

goals of those who, like Hallo, “are skeptical of traditional literary critical methods…preferring 

objective comparative data to unverifiable hypotheses.”59  His goal in constructing the contextual 

approach, therefore, is to put the discipline of comparative method back on the sure path of a 

science by expanding the context of comparison to include ‘the entire Near Eastern literary 

milieu.’   

Of course, no one would wish to dispute the fact that meaning always presupposes a 

context.  However, as soon as one raises the question how one goes about determining what 

counts as context, and what does not, the alleged objectivity of Hallo’s contextual approach 

recedes into the background and the deeply hermeneutical nature of his enterprise becomes 

apparent.  Instead of offering an objective alternative to the limitations of comparative method, 

his approach simply attempts to take up residence in an unstable equilibrium located somewhere 

between the poles of similarity and difference which define the practice of comparative method 

and its application to biblical studies.  The question therefore remains: in the quest to gain access 

                                                 
 57 William W. Hallo, “The Bible in its Near Eastern Setting: The Contextual Approach,” in Scripture in 

Context: Essays on Comparative Method (ed. C. Evans et al., Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1980) 1-26, quote from 

page 2. 

 58 See Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis, 75-77. 

 59 Hallo, “The Bible in its Near Eastern Setting,” 3.  Hallo is citing Kenneth Kitchen’s Ancient Orient and 

Old Testament (London: Tyndale, 1966) 125 n. 52. 
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to the Bible’s meaning, why privilege the Bible’s Near Eastern context (narrowly or broadly 

defined) over its own literary context?  Comparativists have never given a theologically self-

conscious answer to this question, presumably because they wish to have their cake and eat it 

too.   

The situation is further confused by the fact that Waltke and Longman often refer to their 

approaches using the adjective ‘canonical.’60  As a longtime critic of the theological and 

hermeneutical limitations of comparative method, the fact that Childs’s version of canonical 

hermeneutics clearly differs from that of Waltke and Longman should be apparent to close 

readers of Childs’s works.  Because Childs himself generally directed his writings toward the 

world of theologically interested German literary criticism, rather than the North American 

evangelical world, one can only offer surmises about how he would have responded to the use of 

comparative method in the hands of evangelicals.  Given Childs’s previous remarks on John 

Bright’s failure to deal theologically with the historical depth dimension opened up by form 

criticism, in all probability he would have responded in similar fashion to contemporary 

evangelical appropriations of comparative method.61   

On the one hand, Childs clearly recognized the importance of studying ANE parallels to 

the Bible literary form: “…the importance of studying parallels lies in providing a check against 

isolating the Hebrew prophet from his specific historical context as if his text represented a 

timeless religious literature that floated above all historical particularity.”62  On the other hand, 

                                                 
 60 In addition to the work by Waltke & Yu referenced in note 54 above, see also Tremper Longman, 

“Reading Wisdom Canonically,” in Canon and Biblical Interpretation (ed. C. Bartholomew et al., SHS 7; Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2006) 352-373. 

 61 Cf. for example the criticisms Childs offers of Meredith Kline’s approach to the historical issues 

surrounding canon formation.  Childs, IOTS, 56. 

 62 See Brevard Childs, Isaiah (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 350.   
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because the method adopts an external stance upon the interpretation of Scripture, it is not well-

suited to studying Scripture on its own terms.  Because comparative method foregrounds the 

Bible’s external, historical dimension in the act of biblical interpretation, the canonical form and 

structure of Scripture’s literary witness tends to recede into the background.  It is particularly ill-

suited to uncovering the internal literary history at work in the production of biblical books.  By 

way of contrast, tradition history’s focus upon the historical depth dimension within biblical 

books allows one to take a point of standing within the tradition building process, rather than 

operating from the external vantage point offered by comparative method.  For Childs, such an 

approach is better suited to the interpretation of biblical books, because it allows one to step 

inside a biblical book’s own frame of reference and understand it on its own terms, rather than 

leveraging its literary structure from a critical point of standing outside.  

