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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

Just as Bernard Ramm’s   Protestant Biblical Interpretation was written in 1956 for a broad spectrum of Bible readers, so An Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics has sought to engage that same breadth of lay and professional readers by assisting them in understanding the biblical texts. However, the changes in the way texts are understood have been nothing less than earthshaking in the short time since Ramm wrote his volume. Almost every assumption that Ramm made has been challenged and tested by the winds of modernity and postmodernity. So severely have the currents of thought changed previous patterns of thinking that one might even wonder (though, to our minds, just for a moment) if the reader of this preface is able to understand what we have said so far! The fact is that our day is characterized, as our subtitle notes, by The Search for Meaning.

The distinctiveness of this volume, in a field that has suddenly become somewhat crowded with recent entries after an extended period of little publication, can be found in (1) the uniqueness of our approach, (2) the way we state the urgency of the
 hour and the need for such a work as we have presented here, and (3) the attention we have given to making this volume useful to both the lay reader and, especially in part 4, for the more advanced student.

Our approach is so startling that some may even have looked twice when they saw the names Kaiser and Silva together as joint authors, feeling that the hermeneutical views of these two do not seem to fit together easily. But that is why this volume is unique. It is not a case in which two or three authors, having identical or fairly similar viewpoints on issues of interpretation, decide to write a volume that presents a single point of view. Instead, we have dared to write a single textbook on biblical hermeneutics, knowing that we each understand the process of interpretation differently in some key areas that represent the most critical points of discussion in interpretation today. In this way, the readers of our text do not get a party line, as it were, but are called upon to come to their own conclusions after eavesdropping on a vibrant conversation between two writers who dare to agree to disagree (at most, at a few critical points) agreeably. Scholarship yes, even evangelical scholarship — would be much better off if we had more examples of scholars engaging in such experiments. Let the readers be advised, however: there are more areas that we agree than disagree about, including such fundamental matters as the authority of Scripture and the primacy of authorial meaning. But some of our disagreements focus on the issues that are severe and critical for the future. The distinctive views of each author are especially evident in chapters 12, 15, 18, and 19. It is in this spirit that we invite the readers’ participation with us in a warm but caring conversation.

While our tone is convivial, our readers must not mistake how great the stakes in their conclusions are. Whereas Ramm wrestled with questions such as the way in which naturalistic assumptions affect hermeneutics, our generation has so prized the value of the individual, a person’s   freedom and initiative, that the primary question is no longer “Is it true?” but rather, “Does it matter?” Hence, the question of relevancy has taken precedence over the question of “What does the text mean?” Indeed, the very meaning of meaning itself is extremely complex and is debated vigorously by evangelicals and non-evangelicals alike. Whether any or all of the suggested meanings can be validated and what the criteria for such a validation might be are questions with which we modern readers of the Bible are feeling an increasing discomfort. Meanwhile, a generation waits to hear a word from God. It is almost like the old philosophical conundrum: Did the tree that fell in the forest make any noise if no one heard it fall? In our case, the conundrum goes thus: Did God actually disclose and reveal anything to his prophets and apostles if they did not adequately understand (without it being a comprehensive understanding) the things they wrote and if we, their readers, have so many differences of opinion about what was communicated? That is why this conversation is so urgent and critical. The results of this debate will so shape the next generation of believers that it may easily qualify as the top mega-trend in evangelical theology.

But this volume does more than focus on the critical issues. It takes seriously that aspect of the modern clamor for relevancy that we think is legitimate and that was part of the divine intention all along. We are concerned to help readers answer the question “What does it matter?” We believe that the interpretive process is not completed when we have stated what the author was trying to say; instead, we believe that interpretation must also decide what is the current relevancy, application, and contemporary significance of this text. Whether all of this is part of the meaning process is the point at which we differ among ourselves as authors — but that issue surely is dwarfed by the greater need to find ways to accomplish the same result in the end. Therefore, instead of writing a book that merely analyzes the problem, we have decided that we should also offer the best help we are capable of by showing both laypersons and scholars how to derive the contemporary usefulness from the interpretation of various types of biblical texts. Surprisingly enough, the scholar may be at more of a disadvantage when it comes to this step of the meaning process than the layperson who has been asking for this “bottom-line” type of mentality all along!

Finally, we trust that this volume will not detract from your primary focus on the Scriptures themselves. Our desire has been to give you as brief and as straightforward a discussion of the issues and methods as possible and then to leave you alone with the text of Scripture and in the presence of the Holy Spirit. May this pleasure and joy in the Word and the Sovereign God of the Word be yours in the days ahead.

A special word of thanks is due to Leonard G. Goss, imprint editor, for his enthusiasm during the early days of this project; James E. Ruark, managing senior editor, for his patience and assistance in the final production of this volume; and Stanley N. Gundry, editor-in-chief, for proposing this project in the first place.



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

The warm and widespread reception given to the first edition has encouraged both authors and Zondervan Publishers to issue a second edition. This has also given us the opportunity to fine tune (and in some cases to enlarge) some of the matters previously discussed in the first edition as well as to add four new chapters.

Note that the new chapters cover the key issue of the employment of biblical theology in the interpreter’s   toolbox. It is most important that as exegetes we show how the parts are related to the whole message of the Bible. While many are somewhat doubtful if Scriptures do evidence a single plan that communicates the mind and continuing purpose of God, the authors of this book cannot see how it could be viewed otherwise. If God is the revelatory source of all sixty-six books, and these books disclose his purpose and plan, then emphasizing the diversity of the Scriptures at the expense of their unity would be contrary to both the internal claims of the Bible and the nature of God himself. This chapter on biblical theology should bring relief to the interpreter who vacillates between continuity and discontinuity in the Bible. Indeed, even the very definition of biblical theology has suffered at the hands of many of its promoters. An altogether new direction (yet one that we had from the beginning) is set both in terms of the definition of this discipline and in the way it is presented for the interpreter’s   usage.

Another new chapter asks how it is possible to get answers to contemporary questions that are not directly considered in the Bible, such as the abolition of slavery, artificial means of fertilization, gender roles, worship styles, and the like. Must we go “beyond the Bible” in order to bring help to Christ’s   church? And if we do, then where will our authority rest if it is no longer squarely rooted in Scripture?

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, another serious area of concern has developed for interpreters: the New Testament’s   use of the Old Testament. The challenge this area presented was this: Did the New Testament writers exhibit a looser method of handling the Old Testament’s   text than has heretofore been taught in textbooks such as this one? And if it did approach the text with more freedom than present hermeneutical theory allows, could contemporary readers and interpreters of the Bible use the same freer methods in our exegesis, or did these methods only exist for Jesus and the apostles? Much rides on the answer given to this issue.

The final new chapter raises the postmodern question of the role that history should play in our understanding of the Bible. Some scholars, having reacted so strongly to the meager results that have accrued from historical-critical methods of Bible study, have suggested that we skip almost all historical markers in the text and stick with the theological and canonical message itself. One can understand their frustration, but a case must be made for working on the historical settings of the text, as long as it does not comprise the full interpretive process.

Since 1994, when the first edition appeared, those issues have not gone away, but rather have intensified. But the literature and the helps available have also increased. We remain optimistic that meaning can be communicated from God by means of his word and that mortals can have an adequate understanding of that meaning despite many naysayers. Surely, only God knows comprehensively, but that is not a reason to say that every meaning is a subjective, personal, and private meaning and that the meaning shared in teaching and preaching situations can have no force for anyone else. To the contrary, God intended his meanings to be communicated widely and correctly, as judged by what he had said in the Bible.

So
 enter the exciting world of hermeneutics with us as you read this book. This has to be one of the most fascinating yet most crucial areas of study in the whole area of theology, Bible, and the curriculum of divinity.

It is also a joy to recognize a number of people at Zondervan who have given enormous encouragement and professional assistance to this project. These include Dr. Stan Gundry, Katya Covrett, Jim Ruark, and Elizabeth Yoder.

February 2007
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Part 1

THE SEARCH FOR MEANING:

INITIAL DIRECTIONS

[image: 0310279518_herm_int_2_ps_0014_003]
The very use of the term hermeneutics raises an important question: Why should Bible readers be expected to study principles of interpretation? In spite of what our day-to-day experience may suggest, the process involved in understanding a text is quite complicated. The difficulties surface especially when we try to read a book produced in a different culture or time, as some examples from Shakespeare can make clear. In the case of ancient documents written in other languages, we need to make a special effort to take into account their original setting through a method known as grammatico-historical exegesis. As a whole, the Bible is a fairly clear book to read, and it is helpful to specify in what areas the difficulties arise: language? literary style? application? Moreover, the divine character of Scripture suggests that we need to adopt some special principles that would not be relevant to the study of other writings.



Chapter 1

Who Needs Hermeneutics Anyway?

MOISÉS  SILVA

[image: 0310279518_herm_int_2_ps_0016_004]
The term hermeneutics (as well as its more ambiguous and even mysterious cousin, hermeneutic) has become increasingly popular in recent decades. As a result, it has been pulled and stretched every which way. With so many writers using the word, it seems to behave as a moving target, and some readers have been known to suffer attacks of anxiety as they seek, in vain, to pin it down and figure out what it means.

Its traditional meaning is relatively simple: the discipline that deals with principles of interpretation. Some writers like to call it the science of interpretation; others prefer to speak of the art of interpretation (perhaps with the implication, “Either you’ve got it or you don’t!”). Apart from such differences of perspective, the basic concern of hermeneutics is plain enough. It remains to be added, however, that when writers use the word hermeneutics, most frequently what they have in mind is biblical interpretation. Even when some other text is being discussed, the Bible likely lurks in the background.

This last observation raises an interesting question. Why should such a discipline be needed at all? We never had to take a class on “How to Interpret the Newspaper.” No high school offers a course on “The Hermeneutics of Conversation.” For that matter, even with regard to courses on Shakespeare or Homer, which certainly deal with the interpretation of literature, no hermeneutics prerequisite is ever listed. Why then are we told, all of a sudden in our academic training, that we need to become proficient in an exotic-sounding science if we want to understand the Bible?

One possible answer that may occur to us is that the Bible is a divine book, and so we require special training to understand it. But this solution simply will not work. As a Roman Catholic scholar has expressed it: “If anyone is able to speak in an absolutely unambiguous fashion and to make himself understood with irresistible efficacy, such a one is God; therefore, if there is any word that might not require a hermeneutics, it would be the divine word.”1 Protestants, for that matter, have always emphasized the doctrine of the perspicuity or clarity of the Scriptures. The Bible itself tells us that the essential prerequisite for understanding the things of God is having the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 2:11) and that the Christian, having received the anointing of the Spirit, does not even need a teacher (1 John 2:27).

It turns out, in fact, that we need hermeneutics, not precisely because the Bible is a divine book, but because in addition to being divine, it is a human book. Strange though that may sound, such a way of looking at our problem can put us on the right track. Human language, by its very nature, is largely equivocal, that is, capable of being understood in more than one way. If it were not so, we would never doubt what people mean when they speak; if utterances could signify only one thing, we would hardly ever hear disputes about whether Johnny said this or that. In practice, to be sure, the number of words or sentences that create misunderstandings is a very small proportion of the total utterances by a given individual in a given day. What we need to appreciate, however, is that the potential for misinterpretation is almost always there.

To put it differently, we do need hermeneutics for texts other than the Bible.  Indeed, we need principles of interpretation to understand trivial conversations and even nonlinguistic events — after all, the failure to understand someone’s   wink of the eye could spell disaster in certain circumstances. But then we are back to our original question. Why were we not required to take hermeneutics in second grade?  Why is it that, in spite of that gap in our education, we almost always understand what our neighbor tells us? We have been taught hermeneutics all our lives. It may well be that the most important things we learn are those that we learn unconsciously.

The simple answer is that we have been taught hermeneutics all our lives, even from the day we were born. It may well be that the most important things we learn are those that we learn unconsciously. In short, as you begin a course in hermeneutics, you may be assured that you already know quite well the most basic principles of interpretation. Every time you read the newspaper or hear a story or analyze an event, you prove yourself to be a master in the art of hermeneutics!

That is perhaps a dangerous thing to say. You may be tempted to close this “useless” book immediately and return it to the bookstore, hoping to get your money back. Yet the point needs to be made and emphasized. Other than enjoying a right relationship with God, the most fundamental principle of biblical interpretation consists in putting into practice what we do unconsciously every day of our lives.

Hermeneutics is not primarily a question of learning difficult techniques. Specialized training has its place, but it is really quite secondary. What matters, we might say, is learning to “transpose” our customary interpretive routines to our reading of the Bible. Yet there precisely is where our problems begin.

For one thing, we must not think that what we do every day is all that simple. Before you could read a magazine, for example, you had to learn English. Do you think that’s   easy? Ask anyone who tried to learn English after adolescence. Remarkably, you likely went through that difficult and complicated process with outstanding success in the first few years of your life. By the time you were four or five, you had already mastered hundreds and hundreds of phonological and grammatical rules. True, your vocabulary was rather limited, but learning vocabulary is the easiest part of language acquisition.

In addition, your mind has been receiving, day in and day out, countless numbers of impressions. They are the facts of history — primarily your personal experiences, but supplemented by the experiences of others, including information about the past — with all their associations, whether psychological, social, or whatever. In a way no less astonishing than language acquisition, your brain has carefully organized these millions of impressions, keeping some on the surface, others at a semiconscious level, still others in the equivalent of a trash can.

It is all an essential component of efficient interpretation. To follow up our somewhat fictional illustration:
 Every time you receive an impression, your mind verifies whether it is a fact already filed away; if not, it relates that new impression to previous ones so you can make sense of it. To use another common analogy, your brain is like a grid that filters all new data. If a previously unnoticed fact does not fit the grid, your brain has only two immediate choices: force it into the grid by distorting the evidence or reject it altogether. The latter is the unconscious equivalent of, “My mind is made up — don’t bother me with the facts.” There is, however, a third option: admit your ignorance and set the new fact aside until your grid is able to filter it.

We see, then, that our daily practice of interpretation is not so simple as we may have thought. It requires a fairly complex (though usually unconscious) process that focuses on language and history, using both terms in a fairly broad sense. Obviously, our understanding is curtailed to the extent that the language or the facts being interpreted are unfamiliar to us. If a lawyer uses technical legal language when seeking to strike up a conversation with a stranger in the subway, one can hardly expect much understanding to take place. Similarly, a person who has not kept up with developments in the U.S. government for an extended period of time will not be able to make sense of a newspaper editorial, or even of political cartoons.

The problem grows if there are significant linguistic and cultural differences between the speaker (or writer) and the hearer (or reader). Suppose that, having only a basic acquaintance with Shakespeare’s   writings, we decide to tackle Othello. From time to time we would come across passages containing words that we have never seen before or that seem to have very unusual meanings. For example:

If I do prove her haggard,

Though that her jesses were my dear heart-strings 

I’d whistle her off and let her down the wind

To prey at fortune. . . . (3.3.260 – 63)

Even after we find out that haggard = “hawk” and that jesses = “fastenings,” we may find it quite difficult to figure out Othello’s   meaning, namely, that should his wife be shown to be unfaithful, he would allow his heart to be broken by letting her go.

Consider a more puzzling problem. Earlier in the play the duke of Venice and some senators are discussing recent news regarding a Turkish fleet, but there is considerable discrepancy regarding the number of galleys involved. The duke then says: 

I do not so secure me in the error, 

But the main article I do approve 

In fearful sense. (1.3.10 – 12)

What may baffle us about a passage such as this one is that all the words are familiar to us — indeed, even the meanings of those words approximate modern usage — yet the total meaning seems to escape us. Unless we are quite familiar with Shakespearean literature, it may take us a while to interpret this statement correctly: in modern prose, “The fact that there is a discrepancy in the accounts gives me no sense of security; it is with alarm that I must give credence to the main point of the story.”

The most insidious problems, however, arise when a word or phrase is familiar and the meaning we attach to it makes sense in the context, yet our ignorance about the history of the language misleads us. When Iago reports something that Cassio said in his sleep, Othello calls it monstrous. Iago reminds Othello that it was only a dream, to which the latter responds: “But this denoted a foregone conclusion” (3.3.429). In our day, the expression a foregone conclusion means “an inevitable result,” and it is possible to make some sense of the passage if we take that to be the meaning here. In Elizabethan times, however, the expression simply meant “a previous experience”; Othello believes that what Cassio said in his sleep reflects something that had indeed taken place.

These are the kinds of difficulties we encounter when reading a work written in our own language and produced within the general Western culture of which we are a part. When we approach the Bible, however, we see a book written neither in English nor in a modern language closely related to English. Moreover, we are faced with a text that is far removed from us in place and in time. It would indeed be astonishing if the Bible did not appear puzzling at times. We find, then, that with regard to both language and history, the interpretation of the Bible poses a challenge for us. Accordingly, an accurate understanding of Scripture requires what has come to be known as grammatico-historical exegesis.2

The term exegesis (used often by biblical scholars but seldom by specialists in other fields) is a fancy way of referring to interpretation. It implies that the explanation of the text has involved careful, detailed analysis. The description grammatico- historical indicates, of course, that this analysis must pay attention both to the language in which the original text was written and to the specific cultural context that gave rise to the text.

We cannot, for example, assume that the linguistic rules of English syntax or the nuances of English words correspond to those of New Testament Greek. If we do, we run the risk of imposing our ideas on the biblical text. Similarly, if we fail to take note of the distinctive cultural features of Hebrew society or of the historical circumstances behind an Old Testament book, we allow our mental “filter” — that is, our preconceptions — to determine what the biblical passages may or may not mean.

To be sure, the attempt to bring our preconceptions into conformity with the biblical text has created an exceedingly large and complex scholarly discipline. Partly because the distance (both linguistic and historical) separating us from the Bible is so great; partly because the Bible is a rather long document written by many people over a long stretch of time; partly because the Bible has attracted the professional attention of many scholars during the last twenty centuries; partly because the Bible touches on the deepest problems faced by people everywhere — for these and other reasons, no literary document has given rise to a larger body of scholarly writing, involving specialized research of all sorts and generating heated debate.

Nevertheless, we must note again that there is no difference in principle between problems of biblical interpretation and the ones we confront day by day. Most of us do not say that we are practicing grammatico historical exegesis when we read a letter from a relative, but that is precisely what we are doing. The difference is, so to speak, quantitative rather than qualitative. In other words, when we read the Bible we come across a much larger number of details about which we are ignorant than is the case when we interpret contemporary English texts. (For the moment, of course, we are focusing only on the human qualities of Scripture. The special questions related to the divine character of the Bible are yet to be dealt with.)

That way of putting it, by the way, helps us appreciate that the problems of biblical interpretation are usually our problems, not the Bible’s  ! While there are, indeed, some passages in Scripture that, because of their subject matter, are intrinsically difficult to understand, most passages do not belong in this category. Fundamentally, the Bible is quite a simple and clear book. We, however, are sinful and ignorant. Whether because of our limitations or our laziness, we often fail to bridge the distance that separates us from the biblical text, and that is what gets us into trouble.

But now, just how difficult is it for most of us to understand the Bible? Very large portions of Scripture consist of straightforward narratives. In these texts, only rarely do we come across a word that really stumps us, or a grammatical oddity that cannot be sorted out. (To put it differently, all the standard translations render these passages in essentially the same way.) Moreover, our information regarding the historical setting is usually quite adequate to make sense of such historical texts. Why, then, so much debate about biblical interpretation?

We may be able to answer that question if we consider a specific and fairly typical example. In Matthew 8:23 – 27 we read the brief and well-known story of Jesus and his disciples getting into a boat on the Sea of Galilee. While Jesus was sleeping, a sudden storm began to shake the boat. The disciples woke Jesus and asked him to save them. Jesus rebuked
 them for their little faith and proceeded to calm the waves. Astonished, the disciples said, “What kind of man is this? Even the winds and the waves obey him!”

The question about the meaning of this passage can be considered at various levels. Let us take them one at a time.

1. At the linguistic level, we meet no difficulties at all. Every Greek word in this passage is widely and clearly attested. Though translators may differ slightly as to which English words best represent the corresponding Greek terms, there is no real debate about what those Greek words mean. Similarly, no rare grammatical forms occur.

2. With regard to the historical setting (culture, geography, etc.), there is also no dispute. The reference to “the lake” (so NIV; lit., “the sea”) is certainly to Lake Gennesaret, or the Sea of Galilee. We are also well informed regarding the sudden storms that arise in that region.

3. The “meaning” of the passage, however, includes more than the bare facts of the story. Usually we are interested in the teaching of the passage. Here again, however, the primary thrust of the story is crystal clear. The event demonstrates the great power of Jesus, so that there was no need for the disciples to despair.

4. But what about the historicity of the narrative? Many hermeneutical debates focus precisely on this question. In the present case, it arises for two reasons. In the first place, a comparison of this narrative with the parallel passages (Mark 4:35 – 41; Luke 8:22 – 25) reveals some interesting differences. Did the event occur at the point in Jesus’ ministry where Matthew places it, or was it right after Jesus spoke the parables of the kingdom, as Mark tells us? Were the disciples respectful, as Matthew seems to portray them, or were they more impulsive (cf. Mark 4:38)? In the second place, many moderns reject the possibility of miracles. If supernatural occurrences are out of the question, then certainly this passage will be interpreted in a way different from its apparent meaning.

5. Still another level of meaning arises when we distinguish the historical event itself from the literary setting in which we read about the event. This point is made especially clear if we again compare Matthew with the other gospels. For example, the fact that Matthew places the story right after two incidents connected with discipleship (Matt. 8:18 – 22) may tell us something of importance. When we notice that the story itself is introduced with the statement that “his disciples followed him” (words not found in Mark or Luke), we may reasonably infer that one of the reasons Matthew relates the story is to teach us about discipleship, which is an important theme in the whole gospel. (Note, however, that the author’s   intention is very much part of the first two items above. The distinctions we are drawing here can become somewhat artificial.)

6. In addition to literary context, we need to keep in mind the broader canonical context, that is, how does the passage relate to the whole canon (the complete collection) of Scripture? To ask this question is to move toward the concerns of systematic theology. How does our Lord’s   rebuke of the disciples fit into the general biblical teaching about faith? Does Jesus’ power over nature tell us something about his deity? Such queries are certainly part of hermeneutics broadly considered.

7. But we may go even beyond the boundaries of Scripture itself and consider the history of interpretation. While it is very important to distinguish the meaning of the biblical text from the opinions of subsequent readers, there is in fact a close connection, since today we stand at the end of a long tradition. It is not really possible to jump over the last twenty centuries as though they had not transpired. Whether we are aware of it or not, the history of interpretation has influenced us directly or indirectly. The more we are aware of this fact, the easier it is to identify and reject those interpretations that we may find unacceptable. We need to remember, however, that all of us quite frequently, though unconsciously, assume that a specific interpretation is the meaning of the text, when in fact we have simply assimilated (through sermons, conversations, etc.) what the history of the church has preserved.

8. Finally, we must consider “what the passage means to me,” that is, the present significance of the passage.3 Traditionally, this step has been described as application and has been distinguished quite sharply from the meaning of the text. In recent decades, however, a number of influential writers — not only in the field of theology but also in philosophy and literary criticism — have protested that the distinction does not hold. It has been argued, for example, that if we do not know how to apply a command of Scripture to our daily lives, then we cannot really claim to know what that passage means.4 To reject the distinction between meaning and application seems an extreme position, but there is no doubt a measure of truth in it (notice that this eighth category is very similar to the third). Certainly, when most Christians read the Bible they want to know what to do with what they read. We may also consider that the extent to which the Bible affects our lives is at least a measure of how much we have understood it.

What do we learn from these various levels of meaning? For one thing, we begin to appreciate why in one sense the Bible is quite clear, while in another sense its interpretation can become complicated. As far as grammatico-historical exegesis is concerned (primarily levels 1 and 2, but also partially 3 and 5), the story of the stilling of the storm is indeed a simple narrative. In that respect, the story is quite typical of what we find in the Bible as a whole. To be sure, some of the poetic passages of the Old Testament present serious linguistic difficulties; the visions of the book of Revelation are not always plain; we would like to have more historical data relating to the book of Genesis; and so on. It is a little misleading, however, to focus so much on the problem passages that we forget how clear most of Scripture is. (We need to keep reminding ourselves of the essential clarity of the biblical message because a textbook on biblical interpretation, by its very nature, focuses on the problems.)

In the second place, the eightfold distinction above may help us understand why many scholars who do not themselves profess the Christian faith (at least not in an evangelical sense) are able to write helpful commentaries and otherwise interpret the Bible. An atheist, for example, may reject the possibility of miracles (and thus completely “misunderstand” level 4) while being able to give a superb exposition of the first two or three levels. In contrast, a Christian of great piety but with little theological maturity may be able to understand the significance of a passage for his or her life (level 8) while having a defective theological knowledge of the nature of faith (level 6).

We should emphasize, however, that the distinctions we have drawn are a little contrived. Most interpreters are seldom conscious of them. Besides, the various levels are so closely intertwined that isolating any one of them is an artificial procedure. For example, it is not uncommon to hear it said that anyone, even an unbeliever, can interpret the Bible and that only when he or she proceeds to apply it does the question of faith come in. There is a measure of truth in that formulation, but the distinction seems too simple. After all, can anyone interpret the Bible in a completely dispassionate way? Since everyone (even an atheist) has some kind of faith commitment, doesn’t that commitment always intrude itself on the exegetical process?

In any case, it should be clear that by categorizing these levels of meaning as we have done, we have almost imperceptibly moved from the human characteristics of Scripture to its divine character. Level 4 on historicity, for example, can hardly be dissociated from a reader’s   views about biblical inspiration. Level 6 on canonical setting has little weight for someone who is not persuaded of the divine unity of Scripture. Finally, level 8 implies that when we read the Bible we recognize that it is the Word of God addressing us; surely if we have not appropriated God’s   message, we may consider ourselves hermeneutical failures.

But now, if the Bible is indeed a divine and unique book, should we not expect to use principles of interpretation that apply to it in a special way? By all means. Up to this point we have looked at what is often called general hermeneutics, that is, criteria that are relevant for the interpretation of anything. There is also such a thing as biblical hermeneutics. While some scholars dispute the need for such a particular discipline, no one who appreciates the special character of Scripture will want to ignore it.

1.
 In the first place, we must accept the principle that only the Spirit of God knows the things of God, as Paul points out in 1 Corinthians 2:11 (part of a rich portion of Scripture with broad implications). Consequently, only someone who has the Spirit can expect to acquire a truly satisfactory understanding of Scripture. It is fair to note that in that verse the apostle is not addressing directly the question of biblical interpretation.5 Nevertheless, if we assume that the Bible is where we go to find out about “the things of God,” then the relevance of Paul’s   words for biblical hermeneutics is undeniable.

2. This principle of the need for the indwelling Holy Spirit is emphasized from a different angle in 1 John 2:26 – 27b. The Christians to whom John is writing are being challenged by false teachers who wish to alter the apostolic message. These Christians, intimidated by the new teaching, have become vulnerable. They need instruction. So John says, “I am writing these things to you about those who are trying to lead you astray. As for you, the anointing you received from him remains in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you.” Earlier, in verse 20, he had made clear what he had in mind: “But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the truth.” We then have a second principle of biblical interpretation:the essence of God’s   revelation — the truth — is shared by all who believe. We need no one to supplement, let alone contradict, the message of the gospel.

