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The Holy Bible, as the cornerstone of Christian
faith and theology, has always enjoyed an elevated
status; however, in the modern world, trust in it as
a credible source for faith and practice has faced a
profound and pervasive crisis that now affects
ordinary believers as well. The prevailing narrative
largely attributes this crisis of authority to external
critiques from the Enlightenment, rationalism,
critical historiography, and modern science—as if
the Bible previously resided in an impregnable
fortress and was weakened solely by external attacks.

Cite this article  Mirsharafoddin, Z. S., A., Sadeghnia. M., Meftah, A. R. & Haghani Fazl, M.
(2026). Eclipse of Narrative: The Historical Journey of the Crisis of Biblical
Authority in Christian Theology. Philosophia et Theologia: Dialogues in
Criticism and Reflection, 31(3), pp. 1-32.
https://doi.org/10.22081/jpt.2025.73476.2310

Www.jpt.isca.ac.ir


https://doi.org/10.22081/jpt.2025.71855.2234
https://doi.org/10.22081/jpt.2025.71855.2234
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-0748-6944
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5608-9474
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-3745-9872
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-5957-3321

While capturing part of the truth, this explanation overlooks the internal
dynamics and developments within the Christian theological tradition
that paved the way for this vulnerability.

The main problem of this research is how the historical evolution of
understanding biblical authority within Christian theology laid the
groundwork for the modern hermeneutical crisis. More precisely, the
question is how the transition from a "functional-narrative" understanding
in the patristic era to a "propositional understanding based on technical
inerrancy” in Protestant scholastic theology led to a phenomenon Hans
Frei terms the "eclipse of biblical narrative." The article's hypothesis is
that this transition played a foundational role in two ways: first, by
defining authority on the basis of technical precision, it rendered the text
severely vulnerable to modern historical criticism; second, by prioritizing
"historical truth" over "the meaning of the narrative itself," it laid the
foundation for a hermeneutical crisis.

The present research has been conducted using a historical-analytical
method and the approach of intellectual historiography. Data were
gathered from two categories of sources. The first category comprises
primary sources, including the works of the Church Fathers (especially
Augustine), scholastic theologians (such as Peter Lombard and Thomas
Aquinas), and Protestant reformers and theologians (such as Luther,
Calvin, and Turretin). The second category consists of secondary sources,
including critical analyses by historians of Protestant theology such as
Jack Rogers and Donald McKim, works by their primary critic John
Woodbridge, and the views of hermeneutical theorists such as Brevard
Childs, Kevin Vanhoozer, and N. T. Wright. The theoretical framework of
the analysis is drawn from Hans Frei’s book The Eclipse of Biblical
Narrative and rests upon three fundamental concepts: the distinction
between "meaning" and "reference,” the "reversal of the direction of
interpretation,” and the "confusion between truth-likeness (historicity)
and actual history." The historical evolution of the concept of authority is
examined across three distinct periods: the patristic era, medieval
scholasticism, and Protestant scholasticism (from the seventeenth
century to the Princeton School in the nineteenth century). In each
period, the mode of understanding authority, the place of narrative, and
its hermeneutical consequences are evaluated.
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The purpose of this research is to reread the roots of the modern crisis
of biblical authority from the perspective of internal developments within
Christian theology and to complement the prevailing narrative focused
solely on external critique. The article attempts to show that the modern
crisis is not a sudden rupture, but rather the culmination of a gradual
process of paradigm shift in biblical hermeneutics. It also seeks to clarify
how defining authority on the basis of propositional inerrancy and
technical precision made the Bible vulnerable to historical criticism and
how it generated the reciprocal reactions of liberalism and fundamentalism.
The ultimate goal is to present a horizon for overcoming this crisis
through the recovery of a narrative understanding of the Bible, without
this recovery implying a simplistic return to pre-critical interpretation.

The research findings confirm the main hypothesis. First, in the
patristic era, authority was a functional-relational concept understood
within the interaction of the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit, the
context of the ecclesial community, and the salvific end of the text. The
biblical narrative shaped the believer's real world, "narrative meaning"
took precedence over "historical truth,” and the concept of "divine
accommodation” allowed the human, cultural, and scientific dimensions
of the text to be accepted without threatening its authority. Inerrancy was
also primarily a moral category rather than technical precision.

Second, medieval scholastic theology, through systematization, the
elevation of theology to a "science," and an emphasis on logical coherence,
shifted the focus from the overarching story to the extraction and
harmonization of propositions. The absolute authority of the text
remained accepted, but in practice, it was tied to the exclusive interpretive
authority of the Church, providing the groundwork for non-narrative
approaches.

Third, in the Protestant scholastic period, two simultaneous challenges
marked a turning point: the need for an objective basis for authority after
discarding Catholic interpretive authority in light of the principle of sola
scriptura, and the need for "certainty" in the rationalist atmosphere of the
seventeenth century. Authority, which previously resided in the text's
salvific function, came to be equated with "absolute inerrancy in all
scientific, historical, and geographical details,” reaching its peak in the
Princeton School.

