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Since the enlightenment, the major task of biblical scholars was thought to be getting behind the

text of the OT to find the basic sources from which canonical text was constructed, along with 

discovering the history of Israel and her Scriptures “as it really happened.” In light of this approach to 

the study of the OT, Mark S. Gignilliat calls the canonical approach of Brevard Childs a “paradigm 

shift.”1 This distinctive approach to the interpretation of the Old Testament can be summed up as 

follows: The canon in its final form is the proper context for OT Theology, rather than the historical 

traditions and processes that led to the canon. The goal of his approach was to “free the theological 

meaning of the canonical text from the historical uncertainties that may surround its context, and so 

recover the Bible's authority.”2 There are a number of implications that flow from this approach. This 

essay will seek to describe Childs' view of the canon and show how his approach differed from the 

older historical-critical approach.

I. Childs' View of the Canon

Childs' approach takes as its starting point the final form of the canon. For Childs, the canon 

was not the “external decision made by the synagogue or church in which the scope of the canon is 

defined and closed.”3 Rather, the formation of the canon was a dynamic process involving the 

relationship between “the growing corpus of authoritative literature and the community that valued it.”4

This relationship involved the community's “canon consciousness” – an awareness of the authoritative 

1Mark S. Gignilliat, A Brief History of Old Testament Criticism: From Benedict Spinoza to Brevard Childs (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 145.

2Robin Routledge, Old Testament Theology: A Thematic Approach (Downers Grove: IVP, 2008), 57.

3Gignilliat, 158.

4Gignilliat, 159.
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nature of the sacred writings.5 It also involved the “writing, shaping, and transmission of the biblical 

documents” by the community.6

Also important to Childs' conception of the canon is its final form. Childs, in distinction to those

who came before him, gives priority to the final form of the canon because “the final form functions as 

an authoritative commentary on the full scope of Israel's encounter with God.”7 Previous generations 

had seen the final form of the canon as “either an impediment to be overcome (source criticism) or the 

final editorial stage in a tradition-building process that is not privileged over earlier stages of 

development.”8 Childs view was different: “Canon implies that the witness to Israel's experience with 

God lies not in the process, which has usually been lost or purposely blurred, but is testified to in the 

effect on the biblical text itself.”9

II. Comparison between Childs and the Historical-Critical Approach

Childs' precommitment to the final form of the text as the starting place for OT theology formed

the basis for the difference between his approach and previous generations. Previously, the critical 

study of the Old Testament had started from the presupposition that the Bible scholar had to “bracket 

out” his theological commitments.10 Whatever beliefs were held on the basis of religious convictions 

had to be set aside in order to pursue the “scientific truth” about Scripture according to the empirical 

data.

Childs view of the priority of the final form of the canon, on the other hand, was a way of 

5Ibid.

6Gignilliat, 159.

7Gignilliat, 162.

8Gignilliat, 146-147.

9Childs, quoted in Ginilliat, 162.

10John Barton, quoted in Gignilliat, 147.
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“bracketing in” particular beliefs about the Bible.11 He believed that “the study of the OT is a Christian 

enterprise,”12 and that to understand the OT rightly meant taking into account the fact of the canon and 

its existence as sacred Scripture as a starting point. Gignilliat says that while “canon tends to be treated 

as a historical category tacked on to the end of Old Testament introduction, a part of the text's reception

but not of its compositional history, Childs brings canon to the front end of the critical inquiry as an 

orienting category for critical investigation of material.”13

Another way Childs differed from older scholars was in his view of the location of the authority

of Scripture. Childs saw the canon itself as being the authoritative documents for the religious 

communities that received it. The “final canonical construct is normative not only for the community 

who accepted it but for future generations of believers as well.”14 This attempt to “recover the authority 

of the biblical text as a whole” was one of the driving factors in Childs' approach.15

This is in distinction from previous generations of historical-critical scholars. For them, the 

authority (if any) rested in the original writings and traditions as they had existed before they had been 

altered and edited to bring them together as one book. “On none of these standard accounts is the final 

form of the text privileged in any sense. In fact, the final form is either an impediment to be overcome 

(source criticism) or the final editorial stage in a tradition-building process that is not privileged over 

earlier stages of development.”16 

11Gignilliat, 147.

12Routledge, 56.

13Gignilliat, 147.

14Routledge, 55. Routledge and Gignilliat constantly refer to the importance in Childs' view of the community that 
received the canon. This raises the question about the nature of the authority in the relationship between the canon. Does 
Childs see the canon as normative for all people, or just believers? In addition, Michael Kruger raises the question of the 
authority of the canon, and asserts that Childs holds to a view similar to the Roman Catholic Church in which the Scripture 
actually derives its authority from the believing community. See Michael J. Kruger, Canon Revisited: Establishing the 
Origins and Authority of the New Testament Books (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012), 27-66.

