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Introduction

A popular seminary professor recently wrote the following about the creation of
Adam and Eve:

Any evils humans experience outside the Garden before God breathes into them
the breath of life would be experienced as natural evils in the same way that
other animals experience them. The pain would be real, but it would not be
experienced as divine justice in response to will full rebellion.

Moreover, once God breathes the breath of life into them, we may assume that

The first humans experienced amnesia of their former animal life: Operating on a
higher plane of consciousness once infused with the breath of life, they would
transcend the lower plane of animal consciousness on which they had previously
operated—though, after the fall, they might be tempted to resort to that lower
consciousness.1

So according to this professor, Adam and Eve were animals before God breathed
the breath of life into them. At that point, they experienced “amnesia of their
former animal life” so that they would no longer remember their animal past.

How does this line up with the Word of God, which states that God made Adam
from the dust of the ground (Genesis 2:7) and Eve from Adam’s rib (Genesis
2:22)? Has the professor made a plausible interpretation of God’s Word? Is his
interpretive work what Paul had in mind when he advised Timothy to be diligent
in his efforts to accurately interpret the Word of Truth (2 Timothy 2:15)?

The example above highlights the importance of being able to properly interpret
the Bible. In this postmodern age, bizarre interpretations are accepted because
people believe they have the right to decide for themselves what a passage
means. In other words, meaning is in the eye of the beholder, so you can decide
truth for yourself.

This ideology flies in the face of Christ’s example. He routinely rebuked those who
twisted the words of Scripture or misapplied them. The Bible is God’s message to
man. We can have perfect confidence that God is capable of accurately relaying
His Word to us in a way that we can understand. As such, it is crucial that we learn
how to interpret properly so that we can determine the Author’s Intended



Meaning (AIM) rather than forcing our own ideas into the text. A given document
means what the author intended it to mean. The alternative would make
communication futile. There would be no point in writing anything if the readers
are simply going to take what they want from the passage, rather than what the
writer intends. All communication is predicated on the presupposition that
language conveys the author’s or speaker’s intention (unless, of course, the
person is trying to deceive us, which is something God does not do since He wants
us to understand His Word).

Correctly Handling the Word of Truth

Jesus said His words lead to eternal life (John 6:63). But for us to receive eternal
life through His words, they must be taken as He intended them to be taken.

A cultic reinterpretation of Scripture that yields another Jesus and another gospel
(2 Corinthians 11:3-4; Galatians 1:6-9) will yield only eternal death (Revelation
20:11-15).

What is 'hermeneutics'?

Hermeneutics is the field of study concerned with the philosophy and science of
interpretation -- especially the interpretation of communication.

"Biblical hermeneutics" is specifically concerned with the philosophy and science
of interpreting the Biblical text. So Biblical hermeneutics would cover all of the
following sorts of inquiries and more:

*(Theory:) What role does divine illumination play in the interpretation of
Scripture?

*(Methods:) What process can we follow to determine whether an apparent
chiasm was intentional by the author?

e(Principles:) What are the limits of the Christocentric Principle? (cf.)



Interpretation

Hermeneutics (from the Greek word hermeneuo), which means to explain or
interpret) is the branch of theology that focuses on identifying and applying
sound principles of biblical interpretation. While the Bible is generally plain in its
meaning, proper interpretation requires careful study and is not always an easy
task. Consider that the Bible was written over a period of roughly 2,000 years by
40 or more authors using three languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek). The authors
wrote in different genres and had different vocabularies, personalities, cultural
backgrounds, and social standings. The Holy Spirit moved each of these men to
produce His inspired, inerrant, and infallible Word (2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 1:20—
21), but He allowed their various writing styles and personalities to be expressed
in its pages. It was written in a culture very different from our modern world and
has been translated from its original languages. These are just some of the factors
that must be taken into account as we interpret.

In fact, Bible colleges and seminaries often require their students to complete a
course in hermeneutics. Numerous books have been written to explain these
principles, and while Bible-believing Christians may disagree over particulars,
there is general agreement about the major rules required to rightly divide the
Word of Truth.

This is not to claim that only the scholarly elite can correctly interpret the Bible.
Various groups have wrongly held this position. William Tyndale lived in the early
sixteenth century when only certain people were allowed to interpret the Bible,
which was only available in Latin, not the language of the common man. He
sought to bring God’s Word to the average person by translating it into English.
Tyndale is credited with telling a priest that he could make a boy who drove a
plough to know more of the Scripture than the priest himself.2 The Bible was
penned so that in its pages all people, even children, can learn about God and
what He has done so that we can have a personal relationship with Him.



We must also battle against our pride, which tempts us to think that our own
views are always right or that the beliefs of a particular teacher are necessarily
right. We must strive to be like the Bereans who were commended by Luke for
searching the Old Testament Scriptures daily to make sure that what Paul taught
was true (Acts 17:11).

God desires for His people to know and understand His Word—that’s why He
gave it to us and instructed fathers to teach it to their children in the home
(Deuteronomy 6:4-9). However, we must keep in mind several important points.

We need the Holy Spirit to help us to think correctly, lest we distort the
Scriptures.

First. Christians must seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit while studying the Bible.
It’s not that the Bible requires any “extra-logical” or mystical insight to
understand it. But we are limited in our understanding and often hindered by
pride. We need the Holy Spirit to help us to think correctly, lest we distort the
Scriptures (2 Peter 3:16).

Second. A person can spend his or her entire life and still never come close to
mining the depths of Scripture. The Bible is written in such a marvelous way that a
child can understand the basic message, and yet the most educated theologians
continue to learn new things from the Bible as they study it. There is always so
much more to learn, so we must humbly approach the Word of God.

Third. God has given the church learned men and gifted teachers who have
devoted their lives to studying God’s Word. While these people are certainly not
infallible, we shouldn’t automatically reject the work of those who have gone
before us.



Finally. Since the Bible consists of written data, then in order to understand it, we
must follow standard rules of grammar and interpretation. We will examine these
rules or principles throughout this chapter and the next, especially as they relate
to Genesis.

Because people often confuse the two concepts, it must be pointed out that
interpretation is different than application, although they are related.
Interpretation answers the questions, “What does the text say?” and “What does
the text mean?”

Application follows interpretation and answers the question, “How can | apply
this truth in my life today?” After all, the goal of studying the Bible is not to simply
fill one’s head with information but to learn what God wants for us to know so
that we can live how He wants us to live.

Which Method Do We Use?

Bible-believing Christians generally follow a method of interpretation known as
the historical-grammatical approach. That is, we try to find the plain (literal)
meaning of the words based on an understanding of the historical and cultural
settings in which the book was written. We then follow standard rules of
grammar, according to the book’s particular genre, to arrive at an interpretation.
We seek to perform careful interpretation or exegesis—that is, to “read out of”
the text what the author intended it to mean.

This is in contrast to eisegesis, which occurs when someone “reads into” the text
his own ideas—what the reader wants the text to mean. In other words, exegesis
is finding the AIM (Author’s Intended Meaning) of the passage because its true
meaning is determined by the sender of the message, not the recipient.

This hermeneutical approach has several strengths. It can be demonstrated that
the New Testament authors interpreted the Old Testament in this manner. Also, it



is the only approach that offers an internal system of “checks and balances” to
make sure one is on the right track. As will be shown, other views allow for
personal opinion to sneak into one’s interpretation, which does not truly reflect
what the text means.

Finally, this approach is consistent with how we utilize language on a daily basis
while interacting with others. For example, if your best friend says, “l am going to
drive to work tomorrow morning,” you can instantly understand what he means.
You know that he has a vehicle that he can drive to his place of employment, and
that’s exactly what he plans on doing early the next day.

If the postmodern approach is accurate and meaning is determined by the
recipient of the message, then perhaps your friend is really just telling you that he
likes pancakes. Communication becomes impossible in such a world, and it gets
even worse if your friend was talking to you and several other buddies. One friend
might think he was talking about his favorite color, another interpreted his words
to mean that he doesn’t believe in air, and another thought he meant that he was
going to walk to work ten years later.

Words have a particular meaning in a particular context. When they are placed
together in sentences and paragraphs, then a person must follow common-sense
rules in order to derive the appropriate meaning. The sender of the message had
a reason for choosing the words he did and putting those words togetherin a
particular order and context. The same is true with the Bible. God had a reason
for moving the writers of the Bible to use the words they did in the order they did.
Our goal must be to ascertain the AIM.

Principles of Interpretation



Since the goal of interpreting the Bible is to determine the Author’s Intended
Meaning, we must follow principles derived from God’s Word. The following
principles do not comprise an exhaustive list but are some of the major concepts
found in the majority of books on interpretation. In the next chapter, the quote
from the introduction of this chapter will be examined to see if it properly applies
these standard principles.

Carefully Observe the Text

It may seem rather obvious, but this principle is often overlooked. We must
carefully observe what the text actually states. Many mistakes have been made

by people who jump into interpretation based on what they think the text states
rather than what it really does state.

As you read a particular verse or passage, pay close attention to different types of
words that make up a sentence. Is the subject singular or plural? Is the verb tense
past, present, or future? Is the sentence a command, statement of fact, or
guestion? Is the statement part of a dialogue? If so, who is the speaker, and why
did he make that comment? Can you note any repetition of words, which perhaps
shows emphasis? What ideas are compared or contrasted? Can you identify any
cause and effect statements or questions and answers? What is the tone of the
passage; are emotional words used?

Failure to carefully observe the text has resulted in numerous misconceptions
about the Bible. For example, many Christians have taught that Adam and Eve
used to walk with God in the cool of the day. While it is possible that they did take
walks with God in the garden, the Bible never claims this. Instead, God’s Word
reveals that after they had sinned, Adam and Eve “heard the sound of the Lord
God walking in the garden in the cool of the day,” and they hid themselves from
Him (Genesis 3:8).

Carefully observing the text can also protect you from making another common
mistake. Just because the Bible contains a statement does not mean that it



affirms the statement as godly. For example, much of the book of Job consists of
an ongoing dialogue between Job and four of his friends (Bildad, Eliphaz, Zophar,
and Elihu). Some people have been careless by quoting certain verses from this
book to support their own ideas, but we have to keep in mind that God told
Eliphaz that what he, Bildad, and Zophar had spoken about Him was not right (Job
42:7). This ties in perfectly with our next principle.

Context Is Key

Perhaps no principle of interpretation is more universally agreed upon than the
idea that understanding the context of the word, phrase, or passage is absolutely
essential. Context is defined as “the parts of a discourse that surround a word or
passage and can throw light on its meaning.”3

Critics of Scripture often take verses out of context when they attack the Bible.

You may have heard someone say that a particular verse has been pulled out of
context. Critics of Scripture often take verses out of context when they attack the
Bible. The reason is that they can make the Bible “say” just about anything if they
do not provide the context. For example, the critic might ask, “Did you know that
the Bible says, ‘There is no God’?” Then he may go on to claim that this
contradicts other passages, which certainly teach that God does exist.

How do we handle such a charge? We look at the context of the quoted words,
which in this case comes from Psalm 14:1 (and is repeated in Psalm 53:1). It
states, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.”” So, it’s true that the
Bible states, “There is no God,” but it attributes these words to a foolish person.
So the Bible is not teaching both the existence and non-existence of God, as the
skeptic asserts.



If | asked you what the word “set” means, would you be able to provide me with
the correct answer? No, it would be impossible because the word has more than
70 definitions in the eleventh edition of Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary,
and can be used as a verb, noun, and an adjective. Now, if | asked you what the
word “set” meant in the following sentence, you could easily figure it out: “His
mind was set on solving the problem.” In this sentence, the word means “intent”
or “determined.” But without the context, you would not know this.

The same thing is true with the Bible or any other written communication. The
context clarifies the meaning of the word, phrase, sentence, etc. With the Bible, it
is important to know the context of the particular passage you are studying. It is
also important to understand the context of the entire book in which the passage
is found and how that book fits into the context of Scripture.

We also need to recognize where the passage fits into the flow of history. It
makes a huge difference in determining the writer’s intent if we note whether the
passage was pre-Fall, pre-Flood, pre-Mosaic Law, after the Babylonian Exile,
during Christ’s earthly ministry, after His Resurrection, or after Pentecost. This is
especially important when we reach the point of application. For example, just
because God commanded Israel to sacrifice lambs at Passover doesn’t mean we
should do the same today. Jesus died on the Cross as our Passover Lamb (1
Corinthians 5:7) and was the ultimate fulfillment of the Passover sacrifice. Since
the Bible was revealed progressively, there are instances where later revelation
supersedes earlier revelation.

Ron Rhodes summarized these truths by stating, “No verse of Scripture can be
divorced from the verses around it. Interpreting a verse apart from its context is
like trying to analyze a Rembrandt painting by looking at only a single square inch
of the painting, or like trying to analyze Handel's ‘Messiah’ by listening to a few
short notes.”4

Clarity of Scripture

Since the Bible is God’s Word to man, He must expect us to understand it. As
such, it makes sense that He would communicate His message to us in such a way



so that we can indeed comprehend it if we are serious about wanting to know the
truth. The Apostle Paul told the Corinthians:

Rather, we have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception,
nor do we distort the word of God. On the contrary, by setting forth the truth
plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God. (2
Corinthians 4:2 emphasis added).