3. Indirectly, however, John’s   words lead us to a third criterion. The fact that Christians know the truth and that they should not let anyone lead them astray from it suggests that God’s   message to us is consistent. To put it differently, we should interpret the various parts of Scripture in a way that accords with its central teachings. Many in our day object to this principle. The fact that God used human authors to give us the Bible, so they argue, means that there must be contradictions in it. But a Word of God corrupted by the ignorance and inconsistencies of human beings would no longer be the Word of God. We may not pit one part of Scripture against another, nor may we interpret a detail of Scripture in a way that undermines its basic message.6

4. Finally, a satisfactory interpretation of the Bible requires a submissive predisposition. What motivates us to study the Bible? The desire to be erudite? Consider the psalmist’s   goal: “Give me understanding, and I will keep your law and obey it with all my heart” (Ps. 119:34). Our Lord said to the Jews who were puzzled by his teaching: “If anyone chooses to do God’s   will, he will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether I speak on my own” (John 7:17). The desire to keep God’s   commandments, the determination to do God s will — this is the great prerequisite for true biblical understanding.

Who needs hermeneutics? We all do. This textbook is merely a guide to help you read the Bible as you read any other book, and at the same time to read it as you read no other book.

The definition of the meaning of a text changed dramatically in 1946 with the announcement that it is a fallacy to depend on what an author meant to say as a guide to determining what a text means. Since that time, three figures have tended to dominate the continuing refinements or protests to this announced fallacy: Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, and E. D. Hirsch. Gadamer stressed a “fusion of horizons” (almost in a recasting of the Hegelian dialectic in new terms), Ricoeur envisaged a whole new set of operations when communication is written down, while Hirsch claimed it was impossible to validate meaning if it was not connected with the author’s   truth-assertions and distinguished from significances of a text.

At present there are, in general, four main models for understanding the Bible: the proof-text method, the historical-critical method, the reader-response method, and the syntactical-theological method. The first is often naïve, the second has been judged sterile, the third is often reactionary to the second, and the fourth is holistic in involving both historical and practical applications.

A mid all this dramatic change, we have come to realize that the word meaning is currently used to include at least six separate senses: (1) the referent, (2) the sense, (3) the author’s   intention, (4) the significance that a passage has, (5) its value, and (6) its entailment.

1. Luis Alonso-Schökel, Hermenéutica de la Palabra (Madrid: Cristandad, 1986), 1:83.

2. Such terms as grammatical-historical and historical-grammatical are also used with the same meaning. Note, however, that the expression historical-critical has other, more controversial associations. See the discussions on the historical-critical method in chapter 2, pp. 33 – 34, and chap. 17, pp. 280 – 83.

3. Sometimes the term contextualization is used to describe this point, emphasizing our need to see the relevance of the passage in our own context.

4. See chapter 17, sect. 4 (“The Role of the Reader”).

5. It is even possible that apostolic inspiration is the issue here. See Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “A Neglected Text in Bibliology Discussions: 1 Corinthians 2:6 – 16,” WTJ 43 (1980 – 81): 301 – 19. See also Kaiser’s   chapter 5, p. 83 below. For further reflections on the role of the Spirit in interpretation, see Moisés  Silva, Interpreting Galatians: Explorations in Exegetical Method, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), 210 – 15.

6. recognition that the Bible is human as well as divine does imply that we should appreciate the distinctives of various authors, their different emphases, their unique formulations, and so on. We should not impose an artificial uniformity on the biblical text. How to implement this principle without undermining the unity of Scripture is sometimes difficult. Later chapters in this book address this question.



Chapter 2

The Meaning of Meaning

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean — neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master — that’s   all.”1

Alice states a valid principle: words often do possess a wide range of possible meanings, but the meaning they exhibit in a particular context, and also share in the public forum, cannot be disregarded or arbitrarily used interchangeably. But Alice is not alone in her struggle to interpret and understand what others are saying or writing. Modern scholars and lay readers often feel as confused as Alice did when it comes to figuring out what the meaning of some conversations and books may be. Actually, the problems are even more complicated than poor Alice suspected. In fact, as Lewis Carroll went on to tell us:

Alice was much too puzzled to say anything, so after a minute Humpty Dumpty began again. . . .

“Impenetrability! That’s   what I say!”

“Would you tell me, please,” said Alice, “what that means?”. . .

“I meant by ‘impenetrability’ that we’ve had enough of that subject, and it would be just as well if you’d mention what you mean to do next, as I suppose you don’t mean to stop here all the rest of your life.”

“That’s   a great deal to make one word mean,” Alice said, in a thoughtful
 tone.

“When I make a word do a lot of work like that,” said Humpty Dumpty, “I always pay it extra.”

“Oh!” said Alice. She was too much puzzled to make any other remark.2

THREE NEW HUMPTY DUMPTYS

The problem of meaning changed dramatically in 1946. Two literary critics, W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, fired a shot that was eventually heard around the literary world. Wimsatt and Beardsley carefully distinguished three types of internal evidence for meaning, allowing for two types as being proper and useful. However, most of their qualifications and distinctions have now vanished, swallowed up in the popular version of the dogma that whatever an author meant or intended to say by his or her words is irrelevant to our obtaining the meaning of that text! Thus it happened, according to this new concept, that when a literary work was finished and delivered to its readers, it became autonomous from its author, so far as its meaning was concerned.

The main fault of previous generations, according to the New Criticism, as it was called, was the “intentional fallacy,” that is, the fallacy of depending on what an author meant to say by his or her own use of the words in the written text as the source of meaning in that text.3 But even more decisive moments in this century of hermeneutical changes were yet to come.

Hans-Georg Gadamer

The modern theory of interpretation received another jolt in 1960 when Hans-Georg Gadamer in Germany published his book Truth and Method.4 The title of his book contains the theme of his central thesis: Truth cannot reside in the reader’s   attempt to get back to the author’s   meaning, for this ideal cannot be realized because every interpreter has a new and different knowledge of the text in the reader’s   own historical moment.5 From this central thesis flowed four affirmations6 in his method:

1. Prejudice (Vorurteil) in interpretation cannot be avoided, but is to be encouraged if we are to grasp the whole of a work and not just the parts. This preunderstanding comes from ourselves and not from the text, since the text is indeterminate in meaning.

2. The meaning of a text always goes beyond its author; hence, understanding is not a reproductive but a productive activity. The subject matter, not the author, is the determiner of the meaning.

3. The explanation of a passage is neither wholly the result of the interpreter’s   perspective nor wholly that of the original historical situation of the text. It is instead a “fusion of horizons” (Horizontverschmellzung). In the process of understanding, the two perspectives are subsumed into a new third alternative.

4. Past meanings cannot be reproduced in the present because the being of the past cannot become being in the present.

Paul Ricoeur

In Interpretation Theory,7 published in French in 1965, Paul Ricoeur challenged the notion that a text is simply “talk writ down,” a dialogue placed on paper. Instead, in his view writing fundamentally alters the nature of communication and sets up a whole new set of operations, including these four:

1. A text is semantically independent of the intention of its author. The text now means whatever it says, not necessarily what its author had meant.

2. Literary genres do more than classify texts; they actually give a code that shapes the way a reader will interpret that text.

3. Once texts have been written, their meanings are no longer determined by the understanding the original audiences had of those same texts. Each subsequent audience may now read its own situation into the text, for a text, unlike talk, transcends its original circumstances. The new readings are not any less valid. They must not be completely contradictory to the original audience’s   understanding, but they can be different, richer, or even more impoverished.

4. Once a text is written, the sense of what it says is no longer directly related to its referent, that is, what it is about. The new meaning is freed from its situational limits, thereby opening up a whole new world of meaning.

E. D. Hirsch Jr.

The only American to exert a major influence on hermeneutics during the epochal decade of the 1960s was E. D. Hirsch, an English professor from the University of Virginia. Hirsch countered the trends established by Wimsatt and Beardsley, Gadamer, and Ricoeur. He affirmed that the meaning of a literary work is determined by the author’s   intention.8 Actually, he was indebted to Emilio Betti, an Italian historian of law, who had founded an institute for interpretation theory in Rome in 1955. But it was Hirsch who popularized this view and therefore is best known for the following concepts:

1. Verbal meaning is whatever someone (usually the author) has willed to convey by a particular sequence of words and that can be shared by means of linguistic signs.

2. The author’s   truth-intention provides the only genuinely discriminating norm for ascertaining valid or true interpretations from invalid and false ones.

3. The first objective of hermeneutics is to make clear the text’s   verbal meaning, not its significance. Meaning is that which is represented by the text and what an author meant to say by the linguistic signs represented. Significance, by contrast, names a relationship between that meaning and a person, concept, situation, or any other possible number of things.

4. The meaning of a text cannot change, but its significance can and does change. If meaning were not determinate, then there would be no fixed norm by which to judge whether a passage was being interpreted correctly.

These are the major figures in the development of contemporary hermeneutical theory. The impact each has already had on our generation of interpreters —  not to mention the future generations of interpreters of all types — has been nothing short of a major revolution in the way we assign meaning to written materials, including the Bible. Hardly any sphere of the interpretive process has escaped major restructuring and rethinking since the decade of the 1960s. The life of the interpreter will never be what it was prior to the last half-century. The effects of this revolution can be illustrated in four models for using the Bible.

FOUR MODELS FOR UNDERSTANDING THE MEANING OF THE BIBLE

The Proof-Text Method

The proof-text approach to understanding the Bible’s   meaning emphasizes the practical and pastoral side of life.9 Typically a biblical meaning is needed for some real-life purpose, and the interpreter then goes searching for some scriptural texts that support the topical theme or pastoral position desired. The scriptural texts are valued more for their short, epigrammatic use of several key words that coincide with the topic or contemporary subject chosen than for the evidence that they actually bring from their own context.

This method, insofar as it ignores context, is completely inadequate. At its worst, it tends to treat the Bible as if it contained secret codes, or as an anthology of sayings for every occasion. Individual texts, however, belong to larger units and address specific situations, coming out of historical purposes for which they were written and contexts for which they now are relevant.

The proof-text model often relies on a naive reading of the text. It may disregard the purpose for which the text was written, the historical conditioning in which it is set, and the genre conventions that shaped it. Consequently, this method is vulnerable  to allegorization, psychologization, spiritualization, and other forms of quick-and-easy adjustments of the scriptural words to say what one wishes them to say in the contemporary scene, ignoring their intended purpose and usage as determined by context, grammar, and historical background. What is forfeited in this method is any divine
 authority for what is taught.

The Historical-Critical Method

Just as the proof-text method has enjoyed relative hegemony in some evangelical circles in the past, so the historical-critical method has held a similar status among scholarly interpreters of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

This method is more concerned with identifying the literary sources and social settings that gave birth to the smallest pieces of text than concentrating on any discussions about how normative these texts are for contemporary readers and for the church. This method has most frequently avoided any discussion of the relation of the text to divine revelation, its function as canon in the church, or its use in the devotional-theological-pastoral enterprise of Christians.

In this method, the theory of meaning and interpretation attempts to get “behind” the text and to learn how various factors and sources contributed individual parts and pieces of the text as we now have it. It is more concerned with modern critical methodologies than with the task of finding out what the text means today for the church and the individual — to theologians and pastors. It tends, instead, to emphasize the needs of exegetes, critical scholars, and cognate linguists. Moreover, the interpretive task is declared complete after the text has been dissected and left — usually disjointed — in an ancient setting and with minimal, if any, significance or connectives given for its contemporary readers and interpreters.

But time is proving to be against this truncated model of interpreting the Bible. The meaning of the text has been necessarily stunted from the start because of the method’s   refusal to offer any assistance as to how the church is to understand these texts. The pastoral and personal problem of application has been left unaddressed. Thus the interpretation process was only partially completed. Moreover, this model emphasized its allegiance more to contemporary theories on the formation of the texts and the alleged Oriental and classical sources that lay behind them than to a consideration of what the text, both in its parts and in its totality, had to say.

The Reader-Response Method

In reaction to the stultifying deadness of the historical-critical method of determining meaning, a third method has grown up around the contributions of Gadamer and Ricoeur. While this view often sees the historical-critical method as one necessary and legitimate step in discerning what a text meant, it emphasizes the necessity of allowing the reader and interpreter to determine what the text now means —  mostly in new, different, and partially conflicting meanings.

It was finally time for the church and the individual to receive some help from the exegete. The interpretive process could not be said to have accomplished its goal in any sense until it had involved the text and the original setting, along with the questions, meanings, and responses of contemporary readers of the text.

Unfortunately, this method has so reacted against the abuses of the historical-critical method that, like many pendulum swings, it has also tended to go too far in the other direction. What has been lost in the shuffle is the primacy of authorial intention and most possibilities for testing the validity of the various suggested interpretations. All meanings now potentially have an equal footing, but few interpreters are now able to say which are normative. The result is that the church has continued to lose any sense of derived authority from the text, since no one can rank, much less determine, which is the correct or preferred meaning from the large number of competing meanings.

The Syntactical Theological Method

 Old textbooks on hermeneutics tended to call the honored method of the eighteenth-and nineteenth-century interpreters the grammatico-historical method of exegesis. That name, however, has since proved to be somewhat misleading. When Karl A. G. Keil used this term in 1788, his term grammatico approximated what we mean by the term literal, by which he meant the simple, plain, direct, ordinary, or natural sense of the passage. He was not referring simply to the “grammar” that was used. Likewise, the “historical” setting in which the text was penned was just as significant for this view, since it wanted to get as close as possible to the times and the settings in which the original author was speaking.

In order to stress more of the wholeness of a literary work and to emphasize that exegesis has not completed its work when the interpreter has parsed all the words and noted their natural and historical usages, we have labeled this fourth model for interpreting the Bible the syntactical-theological model. This model does the traditional grammatical historical study of the text, followed by a study of its meaning that shows its theological relevance — both with respect to the rest of Scripture and with respect to its contemporary application. All too often, modern interpreters have failed to observe the syntactical and theological relationships that the words and concepts have in Scripture.

This model of understanding meaning stresses the need for taking whole pericopes, or complete units of discussion, as the basis for interpreting a text. The key interpretive decisions revolve around how the syntax of phrases, clauses, and sentences contribute to the formation of the several paragraphs that form the total block of text on that subject or unit of thought. Because the Bible purports to be a word from God, the task of locating meaning is not finished until one apprehends the purpose, scope, or reason (indeed, the theology) for which that text was written.

ASPECTS OF MEANING

Before continuing our search for the Bible’s   meaning, we need to look more carefully at the very word meaning itself. As we will see, different senses of this word are intimately connected with several other key concepts of hermeneutics, including referent, sense, intention, and significance.10

Meaning as the Referent

As the examples from Shakespeare in chapter 1 make clear, it is possible to know the meaning of every word in a text and still be without a clue as to what is being said. In such cases, what is generally missing is a sense of what is being spoken about — the referent. The referent is the object, event, or process in the world to which a word or a whole expression is directed.

Referential questions appear fairly regularly in biblical interpretation, both within the Bible and in the interpretations we make of it. Of course, some readers are content with their own understanding of passages in the Bible. But the interpreter who wants to understand will ask the same referential question that the Ethiopian reader of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53 asked Philip: “Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?” (Acts 8:34). In other words, to whom do the words refer? To be sure, the Ethiopian could understand the words, but he had no idea what the exact referent was.

Similar questions about the identity of referents arise in various passages. For example, what is Jesus talking about in John 6:53: “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you”? Even though John has not previously recorded the institution of the Lord’s   Supper, the language here calls for a recognition of that subject. “Flesh” in the Gospels was a reference to Jesus’ incarnation, and “blood” referred to his death, that is, to his life given up violently in death. Using the part for the whole, John’s   hearers were expected to come to a belief in the life and ministry of the incarnated Christ, as well as believing in his death and what it accomplished.

Likewise, the “false apostles” of 2 Corinthians 11:13, who had received a “different spirit,” accepted a “different gospel,” and preached an “other Jesus” (v. 4), need to be identified in order to understand what Paul was working against in 2 Corinthians 10 – 13. These “super-apostles” (2 Cor. 11:5) were either gnostic pneumatics or triumphalistic, miracle-working, Hellenistic Jews who wanted to taunt Paul with their own theological creations. But again, we must first ask, What is Paul talking about? Who are these super-apostles?

Our appreciation for 2 Thessalonians is greatly enriched when we can identify the referents for the “man of lawlessness” and “the one who holds [lawlessness] back” in 2 Thessalonians 2:3 and 7. Usually the first is equated with the Antichrist of the end time, and the latter is seen as the person of the Holy Spirit. But these identifications cannot be made lightly, for the interpretation
 of this passage is radically affected by the choice of referent that is made.

Similarly, the “one shepherd” of Ezekiel 34:23 – 24 is critical to understanding the passage. The Good Shepherd of John 10 turns out to be the same one who was contrasted with the evil shepherds (i.e., all leaders, priests, prophets, princes, and the like) who had robbed and preyed on the flock of God in the book of Ezekiel.

Clearly, referent is critical. When we ask, “What do you mean?” we sometimes are trying to find out what the whole discussion is all about or who/what is being talked about.

Meaning as Sense

The next most important use of the word meaning is its usage as “sense.” Meaning as the referent tells what is being spoken about, but meaning as sense tells what is being said about the referent.11 Once the subject or object of the discourse has been established, we move on to find out what the author attributes to that subject or object.

When we ask for the sense of a word or a passage, we are searching either for a definition or for some type of appositional clause that will show us how the word or the entire paragraph is functioning in its context. Meaning as sense is whatever some user has willed to convey by a particular word or series of words in a sentence, paragraph, or a discourse. Beyond the sentence, the relationship of propositions within the paragraphs and discourses carries the sense the writer wishes to convey.

As an illustration, consider Romans 9:30 – 10:12. This passage has been subjected to almost every extreme of interpretation, more often than not simply because the interpreter failed, first, to establish the exact referent the passage was addressing and, second, to show the meaning or sense that this passage contributes to that referent or subject. All too frequently, one’s theological predilections seem to be more formative of what one expects to find in the text than does a patient listening to what the text has to say.

If the sense-meaning in this passage is to be heeded, one must understand the meaning of four key phrases found in the text. Note how some of the phrases are employed in apposition to other terms in the passage and how each of the four phrases, used of the Jewish audience it was addressing, stands in contrast to four corresponding terms used of the Gentiles’ method of seeking the same goals as the Jewish community.

nomon diakaiosynesm — Romans 9:31, Israel pursued a “law of righteousness”

all ’hosm ex ergonm — Romans 9:32, “not by faith, but as [if it were possible] from works”

zelon theou . . . ou kat ’epignosin — Romans 10:2, they are “zealous for God . . . not based on knowledge”

kai ten idian — Romans 10:3, they sought to establish “their own [righteousness]”

Clearly, the referent of these four phrases was the Jewish population. But what meanings and what sense did the apostle Paul attach to each one? Israel, according to these four expressions, had gone about the whole process of pursuing righteousness (the topic announced in Romans 9:30) totally backward. Paul was urging, in effect: Don’t blame either the Mosaic law or God the lawgiver for what Israel has done here. Israel was guilty of inventing her own law to replace God’s   law and making a new law out of God’s   righteousness. Instead of coming to God by faith, sniffed Paul, Israel insisted on turning righteousness into a works program, as if that were possible! While one must admire Israel’s   zeal, it was not based on knowledge that came from the Word of God (Rom. 10:2). The result was a homemade righteousness, which was just about as valuable as a wooden nickel.

What could be clearer: The Gentiles obtained the righteousness of God by believing on the One here called the Stone and Rock, our Lord. Thus, they were not put to shame. But Israel, who went on a do-it-yourself plan, missed not only the proper approach to receive this grace, but they also missed the end or goal of the law (Rom. 10:3 – 4), which was no less than Christ himself and his righteousness. In fact, argued Paul in Romans, way back in Moses’ day and in the Torah itself, the same righteousness had been described in Leviticus 18:5 and Deuteronomy 30:10 – 14 (the Greek text deliberately used words that joined the two citations rather than contrasting the two). The word that Moses preached was the same word of faith that Paul preached.

The sense remains throughout this whole passage: God’s   righteousness focused on Christ and came solely by faith, not by works. The person who did these things would live in the sphere of them. Thus, Romans 10:5 introduced two quotations from Moses, both supporting the consistent sense initiated in the introductory question in 9:30 and sustained in each of the four contrasts exhibited in the propositions of the paragraphs. The sense of the use of these words, as they make up the sense of the whole passage, is the second most important meaning to gain once the referent has been identified.

Meaning as Intention

In speaking of meaning as intention, we do not profess to get into the mind, psychology, or feelings of the author. We have no way of obtaining or controlling such data. Instead, we are interested only in the truth-intention, that is, the truth assertions, of the author as expressed in the way he put together the individual words, phrases, and sentences in a literary piece to form a meaning.

It must also be acknowledged that it is not always possible to dissociate meaning as sense from meaning as intention. The two are often identical, so the distinctions made here are somewhat arbitrary and merely reflect our penchant for using vocabulary that often overlaps. But some points need to be made under the heading of “meaning as intention,” as follows.

The impact left by Wimsatt and Beardsley is that an author’s   intention does not determine what a literary work means. Or to put it another way, what a speaker meant to communicate does not necessarily coincide with what the sentence means.

Let us complicate matters a bit more for the moment: Teachers have often had the experience of grading a student’s   paper only to have the student protest that the teacher did not understand what was meant. Typically the teacher will reply, “I can only grade you on what you actually wrote, not on what you meant.” In this way, it is thought, the text has a meaning independent of its text or its author. But this illustration is effective only to the degree that it comments on the artistic — or in this case, linguistic — ability of the student. Authors, like other communicators, often state things poorly, with ambiguities or ellipses, assuming that the referent is known without its being stated. But the speaker’s   intention is never irrelevant, for the only way out of the quagmire created by this objection is to ask the speaker what he or she meant — and if the speaker or writer is no longer available, we must search the context for further clues.

P. D. Juhl illustrates how this might work when a man says, “I like my secretary better than my wife.” When we exclaim with raised eyebrows, “You do?” he immediately senses that we have not understood what he intended to communicate. “No, you misunderstand,” he protests. “I mean that I like her better than my wife does.” It still is not absolutely clear what he is up to, but we are closer to his meaning now than we were before. The man has even succeeded in influencing the meaning of the previous sentence, even though it was poorly constructed.12 But these are cases of authorial incompetence. Often it is possible to infer from the context what an author meant, even when he or she has failed to express that intention clearly.

How Intention Affects Meaning

Intention can affect meaning in several ways. First, the author’s   intention determines whether the words are to be understood literally or figuratively. Therefore, when the psalmist writes that the trees clapped their hands, it is clear that the joining together of an inanimate subject with a predicate usually attributed to animate beings is enough to give us the clue that the language is figurative.

Second, the author’s   intention determines the referent a word is to have. Here are some instances where it is sometimes said that an utterance had a meaning beyond what the original author intended.13 For example, if we limit ourselves for the moment only to meaning as referent, the following affirmations seem to contradict our thesis that the author’s   intention determines meaning: (1) general statements can be applied to any member of a class; (2) general truths can be easily transferred to others; and (3) partial fulfillments within a series of predictions, belonging to a line exhibiting corporate solidarity of all the parts, can also go beyond
 the immediate and particular to the final manifestation of the prediction.

Mark 10:25 illustrates the first objection raised to our principle of authorial intentionality: “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” In the view of some, this utterance goes beyond the author’s   immediate referent. This statement would apply not only to the rich people of Jesus’ time, but to all who were members of that same class of the “rich” in any day. However, since the principle has not changed either in the biblical context or the modern one, the truth-intention remains the same. Rather than breaking our rule, it only helps to further it.

The second objection can be illustrated by Mark 7:6, when Jesus complained, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites.” We can respond to this objection in similar terms as to the first. Isaiah did not directly address an audience existing seven hundred years after he died, but the truth he affirmed was readily transferred across the centuries because what he said could just as well have been said of Jesus’ contemporaries. There is no change in authorial intentionality.

The third category of evidence raised against our thesis of authorial intentionality takes the meaning of the referent to be multiple. That is, it points to a number of persons who fulfilled the prediction and thus beyond the author’s immediate intention — just as the prediction about the coming of the “little horn,” or antichrist, in Daniel 7:8, 11, 25 is taken by most to be simultaneously a reference to Antiochus Epiphanes IV and to the final manifestation of evil in the last day. But even 1 John 2:18 says that “many antichrists have come,” without playing down the fact that “you have heard that the antichrist is [still] coming.” >

Of course, we agree that one in the line of evil who violently opposed the kingdom of God was and is a legitimate referent in subsequent generations, even though that person may not be the final manifestation of the antichrist of the end time. Nevertheless, it is the author’s   intended meaning that must be the starting point from which all understanding begins. And in the illustration just considered, even though there are multiple fulfillments throughout history as time advances to the last day, none of these fulfillments constitute double or multiple senses or meanings. They all participate in the one single sense, even though it has had a multiple number of fulfillments over the course of time.

That is the uniqueness of the point being advocated. It is similar to the point made by the Antiochian school of interpretation in the fifth through the seventh centuries A.D. It was a case of multiple fulfillments with a single sense or meaning that incorporated all of them, because of the generic nature of the term used, or the collective, singular nature of the term used, or the corporate solidarity that the many referents shared with the representative one who embodied the whole group.

The only place in our Western culture where a similar phenomenon occurs is in the designation of a corporation such as GMC. General Motors Corporation is the official name, but if I were to sue the corporation, from a legal standpoint the suit would read Kaiser v. GMC. For the purposes of law, both parties would be treated as if they were individuals, even though GMC stands for management, employees, and stockholders, not for just one person. This is an illustration of corporate solidarity, in which the many and the one are treated as one entity, even though they are composed of many just as well.

Divine Intervention

In the case of Scripture, however, another major intention must be considered: divine intention. We must ask at this point, Is the divine intention in the revealed word the same as the human authorial intention, or is it different?

There are cases in Scripture where God’s   “intentions” clearly differed from those of the humans he was using to assist his purposes. For example, Joseph said to his brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (Gen.50:20). Likewise, the Assyrians intended to destroy Israel, but God intended that they only be the rod of discipline in his hands (Isa. 10:5 – 11). No less oblivious was Cyrus, the Medo-Persian, to the purposes and uses to which God had set him, even though Cyrus “[did] not acknowledge [God]” (Isa. 45:1 –4).

But none of these examples is about the writing of Scripture. What is being confused here is purpose-intention with truth-intention. In the case of the writers of Scripture, there was such a divine-human concursus (that is, a “running together” in the realm of thought) that the Spirit of God was able to take the truths of God and teach them in words to the writers of Scripture.

The great teaching passage for this declaration comes from 1 Corinthians 2:6 – 16.14 Verse 13 stresses that the writers of the Bible received not words taught by human wisdom but “words taught by the Spirit.” That is, the Spirit of God did not mechanically whisper the text into the writer’s   ears, nor did the authors experience automatic writing. Instead, they experienced a living assimilation of the truth, so that what they had experienced in the past by way of culture, vocabulary, hardships, and the like was all taken up and assimilated into the unique product that simultaneously came from the distinctive personality of the writers. Just as truly, however, it came also from the Holy Spirit! And the Holy Spirit stayed with the writers not just in the conceptual or ideational stage, but all the way up through the writing and verbalizing stage of their composition of the text. That is what Paul claimed for himself and his fellow prophets and apostles. It is thus difficult to see how the product of the text can be severed into divine and human components, each reflecting independent intention — one human and the other divine. Therefore, to understand the intention of the human author is to understand the intention of the divine author.

One must quickly add, however, that this is not to say that the full expansion of the divinely intended referents were limited to those that the author saw or meant. It was only necessary that the writer have an adequate understanding of what was intended both in the near and the distant future, even if he lacked a grasp of all the details that were to be embodied in the progress of revelation and of history.