The analysis based on Frei shows that this transition had three main
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consequences. First, the direction of interpretation was reversed, and the
modern world, instead of the biblical narrative, became the arbiter of the
text's credibility. Second, meaning-bearing truth-likeness was reduced to
the issue of historical truth, and narrative meaning was overshadowed by
disputes over reference. Third, the Bible became more vulnerable to
modern innovation than ever before, such that any apparent
inconsistency was treated as a threat to the entire edifice of authority, and
conservative theologians were forced into tactical retreats, including a
refuge in error-free "original autographs." Liberalism and fundamentalism
were both victims of this "eclipse” and remained trapped within the
framework defined by modernity—namely, the priority of historical truth
over narrative meaning: one by abandoning history in favor of subjective
meaning, and the other by abandoning narrative meaning in favor of
dogmatic historicism.

In conclusion, the article argues that the way forward lies neither in
defending the propositional model nor in abandoning the concept of
authority, but rather in recovering a narrative understanding of the
Bible—a path pursued in various ways in the works of Barth, Childs, and
Wright.
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L,8 el Sl
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o 313 0 OISl LS cLT 0 a7 5 (6 aie (o 5 6l T gl Gk  sgie
bl ,8 31 el KoL psgie pl AT Gl OT Ll sl 1y etie OLS™ g
A5l Lo Gl i 5 S (glno g L1y 3.5 ¢ e DS 55 st 4l 5 3
NS WO g ] ¥ 31553 J—e! ! .(Rogers & McKim, 1999, p. 22) (Cmul 03 S~
505 oS 53 edaT 3 Dl Sty e 3 1 47 65 0les 15 oo O

1. De doctrina Christiana
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Ly SlemeT LS Slosllus bte ool 51.05,8 B s ot 1) s Sl
s S st ptie OLS 08 i 55 oS SLail Slosl Olan h 4SS 03,5 fuesss
Gy 38 a ade Glausgdoue b 8 (5103 53850 ¢ bl ol 03 S eslinal
L Vsl s 4 (535 s 1] ok 0, Lal 457 4 S Oles €355 e oz (S
S ¢ o i 45 5l e ol (Rogers & McKim, 1999, pp. 10-11) (Coill Cam s gou U
3 S ply DLy (81 Lgltst )5 5 gl

Wil e &Sy 5 slite SlST o Lima (Last o e ol oml 5o
OB sty 5 gl ot 515 5y (SO (gl i Il oy 5o Lt ¢ ST (1
1z @):ijfjmdl_buOﬁla\_ge«.x_l.sﬁ\ﬁ.awj‘;)blfn s oS
A5 (Slay s gudown I (L S s 41, Usst p g 5l Lol éWoodbridge, 1982, p. 38)
S5 31 .(Rogers & McKim, 1999, p. 31) (3 S o3 3O\ Lg..mje 9 bl el Sl
e i3 53 e e 5l 6 (3 e Wlalle ot 85 4 il 0ol )
Oldize Lo 5 dns O 3 3 OT H1 b iides oUT Jlae 51 a8 ol Sl sl
LT ol L slaas 5o Lids colize 2 83 Sy ol ok 0SSl 4 05l
Line 53,5 o ASTT Euly) d s LSS oy oS Sl 513 el ) A5l LS
355 5515 250 idu 5 Sd i | ek 5 S Saled I (i Ol oo 3
Lol e ils 55l wdde ;.;L:f u.ilh;& @ ;.L.T L o cpl oLy (Woodbridge, 1982, p. 32)
73S L s G p e 55 3 AL Opde (B S5 bl 4 gl o o)
b odeagd ol ISl 5 (SO Sl

3 o5eeleddS Ly o sphe e OIS Lo (LS 2LT 5553 5 e ol &
sl Sl dmalr s 53 @l 55 (550 Colgd 5 &8 25 63 5,8 [
A5 Sl (el O ol sl ol 5o (ke ol 1 Sl
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03 b bl e s J st dals ¢yl LI TS 03 054 (s 09,8 5,93
ey bten wdde LS LT 6555 534S Jlmjys 5 g e oS w s S,
Gl Sl e o oS el ol s 0 e edad S D
0352 (el LS ol iz a 1S ol 3 5 s ilate 5 Sl ol
(©lls) = g 0§87 slmal= L Ll «(Colish, 1994, p. 155) 5 S Laa |y wdde LS
ST ST L0l o 5 21558 Sl o i ezl il BB i slao ) 5 o
il ol B 1

Sl 4y 515 5 Sl 190 150 Aipo A=Y
23 s u_ij}aT eyl cr.ﬁ)j‘).) odu 3 @K&Jl: slasly W‘U ¢
‘;:_m.?'j CJ}"\‘&:S}{JTL:')LAJ:"J“ 69> Ui‘ u\.&c.o u""l""}‘ u;‘ﬁ-)‘u’:”‘:’ CJL:.@J\
35 (L Say g Cmmbe s [l Litda 5 2ol dald ¢ Jawy 04,5 A2