This points up the basic problem inherent in the comparative method.  Comparative 

method necessarily calls attention to points of identity between the Bible and its external milieu, 

which is why it can never serve as a fully adequate platform for doing biblical theology.  This is 

not to argue, of course, that Childs finds no place for the external vantage point offered by 

comparative method, properly qualified.  Rather, it is to argue that comparative method is simply 

inadequate as a basic methodological approach for understanding Scripture on its own terms.  

Comparative method is thus not so much wrong as it is inadequate, a fact which many of its 

Albrightian advocates have failed to fully appreciate.   

As noted earlier, Childs was not one to shy away from the use of literary-critical 

methods, provided the limitations of such methods for the practice of biblical interpretation were 

freely acknowledged.  Indeed, such methods could be helpful for sharpening our understanding 
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of Scripture, provided they were used to gain a purchase on Scripture’s final form and prevented 

from functioning as ends in themselves.  However, the empirical positivism lurking behind the 

Baltimore school’s appropriation of comparative method had the effect of leading readers away 

from the Bible rather than toward it.  Its empirical emphasis and focus on the Bible’s external 

milieu produced a generation of biblical commentators who regularly confused ancient near East 

commentary with biblical interpretation.  For these reasons and others, in Childs’s approach to 

canonical hermeneutics, the use of comparative method simply did not occupy the same place as 

the literary-critical methods of source, form, and redaction criticism.  Comparative method 

compares wholes with wholes, as it were.  In contrast to the aforementioned literary-critical 

methods, especially the tradition-historical method, it does not lend itself to the task of opening 

up the historical depth dimension and literary development within a given biblical book, the 

knowledge of which is helpful on Childs’s view for illuminating the theological moves at work 

in the construction of Scripture’s final form.  

Inspiration and Incarnation: A test case 

In many ways Enns’s book Inspiration and Incarnation represents a textbook example of 

the long shadow Albright’s comparative approach continues to cast over evangelical approaches 

to Scripture in the late 20th century, especially the reading strategies it adopts for appropriating 

the Bible’s meaning.  Attempting to clear some rhetorical room for his own use of the 

comparative method in approaching the book of Genesis, Enns issues a reminder to his readers: 

“To argue, as I am doing here, that such biblical stories as creation and the flood must be 

understood first and foremost in the ancient contexts, is nothing new.  The point I would like to 

emphasize, however, is that such a firm grounding in ancient myth does not make Genesis less 
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inspired; it is not a concession that we must put up with or an embarrassment to a sound doctrine 

of Scripture.”63  Enns does not question the modern assumption that the Bible must be 

understood ‘first and foremost’ in its ancient Near East context.64  Rather, granting its basic 

validity and the hermeneutical priorities it assumes, he simply wishes to make the point that the 

Bible’s situatedness in the environment of its own day (the world of ‘ancient myth’) does not 

take away from its character as inspired.  Recognizing that the Genesis accounts of creation and 

flood share in the mythopoeic language of their day is of course neither novel nor troubling.  

Moreover, Enns is doubtless right in arguing that the Bible’s ‘commonness’ does not threaten its 

inspired character, just as the human body assumed by the Son of God at his incarnation does not 

threaten or somehow take away from his full deity.65  More controversial, however, is the fact 

that Enns’s commitment to the Bible’s character as inspired (a theological category) makes 

virtually no difference for his understanding of how the relationship between the Bible and its 

external milieu should be ordered and understood.   

In Enns’s hands, the categories of inspiration and incarnation primarily serve as 

theological underpinning for the hermeneutical assumption that a relationship of equal ultimacy 

and accommodation obtains between biblical texts and their ancient near East analogues.66  The 

textual priority of canonical Scripture over its external environment is thereby neutralized by 

means of a parity thesis derived from Enns’s rather peculiar version of christology.  His 

                                                 
 63 Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, 56, emphasis added. 

 64 In his inaugural address as professor of Old Testament at Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia, Enns’s 

also proceeds upon the assumption that the primary ‘context’ in which the Bible’s meaning should be determined is 

its ANE context.   See Enns, “The Bible in Context: The Continuing Vitality of Reformed Biblical Scholarship,” 

203-18. 

