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I.

CHRISTIAN FAITH AND THE TRUTHFULNESS
OF BIBLE HISTORY.*

I
T will be generally agreed that the above subject has the merit of

timeliness. For some time past the assertion has been made,

and it is being made in our ovu day with greater confidence and

insistence than ever, that our Christian faith and historical facts

have very little or nothing to do with each other. Most frequently

this assertion is made with reference to some one particular event

of Sacred History, which has for the time being become the subject

of debate from the point of view of its historicity. Those who
incline to doubt the historical truthfulness of some such narrative

as, e.g., that of the supernatural birth or the resurrection of the

Saviour, or at least incline to consider it an open question, are,

when their skepticism awakens remonstrance from the conservative

side, ever ready with the answer that Christianity is something too

great and too deep, too inward, ideal and vital to be dependent in

its essence on this or that single occurrence in the wmrld of history.

They protest that their own faith lives far superior to the level

where such questions are discussed and decided, as to whether

Christ was supernaturally conceived by the Virgin Mary or rose

bodily from the grave on the third day. And they are not slow

to make their own subjective faith in this matter the standard of

* Address delivered at the Religious Conference held in Princeton, October
10-12

,
1905 .
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The main purport of this treatise is to compare the analogies of the Sabbath,

outside of the sphere of special revelation and the post-revelation Judaistic

development of the Sabbath, with the Old Testament law and Old Testament

observance of this sacred day. Tlie author at tlie outset estabhshes the fact

that the Old Testament references to the Sabbath move along large lines and are

practically the same throughout. He takes strong ground against the '\^’ell-

hausian construction, which would artificially make out a development even here,

and finds it sj'mptomatic of the fundamental fault of the AVellhausian method
in general: “The objection that must be made to this historical method is that

it goes too far in unnaturally generalizing what is only a pecuhar subjective mode
of representation in the several documents, and applying this to the development

of the institution in the hfe of the people and in the popular conception” (p. 10).

The BTiter’s oira standpoint is that of belief in a primeval revelation and a

revelation in the patriarchal period, although he does not quite seem to have the

courage to say that the Sabbath was instituted by God at creation (p. 49), but

contents liimself i\-ith pointing out how in the statement of Gen. ii. 3, the two

important theological principles of the close conjunction of God’s life and that of

man, and of the sharp distinction between creation and further development,

are laid down (p; 52). Instead of from evolutionistic constructionism, he expects

progress in the field of Old Testament science from the studj^ of the AssitIo-

Babylonian inscriptions and of the Rabbinical literature. This, however, does not

lead him to rashlj- posit a direct historic connection between the Assjiian Sabatu

and the Assyrian ‘
‘ seventh-days ’

’ of the month Elul on the one hand and the Old

Testament Sabbath on the other. Besides reminding the reader that the “seventh-

daj's” have as j'et been established for the month Elul onl}', which as an intercalary

month may have had this peculiar feature to itself, he carefully points out the

difference between tliis AssjTian institution and the Sabbath of Israel. The
former apphed to certain classes, the latter to the whole people. In AssjTia we
meet with detailed concrete prohibitions of a superstitious character, in Israel

with the large suspension of aU work. In Assiiia aU religious activities were

interrupted, in Israel religious actiidties were intensified on the Sabbath. The

day was bound to the phases of the moon in .\ssyria, in Israel it was independent

of these. And the most important difference of aU, these daj’s were dies infausti

in Assyria, in which by quietism and self-effacement man sought to appease the

Deity; in the Old Testament the Sabbath is a day of joy and of fellowship with

God. It should be remembered, however, that in regard to some of these points

Assyriologists differ among themselves. Most interesting is that part of the treatise

in which the author shows how the Rabbinical development of later Judaism more

and more assimilated the Sabbath to the superstitions of paganism, by introducing

into its obsen'ance the principles of quietism and asceticism, and that to a remark-

able extent this development bears the identical features that meet us in the

religious calendars of Assyria, Egj'pt and other nations. To be sure, even in the

midst of this retrograde movement the inherent force of the revelation-truth

regarding the Sabbath continued to assert itself, as may be seen from this, that

the Talmudic regulations tend in some respects to modify the rigor of extreme

quietism. Thus until the very end the contact and comparison of the Old

Testament institution -with human superstition bears eloquent witness to the

superiority and diidne origin of the former.

Princeton. Geerh.ardus Vos.