5 Ll SLgh (o ys OLSs ¢y g et ool 0 g »> (Colish, 1994, p. 33)

1. Marcia L. Colish

Www.jpt.isca.ac.ir

%o
3
e
b
;
]
=
<
b



£
E
X
3
3
!
3
9
5
3

(Colish, 1994, p. 34) (453 S 1Ll (o ol Gl (sl (6513l 1y e YIENY
(e A Ol @l (V94 =1488) 5,5l ) 2o " O ST O g (6, 6T
35 050 4 esLT BT 5 wdie LS 51 &ue,\fvbd.\;{@jwﬂ;ﬁp
5 ibie 230l 5 dS 83 S5 sy opl (Colish, 1994, p. 34) Lud Juu 5 lblzl
S die 51y ele QUSRI 8 5eh sl g S e e LS
loasl 8 51 e o Sl 0355 s pmn Joob 6l (205 B Ko e

b o S8l s el AL oS 3 0ds s Ly
5 3Ll (63,8555 cONFY=1 VO T T 2 0 slae e 55l L Olejon
2 LS LT 5 N a g seta 310 T LISl 22 e e g0 4 ey
Jsel 5 Gate 3l eslimal s 6 ST LT 51 adlae alba glad B &5 031,13
Ll ol o sl 1 (e (el a5 (e O a5 ASle) (S5 5t
P83 G 3 oBns 4 55 ¢ S8 IVl o3 ASTT ol S

.3 3ol ‘..A\Js B Cl;- SLe! LSL“(LB J5¢b s 5 (Colish, 1994, p.91) 5 S L AiS |

(Principium Theologiae) ! cpoles Juo! dstiods ywade LS .Y-Y

et Sl 5 gla sl dadd Gl U oy ST ule g (g pole DLl 1 50
(e @I by SLgll sl o8 s S1s ST Syl Slgll sl m (ake sl
Ayl Jsol &S Sogl& ol L (Davies, 2014, p. 37) > 5 o s syl (Slme & «V.Lau eSS
3,5 o A wdis OLS jsodd > G@Jlrl;»ji&kc@:b‘}}&j\db 3
J—eh L (Principium Theologiae) _»iie oS <5 5 s «(Davies, 2014, pp. 35, 37)
Al (DLl sl

5,5 oo IVl claalisn 5l s Ols opiw ST s 4 5L L Ll ST

1. Sentences
2. Petrus Abaelardus
3. Sic et Non
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1. Summa Theologiae
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G Gt (Lad U s o 568 S aombn 53 e OIS Lol e ¢ 5l 5
el — (palns 30 B ‘OLA).V_A .(Pelikan, 2006, p. 134) J T V.A\_,_e Oloed &
3 idu 4 5 3L ol ¢SnlST Lases 4 — (g3le Slodst 53 wdie OUS & Taa T
Sl (8 ol i 535 08T ol ST ol s A ok Sl o) ali
.(Pelikan, 2006, p. 135) Ld o 4Ll ( wie dio
Lal 039 580 Sl Adows (gl a0 ¢ ibaie 6,8 5w o slodnl 3 aSTh o
s e S o plad L i LS lacyly) bl (oge (S 2 slaely
Clao )l S L5 KoK Ll oS Bus bas dbte gyl 4, U oLl
LS Sy L alb s e 81 el ol i )8 5l LS o S s
P PE) LS\-‘\;}LJJ (2lsy 3Ly J.é)fou\.islj 4 Jose s (dls @\?V.a ooae
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Ll ol Side o slime OT 5 a5 Ui 5 Sludin) 525 5 1) Okl
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sadVaal gl m Come lyls |y wdis OLS ol (Davies, 2014, p. 42) Cuils s
Sl oo 5l 8 5wl (lad e 5 1) LdS Oladas Sz 5 Sl o0 Ll 55 akad
.(Davies, 2014, p. 40)

S s s L KIS (655 3 o)l gon Gllae S 4 5k al el sl
s S5 (oLl slasyl £ 5 (S dsliaa edie O gt 3L e Ls LS Slg
Sl g oIS e ST 28 ) a1 & 1 S's s (gl s e AT S kb 8

(Hammer, 1993, . 66) 3 3 LuclS” Coomm w6 Juos 5> OT S Lel el oo 5 1
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osb 9 i (glad b OVslome s 348  wlal J s ol (DS GAbs
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1. Sola Scriptura
2. Mark Noll
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.(Vanhoozer, 2010, p. 46) 5 gl (s bli,l (28 51 J swemes &5 eols 5 s
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1. Francis Turretin
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o) 4als (Rogers & McKim, 1999, p. 176) (Aas o 5l 3 Jus 5 15 e 53 1y s
(bl y glao,l ) 6@-&1{‘;}4 Sgdeme S5 SLI Jﬁl.....eq‘kj.éjii: b o
51 .Rogers & McKim, 1099, p. 288) s o 1 53 15 (o Ldl o b w5l ¢ sale ol
O L Sl ST Sl s A Gl L pa s a b sl pa bt
A (A

Loz DUT 53 03940 03555 0,5 0 sy 5, Slgl oSG 55 0 57
Ol ol ity 355 sl Tl o2 s T T T ez ls il O
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1. Charles Hodge
2. A. A. Hodge
3. B. B. Warfield
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1. History-Likeness
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