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Three different attitudes are being taken

with reference to the miraculous events recorded in 

the Holy Scriptures. There are, first, those who are 

totally averse to any attempt whatever to explain on 

the basis of natural cause and effect; who refuse 

either to substitute nature for God, or call Provi­

dence by the name of Evolution. Over against these 

are those who imply, if they do not implicitly af­

firm, that there is not a single miracle in either 

the Old or New Testaments; who further assert that 

there is nothing any more supernatural in the Chris­

tian religion than In any other, that mir^acles are 

the growth of oral traditions. The third attitude 

lies between these two extremes, agreeing in part 

with each, emphasizing that all that is supernatur­
al is of God^yet willing occasionally to speculate 

as to how certain wonders were brought about; they 

are Inclined to recognize the relation of cause and 

effect, at the same time to recognize the Divine 

causative element.

It is the purpose of this discussion to take 

account of the changed conception of miracle, to point 

out the nature of the change, how it is manifested,
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and what have been the moulding influences. An ef­
fort will also be made to adequately define miracle, 
and to offer criteria of genuineness that may be eas­

ily applied throughout this paper to the miracles of 

the Old Testament particularly# Especial attention 

will be paid to the history of miracles in the Old 
■ 

Testament, and to the theological ideas underlying 

them. In short, our pU3?pose is to determine the 

power and influence of miracles on Old Testament re­

ligion.

The conception of the nature and signifi­
cance of miracles has changed during the past two 

centuries. Fundamentally it has been a change in 

philosophy; from Deism, which reduces the Universe 
to a mere machine left mnning by a Creator who has 

ever after absented himself, to Theism, which thinks 

of God as being immanent--that is, ever expressing 

His creative will and purpose through the constant 

order of nature, yet Independent of His creation. 
To the former a miracle would be a most improbable 

thing, nothing less than an invasion into the realm 

of natural laws. But for the latter it would be 

neither improbable nor impossible. Nature is only

i



the product of His ceaseless activity. The unusual 

or supematural is conceivably a normal act of God, 

not out of harmony with the natural order.

This change of conception is a part of a 

much larger development which has manifested itself 
in several directions. The new spirit In science 

and the rise of the art of literary criticism are 

examples. For a time this intellectual development, 

popularly knovm as Criticism, seemed to be antagonis­

tic to the integrity of Biblical revelation, account­

ed for largely through the unfriendly attitude of 

many of the critics and scientists. But of recent 

years-, it has become apparent that their work was not 

really antagonistic, but that they made some very 

valuable contributions to the discussion of some of 

the very vexing problems of biblical or religious 

nature^ To be sure the findings of science and crit­

icism have shattered many of the traditional views;
and for a long time there was bitter hostility betweeA 
the opposing sides. The traditionalists fought (and 

the few remaining today are fighting) for what seems 

to them to be the very life of the faith. But there 
are few that fall to see that^eart science and crlt-



Icism were not atheistic, and had no right to be. For 
the most part the Individual scientists and critics 

were actuated by a keen desire for tx*uth, and in many 

instances were zealous for the faith also. Scientif­

ic investigation has no concern for the origins of 

life, but solely with the manifestations thereof. Lit­

erary criticism does not seek to go bhck of the be­
ginning^, but in dealing with the record of develop­

ing life, it does care to go back as far as the be­

ginnings. .It really makes no difference with the in­

tegrity of the underlying principled of life or re­

velation if in the laboratory men are able to point 
out the successive step^y which life has come from 

the simple to the con^jlex, or if they are able to show 

that there were two Isaiahs, or that the Pentateuch 

was written by Moses. No religious ideals would be A 
disturbed in the least.

The changed intellectual attitude towards 
miracles has been effected more by literarj^nd histor­

ical criticism than by scientific investigation. A 

human element under Divine direction has been discov­

ered in the literary structure of the Bible. This is 

as true of the miracle records as of any other por-
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tion of the Scriptures. In some Instances it is quite 

plain that the language once thought to be miraculous 

is really figurative or poetic: e. g. Joshua command.- 

ing the sun to stand still, the stars fighting in thei 
courses ^r Sisera, or the mountains skipping like 

rams and the little hills like young sheep. In other 

cases, literary criticism has contended that the lan­

guage merely describes natural events: e. g. the cros­

sing the Red Sea. And in still other cases, the his­

torical accuracy of certain narratives has been ques- 
tioned, especially as far as, the miraculous nature is 

