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Some Reflections on God, Culture, & Scripture
We stand in the Judeo-Christian tradition. As such, in the Bible Christians have inherited a 

double canon of Scripture (OT and NT). For Christians, as well as for Jews, the biblical canon(s) 
are closed. Thus, the presumption is that every part of Scripture, be it OT or NT is inspired of 
God and foundational for the life of the synagogue (in the case of the OT) and of the Church 
(working out of both canons). It is further presumed each canon or both canons should function in 
its respective sphere authoritatively at some level (cf 2 Tim 3:16-17).

The Bible in two canons is a co-production between heaven and earth. It is difficult and 
unnecessary to apply a formula to such a transcendental co-production. Thus, we should not 
attempt to compute some percentage “divine” versus some percentage “human” in this co- 
production of Scripture. When we claim the default setting of 100% contribution for both the 
heavenly and earthly elements of this co-production, we run immediately into problems. On the 
one hand, if we stipulate that Scripture is 100% divine, we cannot avoid reducing the writers of 
Scripture to little more than scribes recording divine words at God’s dictation. On the other hand, 
if we declare that Scripture is 100% human, then only human writers have had the privilege of  
prescribing the contents of Scripture and God’s participation is excluded. As an alternative, I 
submit the following as a working hypothesis to help us think about Scripture as a co-production 
between heaven (God) and earth (humanity):  

while Scripture’s CONCEPTUAL CONTENT originates solely with and in the mind of 
God, the written FORMS AND CONVEYANCES OF THIS CONCEPTUAL 
CONTENT which go into the making up Scripture are solely human cultural 
constructions.

Since God is the best teacher in the cosmos, he accommodates himself to human culture. 
In doing so, God makes use of human civilization, culture, and imagination as much as possible to 
convey something of his nature, character, and agenda for the earth and its inhabitants. In all of 
this we understand that God takes a high view of human culture and human imagination. This is 
confirmed within the pages of Scripture itself where we see replications of and adaptations to the 
vast array of literary genres, approaches, strategies, and devices known in the cultural world of 
the ancient Near East. Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that God leaves to humans the choice of 
forms that his written revelation (i.e. Scripture) may take. Of course, by faith we affirm that God 
and His Spirit superintend this process in a way that participates with the spirit and mind of 
humans without neutralizing human creativity. Certainly some of humanity’s cultural creations 
convey wrong ethical, moral, and theological ideas and practices. These God’s participation in 
inscripturation censures and disallows. However, in principle, God leaves the written form that 
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His life-enhancing CONTENT may take up to humans. God allows humans to clothe, as it were, 
this divine CONTENT from head to toe in human dress. The result is the co-production of 
Scripture whose CONTENT is of divine origin to be sure. However, this divine CONTENT is 
formed and expressed in and through the full spectrum of human literary genres, methods, 
approaches, strategies, and devices. This co-production between heaven and earth which 
comprises Scripture in two literatures both anticipates and reflects—and thus frames, as it were—
a similar co-production between heaven and earth that is Jesus of Nazareth—the WORD become 
flesh. 

Since this is the case, it is imperative that the literary creativity which humans have 
invested in the formulation and writing Scripture (rather than dogma or doctrine) form the 
baseline for measuring and defining what “inspired of God” may in fact mean—that is, what it 
allows, encompasses, and utilizes. It is legitimate to form the contours of  “inspiration” only after 
taking into account all the creative elements and strategies of human culture and imagination 
which human minds have embeded there—human minds which struggled to make the WORD 
become “flesh” so that it could dwell among us and be understood as the Word of God.

Thus, we are not surprised to find the best teacher in the cosmos (i.e. God) endorsing the 
use of as much of the spectrum of human culture and imagination as possible to convey something 
of his person, his nature, and his purposes for his world and for its inhabitants. Below is a 
sampling of the human cultural and imaginative repertoire as applied to human literary efforts:1

by genre:
history, historical fiction, genealogy, law, covenant, myth, epic, legend, folklore, 
tale, romance, parable, pslam, lament, love song, prophecy, apocalyptic,2 wisdom;

by approach:
poetry, eschatology, vaticinium ex eventu, pseudonymity, inner-biblical exegesis,  

            recursion, typology, allegory;
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__________________________

1One recognizes the fluidity at points among the categories of “approach,” “strategies,” and “devices.”