 65 Cf. Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, 56.   
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assumption that our ‘first and foremost’ exegetical priority in gaining access to the Bible’s 

meaning lies in situating the Bible in its external environment (via the tools of historical 

reconstruction) also dovetails nicely with Albright’s own exit strategy for appropriating the 

Bible’s meaning.  Following in the train of the hermeneutical assumptions advanced by Albright 

and his students, his approach fails to allow the Bible’s theological frame of reference to shape 

his sense of textual and exegetical priorities, the result being that the crucial interpretive moves 

in textual exegesis are equated with historical explanation.  As a result, the ‘hidden indices’ 

which contain the key to the Bible’s true meaning are not to be found within its own literary 

form and theological frame of reference, but within its external environment.   

Concluding reflections 

 

Theological and hermeneutical stocktaking of comparative method and the biblical 

archaeology movement inaugurated by Albright and the Baltimore school is long overdue in 

evangelical circles, an observation which Enns’s book amply demonstrates.  The method itself 

necessarily presupposes the principle of historical analogy and therefore approaches the task of 

historical explanation by focusing upon what the Bible has in common with its environment.  

Both the method and the principle of analogy it presupposes methodologically filter out 

differences between the Bible and its external literary environment from the outset. That literary 

differences between the Bible and its ancient Near East analogues are often recognized by 

conservative commentators in the very act of comparison does not change the fact that the 

method itself makes no provision for affirming such differences.  Nor can such differences make 

                                                                                                                                                             
 66 Reading Enns’s program in this way is somewhat generous.  Given his clear commitments to a 

historicized account of Scripture’s referentiality, the argument could easily be made that Enns actually subordinates 

the Bible’s meaning to its external environment. 



 

 

32 

a hermeneutical contribution to explaining the Bible, that is, unless one resists the inner logic of 

the hermeneutical assumptions inherent within the method itself.  In short, the method is 

particularly unsuited to deal with the Bible’s particularity.  This points up the ‘built-in’ 

hermeneutical limitations of comparative method alluded to at the outset of this essay.  In the 

nature of the case, matters could not be otherwise, since the method’s explanatory power directly 

derives from the common ground a given biblical passage or book shares with other documents 

in the ancient Near East world.  Whatever hermeneutical contribution literary differences make 

to the explanation of biblical documents must therefore be supplied by the interpreter, rather than 

the method itself, notwithstanding evangelical counterarguments to the contrary.  

 The argument may be made, of course, that at least some evangelical appropriations of 

comparative method have avoided this problem.  In a festschrift honoring Meredith Kline, 

Tremper Longman suggests that Kline’s use of comparative method constitutes a successful 

counter-instance of this.67 However, if what has been argued in this essay has any validity, it 

would be more accurate to say that Reformed evangelicals such as Kline managed to avoid 

subordinating the Bible’s form and subject matter to its external environment because their 

canonical instincts proved to be stronger than their methods.  Granting this, however, does not 

change the fact that the method itself makes no provision for the prioritizing theological 

categories such as ‘inspiration’ and ‘canon’ when it comes to gaining access to the meaning of 

biblical texts, or for that matter, justifying their truth claims.68   

When all is said and done, the comparative approach ultimately offers no hermeneutical 

                                                 
 67 See now the arguments found in Tremper Longman’s essay, “Evangelicals and the Comparative 

Method,” in Creator Redeemer Consummator: A Festschrift for Meredith G. Kline (Greenville, SC: Reformed 

Academic Press, 2000) 33-42. 
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restraints upon the historicist assumptions undergirding it, and this remains a problem for those 

who wish to approach the Bible as inspired Scripture, and not merely as though it were “any 

other book.”  This is not to deny the fact that the Old Testament shares a number of things in 

common with the ancient Near East world of its day.  Rather, it is to refuse to allow the leveling 

tendency inherent in comparative method to subjugate the Old Testament’s form and subject 

matter to that world.  The Bible’s own self-witness testifies to its character as inspired Scripture, 

a word from God, and this theological reality has hermeneutical significance for understanding 

the proper order and proportionality between the Bible and its external environment.  Viewed 

from this perspective, the Bible is not simply like “any other book.”  