concerned: e. g. Jonah and the whale. Some .critics 

have said that most of the events usually considered 

miraculous, were really phenomena explicable by laws 

that are now known. All this has resulted in a gener­

al modification of the view of Old. Testament miracles 
(not less that of the New Testament miracles). Yet 

in no sense can it be said that the miraculous element 

has been rejected. We may strip them of all that mod­

em thought regards as crude: we may n©.ke allovzances 
for the incompetency of translators, and their inabil­

ity to transfer from one language to another the essen 

tlal idea: we may grant the imaginative and exagger­
ative tendency of the Oriental mind: but we do not

1
1
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get rid of the miracle. Miracles ARE miracles 
■because of their intrinsic character. Their claim 

lies in their relation to the obvious necessities 
arising from an order of which they are a part.

In this discussion, the term "miracle" is 

taken in the sense in which it is employed in common 

usuage: vis., "that form of the supernatural which 
has its theatre in the sense perceptions." (H. G. 
Sheldon, Christian Doctrine, page lOSff) Domer’s 

definition is admirable: "Miracles are sensuously 

cognizable events not comprehensible on the' ground of 

the causality of nature and the given system of na­
ture as such, "but essentially on the ground of God’s 

free action alone." (System of Christian Doctrine, 
paragraph 55) 3;t is not incredible that God should

introduce effects into the order of nature. The free 

agency of man allows this daily. God is infinitely 

freer In His agency than man, and infinitely wiser. 

Kor does harto result from this Insertion into the nat­
ural order to the order Itself. But the human mind 

Is so constructed that the very strangeness of these 

supernatural phenomena blinds one to the real signif­

icance. Were they to occur a few times in succession

... .... . . .. ___  . ....  .
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the Wonder would cease: they Would seem commonplace.

Is not this the case with many of our common experien­

ces? Once wireless telegraphy was a miracle: now it 

is a commodity of unquestioned value. But is it any 

less a miracle? Prom the human point of view all 

phenomena are either natural or supernatural. The 

supernatural is that which cannot he explained hy any 

knovm law, and which is not precedented in human ex­

perience. Hence, to the ignorant or unlearned man, 

there will he many more supernatural phenomena, than 

appear to the educated man, mofit of’ which will he eas­
ily explainable tb the latter. Spinoza was right in 

a measure when he said that miracles and ignorance 

are controvertlhle terms.

Since there is posslhility that some so-calle 

miracles may not he correctly named, it is expedient 
that we have some criteria of genuineness. H. G. Shel 

don stxggests a three fold test that is adequate: first 

that some intrinsic and recognizable connection with 

ends that may he regaftded as worthy of Divine wisdom 
and henei^plence he found; second, that the supposed 

miracle he confirmed hy a sufficient amount/honest 

and Intelligent testimony; and third, that they demon-

L
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strate efficiency to impress men healthfully or pro- j 

mote their moral and. spiritual development. (Systdin of 

Christian Doctrine, page 10?) In other words, a true 

miracle is consistent with Divine wisdom and benevo­

lence, is attested,by indisputable testimony, and is 
employed to promote spiritual welfare. To this test 
all supposed supernatural experiences should be sub- 

mltted that their genuineness or author!tiveness, if 

there be any, may be revealed.

We have been considering miracles in general, 

with reference to their place in modem thought. We 

shall now turn to the miracles of the Old Testament In 

particular, and determine so far as we are able their 

genuineness and their influence on the life and relig- i 

ion of the Hebrews.

The Old Testament is the most intensely super­
natural book in all literature. It is also the most 
indifferent to the distinction between miraculous and 

supernatural. Belief in the direct action of G-od lead? 

to the use of language which gives the impression of 

frequeilt occurence of miraculous events. Every histor­

ical incident seems in the narration to be a special t 
miracle. No other race, so much as the Hebrew, had



such a sense of Divine presence and. providence.