Proverbs 8:9 states that God’s words “are all plain to him who understands, and
right to those who find knowledge.”

This principle was one of the key differences between the Reformers and Roman
Catholics. The Reformers believed in the perspicuity (clearness) of Scripture,
especially in relation to its central message of the gospel, and they believed each
believer had the right to interpret God’s Word. Roman Catholic doctrine held (and
still holds) that Scripture can only be interpreted by the Magisterium (teaching
office of the church).

Consider the words of Psalm 119, which is by far the longest chapter in the entire
Bible, and every one of its 176 verses extols the superiority of God’s Word. “Your
word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (Psalm 119:105). “The entrance
of Your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple” (Psalm 119:130).
God’s Word should be a lamp to our feet and a light to our path, giving
understanding to the simple. How could it be or do any of these things if it is not
clear?

The principle of the clarity of Scripture does not mean that every passage is easily
understood or that one does not need to diligently study the Word of God, but it
does teach that the overall message of the Word of God can be understood by all
believers who carefully and prayerfully study it. The principle also means that we



should not assume or look for hidden meanings but rather assess the most
straightforward meaning. Two of Christ’s favorite sayings were “It is written” and
“Have you not read?” Then He would quote a verse from the Old Testament. By
these sayings, He indicated that the Scriptures are generally clear.

Compare Scripture with Scripture

Another key principle of hermeneutics is that we should use Scripture to interpret
Scripture. Known by theologians as the “analogy of faith” or “analogy of
Scripture,” this principle is solidly based on the Bible’s own teachings. Since the
Bible is the Word of God and God cannot lie or contradict Himself (Numbers
23:19; Hebrews 6:18), then one passage will never contradict another passage.
This principle is useful for several reasons.

First, not all Bible passages are equally clear. So, a clear passage can be used to
shed light on a difficult, not-so-clear passage. There are a number of obscure
verses in Scripture, where you might wish the writer would have provided more
details. 1 Corinthians 15:29 is a classic example. Right in the middle of the chapter
on the Resurrection of Jesus and the future resurrection of believers, Paul asked,
“Otherwise, what will they do who are baptized for the dead, if the dead do not
rise at all? Why then are they baptized for the dead?” Several ideas have been
suggested to explain what Paul meant about baptism for the dead, but because
this is the only verse in all of Scripture that mentions this concept, we may not be
able to reach a firm conclusion about its meaning.

However, by comparing this verse with other Scripture, we can reach definite
conclusions about what it does not teach. We know that Paul did not instruct the
Corinthians to baptize people for the dead,5 because Paul and other biblical
writers unequivocally taught that salvation is only by God’s grace and can only be
received through faith alone in Christ alone (Ephesians 2:8-9). We can also be
sure that those who practice such a thing are not accomplishing what they hope



to accomplish—the salvation of an unbeliever who has already died. Hebrews
9:27 states, “it is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment.”

Second, by comparing Scripture with Scripture, we have a system of checks and
balances to help us stay on the right track. There will likely be times when, for
whatever reason, we incorrectly interpret a given passage. By studying other
passages that shed light on the same issue, we can recognize our error. Many
people are unwilling to change their original interpretation and hold on to
contradictory beliefs. Some will even claim that the Bible contradicts itself when,
in reality, they have misinterpreted one or both of the passages. It is crucial for us
to humbly approach Scripture and realize that if we believe we have found a
contradiction, then it is our interpretation that is flawed, not God’s Word.

Since this principle provides a system of checks and balances, it can provide us
with great certainty concerning a given interpretation. If we interpret a passage
and then discover that every other passage on the topic seems to teach the same
truth, we can be confident in the accuracy of our interpretation.

Classification of Text

While interpreting the Bible, we must never forget to understand the genre
(literary style) of the passage we are studying. The Bible contains numerous types
of literature, and each one needs to be interpreted according to principles
befitting its particular style. Below is a chart identifying the basic literary style of
each book of the Bible. Note that some books contain more than one style. For
example, Exodus is written as history, but chapter 15 includes a song written in
poetic language. Also, the books are sometimes divided into more categories, but
for our purposes “History” includes the books of the Law, the historical books,
and the four gospels; “Poetry” includes the Psalms and wisdom literature;
“Prophecy” includes the prophetic books; and “Epistles” are letters written by an
apostle.



These distinctions are important to keep in mind while interpreting the Bible.
Each classification uses language in a particular way. Historical books are primarily
narratives of past events and should be interpreted in a straightforward manner.
This does not mean that they never utilize figurative language. For example, after
Cain killed his brother Abel, God said to Cain, “What have you done? The voice of
your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground. So now you are cursed
from the earth, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from
your hand” (Genesis 4:10-11). There are two obvious instances of figurative
language in this passage: the ground “opened its mouth” and Abel’s “blood cries
out” from it. Nevertheless, these figures of speech are perfectly legitimate in
historical writing, and it is easy to understand what they mean.

Poetry, prophecy, and the New Testament epistles all have their own particular
nuances and guidelines for proper interpretation. Space does not permit a full
treatment here, so just remember to recognize the book’s (or passage’s) genre
and interpret accordingly.

Church’s Historical View

Finally, it is important to know how those who have gone before us have
interpreted a passage in question. Although our doctrine must be based squarely
on the Word of God and not on tradition or what some great leader believed, we
should allow ourselves to be informed by the work of others who have spent long
hours studying God’s Word. Most doctrines have been discussed, debated, and
formulated throughout church history, so we should take advantage of that
resource.



Imagine studying a passage and reaching a conclusion only to discover that no
one else in history has ever interpreted those verses in the same way. You would
not necessarily be wrong, but you would certainly want to re-examine the
passage to see if you had overlooked something. After all, you need to be very
careful and confident in your interpretation before proposing an idea that none of
the millions of interpreters have ever noticed before.

While Bible scholars and pastors often have access to resources that permit them
to search out the teachings of our spiritual forefathers, this information can also
be obtained by the average Christian. Consider borrowing a commentary from a
pastor or taking advantage of some of the Bible software on the market, which
allows you to quickly search for this information.

Conclusion

This first chapter has explained why it is important to accurately interpret God’s
Word and how to do it. Our goal is to find the AIM (Author’s Intended Meaning).
The six principles above will guide you as you study and interpret God’s Word.6

Remember, the goal of interpreting God’s Word is not to simply accumulate
knowledge so that you can be the best at Bible trivia. The reason it is important to
study and accurately interpret the Bible is so that we can know God better, know
what He expects from us, and know how we can live in a way that pleases Him.

The next chapter will examine the statement from Dr. Dembski, quoted at the
beginning of this chapter, to see if he followed these major principles of
interpretation. It will also show why Genesis 1-11 should be understood as
historical narrative.



How to Interpret the Bible
by Matt Slick

“Then there shall be two men in the field; one will be taken, and one will be left,"
(Matthew 24:40).

The Bible is God’s Word. But some of the interpretations derived from it are not.
There are many cults and Christian groups that use the Bible--claiming their
interpretations are correct. Too often, however, the interpretations not only
differ dramatically but are clearly contradictory. This does not mean that the
Bible is a confusing document. Rather, the problem lies in those who interpret
and the methods they use.

We need, as best as can be had, the guidance of the Holy Spirit in interpreting
God’s Word.

Because we are sinners, we are incapable of interpreting God’s word perfectly all
of the time. The body, mind, will, and emotions are affected by sin and make
100% interpretive accuracy impossible. This does not mean that accurate
understanding of God’s Word is impossible. But it does mean that we need to
approach His word with care, humility, and reason. Additionally, we need, as best
as can be had, the guidance of the Holy Spirit in interpreting God’s Word. After
all, the Bible is inspired by God and is addressed to His people. The Holy Spirit
helps us to understand what God’s word means and how to apply it.

On the human level, to lessen the errors that come in our interpretations, we
need to look at some basic biblical interpretive methods. I’ll list some of the
principles in the form of questions and then apply them one at atime to a
passage of Scripture.



| offer the following principles as guidelines for examining a passage. They are
not exhaustive nor are they set in concrete.

1. Who wrote/spoke the passage and to whom was it addressed?

2. What does the passage say?

3. Are there any words or phrases in the passage that need to be examined?
4. What is the immediate context?

5. What is the broader context in the chapter and book?

6. What are the related verses to the passage’s subject and how do they affect
the understanding of this passage?

7. What is the historical and cultural background?
8. What do | conclude about the passage?

9. Do my conclusions agree or disagree with related areas of Scripture and others
who have studied the passage?

10. What have | learned and what must | apply to my life?

In order to teach you how these questions can affect your interpretation of a
passage, | have chosen one which, when examined closely, may lead you into a
very different interpretation than what is commonly held. | leave it to you to
determine if my interpretation is accurate.

“Then there will be two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be left,"
(Matt. 24:40).

1. Who wrote/spoke the passage and who was it addressed to?

Jesus spoke the words, and they were recorded by Matthew. Jesus spoke them to
His disciples in response to a question, which we will get to later.



2. What does the passage say?

The passage simply says that one out of two men in a field will be taken. It
doesn’t say where, why, when, or how. It just says one will be taken. It doesn’t
define the field as belonging to someone or in a particular place.

3. Are there any words in the passage that need to be examined?

No particular word in this verse really stands out as needing to be examined; but
to follow this exercise, | will use the word "taken." By using a Strong Concordance
and a dictionary of New Testament words (Vine's, for example), | can check the
Greek word and learn about it. The word in Greek is paralambano. It means "1)
to take to, to take with one's self, to join to one's self, 2) to receive something
transmitted."

A point worth mentioning about word studies is that a word means what it means
in context. However, by examining how a word is used in multiple contexts, the
meaning of the word can take on a new dimension. For example, the word for
"love" in Greek is "agapao." Itis generally believed to mean "divine love." This
seems obvious since it is used in John 3:16 in that way.

However, the same word is used in Luke 11:43. Jesus says, "Woe to you
Pharisees! For you love the chief seats in the synagogues and the respectful
greetings in the market places." The word used there is "agapao." It would seem
then that the meaning of the word might mean something more along the lines of
"total commitment to."

However, we must be careful not to insert a meaning of a word from one context
into that of another. For example: 1) That new cadet is green. 2) That tree is
green. The first green means "new and inexperienced." The second one means
the color green. Would we want to impose the contextual meaning of one into
the other? It wouldn’t be a good idea.



4. What is the immediate context?

This is where this particular verse will come alive. The immediate context is as
follows...

Matt. 24:37-42, "For the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of
Noah. 38 For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking,
marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, 39 and
they did not understand until the flood came and took them all away; so will the
coming of the Son of Man be. 40

Then there will be two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be left. 41
Two women will be grinding at the bmill; one will be taken and one will be left.

42 therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming."

Immediately we can see that the person taken in verse 40 is paralleled by people
being taken in verse 39.

That is, the "being taken" are of the same kind.

A further question needs to be asked. Who was taken in verse 39? Was it Noah
and his family, or was it the people who were eating and drinking? The answer to
that question might help us understand the original passage better. Therefore,
the next interpretive step will help us greatly.

5. What is the broader context in the chapter and book?

A passage should always be looked at in context--not only in its immediate
context of the verses directly before and after it but also in the context of the
chapter itis in and the book in which it is written.

Jesus’ discourse from which our verse was taken began with a question. Jesus
had just left the temple, and in verse 2 told His disciples that "...not one stone
here will be left upon another, which will not be torn down." Then in verse 3 the
disciples asked Jesus, "As He was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples



came to Him privately, saying, “Tell us, when will these things happen, and what
will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” Jesus then goes on to
prophesy about things to come at the end of the age. He speaks of false Christs,
of tribulation, of the sun being darkened, of His return, and of two men in a field
where one will be taken and the other left.

The context, then, is eschatological. That means that it deals with the last things
or the time shortly before Jesus’ return. Many people think that this verse in
Matt. 24:40 refers to the rapture spoken of in 1 Thess. 4:16-17. It may. Butitis
interesting to note that the context of the verse seems to suggest that the wicked
are taken--not the good.

Now, about this time you might be thinking that this method of interpreting
passages isn’t that good. After all, the "one taken, one left" verse is obviously
about the rapture. Right? Well, maybe. You see, we all come to the Bible with
preconceived ideas. Sometimes they are right--sometimes wrong. We should
always be ready to have our understanding of the Bible challenged by what it
says. If we are not willing, then we are prideful. And God is distant from the
proud (Psalm 138:6).

6. What are the related verses to the passage’s subject, and how do they affect
the understanding of this passage?

It just so happens that there are related verses, in fact, a parallel passage found in
Luke 17:26-27,

"And just as it happened in the days of Noah, so it will be also in the days of the
Son of Man. 27 they were eating, they were drinking, they were marrying, they
were being given in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and the
flood came and destroyed them all," (Luke 17:26-27).



Immediately we discover that related verses do indeed affect how we understand
our initial verse. It is clear from this passage in Luke that the ones taken by the
flood are those who were eating and drinking and being given in marriage. In
other words, it wasn’t the godly people who were taken, it was the wicked.