Meaning as Significance

In many contexts, the terms meaning and significance overlap. In their use in textual studies, however, we are well advised to distinguish the two along the lines set out by E. D. Hirsch.

Meaning is that which is represented by a text; it is what the author meant by his use of a particular sign sequence; it is what the signs represent. Significance, on the other hand, names a relationship between that meaning and a person, or a conception, or a situation, or indeed anything imaginable.

In another place, Hirsch summarized the distinction this way:

The important feature of meaning as distinct from significance is that meaning is  the determinate representation of a text for an interpreter. . . . Significance is meaning-as-related-to-something-else.15

In these terms, meaning is fixed and unchanging; significance is never fixed and always changing. As Hirsch argued, “To banish the original author as the determiner of meaning [is] to reject the only compelling normative principle that could lend validity to an interpretation.”16

But it would be just as tragic to conclude one’s   interpretational responsibilities with the task of what a text meant to the author and the original audience without  going on to deal with the contemporary significance of the text. The hermeneutical task must continue on to say what the text means to the contemporary reader or listener.

This meaning as significance could also be called the consequent or implicit sense. Along with there being only one meaning-as-sense (which is what we are espousing here), there are scores of meanings-as-significance that can and must be named. Some of these latter meanings extend to contemporary persons, events, or issues that go beyond those of the original writers or their audience. Others are new relations that may be legitimately seen between an older textual utterance and the contemporary audience’s   world. Significance can also relate to certain theological inferences, both
 contained within the text and coming from outside the text. In fact, the nineteenth-century commentator George Bush presented a good case for the importance of inferences in interpretation:

If inferences are not binding in the interpretation of the divine law, then we would ask for the express command which was violated by Nadab and Abihu in offering strange fire [Lev. 10:1 – 3], and which cost them their lives. Any prohibition in set terms on that subject will be sought for in vain. So again, did not our Saviour tell the Sadducees that they ought to have inferred that the doctrine of the resurrection was true, from what God said to Moses at the bush?17

The text may also carry a hint of its own significances and inferences within itself, such as in Acts 5:30: “The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead —  whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree.” Why didn’t the apostle Peter simply use the verb crucify in place of the cumbersome phrase “hanging him on a tree”? No doubt Peter wanted to call to mind the connotations of Deuteronomy 21:22 – 23 with its references to the accursed status of all who died in this manner. Could not the inference be that the Messiah died under God’s   “curse” on the sin of Israel and the world as he took our place? The theological implication and significance of the crucifixion as Peter and Luke understood it are thereby brought home for the reader and listener. Rather than classifying this kind of inference as a direct expression of authorial intention, it seems best to consider it an example of “consequent” or “implicit” significances that the text of Scripture encourages us to find as a legitimate part of its total message.

It is important, however, to make certain that the consequent or implicit meaning that we attribute to a text is one that accurately reflects the fundamental truth or principle in the text, not a separate and different one. Accordingly, Paul correctly applied (not allegorized) the principle of not muzzling an ox in Deuteronomy 25:4 to the practical application of paying the Christian pastor or worker. Both the Deuteronomic law and the apostle worked from the same principle, namely, that developing attitudes of graciousness and cheerful giving of one’s   substance is (in this case) more important than merely being concerned for the livelihood of animals (Deut. 25) or even paying workers what should be paid for their labor (1 Cor.9:7 – 12). Not only did Paul say that what was written in Deuteronomy was not written for oxen but entirely for us, but it is also clear that the collection of laws in the section of Deuteronomy from which this one was taken all have as their object the inculcation of a spirit of gentility and generosity about them.18

Similarly, Jesus used Hosea 6:6 (“I desire mercy, not sacrifice”) to justify his disciples’ eating with publicans and sinners (Matt. 9:10 – 13) and to justify his disciples’ action of plucking and eating grain on the Sabbath (Matt. 12:1 – 7). Surely, the applications differed from one another, but the principle behind both the Old Testament and the New Testament texts remains the same — namely, the attitude of the heart is more important and is always a primary indicator of what motivates a person to keep an external duty.

If those texts illustrate legitimate inferences that carry the meaning over into new areas but areas where the significances are of the same order as those contained in the sense that the author meant, what illustration can we give of an inference that is separate and different from the author’s   sense and therefore to be avoided as being hermeneutically incorrect? One such illustration is Malachi 3:6: “I the LORD do not change.” Some have argued this way:

Major premise: God is absolutely unchanging (Mal. 3:6).

Minor premise: What is absolutely unchanging is eternal (known from reason, but not taught here).

Therefore: God is eternal.

But there is no authority in this text for claiming that God is eternal. In this case, the implication and the application are separate and different from what is taught in the text, and therefore it is not an inference that comes from the principle taught in the text. Eternality is not demonstrable exegetically in this text, nor is it a quality that is always present in unchangeability, since it is talking about the divine attribute of immutability or unchangeableness. One infers eternality, not on the basis of what this text teaches about God, but instead, from what one knows about God from totally different sources and from one’s   definition of what it 
means to be God.

At this point, one’s   theology has overridden one’s   exegetical skills, and the theology is being imported into the text ab extra (or from the outside) and laid as a grid over the text. It is totally different from the statement made in the text. The comparison between “I change not” and “I am eternal” is not a distinction of similar things, but of two different attributes of God.19 In fact, eternality in this case is probably nothing more than a theological extrapolation from what we know of who God is. But in that case, it should be so labeled and not directly attributed or connected with the authority of the Scriptures as its source in Malachi 3:6.

There is no doubt that the great contribution of our century to the hermeneutical debate will be our concern for the reader and for the contemporary application and significance that a past meaning has for today. One must be careful, however, to follow the lead of authorial intention and to make clear any connection seen between a principle drawn from a text and modern-day circumstances. Focusing on the significance of a text should never lead to proposing a new meaning of the text that is not actually taught in Scripture. To do otherwise is to risk the loss of authority, for such inferences would have no part in the written nature of the text and thus would not be authoritative for us today.

Other Meanings of “Meaning”

Meaning can have additional definitions besides the four preceding ones traced here. Meaning as value appears when we say, “The book of Isaiah means more to me than all the other prophetic books.” This is an expression of preference and priority. But no claim is made as to the sense, truth claims, or what truth assertions the book of Isaiah makes.

Meaning as entailment is another use of this very wide-ranging word. “This means war,” intoned the president of the United States, meaning that one phenomenon has led inexorably to another. Or to use another example, in the life of our Lord, his obedience to the will of the Father relentlessly led him into suffering. “[Jesus] learned obedience from what he suffered” (Heb. 5:8). Note that Jesus did not go to school in order “to learn” obedience, nor did he need to be taught how to obey: rather, he learned what obedience entailed. In this case, the meaning of “learning” for the writer of Hebrews carried with it an entailment, much as the interpreter will sometimes see meanings associated with biblical words as legitimate entailments that flow from a valid understanding of the text.

Of course, saying so does not make it so, for each of these instances must be argued for with appropriate evidence. Care must be exercised in the use of entailment, however, lest one fall into the trap of condoning a separate and different inference from what the text actually gives evidence for.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have introduced several revolutionary concepts used in interpreting texts in the twentieth century. While many of these new approaches have been rightly concerned about understanding the texts more deeply and creatively, we may not be any less concerned than before with understanding them correctly. For this reason we have attempted to maintain a balance between the two principles of (1) a creative focus on the needs of the reader, and (2) a desire to validate meanings and application of the text as being correct, authoritative, and therefore normative.

As Hirsch has pointed out, the basis for validating the meaning of any passage can only be located in the meaning (i.e., the sense) that the author intended. But the legitimate significance in all contemporary applications of that passage is to be found in the identification of all valid relationships that exist between the intended sense of the author and any suggested
 contemporary issues, readers, and interpreters. To put it in another way, the authority for the sense of a text is only as solid as our grasp of the truth the author intended to convey.

The act of isolating each of the four meanings from one another is indeed somewhat arbitrary and theoretical. Yet each performs a role, a real function. The problem is that the act of understanding and interpreting calls all of these various functions to be put back together again. Thus the five so-called meanings we have discussed separately for the purpose of analysis must now be restored to one holistic way of looking at the text when we come to interpreting it. Many issues arising in the study of the Bible relate to linguistic meaning, and the arguments used to support particular views are frequently unsound. We must be careful not to minimize the importance of the original languages of Scripture, since it is easy to read into the text nuances that may be present in the English text but not in the Greek or Hebrew; moreover, there are occasional details of interpretation that can be resolved only by appealing to the original. By contrast, some readers end up exaggerating the importance of the biblical languages as though the English versions were inadequate and therefore unable to convey the proper meaning.

Other possible dangers need attention, such as the tendency of some to assume that the meaning of a word is based on its history; we must especially avoid interpretations that depend heavily on a word’s   etymology. Again, we often read or hear expositions that combine the various meanings a word may have. Instead of identifying the specific function of the word in a particular context, all the meanings are read into the passage. Finally, it is important not to overemphasize subtle distinctions in the vocabulary and grammar, because an author depends on the thrust of the writing as a whole (rather than on faint linguistic differences) to convey the meaning.
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Chapter 3

Let’s   Be Logical: Using and Abusing Language

MOISÉS  SILVA
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We all like to think of ourselves as rational and astute human beings, especially if we are involved in an argument with somebody. Understandably, whenever we find ourselves losing ground in the dispute, we are ready to use our best weapon —indeed, the ultimate squelch —“ You’re being illogical!”Along with “That’s   just your interpretation”and other choice rejoinders, the complaint that our opponent is not logical can be simply a cheap shot.

That is not to deny that sometimes we may have good reason to suspect our opponent’s   powers of reasoning. It may well be, for example, that when we say, “That’s   just your interpretation,”we have perceived that the other party is merely asserting an opinion and thus has confused the meaning of the text with one of the available interpretive options. It might be more productive (though we can hardly guarantee it!) to specify which other meanings seem reasonable and to point out that we should have persuasive grounds for choosing one over the others.

Similarly, there is greater likelihood of progress in a debate if, instead or throwing out a general allegation about an individual’s   logical lapse, we make an effort to identify the specific fallacy we have detected. Note the word effort. Most of us are lazy thinkers. We may be vaguely aware that an argument is weak, but we are not really prepared to say precisely how. Unfortunately, this problem is not restricted to personal arguments. The same questions arise when we read a biblical commentary or even when we are pondering by ourselves what the point of a verse might be.

The goal of this chapter is to provide some help in the evaluation of arguments. We will not attempt to give a full treatment, since several excellent textbooks are available.1 Moreover, our primary concerns do not correspond in every respect with those of the philosophical discipline we call logic but focus more narrowly on the use of language. The connections between logic and language are very close indeed, but we are less directly interested in the traditional concerns of philosophy than in the typical problems that arise when students of the Bible seek to figure out the meaning of the text and when they seek to defend their interpretation.

Since a large proportion of exegetical arguments are based on appeals to Greek and Hebrew, we shall need to pay special attention
 to the proper use of the biblical languages. We may begin by considering two opposite tendencies that often show up in the study of Scripture, namely, the minimizing and the overemphasizing of the original languages.

DON’T MINIMIZE THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ORIGINAL LANGUAGES

For some Christians, hearing references to Greek or Hebrew can prove quite intimidating. The reason may be that they have received poor teaching, such as the view that the King James Version is inspired and is therefore all one needs. This is not a very “logical” position because it raises numerous unanswerable questions. How do we know that the KJV and not another translation is inspired? What did English speakers use before the KJV was produced in the seventeenth century? Does God inspire individual translations into each modern language? Besides, we can demonstrate that those who produced the KJV themselves had to translate from the original languages.

Other believers, realizing that no translation is infallible, have a more reasonable objection. It has to do with the biblical principle that we need no human intermediaries (whether priests or scholars) between ourselves and God. Jesus Christ is the only mediator (1 Tim. 2:5). If I have to depend on a specialist in languages to understand the Bible, don’t I compromise this precious truth?

Part of the answer to this concern is to affirm without misgivings that the English translations available to us are, indeed, adequate. Even some of the versions that are not of the highest quality present quite clearly the basic message of the gospel and the obedience God requires of us. We should never suggest that a person without a knowledge of Greek and Hebrew or without direct access to a scholar is in jeopardy of missing the essential truths of Scripture.

Let us never forget, however, that whenever we read an English translation, we are in fact recognizing, though indirectly, our dependence on scholarship. Someone had to learn the biblical languages and to make great efforts, over a long period of time, before English readers could make use of a translation they understand. Though the Scriptures affirm that we have direct access to God, they also make clear that God has given teachers to his church (e.g., Eph. 4:11). Surely, there would be no point in having teachers if Christians never need guidance and instruction in their understanding of God’s   revelation Scholars may not impose their views on the church, nor may they act as though they were the great depositories of truth, but the church must not forget how much it has benefited from their labors throughout the centuries.

In any case, it would be a great mistake to deny the importance of paying attention to the original languages. Some years ago a minister was giving a mid-week Bible study on Ephesians 4. Working from the KJV, he read verse 26, “Be angry and sin not.” He then proceeded to affirm that this verse forbids anger in the life of a Christian.

It is understandable why this preacher felt compelled to interpret the verse in this way. After all, other passages in the Bible seem to condemn anger quite vigorously (e.g., Matt. 5:22), so he must have figured that the Ephesians passage could not mean something contrary to the rest of Scripture. His conclusion was that the word not applied to both verbs, sin and be angry. But this interpretation is not really possible. If there is any ambiguity for the modern reader, there is none in the original Greek, where the negative particle (which always affects the word that follows) comes after the verb for “be angry” and before the verb for “sin.” some further reflection on the biblical teaching about anger —including the fact that God himself is sometimes portrayed as being angry (e.g., Rom. 1:18)—makes clear that this human emotion is not necessarily sinful in itself. What the apostle wants us to understand is that, while there may be occasions when anger is appropriate, we cannot allow that anger to turn into an occasion for sin.

Mid-week Bible teachers are not the only ones who occasionally misuse the Bible by failing to take into account the original languages. Scholars too can falter. One rather distinguished writer, who happens to be a proponent of so-called existentialist theology, has argued that the essence of being is a dynamic “letting-be.”At a later point in his argument, he remarks: “It is significant that the Bible does not begin by merely affirming God’s   existence but with his act of creation, which is the conferring of existence. His first utterance is: ‘Let there be light!’and so begins the history of his letting-be.”2

What the author of these words fails to tell the reader is that there is nothing in the Hebrew text of Genesis 1:3 that corresponds precisely to the English verb let. While Hebrew (as well as many other languages) has a specific verbal form for the third person imperative, English lacks such a form. English does have a second person imperative, such as “Come!” To express the imperative idea in the third person, however, we have to use other means, such as “John must come!” or “Let John come!” In the second example, the verb let does not have its usual meaning of “allow,”nor does it have any supposed dynamic sense; rather, it functions merely as a helping verb to express the imperatival idea. In short, this theologian’s   appeal to the English rendering of Genesis 1:3 in support of his proposal has very little to commend it. Using the same line of argument, we could point to verse 11 (“Let the land produce vegetation”)and conclude that the Bible encourages us to speak about God’s   letting-produce.

More often than not (as these examples may suggest), some knowledge of the biblical languages proves its value in a negative way, that is, by helping us set aside invalid interpretations. This point becomes particularly significant when we realize that heretical views are often based on a misuse of the text. Some groups, especially the Jehovah’s   witnesses, routinely appeal to the fact that in John 1:1c, “And the Word was God,” the Greek term for God, theos, does not have the definite article, and so, they argue, it means either “a god” or “divine.” Even a superficial knowledge of Greek, however, allows the student to note that in many passages that indisputably refer to the only God, the definite article is missing in Greek (even in John 1, see vv. 6 and 18). Students with a more advanced knowledge of the language will know that one of the ways Greek grammar distinguishes between the subject of the sentence (here “the Word, ”ho logos) and the predicate (“God, ”theos) is precisely by retaining the article with the former but omitting it with the latter.

But many features of the biblical languages also have a positive value for interpretation, particularly when the biblical author exploits one of those features for stylistic purposes. In Exodus 16:15, for instance, we are told that the Israelites, upon seeing the manna, asked what it was. Moses responded, “It is the bread the LORD has given you to eat.” Now the last phrase may be translated literally, “for you for food.”

It is not a common expression, and an important Jewish scholar has suggested that it may be a subtle allusion to Genesis 1:29, where the same phrase is found.3 If so, the writer of Exodus may want his readers to view the wilderness experience as a time of testing comparable to the testing of Adam and Eve. This interpretation could be supported contextually from Exodus 16:4 and Deuteronomy 8:2 –3.

In the New Testament, no book uses allusions of this sort more frequently than the gospel of John. One interesting possibility is 19:30, which describes Jesus’ death with the expression “and gave up his spirit. ”It has been noted that the verb John uses here for “gave up” (paredokmen, “handed over, delivered”)is not the common word used in this type of context. Since John’s   gospel has numerous references to Jesus’giving of the Holy Spirit to his disciples, some scholars have suggested that the expression here serves to recall that theme. It would be pressing things too much to suggest that the giving of the Spirit actually took place at that moment. More likely, John is reminding his readers that the dreadful event of the crucifixion is not a sign of failure. On the contrary, it is the “lifting up” of Jesus (3:14; 12:32), the time of his glorification, which makes possible the fulfillment of his promise (7:39).

This interpretation of the language of John would not be accepted by all. Indeed, the approach that looks too hard for subtle allusions of this sort often runs the danger of discovering things that are not there in the text. Later in this chapter, we shall look at this hazard in more detail. Certainly, we should not place too much weight on such interpretations unless they can be confirmed by the
 context. Nevertheless, there are plenty of good examples where attention to these stylistic subtleties has helped interpreters shed new light on the text.

The conclusion to be drawn from this section is not that every Christian must attend seminary and become an expert in Greek and Hebrew. What we should keep in mind, however, is that the English versions by themselves cannot be the exclusive basis for formulating doctrine. In particular, we must be careful not to adopt new ideas if they have not been checked against the original text. Moreover, when there is a difference of opinion among students of the Bible, an attempt should be made to find out whether the Greek or the Hebrew sheds light on the debate. It is also worth pointing out, however, that ministers ought to gain some proficiency in the biblical languages if at all possible. Those who teach their congregations week after week and who must provide leadership in theological questions cannot afford to neglect such an important tool in their ministry.

DON’T EXAGGERATE THE IMPORTANCE OF THE BIBLICAL LANGUAGES

In some respects, it is not possible to overemphasize the value of knowing Greek and Hebrew. Many students of the Bible, however, by shifting the focus of their attention, have indeed overstated the significance of these languages. As we suggested in the previous section, it would be most unfortunate to say that Christians who have access to the Bible only through their modern translations are unable to learn by themselves what God’s   message of salvation is. Seminary students have been known to give the impression that anyone unacquainted with the original languages must be a second-class Christian. And more than one scholar has seemed to argue, at least indirectly, that the church can say nothing that has not been cleared through the experts.

One common way of overemphasizing the biblical languages is by romanticizing them, by giving the impression that Greek and Hebrew have a unique (and almost divine?) status. For example, in the attempt to show the beauty of Hebrew, some writers look for peculiarities in the grammar that may support their contention. One very frequent illustration given is the fact that Hebrew has no neuter gender, a linguistic feature that is supposed to have some special significance. While nouns in Greek may belong to one of three genders (masculine, feminine, and neuter), Hebrew nouns can be only masculine or feminine. Now abstract concepts are often expressed in Greek by means of the neuter gender, so some writers have inferred that the two facts are closely related. As one older textbook put it: “The Hebrew thought in pictures, and consequently his nouns are concrete and vivid. There is no such thing as neuter gender, for to the Semite everything is alive.”4

A moment’s   reflection, however, should make clear that whether or not the Hebrews thought abstractly has little to do with the structure of their language. In English, for example, there is no gender distinction at all in nouns and adjectives (only in the personal pronouns). Does that fact say anything at all about an English speaker’s   ability or disposition to think abstractly? It is true that the special interests of a community are sometimes hinted at in its language, particularly the vocabulary. But if we want to know what a group of people really thinks or believes, we should look at the statements made, not at the grammatical structure of the language used.

Part of the problem here is that we tend to transfer the qualities of what people say to the medium they use to say it. That is especially true of Greek, a language that has received a great deal of attention. In fact, Greek has been romanticized to extremes. Charles Briggs, a notable biblical scholar in the nineteenth century, put it this way: “The Greek language is the beautiful flower, the elegant jewel, the most finished masterpiece of Indo-Germanic thought.” In describing classical Greek, Briggs uses such terms as complex, artistic, beautiful, finished, strong, and vigorous. He then adds: “Its syntax is organized on the most perfect system. . . . [the Greek language] wrestles with the mind, it parries and thrusts, it conquers as an armed host.” In discussing God’s   choice of Greek to convey the message of the gospel, Briggs declares that this language was “employed by the Spirit of God, and transformed and transfigured, yes, glorified, with a light and sacredness that the classic literature never possessed.”5

We should keep in mind that this viewpoint was in part influenced by the opinion —very common in the nineteenth century —that the classical languages, Greek and Latin, were inherently superior to others. This opinion, in turn, was related to the emphasis that linguists in that century placed on the comparative and historical study of languages. During the twentieth century, however, scholars made intensive studies of languages spoken in “primitive” cultures such as the native populations of North and South America, African tribes, and other groups. The very grammatical features that used to be associated with the alleged superiority of the classical languages (e.g., a complex verbal system) turn out to be present to an even greater degree in the “primitive” ones.

The greatness of Greek civilization is not to be equated with the grammatical system of its language. It is what people did with the language rather than the language itself that deserves admiration. Interestingly, the form of Greek used by the New Testament writers is simpler than that used by the great writers of the earlier classical period. For example, New Testament Greek contains fewer “irregular” forms, and the word order of the sentences is less involved. One of its most distinctive features, in fact, is that it approximates the language used commonly by the people in their daily conversation.

Such facts do not disprove the beauty of the biblical languages. To some extent, this is a matter of personal taste, and the authors of this textbook happen to believe that Hebrew and Greek are about as beautiful as they come! Nor do we need to deny that the powerful message of the gospel had a significant impact on Greek, particularly its vocabulary.

In the end, however, we must not confuse the divine message itself with the human means God used to proclaim it. This issue has clear relevance to the topic of biblical interpretation. Some of the fallacies that we shall look at in the rest of this chapter have arisen because of the exaggerated importance attached to human linguistic systems (Hebrew and especially Greek). The biblical authors did not write in a mysterious or coded speech. Under inspiration, they used their daily language in a normal way.

DON’T EQUATE THE MEANING OF A WORD WITH ITS HISTORY

Perhaps the most common error one comes across in discussions involving language (and particularly the biblical languages) is the tendency to misuse the study of etymology, that is, the origin and development of words. One important reason behind this problem is the inherent interest of the subject. No doubt about it, etymological information can prove to be simply fascinating. I vividly recall from my college days a sermon on the theme of sincerity. To help his audience understand the concept, the speaker appealed to the etymology of the English word sincere. It comes, he told us, from the two Latin words sine cera, “without wax.” The terminology was used to describe statues that, one might say, could be trusted: wax had not been used to cover up defects.

As an illustration, this piece of information was quite effective. The thought was almost captivating, and it helped us see the virtue of sincerity in a new light. The danger, however, lies in the possible inference that the Latin origin of the English word sincere actually corresponds to the meaning of the word today. The fact is that when English speakers use this word, “wax” and “statues” are the furthest thing from their minds. For that matter, the meaning “pure” or “unadulterated” for this word is now archaic. When speakers use the word sincere, the meaning they seek to convey
 is simply “true” or “honest.”

But the problems run even deeper. The transference from the physical or literal (wax) to the figurative may have been accidental or trivial. Such a shift in meaning would not necessarily prove that anyone understood the virtue of sincerity with reference to the selling of nondefective statues. And even if someone did, why should we adopt that person’s   understanding of sincerity? Moreover, the Bible was not written in Latin, so the association with statues could not have been part of the meaning the New Testament authors had in mind in any case.

As if all that were not enough, a brief check of etymological dictionaries of English quickly reveals that there is no certainty whatever that English sincere comes from Latin sine cera! And some scholars who believe there is such a connection suspect that the real setting was the description, not of statues, but of honey. Etymological reconstructions are often tentative and sometimes purely imaginary. Some thinkers have nevertheless been known to develop great conceptual edifices based on such reconstructions. Very influential, particularly among existentialist philosophers, has been the supposed etymology of the Greek word for “truth,” aletmheia. It is possible that this word was formed by combining the negative particle a- with the verb lanthanom “hide,” and that possibility is alleged to show that the real significance of truth is “unhiddenness.”6 But this etymology is debatable, and even if it were not, we could not prove that it reflects a philosophical view of truth — much less would it prove that such a view is correct!

One of the unfortunate results of appealing to etymology is that it lends to the argument a scientific tone and makes the speaker’s   position sound much more authoritative than it really is. Some writers, aware of the tentativeness of their etymological arguments, but unable to resist the temptation of using them anyway, include a “perhaps” or some other qualification, but most readers are unduly influenced by the arguments and end up accepting the conclusion, even though no real evidence has been presented.

The best way to illustrate this point is to make up a few outrageous examples:

I have mistrusted ranchers ever since I met a few who seemed mentally unbalanced.

It is probably not a pure accident that English ranch (‹rank ‹Old French reng ‹Indo European sker) is etymologically related to deranged.

Christians should be optimists. We should keep in mind that the word pessimist comes from the Latin word for “foot,” pes. Because we stumble with our feet, we find the related verb peccare, “sin,” and the English cognate pecadillo. We may perhaps describe pessimists as people who are in the habit of committing little sins.

In our religious group we do not believe in having ministers. The word clergy (from Indo-European kel, “to strike”) is related to calamity (‹Latin, “a severe blow”). Not surprisingly, clergy throughout the centuries have abused their power and hurt people.

Dancing is surely forbidden to Christians. Isn’t it suggestive that the word ballet comes from Greek ballom, which is also the origin of diabolos, “devil”?7

The possibilities are endless! Apart from their outlandish content, the type of argument (i.e., the logic) exemplified in these four observations is exceedingly common. And precisely because this logic is most often used to make points that are not ludicrous and seem otherwise plausible, many people are persuaded by it, even though as a rule no substantive evidence accompanies it.

In biblical commentaries and other serious works, one also comes across etymological comments that usually shed no real light on the meaning of the text. It is common, for example, for writers to comment that the Hebrew word translated “glory,” kabomd , basically means “weight, heaviness.” (Incidentally, the words basic and basically, when applied to word meaning, are exceedingly ambiguous and are usually —and wrongly —taken to imply something like the “real” or “essential” meaning.) In this case, the connection cannot be doubted, and one can easily see how the notion of “weight” can be related to that of “importance” and thence to the more specific meaning when used in reference to God. While this historical development of the word is accurate and interesting, does it genuinely enhance our understanding of the word (or even the concept behind the word) in passages that speak of God’s   awesome manifestations? Most doubtful —unless we have good contextual reason to think that the biblical author himself was associating this word with the concept of weight.

This problem shows up even more frequently in New Testament studies, since many compound Greek words are relatively “transparent,” that is, one can easily see which words have been combined into one. One of the most common examples is the verb hypomenom (“be patient”), which is made up of the preposition hypo, “under,” and the verb menom, “remain.” Preachers will frequently remark that the Greek word really means “to stay under” and then proceed to describe someone carrying a heavy burden for a prolonged period of time.