The miracles of the Old. Testament are groupec 

around two epochs of history. The first iKaisthe time 

of the deliverance from the bondage of the Hebrews in 

Egypt, when Moses was the leader of the people and rej 

resentatlve of Jehovah. The other period was during 

the religious revival associated with the careers of 

Elijah and Elisha. To be sure, these periods are de­

scribed in greater detail than any other period; but 

miracles are by no means confined to these periods 

alone. They are a very vital part of the whole of 

Old Testament revelation. The prophets had very lit­

tle to say about them, but there can be little ques- 
tion^bout their believing in the possibility of the 

miraculous. When Ahaa was unconvinced by Isaiah’s 

.assurances of Divine assistance, the prophet challeng­
ed him with these words, “ Ask thee a sign of Jehovah 

thy God; ask it in the depth or in the height above." 
(Isa. 7:11) There was no wavering of the prophet’s 

faith in Jehovah’s ability and certainty to perform a 

miracle. Ifowever 3,t it not without significance that 

at the two crises in the fortunes of the nation, the 

evidences of Divine leading were most apparent.
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We must "begin our inquiry into the histori­

cal miracles with the beginning of history, the call 

of Abrahami -Before that event, even if any^miracles 

in the strictest sense of the term are included In the 

record, we are'-ln doubt as to whether to take them as 

literal fact or not. Leaving out visions, and similar 

indications of Divine will or purpose, we are struck 

with the fact that there are no miracles recorded till 

ffe come to the time of Mosqs. That is to say, though 

history begins with Abraham, miracles do not. Apart 

from the two epochs mentioned above, only some twenty 

or thirty miraculous events are scattered over a periftc 

of about 1500'years.

The attested miracles, about which there is 

Little or no question, may be grouped as follows: 

Those connected with the call 
of Moses and Aaron Ex. 3. 

The Plagues Ex. 7-10

Miracles in the Wilderness 
Ex. 14-17 

Lev. 10 ' 
Num. 1.1-22 
Josh.'5-0 

Miracles during period of 
Judges Jud. 6-15

I Sam 5-7-12 
-- 

Miracles during Monarchy 
II Sam. 5-6 I Kgs. 13
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Miracles of Elijah and 
Elisha I Kgs. 17-11 

II Kgs. 20 <-

A more careful stu(3y of this list, which is 

givenonly in outline, will reveal very little diffi­

culty in determining the genuineness of nearly all the 
miracles recorded. The sweetening of the waters of 
Marah (Ex. 15), the quails and the manna in the wilder 

ness (Ex. 16), water from the rock (Ex. 17), waters of 

Merihah (ibid) Elijah fed by ravens (l Kgs. 17), the 

widow's meal (I Kgs. 17), deadly pottage cured (II Kgs 
4), these and perhaps other^each and illustrate the 

providential care of God. Therefore, it can be said 

of them that they “have intrinsic and recognizable 

connection with ends that may be regarded as worthy of 
Divine benevolence.” Furthermore, they would be like­

ly to healthfully impress men and promote their spir­
itual welfarej since they brought men into knowledge 

and contact with God. So far as their authenticity is 

concerned, there is little If any question as to the 

genuineness of the record.

It is hardly the province of this discus­

sion to go into a critical study of each reputed mir­

acle of the Old Testament; John the Apostle, who

4?3 H

,____
________________________________________________________
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thoiight the longest about miracles, calls them "signs" 
They iffer^ot merely illustrations j they were actually 

doctrine and revelation. A study of the Old Testament 

miracles in the light of those of the New Testament, 

uncovers the fact that they are precisely what the lat 

er miracles are, signs or revelations of God.

To continue our general observations of the 

Old Testament miracles, we may mention some which seem 

to point towards God's creative power. It does not 

alter the truth, or deny the miraculous, to say they 

were just intensified forms of disease or calamities 

to. which the country was naturally liable. The hand 

of God is as certainly in the ordinary and natural as 

in the imnatural or supernatural. That which we can­

not explain away is that they occur at just the precis 
times and under such conditions as we find related in 
the story. Prom the Hebrew's point of view, they were 

miraculous; and for the purposes of our discussion, we 

must accept his view point, lest we fail to note the 

effect of the supernatural as he conceives it on the 

religious life of his day. The Plagues, to which re­

ference is being made, revealed a God who was displeas 
ed with the treatment his chosen people had received.

3
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and., who was dlsp^d. to protect them and to punish their 

tormentors. Thus the real values of this particular 

group of miracles, are moral and religious, instead 
of historical.

