Q&A 34: Is there any historical evidence for the accounts from Genesis 12 on through the book of Joshua?
A: 

As we progress through the Bible in time sequence, and seek to answer questions along the way, we will do well to revisit the approach to history that was presented last Sunday.  We said that there are two basic ‘camps’ of approach to the accounts that are presented in the Bible, and that these can be summarized as follows:       

Minimalists: Only those parts of the Bible that are independently confirmed are trusted to be historical.  God, and all other spiritual belief (such as angels, demons), are assumed to be the product of Jewish culture.  Cause and effect must be explained entirely within the physical realm, excluding the spiritual realm in such explanations.  Only science and the physical realm have a hope of being certain and knowing anything. 

Maximalists: The Bible is taken as historical evidence on its own, not requiring external verification of every person and event to be trusted.  God is seen as the Creator of all other beings and things, visible and invisible, as the Bible says.  Cause and effect may                be explained within the physical realm or the spiritual realm, or both.  Only the Bible has a hope of revealing anything with certainty and knowing the truth, and scientific inquiry complements the Bible, but not on the same basis of authority and certainty.
We have pointed out that human beings are of such a nature that we will always have to operate with unverifiable presuppositions – assumptions that cannot be directly verified in any objective or scientific way.  Mathematics itself is founded on unverifiable presuppositions – things that must be simply assumed in order to ‘move forward’.              Logic must begin with unverifiable presuppositions, and even if we ask why that is so, our asking “why” has the unverifiable presupposition of logic, and cause and effect.  

When we step into history, we must operate with unverifiable presuppositions, and when we step back into ‘prehistory’ or into portions of history where the evidence is scanty or circumstantial, we must operate with even more unverifiable presuppositions.  Even if    we attempt to use science for answers to historic or ‘prehistoric’ questions, we are not operating in the ideal scientific realm:

· We cannot go back in time to verify that the decay rate of a radioactive material has remained constant, nor can we tell with certainty how much of the radioactive material was present – or not – at ‘the beginning’. 
· We cannot go back in time to verify that any of our present processes and phenomena actually were as we observe them now, or how things actually were at ‘the beginning’.
· We cannot repeat an historic or ‘prehistoric’ event as we can with other fully scientifically verifiable processes and phenomena.

The minimalist must ultimately assume that either 1) nothing created everything, or                      2) the material world is somehow eternal.  Both of these assumptions are unverifiable     and contrary to extending our present observations of the physical world into the past.  By setting aside the texts of the Bible as evidence by unverifiable presupposition, the minimalist is thereby reducing the potential for including human observation, which is  referred to as ‘testimony’ in the legal field, regarding historic events.  In the end, the materialist / minimalist is making decisions and arriving at conclusions on the basis of non-material entities, such as logic, concepts, scientific principles, presuppositions, and information.    
So it is not really a matter of viewing the historicity of the Bible as ‘science versus faith’, but rather of ‘one faith versus another faith’:

1) Which approach to history and ‘prehistory’ has ‘the most reasonable unverifiable presuppositions’, and 

2) which of the models of history and ‘prehistory’ leads to the most self-consistent answers, given that the evidence is almost entirely circumstantial and by nature scientifically non-conclusive?

So as we evaluate the historicity of the narratives in Genesis 12 on through the book of Joshua, keep in mind that the question of historicity is not simply one of science and historical fact versus faith, but rather of faith in one set of unverifiable presuppositions versus another set of unverifiable presuppositions.  Both the minimalist and the maximalist have faith in non-physical entities.

So as we look back on the questions of the age of the earth and earliest times in history, and as we look ahead to examine the historical evidence for the accounts from Genesis 12 on through the book of Joshua, and other questions about the reality and historicity of the rest of God’s word, we ought to keep in mind what is really behind the minimalist and maximalist positions: unverifiable presuppositions, at least as far as science can observe, verify and therefore test and prove anything.  
We humans must always place our faith in something - always.                                                            

It almost seems as if we were made that way (. 
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