As you can see, this has a profound impact on how we understand our passage in
Matt. 24:40. Does the context suggest that the one in the field who is taken is the
one who is wicked? Also, how does this context affect my preconceived ideas
about this verse? Let’s read the verse again in context.

"For the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of Noah. 38 “For as in
those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in
marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, 39 and they did not understand
until the flood came and took them all away; so will the coming of the Son of Man
be. 40 Then there will be two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be
left. 41 Two women will be grinding at the bmill; one will be taken and one will be
left. 42 Therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is
coming," (Matt. 24:37-42).

What do you think now? Is the one taken the good or the bad? Also, does this
verse refer to the rapture or not?

Just asking.

Of related interest is a passage in Matt. 13:24-30 where Jesus gives the parable of
the sower who sows good seed in his field and someone sows tares. The servants
asked if they should go immediately and gather up the wheat. But, in verse 30,
Jesus says, "Allow both to grow together until the harvest; and in the time of the
harvest | will say to the reapers, “First gather up the tares and bind them in
bundles to burn them up; but gather the wheat into my barn.” ””



The point worth noting here is that the first ones gathered are the weeds--not the
wheat. This is most interesting since Jesus explains the parable in Matt. 13:36-43
and states that they will be cast into the furnace.

Additionally, when we turn to Luke 17, which is the parallel passage of Matt. 24,
we discover that the disciples ask Jesus a question in response to Jesus’ statement
that "Then there will be two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be
left." In Luke 17:37 they ask, "...Where, Lord?” And He said to them, 'Where the
body is, there also the vultures will be gathered."”

They are taken to a place of death.

7. What is the historical and cultural background?

This is a more difficult question to answer. It requires a bit more research. A
commentary is worth examining here since they usually provide the historic and
cultural backgrounds that help to unravel the text.



In this context, Israel was under Roman rule. They had been denied the right of
capital punishment, of self-rule, and the ability to wage war. Rome had
dominated the small nation. Judaism was tolerated among the Roman leadership.
After all, Israel was a small far-away country with a people that were fanatical
about their religion. So, Rome allowed Israel to be ruled by Jewish political

puppets.

The Temple was the place of worship for the Israelite community. It was there
that the blood sacrifices were made by the high priest for the atonement of the
nation. It had taken 46 years to build (John 2:20). Jesus said the temple would be
destroyed, which prompted the question which lead to His discourse which
contains the passage we are examining.

Culturally, the Jewish people were dedicated to the Old Testament. Within those
pages were prophecies of the Messiah, of the end of the age, and of the delivery
from bondage. The Jewish people knew that and were in a state of expectation.
Along comes Jesus with miracles and words of great power. Naturally, they
would look to him as a possible deliverer.

8. What do | conclude about the passage?

Since the context of the passage suggests that it is the wicked that are taken, | am
going to conclude that the one taken in the field is not the good but the bad. |
also am tempted to conclude that the wicked are taken to a place of judgment.

9. Do my conclusions agree or disagree with related areas of scripture and
others who have studied the passage?



I’'ve already presented other verses which seem to agree with my conclusion.
However, it is not in agreement with all of the commentaries I've read on this
verse. At this point | would need to present my conclusion to others to see what
they think. Just because | studied the Word and arrived at a conclusion does not
mean that it is correct. But it doesn’t mean it is wrong either.

By consulting with others, by examining the word again, and by seeking God and
his illumination | can only hope to arrive at the best possible conclusion about a
passage.

10. What have | learned and what must | apply to my life?

Interpretation of scripture is for a purpose: To understand God’s word more
accurately. With a better understanding of His word, we can then more
accurately apply it to the area that it addresses. In this case, the passage deals
with an area of the future and area of judgment. It is information that Jesus has
revealed, and that He wants us to know about. The application then would be
that God will execute judgment upon the unrighteous at the end of the age.

Concluding remarks

This article is only an illustration. It is basic and does not cover all the points of
biblical interpretation. But it does give a direction and an example for you to
apply. As | said before, pray. Read His word. Look into the scriptures as best you
can with as much understanding and skill as is possible. Be humble in your
approach and test everything by the Bible.

One last thing: did you agree with my conclusion



The Eight Rules of Bible Interpretation
Ron Rhodes and Richard Anthony

The scripture is God's Word. But some of the interpretations derived from it are
not. There are many cults and Christian groups that claim their interpretations are
correct. Too often, however, the interpretations not only differ dramatically but
are clearly contradictory. This does not mean that the Bible is a confusing
document. Rather, the problem lies in those who interpret and the methods they
use.

Because we are sinners, we are incapable of interpreting God's word perfectly all
of the time. The body, mind, will, and emotions are affected by sin and make
100% interpretive accuracy impossible. This does not mean that accurate
understanding of God's Word is impossible.

But it does mean that we need to approach His word with care, humility, and
reason. Additionally, we need, as best as can be had, the guidance of the Holy
Spirit in interpreting God's Word. After all, the Bible is inspired by God and is
addressed to His people. The Holy Spirit helps us to understand what God's word
means and how to apply it.

2 Peter 1:20, "Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any
private interpretation."

Many skeptics have complained that the Bible can't tell us anything of any real
value because everyone interprets it differently. The reason why there are so
many different interpretations is because people don't follow any sensible
method. This naturally leads to inaccurate, inconsistent, illogical and naive
interpretations. With so many different interpretations available, how is anyone
supposed to know which is the correct one? This article will address this question.

Improper methodology in interpreting Scripture is nothing new, even in the first
century. 2 Peter 3:16 tells us that mishandling the Word of God can be very
dangerous. Indeed, mishandling the Word of God is a path to destruction.
Contrary to the practices of some false teachers in Corinth, the apostle Paul



assured his readers that he faithfully handled the Word of God (2 Corinthians 4:2).
Paul admonished young Timothy to follow his example (2 Timothy 2:15).

Since the Bible teaches that God is not the author of confusion (1 Cor. 14:33), how
can the many disagreements today between Christians and the proliferation of
the cults be explained since all, or nearly all, claim to use the Bible as the basis of
their doctrines? Nearly all false doctrines taught today by Christians and cultists
alike can be traced to the distortion of the meaning of Biblical words. These eight
rules are prayerfully offered in the hope that they may help many come to the
truth of what God says in His Word.

Instead of superimposing a meaning on the biblical text, the objective interpreter
seeks to discover the author's intended meaning (the only true meaning). One
must recognize that what a passage means is fixed by the author and is not
subject to alteration by readers. "Meaning" is determined by the author; it is
discovered by readers. Our goal must be exegesis (drawing the meaning out of
the text) and not eisogesis (superimposing a meaning onto the text). Only by
objective methodology can we bridge the gap between our minds and the minds
of the biblical writers. Indeed, our method of interpreting Scripture is valid or
invalid to the extent that it really unfolds the meaning a statement had for the
author and the first hearers or readers.

When two interpretations are claimed for a passage, the one most in agreement
with all the facts of the case should be adopted. To lessen the errors that come in
our interpretations, we need to look at some basic biblical interpretive methods. |
offer the following principles as guidelines for examining a passage.

1) The rule of DEFINITION: What does the word mean? Any study of Scripture
must begin with a study of words. Define your terms and then keep to the terms
defined. The interpreter should conscientiously abide by the plain meaning of the
words. We must not violate the known usage of a word and invent another for
which there is no precedent. Consider the Bereans in Acts 17:10-12 who were
called "noble" because they searched the Scriptures daily to determine if what



Paul taught them was true. This quite often may require using a Hebrew/English
or Greek/English lexicon in order to make sure that the sense of the English
translation is understood. A couple of good examples of this are the Greek words
"allos" and "heteros". Both are usually translated as "another" in English - yet
"allos" literally means "another of the same type" and "heteros" means "another
of a different type." One can also look at the "archaic" definitions in one’s
dictionary to get the KJV Bible meaning of words.

2) The rule of USAGE: It must be remembered that the Old Testament was
written originally by, to and for Jews. The words and idioms must have been
intelligible to them - just as the words of Christ when talking to them must have
been. The majority of the New Testament likewise was written in a milieu of
Greco-Roman (and to a lesser extent Jewish) culture and it is important to not
impose our modern usage into our interpretation. It is not worth much to
interpret a great many phrases and histories if one's interpretations are shaded
by pre-conceived notions and cultural biases, thereby rendering an inaccurate and
ineffectual lesson.

3) The rule of CONTEXT: The meaning must be gathered from the context. Every
word you read must be understood in the light of the words that come before and
after it. Many passages will not be understood at all, or understood incorrectly,
without the help afforded by the context. A good example of this is the Mormon
practice of using 1 Cor. 8:5b: "...for there be gods many and lords many..." as a
"proof text" of their doctrine of polytheism. However, a simple reading of the
whole verse in the context of the whole chapter (e.g. where Paul calls these gods
"so-called"), plainly demonstrates that Paul is not teaching polytheism.

Seeking the biblical author's intended meaning necessitates interpreting Bible
verses in context. Every word in the Bible is part of a verse, and every verse is part
of a paragraph, and every paragraph is part of a book, and every book is part of
the whole of Scripture. No verse of Scripture can be divorced from the verses



around it. Interpreting a verse apart from its context is like trying to analyze a
Rembrandt painting by looking at only a single square inch of the painting. The
context is absolutely critical to properly interpreting Bible verses.

In interpreting Scripture, there is both an immediate context and a broader
context. The immediate context of a verse is the paragraph (or paragraphs) of the
biblical book in question. The immediate context should always be consulted in
interpreting Bible verses. The broader context is the whole of Scripture. The
entire Holy Scripture is the context and guide for understanding the particular
passages of Scripture.

We must keep in mind that the interpretation of a specific passage must not
contradict the total teaching of Scripture on a point. Individual verses do not exist
as isolated fragments, but as parts of a whole. The exposition of these verses,
therefore, must involve exhibiting them in right relation both to the whole and to
each other. Scripture interprets Scripture.

4) The rule of HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: The interpreter must have some
awareness of the life and society of the times in which the Scripture was written.
The spiritual principle will be timeless but often can't be properly appreciated
without some knowledge of the background. If the interpreter can have in his
mind what the writer had in his mind when he wrote - without adding any excess
baggage from the interpreter's own culture or society - then the true thought of
the Scripture can be captured resulting in an accurate interpretation.

Historical considerations are especially important in properly interpreting the
Word of God. The Christian faith is based on historical fact. Indeed, Christianity
rests on the foundation of the historical Jesus whose earthly life represents God's
full and objective self-communication to humankind (John 1:18). Jesus was seen
and heard by human beings as God's ultimate revelation (1 John 1:1-3). This is



why He could claim "If ye had known me, ye should have known my Father also"
(John 14:7).

History, in two ways, plays a very large part in Bible interpretation, yet many
today seem to forget it. First of all, to truly understand the Bible, you must have
at least some familiarity with the Jewish language, beliefs, and practices at the
time of the biblical writing. Otherwise many terms, phrases, and sayings in the
Scriptures will make little to no sense to us today.

Even for most of the New Testament writings, we must know and understand
what was happening in the first century when they were written. What problems
faced the Apostles in their time to make them say some of the things they did?
The Bible, in most cases, gives us only a limited amount of insight and background
into the surrounding problems at the time.

When Paul wrote a letter to the Corinthians, for instance, the Corinthian people
to whom it was addressed knew the surrounding problems of the time, as well as
the customs, laws, and practices of that era. Thus, Paul may not have dwelled on,
or even mentioned them in his letters. This would leave us twentieth-century
readers puzzled and guessing if we just read the letter at face value, as many
attempt to do. To understand the Corinthian Epistle, we must "become," as it
were, a first century Corinthian. We must understand their practices, their
terminology, the social issues of the time, etc. We must also look to the original
Bible text languages of the time (Greek and Hebrew) as they were understood,
meant and intended at the time, to those being addressed. We cannot take our
modern language understanding and try to force first-century Greek into it.

So! How does a man have the time or know how to study all of this history,
language, etc. in order to properly interpret the Scriptures? It would take many
hours a day, and much learning to do, wouldn't it? True, and that is why God has
called and set aside certain men to the ministry of leading His flock into truth.
Elders are called to spend their time in much prayer and studying to accomplish
this deed, and then bring the fruit of their labor to their flock (1 Tim.3:2,6; 5:17).

5) The rule of LOGIC: Interpretation is merely logical reasoning. When
interpreting Scripture, the use of reason is everywhere to be assumed. Does the



interpretation make sense? The Bible was given to us in the form of human
language and therefore appeals to human reason - it invites investigation. It is to
be interpreted as we would any other volume: applying the laws of language and
grammatical analysis.

6) The rule of INFERENCE: An inference is a fact reasonably implied from another
fact. It is a logical consequence. It derives a conclusion from a given fact or
premise. It is the deduction of one proposition from another proposition. Such
inferential facts or propositions are sufficiently binding when their truth is
established by competent and satisfactory evidence. Competent evidence means
such evidence as the nature of the thing to be proved admits. Satisfactory
evidence means that amount of proof which would ordinarily satisfy an
unprejudiced mind beyond a reasonable doubt. Jesus used this rule when he
proved the resurrection of the dead to the unbelieving Sadducees in Matthew
22:23-33.