15Routledge, 55.

16Gignilliat, 146-147.
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This difference between Childs and other historical-critical scholars on the locus of authority of 

the OT led to a difference in methodology with reference to historical study. Historical-critical scholars 

were concerned with the history of the text in terms of its sources and the processes that led to the final 

formation. Gignilliat describes this focus as moving “away from the biblical text in a backwards 

direction of some sort.”17 That is to say, they were always using the canonical Scriptures as a kind of 

mine from which they were able to extract the “what the original author really said.” They moved 

backwards from the final form of the text to something else buried deep in the history of the text that 

was the true goal of their study.

Childs approach was just the opposite. He saw value in the historical-critical study. But Childs 

moved in the opposite direction. For him, the historical-critical approach had yielded helpful methods 

and results, but instead of viewing them as the end goal he used them as the means by which he 

investigated how the canonical text took on its final form.18 While he was able to find a use for these 

methods, he believed that their results were often uncertain. Gignilliat says about Childs' qualified 

appreciation of critical methods that “Recognition of a complex tradition-historical process leading to 

the text's final form and confidence in reconstructing this history are two different matters for Childs.”19

These different views on the locus of authority and proper subject of historical study also lead to

some important differences with regard to interpreting the OT. In hermeneutics, many people (at least 

in the modern era) have found the key to the meaning of a message to be the author's intention. For 

many historical-critical scholars, that meant studying the historical situation of the original author of 

the particular written source to try an understand what he meant. For Childs, intentionality is found at 

the canonical level, not at the level of the particular sources. Gignilliat explains:

17146.

18Gignilliat, 160.

19157.
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Childs still holds on to a notion of intentionality, though intentionality is not located in isolating 
the various components of composite texts and deciphering the original situation out of which 
those texts arose, as in Hermann Gunkel. For Childs, intentionality is located in the canonical 
shaping of the material – a shaping that includes the final form of the book and the arrangement 
of the material.20

This also has another important implication for the interpretation of a text. Since the meaning of

a message can only be understood in light of its context, and for Childs, the authorial intention 

functions on a canonical level, it follows that the interpretive context for Childs is not the historical 

situation of the writing of individual books, but the canon itself. The traditional approach to 

interpreting the Old Testament focused on understanding the historical intention behind the writing of 

the various canonical books. Childs' approach rejected an interpretation conditioned by the historical 

situation of the sources of the text.

Embedded in Childs' understanding of canon . . . is a commitment to the enduring witness of the
Old Testament as a divine word that goes beyond the historical situation out of which the 
material arose. This is the crux in the canonical approach. . . . When Biblical books are arranged
and shaped into the form in which Israel and the church have received them, they are loosed 
from their historical moorings so as to function as an ongoing vehicle for divine 
communication.21

This is an important point. Modern hermeneutics is based on the view that the original meaning 

of the biblical book (or source) is “what the text said in the original historical context.”22 The 

implication of this original meaning for people in other historical contexts is called the “significance.”23

Childs' canonical approach does away with this whole model because when the books (or sources) 

became part of the canon “they are loosed from their historical moorings.”24

20Gignilliat, 157-158.

21Gignilliat, 161.

22Ibid.

23Ibid. 

24Ibid. This raises a question about the relationship between the original meaning and the canonical meaning. How 
are they related? For example, Gignilliat says on 162 that “the biblical text itself is recognized as the location of God's self-
revealing. This does not in any way attenuate the real time and space encounters God had with his people in history.” Aside 
from the question of how Childs might have viewed “the real time and space encounters God had with his people in 
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III. Conclusion

Childs' approach to OT interpretation was, according to Gignilliat, a “paradigm shift” in OT 

studies.25 His view of the final form of the canon as the starting point for OT Theology set him apart 

from the majority of critical scholars of his day who focused on the historical traditions and processes 

from which the canon was formed. It meant that for him, the authority, subject of historical study, 

authorial intentionality and context for interpretation were all found in the final form of the canon, as 

opposed to critically reconstructed backgrounds and traditions. It was by means of this approach that 

Childs hoped to “free the theological meaning of the canonical text from the historical uncertainties 

that may surround its context, and so recover the Bible's authority.”26

history,” it is not clear how Childs' view relates the canon to the historical work of God among his people. To be more 
specific, how does Amos' message to his original audience relate to Amos as a part of the canon? It seems that when the 
book “loosed from [its] historical moorings” it becomes a new communication act with a new authorial intention, a new 
context, and by implication, a new and meaning. How does this relate to the message that Amos delivered to God's people?

25147.

26Routledge, 57.
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