As an illustration, that imagery may prove useful, but it is highly questionable whether it brings us any closer to the meaning intended by the biblical author. We need to keep in mind that figurative language quickly loses its freshness, a process that results in many “dead metaphors.” Consider the English word understand. Would it help a foreign student to be told that this word comes from stand and under (though most English speakers themselves are normally not conscious of this fact) and that it was originally a figure of speech (though we cannot tell precisely how the new meaning developed)? The figurative etymology of the word is, in fact, quite irrelevant to modern speakers, since what they mean can be made perfectly clear without a knowledge of the word’s  origins.

Of course, one must always keep open the possibility that a biblical writer has deliberately exploited the history (or other associations) of a word. Such a literary technique is more frequently found in poetry than in prose. But the only way to determine whether the author has done so is to pay close attention to the context. We cannot presume that an author would necessarily have been aware of a word’s  etymology. And if he was, we cannot assume, without some evidence, that he intended his readers to grasp the connection. About the only evidence available to us, we must emphasize again, is the context, the thrust of a passage (or even the book) as a whole. With very few exceptions, we will find that the context supports the common usage of a word rather than unfamiliar senses.

DON’T READ THE VARIOUS MEANINGS OF A WORD INTO A SPECIFIC USE

Students are often advised to check how a particular word is used throughout the Scriptures. Even Christians who have not learned the biblical languages can use certain concordances (as well as other tools) that are keyed to the Greek and Hebrew terms. In principle, the advice is sound, for such a method helps us to determine the “semantic range” of the word in question; that is, if we are aware of the possible uses of a word, we are in a better position to decide which specific use occurs in the passage or passages that we are studying.

The words italicized in the previous paragraph highlight the proper aim of such a word study. In practice, however, students often ignore that very aspect. What happens, instead, is that the whole complex of meanings is injected into one passage. Usually, this takes place in a subtle way. Even a responsible commentator, hoping to shed light on a word, may inform the reader that the word in question is used in a variety of ways in the New Testament. There will follow a list of those uses, including quotations of various passages, with the implication that all of them in some way contribute to the meaning of the word in the verse being analyzed.

From time to time one comes across more glaring misuses of the method. A successful preacher once speaking on Hebrews 12 focused attention on one specific word in that chapter and told his congregation that the word had four meanings. On that basis he had produced
 a four-point outline that led to four sermonettes with four different texts, even though ostensibly he intended to expound on Hebrews 12.

If we reflect for a few moments on our own language, however, we can appreciate how such an approach succeeds only in distorting meaning. Suppose that an Asian tourist comes across this sentence: “The patient had an acute pain in her knee.” This foreigner is not familiar with the word acute and asks us what it means, so we respond:

In geometry, the word is used of angles less than 90 degrees, while in music it may indicate a high-pitched sound. It also is used to describe an accent mark in some languages and scripts. In objects it indicates a sharp point. The word can be used as a synonym for “keen, discerning, shrewd.” Things of great importance can be said to be acute. In medicine, it may describe a disease that is approaching a crisis. Finally, the word can mean “severe.”

Such a disquisition may prove very interesting and informative, but to understand the sentence in question, the foreigner needed merely the last word. The only other meaning that might shed any light on the subject is that of “sharp,” since an acute pain is one that is often likened to the sensation of being hurt with a pointed object. Most words in any language have a variety of meanings, but as a rule the context automatically and effectively suppresses all the meanings that are not appropriate, so that the hearers and readers do not even think of them.

The matter gets more complicated when we consider whether certain associations may be present in a particular sentence (cf. above the examples from Exodus 16 and from John 19). It is not always easy to decide this question. If we read in a magazine that “the disagreement among the scholars was acute,” we will quickly take the meaning to be “intense, severe,” but are we influenced by the frequent combination acute pain, so that we deduce, consciously or unconsciously, that the scholars in question were undergoing a painful experience? Is it also possible that, since the people involved are scholars, the meaning “keen, discerning” affects us? Perhaps and perhaps not. It would surely be precarious, however, to come up with interpretations based on what is only a theoretical possibility (unless supported by strong contextual evidence).

While this section has focused on the vocabulary, we should note a related problem when appealing to grammatical facts. In a recent article dealing with the difficult passage on women in 1 Timothy 2, the author has this to say with regard to verse 12 (“I do not permit a woman to teach”):

In order to gain insight into the meaning of this instruction we may find help in an examination of the verbs in our text. This is the third instance in chapter two of Timothy of a first-person singular verb. 1 Timothy 2:8 began with the first person, “I want the men in every place to pray.” The same verb is implied in verse 9 where the author addresses the women —“ (I want) women to make themselves attractive.” Now in verse 12 we have another first person verb —“I do not permit.” In the Greek language there are nine different uses of the present tense. [Here, one of the standard grammars is footnoted.] According to P. B. Payne the first-person present of the verb can be used to indicate temporary restriction. With that sense of the verb a time restriction comes into play. Until women have learned what they need in order to get a full grasp of the true teaching, they are not to teach or have authority over men. There is no reason these women might not later be allowed to teach and have authority (like Phoebe, Prisca, and Junia) if they will learn the true teaching, submitting to Timothy for instruction.8

The first part of this paragraph is in fact irrelevant to the author’s   point (If anything, it undermines that point, since the verb in verse 8 certainly has no temporal restriction.) From time to time one comes across discussions of biblical texts that appeal to the original languages perhaps only to make an impression; readers need to discern whether something substantive is in fact being argued. Our main concern, however, is with the second half of the paragraph, which does contain a substantive argument on the basis of Greek grammar. For our present purposes, we need not determine whether the verb in verse 12 has a temporal restriction; the question, rather, is whether the appeal to the Greek is cogent.

The logic of this author is simply to look for the various attested uses or meanings of the present tense, then choose one that fits that author’s   understanding of the passage. This approach is not exactly the one that we have already discussed; in the present case, the interpreter has not read all of the meanings into one specific occurrence. The problem is similar, however, since the interpreter’s   decision (as far as we can tell) was merely based on a range of uses and was not controlled by the context. At the very least, we must say that the interpreter did not offer a contextual reason for choosing the temporally restricted function of the Greek present tense.

DON’T OVEREMPHASIZE SUBTLE POINTS OF GRAMMAR AND VOCABULARY

The view that the biblical languages —Greek in particular — are uniquely rich or precise has led many students to rely heavily on distinctions of various sorts. Very common is the tendency to look for differences among synonyms as a key to the interpretation of passages. It cannot be doubted, for example, that the several Hebrew words used in reference to sin have distinctive meanings (comparable to the differences in such English words as sin, wickedness, evil, transgression, etc.). Any careful study of Old Testament texts that contain these words requires some attention to the distinctions, and a slipshod approach to word use is inexcusable.

We can never forget, however, that writers often use a diverse vocabulary for simple reasons of style, such as a desire to avoid repetition. In these cases, we may say that the differences among the words are “neutralized” by the context. Even when an author makes a lexical choice for semantic (rather than stylistic) reasons, it does not follow that our interpretation stands or falls on our ability to determine precisely why one word was chosen rather than another. After all, people normally communicate, not by uttering isolated words, but by speaking whole sentences.

Important as words are, what really matters, then, is how those words have been combined by the speaker. Since the focus of meaning is therefore the sentence (or even the paragraph), the specific force of any one word depends to a large extent on the broader context. That is not to deny that individual words have a stable range of meanings —after all, without such stability communication would be impossible. It is useful to think of the relationship between word and sentence as a reciprocal one. The word makes a contribution to the meaning of the whole sentence, but the sentence as a whole also contributes to the specific meaning of the word.

We could even say that languages have a built-in system of redundancy. This feature makes it possible for us to understand some sentences even if a sneeze or some other noise keeps us from hearing one or two words. (Similarly, we do not necessarily fail to grasp the total meaning of a sermon if our mind wanders for a couple of minutes.) Consider how your English vocabulary continues to grow, whether or not you look up words in the dictionary. Consciously or unconsciously, you learn the meaning of new words simply by hearing them used in specific sentences, since the sentences as a whole supply that meaning for the hearer.

If that is the way language works, we should infer that subtle lexical distinctions play only a secondary role in interpretation. How many writers are likely to throw all their eggs into one basket and hope that the readers catch the one small distinction that determines the meaning of the whole sentence? One cannot deny, for example, that there are some distinctions between the two Greek verbs for love, agapaom and phileom. It is less clear, however, whether those distinctions are reflected, say, in the interchange between Jesus and Peter recorded in John 21:15 –17. The NIV translators must have thought so, since they translate the former verb (found in Jesus’question) with the words “truly love,” while the latter (used by Peter in his response) is translated simply “love.” Such a distinction is
 highly debatable. To mention only one problem, the latter verb is used of the Father’s   love for the Son in 5:20. But even if the distinction could be sustained, is it reasonable to think that the proper understanding of the passage hangs on our ability to discover such a faint contrast? A solid interpretation should be built on much broader evidence than that.

Generally speaking, the greater the weight placed on distinctions among synonyms, the more likely it is that such distinctions are being overstated.

We may say, generally speaking, that the greater the weight placed on distinctions among synonyms, the more likely it is that such distinctions are being overstated. For example, the Greek verbs oida and ginosmkom can both be translated “know.” The most frequently suggested distinction between these verbs is that the latter can more easily be used in contexts that deal with the acquisition of knowledge. Accordingly, oida is often found where such acquisition is not in view, but that leaves innumerable contexts where the verbs could be used interchangeably. In spite of that, some scholars proceed to argue that ginosmkom refers specifically to experiential knowledge, that is, something acquired by experience as opposed to innate or intuitive knowledge. This claim, though plausible, is at best tentative and does not fully take into account the many passages where such a distinction is not present. Those who accept it, however, sometimes go further and suggest that oida indicates greater assurance, simply because it is found in some contexts (e.g., Rom. 8:28) that speak of assurance. Others even argue that it reflects divine knowledge.

If there is danger in overstating lexical distinctions, what shall we say about grammatical ones? Think of it this way: when was the last time that you felt you did not understand an English sentence because you could not decide why the speaker chose a simple present tense (e.g., “How do you feel?”) rather than a progressive tense (“How are you feeling?”)? With rare exceptions, those kinds of decisions are made, not on the basis of careful deliberation, but more or less automatically. And even when we deliberate about some grammatical choices, that is usually because we are concerned about “proper” English, not because the meaning will be substantially different (e.g., “After he left, the problems began”means the same as the more formal expression, “After he had left, the problems began”).

When it comes to the Greek New Testament, however, students spend a great deal of effort trying to interpret grammatical subtleties. Consider Hebrews 1:2: “In these last days he has spoken to us by his Son.” The last three words translate two Greek words, en huiom,  literally, “in son.” Now it turns out that the use of the definite article in Greek does not correspond exactly with that of English the. One of the differences has to do with the omission of the Greek article when we, because of our English habits, expect to see the article. In some instances, the omission may reflect the possibility that the writer’s   focus is less on the identity of the object than on its quality.

The distinction is barely perceptible (in some passages not at all) and cannot be reproduced in English. When people try to convey the idea, they end up exaggerating (e.g., with such a paraphrase as “in someone who is by nature a son”). One popular expositor waxes mystical: “Again we feel the poverty of English idiom, and must translate, ‘His Son,’ or ‘a Son.’ But if we say over and over to ourselves the very words, God did speak unto us in Son, our hearts will feel the meaning, though our words cannot translate it.”9 In fact, the presence or absence of the article here does not alter the meaning of the clause. It was a stylistic choice that the original readers of the epistle (and perhaps even the writer!) possibly would not have been able to account for in a satisfactory way.

The most common misuse of grammatical subtlety has to do with the Greek tenses. Part of the reason is that the Greek verbal system includes a tense form that has been labeled aorist. Since the term is not used when describing English, it conveys a quasi-esoteric feeling and encourages over-interpretation. Another reason is the fact that Greek verbs exploit “ aspectual” distinctions more frequently than English verbs do. The distinction between the English simple past tense (“I ate”) and the imperfect (“I was eating”) is an aspectual one and corresponds more or less to a similar distinction in Greek. In addition, however, Greek maintains the distinction in the non-indicative moods, such as the imperative, and that fact creates problems for the English student.

The aorist tense (or better, aspect) was given its name by ancient Greek grammarians who recognized that there was something indefinite about it (the Greek word aoristos means “undefined”). Curiously, many New Testament interpreters view it as special in some sense and greatly exaggerate its significance. One of the commentary sets most frequently used by students of the Greek New Testament abounds in this tendency. For example, commenting on Philippians 2:15, “so that you may become [genemsthe] blameless,” this writer interprets the aorist verb to mean “may definitely and permanently be.” And on Revelation 2:5, “Repent and do the things you did at first,” he says that the “two imperatives are ringing, peremptory aorists: ‘and repent (completely) and do (decisively) the first works! ’as was done in the first love during the days gone by.”10

In certain cases the choice of aspect (or some other grammatical detail) by a Greek author perhaps contributes somewhat to a meaning that is otherwise clearly expressed in the context. If so, the grammar is at best a secondary support to the interpretation of the passage. However, if a proposed meaning cannot be established apart from an appeal to a grammatical subtlety, chances are that the argument is worthless. The biblical writers were clear and explicit and did not expect their readers to have to decipher complicated linguistic riddles. In any case, lay students of Scripture should not be swayed too easily by an “expert” who tries to persuade them through technical argumentation of this sort.

SUMMARY

Although the principles discussed in this chapter consist of “don’ts,” it should be evident that all of them imply positive guidelines. We may summarize these guidelines by rephrasing them:

1. Do recognize the significance of the biblical languages for proper interpretation. Attempt to become familiar with Greek and Hebrew. If that is not possible, accustom yourself to the notion that there is a linguistic and cultural distance that separates us from the biblical text. While this distance should not be exaggerated, beware of reading into the Bible ideas that can be supported only from the English translation.

2. Do keep in mind that English translations are reliable for most purposes. While we should be grateful for specialists who can help us with details and ambiguities, it is important to remember that the teaching of Scripture as a whole is readily accessible to all believers.

3. Do place priority on the attested and contemporary usage of words. While the origins and development of a word may be interesting, writers depend on the way language is actually used in their time. Normally, proposed meanings are valid only if they can be confirmed by references contemporaneous with the text.

4. Do focus on specific uses in context. Being aware of a word’s   broad range of meaning can be useful as a basis for making a choice, but we must remember that (aside from puns and other types of rare allusions) meanings other than the one specified by the context do not normally occur to the speaker and the audience.

5. Do emphasize the context. This is the fundamental principle. It is, in fact, the guideline that undergirds all of the others. For example, the reason we do not have to be slavishly dependent on scholars is that the broad context of Scripture can be understood without a knowledge of technical details. Before tackling a specific problem in one verse, we ought to read and reread the whole chapter —indeed, the whole book of which it is a part. Surely, constant reading of the Scriptures in their totality is the best prescription for handling the Word aright.

No portion of Scripture selected for exegesis and interpretation stands alone, but each is part of a unified purpose and the ongoing progress of the history of redemption. At the heart of Scripture’s   structure is a narrative that has its beginnings in the work of creation
 and the beginning of God’s   redemptive plan in the promise given to Eve, Shem, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The high point of this narrative is reached in the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Finally, the narrative has an ending point in the promise that all things will be completed when Christ returns the second time and as time moves on into the eternal state.

The discipline charged with highlighting this central story in its historical development is called biblical theology. When biblical theology is used in the interpretive process, the resulting interpretation avoids exhibiting a “thin” commentary, or one that betrays a view of the Bible that is “flat,” incorrectly assuming that all portions of a doctrine or of the plan of God can be understood to mean the same thing as that found in the latest (read: New Testament) or fullest expression of that same truth.

This chapter will identify the “promise-plan” of God as the unifying and central theme that allows us to see how the mind of God brought this story together as a single plan from Genesis to Revelation.
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Chapter 4

How Do the Parts Fit the Whole?

The Tool of Biblical Theology
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The search for meaning is all too often short-circuited when the interpreter decides that the job is finished after studying the grammar and syntax of the passage. Such effort, while commendable in itself, will usually leave us with a “thin” understanding of what is going on in that text, if not also a message that is disconnected from what has gone before and has little or no anticipation for what is to come. In other words, to know the parts of an individual scriptural passage is not the same as knowing how it fits into the whole message of the book in which it is located or the divine disclosure in all the books that have chronologically preceded it.

It is the discipline of biblical theology that will help us locate where the text we are examining fits into the whole progress of revelation —especially in the past and prior scope of the revelation of God and in the way revelation progressed after this passage was given to the prophet or apostle. To place the passage being examined in the setting of all that God had said up to that point is only being as fair as we would wish others to be when we are being understood. When our own words are devoid of the context in which they were given, they are liable to distortion. We would rightly object if our own words were cited without the whole setting in which the remarks were made and the stances we are known to take on similar matters. God is anxious about his own word for just that same reason. We must get a grasp on the wholeness of the message of God if we are to profit from each or any of its parts.

WHAT IS BIBLICAL THEOLOGY?

Surprisingly enough, biblical theology has not been easy to define —at least, there is not uniform agreement on what constitutes biblical theology —even among evangelicals. The briefest definition was given by Robert W. Yarbrough. “Biblical theology,”  he wrote, is the “study of the Bible that seeks to discover what the biblical writers, under divine guidance, believed, described and taught in the context of their own times.” 1

B. S. Rosner offered a more complex definition:

Biblical theology may be defined as theological interpretation of Scripture in and for the church. It proceeds with historical and literary sensitivity and seeks to analyze and synthesize the Bible’s   teaching about God and his relations to the world on its own terms, maintaining sight of the Bible’s   overarching narrative and Christocentric focus.2

Elmer A. Martens also gave his definition of this key approach to studying the Bible:

[Biblical Theology is] that approach to the Scripture which attempts to see Biblical material holistically and to describe this wholeness or synthesis in Biblical categories. Biblical Theology attempts to embrace the message of the Bible and to arrive at an intelligible coherence of the whole despite the great diversity of the parts. Or, put another way: Biblical Theology investigates the themes presented in Scripture and defines their inter-relationships. Biblical Theology is an attempt to get to the theological heart of the Bible.3

Notice that this definition views the entire Bible in its wholeness and focuses on themes from the message of the whole Bible to form the structure for biblical theology. Except for the selection and types of themes, a discussion of their interrelationships, and the order in which they are treated, it would be hard to distinguish this methodology and its results from the task of systematic theology.

It has been traditional for many to give Geerhardus Vos’s   definition, even though his contribution was among the first in the contemporary evangelical world. He defined biblical theology as: “that branch of exegetical theology which deals with the process of self-revelation of God deposited in the Bible.” 4

Biblical theology, then, is that discipline in the theological curriculum that views the message of the Bible holistically from the perspective of the Bible’s  own central theme. It is a call for the unity of the Bible, the continuing “promise-plan of God” as it moves through each main period of time or era (i.e., diachronically), unfolding more and more of the continuing story of God’s   person, work, and plan disclosed through Israel and thereby for all the nations of the world. It is different from systematic theology in that it is more attuned and sensitive to the literary units and the historic epochs for
 each of the blocks of revelatory material, seeking to identify what was especially unique to each period of revelation. Moreover, it does not depend on the usual topics of systematic theology, which merely gathers all the biblical texts on God, humanity, sin, Christ, salvation, and last things. If that were all that biblical theology was doing, it would redundantly be going over the same territory as systematic theology, with only one difference, that is, reducing the sphere for collecting material to a biblical book or a group of books and repeating the same process over again in the next book or block of books. The usefulness of such an outcome appears to be rather limited to say the least.

THE QUEST FOR THE UNITY OF SCRIPTURE

All the definitions cited here agree on this central goal: Biblical theology is the quest for the big picture or the theological wholeness and the overview that brings out the unity,5 the plan, the cohesiveness, and the purpose of God as that plan moves through the course of history. There is some agreement also on the special contributions to that unity that each biblical writer made to the message of the whole Bible. The debate and division seems to be over the way we go about discerning and using that holistic view and at what point the theological materials are introduced into the interpretive process. Will they be used to help lead the meaning out of the text in the first place, or will those later theological contributions wait until the primary exegesis of the passage has been completed? We will argue, as already seen, for the former and not the latter position.

Despite the large variety of materials and the great amount of diversity in the biblical record, it is the unity of the Bible that should take priority in the exegete’s search for the theological meaning of passages. To focus on diversity and discontinuity as a starting point for our study of the Bible is to begin by working against the main grain of the text. We must first locate what is central and contributes to the main stream of the message of the Bible if we are going to accurately understand all of the parts and if we are going to have any success in showing how the multiplicity of the individual passages and the diversity found in the text represent what is perceived and shown to be the norm and central to the whole. Surely, many of those aspects of diversity end up supplementing what belongs to the whole and in that way fit well with the main purpose and organizing theme of the whole Bible.

This will not mean, as Graeme Goldsworthy has argued, that every text throughout the whole Bible must speak directly of Christ, for that would result in a Christo-exclusivism rather than Christo-centrism. Goldsworthy declared:

I know it will not always be a simple matter to show how every text in the Bible speaks of the Christ, but that does not alter the fact that he [Jesus] says it does. . . .

While it is true to a point that the Old Testament is needed to enable us to interpret the New, the overruling principle is that the gospel expounded in the New Testament is the definitive interpretation of all that the Old Testament was about.6

As praiseworthy as the goal of having every text in the Bible speak of Christ may at first appear, it really ends up being reductionistic, for it makes the key to all Bible interpretation to be what was finally said and affirmed in the New Testament and not necessarily what was in the original passage. Moreover, it incorrectly creates a new canon within the canon of Scripture —the New Testament —which is the measure and the new standard against which every word of God must be understood. But why would we want to make some of God’s  words more authoritative and normative than some of his other words and revelation to us?

Instead, we would urge that we begin our exegesis by using an inductive method rather than a synthetic approach to the whole Bible. Whatever else biblical theology was or is, it serves the interpreter and the whole spectrum of theology best when it organizes and traces the historic progress of the message and shows how each new passage investigated can be understood against the central goal of the revelation of God that existed up to the time when this new word from God was heard and understood. We would urge that the books of the Bible be taken in their own chronological order (i.e., diachronically) as much as possible in order to track the progress of revelation and to see how each new word contributed to the plan and purpose of God as it was being unfolded. Our resulting definition is this: Biblical theology is that discipline in the theological curriculum that begins with the declaration of God to Eve, Shem, Abraham, and all who were in that subsequent lineal descent, about God’s  “promise-plan”  that moved through time (diachronically), exhibiting both the unity of his plan and all of the accumulating specifications to that “promise”  as time progressed.

To argue that we must use the New Testament to interpret the Old is to read the Bible backward and to participate in what is called eisegesis, that is, reading the meaning into the text, instead of using exegesis, leading the meaning out of the Scripture. It is not uncommon to hear someone say in defense of such eisegesis, “Yes, but this is simply using the Reformation principle of Scripture interpreting Scripture, or what has been called the analogy of faith.”  A brief explanation of this term will help us examine its suitability for obtaining the meaning of an earlier passage based on later revelation.

THE ANALOGY OF FAITH

To argue that biblical theology must use the same methods used in systematic theology, that is, the analogy of faith (Analogia fidei) is a confusion of methodologies.7 This method, though legitimate and helpful in constructing the contents of theology, was not intended to be the first approach to uncovering the meaning of a text, but was solely intended by the Reformers to deny that tradition was the interpreter of the Bible.8

The clearest explanation of the function and use of the method of the analogy of faith was given by John F. Johnson:

To put it tersely: analogia fidei [the analogy of faith]. . . refers to articles of faith found in those passages which deal with individual doctrines expressly [in passages we call sedes doctrinae, “chair doctrinal,”  or teaching passages]. Individual doctrines are to be drawn from the sedes doctrinae, and must be judged by them. Any doctrine not drawn from passages which expressly deal with the doctrine under consideration is not to be accepted as Scriptural.9

Johnson was on target in limiting the use of the analogy of faith to teaching doctrine from “chair”  passages, where each doctrine was most fully and extensively discussed. But of late, some have incorrectly used the analogy of faith as an “open sesame”  for the task of interpretation, wherein the New Testament text is paired, or laid over, an Old Testament text to supply a “Christian meaning”  for a text that might otherwise, say some, have led us back to Judaism and the synagogue.

If texts such as those found in the New Testament, coming chronologically later than the passages now being exegeted, are used to introduce new meanings unattested by the words, syntax, or grammar of that earlier text, then the charge would be that we are guilty of importing meaning rather than finding it or “leading it out”  (exegesis) from legitimate meanings actually present in the text we are investigating. To do so would lead to a “flat Bible”  in which all revelation would be leveled out to its latest expression.

THE ANALOGY OF ANTECEDENT SCRIPTURE

In order to avoid such a “flat Bible,”  we propose instead the “analogy of antecedent Scripture.”  In this approach, every time an author quoted or alluded to an earlier text, person, event, or teaching, those chronologically earlier texts would be the backdrop, and the Bible existent at that time could be heard or seen to contribute to those very same topics, persons, events, or teachings.10

In the best use of the term, the analogy of faith presumes that our work of interpreting has already been completed on each of the key “chair,” or teaching passages; therefore, we can go through the whole range of the total corpus of the Bible and pick up the points that pertain to the theme or doctrine we are dealing with from a topical point of view as we form our systematic theologies. It is like forming a bouquet of flowers in which each cited passage forms another flower in the bunch, even though the bouquet is an arrangement that is surely our own. Such exercises may indeed be used on texts in both Testaments, irrespective of the time any of the texts appeared, but only after we have finished doing the hard work of identifying what the meaning (i.e., the truth-intention of the truth-assertion) of that text is, by using the literary genre, grammar, syntax, and accumulating biblical theology in the progress of revelation.

The analogy of faith is like forming a bouquet of flowers in which each cited passage forms another flower in the bunch, even though the bouquet is an arrangement that is surely our own.

Of course, no Christian interpreter is going to pretend that God did not give the rest of his revelation in the whole Bible, so the exegete must go on to tell God’s   people how God finished his revelation on these very same points in the summaries of each exegesis of each section of the immediate passage and in the conclusions he or she gives to the whole pericope. If this process, which is one of bringing the total message of the Bible to bear on what we have discovered in this immediate text, is not done as a summary for each main point in the preaching and teaching outline, then it certainly must be done at the conclusion and in the final appeal we make for our teaching or preaching on the message from that text. How can the Christian interpreter avoid mentioning that God has gone on to give us more information on the topics we have just discovered in this text? But it would be anachronistic, eisegetical, reductionistic, and an introduction of a new “canon within a canon” to transform the Old Testament text by immediately imposing New Testament concepts as we begin to exegete a passage in lieu of where the progress of revelation stood at the moment in the plan of God in this earlier text of Scripture.

Biblical Theology’s  Mission Is Distinctive

By now it can be seen that biblical theology is a technical term that signifies more than simply a collation of “theology that comes from the Bible,” or a theology that is in contrast to theologies that are liberal, or even one that merely uses the Bible where the selected words seem to suggest the same subject but the context is not necessarily consulted. Instead, it is a method of describing and teaching what the individual writers of the separate books in separate times and circumstances each contributed to the unifying plan and purpose of God as it was built up over the process of time and historical events.

Earlier appearances of biblical theologies seem more like systematic theologies that simply collected texts on the usual topics, such as God, humanity, sin, Christ, salvation, the church, and last things,11 often using the analogy of faith as their main method of operating. In this case, biblical theology is not needed, for it only replicates the task being done already by systematic or dogmatic theology, even when it organizes the doctrines by individual books or by the whole Testament. But there is a separate place and task for biblical theology that often means the difference between a “thin” or a “thick” theological interpretation and that is as necessary to the task of exegeting the text of Scripture as any work in grammar, syntax, history, genre, or the like.

What Are the Undergirding Principles for Biblical Theology?