7) The rule of GENRE JUDGMENT: A "literal" approach to Scripture recognizes
that the Bible contains a variety of literary genres, each of which has certain
peculiar characteristics that must be recognized in order to interpret the text

properly.

The Old testament: The first 5 books of the Bible are called the Pentateuch, which
is Hebrew for the number 5 (Genesis - Deuteronomy). The next 5 books are
historical books (Joshua - 2 Samuel). The next 12 books are poetic (1 Kings -
Solomon). The next 5 books are Major Prophets (Isaiah - Daniel). The next 12
books are Minor Prophets (Hosea - Malachi).



The New Testament: The first 4 books are the gospels (Matthew - John). The next
one is Historic (Acts). The next 14 books are the epistles (Romans - Hebrews),
which are letters addressing specific problems. The next 7 books are general
epistles (James - Jude). And the last book is prophetic (Revelation).

Obviously, an incorrect genre judgment will lead one far astray in interpreting
Scripture. A parable should not be treated as history, nor should poetry or
prophesy (both of which contain many symbols) be treated as straightforward
narrative. The wise interpreter allows his knowledge of genres to control how he
approaches each individual biblical text. In this way, he can accurately determine
what the biblical author was intending to communicate to the reader.

Now, even though the Bible contains a variety of literary genres and many figures
of speech, the biblical authors most often employed literal statements to convey
their ideas. Where they use a literal means to express their ideas, the Bible
expositor must employ a corresponding means to explain these ideas - namely, a
literal approach. A literal method of interpreting Scripture gives to each word in
the text the same basic meaning it would have in normal, ordinary, customary
usage - whether employed in writing, speaking, or thinking. Without such a
method, communication between God and man is impossible.

8) The rule of dependence upon the HOLY SPIRIT: Scripture tells us that we are to
rely on the Holy Spirit's illumination to gain insights into the meaning and
application of Scripture (John 16:12-15, 1 Corinthians 2:9-11). It is the Holy Spirit's
work to throw light upon the Word of God so that the believer can assent to the
meaning intended and act on it. The Holy Spirit, as the "Spirit of truth" (John
16:13), guides us so that "we may understand what God has freely given us" (1
Corinthians 2:12). This is quite logical: full comprehension of the Word of God is
impossible without prayerful dependence on the Spirit of God, for He who
inspired the Word (2 Peter 1:21) is also its supreme interpreter.

[llumination is necessary because man's mind has been darkened through sin
(Rom.1:21), preventing him from properly understanding God's Word. Human
beings cannot understand God's Word apart from God's divine power (Eph.4:18).



This aspect of the Holy Spirit's ministry operates within the sphere of man's
rational capacity, which God Himself gave man (Gen.2-3). lllumination comes to
the 'minds' of God's people - not to some nonrational faculty like our 'emotions'
or our 'feelings'.

The ministry of the Holy Spirit in interpretation does not mean interpreters can
ignore common sense and logic. Since the Holy Spirit is "the Spirit of truth" (John
14:17; 15:26; 16:13). He does not teach concepts that fail to meet the tests of
truth. In other words, "the Holy Spirit doesn’t guide into interpretations that
contradict each other or fail to have logical, internal consistency."

It must also be kept in mind that the function of the Holy Spirit is not to
communicate to the minds of people any doctrine or meaning of Scripture that is
not contained already in Scripture itself. The Holy Spirit makes men "wise up to
what is written, not beyond it." Indeed, "the function of the Spirit is not to
communicate new truth or to instruct in matters unknown, but to illuminate what
is revealed in Scripture."

The Example of Jesus Christ

Jesus consistently interpreted the Old Testament quite literally, including the
Creation account of Adam and Eve (Matthew 13:35; 25:34, Mark 10:6), Noah's Ark
and the flood (Matthew 24:38-39; Luke 17:26-27), Jonah and the great fish
(Matthew 12:39-41), Sodom and Gomorrah (Matthew 10:15), and the account of
Lot and his wife (Luke 17:28-29).

Jesus affirmed the Bible's divine inspiration (Matthew 22:43), its indestructibility
(Matthew 5:17-18), its infallibility (John 10:35), its final authority (Matthew
4:4,7,10), its historicity (Matthew 12:40; 24:37), its factual inerrancy (Matthew
22:29-32), and its spiritual clarity (Luke 24:25). Moreover, He emphasized the
importance of each word of Scripture (Luke 16:17). Indeed, He sometimes based



His argumentation on a single expression of the biblical text (Matthew 22:32,43-
45; John 10:34).

Is the Bible Alone Sufficient?

That the average man can understand Scripture without having to rely upon a
church for the "authoritative teaching", is evident in the fact that Jesus taught
openly and with clarity, and expected His followers to each understand His
meaning. According to Jesus, those who heard Him would be able to clearly
enunciate what He had openly communicated (John 18:20-21). There were no
confusing or obscure meanings in His words that required an "authoritative
interpretation” by a church.

2 Timothy 3:15 points to the complete sufficiency of Scripture in the life of a
believer, and indicates that the Scriptures alone are sufficient to provide the
necessary wisdom that leads to salvation through faith in Christ. The Scriptures
alone are the source of spiritual knowledge. 2 Timothy 3:16-17 tells us that all
Scripture is "profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in
righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all
good works."

This verse does not say that Scripture as seen through the lens of a Church is
"profitable for doctrine, for reproof," and so forth. It’s Scripture that does these
things, and the reason Scripture can do these things is that all Scripture is inspired
by God (v. 16).

Scripture alone makes a man complete, capable, and proficient. Scripture
furnishes all that one must know to be saved and to grow in grace. Jesus said His
words lead to eternal life (John 6:63). But for us to receive eternal life through His
words, they must be taken as He intended them to be taken. A cultic
reinterpretation of Scripture that yields another Jesus and another gospel (2
Corinthians 11:3-4; Galatians 1:6-9) will yield only eternal death (Revelation
20:11-15)



What is 'exegesis'?

Exegesis, as indicated by its etymology, is the act of critically interpreting a text in
an attempt to "draw the meaning out" of the text. (This is in contrast to what has
come to be know as eisegesis, where one reads his own meaning into the text.)

"Biblical exegesis" is the act of drawing the meaning out of a Biblical text. So
Biblical exegesis would cover all of the following sorts of inquiries and more:

e(Grammar:) Who is it that “wills” in 1 Corinthians 12:11
¢(Terminology:) What does “Under the Sun” mean in Ecclesiastes?

*(Referent Identification:) Who is the author of Hebrews quoting in Hebrews
10:38?

e(Literary Criticism:) What significance does John perceive in the piercing of
Christ's side and the flow of blood and water?

The relationship between hermeneutics and exegesis

Basically the distinction boils down to this (as it pertains to the Bible*):
Hermeneutics is the field of study concerned with how we interpret the Bible.
Exegesis is the actual interpretation of the Bible by drawing the meaning out of
the Biblical text.

The distinction is not quite as simple as "theory vs. application," though, since
hermeneutics is not just concerned with the philosophy of exegesis, and exegesis
is not merely the application of hermeneutical theory -- even if we restrict our
comparison to Biblical hermeneutics and Biblical exegesis. Here are a couple of
examples to illustrate this:

eHermeneutics also studies the role of eisegesis in interpretation, which is by
definition not part of exegesis.

eHermeneutics considers the role of church doctrine and theology in
interpretation -- both of which are (often) irrelevant to exegesis.

*(Ray explained the challenges with seeing exegesis as "applied hermeneutics" in
this meta post.)



So we are sort of comparing apples to... ontology here. In a sense there is no
overlap; The focus of exegesis is the text. The focus of hermeneutics is stuff like
exegesis... why do we do it? how do we do it? how should we do it? As far as
sequence, | suppose it could be argued that since exegesis is "critical" in nature, it
implies some scientific method, which implies some prior hermeneutic. That is as
far as | think we can see-- Biblical Hermeneutics and Inductive Study

Instructors

Overview

eIntroduction

eHermeneutical Systems

ePerspicuity

e Grammatico-Historical Hermeneutics

eThree Principles That Should Guide Our Interpretation

e|nductive Study Method - Epistles Overview

Introduction

The consensus in the world today is that the average person can't accurately
interpret what the Bible says. Do the following statements sound familiar to you?:

"We should rely on the clergy/experts to tell us what the Bible means."

This statement reflects the assumption that the meaning of scripture is beyond
the reach of the average person.



"People have always disagreed about the meaning of the Bible (different
denominations)."

People have disagreed, and sometimes their disagreements have been brutal. So
is the best posture tolerance of hermeneutical diversity? To what extent? Are all
meanings valid?

"The Bible has been used to justify everything you can think of. You can make it
mean anything you want it to mean."

We can show clear historical instances in which people have interpreted the Bible
through their own cultural values, often without even being aware of it.
EXAMPLES: slavery (using Old Testament permission vs. Philemon & New
Testament silence); women (patriarchal views vs. Bible); capitalism as a biblically
sanctioned economic system; Christian psychology self-help books proof-texting
secular theories (e.g., Self-Esteem).

Can we become aware of our own cultural values sufficiently to avoid this, or
should such historical abuse lead us to cynicism about the possibility of "objective
interpretation?"

"That's just your interpretation.”" "It's impossible to determine the original
author's meaning, rather, as we read it, we create our own meaning for the text."

These statements reflect the relativism and postmodernism that has permeated
our whole culture.

The challenge:

You may realize these are all secular, non-Christian objections. But what about
the following scenarios?



In @ home Bible study when someone says "What this passage means to meis..."
And then someone else says, "That's great. But | got a different meaning (and his
meaning is contradictory)." And everyone concludes by saying "Praise God for all
the great insight we're getting!" Aren't we violating the law of non-contradiction
by accepting this resolution?"

What about this story: "Almost twenty years ago | rode in a car with a fellow
believer who relayed to me what the Lord had 'told' him that morning in his quiet
time. He had been reading the KJV of Matthew; and | perceived that not only had
he misunderstood the archaic English, but also that the KJV at that place had
unwittingly misrepresented the Greek text. | gently suggested there might be
another way to understand the passage and summarized what | thought the
passage was saying.

The brother dismissed my view as impossible on the grounds that the Holy Spirit,
who does not lie, had told him the truth on this matter. Being young and bold, |
pressed on with my explanation of grammar, context, and translation, but was
brushed off by a reference to 1 Cor. 2:10b-15: spiritual things must be spiritually
discerned-which left little doubt about my status.

Genuinely intrigued, | asked this brother what he would say if | put forward my
interpretation, not on the basis of grammar and text, but on the basis that the
Lord himself had given me the interpretation | was advancing. He was silent a long
time, and then concluded, 'l guess that would mean the Spirit says the Bible
means different things to different people." D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House Co., 1984) p. 13.

If we accept this, aren't we accepting relativism in the name of spiritual
experience?

Definition of Hermeneutics: The science/art of interpreting texts.

2 Tim 2:15* Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who
does not need to be ashamed, handling accurately the word of truth.

"handling accurately" implies there is a proper interpretation



"be diligent" implies there are obstacles and difficulties involved

"ashamed" implies good interpretation is achievable

These issues highlight the importance of two closely related areas of bibliology:
hermeneutics and perspicuity.

Hermeneutical Systems

In November of 1999 we deleted this section from the Christian Principles Class.
We decided to include more detailed instruction and practice on Inductive study.

Allegorical

Definition

The literal meaning of the text is either not the true meaning or only one of many
meanings. The elements of each passage have a corresponding spiritual reality
which is the "real" or ultimate meaning of the passage.

History

This method was used by many 2nd - 4th century fathers. It was established as
the preferred method of interpretation by Augustine and was dominant in
Catholicism throughout the Middle Ages. It is also used by Amillennialists (those
not believing in the establishment of a literal millennial kingdom) in their
interpretation of unfulfilled prophecy.

Examples



*Origen interpreted Noah's Ark to have 3 meanings (literal, moral, and spiritual)
to correspond to man's body, soul and spirit: salvation from the Flood, salvation
of the believer from a specific sin, and salvation of the church through Christ.

*Popes used this method to uphold papal supremacy. Innocent Il (~1215AD)
said the two great lights in Gen.1 refer respectively to the order of authority on
earth. Thus, the sun symbolized spiritual authority (i.e., the pope) and the moon
symbolized civil authority (i.e., the emperor). Boniface VIII (pope 1294-1303)
interpreted the two swords held by the disciples (Luke 22) to mean that the
apostles were authoritative in both the secular and spiritual kingdoms.

eNumerology - Assigning spiritual significance to numbers used in the Bible (e.g.,
"666" stands for the satanic Trinity; "3" and "7" represents God; Hebrew letters
have numerical value which "proves" inspiration). Unless the Bible specifically
explains the meaning of numbers, we are speculating.

Critique

e Since there is no objective standard to which the interpreter must bow, the
final authority ceases to be the Scripture and becomes the interpreter.

e Allegorical interpretation is only rarely seen in Scripture (Gal. 4:21-31; 1 Cor.
10:1-4). Parables are usually not allegories. Allegories are usually narratives in
which every detail has a corresponding spiritual significance. Parables are local-
color stories which illustrate one main spiritual truth.

e When would allegorical interpretation be allowable? Only when the biblical
authors explain it (as in Gal. 4 and 1 Cor. 10).