Somewhere in his -writings, in referring to 

the Old Testament miracles in particular, John Henry 
Hewman speaks of the purpose of them as follows: "They i 

were wrought, for the most part, on a grand scale in "• 

face of the world, to supply whole nations with evi­
dence concerning the Deity." He is representative of 

a large number of people who consider miracles to be 
nothing other than vouchers for the truth or authenti­

city of a message. Indeed, this is quite the common 
view of the purpose of miracles. But if this were the 

case, we should have to conclude that the Plagues were 

either not miracles or failures. They did not convinct 

whole nations. So far as the record goes, about the 

only result was that the religion of the Hebrews was 

preserved and given a great Impetus. And, even this 1 
result is far less than what we would expect. In poini 

of fact, none of the Old Testament teachers relied on 

the miraculous to attest the truth of their messages. 
Leaving Elijah and ElishA/out of mind for a moment,
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what miraculous attestation to prophetic teaching re­

mains? One or two signs appealed to hy Samuel, a re.- 
marka'ble group of wonders in the life of Daniel, and 

two very uncertain miracles in the life of Isaiah, 

these are about all that remain. Striking though thee 

are, there is no indication that they were depended 

on by the persona involved for purposes of proof.

The common view of the purpose of miracles, 

about which we have been speaking, might not untruly 

be applied to the wonders of Elijah and Elisha, of 

the contest on Mt. Carmel, it surely can be .said that 
here was a miracle “wrought on a grand scale to sup­

ply whole nations with evidence regarding the Deity.” 

Yet, to be exact, that miracle was hardly an evidence 

of the Deity; it was more a sign of God’s presence 

with and his attitude towards Elijah. To be sure, 

this miracle, and others of the same day, have eviden­
tial value. The proof of the prophet’s Wonder work­

ing was also the proof of his mission. The crossing 
of Jordan after Elijah’s translation (l Kgs. 18) had 

this result for Elisha. But Elisha’s miracles are al] 

overshadowed by Elijah’s, and lose something of their 

full significance therein. One wonders whether they

e

1
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are rep^itlons, the products of traditions.

It is entirely different, however, with the 

miracles of the Exodus. They were not isolated nor pu: 

poseless. They were bound up to the very life of the 

nation. Their declared object was the deliverance of 

the children of Israel. Humanly speaking, they were 

necessary. ”I am sure that the King of Egypt will not 
let you go, no not by a mighty hand. And I will streti 
out my hand and smite Egypt with all my wonders which 
I will do in the midst thereof;, after that I will let 
you go." (Ex. 3: 19-20) Yet this^ot true of them all 
The passage of the Red Sea (Ex. 14) differs in purpose 
from that of the transformation of Moses' rod (Ex. 4).

One was designed to deliver Israel; the other was an 
attestation of the Divine commission of Moses. Moses' 

and Aarons' signs were nothing more than condescension! 

to human weaknesses. But for the mist part, the mir­

acles of the Exodus bear testimony of the desires and 

purposes of Jehovah working out through Moses.

To conclude thtS very general critical study, 

the following observations may be made regarding Old 

Testament miracles: (1) they are lacking in evidence, 
as compared with those of the New Testament; (2) Some 

of them are beyond the power .-of imagination or inven­

tion, especially of that day;' (3) 'Some are attested by

h

« 1

1

I.
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natural phenomena; (4) some are strokes of judgment 

or chastisement inducing repentance; (5) they were all 

worked in the name of Jehovah; (6) they were only oc­
casional.

Another very interesting comparison which is 
not without value, grows out of our attempt to view 

the Old Testament miracles in the light of those of 

the New Testament. One is reminded that some of the 
Old Testament wonders find their greatest significance 

in their relation to Jesus Christ. Indeed, he deliber­

ately used some of them in direct personal application 

Referring to the healing of the Israelites by the sighi 
of the brazen serpent (Num. 21), he said, “And as Mose 3 

lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must 
the Son of Man be lifted up, that whosoever believeth 

in him should not perish but have etqp?nal life,*' (John 
5: 14-15 See also John 12: 32). Similarly, both what 
he said as he uttered, " I am the bread of life," 

(John 6: 35, 48), and "I am the water of life" (John 4 

and the Old Testament incidents of manna provision and 

water drawing assume new meanings when considered side 

by side. His likening himself to be the light of the 
world (John 8: 12) surely must have called to many



minds the story of the fiery pillar of wilderness days 

So might it also he said that the incident of the heal 

ing of the Shunamite's son (I Kgs. 1?) was prophetic 
of the Christ who would say, ”l am the life.” It is 

hardly reasonable to say that all the Old Testament 

miracles were prophecies of the Messiahj hut it. is 

reassurihg as to the genuineness and authenticity of 

them, and their purpose, to find that Jesus Christ 

made such :^ree use of Jthem in his ministry and teach­
ing.