The process of interpreting a text is at once straightforward and fairly uncomplicated and yet also complex and filled with a number of pitfalls. Interpreters do not arrive at the task of interpreting as if they were persons with no previous baggage mentally, spiritually, or socially. But those presuppositions can be either handicaps or aids in the search for the meaning of the writer. Therefore, we must establish some foundational principles that will help rather than hinder us in our search for the meaning of the text.

The first thing to remember is the importance and centrality of the text of Scripture.12 If we are not going to make the biblical text itself our main focus, then why go through the interpretive process? Each passage we intend to teach or preach on must itself be the center of our focus as we begin. To say otherwise is to forfeit any claim to the authority, faithfulness, and sufficiency of the Word of God as written.

Next, there is an intertextuality in which authors and texts influence each other, both directly and indirectly, as later writers read or remembered the works of their predecessors, the Bible that existed up to their day. That is, there is a type of influence that is exerted on those who follow in the steps of the earlier writers thereby creating a common or shared story line, a common plan, a common goal for history, often with common themes on who God is, how he has worked in days past, and in light of how he is still working in the day of this new text.

The third undergirding principle is that the central feature of the Bible is the person and character of God. Whenever interpreters are stuck or somewhat disoriented about how to proceed in unlocking the meaning of a text, they should recall that the character, person, and work of God remain central to the mission of the Bible. Our Lord wanted to tell us about himself. He is the one true Living God who rises above all the cacophony of today’s   world of pluralism, relativism, and narcissism. And lest we think that the day in which we teach and preach is so unique that we are at a loss on what to say or how to apply these same biblical texts, remember that the situations and problems faced by the prophets and apostles were not all that different from those of our own times, for the problem of sin has not changed, nor has God changed.

In the fourth place, the Bible is not a potpourri of disconnected readings, canonical or otherwise. The Bible does exhibit strong connections and connectors with all of its parts. To separate the Law from the Prophets and the Writings or the Gospels and Epistles is to set apart what God has joined together by his Holy Spirit. The parts are best understood in light of the building of the whole plan of the history of salvation.

The fifth undergirding principle is that biblical theology must not be made captive to reconstructed or critical histories of how theology emerged in Israel or the early church. The lead should always be given to exegetical theology in keeping biblical theology truly biblical and uniquely theological in a diachronic way, rather than allowing history, experience, or critical studies to take precedence. Regardless of how helpful some or all of these studies and histories may be in supplementing what we can learn from the text, none of them can be a substitute for the task that has been given first to exegesis and then to biblical theology. Biblical theology does not look for what was behind the text, as in some historical-critical studies; it is the text itself that is the object of attention here, and the text as it continues to build added revelation around its central unifying plan.

Finally, the last underlying principle for biblical theology is that it must not yield in its first steps to allowing denominational confessions of faith, ecumenical creeds, or preferred systems of theological thought, such as Calvinism or Arminianism, to structure the work of this discipline. If we believe there is a coherency and a unifying whole within the sixty-six books of the Bible, then that coherency should be first sought out in the scriptures themselves rather than in a grid laid over the text, no matter how helpful that grid may be on other grounds. It is this priority, which is given to that unity and coherence discovered in the Bible itself, that must take precedence over all other theological tasks before we start introducing any confessions or creeds as if they were a shortcut to getting a biblical theology right in the first place.

The unity and coherence discovered in the Bible itself must take precedence over all other theological tasks before we start introducing any confessions or creeds as if they were a shortcut to getting a biblical theology right in the first place.

WHAT IS ONE POSSIBLE STRUCTURE OF BIBLICAL THEOLOGY?

Graeme Goldsworthy contended that it is a fundamental error “to think that the historical structure of progressive revelation is best observed by a simple chronological approach” such as we are arguing
 for in this chapter. Surprisingly, from his viewpoint, he argued that this “ignores the final word of God in Jesus Christ in interpreting the nature of all that has led up to it.” He does realize that it might be argued that this was all that the biblical characters and authors had up to that point in time, and therefore “it should . . . be good enough for us.” But, Goldsworthy protested, “this ignores the fact that the gospel event was not anticipated in the form it took. . . . The fulfillment of the prophetic expectations involved further revelation.” 13 Thus, Goldsworthy would begin doing biblical theology by applying the New Testament gospel structure to any and every passage interpreted. But this objection fails to see that the central core of the promise-plan of God remained the same even if many of the details and the filling out of the plan were being announced as the progress of revelation advanced.

At best, this appeal to all texts, especially the New Testament, despite how and where they appear in the chronological order of revelation, is exactly what systematic or dogmatic theology does; and at worse, it is reading the New Testament back into the Old Testament and upgrading its meanings and values or merely replacing them with preferred New Testament meanings and values. Thus, it also makes the New Testament the coin of the realm for all interpretation. It is as if all that came before the Epistles (especially before the Pauline Epistles) was a prologue that was incapable of offering the gospel or of giving the real understanding mortals needed, which, it is said, could not come until after the resurrection of Jesus and the appearance of the New Testament. This not only makes a new canon within the canon of Scripture, but it also has the Holy Spirit stutter, as it were, until his revelatory work in the New Testament begins. How can we argue for the sufficiency and authority of the whole canon of the Bible on these grounds?

The key question, then, is this: Is it possible to teach or preach a Christian lesson or sermon without ever mentioning Jesus? Goldsworthy’s answer, in effect, is “Why would [anyone] even want to try to preach a Christian sermon without mentioning Jesus?” 14 Our answer would be: Because not every passage in the Bible is a teaching passage on Christology, nor is Jesus the subject or object of every truth taught. One must teach what is in the text and not use the text as a springboard to launch into what is believed to be a more adequate New Testament teaching that is somehow related or manually linked by the interpreter to both or only one Testament. If that were our intent, then we should honestly start with the New Testament text rather than pretending that we are doing justice to the meaning of the Old Testament text, which served merely as a jumping-off point and a reminder of something better in the New Testament.

On the other hand, what Goldsworthy is aiming at, we applaud: to see the Bible and the unity of its message holistically. But if we are agreed on the final goal, what is wrong, then, with achieving it in several different methods, including what is popularly known as springboard, or topical preaching and teaching, from anywhere and everywhere in the biblical text? Isn’t the quest for the unity and the cohesiveness of the Bible’s   message what the biblical theology movement is all about?

It is, indeed, but how we get there is just as important as getting there! Both structure and method are important in the interpreting process.

We first begin by asking how the text of Scripture points to its own emphasis, central unity, or, as Haddon Robinson would say, its own “big idea” of the writer. And it does not take a lot of study of these writers, as they come one after another, before we begin to sense that God did have a purpose and a plan that he began to unveil from the very start in Genesis. The name we are suggesting here for this plan, the “promise-plan” (Greek: epangelia) of God, will come later, in the New Testament. However, in the Old Testament, it will be known under a constellation of terms: God’s  “word” ;his “oath” ;his “rest” ;his “blessing” ;or the substance of his covenants with Abraham, David, or the New Covenant. It could just as well be put into the tripartite formula that occurs almost fifty times from Genesis to Revelation: “I will be your God, you shall be my people, and I will dwell in the midst of you.” 

In the pre-patriarchal age, when the message was given universally to all mortals (Genesis 1 –11), the plan was simply designated as God’s  “blessing.” 15 That gift of “blessing” included God’s  work in creation as well as the blessing of a promised “seed” that would come from Eve (Gen. 3:15), a promise that God would “dwell” in the tents of Shem (Gen. 9:26 –27), and another blessing that would come to Abraham by means of a continuation of that seed, a land to occupy, and the “gospel”  (Gal. 3:8) that said “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you [Abraham’s   Seed]” (Gen. 12:1 –3). Despite three major crises (the fall, the flood, and the “flop”  of the tower of Babel), in each instance God’ grace was greater than all the sin of mortals in those early years. The shining star in the midst of all those millennia (with at least several millennia prior to the days of Abraham) of God’ dealings with all humanity was the promise that God would send that “seed” of a woman, from the line of Shem (later known also as the Semites), and particularly from the patriarch Abraham.

Here, then, was the beginning of a plan that would bring coherence, unity, and wholeness to what was central and at the heart of the biblical message. To be sure, judgment was the obverse side of the blessing God promised, so for each disaster found in the fall, the flood, and the “flop,” there was a corresponding judgment and a deliverance from God. But that never took center stage, nor was it the pointer to the goal of where history was going.

The years of the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (usually placed somewhere between 2100 and 1800 B.C., especially if Joseph is included, as he must be) were further blessed by an enormous repetition of three major parts of this growing promise-plan of God: (1) the Seed, (2) inheritance of the land of Canaan, and (3) the good news of the gospel, first announced, as we saw, to Abraham in Genesis 12:3 (cf. Gal. 3:8). For example, to illustrate how frequently these themes appear in Genesis, zera’,the Hebrew word for “seed,” occurs 59 times in Genesis out of 231 times in the whole Hebrew Bible! This seed may denote a single person who epitomizes the whole line (such as the Man of Promise who is to come from the patriarchal line, i.e., the Messiah), or it may denote all the descendants of a particular line —a concept known as “corporate solidarity,” where the one represents the many and the many are part of the one. Such frequency of usage is another way of denoting what must be given precedence and is central to everything else as we try to follow the lodestar found in the text.

After almost four hundred years of silence (from approximately 1800 to 1400 B.C., similar to the 400 years of silence from the end of the Old Testament book of Malachi to the New Testament times), God raised up Moses to be the one through whom God would continue to disclose his plan for all humanity. Moses would take those who had descended from the patriarchs, who had by now become a nation of some two million people, and announce that they would be God’s  “firstborn,” his “son” (Ex. 4:22 –23), and those who were uniquely now a “nation” (Ex. 19:6), he would call to be a “people” of God (Ex. 5:1; 7:14, etc.) and God’s  “kingly priests”  (Ex. 19:3 –6), in a priesthood of believers. In order for this special possession of God to know how then they should live, God gave his law, based on his redeeming grace, which said: “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Ex. 20:2). Amazingly, provision was also made for failure of God’s   people to keep his law. This provision was by way of the sacrifices and the ceremonies connected with the tabernacle and the priesthood God had appointed. During this whole time of the exodus from Egypt and the wandering through the wilderness, the nation came to realize more of what it meant that God will “tabernacle” or “dwell” in the midst of them (Ex. 29:43 –46). These rules were not in lieu of God’s   promise, but were meant precisely for those who by faith had accepted God’s   grace in his promise-plan. God would send a “prophet like Moses,” who would be another messianic figure (Deut. 18:15 –19) connected to the discussion of the “seed.” 

Prior to the monarchy, God began to initiate his promise of the inheritance of the land, a place
 of physical rest that signaled a place of spiritual rest as well (1 Sam. 26:19; 2 Sam. 21:3; Ps. 95:11; Isa. 66:1). In the midst of that land, God’s   plan called for a “place” where he “would choose” to put his name (Josh. 9:27). It would be land owned by God and where he had personally chosen to dwell.

God’s   promise to David in 2 Samuel 7 is matched in significance and importance thus far only with the word that had come to Eve and to Abraham. The coming “seed,” the Man of Promise, now was disclosed as one who would also be a “king in the line of David,” who would continue to occupy David’s  “house” (= dynasty), “kingdom,” and “throne” (2 Sam. 7:16) in perpetuity. God would be “father” to this heir, and the heir would be God’s  own “son” (2 Sam. 7:14). The Royal Psalms (Pss. 2, 20, 21, 45, 72, 89, 110, 132, and 144) make this theology even more apparent. Even more startling was the fact that this word to David would be “a charter/law for all mankind” (2 Sam. 7:19; my translation).

Just as the law of God gave guidance for those who began by faith in the grace of God, so did the Wisdom materials, but in an even more practical way: it gave further guidance on how mortals ought to live. Such living was not by means of works, but rather rested in the “fear of the LORD” (Prov. 1:7; Eccl. 12:13 –14), just as Abraham had evidenced in his willingness to obey God out of a life of faith in the offer of his son as a sacrifice in Genesis 22. The fear of the Lord was the “fountain of life” (Prov. 14:27) and the source of wisdom itself (Prov 1:7, 29; 2:5; 8:12 –14; 15:33). World views and a credible living apart from faith and apart from the fear of the Lord were unthinkable for the person who feared God.

No less concerned were the fifteen Latter Prophets to advance the features and additions to the growing promise-plan of God. Whether it was the present and future “day of the Lord” and the coming of God’s   holy Spirit as a downpour of rain in the ninth-century prophets Joel and Obadiah, or the galaxy of eighth-century prophets (Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, and Jonah), who spoke of rebuilding David’s  “house” that by then had become a “fallen tent” (Amos 9:11 –15), God’s  free love for Israel (Hos. 14:1 –9), God’s   mission to the Gentiles (Jonah), the Ruler who would come out of Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2 –15), or Isaiah, the promise theologian par excellence, their united voices on that plan of God was unmistakable.

Even though the seventh century was one of the most critical periods in the history of Israel, God continued to step up his revelatory message through the prophets Nahum, Zephaniah, Habakkuk, and Jeremiah. Nahum is really the mission to the Gentiles revisited (similar to the book of Jonah about a century earlier), while Zephaniah again returns to the theme of the day of the Lord. Habakkuk makes it clear that despite his inability to say why God would use the more wicked Babylonians to punish what he considered the less-guilty Israelites, nevertheless he would take his stand on his watchtower and wait, because “the righteous shall live by faith” (Hab. 2:4). Jeremiah was the prophet of the word of the Lord, but his “new [or better still, ‘renewed’]Covenant” (Jer. 31:31 –34) became the longest quote in the New Testament from the Old. While the majority of this new promise of God is found in previous covenants in the Old Testament such as the Abrahamic or Davidic forms, it was a natural lead-in to the coming days when God would go on to complete what he began millennia ago.

Daniel and Ezekiel served as God’s   spokespersons for the time of the Babylonian exile in the sixth century B.C. Their emphasis picked up the concept of the kingdom of God that had been hinted at in the Davidic promise. The glory, sovereignty, and spectacular difference that the presence of God made in their day, but especially in the day that was to come, was the vision that filled their hearts and minds as they stressed the coming rule and magisterial reign of God.

In the postexilic times of the fifth century, the voices of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi would again focus on the Messiah as God’s  “signet ring” (Hag. 2:23), “my servant, the Branch” (Zech. 3:8; 6:12), whose final day of victory would be cataclysmic (Zech. 14), and God’s  “messenger of the covenant” (Mal. 3:1), even the “sun of righteousness ” (Mal 4:2) would triumph for all to see. The continuing certainty that God was still in charge of all of history, but especially the history of his people Israel, could be clearly seen in the books of Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, and Chronicles.

Without missing a beat, the New Testament continues that same connectivity that the promise-plan of God supplied, for more than three-fourths of the New Testament books look back to the Old Testament using the word “promise” (Greek: epangelia and its cognates) to summarize the message given so far in divine revelation, as follows:

John the Baptist led off that parade with his message of repentance and preparation for the arrival of the Promised One from God in the late A.D. 20s and early 30s.

By A.D. 48 –50, the promise-plan of God and the perfect law of God were being unveiled by the books of James and Galatians as well as by the Jerusalem Council.

Paul became the apostle of grace as he detailed the promise-plan and God’s   plan for the church in the A.D. 50s through books such as Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, and 1 and 2 Thessalonians. The one new body of Christ Jesus was one of his central concerns as part of the promise of God.

By the 60s, the writers of the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke were showing how the promise-plan and the kingdom of God were further developed from what  had already been revealed. Actually, Luke wrote his two-volume history (Luke-Acts) during this same period of time, even though his first book is commonly placed among the Synoptic Gospels.

By the late 60s and early 70s, the promise-plan of God embraced the concept of the suffering of believers in 1 and 2 Peter, Jude, and Hebrews. It was also during this time that Paul wrote his Pastoral Epistles, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus.

Finally, sometime between A.D. 85 and 90, the apostle John wrote about the promise plan and the gospel of the kingdom in the gospel of John, in 1, 2, and 3 John, and in the book of Revelation.

WHAT DOES ONE DO TO INCLUDE BIBLICAL THEOLOGY IN INTERPRETATION?

Once I have confirmed what is the unifying factor in the Bible that gives the much-needed cohesiveness to the whole Bible, I must begin to identify each or all of the following signs of its presence in the biblical text or book I am interpreting:

[image: Bullet]Identify the presence of any parts of the main narrative line that traces the unifying story of the Bible.

[image: Bullet]Be alert to spot terms that have taken on a technical status in the development of that theme, such as seed, son, firstborn, servant, branch, messenger of the covenant, and the like.

[image: Bullet]Watch for direct quotations from earlier scriptural texts that are raised either in support of a doctrine or in defense of an apologetic position. Watch especially for intertextuality, even within the Old Testament itself, that uses quotations and the like from earlier texts within the Testament.

[image: Bullet]Notice also any possible allusions to earlier biblical events, persons, expressions, or terms that are developing a history of usage in a theological context or connectivity.

[image: Bullet]Relate the individual passage being studied to the context and purpose of the biblical book in which it is found and that, in turn, in light of the purpose of the whole Bible.

[image: Bullet]Finally, notice how this text, with its theological distinctives, is further developed in later revelation throughout the whole Bible so that you can use those points in your summary or in the conclusion to your lesson or message on that passage.

CONCLUSION

The work of interpreting a piece of biblical text is never finished until it has been related to the whole promise-plan of God in the entire Bible. While the later developments of that plan must not be introduced prematurely in the interpretive process, they must not be avoided or overlooked in some false sense of objectivity or of being occupied solely with the text at hand.
 Biblical theology is one of the greatest tools in the interpreter’s   toolbox that allows the teacher or preacher to go deeper in the Word and to apply it more authoritatively to the contemporary scene. The contemporary world continues to pose more ethical, moral, and doctrinal questions than the Bible seems to answer, especially in a direct way. How, then, can an individual’s Christian  ministry (or the church’s ministry) continue in this postmodern world if we have no direct answers to these burning questions of the day?

In recent years a literature has been growing that suggests that under certain carefully defined guidelines it is possible for the evangelical interpreter to go “beyond” the biblical text. But is that solution a viable possibility if we take a sola Scriptura, or “scripture alone,” stand? The problem here is not with the laudable desire to offer ways to give aid to a baffled church; rather, it is how it is possible to justify establishing procedures that take us outside of the boundaries of Scripture.

The solution proposed here, after reviewing several other solutions, is the method of “principlization,” where Scripture alone is still the authoritative basis for all decisions. In this method, scriptural principles are abstracted from the biblical text that supplies the proper foundation for meeting modern questions that do not have a direct biblical answer. Instead of giving a direct answer to these contemporary questions, operating principles are set forth so that the individual can find the answer on his or her own, using the principles as a guide.
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Chapter 5

Must We Go “Beyond”  the Bible?

The Theological Use of the Bible

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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It is surprising how at times equally earnest believers can come to such separate and diverse conclusions on issues such as the doctrines of Scripture, of justification, or of the omniscience of God, even though we all appeal to the same Bible. Usually all sides do diligently appeal to Scripture for support for each position; nevertheless, an impasse often arises rather than any sort of moderation of positions or show of any signs of conciliatory adjustments in our theological conclusions, despite the fact that we continue to appeal to the common source of the Scriptures.

All sides in these evangelical theological struggles are indeed firmly committed to using the Scriptures themselves as our only final source of authority. But then, it seems, we must also go “beyond” the text in order to make clear what we are trying to say to each other, especially in the areas of ethics, morality, religious forms, and cultural practices of our day. What do we do when Scripture does not give us direct answers to modern questions that have been posed in our contemporary world? Where can we go to find the authoritative answers that we used to get from the Bible when the questions were less complicated? Must we then go beyond the Bible? The types of questions that arise in this area are those such as the abolition of slavery, the legitimacy of euthanasia, equality of genders, or the use of artificial insemination. (The questions extend into areas of worship, asking whether praise choruses, dance, drama, and the like are acceptable in God’s  sight as part of true worship to God.)

This raises the question of our chapter: Is there a principled way of moving from the authoritative and sufficient text of Scripture to its modern application in the formation of ethics, doctrine, worship, and especially in forming a systematic theology? And if there is such a way to proceed, must the formulation of theological definitions, positions, and credos also purposely and legitimately go “beyond” the principles derived from the Bible in order to meet the new settings, cultures, and questions of our day?1 And if it must go beyond the Bible, what do we mean by this? If we settle that debate, then by what criteria do we proceed, and how far beyond the Bible (if it means in some cases to go “outside” the Bible) may we go and still claim the hallowed Reformation principle of sola Scriptura?

To be sure, the writers of Scripture evidenced that they were conscious of producing a text that was not only for the current audience being addressed but for future readers and cultures as well. In fact, the apostle John, in writing the book of Revelation, pronounced a curse on anyone who added or subtracted from what he had produced (Rev. 22:18 –19). Along with the other writers of Scripture, he anticipated that his writings would
 have a relevancy beyond his day and culture. But while there were some immutable conclusions on which there would be no bending, there had to be some movement on other things if there were to be understanding and relevancy for later generations and cultures. How are we who came later to sort all of this out?

So broad has the discussion about the proper use of Scripture in formulating answers to contemporary questions in theology, worship, and ethics become among believers that even the assumed role and specific function of an authoritative source such as the Scriptures, with its privileged position in evangelical theological construction, is being debated. For example, in what is now being called the “emerging church” 2 of the evangelical constituency, Peter Rollins concluded,

We do not find some simple, linear understanding of YHWH developing through the text, and thus we do not find a single coherent definition of God, as proclaimed by many contemporary churches. In the Bible we find a vast array of competing stories concerning the character of God. . . .

Consequently the text bars any attempt at colonization by individuals or groups who claim to possess an insight into its true meaning. . . . The text is not only full of fractures, tensions and contradictions, but informs us that [those] fractures, tensions and contradictions are all we can hope for.3

Rollins, on behalf of many in the emerging church, wants to argue that even the source of Scripture itself is not all that apparent. He argued that the revelation in Scripture

has concealment built into its very heart.. . . . [Whereas] revelation is often treated as if it can be deciphered into a dogmatic system . . . [it is instead] the impenetrable secret of God [that] transforms us. . . . [T]he problem arises when we claim that we have the right interpretation. . . . [W]e are rediscovering the Barthian insight that even the revealed side of God is mysterious. The emerging church is able to leave aside the need for clarity and open the way for us to accept the fact that what is important is that we are embraced by the beloved rather than finding agreement concerning how we ought to understand this beloved.” 4

Rollins seems to have decided that the very idea of a search for biblical principles is unattainable (or perhaps even useless), since divine revelation by definition is mysterious and unclear, if not downright contradictory and filled with tensions and fractures. But this conclusion seems to run contrary to a large number of the internal claims that the Bible makes for itself.5 Even the word “mysterious” is not the same use of the word “mystery” found in Scripture. “Mystery” in the biblical sense is a truth that has been previously revealed but not to the degree that it is currently being elucidated (Rom. 16:25 –26). So if the text is not shrouded in “mystery,” what is the status of that text, and how do we appropriate what it says for doing theology and seeing that it is adequate for the needs of contemporary society?

THE EXTENT TO WHICH THEOLOGY MAY GO “BEYOND” 

It is clear that the Scriptures themselves witness to a progress of revelation that shows continual development of the heart and core of its teaching on many of the earlier statements of the word. But unless the original revelation of God signaled an explicit textual warning that its words had a built-in obsolescence (with a temporal indicator of some sort), it could not be affirmed that this word would be superseded by a revelation that would come later. For example, Moses was alerted to the fact that the legislation he was given concerning the tabernacle and its services of offerings, the priestly ministries, and the festivals was merely according to the “pattern”  (tabnit) of the real, which was shown him on the mount (Ex. 25:9, 40; 26:30; 27:8). However, when the real finally came, that which was only a “model” and a “copy”  of the real would need to give place to the actual and the real. Thus, almost all of what appears in Exodus 25 –40, Leviticus 1 –27, and Numbers 1 –10 had a built-in warning flag attached to it because of this word “pattern” or “copy,” for the pattern did indeed give way when Christ offered up himself on the cross for our sins as the final sacrifice and tabernacled among his people (John 1:14). That is the argument of the book of Hebrews and much of the New Testament. Those Old Testament ceremonies and rituals were slated for replacement from the very first day they were given. That is not to say they did not embody any principles or depict in concrete terms what would later be played out in historical and abstract terms. The book of Hebrews will portray these rituals and ceremonies as “shadows,” which indeed they were until Christ came and made them obsolete.

But such acknowledged temporal provisioning could not count as a basis for going beyond the Scripture in the sense that it was a going outside of Scripture to find contemporary answers to new problems. This updating was anticipated from the very beginning of the legislation given to Moses and Israel, and thus it was also true for all subsequent generations, who were warned to anticipate a new development.

If much of the Mosaic ceremonial legislation was open to an internal “going-beyond- ness,” might we not extend this principle to the whole of the Old Testament? I. Howard Marshall made that very same suggestion as a basis of supplying guidance in our search for principled criteria for going “beyond Scripture” to find answers to modern questions: “The early Christian rereading of the Old Testament took place in light of the new covenant inaugurated by Jesus Christ, and we must read the Old Testament similarly. There must be a Christian understanding of the Old Testament when it comes to the question of how we appropriate it for Christian use.” 6

Marshall is careful to say that such a move does not exclude a careful exegesis of earlier texts such as the Old Testament, “but it insists that that is not the last word.”  Such a statement is fair enough, but why should he call it a “rereading” of the Old Testament? And why must he go on to say that “what once was authoritative for the people of God is no longer authoritative in the same way for the new people of God?” 7 If his reference is solely to the ceremonial legislation we just mentioned, then an appeal can be made to the Scripture itself, for it had a temporary viability in the life of the people of God as announced from the very start of that legislation, that is, that it was after a “pattern” ;the real or actual in Christ had not come as yet. Marshall jumps too far when he goes from the ceremonial part of the Old Testament to include the whole Old Testament.

Furthermore, is it not true that there is only one “people of God” extending over both Testaments? So why refer to the “new people of God,” unless there is an understanding that God has replaced Israel with the church and his promise of the land and the return of Israel back to that land has been forfeited?8 But that too exceeds the biblical commitments.

Once again, there is little if any basis for extending the search for what is beyond Scripture (in the sense of going outside of Scripture) by an appeal to these types of developments between the Old and New Testaments.

Nevertheless, what if we appealed to the fact that Jesus’ teaching “was given in a liminal [i.e., on the ‘threshold’]period,” and was set in the imagery of that day? Isn’t this another example of a need to take the later, but “fuller, post-Easter revelation,” as evidence that we must go beyond Jesus’ teachings?9 Does this mean that our Lord’s earthly teaching was so tied to his Jewish and cultural context that it must be relativized in light of what the apostles gave later on?10

But here again, we have text to guide us on the progress of revelation that went on to fill out what Jesus had taught. It is just as Luke tells us as he begins the book of Acts: what Luke had written in his former treatise was “about all that Jesus began to do and to teach” (Acts 1:1; emphasis mine);
 now it was time to go on and show what he would continue to do “through the Holy Spirit [who had been given] to the apostles he had chosen” (Acts 1:2). It was not as if the insights of the apostles were their own, separate and different from the divine “word” given in revelation. Paul made that point abundantly clear in his teaching on the doctrine of Scripture in 1 Corinthians 2:6 –16. In fact, rather than espousing a mechanical view of inspiration such as a dictation theory or the like, Paul specifically declared that the words that he (and presumably the other apostles) spoke were “not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:13). Here was a living symbiosis between the skills, training, and personal styles and vocabulary of the human writers of Scripture (not to mention the providential preparation of those same writers by the Holy Spirit prior to the years in which they were called to write), and the continued precise work of the Holy Spirit on them as they wrote. The words they wrote were not dictated, but they were “taught,” and they were taught “in words”  as well. That implies a strong living assimilation of the writer and the final goal that the Holy Spirit had in mind for Scripture. The Spirit stayed with the writers even beyond the conceptual and ideational level up to the point of their actually writing the words of Scripture down, so that the results were precisely what God wanted to be said in that text.