Literalistic

Definition

Every word is taken absolutely literally including figures of speech and symbolism.
Historical background is considered unnecessary and ignored. Any deviation from
this rule is regarded as sacrilegious.



History

This method was used by the Jews after the Babylonian Exile. Extreme
Fundamentalists and many cults (Children of God, Jehovah Witnesses, Mormons,
etc. also use it).

Examples

e The Mormons say God has a body because of references to God's "eye", "hand",
etc. However, see Ps. 91:1-4 — Does this mean He also has feathers and wings?

e Roman Catholic interpretation of Lk. 22:19 leads to the doctrine of
transubstantiation.

19 And when He had taken some bread and given thanks, He broke it, and gave it
to them, saying, "This is My body which is given for you; do this in remembrance
of Me."

* Jehovah's Witnesses use Col. 1:15 to prove that Christ was a created being.

15 And He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.

Critique

e Subscribers always use it selectively (see the above examples).

* It makes the Scripture unintelligible, contradictory, and unlivable (i.e., Lk. 14:26)

Rationalistic

Definition

The naturalistic worldview (i.e. the universe is a closed system of cause and
effect) is the standard by which Scripture must be interpreted. Scripture is
intelligible only as ancient man's attempt to explain God. The interpreter's task is
to strip away the supernatural elements of the Bible to find "truth".



History

This system arose during the Renaissance (16th Century) and the Enlightenment
(18th Century). It formed the basis of Liberal hermeneutics.

Examples
eMiracles are rejected as primitive explanations or myths.
eThomas Jefferson's 4 gospels cut out all miraculous elements.

eIn regard to Christ, the goal is to rediscover the "true record" (i.e., the Quest for
the Historical Jesus/ Jesus Seminar) within the "legendary" accounts of the
gospels. Usually the result is the identification of Jesus as a "good moral teacher."

Critique
eIt makes a totally unproved worldview the final authority.

*The attempt to separate the historical from the mythical has been proven to be
impossible (e.g., 1 Cor 15).

Neo-Orthodox
Definition

The religious experience of the interpreter is the main focus and the Bible
stimulates such an experience. The Bible in itself is not God's revelation, but it
becomes God's revelation when someone accepts it through faith. Interpretation
is thus seen primarily as a personal encounter with God. Also, because the words
of scripture are not as important as an encounter, much historical and factual
information in the Bible could be false according to this view.

Inerrancy and infallibility are denied. "All historical and orthodox forms of
inspiration are denied."



History

One of the chief proponents of this school was Karl Barth (Romerbrief at the end
of WW 1) in the first half of the 20th century. He tried to get away from the anti-
supernatural bias of Liberal theology (hence the name "Neo-orthodox"). This
dominates Protestant and Catholic theology today.

Examples
*"Jesus" of history and "Christ" of faith.

"The church had to surmount the scandal of the cross and it did this in the Easter
faith (i.e., the belief in Jesus' bodily resurrection). How this act of decision took
place...how this Easter faith arose...has been obscured in the tradition (i.e., the
gospel accounts) by legend and is not of basic importance." Rudolf Bultmann,
Theology of the New Testament, Vol 1 (New York: Charles Scribners' Sons, 1951),
p. 45

Henry N. Wieman: "After the crucifixion came the resurrection. The resurrection
was an experience the disciples had three days after the terrible shock of Jesus'
death on the cross. It took that long for the numbness of the shock to wear off so
that they could again respond to one another and to the past in the way that they
had done in the living fellowship with Jesus. So vivid and so powerful was this
recovery of (their) interchange with one another...that it produced the feeling of
his actual presence with them in bodily form. Many have had this experience after
the death of someone deeply involved in their lives. Either they had this
psychological illusion...or, what is more likely, when they tried to tell of their
experience, the only way they could tell it was in words that led others to think
that they were speaking of (a bodily resurrection). This would be most likely to
happen after the story had passed through many mouths in an age that believed
bodies rose from the dead." "The Revelation of God in Christ," Process Studies 10,
cited in Gordon Lewis and Bruce Demarest, ed., Challenges to Inerrancy (Chicago:
Moody Press, 1984), p. 271

Critique



The separation of "truth" from the words of scripture leads to subjective
interpretation without any objective controls. The interpreter is the final
authority.

Devotional
Definition

The devotional method focuses almost exclusively on what is personally
applicable and edifying. It tends to ignore literary context, historical background,
and other important interpretative principles.

History

This method grew out of the Post-Reformation era as a reaction against sterile
creedalism. This is the system unconsciously used by most Christians today (they
read their Bible for their own blessing).

Examples

eWatchman Nee uses Mk. 14:3, Jn. 3:30, and Mk. 8:6 to support the necessity of
"brokenness" is the Christian life.

Mk. 14:3 "And while He was in Bethany at the home of Simon the leper, and
reclining at the table, there came a woman with an alabaster vial of very costly
perfume of pure nard; and she broke the vial and poured it over His head."

Mk. 8:6 "And He directed the multitude to sit down on the ground; and taking the
seven loaves, He gave thanks and broke them, and started giving them to His
disciples to serve to them, and they served them to the multitude."

Critique



There is no external objective control over interpretation, thus easily leading to
eisogesis and "proof-texting." There is not the necessary emphasis on sound
doctrinal and expository study so the application may be misleading. Allegorizing
occurs frequently, particularly with the use of the Old Testament.

Ideological Interpretation (Postmodernism)

Definition

Ideological interpreters approach the Bible looking for material relevant to their
ideology. They usually are open about the fact that they have an agenda, and
usually claim they are correcting oversights from earlier years by focusing on their
area of interest. Most ideological readers also entertain a reader-centered
hermeneutic. They are skeptical about ever knowing what the author intended to
say, and focus instead on how the text affects the modern reader.

Deconstruction - Postmodern readers see the Bible, not as teaching liberation,
but as a tool used for exploitation. They would say the Bible is propaganda
intended to show why patriarchy (for example) is appropriate. The authors of
Scripture sought to legitimize the status quo of society by teaching people to obey
their authorities. They also sought to justify aggrandizement of the state of Israel
and the subjugation of neighboring peoples.

Sound hermeneutics seek to decrease reader bias through the application of
rules, which introduce objectivity to the interpretive process. But these
ideological and reader-centered methods hold that this objectivity is never
possible, because the text was never objective in the first place. The first act of
interpretation was the author's decision about what to include and what to
exclude in his text. Also, the uncertainty of language means modern readers
might as well supply their own interpretation, because we will never know what
the "true" interpretation should be. To hold to such a thing as a "true" or "real"
interpretation is naive, because such faith fails to take into account the arbitrary
nature of language and the social forces which distort people's (both readers and
author's) view of the world.

History



The "New Criticism" advanced in the 1940's began to focus on text and reader
rather than on the author. The author has no more authority over the meaning of
the text than anyone else because: 1) He didn't realize his own bias at the time he
wrote, and 2) We have no way to read his mind and thus know his intentions.

Examples

eFeminist Theology- seeks to study women in the Bible, and to demonstrate that
the more enlightened speakers in Scripture were anti-patriarchy. In general, their
studies are intended to explode the myth of patriarchy and to uncover cruelty to
women. Some advance gender-neutral language in translation, including God as
"she," sometimes based on lady wisdom Prov. 1:20ff.

eMarxist or Liberation Theology- seeks to show that the true intent of God in the
Bible is to teach that poor and oppressed classes should be liberated from their
oppression by the love of God. They tend to interpret redemptive language in
terms of economics and political power. They see class struggle in much of the
conflict in the Bible.

*Gay Theology - seeks to show examples of homosexual relationships (David &
Jonathan; Jesus & John) that have been de-emphasized because of the
heterosexual bias of the biblical authors. They also either reinterpret passages
which condemn homosexuality, or reject them as examples of heterosexual
oppression.

Critique

Reader-centered theories are openly biased, but they hold that in this they are no
different than other approaches except that they are more honest and less naive.
The reader is not under the authority of Scripture. Scripture is pressed into the
ideological mold of the reader, leaving the reader in authority.

Perspicuity



Definition: Perspicuity means "essential clarity." Biblical perspicuity means that
the Bible is understandable with regard to its main message.

Everything in the Bible is not equally clear (2 Pet. 3:15,16), but the main message
is sufficiently clear for us to be saved and accomplish God's purpose. The biblical
authors assumed their readers could understand their main message.

What do these authors assume about the perspicuity of the Bible?

Jn. 20:31 - John thinks that his book is understandable enough that the average
reader of his day could get saved by reading it (see also 1 Jn. 5:13).

2 Tim. 3:14,15 - Paul says the main message of scripture is understandable
enough for children to get saved by it.

1Jn. 5:13 - John expected his audience to be able to understand his message well
enough to have assurance of salvation.

"The Bible is basically clear and lucid. It is simple enough for any literate person to
understand its basic message. This is not to say that all parts of the Bible are
equally clear or that there are no difficult passages or sections to be found in it.
Laymen unskilled in the ancient languages and the fine points of exegesis may
have difficulty with parts of scripture, but the essential content is clear enough to
be understood easily." [R. C. Sproul, Knowing Scripture (Downers Grove: Inter
Varsity Press, 1977), p 15.]

This belief in perspicuity was a major element in Reformation thinking. Luther
opposed the Roman Catholic teaching that only the clergy was qualified to
interpret the Bible.

Responses to attacks on Biblical perspicuity

E.G. - The Bible is so complicated. Who could understand it?

PRESUPPOSITIONAL DEFENSE: Doesn't it make sense that if a loving God has

recorded a vital message for humans, he would communicate it in such a way that
we can understand that message? Only a cruel, sadistic God would purposefully



record his message in such an obscure way that we could not be reasonably
certain we understand it.

E.G. - "We're so far in time and culture from the original author, therefore we
could never understand what he intended."

POSTMODERN CRITICS CONTRADICT THEMSELVES: Those who resort to radical
skepticism about the clarity of the Bible expect me to understand their objection!
| often reply by saying, "l can't understand what you mean . ..

" QUALIFICATION: There is more distance between us and the biblical text, but to
say it is unbridgeable is a faith assertion . . .

E.G. - "If it's so easy to interpret, why are there so many denominations?"

HISTORICAL AGREEMENT ABOUT THE BIBLE'S MAIN MESSAGE: Wherever the
Bible has been the final authority, Christians have agreed on the main message.
Their disagreements with each other have been over issues which, while often
important, are not crucial. This is why documents like the Apostles Creed can be
formulated and agreed on by Christians from many different denominations down
through the centuries. This is why it is possible for us to provide you with a
concise "Statement of Faith" which agrees with historic Christianity.

E.G. - "Then...why do Christian groups disagree on essential doctrines?"

But clearly, "Christian" groups have also disagreed in their interpretation of even
essential doctrines (CATHOLICS). How can this be explained? The answer to this
question is surprisingly simple: Because another authority has replaced God's
Word. They have made either official or unofficial additions to the canon. The
Bible is then ignored and/or twisted to support that new authority's doctrines.
There are hundreds of examples of this:

RELIGIOUS TRADITION: Rabbinic "oral law" (Mk. 7:8,9)



NEW "SCRIPTURES": Book of Mormon; Apocrypha (on purgatory)

"KEYS" TO BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION: Christian Science's Key To Science &
Health; Rev. Moon's Divine Principle; Roman Catholic Papal Infallibility & "Canon
Law" (Catechism quote??)

SKEWED TRANSLATIONS OF THE BIBLE: Jehovah's Witness's Watchtower Version
(Jn. 1:1); Mormon Bible

ALIEN PRESUPPOSITIONS: Naturalism in Thomas Jefferson's Revised Deist Bible;
Liberal Theology; Pantheistic Avatars (manifestations of the divine light);
Postmodern Thought

So the issue here is actually not one of differing interpretations at all, or that the
Bible is unclear on essential matters, but of differing spiritual authorities.

God has made his main message clear to us in three ways:

1.By using language that is sufficiently clear. If we approach the Bible like we
would approach any other piece of literature, we find that its main message is
indeed understandable.

Consider this statement: "GO TO THE KROGER STORE AND BUY 10 LBS.

OF POTATOES." Now we might reasonably ask which Kroger store and which kind
of potatoes. If we were unfamiliar with American culture, we might even ask what
a potato is and how much a pound is. But would it ever be acceptable to interpret
this statement to mean: "GO TO THE HIMALAYAN MOUNTAINS AND MEDITATE



ON YOUR NAVEL?" Would it be correct to say no one can be confident he
understands this statement?

Now consider this statement: "HE WHO BELIEVES IN THE SON HAS ETERNAL LIFE;
BUT HE WHO DOES NOT OBEY THE SON SHALL NOT SEE LIFE, BUT THE WRATH OF
GOD ABIDES ON HIM." (Jn. 3:36) We might reasonably ask who the Son is, what
"believe" means, or if "believe" and "obey" are being used synonymously. But
would it ever be acceptable to interpret this statement to mean:

"IT DOESN'T MATTER WHAT RELIGION YOU BELIEVE BECAUSE EVERYONE GOES TO
HEAVEN?" Would it be correct to say that no one can be confident he
understands this statement?