2For the best discussion of apocalyptic as a social phenomenon, a worldview, and a literary genre, see 
John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jwish Apocalyptic Literatur e, 2nd ed. Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998. See also the variety of articles by various authors in John J. Collins, ed. The 
Encyclopedia of Apocalypticism: Volume 1: The Origins of Apocalypticism in Judaism and Christianity . New 
York: Continuum, 2002.



by literary strategy:
farce, satire, irony, parody, paradox, humor, foreshadowing, repitition, ambiguity,

            hyperbolé, polemic, vaticinium ex eventu; 

by literary devices or figures of speech:
 merism, metaphor, simile, hendiadys, synechdoché, metonomy, pun, symbol,    
 paronomasia; chiasmus.

I suggest that a proper approach to the interpretation of Scripture includes being as open 
to finding in Scripture the full spectrum of human culture and its imaginations as God has been 
and continues to be open to using it. In saying this, we affirm that the array of literary genres, 
approaches, strategies, and devices that are found in Scripture are indicative of the  range of 
human culture and imagination that God has sanctioned as suitable conveyences of  his own mind, 
character, nature, and purposes.  Thus, if we take God and Scripture seriously, we are obligated 

ü  to learn as much about the cultures, languages, and literatures of antiquity as possible 
    (see Kenton Sparks below);

ü  to become conversant with the languages, imagery, and conventions of writing that the
    Bible employs (see Robert Alter and G. B. Caird among others below);

ü  to become informed of how human language, speech, and rhetoric in all its varieties and 
possibilities has functioned throughout recorded history:  to remember, to inspire, to 
challenge, to assault, to teach, to build up, to tear down, to imagine, to comfort, to give 
voice to. . . ,  and to portray not only the full array of  human encounters with and 
musings about the divine but also the full spectrum of human struggles with and 
obligations toward God and toward our fellow human beings.

That God uses and endorses human culture and imagination in the formulation of 
Scripture in no way discounts our belief in God’s deployment of the supernatural or miraculous. 
There are many biblical narratives which contain miracles or which depict the supernatural. In 
some instances scholars judge these portrayals to be examples of folklore, legend, tale, or parable. 
If this is so, and it very well may be, it must be demonstrated to be the case by use of the literary 
competencies which we have outlined above. It cannot be done legitimately by simply invoking a 
presupposition which rules as out of bounds the “fastastic” or the “supernatural.” 

Similar conclusions may be drawn with regard to distinguishing  authentic prophetic 
utterance from the literary device of vaticinium ex eventu (i.e. so-called “prophecy after the 
fact”). Only those who possess the background in the history and literatures of antiquity, 
proficiency in the relevant languages, and the literary compentencies to which we have made 
reference may speak authoritatively on such a distinction. However, it is utterly illegitimate to 
make the determination that a text represents vaticinium ex eventu solely on the presupposition 
that “predictive prophecy” does not and cannot occur.
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We close by insisting that it neither honors God nor Scripture for us to take refuge in the 
response “it is inspired” or “it is God’s Word” to some of Scripture’s more intractable interpretive 
problems when at the same time we close our minds to the cultural conventions and human 
imagination found in Sripture which, if acknowledged, can open to us the contours of how  
“inspired of God” does in fact look, smell, taste, and act. 

_______________________________________
____________________

The selected bibliography below lists works which can introduce you to the literarily 
artistic, creative, and powerful world that is Scripture. They can allow Scripture to speak to you 
with a full throat about God, his world, and his purposes for its inhabitants. While it is true that 
God works in history, he also works in absolutely everything. What God touches of his world and 
of human civilization, he transforms, but he does so in ways that are integrally bound to the 
human mind, heart, imagination, and culture. He is God, to be sure. But as God he is also our 
Teacher and our Mentor.
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