None of these arguments are meant to deny that there still exists an essential move from Scripture and our interpretation of it to fresh applications of that same Scripture to shape our doctrine and practice. But the question still looms large: How is this move to be done? Are there principled ways in which this move can be accurately and authoritatively completed?

In response to Marshall’s   suggestions, Stanley E. Porter sought to develop an analogy between what is called, in Bible translation, a “dynamic equivalence” (or “functional equivalence” )translation of the text, and the move from what is at times a time-bound text, to a timeless ethical or theological teaching. His contention was that the task of both the translator of Scripture and the biblical theologian are very similar.

Porter summarized his suggestion this way: (1) First, we must determine the “kernel or heart of what is being said in the original text” (whether this kernel happened to be clauses and sentences or larger linguistic units); (2) secondly, we must put this kernel taught in the text into the receptor language of today’s   theological language, both in the dynamic equivalent translation and the dynamic equivalent theological formulation; and (3) we must insure that we have retained the same purpose in the theology laid out for us today as was in the original purpose inherent in the text of Scripture when it was written.11 This offered an interesting analogy for the process, but it gave few of the criteria on just what was involved in the move from text to the contemporary scene.

Kevin Vanhoozer, on the other hand, traced three historic ways of going beyond the text before he suggested his own solution as a fourth way.

1. Conceptual Clarification. The first is a relatively simple method of going beyond, much as John Calvin himself advocated it. It is straightforwardly the matter of developing technical or alternative terms to give expression to doctrinal truths on the grounds that it made what was being said by the authors of Scripture clearer for those in other times and places. It did not add anything to the content of Scripture that wasn’t already there, but it did make explicit what oftentimes may only have been implicit in the text of Scripture.

2. Redemptive Trajectory. William J. Webb provides the best example of a second approach.12 He viewed biblical texts on a redemptive trajectory, which was assisted, of course, by the Holy Spirit and which encouraged the interpreter to go beyond the culture-bound letter of the text. It was one that aimed at love, justice, and equality. But Webb offered few, if any, specific criteria. It was the redemptive trajectory that pointed to the movement projected from the text, a movement continued right up to our day. Yet which of the numerous possible trajectories should be allowed? Some were pointing to freedom from slavery or equality for women, but other trajectories, which Webb rejected, insisted, on similar grounds, on finding a trajectory that provided for sexual freedom for homosexuals! Merely associating a trajectory with the Holy Spirit seemed to be an insufficient ground for actual guidance, Vanhoozer wisely critiqued.13

3. The Divine Transitive Discourse. Nicholas Wolterstorff offered a third approach to this issue.14 He argued that it is not enough to understand the original human author’s   intention We need to go further and place that text in the context of the whole Bible before we can hear the divine discourse on any passage. Only after we have heard what the whole Bible has to say can we state what any part is saying if we are going to go beyond the Bible in that sense. In so doing, it is claimed, we would hear the divine discourse that is found in the whole but is not necessarily in the parts of Scripture —at least not in isolation. It is difficult, however, to see how something can be in the whole Bible that is not in the parts.

Therefore, just as we mortals can say one thing and at the same time speak about something that is known on another level to both parties, so God can say brand new things, by means of similar transitive discourse, that were unavailable to the human author who wrote the passage. It is almost as if there were something like a double meaning available, with the second track sharing the inside story, while other readers just got the surface, or prima facie, meaning of the words.

4. A Continuing Canon. Kevin Vanhoozer argued that interpreters needed to cultivate “the mind of the Bible,” wherein the interpreters paid attention, not just to the words and concepts of the immediate text, but to “the patterns of judgment”  found in the Bible. Individual contexts must be read in light of the whole Bible. If our judgments about Scripture are similar to those embedded within the whole of Scripture, then we will be going beyond the Scripture in the right sense of the term. In this sense, the interpreter, as does the believing community, participates in the holistic view of the message of the canon. But this seemed to end up almost where Wolterstorff was.

So where are we after all of this discussion?

First of all, we can say, “Yes, there must be alternative, even technical terminology that can be used to clarify Scripture in those cases where there is agreement on the purpose and ends observed in the text of Scripture —ends and purposes that are argued for in the kernel or central teaching of that text.” In this instance, the use of separate and novel terminology in situations different from those represented in the original text of the Scripture are but a legitimate extension of the text. But whether such a movement can be seen in Scripture, which also justifies a redemptive or even a christological trajectory, despite the claim that it is overseen or sponsored by the Holy Spirit, as Webb contends, is doubtful until explicit scriptural validation for that point, purpose, or end can be underwritten from the Bible as a beginning “principle” found in the scriptural text rather than merely asserted by moderns.

The idea that God speaks to us in his Word on two levels —one from the human author (albeit assisted by the Holy Spirit in some way), which is the “surface reading” of the text in that day or ours, and the other from a divine perspective —is to make a canon within a canon, or to set up a “flat” Bible in which the New Testament is made the measuring stick for what is or is not correct theology for any and all, deep or plain theological understanding.

However, if what is being advocated here is that the same elemental truths seen in earlier texts are further developed and expanded in later texts and that we are never finished with our work as exegetes, interpreters, and as theologians until we have heard all that God has to say on any topic, then that is certainly the right way to go. The only caution raised here is that the employment of what the whole canon taught must not precede or supply a preunderstanding (Bultmann’s  Vorverstandnis) of that text, but it must come only after we have first understood
 the sense of the passage being investigated. Then our summaries of individual teaching points or our conclusion and final appeal for the whole lesson or sermon would take up the perspective of the whole canon on these same points. Theological construction would follow the same order of priorities.

That would also be our estimate of the continuing canonical suggestion as well. Historically, the word canon suggested a “rule” or a “norm” (concretely, a measuring “reed” )that is laid over Scripture, in most cases to determine which books belong to that group of authoritative books sanctioned as from God. However, it has also come to mean a rule that selects out portions of the whole group of books or some feature of the books themselves. But Scripture must always be the name of the game, and that is where authority must ultimately rest. Rather than the church’s   determining which books were in and which were out at some supposed council, there was a “progressive recognition” of the nature of the Scriptures as they appeared rather than a vote that was taken retrospectively.

Elmer A. Martens recently spoke to this same issue.15 His emphasis was that the task of theologizing was a “constructive” one that called for the partnership of biblical and systematic theologians. First, the biblical theologian would examine the biblical pronouncements that formed the ideal on any doctrine or ethical issue. He noted that the ideal may not always be enforced by biblical narratives or metaphors on the same issue that concerns us. Nevertheless, the community was empowered by our Lord to “bind” or “loose” (Matt. 18:15 –20), which meant that the community may be more restrictive or more permissive than the straightforward teaching found in the text. Finally, the Holy Spirit was given to the body of Christ, which meant that not all decisions would be universally adopted by all other communities of faith; instead, we could expect diversity of responses to the same texts, which should not be a concern.16

The discussion, as can be seen from what is briefly reported here, has just begun to come to grips with many important aspects of this topic. However, in some other ways, the work on this topic seems to be a revisiting of a discussion that was begun some years ago but was never picked up and continued. For example, C. F. DeVine spoke not of a going “beyond” the text but of the “consequent sense” of Scripture.17 DeVine’s   point was well taken, that is, that texts may have consequent extensions into later time, cultures, and settings. But the point of tension arises when we go beyond a continuous extension of the meaning that is in the kernel of the text to extensions that are different from the sense found in the text being appealed to as a source of authority. Now we have an additional and separate sense, which some would say was all along intended by God but unrealized by the human writers of Scripture as indicated by the surface meaning of their text.

Already in 1950 Bernard Ramm had raised this question:

If we can’t spiritualize the Bible, or freely devotionally interpret it, how do we make it live to our people? . . . Our answer is principalize. . . . [I]f we isolate the great moral, ethical, and spiritual principles in a passage, we are not foisting a new meaning on the passage; we are distilling off what is already there implicity [sic] or explicitly. By principalizing we are able to obtain devotional and spiritual truth from Scripture and at the same time avoid the accusation of eisegesis or double-sense interpretation.

Ramm went on to assert that “the Bible is a book of principles more than a catalogue of specific, minute directions.” He saw two reasons for this preference for principles rather than being overly specific: (1) If the word of God had been too specific, then it would have been so provincial and time-bound that it would have lost its relevancy for other times and places; and (2) it is better for the Bible to have majored in principles so that the spirituality it aimed at would be neither mechanical nor hypocritical.18

Since I began my studies in hermeneutics by reading Ramm years ago as my introduction to the subject, I have employed the concept of “principlization” 19 over the years of my teaching and writing. For example, in 1981 I gave this definition for principlization:

To “principlize” is to state the author’s  propositions, arguments, narrations, and illustrations in timeless abiding truths with special focus on the application of those truths to the current needs of the Church. Contemporary applications will often be suggested by analogous applications made by the original writer of the Biblical text.20

In order to keep the process of principlization on track, I went on to suggest that the first step in this process was to determine the subject of an individual passage that was being asked contemporary questions, which usually resided in the focal point, or what Haddon Robinson called “the big idea” of the text.

The second step was to identify the emphasis of the text as indicated by key or repeated terms that often had already taken on a technical status by virtue of their previous usage in Scripture. Then each paragraph (for prose materials), each scene (for narrative materials), or each strophe (for poetic texts) must be identified and the theme or topic sentence of each pointed out. From each of the theme sentences, one should develop a heading for each paragraph, scene, or strophe; but this theme sentence is best transformed for contemporary audiences by following these three suggested rules: (1) Put no proper or personal names in the main teaching or preaching points except names of the Trinity; (2) Use present or imperative tenses and the like, but do not use the past tense, which immediately places one in a mode of teaching about rather than speaking to persons and issues in our day; and (3) Use first person plural pronouns or second person pronouns, but never use third person pronouns except to refer to God, for they immediately speak only to the past and do not appear to have any modern relevancy. The final step in principlizing a passage is to summarize the heart of the text in ways that legitimately extend into our contemporary culture the truths and principles found in the text.

David K. Clark gave three critiques to principlizing: (1) Sometimes what we call transcultural principles are in fact only those of our own cultural bias; (2) principlizing tends to put everything in terms of didactic truth; and (3) treating such principles as God’s  will could lead to substituting these principles for the original canonical statements.21 The risks that Clark mentions are common to the whole endeavor of interpretation. All interpreters must be aware of and constantly shield themselves from slipping into each of these dangers. But the objections are not endemic only to principlizing.

CONCLUSION

How we attempt to go beyond the text is just as important as finding answers to questions in ethics, doctrine, and worship that were not immediately or directly addressed in Scripture. But central to all movements that might be classified in any way as a going beyond the text will be the fixed point of the text of Scripture itself. Thus, wherever the purpose, kernel, and core of the text used as the basis for the technical or ordinary terms for theological statements remains the principal substance of what is stated in a new way for theology, it will be judged in harmony with the sola Scriptura commitment. However, if the consequent or “beyond” sense is separate and different from the meaning found in the heart of the biblical statement, then the theological nuance has gone out of bounds, and it will be judged an illegitimate going beyond what is in the text.

The New Testament has an unusually large number of quotations and allusions to the Old Testament. While some have argued that the New Testament use of the Old Testament embraces a meaning that is separate or different from the Old, our argument in this chapter will be that when the New Testament uses an Old Testament text for doctrinal or apologetic purposes, the meaning found in the older text is the meaning that is shared in the New Testament. If this were not true, the reason for using the older citation would have been lost and no value or authority would have accrued toward substantiating the
 doctrines or truth claims made in the later revelation.

Accordingly, the predictions about a messiah made in the Old Testament were accurately fulfilled in the New Testament. Moreover, there was a consciousness on the part of the writers of both Testaments that not only were many aspects of the predictions accurately spoken about years in advance, but their words were relevant for later generations as well. Both Testaments focused on Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension as being the very heart of their message and central to all that they said.
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Chapter 6

Does the New Testament Accurately Use the Old Testament?

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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One of the most striking features of the New Testament is the extent to which it quotes and alludes to the Old Testament. Frequently, it appeals to the previous revelation of God in the Old Testament in order to offer additional support and authority for the prophetic claims it makes and to supply confirmation of the teaching it offers or simply to give further illustrations of the truths it advances. Even when a clear reference to an Old Testament quotation cannot be demonstrated, it is evident that the speech patterns, the forms of thought, and the linkages with the earlier revelation of God are being aimed at by the New Testament writers.

The connectivity and the similar patterns of speech between the two Testaments are so strong that it is not always possible to decide with full accuracy if and when an explicit quotation is intended or where the quotation begins or ends. Because of this uncertainty, estimates as to the number of formal Old Testament quotations or allusions in the New Testament varies considerably. In 1884, C. H. Toy thought he had identified 613 quotations and allusions in the New Testament, 1 whereas Wilhelm Dittmar in 1899 counted 1,640,2 and E. Huehn topped everyone in 1900 with a count of 4,105.3More recently, the appendix in Nestle’s   Greek New Testament listed a total of some 950 quotations and allusions,4 while Gleason Archer and Gregory Chirichigno listed and discussed, in six categories, some 312 quotations of the Old Testament in the New.5 In 1966 the United Bible Society’s  Greek text identified over 2,500 New Testament passages with some form of citation or allusion from nearly 1,800 Old Testament texts.6 Later, Henry M. Shires, limiting himself to the issue of formal quotations, found 239 quotes taken from 185 different Old Testament passages. Furthermore, he listed another 189 unacknowledged quotations taken from 147 Old Testament texts in addition to 1,167 instances of rewording or paraphrasing of older texts that reflected 944 Old Testament passages. His combined total was 1,640 New Testament citations of 1,276 different Old Testament texts.7

Other scholars came to similar conclusions. For example, Roger Nicole conservatively counted 295 separate quotations, in which 224 were prefixed with an introductory formula, with 7 additional cases having an and to connect a second quotation to one previously identified as being from the Old Testament, and 19 other cases where a paraphrase or summary follows an introductory formula (e.g., Matt. 2:23). He found 45 other passages where either the length (e.g., 1 Peter 3:10 –12) or the specificity (e.g., Matt. 27:46) made it clear that an Old Testament reference was intended.8 Louis M. Sweet also found approximately 300 direct citations of the Old Testament in the New.9

The point is clear
 by now: the interweaving of phrases and lines from the Old Testament by the New Testament writers with their own words and literary styles shows how the very fabric of their thought was immersed in the language and teaching of the earlier Testament. As Joseph A. Fitzmyer concluded, it demonstrated a “thorough acquaintance with and a reverent meditation upon the Old Testament.” 10 In fact, there are quotations or allusions to the Old Testament in every New Testament book except the smaller books of Philemon and 2 and 3 John! The main implication of all this data is that without the Old Testament, the New Testament would make very little sense. At several critical points, the Old Testament provided the foundational basis for several of the most significant doctrines in the New Testament. The interpreter must pay full attention to such detail, for the work of the exegete can be greatly enhanced by it or severely limited by failing to capture the Old Testament context from which the quote was taken and the way the New Testament advances and builds on that foundation. More than any other external witness, the Old Testament must take precedence for interpreting the New. Too often the temptation is to turn to Qumran (Dead Sea Scrolls), Nag Hammadi (gnostic texts), or Talmudic studies in place of going first to the Old Testament, but the sheer numbers of quotations and allusions should alert us to turning our exegetical studies first to the Old Testament before we go on to test these intertestamental studies.

In order to gain a proper perspective on the relevance the Old Testament had for the New Testament and for subsequent times, let us explore these interweavings and the impact they can and must play on the interpreter’s   ability to appreciate both the foundational role and the way this provided depth of meaning to the persons, events, and doctrines and the ongoing plan of God as worked out in the New Testament.

1. THE NEW TESTAMENT ASSUMED THAT THE OLD TESTAMENT WAS RELEVANT TO FIRST-CENTURY BELIEVERS

Oftentimes the New Testament, in quoting from the Old Testament, preferred to use the present tense where the Old Testament had used the past tense, and to use the second or first person plural pronouns you, us, or we, where a third person pronoun would have been found in the Old Testament. But that past tense or third person pronoun would only be helpful in describing what had happened rather than prescribing and directing the same principle for our use. Thus we have, for example:

The words “it was credited to him” were written not for him [i.e., Abraham] alone, but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness. (Rom. 4:23 –24)

For it is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? (1 Cor. 9:9 –10a)

These things [crossing the Red Sea, manna from heaven, water from the rock] happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come. (1 Cor. 10:11)

Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by two unchangeable things [his word in Gen. 12 and his oath in Gen. 22] in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. (Heb. 6:17 –18) But about the resurrection of the dead —have you not read what God has said to you, “I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” ?[Exod. 3:6] He is not the God of the dead but of the living. (Matt. 22:31 –32)

The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about this. First he says: “This is the covenant I will make with them after that time, says the Lord. I will put my laws in their hearts, and I will write them on their minds [Jer. 31: 33].” (Heb. 10:15 –16)11

2. THE NEW TESTAMENT VIEWED THE OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECIES ABOUT THE COMING MESSIAH AND THE EARLY CHURCH AS FULFILLED IN THEIR TIMES

The coming of Jesus Christ and the events that accompanied that event, along with those that took place in the early church, were anticipated by the Old Testament prophecies. A sample of them includes:

[image: 0310279518_herm_int_2_ps_0097_005]
The list goes on and on, for I have examined in my book on the Messiah only 65 direct prophecies. J. Barton Payne itemized 127 messianic prophecies involving an amazing more than three thousand verses.13 Surely, this was no tempest in a teapot. It left an indelible mark on the teaching and purpose of the New Testament. How could the interpreter disregard this close nexus of intertextuality and still be on track in his or her explanations of Scripture?

3. THE NEW TESTAMENT AND JESUS BOTH STRESSED (AS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT) THE INTERNAL HEART RELATIONSHIP AS BEING PRIMARY

As the Old Testament taught, so the New Testament and Jesus concurred: God “desires mercy, not sacrifice” (Hos. 6:6; Matt. 9:13; 12:7). Jesus used this principle to defend his custom of having fellowship with tax collectors and sinners or even of allowing his disciples to grab a handful of grain as they walked through the fields on the Sabbath. The point is not that Jesus said, I desire A but forget about doing B; rather, this saying is written in Oriental proverbial style. It means, simply: What’s   the use of relying on the ritual of sacrifices if you cannot show mercy? Show mercy first and then I will regard your sacrifices. This principle was so endemic to the whole interpretive process that Jesus said, “If you had known what these words mean . . . you would not have condemned the innocent. For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath” (Matt. 12:7 –8).

In the same way, when asked by those still under the law whether they should still tithe mint, dill, and cumin, Jesus advised that they should still so tithe since they were still living in days prior to the cross. But under no circumstances were the Jewish people to do this in place of, or as a substitute for, “the more important matters of the law —justice, mercy and faithfulness” (Matt. 23:23). Once again, Jesus’ appeal was to the Old Testament in Micah 6:8. The idea was not to break some parts of the law and keep the other parts or to substitute something else in place of what was taught; on the contrary, internal and heart relationships to God were of greater weight and significance if one were to understand and use the Old Testament as well as the New.

In Jesus’ own life, he showed that his own habit was to live by every word that had been spoken by God. For example, when tempted by the devil (Matt. 4:1 –11; Luke 4:1 –13), our Lord’s   response was from the law of Moses on each of the three temptations presented to him. For the first temptation, Jesus responded: “Man does not live on bread alone” (Deut. 8:3); for the second he said: “Do not put the Lord your God to the test” (Deut. 6:16); and for the last one: “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only” (Deut. 6:13). There was no need to give any stock religious answers to the devil, for he knew what the truth really was; this was so natural to our Lord that it offered no pretense or posturing on his part. The Old Testament, as understood on its own terms and as repeated on those same terms in the New Testament, was the basis for expressing God’s   direction and guidance for all of our living. And that understanding was shared by the New Testament, Jesus, and the apostles.

4. GOD’s   MEANING OF THEWORDS OF HUMAN AUTHORS OF OLDER SCRIPTURES WAS NO GREATER OR NO LESS THAN WHAT HE REVEALED TO THEM IN THE FIRST PLACE

In order to show greater regard for Scripture and the word of God, it is sometimes stated in conservative circles that “the Old Testament prophets wrote better than they knew.” This would seem to imply that often the surface meaning of an Old Testament text was not as full and as rich as God would later let it mean as his divine sense. To undergird this position, appeal is often
 made to the apostle John’s   remark in John 11:49 –52 that Caiaphas the high priest illustrates this principle very nicely. Caiaphas had just blustered out a rebuke against his colleagues in the Sanhedrin, “You know nothing at all! You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish.” In so saying, he postured himself as the man who knew exactly what to do to save his nation: he, the political savant, thought he knew, yet he was full of cynicism and contempt for the things of the Spirit that Jesus represented.

But it is the inspired apostle John who retorts to this little piece of political correctness by saying, under inspiration from God, “He did not say this on his own, but as high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the Jewish nation, and not only for that nation but also for the scattered children of God, to bring them together and make them one.” There is no doubt that Caiaphas was cynically and callously speaking as he sported a most expedient stance to the problem of the day. But his own meaning was simply that before the Romans got angry at the whole nation of the Jews for the turmoil over Jesus, it would be much better, rightly or wrongly, to let Jesus take the rap for the whole nation rather than letting things go until the Romans decided to decimate the whole nation of Judea.

That much is clear. But did God, in addition to providentially allowing Caiaphas’s  words to spill out in this order, allow John to reuse those same words in just the opposite direction from what Caiaphas intended in order to show the amazing appropriateness that this high priest’s  own cool, calculating, political-speak could never have begun to realize? They turned out to be precisely what the nation needed, for only in the death and atoning work of Christ could not only that nation but all other nations be saved. Therefore, instead of being an instrument of revelation, Caiaphas was instead an illustration of how God could take a man’s  own words and turn them back against him.

But our question, then, is this: Could we also say, in a similar way, that God used the Old Testament prophets to say words that he would reverse or at least eventually unravel and give the key to unlocking the mysteries hidden beneath their surface meanings?

In Caiaphas and the apostle John there are truly two separate and different meanings that could not be further apart from one another; and what is more, the two meanings are unrelated even though the words are the same. The so-called second meaning of John does not grow out of the first —at least, as Caiaphas intended them. If this case is used analogically for solving the New Testament’s   use of the Old, then at best the New Testament and Old Testament usages would be polarities (saying opposite things) and not be integral to each other’ single thrust. No one who argues for such deeper meanings wants to support that kind of opposite meanings; therefore, Caiaphas will not serve as a basis for positing such a hermeneutic move. What then of other examples in the New Testament? Will they better illustrate that the prophets spoke better than they knew?

Some turn to the quotation in Galatians 3:16 as an example of the principle that the writer of Genesis (12:7; 13:15) spoke better than he knew when he said the promise was to Abraham and to his “seed,” using the singular rather than the plural noun. It was not only God’s   intention that this singular noun be a collective, which simultaneously focused on the one representative (Christ) of the whole group (corporate solidarity), that is, those who would believe, but our argument is that it was also the writer’s   understanding of the word “seed,” as he received it as a revelation —not as a word mechanically recorded or dictated to be unpacked at some future date. Accordingly, it was not the apostle Paul who discovered a further or new divine sense, but Paul claims that is what God meant from the very beginning and what he uncovered and disclosed to Abraham. In other words, a fair exegesis of the Old Testament text will show that the so-called later divine meaning was already in the purview of the prophets who originally wrote such statements in the Old Testament. Had it been taken any differently, the apologetic value or authority force would have evaporated, and no evidence could have been shown that the events in Jesus’ life had been foreknown . But critics could have claimed, in that case, that it was reasoning after the fact —a hitting the side of the barn and then later drawing a circle around it and declaring it to be “a bull’s   eye!” This is an impossible way to operate and against everything claimed in the Scriptures. God spoke long before the events took place, for his challenge to the false gods and idols was to show that they were gods by saying something in advance of its happening — anything, good or bad! (Isa. 41:22 –23; 45:21b –c; 46:9b –10; Amos 3:7). But these idols never took up the challenge, nor could they —neither they nor the false gods they allegedly represented.

5. THE NEW TESTAMENT CALLS FOR AN INTEGRAL RELATIONSHIP WITH THE OLD TESTAMENT AND THE CENTRAL EVENT: JESUS CHRIST

The Old Testament affirms that the God who revealed himself to Israel is the same one who has continued to reveal himself supremely in Jesus of Nazareth. Evidence for this assertion can be seen in the early church’s   measurement of who Jesus was against the Old Testament. That group of early Christians became convinced that the advent, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ was a fulfillment of God’s   promise made in numerous covenants and passages in the Old Testament.

True, this type of claim uses a synthetic or holistic approach between the Testaments and is therefore exposed to the charge and danger of making generalizations, but a certain amount of generalizing is going to be necessary if we are ever to get beyond the discussion of merely tackling individual texts. We must decide if the center of the promise-plan of God is, or is not, the expectation and the realization of the historical event of Jesus’ birth, ministry, death, resurrection, and ascension into heaven. Is this the central set of events in the story of the Bible or is it not? Did God intervene in this world to redeem mortals or did he not? Is this an isolated event, or is it at the center of a history that extends from creation to the days of the last things? If we tear this central event —God’s  work in creation and the nation of Israel —apart from the events leading up to Jesus and from those events that follow in the first Christian century as a result of what was anticipated, we not only do an injustice to history, but we rob both the center of the whole narrative in the Bible and the very context of God’s  work in revelation and redemption.

The events of the Old Testament are not to be viewed as a succession of incidental happenings; instead, they are to be seen as a sequence of occurrences that exhibit a strong sense of connectivity, purpose, and a divine plan that has been orchestrated by the providence of the living God.

6. ALTHOUGH DISPUTED, TYPOLOGY IS A LEGITIMATE WAY TO EXPRESS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE TESTAMENTS

It is said that typological thinking (or at least analogical reasoning) is so natural to the way most mortals think that we should not be surprised to see it used in Scripture. But to assert that for everything in the heavenly realm there is a corresponding corollary on earth is to venture into the thesis for allegorizing the Bible, which most have gotten over since the medieval period —at least, it is hoped so!

Rudolf Bultmann, of course, summarily rejected typology since he felt it was based on the concept of repetition, which for him signaled the false cyclical view of history. While it is true that the Old Testament and the Bible in its totality have a linear and not a cyclical view of time and history, it is not necessary to claim that typology depends on a cyclical view of history. Therefore, without arguing for some kind of a “secret affinity” in God’s   created order as the basis for the biblical writers’ use of typology, there is a good case to be made for the doctrine of providence that is operating in all of history.

A biblical “type” is an illustration, an example, or a pattern of God’s   activity in the history of his people Israel and the church through persons, events, or institutions. Typology is not the same thing as an exegesis of a passage, for a biblical text has only one meaning, its natural or normal meaning as determined by means of grammatico-historical study. If the typical sense is not indicated by the original author or his text,
 then it probably is not consistent with the normal or natural (some read: literal) meaning of the text.