"When it comes to the central core of the Christian faith . . . the biblical evidence
is overwhelming. The deity of Christ, the triune nature of God, the creation of the
world by God, the sinfulness of all humanity, salvation by grace through faith, the
resurrection of the dead—these and many other such matters are clearly taught
in scripture." [James Sire, Scripture Twisting (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
1980), pp. 12,13.]

"The main things are the plain things."

2.By repeating the main message. If you want your young children to understand
something important, you say it to them several times and in different ways.
There are many doctrines which are repeated and stated in many ways for clarity
sake (How we get his acceptance--different atonement words to different
audiences; our dilemma with God is spiritual and moral; that God is a personal
God; etc.).



3.By giving the Holy Spirit to help us understand and apply his Word. God's love
for us is so deep that he gets supernaturally involved to teach us the meaning of
his Word and how we should respond to it. Theologians call this the illuminating
work of the Holy Spirit.

1 Cor. 2:12 - As we come to the Bible humbly asking for God's help in
understanding his Word so that we may obey it (Jn. 7:17), he promises through
his Spirit to illuminate its meaning and importance for our lives.

2 Tim. 2:7* - "7 Consider what | say, for the Lord will give you understanding in
everything." Nevertheless, we have a part to play in interpreting God's Word (vs.
7: "consider ["exercise the mind"] what | say").

Eph. 1:16-18ff ...do not cease giving thanks for you, while making mention of you
in my prayers; 17 that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may
give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Him. | pray
that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened...

Paul opens his letters to the Philippians and Colossians in a similar way.

This brings us to the subject of how to interpret...

Grammatico-Historical Hermeneutics

Definition: A method of interpretation that takes into account common rules of
grammar and syntax and the author's historical context.

The goal of biblical hermeneutics is to ascertain as closely as possible the meaning
intended by the original author. We want the interpreter to remain under the
authority of the text instead of imposing his or her meaning on the text. If we can
accomplish this, we can hear God speak to us through his inspired author! A goal
worth pursuing.

While there may be many valid applications of a text, there is only one valid
interpretation. An interpretation is the author's intended meaning; an application
is how the reader should respond.

Exegesis: Extracting the meaning from the text

Eisogesis: Projection of reader bias onto the text.



Mark 12:31 "Love your neighbor as yourself." Does this mean that we cannot
venture into loving others until us first have a healthy love for ourselves? Is this a
common misinterpretation? Or does Christ presume we already love ourselves,
even selfishly, and therefore we need to step out NOW and serve others? The
latter most certainly squares with the rest of scripture. The applications for the
latter may be more than we like to think about!

The task of the interpreter is to ascertain that intended meaning if possible, using
the following tools.

Three Principles that should guide our interpretation

e INTERPRET GRAMMATICALLY: Take the normal meaning of the words,
phrases and sentences unless it is impossible to do so. The interpretation
must correspond to the words and grammar in the text in a reasonable
way. Otherwise, there is no objective control over the interpreter

(EXAMPLES: see "Hermeneutical Schools"). Most of the Bible can be
interpreted by simply taking the language (either in the original or in
translation) in the usual way. In other words, "If the plain sense makes
sense, seek no other sense."

Qualifications:

eAllow for figures of speech. A plain sense reading should not be confused with a
literalistic interpretation.

Psa. 91:4 He will cover you with His pinions, And under His wings you may seek
refuge; His faithfulness is a shield and bulwark.

Lk. 22:19-" ... thisis my body ... " Where was Jesus' body when he said this?
See his other metaphors (door; bread; etc.).



Col. 1:15-" ... the first-born of all creation ... " The Old Testament sometimes
uses this term to refer to "heir" (Ex. 4:22; Jer. 31:9). Heb. 1:6,7 uses it to refer to
Jesus as the object of angelic worship.

* Allow for symbolism. If a passage is symbolic or contains symbols, this should be
indicated in the text, either by textual cues or because symbolism is required in
order to make sense of the text. The Bible itself explains most symbols.

Rev. 1:9-20 - The symbols are identified as such ("like") and explained. Most of
biblical symbols are handled this way. Many other symbols in Revelation have
been previously explained in Daniel.

2. INTERPRET HISTORICALLY: Historical interpretation means that we take into
account the historical background of the author and the recipients. We are not
interested at first in the question, "What does it mean to me?" but rather, "What
did it mean to the original audience?" Use Bible dictionaries, encyclopedias,
commentaries, or other sources to learn more about customs, money, geography,
etc. We need to ascertain the original intent before we apply any biblical
teaching.

Gen. 15:7-21 - "Cutting a covenant" solemnized a contract between two parties. It
was normally bilateral (both parties walked through), but only God goes through.

GRACE COVENANT.

1 Cor. 11:4-6 - Shorn hair was typical of Aphrodite priestess-prostitutes; shaven
heads were typical of convicted adulteresses (vs. 5).

The parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10), 300 Denarii (John 12:3-5), 50,000
Drachma (Acts 19:19).

Pharisees' teaching on the relationship between illness and sin (Mk. 2)



3. INTERPRET CRITICALLY: Your interpretation must make rational sense. The
entire Bible is the product of one author (God) at the same time that it is the
product of many authors. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect a consistent
message throughout the Bible. Some of these rules are logical implications of a
belief in the verbal plenary inspiration of scripture.

FIVE PRACTICAL RULES - These rules will help you to arrive at a critically sound
interpretation.

a. Interpret in light of the context of the passage (which author? book?
passage?). Never view a passage in isolation from its surroundings. The context
should be considered the most important kind of evidence in the interpretation of
a passage. Only when no critically feasible interpretation can be found can we
claim that a break in context was intended.

Mt. 16:28 - Referring to the transfiguration (in context of passage) "Truly | say to
you, there are some of those who are standing here who shall not taste death
until they see the Son of Man coming in His kingdom."

2 Peter 1:16- confirms that Peter was an eye witness of Christ's "majesty."

Jas. 1:6-8 - The "doubter" is not simply any Christian who has occasional doubts.
He is the "double-minded man," whom James further describes in 4:8 (in context
of book) as Christians who posture themselves as loving God but really love the
world.

b. Interpret in light of progressive revelation

(Heb. 1:1,2). God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many
portions and in many ways, in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom
He appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world.

Heb 8:13 When He said, "A new covenant," He has made the first obsolete. But
whatever is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear.

While God's purpose for man has never changed, his strategy in accomplishing
that purpose has changed. He has dealt with man under different "covenants," or



"dispensations." Therefore, it is important to ask, "Under which program was this
written?" Primary application of the passage will be to the people operating
under that program, but not necessarily to others. There may be secondary
applications for other programs based on principles which have universal
application.

Ex. 20:8-10 "Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor
and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the LORD your God; in it
you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter, your male or your
female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you."

Animal sacrifices, dietary laws, Sabbaths, holy days, festivals, priests and liturgy
have all been fulfilled in Christ and are thus obsolete (compare with Col. 2:16,17
"Therefore let no one act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to
a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day— 17 things which are a mere shadow
of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ." and Heb. 8).

Theocracy was commanded in the Old Testament, but secular government is
affirmed in the New Testament (Rom. 13:1-7; Mt. 22:21).

Mal. 3:7-12 - The practice of tithes should be seen in context of the Old
Testament (see Num. 18:21-24; Deut. 14:22-29)

c. Interpret scripture in harmony with other scripture. Since the Bible is inspired
by God, it does not contradict itself. Therefore, never interpret scripture in such a
way that it clearly contradicts other scriptures. If a passage can be legitimately
interpreted in more than one way, choose the interpretation that doesn't
contradict other scriptures.

Go back to the initial example of Mark 12:31- "Love your neighbor as yourself."
We must interpret this passage in harmony with Jesus' other teachings.

Acts 2:38 could be referring to either baptismal regeneration, or simply adding
baptism as a desirable adjunct to the minimum requirement for salvation (i.e.,
faith). In view of the clear teaching on salvation by grace through faith alone, the
latter interpretation is preferable.



d. Interpret the unclear in light of the clear. Every major, essential truth is taught
clearly and many times. Never build a doctrine on an unclear passage.

Lk. 16:9 "And | say to you, make friends for yourselves by means of the mammon
of unrighteousness; that when it fails, they may receive you into the eternal
dwellings." . . . is used by Roman Catholics to support indulgences.

1 Cor. 15:29 "Otherwise, what will those do who are baptized for the dead? If the
dead are not raised at all, why then are they baptized for them?" . .. mentions an
obscure, unknown practice used in Corinth. Paul doesn't affirm this practice; he
just asks why they're doing it if they don't believe in resurrection. Today, the
Mormon church uses this passage to elevate dead ancestors to a higher status in
the afterlife.

e. Interpret in light of the literary style. The literary style (genre) affects our
understanding of the passage. For example, Proverbs should not be interpreted
axiomatically like didactic theological statements in the gospels and epistles. It
contains many general maxims, but not all proverbs are absolute promises.

Proverbs 22:6 - Train up a child in the way he should go, Even when he is old he
will not depart from it.

We realize, not every child will go right, but most will.

Proverbs 15:1 - A gentle answer turns away wrath, But a harsh word stirs up
anger.

Obviously, not every gentle word will turn away wrath, but in most cases it works.
Contrast these to the didactic teaching of Rom. 8:1.

Which of these rules implies belief in verbal plenary inspiration?

c. Inductive Bible Study Methods

Inductive Bible study methods can help you to accurately interpret a passage of
scripture. These methods should be used as a regular part of your personal study
in the Word. Understanding how to perform an inductive study is essential for



developing sound teachings. Knowledge gained through inductive study gives you
depth and credibility as a speaker and helps ensure that your interpretation is
correct.

We want to give you a simple approach to inductive study that you can use and
teach to someone else. With practice, you can become very skilled at using these
methods.

Why do we use the word "inductive"? Inductive reasoning is "the act or process of
reasoning from a part to a whole, from particulars to generals, or from the
individual to the universal." -- Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary, © 1996,
1998 "Induction is an inference drawn from all the particulars." -- Sir W. Hamilton.

We're taking the same approach to studying the Bible.

Inductive Bible Study is utilizing the details of the text (the particulars) to arrive at
the author's intended meaning (the generals).

Instructors: manage your student's expectation regarding their interpretive skills.

Realize that inductive study is a skill that takes time to develop. Your first attempt
at interpreting a passage may miss the mark. Nevertheless, if you hone your
inductive skills, more often than not, you'll correctly interpret the passage.

In his book, 3 Crucial Questions About the Bible, Grant Osborne compares
interpreting the Bible to salvaging buried treasure. Like raising a sunken wreck, he
says extracting the truth requires "care and precision." It's hard work, but the
payoff is worth it.

1 Cor. 2:16 For WHO HAS KNOWN THE MIND OF THE LORD, THAT HE SHOULD
INSTRUCT HIM? But we have the mind of Christ.

This is what we're after "the mind of Christ" - to hear God speak to us through his
word.



Inductive methods and types (genres) of literature

The approach we take to an inductive study of a passage will differ depending on
the type of literature it is. Different literary genres require different inductive
approaches.

Literary Type Biblical Book

Theological Narrative Genesis - Esther
Poetry, Wisdom Job - Song of Solomon
Prophecy Isaiah - Malachi; Revelation
Gospel Matthew, Mark, Luke, John

Epistle Romans - Jude

Xenos offers a course on Hermeneutics where students learn how to perform
inductive study on these different types of biblical texts. We'll begin with an
inductive study of Philemon, an epistle.

Inductive Overview of an Epistle

An inductive overview will help you grasp the big picture, the main themes of the
book you are studying. It will help you discover:

... the life situation of the author and the people he is writing to
... the flow of thought in the book
... the general theme(s) of the letter and why the letter was written.

The overview will not provide deeper insight into a particular doctrine, nor will it
reveal how to apply an individual passage to your own life. But it will give you the
background needed to understand individual passages. We'll learn how to do a



paragraph study, which will help us get into the meaning and application of a
particular text.

How to do an inductive overview of an epistle:

A. Paragraph titles: Read the book all the way through, writing down titles for
each paragraph.

This reveals the general thought development from the book. Titles should
meet the following requirements:

*The titles should be short. No sentences are allowed. A phrase of a few words is
the maximum length. We are not writing synopses. This will force us to get the
main idea clearly fixed in our minds.

*The titles should cover all of the significant content in the paragraph. If there is
subject matter that is not covered in your title, you need revision.

eDecide how you will determine where the paragraph divisions belong. If
studying with a study group, it is probably best to stay with the existing
paragraphs. However, if convenient, it is often correct to divide the paragraphs in
a different location than those used in any particular version. Feel free to discuss
where the divisions should be, and why.

“Remember that they are not inspired, and are different from one version to
another”).

B. Identity and situation of the author, audience, and 3rd parties: Compile all the
references to the author, audience and key third parties. This is usually done by
drawing three or more columns on a sheet of

paper - one for the author, one for the audience, and one or more for key third
parties that the author mentions. The audience is the individual or group of
people that the letter is written to.