It may he thought hy some that we ought not 

to consider anything miraculous which is plainly not 

so according to our modem standards. But we must 

remember that we are studying the effect of miracles 

on the religious life of the Hebrews: that means the 

effect of what he thought was a miracle. True enough, 

miracle did not have the same significance for the an­

cients that it has for us. We call all phenomena that 

we cannot explain hy law supernatural. He called what 

he cMould not explain miracle, and connected it with 

the agency of dod. It is always the unexpected and 

unexplainable event that is miraculous. We have alrea 
noted that there is’ more of miracle for the unlearned
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to see why there should, have “been so much more of mir 

acle for the Hebrew than for us: he was not as exper-

he

events alik€

of God to
was just th€

it could he traced to some definite and natural whether

supernatural or otherwise, were the works

him. The course of human history for him 

man than for the learned. It isn’t hard, therefore

course of the will of God operative through men. His

had a very defective view of nature. All

philosophy of history^rellglous. He did not stop tp 

inquire 

ienced as are we. Then it is likewise true that

whether an unusual event really was a miracle Jj

cause. He saw the hand of God in all events. Nature 

was not a fixed and inflexible order for him, as we 

consider it to be. It was the field in which Jehoval 

might illustrate or objectify his relation to men. 

Thus miracle gave definiteness to the Idea of Divine 

personality.

If this be the case, we may then conclude 
that the miracle records of the Old Testament are al­

so records of the developing Idea of God. This is 

not to say that they are the only such records. But 

as men grew and human history Increased in volume, 
so, also, men progressed in God-consciousness. We
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surely expect to find that men of a later century know 

more about God than those of the first century. Their 

chances of meeting with Him may not be greater, but 

they have the experiences and conclusions of the pre­

ceding centuries to b^iild on. So we believe that the 

Bible, and particularly the Old Testament, is the re­

cord of this developing and expanding consciousness of 

the Deity.

The historical grouping of the miracles as­

sists in studying this evolving idea of Divine person­
ality. The miracles of the Exodus reveal a jealous 
God, with many human attributes which are unthinkable 

today. He is spoken of as having a human form and as 

spatially limited. He has not only the attributes 
of consciousness and will power, but also the passione 
and changing purposes of men. During the period of 

the Judges and the rise of the Monarchy, we find thee 

anthropomorphic ideas more pronounced, God was easily 

provoked to anger; He took frefluent vengeance on His 

enemies. He laughs to scorn the pride of men. He 

hates, as well as loves, and' even repents.

A more spiritualized conception gains currer 
cy about the time of the division of the monarchy.
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He has less of the human about Him. Working with and 

through the prophets. He displays loftier purposes and 
a willingness to share the experiences of men. It is­

n't God that is undergoing all this change: it is the 

human conception of Him that is widening and becoming 

spiritualized. Thus are we able to catch some glimpse,! 

of the development of the idea of Divine personality 

in the miracle records.

In conclusion, we may remind ourselves that 

there is a definite miraculous element in the Old Tes­
tament. It has never been out grown nor obliterated. 

It has borne the brunt of many assaults during the pasi 
century, but it has emerged unshaken. The most that 

has been accomplished by the conflict of criticism is 
establish!®^of the true purpose of miracles. So far 

as those of the Old Testament are concerned, we have

already noted that they have considerably more of di­

dactic value than evidential. In veiy few instances 

were miracles employed to attest the validity of a 
message or the authority of a commission. Rather, the 
miracles were employed as a means of revelation. The 

power or effect of the supernatural element in the 
Old Testament on the -religion of the Hebrews Is to be
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noted in two outstanding ways. Kirst, it objectified
II
IJDivine teaching and will, so that it was the more easi# 

II ily discernable and comprehended. Second, it gave defii- 
"initeness to the idea of Divine personality.
II
5 '
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