Typology should not be confused with symbolism, allegory, or prophecy. Its hallmark is history, not fanciful imaginations; it deals in relationships of persons, events, and institutions rather than words themselves. A common mistake is to locate correspondences in trivial details. Some very famous but incorrect examples of types are Rahab’s   scarlet cord and the death of Christ; Moses’ smiting the rock twice to get water when Christ was only smitten once; and the axe lost in the river by the sons of the prophets, which the prophet Elisha retrieved from the river by throwing in a stick, corresponding to the cross of Christ.14 The most essential characteristic of a “type” is that it is divinely designated. Without such an indication from the text or the original writer of Scripture, the type loses all authority and approval from God.

The more difficult question is this: How many types are there in the Bible? Bishop Marsh famously said that the number of types in the Bible is limited to what the New Testament calls a type.15 However, the tendency was to find all sorts of correspondences in the trivial details of the Old Testament “type” and the New Testament fulfillment, called its “ antitype.” Without assigning a specific number of types to the Old Testament and their New Testament antitypes, here are a few guidelines that should keep the interpreter on track as appeal is made to a type:

A type must concern itself not with words but with historical facts such as historical persons, events, or institutions.

A type must show evidence of divine designation in the text.

A type must show agreement of fundamental principles, patterns, and structures rather than parallels in details.

A type usually focuses on God’s  direction of history.

Typology can point out the basic correspondences that exist between the Testaments in God’s   providential interventions into space and time. Whether it is the Old or the New Testament, it all is the expression of the faithful and consistent activity of the one true God. Therefore, while typology is not a method of exegesis, it can enhance the already completed exegesis by further illustrating its truths with examples and historical correspondences.

Classical illustrations of types found in the New Testament are the correspondences between the tabernacle in the wilderness and the reality seen in Christ (Ex.25 and Heb. 8), the events in Israel’s   history and the life of the church (1 Cor. 10:6, 11), and the fact that sin entered the world by one man and sin was taken away by another man —the God-man Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:14). The point is that God acts so consistently that one can see analogies and correspondences with the way he works at different times in his created world.

7. THE NEW TESTAMENT’s  USE OF A COMBINATION OF OLD TESTAMENT PASSAGES ACTUALLY ARGUES MORE FOR UNITY THAN FOR DIVERSITY

One would think that if diversity and discontinuity were more prevalent than unity, it would not be possible for the New Testament writers to draw up a series of quotations from various parts of the Old Testament to make an agreed-upon argument. But that is exactly what the writers of the New Testament did.

For example, in Romans 15:9 –12, the apostle Paul quotes from five different Old Testament passages to show that it was God’s   purpose to bring his mercies to the Gentiles as well as to the Jewish people: 2 Samuel 22:50; Psalm 18:49; Deuteronomy 32:43; Psalm 117:1; and Isaiah 11:10. Had there been no accord or unifying purpose in the writing goals of the various writers of the Old Testament, it would have been almost impossible to quote from parts of the Earlier and Latter Prophets, the Torah, and the Writings in order to obtain a unified voice on the prospect of the gospel coming to the Gentiles.

Another instance of this same type of a juxtaposition of Old Testament quotations for one agreed-upon point is found in Romans 3:10 –18. Here eight different Old Testament texts are brought together to demonstrate that all are under sin, whether Jew or Gentile. The quotations come from Psalm 14:1 –3; 53:1 –3; Ecclesiastes 7:20; Psalm 5:9; 140:3; 10:7; Isaiah 59:7 –8; and Psalm 36:1. All these writers agreed that “there is no one righteous, not even one.” All of this was without any collaboration or collusion, for these writers lived in different centuries from the New Testament writers yet their message was the same.

The same phenomenon can be shown from the gospel writers as well. For example, Mark 1:2 –3 quotes both Malachi (3:1) and Isaiah (40:3) to show that John the Baptist was anticipated by prophets separated by over three hundred years from each other and from four hundred to seven hundred years from the event they predicted. But both agreed on the fact that John was the forerunner to the Messiah.

CONCLUSION

It would appear that the New Testament writers sensed very little if any disparity between the Testaments. The message of the older revelation of God was more than relevant for New Testament times and for those of us who were to follow. The overarching metanarrative simply continued on into the times of Jesus the Messiah.

Yes, there were correspondences or types to be seen in the larger movements in the history of individuals, events, or institutions. These analogies or correspondences were by divine design, for history was “His-story,” God’s   story. Therefore the narrative continued; it did not stop or begin all over again!

There was no need to imagine some hidden deeper truth lying beneath the surface meanings of the Old Testament, for the same Lord revealed the later one as well. Embedded in earlier word from God were the roots, principles, and “thicker”  meanings that were elaborated on and enhanced in the New Testament; but in no case did the New Testament strike out on a new direction that had no rootage or grounding in what had been revealed earlier to the prophets of the Old Testament.

All of this was so that the authoritative word of God might stand and be established forever. History is essential to contextualizing the biblical narrative and seeing it as the continuing story of God’s  word in space and time. Rather than using historical research to go “behind” the texts of the Bible to find out what sources may have been used to construct it as the habit of historical criticism has been, this chapter calls us to increase the relevancy of the Bible by showing how it has intersected with the times, places, and events that make up that text’s   setting. In other words, since the story of the Bible took place in our kind of world, we can understand it.

Moreover, neither should the text be hijacked by evidential or apologetic interests as if that equates with uncovering the text’s  meaning! Our chief concern as interpreters is with the message of the Bible. Of course, there is a legitimate place for apologetic interest and study, but the appropriate use of the historical particulars of the Bible find their best use in the interpretation process only where these details help us to get a clear sense of what the author was trying to communicate.

In all cases, as in the American system of jurisprudence, the biblical text must always be considered innocent of any and all charges of falsehood unless it has been proven guilty of that charge by the evidence. Nor should the exegete begin by expunging all historical references in order to avoid the modern antipathy against historical references. Instead, the interpreter must faithfully use the historical details of the text to help his or her understanding of what is being said, yet do so without being co-opted into making the historical framework say more or less than what the biblical author wanted it to say.
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The Bible and history can never be far removed from each other in Christian thought. It is impossible to denigrate the role of history in the interpretive process without ultimately denying God’s   activity in the arena of space and time, that is, in history itself. Even the fourth-century Apostles’ Creed linked both our understanding of who Jesus was and what he did for us in the space and the time of that history by affirming that Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried; the third day he rose again.” This nexus was not optional but was a necessary linkage! Thus, history at its root was no less than “His-story.” It had a source, a stream of happenings, and a termination point. It would be within the scope of this beginning, climax, and ending that God would work his eternal plan.

THE MAXIMALIST AND MINIMALIST VIEWS OF HISTORY

Tragically, the old consensus positions on how history is to be used in understanding the Bible are quickly being abandoned by some, and numerous debates on these issues have brought the question of the historical basis for much of the Bible to a state of crisis in many circles. For example, in recent New Testament studies the radical claims of some, such as those in the “Jesus Seminar,” have showered doubts and outright denials on most of the life, deeds, and sayings of Jesus. No less sensational have been the radical claims of some Old Testament scholars regarding the lack of a factual historical basis, in their view, of much of what the Bible describes about ancient Israel. For example, at two of the most highly regarded centers of biblical study, the University of Copenhagen and the University of Sheffield, some distinguished scholars have not only argued that the narratives from Abraham to the book of Judges are essentially fictional and without historical bases, but that the narratives of the monarchy of David and Solomon are merely late inventions from the Persian and Hellenistic periods!

Unfortunately, such skepticism toward the historical value of the Old and New Testaments has become fashionable among a growing number of scholars today. In Old Testament studies it has led to a division among scholars: those holding to the general historical trustworthiness of the Old Testament, who are called “maximalists,” and others, called “minimalists,” who, for example, generally regard everything from Genesis to Judges as essentially fictional.

Minimalists charge maximalists with a failure to look at the evidence outside of the internal documents of the Bible, which of course is not fair in a large number of cases. In fact, it is rather astonishing to note how often the reverse is actually the case. As J. K. Hoffmeier wryly noted: “One reason for the disparity between historical maximalists and minimalists is that the former [often] tend to be trained in the Near Eastern languages, history, and archaeology, with the Hebrew Bible as a cognate discipline, whereas the latter are largely trained in Old Testament studies in the nineteenth-century European mold and treat cognate languages and sources as ancillary rather than as central to their discipline.” 1 A large number of the so-called maximalists who went into biblical studies were more often than not trained in the archaeology, history, and half-dozen languages of the ancient Near East as appropriate supplementary studies with which to understand the message of the Old Testament. Rather than depending on secondary sources supplied by other scholars to help them with the background data on historical and linguistic developments, those who are usually put into the maximalist camp were urged to gain firsthand experience in the languages and cultures of the ancient Near East so that their understanding would not be dependent on the results or conclusions of others but would be based on the primary sources themselves.

In any case, the focus of this chapter will be on the proper use of historical references in the text. As always, the logical place to begin the process of interpreting a biblical text is with the text itself. This is foundational, for all too many regard the text of Scripture as “secondary evidence” rather than as the proper starting point for interpretation. On the contrary, the truth claims of the Bible must be heard and understood first before moving to any extrabiblical evidence if we are to make a fair judgment. This is very similar to the work of a jury, who must listen to the statement of the claims of the parties to the case before proceeding to hear the evidence and to discern whether the evidences that came with the case did substantiate the claims.

So first let us hear what the text claims for itself. Next, let us hear what external evidence supports, or fails to support, those claims. In other words, the text of Scripture will be regarded as innocent, as in American law courts, until evidence demonstrates that the presumed innocence is not worthy of our presumptive trust.

THE HISTORICAL CLAIMS OF THE BIBLE

A whole series of objections immediately arise when hearing the historical claims. Such objections are that (1) the events of Scripture took place so long ago that we are unable to pose any questions to those who may have been there and witnessed the events to get an objective firsthand view of these events or persons; (2) the artifacts and the epigraphic materials from the past are so fragmentary that they only cover parts of the evidence we need if we are going to be sure of any assertions about what did or did not happen in the past; and (3) the very nature of history is such that it involves ethical, factual, and aesthetic considerations and other assumptions, which allow for a strong subjective element on the part of the historian and hence room for error and false judgments.

But these objections can be met with reasonable responses. Objectivity does not demand an absolute or comprehensive knowledge, for in that case no one is qualified to say “yes” or “no” to anything, be it in the present or the past, in the Bible or not. Rather, by the term “objective,” we mean a fair presentation —and yes, even with an ever-upgraded presentation, depending on the availability of the evidence. Moreover, while the historian does not have immediate and direct access to the past, the past has left evidence of itself that is often directly and indirectly accessible to the inquirer. Lack of direct access to eyewitnesses no more handicaps the historian and Bible student than it hinders the scientist, who is more often than not likewise dependent on the reports of others’ research or for whom objects of scientific study are only indirectly accessible, as in the study of geology or astronomy.

Nor should interpreters of Scripture be deterred by the “fragmentary nature of the evidence.” Even though we cannot reconstruct the whole setting of everything in the past, that does not mean that since our knowledge of history is partial and therefore incomplete it must be treated as false or useless. Scientific knowledge is also partial and based on an overall framework of assumptions, but that does not mean it is inadequate or not worthwhile for any furtherance of the knowledge base. Jurors are given selective bits of data on which they are asked to make a judgment in the same way that the interpreter of history must do so. But jurors make their judgments without having an absolute, comprehensive, and exhaustive knowledge of all that happened. Jurors must only decide “beyond a reasonable doubt,” not beyond all doubt, a demand that would be impossible, for comprehensive knowledge requires omniscience, which only God possesses. We can know much about the past without first being required to know completely or comprehensively all about the past.

One more objection needs to be faced: Is the historian completely a product of his or her own value judgments and culture, times, and worldviews? Not necessarily. The substance of what is known should not be confused with the process of acquiring that knowledge. Nor should the shape or formation of a view of historical data be confused with the verification of that evidence. It is true that some frameworks for history are self-destructive by their very own claims. For example, the currently popular view of total relativism is self-defeating, for if all knowledge is subjective and relative to the knower, then the assertion that all estimates of the meaning of events only result in subjective bias is likewise relative and subjective.

The Claim That the Miraculous Cannot Count as History

Some argue that it is the presence of the miraculous and the supernatural that really takes the Bible out of the category of history and reality as we know it today. History, so the argument goes, cannot be “interrupted” by the sudden presence of the supernatural, for history is a closed continuum where no interruption from the world of God and miracles takes place. Should a miracle occur, it would be an event that lies outside of what we call history. For some, no amount of testimony could ever be permitted to establish anything in the past that we cannot find or reduplicate in our present reality —even if the witness to this anomaly is a perfect character witness!

But these objections to the presence of miracle and the supernatural in history are based on an improper transfer of methods from uniformitarianism, used in scientific research, into historical endeavors. Science depends on our being able to repeat the same experiment in our times in order to establish scientific law and general patterns of predictability. But this is not the way history works. What historians need are artifacts, inscriptions, texts, and credible witnesses to determine whether certain things are true or whether they happened or not. Moreover, it is improper to use a cause-and-effect interpretation for all historical events. The fact that so much testimony fits in with the pattern for regularity in general cannot be used as an argument against the irruption of the supernatural or miraculous in particular.

The Relation of Faith and History

Faith and history are more intimately linked than most moderns seem to allow today. Surely the apostle Paul’s  strong emphasis on the reality of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead (1 Cor. 15) is a case in point. To claim, as some do, that the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus is not a historical event is to cut the very heart of the gospel from reality and truth. Rather than saying, as one scholar did, that faith and history repel each other like oil and water, the apostle Paul argued that there could be no faith without these real events in space and time as the grounds for that faith. Such a faith, shorn of its contact with history, is “in vain,”  Paul asserts. It becomes a faith in faith, rather than a faith grounded in any kind of adequate evidence.

When the disciples of John the Baptist asked Jesus whether he was the Messiah, he answered by giving to them the evidences: the blind were given sight, the lame were made to walk, the deaf were able to hear again, the lepers were healed, and the dead were raised from their graves (Luke 7:18 –32). Once again, faith was grounded in the events in space and time. And no less careful was Luke in writing his two-volume history in Luke and Acts. Luke went to great lengths to sort out the numerous writings that he had at hand on the life and times of Jesus the Messiah (Luke 1:1 –4; Acts 1:1 –5). He wanted to be accurate and true to what really took place. If faith had no interest in history, Luke surely wasted his time. But faith does have an enormous interest in history; hence, the trouble Luke took to check his sources was more than worth it all. Biblical faith must be rooted and grounded in real events or it is a fabrication of someone’s   imagination.

It must be asked once again: If the Bible is not reliable in the area of the history it portrays, how can it claim to teach truth in other areas such as in matters of the soul and eternity? Or to put it another way, how can the Bible be, as some say, morally and ethically valuable, when it is not reliable in the history it supplies for the settings, personalities, and times found in its narratives and teachings? Must the interpreter delete any and all references to a text’s   historical setting in order not to offend the postmodern mind that the teacher or preacher wishes to reach? What happens to our much esteemed grammatico-historical interpretation?

Three major answers have been given to these questions of how the Bible uses history. The first is that the writers of the Bible told the story as it really happened, for they had adequate sources, including written, oral, and reliable witnesses. There was no intent to deceive or to give mythical hoaxes or the like on the part of the writers of Scripture, for what would they gain if this same scriptural story cost them their lives?

Over against this preferred position is the one that decides that the writers of Scripture simply made it all up. They had no real sources at all, but intended to pass it all off as historical fact when they knew better. The wisdom offered here is to forget about any historical references of time and place allusions in the text and take the Bible for what it is without trying to make it into something it is not.

In between these two positions is the view that the writers of Scripture had some genuine sources, but they deliberately manipulated them to serve their own writing goals. The exaggerations and embellishments were outright inventions but were done for religious purposes. Theirs was a sort of historicized myth of religiously motivated propaganda.

The problem with the last two views is that they are just as artificial in their construction as the motives and methods they attribute to the writers of Scripture. The claims of the writers are exactly opposite of such attributions. Peter asserts: “We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty” (2 Peter 1:16). The apostle Paul made the same claim: “This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:13). Nor was David any less forthright: “The Spirit of the LORD spoke through me; his word was on my tongue. The God of Israel spoke, the Rock of Israel said to me . . .” (2 Sam. 23:2 –3).

INTENTIONALITY AND CONVERGENCE BETWEEN THE BIBLICAL TEXT AND ARTIFACTUAL AND EPIGRAPHICAL MATERIALS

If the Biblical
 writers make such high claims, how can we settle the tensions that seem to come at times from the artifacts and epigraphical materials from the past on the one hand, and the text of Scripture on the other? Two criteria can be used to settle such debates: intentionality and convergences.

First, we must understand what the truth-intentions of the writer were, as determined by his use of his words in his own cultural and historical context. It is too easy to project our own meanings onto words when we use similar terms in our day. The writer’s  own syntactical usage, not the mere presence of a particular word in ancient and modern settings, will determine how it is to be understood. Such a study may also involve data from circles of context more proximately related to the author. Thus the context of the whole book attributed to that writer will be of more relevance for determining the meaning of his word than the use of that same word by other writers in either Testament. And both of those circles of reference will be closer than a nonbiblical writer’s   use of the term or another reference to that word centuries removed from the writer.

Next, convergences should be sought from archaeology, artifacts from the past, ancient records of the same event, and credible witnesses from contemporary periods within the time in which the text was written. When two or more lines of evidence pursued independently converge and seem to point in the same direction, then we can begin to feel reasonably sure that this really took place in the past and with the details mentioned as evidence. We may now begin to build a case for the background and setting of that text.

Deciding the Contents of Faith or the Evidences for Faith

One fundamental problem that underlies all the numerous issues in the study of historical interpretation of the Bible was best summarized by Walter Eichrodt: the “discrepancy between the picture of history constructed by critical study and the [one] salvation-history portrayed in the utterances of . . . faith.” 2 The critical study of the Bible has had a long history, beginning with the second-century gnostics, who disparaged both certain Old Testament assertions as well as the teachings of Jesus. In the third century, Porphyry illustrated the diatribes of the Neoplatonists and a spirit of negativism against the claims of the Bible. Even in the medieval period there were representatives of this negative type of criticism.

But the most dramatic influence came in Johann Salomo Semler (1725 –91), who is credited with being the father of a technique that treated Scripture as an object of historical scrutiny rather than as a word from God. In Semler’s   view, “the root of evil [in theology] is the interchangeable use of the term ‘scripture’ and ‘Word of God.’” 3

All of this raised an unexpected tension between fact and interpretation, between the human and the divine, between what a text meant in the past and what it now means in the present. The words historical and critical took on specialized meanings with attached special methodologies from here on. The “historical-critical”  approach never became a uniform method but was rather more of an agreed-upon set of assumptions that were thought to be operative if one was really going to do scientific historical research or interpretation of the Bible.

George A. Kelly best summarized three assumptions as the governing principles of the historical-critical method: (1) autonomy —the research scholar will make up his own mind in light of the evidence apart from any divine assertions; (2) analogy —the credibility of a past event is tested in light of its similarity to the modern experience which must be repeatable in our times to be valid; and (3) causality —the conclusion or datum is part of cause and effect, with the cause being one we can experience and not just a divine cause.4

To appreciate the far-reaching effects of these principles, one must understand the key role that Ernst Troeltsch (1865 –1923) played in systematizing the historical- critical method, especially the role played by the principle of analogy. As Van A. Harvey observed, “Without the principle of analogy, it seems impossible to understand the past; if, however, one employs the principle of analogy, it seems impossible to do justice to the alleged uniqueness of [a crossing of the Reed or Red Sea, or the capture of Jericho or a Mount Carmel descent of fire].” 5

But therein lay the Achilles’ heel of Troeltsch’s  and historical-criticism’s   appeal to the principle of analogy: “It requires unnecessary assent to an ontological world-view which precludes the existence of God or his activity in history from the outset.” 6 Wolfhart Pannenberg (Professor of Systematic Theology at the University of Munich) correctly pointed out that Troeltsch had turned a method of investigating the current range of experience in our daily lives into a theory of reality.7 All events, without any exceptions, Troeltsch would argue, were embraced in a “core of homogeneity.” Mortals became the measure of all things, both earthly and divine. If we cannot reproduce it in our times and our test tubes, it didn’t happen!

It is noteworthy that H. L. Mansel’s   Bampton Lecture for 1858 set forth an argument that asserted that some matters pertaining to God and the Scriptures could not be fully understood by finite mortals. The proper use of reason (or of history), Mansel argued, was not deciding the contents of faith, but rather the evidences for faith. He put it this way:

The objections urged against a religion are not like the weights of a scale, which retain their full value, even when outweighed by the other side: —on the contrary, they become absolutely worthless, as soon as we are convinced that there is superior evidence to prove that religion is true. . . . In a matter of which we are so ignorant and so liable to be deceived, the objection which fails to prove everything proves nothing. . . . And on the other hand, an objection which really proves anything proves everything. If the teaching of Christ is in any one thing not the teaching of God, it is in all things the teaching of man: its doctrines are subject to all the imperfections inseparable from man’s   sinfulness and ignorance.8

Accordingly, the whole point of the modern and now the postmodern discussion is this: Is there a necessary correlation between the factualness, or even the degree of historical truth, in a biblical account and the theological value and usefulness that history has for the life of faith? In other words, in the words of George W. Ramsey, “If Jericho be not razed, is our faith in vain?” 9 Of course, Ramsey was taking off from the apostle Paul’s   statement in 1 Corinthians 15:17, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins.” 

Father Roland de Vaux had declared in a straightforward way: “If the historical faith of Israel is not in a certain way founded in history, this faith is erroneous and cannot command my assent.” 10 Ramsey felt the sting of the evangelical critique that faith must not be divorced from reason —as if we could disinfect faith from its historical verifiability. Ramsey did not like the fact that conservative believers could begin by taking the claims of the text seriously and then use the principle of verification secondarily to either show support or error: “The Fundamentalist principle of verification [is incorrect because] . . . [c]onfirmation (or verification) of God’s  existence and activity comes through the occurrence of unlawful happenings which cannot be accounted for by natural factors.” 11

Our point is that the proper way to use history in the interpretive process is to begin by assuming that the text is innocent until demonstrated by the evidences to be guilty. Faith cannot stand on anything less than fact, truth, and evidences. No one claimed that faith must have comprehensive truth or facts, but it must have adequate evidence to support the starting assumption and the accompanying claims.

Ramsey thinks differently. “What is lost,” he queries, “if the Jacob story is discovered —to consider another possibility —to be an out-and-out fiction, derived from no actual person?” 12 He answers that very little would be lost, for its theological value exceeds all other concerns about its historicity. It is not all that essential to theology whether it happened or not, according to Ramsey. But what has theology now become in Ramsey’s   hands —only a purveyor of mere tradition? One can almost hear the apostle Peter shout, “We did not follow cleverly invented stories”  (2 Peter 1:16).

We would rather take our stand where many prominent scholars stood at the middle of the twentieth century. For example, G. Ernest Wright wrote, “In Biblical faith everything depends upon whether the central events actually occurred.” 13 Likewise, Alan Richardson wrote: “The Christian faith . . . is bound up with certain happenings in the past, and if these happenings could be shown never to have occurred, or to have been quite different from the biblical-Christian account of them, then the whole edifice of Christian faith, life, and worship would be found to have been built on sand.” 14

So where do we go from here? If we are to be truly respectful of the claims of Scripture, we cannot give our prior allegiance to a philosophical grid or to a Vorverstandnis (pre-understanding) that assumes a “flat world” of modernism or postmodernity, while simultaneously scaling down the textual claims of Scripture to our liking as men and women of the twenty-first century.15

It is amazing that where the historical-critical movement has vaunted its most prized achievement, it has reaped what is its most dubious claim —that it is able to reconstruct the sources that lay behind a text that is now part of Scripture. Few things have proven to bring more sterility to the church’s   life and teaching and to bring more lethal results for biblical scholarship than this all-consuming search for the sources behind the text of Scripture. In its attempt to get behind the text, it has ended up separating the text from its own context, times, and author. Thus, instead of helping us with the traditional work of “Higher Criticism,” which traditionally has investigated historical matters such as the date, author, times, audience, purpose for writing, and other special features of a text, it has exhausted itself with trying to establish the “prehistory” of the text and its alleged various sources used in its construction. The result has been very little agreement in the past three centuries on the results of this prehistory, with the only major agreement among the critical scholars being the starting assumptions and methodology it employs.

More recently, Hans W. Frei made the object of interpretation a nonreferential theory of biblical narratives, stating that their subject matter is found neither in their contents nor in the author’s  intentionality or assertions.16 But that sets the whole text free without any anchors to space or time, much less what the author actually wanted to say. The only way we are going to be able to hear the message of the Bible is to listen to the assertions of its writers and try to set it in the life and times that they wrote.

Anchoring the Interpretation of the Bible in Space and Time

The Bible more than any other religious book needs to be anchored in some historical and cultural context, otherwise it lacks reality and verifiability. For this reason there are an overwhelming number of cultural, geographical, and historical references found in the text of the Bible. When the Bible is compared to many other religious books, the paucity of such cultural and historical markers in the other works immediately becomes evident. However, space and time are real and vital factors in the revelatory message of the Bible. The Christian Scriptures dare to stick their neck out, as it were, to help us identify with the world around us and to see that it was meant for folks like ourselves.

How, then, does the Bible fare when compared on these terms of intentionality and convergences? Does it flunk all or any of the tests posed by history and archaeology?

Myths, fables, and legends take a good number of years to develop. However, in the case of the Gospels, we have fragments and copies of the gospel record that come almost from the generation that immediately follows the events reported. For example, the John Rylands papyrus fragment, containing almost five verses from the gospel of John, is dated no later than A.D. 125. However, it was found far up the Nile Valley in Egypt. Given the problems of circulation in that day, this may make this copy almost as early as its writing in A.D. 90 —a marvel in itself when you consider that many critical scholars had previously dated the writing of John’s   gospel well into the A.D. 100s prior to this find!

Likewise, the research of Young-Kyu Kim demonstrated that an early collection of Paul’s   letters, known as P 46, now needs to be dated, not in A.D. 200, but one hundred years earlier! Again, a German papyrologist named Carsten Thiede and a journalist named Matthew D’Ancona claim that three scraps of parchment stored at Magdalen College, Oxford, are fragments of Matthew’s gospel that can be dated to the first century A.D. The stories in the Gospels were recorded close enough in time to the events and to some of the persons who were still alive at that time that they could easily have been charged with fraud had the facts been mangled or managed in a way to produce favorable results to the Christian cause.

But no less sensational are the finds of Old Testament texts. Up until 1947, our oldest complete Old Testament Hebrew text was from about A.D. 1000. Then in 1947, in the Dead Sea caves, an Arab boy discovered some scrolls that eventually became a library numbering some 800 biblical scrolls, representing every biblical book except Esther. Most of these 800 exemplars come from the pre-Christian era of the first or second century B.C. Several complete copies of the book of Isaiah were found. My teacher, Dr. Harry Orlinsky, reported to our class that in more than one hundred pages of the Hebrew text of Isaiah, representing a period of 1,100 years during which copies were made,17 he noted only three spelling errors in all that time, none of which affected the story or the theology we now possess!18

For the New Testament, we possess two complete New Testament manuscripts: Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, both dating from the 300s. We can add to these two complete early manuscripts of the New Testament more than 5,000 Greek manuscripts, plus thousands of manuscripts of Jerome’s  Vulgate, a Latin translation from the late 300s. Compare this with the meager nine or ten good manuscripts of Caesar’s  Gallic War, or seven copies of Plato, or even eight copies of Thucydides, a contemporary of Malachi, whose earliest copies are from A.D. 900, and the amount of evidence for comparative studies of the text of the New Testament begins to become staggering. This does not prove anything directly, but it shows us that the documents for searching for convergences (or otherwise) are plentiful when compared to much more minuscule number of documents for events and writers that we accept much more readily.