 Early modern biblical scholarship’s conviction that the Bible should be interpreted etsi 

deus non daretur clearly forms an integral part of a larger quest for objectivity and independent 

verification in eighteenth-century modernity.69  Regardless of whether this quest proceeds under 

the prestigious moniker of Wissenschaft or the less glamorous noun Erklärung, it is typically 

accompanied by the corollary assumption that the Bible’s external relations and environment are 

ultimately decisive for its meaning.  On this view the Bible’s historical and cultural environment, 

rather than its own literary form and theological frame of reference, function as the primary 

source of objective controls on the task of exegesis—the Bible’s own literary structure and 

theological frame of reference being disqualified from occupying this privileged location 

because of its confessionally ‘biased’ stance.  It is therefore the task of comparative method (in 

its various guises) to generate these controls by means of an appeal to objective, empirical 

evidence.  Versions of ‘comparative method’ which share in the basic assumptions underlying 

                                                                                                                                                             
 68 Cf. the remarks in Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, 86-87. 
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this quest must therefore be viewed as an attempt to develop a method of reflective inquiry for 

accessing the Bible’s meaning, either apart from the presupposition that God has disclosed 

himself in Scripture, or apart from the church’s traditional conviction that the Bible’s own 

literary form and theological subject matter work together to constrain its readers to read it in a 

specific way.70   

A more robustly canonical approach offers the promise of maintaining the dialectical 

relationship between canon and history without surrendering the contextual priority of the 

church’s canonical Scripture.71  While such an approach does not abstract Scripture from its 

reception history, neither does it obscure its ‘otherness’ by placing it on a continuum with the 

surrounding literary texts of its day, thereby surrendering its objective status and dissolving it 

into a species of ancient Near East commentary or Second Temple hermeneutics.  At the same 

time, a canonical approach is not thereby committed to dismissing difficult questions that have 

been raised by historical method, nor is it obligated to reject outright the possibility that modern 

historical method has uncovered a depth dimension in Scripture which traditional biblical 

interpretation must wrestle with, and if possible, come to terms with.  In other words, from a 

canonical point of view, the hermeneutical crisis confronting the modern church does not revolve 

around the question of historical method per se, but that of the decisive context for gaining 

access to Scripture’s meaning.  Ironically, it is just here that comparative method is particularly 

unsuited to offer a way forward.  

                                                                                                                                                             
 69 Latin translation: as if God did not exist.  

 70 See now the illuminating discussion of this issue in Christopher Seitz, review of Richard Bauckham’s 

God Crucified in the International Journal of Systematic Theology 2:1 (March 2000) 112-116. 

 71 See now the discussion in Brevard Childs, The Church’s Guide for Reading Paul: The Canonical 

Shaping of the Pauline Corpus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008) 10-19. 
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Tertullian once described John’s gospel as “the river in which infants wade and elephants 

swim.”  His point was that the literal sense of John’s gospel is capable of embracing people from 

all social walks of life, from the simple and uneducated to the most learned folk.  One can only 

wonder how premoderns like Tertullian would assess contemporary evangelicalism’s heavy 

investment in comparative method, especially its gnostic pursuit of archaeological mysteries.  

The fact that historical readings of Scripture have produced information that deepens our 

understanding of the Bible cannot be gainsaid, nor is it the purpose of this essay to argue 

otherwise.  Enough has been said, however, to raise the question whether evangelicals have fully 

come to terms with comparative method’s inherent capacity to function as a double-edged sword, 

silencing the Bible’s own literary and theological priorities while at the same time professing to 

illumine it.  The way forward from this methodological cul-de-sac lies in a more robust 

appreciation of the hermeneutical significance of canon for biblical exegesis.72   

                                                 
 72 See Brevard Childs, “The Exegetical Significance of the Canon for the Study of the Old 

Testament,” VTSup 29 (1978) 66-80. 