Key third parties are people (not God, angels, Satan, etc.) that the author
mentions more than once in his letter. Examples of third parties include false
teachers and individuals that are singled out for discussion (e.g. Euodia and
Syntyche in Phil. 4; Hymenaeus and Alexander in 1 Timothy 1).

The data should be referenced with the chapter and verse, and marked with an
asterisk if the insight is implied rather than directly stated.

The implied data are less conclusive in reconstructing the historical situation.
Once all the data is gathered, write a one paragraph summary of the historical
situation of the author, audience and any third parties.

C. Major themes: Review your paragraph titles and note repeated ideas, words,
and themes. What are the major issues/themes that the author is addressing?

D. Why was the letter written? Record your conclusions about the author's
reason(s) for writing the book.

Topical Studies

Biblical Hermeneutics
An Introduction
Rightly Divided

Skeptics often ask me, "If the Bible is God's Word, why there are so many
different interpretations of what He supposedly said?"

Those who accept the Bible as the Word of God believe that God has spoken to us
unambiguously. We believe that there is only one "right" interpretation of any
given Biblical passage - the meaning God intended when He "breathed" His word
into the human author. If this view is correct, it follows that of the many
"different interpretations" skeptics refer to, there must be only one that is valid.
That is, while a particular passage may have many applications, it must have only
one meaning - the one the author (through inspiration of the Holy Spirit)
intended.



How, then may we determine the proper interpretation of Scripture? The science
of Biblical Hermeneutics - in all it's varied "schools" - seeks to provide a
methodology to answer that question.

Biblical hermeneutics is the science that teaches the principles and methods of
interpreting the Word of God. Proper hermeneutics provide us tools to help
ensure that we are basing our interpretations on the truth as God has revealed it,
while avoiding error to the greatest degree possible.

Using sound hermeneutic principles is not optional for the true disciple of Christ.
The Apostle Paul enjoins us to "be diligent to present yourself approved to God as
a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of
truth" (2 Timothy 2:15). The purpose of this paper is to provide a brief
introduction to some basic hermeneutical principles - principles that we strive to
adhere to in the commentaries on this website. A short bibliography and links to
resources for additional research are provided at the end of this paper.

The Bible Affirms its Own Clarity

The Apostle Peter reminded his readers that some things in the writings of the
Apostle Paul are "hard to understand" (2 Peter 3:15-16). We must therefore
admit that not all parts of Scripture are able to be easily understood. However, it
would be a grave error to conclude that all Scripture is obscure or that it requires
years of study to adequately interpret it. The Bible itself - directly and indirectly -
proclaims that it is written in such a way that believers, regardless of their
education or mental acumen, may read and understand its pages. Indeed, Peter
himself in the passage just quoted, does not say the difficult passages in Paul's
letters are impossible to understand - only "hard."

Moses tells the people of Israel:



And these words | command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you shall
teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your
house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you
rise" (Deuteronomy 6:6-7 RSV).

The clear implication is that all the people of Israel were able to understand
Moses' words clearly. They would have to, if they were to teach these words to
their children, and if they were to discuss them on a regular basis. The Psalmist
says: "The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts understanding to the
simple" (Psalms 119:130 RSV). This should be a great encouragement to all
believers - for if the "simple" (those who lack intellectual ability and sound
judgment) can be made wise by God's Word, it must first be understandable by
them.

Some may wish to introduce 2 Peter 1:20 at this point: "No prophecy of Scripture
came about by the prophet's own interpretation" (NIV). Those who advocate that
proper interpretation of Scripture is the sole province of the Church, or an
anointed class of specially gifted leaders, press this verse as proof against
individual interpretation by ordinary believers. The context if this verse argues
against such a view. Peter has just made reference to the Transfiguration, which
confirmed for those present the exalted status of the Son of God. He says that his
readers may be even more sure of Christ's exaltation because they have the
"prophetic word" (verse 19) - that is, written Scripture. He then explains why they
may be more sure, even beyond a divine vision such as Peter was graced to see.
The prophecy of Scripture - the declaring forth and recording of God's Word - is
not a matter of the prophet's own "interpretation"” of what God intended, but
rather was the very Word of God Himself:: "no prophecy was ever made by an act
of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God" (verse 21).
Thus, it is the creation of Scripture that is in view here, not the subsequent
interpretation of it.

The New Testament writers often state it is the moral state of the reader, not the
intellectual state, that prevents clear understanding of Scripture (cf., 1 Corinthians
2:14; 2 Corinthians 3:14-16; 4:3-4; Hebrews 5:14; James 1:5-6, etc.). Paul affirms
the clarity of his words to the church at Corinth: "We write you nothing but what



you can read and understand" (2 Corinthians 1:13). It is helpful to keep in mind
that Paul's letters were read to the entire church - to all present, even Greeks
with little understanding of Jewish culture and unbelievers. Scripture is able to be
understood by all - by unbelievers who read it sincerely seeking salvation, and by
believers who read it seeking God's help in understanding it. This is because in
both cases the Holy Spirit combats the influence of sin which otherwise would
make the wisdom of God appear obtuse to the natural man (1 Corinthians 2:14).

Cultural / Historical Perspective

When attempting to interpret Scripture, it is important to remember that the
Bible was written in a specific culture - the ancient Jewish or "Semitic" culture of
the near East. Our culture - the post-Modern Western culture - is vastly different
from that of the authors of Scripture; we will sometimes find deep differences in
what we take to be "givens" in a specific area of knowledge and what the Biblical
writers took as their "givens." The Biblical writer’s history, culture, customs,
environment, and language are diverse and removed from our culture and way of
life.

We will find that great gaps exist between eastern and western culture; therefore
we need some help in bridging these gaps. We, as westerners, will find ourselves
separated from the Bible culturally, geographically, historically and especially by
language.

On the other hand, we believe God's Word to be universal in meaning and
application. We believe the Holy Spirit will reveal all truth to us, particularly with
regard to the Bible. Many in the New Testament churches did not understand the
Hebrew of the Old Testament, yet the Apostles expected them to understand the
truth of the Old Testament scriptures when translated into Greek. Does this
mean that we may safely ignore the cultural, historical, and language differences
between us and the Biblical writer? | don't believe it does, any more than we may
rely on the Holy Spirit to teach us to speak or read or use logic. The Holy Spirit
inspired the Biblical authors and illuminates God's Word to those who earnestly



seek its truth, but interpretation is properly the responsibility of individual
Christians.

Paul describes the one who "rightly divides" the Word of Truth as a "workman;"
thus proper interpretation comes through effort. Paul is writing to Timothy who
was apparently gifted as a teacher, and certainly the Holy Spirit provides the
church gifted teachers to help us better understand God's Word, but Scripture is
quite clear that we are all to read, study, and meditate upon God's Word (cf., 1
Timothy 4:13; Proverbs 4:2; Psalm 1:1-3) - and this can only be done if we are
prepared to be "workmen" and to test the things our teachers teach us against
the pure measure of Scripture (1 Thessalonians 5:21).

What This Text Means to Me...

The view that all one must do is pray and read the Bible, and the Holy Spirit will
provide the proper interpretation, or the view that one's own, idiosyncratic
interpretation of Scripture is just as valid as that any other ("what this text means
to me...") renders the interpretation non-falsifiable.

That is, if | say that the Holy Spirit provided me with the interpretation, or my
interpretation, it is impossible for anyone to demonstrate that | have wrongly
divided the Word. The "truth" | have arrived at is self-contained and ultimately
incommunicable to you. You will have to "experience" the same personal
revelation, and even then, we will may wonder if our two experiences really were
identical, or if there were subtle differences that may affect our interpretation.

This hermeneutic methodology (or really lack of methodology) provides ample
opportunity for me to twist Scripture to my own destruction, and to that of any
others who would follow my interpretation (2 Peter 3:16).

The noble-minded Bereans in Acts 17 diligently searched the Scriptures, seeking
to learn if the Gospel Paul was preaching to them was true. We may be certain
that they held a common view - an "orthodox" interpretation of the Scriptures
they read - by which they measured what Paul was saying. This interpretation, if
contemporary Rabbinic writings are any measure, was a careful application of
principles like the ones we shall be considering.



It may be helpful at this point to consider the definition of some terms and
concepts that pertain to hermeneutics.

Some Definitions: Revelation, Inspiration, Illumination, and Interpretation

Revelation The act of God the Holy Spirit unveiling or uncovering truths that man
through his own intellect, reason, and investigation cannot discover for himself.

Inspiration: The act of the Holy Spirit superintending the writing of the truths
that God wants man to know. | use the term "superintending" to indicate that
God uses the personality, experience, vocabulary, and writing style of the author.
Inspiration is divine guidance, not dictation. By superintending the Biblical
authors, God ensures that His revelation is recorded accurately and without error.

lllumination: The act of the Holy Spirit to convict the reader of the truth of
Scripture and lead the reader to an "extra-exegetical" understanding of the
general truth of God's Word.. By "extra-exegetical," | don't mean to imply that the
Holy Spirit is not involved in the process of exegesis (the interpretation of a given
passage), but that illumination is properly understood to be an aspect of the
convicting role of the Spirit, to soften the heart. God speaks to us through His
written Word. The Holy Spirit helps us to know that what we are reading is
indeed God's Word.

Interpretation: The prayerful application of Scriptural principles by which the
illuminated student of God's Word comes to an understanding of Scripture that
corresponds as closely as humanly possible to the inspired meaning. The Holy
Spirit reveals general truths about God; the student, convicted of these general
truths, applies hermeneutic principles to arrive at the proper meaning of specific
passages.

Schools of Biblical Interpretation

Through the centuries, people have recognized the value in using principles for
interpretation. But, humans being the way we are, have developed a number of
different principles and methodologies. Here's a brief summary of the more
popular hermeneutic "schools:"



a).The Allegorical Schools of Interpretation This method of interpretation
developed among the Helenized Jews and Christians who were strongly
influenced by Platonic philosophies.

Clement of Alexandria and Origen are two early church "fathers" who viewed
Scripture, particularly the Old Testament, as being symbolic rather than literal.
The allegorical school teaches that beneath each verse of scripture (beneath the
obvious) is the "real" meaning of the passage. Hidden in each sentence or
statement is a symbolic spiritual meaning.

The Roman Catholic Church allegorizes some passages of Scripture. For example,
the Catholic Church views the bread and wine of Melchizedek in the Book of
Genesis, the manna in the wilderness, and the oil in the diet of Elijah, as
allegorical "types" of the Catholic Mass.

This method of interpretation was rejected by all of the Reformers. Luther called
it a scourge. Calvin called it Satanic. Those holding to the principles of the
Reformation generally regard this method of interpretation as undermining the
power and impact of the literal Word. That is not to say that the Reformers
rejected all allegorical interpretations, but argued instead that allegorical or
symbolic passages were contained in clearly defined contexts, such as the Book of
Revelation.

b).The Devotional Schools of Interpretation. The devotional schools emphasize
the edifying aspects of the scriptures and their interpretation, with the goal of
developing one's spiritual life.

This method often advocated the reading of the scriptures as a means of
obtaining a mystical experience. The Bible is said to be useful for devotion and
prayer, but need not be studied. Critics of the devotional school argue that while
the Bible is uniquely able to spiritually edify and is the primary means by which
God conforms us to the image of His Son, this school's methodology can lead to
idiosyncratic interpretations which have little to do with the truth of Scripture.

c).The Liberal Schools of Interpretation: Theological liberalism is prevalent today.
Liberal theologians do not accept the Bible as the infallible Word of God and
reject the verbal inspiration of the Bible.



This is not the place to provide a thorough critique of liberalism in Bible Studies
and its various critical methods (Source, Form, Historical Critical, etc.). | note
here, however, that once one abandons the verbal inspiration of the Bible, one
own intellect becomes the determining factor in questions of truth. Relativism is
the inevitable result, which, when extrapolated to it's logical conclusion, is unable
to prove anything with certainty, let alone one's preferred liberal interpretation.

d. The Literal Schools of Interpretation: The literal method of interpreting the
Bible is to accept the literal rendering of each sentence unless by virtue of the
nature of the sentence or phrase or a clause within the sentence renders it
impossible. For instance, figures of speech or fables of allegories do not admit to
being of a literal interpretation.

The spirit of literal interpretation is that we should be satisfied with the literal
interpretation of a text unless very substantial reasons can be given for advancing
beyond the literal meaning.

When the New Testament writers refer to the Old Testament scriptures, they
interpret those passages literally. The writings of the earliest Church Fathers
(Ignatius of Antioch, Ireneaus, and Justin Martyr) indicate that they took
Scripture literally, unless the context clearly militated against it. Thus, we have
Biblical and extra-Biblical evidence that in the earliest days of Christianity, a literal
interpretation of Scripture was displayed.

In case you haven't guessed, this is only school of interpretation that | believe has
a Biblical basis, and as such, it is the foundation of the hermeneutical principles |
attempt to follow in my own study of God's Word.

The Principles of Biblical Interpretation



There are certain principles that will help us to accurately handle the Word of
Truth. These principles are embedded in the scripture itself. We do not need to go
beyond the boundaries of the Bible to discover these laws and maxims that are
used to determine the meaning of scripture. The Bible interprets itself (scripture
interprets scripture).

Principle #1: The Literal Interpretation Principle

We take the Bible at face value. We generally take everyday things in life as literal
or at face value. This is a common sense approach. Even symbols and allegories in
the Bible are based on the literal meaning of the scripture; thus the literal
meaning is foundational to any symbolic or allegorical meaning.

The golden rule of interpretation is: “When the plain sense of the scripture makes
common sense, seek no other sense.” Therefore, take every word at its primary,
usual, meaning, unless the facts of the immediate context, studied in the light of
related passages and fundamental truths, clearly indicate otherwise.

Principle #2: The Contextual Principle

D.A. Carson has been quoted as saying, "A text without a context is a pretext for a
proof text." By "proof text," of course, Carson means the abuse of a single verse
or phrase taken out of context to "prove" a particular view. The word "text" is
derived from the Latin word, which means to “weave.” The context is that which
accompanies the text. The Word of God is a perfect unit. The scriptures cannot
be broken; they all hang together, a perfect unity. We must look and consider the
verses immediately before, after, and around the passage. We must consider the
book of the Bible and the section of the Bible in which the passage occurs. The
Bible must be interpreted within the framework of the Bible.



Principle #3: The Scripture Interprets Scripture Principle

We may rest assured that God did not reveal an important doctrine in a single,
ambiguous passage. All essential doctrines are fully and clearly explained - either
in the immediate context, or somewhere else in the Bible. This principle is best
illustrated by what is known as "topical Bible study." There are two essential
'rules’ for applying this principle: 1) The context of the two passages must be the
same; and 2) The plain passage must be used to guide our interpretation of a less
clear passage - not the other way around!

Principle #4: The Progressive Revelation Principle

The Word of God is to be understood from the Old Testament to the New
Testament as a flower unfolding its petals to the morning sun. God initiated
revelation, but He did not reveal His truths all at one time. It was a long and
progressive process. Therefore, we must take into account the then-current state
of revelation to properly understand a particular passage. For example, an
interpretation of a passage in Genesis which assumed a fully delineated view of
the "new Covenant" would not be sound. As the saying goes, “The Old Testament
is the New Testament concealed, and the New Testament is the Old Testament
revealed.”

Principle #5: The Accommodation Principle

The Bible is to be interpreted in view of the fact that it is an accommodation of
Divine truths to human minds: God the infinite communicating with man the
finite. The Bible was written in three languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. The
Bible was also created in space, in time, and in history so that man could
understand it. The truths of God made contact with the human mind at a



common point, the Bible, to make God (and, indeed, all of reality) knowable. We
must be careful, then, not to push accommodating language about God and His
nature to literal extremes. God does not have feathers and wings (e.g., Psalms
17:8); nor is He our literal Father in the same sense our earthly father is.

Principle #6: The One Interpretation Principle

Every verse in the Bible has only one interpretation, although that verse may have
many applications. The one correct interpretation is that which mirrors the intent
of the inspired author.

Principle #7: The Harmony of Scripture Principle

No part of the Bible may be interpreted so as to contradict another part of the
Bible. The Christian presupposes the inerrancy and harmony of Scripture as a
necessary result of a perfect Creator God revealing Himself perfectly to Mankind.
Proper application of hermeneutical principles will resolve apparent conflicts. The
key here, of course, is the word "proper," for exegetical fallacies can easily result
from a zealous but ill-informed attempt to "save" Scripture from an apparent
contradiction.

Principle #8: The Genre Principle

Genre is a literary term having to do with the category or "genus" of literature
under consideration. Proper interpretation must take the general literary
category of any given passage into consideration. Are we dealing with poetry or
prose? Are we dealing with history or prophecy? It is important that when we
interpret the Word of God, we understand as much as possible the author's
intent. For example, if the author is writing history - the genre of the Pentateuch
of Moses - it would not be proper to interpret a single reference (such as the
speech of Balaam's ass) as a poetic personification, unless a variety of contextual
markers compelled us to do so.

Here are some books of the Bible and their respective genres:



Psalms - Poetry

Proverbs - Wise Sayings

Isaiah - History and Prophecy

The Gospels - Biography and History
The Epistles - Teaching and Doctrine

Revelation - Eschatology and Prophecy

Principle #9: The Grammatical Principle

The Bible was originally written in three languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek.
While we have several highly accurate translations of the Bible in English, all
translation involves a certain amount of interpretation on the part of the
translator.

Thus, the study of word meanings, grammar, and syntax of the original languages
is important for a proper understanding of Scripture. This doesn't mean that
every student of the Bible must learn Hebrew or Greek. There are a number of
tools available - lexicons, Bible dictionaries, detailed exegetical commentaries -
that can provide a deeper understanding of crucial passages.

Principle #10: The Historical Background Principle

The Bible was composed in a specific culture at a particular point in time. While
they are universal in application, the truths in the Bible can most fully be realized
only when taking the surrounding culture and history into account. For example,
when Jesus is called "the first fruits" (1 Corinthians 15:20), we may have some
understanding of this title from the Old Testament, but a study of Jewish religious
practice in the first century can provide a deeper understanding of why Paul
chose this title in this passage, as opposed to another title with the same general
meaning of "first."



The Grammatico-Historical Method

The exegetical commentaries on this website generally follow the "Grammatico-
Historical" method of interpretation. As its name implies, this method of
interpretation focuses attention not only on literary forms but upon grammatical
constructions and historical contexts out of which the Scriptures were written. It
is solidly in the "literal schools" of interpretation, and is the hermeneutical
methodology embraced by virtually all evangelical Protestant exegetes and
scholars. It embraces each of the ten principles enumerated above.

Some Common Exegetical Fallacies

Unfortunately, each of the principles of interpretation we have considered may
be abused in various ways. Fortunately, the remedy for the resulting
misinterpretation is generally as simple as recognizing which principle has been
abused and the proper reapplication of that principle to the passage in question.
Here are some common exegetical fallacies resulting from the misuse of
hermeneutic principles.

Taking Figurative Language Literally When Jesus says that He is the "door," few
would take Him literally. Some, however, take figurative language, such as Jesus
"sitting at the right hand of the Father," to mean that the Father has a literal right
hand (and thus, a physical body). The phrase "at the right hand" was a figurative
expression in Semitic cultures in Biblical times, signifying a position of authority.
It did not mean that the one exalted literally sat next to the one doing the
exalting. The Literal Interpretation Principle does not mean that we woodenly
take every word in the Bible literally, but rather that we approach it as we would
any other book, taking figurative phrases, hyperbole, poetic personifications, and
other figures of speech into account in our interpretation.

Over-Contextualizing: Some view Jehovah's declaration that He does not "know"
of any other gods in Isaiah 44:8 as limited to the immediate context. Since



Jehovah is here engaging in a polemic against idol-worship, some would suggest
that Jehovah is really saying that He knows of no idols who are real gods - but
leaves open the possibility of other subordinate gods who are not idols.

While we must safeguard against taking words or phrases out of context, there is
no warrant for taking an absolute statement and confining it to immediate
context. Jehovah says He knows of no other gods. He says this in the context of
chastising those who worship idols, but this context does not limit His statement,
any more than the Great Commission is limited to the disciples who heard Jesus
speak it.

Allowing the Implicit to Explain the Explicit Jesus is called "firstborn" on several
occasions in the New Testament.

In Colossians 1:15, He is called the "firstborn of all creation." Many non-
Trinitarians see in these verses evidence that the Son of God was a created being -
the first creation of Jehovah.

Trinitarians point to verses like John 1:3 and Colossians 1:16, which state that the
Son pre-existed all things.

Non-Trinitarians argue that we should interpret these verses in light of Jesus as
"the firstborn." Thus, "all things" must mean "all other things.

" Trinitarians argue that the "firstborn" passages must be viewed in light of John
1:3 and Colossians 1:16, and thus must be a figurative title.

The term translated "firstborn" has a figurative as well as a literal connotation.
Even if taken literally, non-Trinitarians typically do not believe that the Son of God
was literally born, and thus they believe that it implies the creation of the Son in
some fashion. John 1:3 and Colossians 1:16, on the other hand, explicitly state
that the Son existed before all things, and indeed that all things came into
existence through Him. Allowing the implicit to explain the explicit - the possible
to explain the certain - is not a sound interpretive principle.

Scripture indeed interprets Scripture, so long as clarity explains ambiguity, and
not the other way around.

Modern Day Revelation Some groups claim that God continues to reveal Himself
in various ways to an elite cadre of spiritually mature and/or gifted individuals.



Some, like Latter Day Saints, believe that this modern day revelation has
produced new scriptures.

When contradictions between these "revelations" and the Bible are pressed,
these groups often respond that God's revelation is progressive, and thus may
accommodate new or revised doctrines for the modern era. But progressive
revelation may never be used to overthrow the principle of the harmony of
Scripture. God may have chosen to reveal Himself gradually to humanity, but He
does not contradict Himself.

Harmonization by Denial: The Bible declares that Jesus was a man (John 1:14; 1
Timothy 2:5; etc.). It also calls Him God (John 1:1; 20:28; etc.). God says in Hosea
11:9 that He is not man.

Non-Trinitarians that hold to the principle of the harmony of Scripture, believe
these verses present an apparent contradiction, and they resolve this
contradiction by denying the fully Deity of Christ.

They either favor grammatical arguments that remove the attribution of "God" to
Jesus, or they argue that He must be a lesser divinity and not true God.

It is certainly exegetically valid to deny what Scripture does not explicitly or
implicitly affirm.

However, to deny what Scripture affirms both explicitly and implicitly is not a
sound hermeneutical methodology.

If we truly believe in the sufficiency of Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16), we should allow
Scripture to shape our theology (or, in this case, our Christology) in such a way
that Scripture is harmonized by complete affirmation of its teaching.

Thus, when Scripture tells us the Christ is both Man and God, we should allow
these truths to shape our view of Christ's nature, rather than deny one or the
other.

Problems Relating to Literary Genre To properly take genre into consideration,
we must first understand the genre in its historical context.



In most cases, this is not difficult. However, some genres - such as "proverbs" -
offers some considerable challenge.

A proverb is not a promise - those who approach the book of Proverbs in this
fashion are likely to be disappointed when the expected promise is not fulfilled.
Further, as D.A. Carson notes, Proverbs 23:3-4 seem to offer contradictory advice:
"Do not answer a fool according to his folly ... Answer a fool according to his
folly." (Exegetical Fallacies, pp. 137-138).

Careful exegesis is necessary to resolve this and other apparent contradictions,
and such exegesis depends in no small part on the proper understanding of genre.

Misunderstanding
Proper Application of Grammar

A wide range of fallacies can result from a misunderstanding or misuse of
grammatical tools.

For example, a simplistic approach to "word studies" can produce a number of
problematic interpretations.

A common misuse of lexicons or Bible dictionaries is to assume that the "literal"
or "original" meaning of a word pertains in a given context.

Jehovah's Witnesses, for example, defend the rendering of the Greek word
kolasis in Matthew 25:46 found in their New World Translation (NWT) with what
may be termed an "etymological fallacy." The NWT translates kolasis as "cutting
off."

While kolasis originally had this meaning in classical Greek times, by the 1st
Century, kolasis had taken on the meaning "punishment," which is why the
majority of English translations render kolasis this way. Witnesses confuse the
original meaning of kolasis with the common meaning in the contemporary
setting. Some Witnesses may cite older lexicons in favor of the NWT translation,
but no modern lexicon provides "cutting off" as a valid translation of any 1st
Century text, and a careful examination of the older lexicons reveals that they
were dependent on classical Greek texts, not texts contemporary with the New
Testament.



While word studies are important to proper interpretation, we must be careful to
use them as a part of an overall methodology that takes all aspects of the text -
including then-current word usage - into account.

Historical Fabrication: The reconstruction of Biblical history presents a whole
host of opportunities for interpretive fallacies.

The interpretations of the New Testament offered by scholars such as those in the
Jesus Seminar depend largely on theoretical reconstructions of various
"communities" in the early years of the Christian Church.

While the reconstructions may originate from deductions based on certain
passages of Scripture, they soon become intertwined with the interpretation of
other passages to such a degree that it is difficult to separate the theoretical
reconstruction from the interpretation.

This fallacious approach to Scripture is true whether the reconstruction in
guestion is the result of liberal Historical Criticism run amok, or the superficial
attempts by Non-Trinitarians to portray "Biblical Monotheism" as anything but
monotheism.

The problem is that we have almost no access to the history of 1st Century beliefs
outside the New Testament. Some speculation based on extra-canonical texts is
certainly possible, but it is a fallacy to think that speculative reconstruction has
any force in informing our interpretation of Scripture.

Conclusion

Interpretation of Scripture will never be an exact science. The beliefs we bring to
the text - our theological presuppositions - will inevitably color our interpretation
to some degree. In fact, "pretended neutrality" - the attribution of bias to one's
opponent while implying that one is theologically neutral - though common in
apologetic circles, is an exegetical fallacy as potent as any other. By applying the
principles briefly delineated in this paper (and expanded in the resources, below),
we can minimize the possibility of error and bias. We can never eliminate our
presuppositions (nor should we, if they are Scripturally sound), but we can "test



all things" - including our interpretations - and "hold to what is good (1
Thessalonians 5:21 ).