In 1979, archeologists digging in the Hinnom Valley outside of Jerusalem discovered nine burial caves dated to some 2,700 years ago. In these caves were two silver scrolls rolled up and designed to be worn as necklaces. When they were finally opened up and read, the text turned out to be Numbers 6:24 –26 and one from the book of Deuteronomy.19 These seventh-century B.C. silver scrolls exhibited the same text as that preserved all those years in our texts of the same Scripture.

But there is more. Just as the minimalists were decrying the presence or appearance of anyone like a King David in history, a fantastic find in 1993 at Tell Dan uncovered a text that referred to the “House of David.” Here was the first confirmation of the personage of David outside of the Bible. Later, a reexamination of the Mesha Stela from Moab yielded the same name “David.” 20

Another convergence came in 1980 when Yagil Shiloh was excavating near the Temple Mount in Jerusalem and found a room with fifty-one clay seals called bullae, originally attached to important documents that bore the names of various officials from the monarchy. One name stood out: Gemariah, the son of Shaphan, who was in the employ of King Jehoiakim’s  court near the end of the seventh century B.C. This is probably the same Gemariah mentioned in Jeremiah 36.21

Still another convergence came in 1990 from a burial cave in Jerusalem designated with the family name of Caiaphas, the high priest during the time of Jesus. And the evidence continues. For Christians, the connection between the Bible and history is not one to be taken casually. The two go together in interpretation and in reality.

How, then, does this affect the work of the interpreter? As has already been noted, for the past two hundred years and more, a large number of interpreters have called their method of interpreting the Bible the grammatico-historical interpretation of Scripture.22 The word “grammatical” referred not to the grammar and syntax of the passage but to the natural, normal, or literal meaning of the text. The word “historical” referred to the incidents attached to its story or message, namely, the events of the past, its persons, and it settings. Thus, the role of history cannot be underestimated. The historical context is essential if the interpreter is to properly locate the context for the author’s  statements.

But it is also important to warn interpreters that this historical role can be so overplayed that there is little space left for hearing and describing the theological or ethical message of the passage being taught. When this distortion takes place, suddenly what had been an assistance to the interpretive endeavor is transformed into an apologetic task, with the emphasis going to demonstrating that the events described really did occur. Certainly, there is a place for such tasks, but they must not preempt the message, teaching, or theology that the writer of Scripture wished to get across. Our contemporary interest in whether or not the event took place must not override the teaching and significance of the text. If it does, then we have left the interpreter’s   role and substituted for it another task. If that is what we have done, then let us not think we are being faithful students of the text.
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Part 2

UNDERSTANDING THE TEXT: 

MEANING IN LITERARY GENRES
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Narrative is one of the most common genres in the Bible. But unlike prose, which states things directly, narrative depends on the selection of the details, the arrangement of the events, and rhetorical devices to establish the principles it wishes to communicate. Often the central idea (also called the “big idea,” or “focal point”) of the narrative can be found in a key speech put into the mouth of one of the main characters in the narrative, thereby making what is stated indirectly through the story something close to the writer’s  otherwise unstated purpose.

The key elements in a narrative are the scene, the point of view, the dialogue, and rhetorical devices such as repetition, inclusion, and chiasm. Each element assists the interpreter to more adequately understand the meaning and purpose for including an episode narrated in Scripture. Biblical narratives exhibit the elements of structure at four different levels: the verbal level, the level of narrative technique, the level of the narrative world, and the level of conceptual content.

Where the narrative also includes references to historical details of events, persons, or dates in the real world, these details can and must figure
 in the interpretation of that text to the degree that the author indicated, without substituting apologetic concerns and interests in place of the message of the text.



Chapter 8

“I Will Remember the Deeds of the Lord” :

The Meaning of Narrative

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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The most common genre in the Bible is narrative, with something between a third and a half of the whole Bible in this form. The initial narrative framework spans the history of God’s  dealings with humanity from creation to the exile of Judah in the books of Genesis to 2 Kings. The story is picked up again in the postexilic times and recommenced in the Gospels and the book of Acts.

In terms of the divisions of the Hebrew canon,1 narrative is the predominant genre in the Torah (esp. Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers), in all the books of the Earlier Prophets, in some of the Latter Prophets (esp. major sections in Isaiah and Jeremiah, plus parts of Jonah and other books), and also in several books of the Writings (esp. Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Ruth, Esther, and Daniel). In the New Testament the narrative form dominates the Gospels and Acts. Narrative is clearly the main supporting framework for the Bible.

Narrative in its broadest sense is an account of specific space-time events and participants whose stories form the one grand plan and purpose of God, each with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Unlike prose, wherein things are stated directly, narrative presents its principles and purposes indirectly. Its style derives from the writer’s  selection (from a large number of possible details that the author could have chosen from all that accompanied the events described), arrangement (not necessarily strictly sequential or chronological), and rhetorical devices. The last includes pivotal statements taken from the mouth of the narrative’s  key figure, thereby allowing the author to make the points that reveal the focus and purpose for telling the story.

Readers and interpreters of stories sometimes become so involved in the characters and the plot of the narrative that they forget to consider what is the story’s   message from God to the contemporary church. Unfortunately, for some the story has become an end in itself. More frequently, however, we find the opposite problem. Readers too often project some moral or spiritual truth over a biblical character or event, paying more attention to the moral lesson they think they see in the narrative than to the actual point of the story itself. The underlying objection to interpreting the Bible in a moralistic, exemplary fashion for every narrative passage (when such a purpose cannot be sustained on the basis of a fair reading of the text) is that it destroys the unity and the authority of the message of the Bible. Under this method of handling the text, each narrative tends to be cut off from the redemptive history and the promise-plan of God, and this results in a severe fragmentation of the message of the Bible. Rather than considering the whole event, character, and episode for what it contributes to the context in which it is set, a subjective process of analogy too often takes over, along with an individualistic isolation of selected details that happen to fit the fancy of the interpreter’s   purposes. Such a selection process tends to be arbitrary, subjective, and unrelated to the whole context of the narrative, much less to the total message of the Bible.2

Such hermeneutical shortchanging of the text cannot carry the authority of the Bible with it. The desire to find what is practical, personal, challenging, and individually applicable is indeed laudatory; however, methods that essentially allow us to overlook the narrative itself leave much to be desired. The only cure for such abuses is to come to terms with how these narratives are actually being presented and used by the writers of Scripture.

No doubt a large number of Bible readers have personally been fed on the very method of handling narrative texts that we have just criticized. A common defense of such a personalized method of reading the Bible is to say, “But I got such a blessing out of the moral I saw in the biblical text that I’m sure it must be true!” If the narrative itself did not really express the truth seen there, however, then we must critique that “blessing” by saying, “Good for the blessing —but not so good for the text to which you are attributing it!” Our first job is to listen carefully to the text of Scripture —including each narrative passage.3

LITERARY DEVICES IN NARRATIVE

To help our study of narrative texts and the meaning they are intended to convey, let us take apart the typical narrative, looking more carefully at its key elements.

The Scene

The most important feature of the narrative is the scene. The action of the story is broken up into a sequence of scenes, each one presenting what took place at a particular place, setting, or time. The author uses scenes to focus attention on one particular set of acts or words that he or she wants us to examine. Generally, the scene changes when the writer shifts the location, the time, or the person(s).

Each scene usually has no more than two characters. Where a group is present in one of the scenes, it tends to function as one of the characters. One of the most notable features about biblical narrative is “the pervasive presence of God.” Often God is one of the two characters in these scenes, or the voice of the prophet functions in place of God’s   presence. Consider such two-character scenes in Genesis as they consist of either God and Adam (chap. 3), God and Cain (chap. 4), God and Noah (chap. 6), and God and Abraham (chap. 12). God’s   presence, or even the hint of his presence, often begins to establish the point of view taken by the narrator. Against the backdrop of this explicit or implied presence come the promises, commands, providence, or power of God in these narratives.

The interpreter must identify each of these scenes much as one would break up a long prose passage into paragraphs. It is helpful to draft a summary statement for each scene, similar to the way we might identify the topic or theme sentence of each paragraph in an essay. This summary statement should focus on the actions, words, or depictions in the scene, keeping in mind the direction the author seems to be following in the whole sequence of scenes. If the author’s   point in a given narrative is at first unclear, we can profit by focusing for the moment on God’s   presence, actions, and comments in each scene where they are relevant.

The Point of View

Scenes have a basic pattern, including a series of relationships with a beginning, a middle, and an end. This arrangement is usually designated as the plot of the narrative. Plot traces the movement of the incidents, episodes, or actions of a narrative, usually as they revolve around some type of conflict. If the author’s  point in a given narrative is at first unclear, we can profit by focusing for the moment on God’s  presence, actions, and comments in each scene where they are relevant.

At some point in the narrative, the author brings to a climax the whole series of episodes in an important speech or a statement from one of the principal persons in the story. This point of view forms the perspective from which the whole story is told. I have referred to this as the “focal point” of the story, whereas my colleague Haddon Robinson refers to it as “the big idea” of the passage.

The narrative in 1 Kings 17, for example, introduces the reader abruptly to a certain “Elijah the Tishbite, from Tishbe in Gilead.” The only introduction is the word “Now” :“Now Elijah the Tishbite. . . .” However, despite the abruptness with which he was introduced, we can still easily enough identify four individual scenes in this chapter (note the change of places, which are italicized):

1. Elijah in the palace before the Israelite King Ahab (v. 1)

2. Elijah being fed by the ravens at the ravine of Kerith (vv. 2 –7)

3. Elijah asking the widow at the town gate of Zarephath, Phoenicia, to feed
 him, which was followed by the miracle of multiplication of the oil and flour (vv. 8 –16)

4. The death of the widow’s   son in the widow’s   home and Elijah’s  restoring him to life in his upper room where he resided with the help of God (vv. 17 –24)

But what is the point of view underlying these four scenes? If we cannot answer this question, the scenes for us are just a random collection of stories.

The first time I seriously looked at this passage, I remember rereading it a number of times, looking for the point of view and the narrator’s   purpose in introducing these four episodes. I noted the repetition of the phrase “the word of the LORD,”  which appears in verses 2, 8, 16, and 24. At first I regarded these merely as formulas of introduction or (in one case) a conclusion. However, my view of these formulas changed when I realized that the narrator would also often place the point he wished to make in the form of a quotation or a speech in the mouth of one of the key characters at some climactic stage in the plot. Using this clue, I looked again at verse 24: “Then the woman said to Elijah, ‘Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD from your mouth is the truth.’” There it was: the focal point or the big idea!

The narrator’s   point of view in this passage was to show that God’s  word was dependable in each of the circumstances of life depicted in the four scenes. The point of view, therefore, functions in this narrative text exactly as what I have called the focal point functions in didactic or prose texts.4 This feature, then, guides us in discerning the truth the author intended to convey in choosing and recording these episodes, even though it was brought out indirectly, as it happens in narrative texts. Focusing on the author’s   point of view depicted in the larger literary context can keep us from settling merely for surface “lessons” or vague “blessings” as we read the biblical narratives.

Dialogue

The third major element of biblical narrative is dialogue. As Robert Alter has noted,

“Everything in the world of biblical narrative ultimately gravitates toward dialogue . . . quantitatively, a remarkably large part of the narrative burden is carried by dialogue, the transactions between characters typically unfolding through the words they exchange, with only the most minimal intervention of the narrator.” 5 

The theme of the passage, which the point of view expresses, is generally carried along in its forward movement by dialogue. Alter suggests two helpful rules that alert interpreters to the significance of this movement of dialogue:

1. The place where dialogue is first introduced will be an important moment in revealing the character of its speaker —perhaps more in the manner than in the substance of what is said.

2. Notice where the narrator has chosen to introduce dialogue instead of narration. The special rhythm of moving back and forth between dialogue and narrative, while centering on some sharp verbal exchange between the characters, will help us to focus on their relation to God and to one another.6

Dialogue occasionally appears in the form of stylized speech, where one character repeats a part or the whole of what another character has said. In these instances, we should watch carefully for any small differences, slight alterations, reversals of order, elaborations, or deletions. Such variations may well be significant in disclosing character or a different slant to the events being described.

Seldom does a narrator enter the narration directly —for example, in order to give an ethical or doctrinal judgment or even to make explicit the purpose of the story. But at a particularly critical juncture in the narrative the narrator quite frequently gives a speech summarizing what has happened thus far in order to (1) speed up the flow of the narrative, (2) avoid excessive repetition, or (3) give some perspective to what has been said.

Dialogue is one of the main ways in which the narrator can present characterization. The narrative that surrounds such dialogue merely tends to confirm what is said in the dialogue. Hence, it is important to follow dialogue carefully in order to catch the development of the point being made —often indirectly —by the author.

Rhetorical Devices

Biblical narrators commonly relied on certain rhetorical devices that appear also in other kinds of prose and in poetry. Three important ones are repetition, inclusio, and chiasm.

Repetition

One of the favorite rhetorical devices in Hebrew narrative was repetition. One type of repetition uses the recurrence of words or short phrases; another links together actions, images, motifs, themes, and ideas.

The repetition of words was especially significant. In many cases the author used repeated words or even sentences to express a certain emphasis, meaning, or development of the text. Thus 2 Kings 1:3, 6, and 16 ask the same question: “Is it because there is no God in Israel [irony] that you are going off to consult Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron?” in order to drive home the point that the writer wanted to make. A similar repetition through the use of a recurring question appears in a narrative for a dejected and escapist prophet. Twice the narrator records the Lord’s  question, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” (1 Kings 19:9, 13), where “here” was the cave on Mount Horeb, several hundred miles off base from the assignment God had given.

In yet another example, each of three captains sent to capture Elijah give the same speech except for the significant variation in the third and final attempt to bring Elijah in before the king. The first two tell Elijah bluntly, “Man of God, the king says, ‘Get down at once’” (2 Kings 1:9, 11; my translation). The third captain, apparently somewhat chastened by the withering experience of his two former colleagues, softens his demand with a respectful, “Man of God, . . . please have respect for my life and the lives of these fifty men, your servants! See, fire has fallen from heaven [a circumlocution for the judgment of God] and consumed the first two captains and all their men. But now have respect for my life!” (vv. 13 –14).

Another type of repetition in Hebrew narrative is “resumptive repetition.” In this type, the narrator returns the reader to the original point in the story after developing a related incident. Thus in 1 Samuel 19:12 we read that “Michal let David down through a window, and he fled and escaped.” The reader remains with Michal for the moment while David makes good his escape. In verse 18, though, we are brought back to the main point by the narrator’ comment that “David had fled and made his escape.” 7

Inclusio

A second rhetorical device that biblical narrators used is inclusio, which is actually another form of repetition. It refers to a repetition that marks the beginning and the end of a section, thus effectively bracketing or enveloping the marked-off material that belongs together.

A good illustration of inclusio can be found in Exodus 6:13 and 26 –27. Verse 13 reads, “Now the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron about the Israelites and Pharaoh king of Egypt, and he commanded them to bring the Israelites out of Egypt.” Curiously enough, what follows is a genealogical list of only three of the twelve sons: Reuben, Simeon, and Levi, with a more detailed treatment of Levi —presumably because that list led to Moses and Aaron, who are the main concern of this narrative. Here the genealogy ends just as abruptly as it began. Then the following words in verses 26 –27 appear as an inclusion with verse 13: “It was this same Aaron and Moses to whom the LORD said, ‘Bring the Israelites out of Egypt by their divisions.’ They were the ones who spoke to Pharaoh king of Egypt about bringing the Israelites out of Egypt. It was the same Moses and Aaron.” 

It so happens that these three sons of Jacob figured in a negative way in previous narrative accounts in Scripture. Reuben slept with his father’s   concubine (Gen. 35:22; 49:4), and Simeon and Levi massacred the Shechemites in retaliation for the rape of their sister Dinah after they had urged that all the men of Shechem be circumcised (Gen. 34:25 –31). After such incidents, readers might wonder how it would be possible for anyone who
 came from such origins to be used of God. No wonder the text stresses over and over again in this inclusion, “This is the same Moses and Aaron!” The inclusio thus helps us to focus on the point that the calling and gifts of God for leadership had very little to do with heritage, natural endowments, human lineage, deserving merit, or sinlessness.

Chiasm

A third rhetorical device of biblical narrative is chiasm, a literary device named after the Greek letter chi (c). It is named for the crossing, or inversion, of related elements within parallel constructions, thereby yielding forms like a-b-c with c-b-a.

Chiasms may involve the inversion of anything from words or clauses in two parallel lines of poetry to a series of dialogues or even of a series of chapters of narration. It is easiest to identify chiasms where the same words, clauses, or phrases are reversed. A clear example is the following, from Isaiah 11:13 (NASB):
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Another type of chiasm goes beyond such parallelism in single verses. It exists also in chapters, sections, and sometimes even whole books of the Bible. Far from being merely a superficial decorative ornament, chiasm is one of the major artistic conventions used for narratives in the Bible. As such it can be a key in detecting the author’s  aims, for the main event or principal idea typically appears in the apex — that is, in the middle of the story.8 A clear illustration of chiasm operating in a section of a biblical book can be seen in Daniel 1 –7:
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According to this chiastic structure, therefore, the heart of the first seven chapters comes in Daniel 4 and 5. Daniel 4 was God’s   final word to Nebuchadnezzar, and Daniel 5 was God’s   final word to Belshazzar; for all intents and purposes, these two kings were the beginning and concluding monarchs of the Babylonian dynasty. As such, they function both as an encouragement and as a warning to all the Gentile nations about the plans, purposes, and graces God proffers to all the nations of the world.

It must also be noted that such an analysis does not compromise the unity of the book of Daniel or imply that the first seven chapters were separated from chapters 8 –12. Daniel is written in two languages: Aramaic, the lingua franca of the day, was used for Daniel 2 –7, and Hebrew was used in the rest of the book. This fact tends to corroborate the line of evidence that comes from the chiastic formulation. In fact, the shift in languages may well be a hermeneutical signal that the primary audience to whom each section is addressed also shifts at precisely those same points: Jewish, then Gentile, then back to Jewish audience again.

STRUCTURAL LEVELS IN NARRATIVE

The Verbal Level

The analysis of structure based on the verbal level focuses particularly on words or phrases that are repeated. S. Bar-Efrat illustrates this form of structuring by the narrative comment appearing six times in Genesis 1: “And there was evening, and there was morning —the first [second, etc.] day” (vv. 5, 8, 13, 19, 23, 31). 9 Other examples are the four messengers in Job 1, whose words, “I am the only one who has escaped to tell you” (vv. 15, 16, 17, 19), supply a fourfold structure to that text, just as the four times Delilah asks Samson for the secret of his strength (Judg. 16:6, 10, 13, 15) bring out, and in fact actually provide, the structure of this narrative.

Other stylistic features, in addition to repetition, include the use of metaphors, similes, and unusual constructions of the grammar or syntax.

The Level of Narrative Technique

Structure at the narrative technique level is expressed by the alternating patterns of (1) dialogue versus narrator’s   description; (2) narration versus description; and (3) comment, or even explanation and presentation of scenes, versus summary of the action. The most important, however, is the first of these.

Narrative technique mainly affects the rate of progress in a narrative and the question of the order of the events. When the author uses scenic presentation, time goes by slowly and we are forced to pay close attention to the details in order to extract the direction or significance of the narrative. But when the narrator switches to summary statements in the narrative, then the time is accelerated and the point of the narrative may be stated more directly.

Authors may break into their story at any point in accord with fixed techniques. One such marker of structure is the frequent use of flashbacks to cover the past that is background to the beginning of a narrative. In Hebrew, these flashbacks would be indicated by the use of the perfect form of the verb instead of the normal imperfect.

The Level of the Narrative World

The third structural level focuses on the narrative world, that is, the realm in which the story is set. It deals mainly with the two main components or contents of narratives: characters and events.

Characters are developed with respect to their identity, their characteristics, and their functions. Interpreters should notice the linking of the various characters as they appear in sequence in a text. Usually the character introduced second in a text becomes the first to appear in the next link as the narrative progresses. Following these links may provide a clue as to the author’s   center of attention.

The relationships of the events of a story make up the plot. Many narratives have a single plot. In the whole book of Esther, for example, Haman’s design to exterminate all the Jews in the Medo-Persian Empire takes center stage, with Mordecai and Esther’s attempts to countermand those actions taking a secondary role. In reality, describing the plot usually boils down to simply paraphrasing the story. Common plot devices include the climax, perhaps a second climax, and reversal. Usually plots ascend to the climax and then descend to a peaceful conclusion. Sometimes this pattern is ignored, and the narrative immediately ascends to a second climax. For example, Job faced the four messengers, only to be confronted by three “comforters” for a new challenge he had to surmount. In reversal, the action takes a sudden turn in the crucial point. The episode of the sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22 illustrates a reversal, as does the narrative about Jacob’s return to meet his brother Esau after twenty years of service to Laban in Genesis 32 –33.

Included in the narrative-world level of analysis of the text are spatial and temporal references used in the narrative. Often the action of a single story shifts from one place to another, thereby creating a distinct structure. Likewise, the story may shift by indicating a change in time or even how long the event took, such as in the narrative of the flood in Genesis 7 –8.

The Level of Conceptual Content

The final level giving structure to narratives is the conceptual content. This element focuses on themes, which are usually expressed in short phrases, or on ideas, which come in the form of complete sentences. Themes set forth the central issues of the narrative, while ideas point to the lesson, message, or teaching found in the narrative. Since in the majority of cases both the themes and the ideas of the narrative will be merely implied, not stated explicitly, special care will need to be exercised, along with self-restraint and self-criticism.

Nehemiah 4 –6 can supply us with illustrations of both themes and ideas. Overall, the book might be divided up into the following ideas:

Chapters 1 –7: Principles of effective leadership 

Chapters 8 –10: Principles of spiritual renewal 

Chapters 11 –13: Principles of dedicated excellence

The themes of chapters 4 –6 might well be further broken down in the following manner:

Chapter 4: Opposition to rebuilding 

Chapter
 5: Oppression of the poor 

Chapter 6: Entanglement of the leader

The ideas of this passage are united in their focus on the work of God, in this case the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem. Accordingly, the following principles flow from the narratives:

Chapter 4: Obstructing the work of God by open violence 

Chapter 5: Obstructing the work of God by internal pressure 

Chapter 6: Obstructing the work of God by entrapping leaders

In summary, as Bar-Efrat points out, we can use structural levels to (1) demonstrate the unity of a narrative, (2) determine the boundaries of a story, (3) demonstrate the rhetorical or expressive values found within a text, (4) understand the effect that the author wanted to have on the reader, and (5) notice which elements of the text the author wished to highlight.10

HISTORICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN NARRATIVE

While the literary genre of narrative encompasses much more than historical report, we cannot neglect the matter owing to its extensive use in both Testaments. But the question of historicity is extremely complex, especially if one insists on holding onto the nineteenth-century ideal of an accurate, objective, impartial, and non-interpretive history.

We need not use the word historical in that way, however. It will be enough for our purposes if we note whether those persons and events that the writers portray as being part of the space-time continuum actually did live at the times they are alleged to have lived and actually did what is attributed to them. Whether that also falls within the bounds of what has technically been labeled as “history” since the nineteenth century is another matter, which we have taken up in chapter 7. Nor is it crucial that we do so in order to interpret the text with any degree of fairness.

The Importance of Historicity in Narratives

Sidney Greidanus has defined the crucial issue in historicity of narratives in a precise fashion:

Although there is much to be said for the power of story and how it works apart from the question of historicity, it must also be said that treating all biblical narratives like parables is a gross oversimplification, for not all biblical narratives are non-historical. . . . The issue here again is the intent or purpose of the text. If that intent entails relating historical events, then sidestepping that intent in one’s   interpretation fails to do full justice to that narrative’s   meaning.11

Most modern interpreters would prefer to give all the long narrative corpus the title of “s tory,” by which they mean that it did not contain history, but was only —in the words of Hans Frei —“history-like.” 12 Yet a denial of the existence of historical narrative in the biblical text, where the text has claimed such, must be regarded as the equivalent of denying its message. For example, the denial or deletion of the historical referents in the narrative about Jesus’ life and ministry were just as destructive of the truth-intentions of the writers as a denial or deletion of all historical contacts in the exodus narrative.

It is true, of course, that the historical allusions are usually not the direct point of the narratives. Nevertheless, they do function as corollaries that validate the teaching and claims made in the text. In many cases, the theology taught in a text rests squarely on the reality of the events occurring as they were depicted there. Should the events prove not to be true, the theology that rests on them would consequently not be true either.

By contrast, the message of passages making historical allusions is not to be found in its apologetics —that is, in the defense of the facticity and reality of what is being alluded to as happening in time and space. The message is still to be found in the teachings of the literary text before us. In most instances, the text has a purpose other than merely to teach us that this person or event did happen. Yet the historical referent may not be dispensed with so rapidly or in such a cavalier way as many moderns have unthinkingly presumed —perhaps hoping thereby to avoid the quagmire (and pitifully slim results for a waiting church) from the school of historical criticism.

There are a few historical narratives in which the objective existence of the historical referent is not hermeneutically consequential for an adequate understanding of the passage. Greidanus makes this point with regard to the purpose of the books of Job and Jonah.13 I can agree with him on the book of Job, but I do not think that the purpose of Jonah can be fully grasped without placing it against its historical referents.

In the case of Job, no particular historical setting is claimed by the book, except for some broad generalities. It is only when one notices that Job performs his own sacrifices (rather than depending on any Levitical structure) and when one notices linguistic and cultural features (such as the terms Job uses for buying) that a case can be made for a patriarchal setting during the days of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Yet nothing in the book itself will be seriously affected by that identification or even the lack of it. That identification only serves to enrich our appreciation of the word coloring, the cultural context, and the like.

Jonah is a different story. One must appreciate the brutality of the Assyrians and what their capital city of Nineveh had meant for all who had suffered so mightily under that merciless war machine. Therefore, as in most historical narratives, one key component of the story would be lost if the historical referent(s) were dropped, so it is with Jonah. Moreover, abandoning the historical background to the book of Jonah would run counter to the notice given in 2 Kings 14:25, where Jonah, the son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher, was used by God during the days of Jeroboam II in the northern kingdom to prophesy about the expansion of the boundaries of Israel. In that role Jonah was a happy proclaimer, whereas the role of warning Israel’s   enemy of the pending disaster risked the enemy’s   repentance and the unwarranted (that is, in the distorted view of the unhappy prophet) extension of the mercy of God to a population Jonah would just as soon have seen liquidated.

All this discussion notwithstanding, interpretation is not to be confused with doing apologetics or the mere extraction of bare facts from the narrative. To participate in this confusion would deny almost everything that has been emphasized in the first two sections of this chapter, and it would subvert the original purpose of the author into substituted purposes that are our own, even if those purposes were regarded as a good cause —the defense of the faith. Such an apologetic approach to the text would read it as a collection of pieces of evidence, separate and unrelated to one another —an archaeological expedition into the text. That approach gives evidence of very little feeling for the text as literature or for its message, in part or in whole.

Truth or Meaning in Biblical Narrative

The two contemporary giants in hermeneutics who have written about biblical narrative are Hans Frei and Paul Ricoeur.14 Frei argued that Christians must stop short of making any claims about the truthfulness of the stories narrated in the Bible. In his influential book The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, he argued instead that it was enough to say that these narratives were meaningful.

The problem began, as far as Frei could determine, when the forces of deism, historical criticism, and Hume’s  exposition on historical claims converged to saddle biblical interpretation with defending the truthfulness of the historical claims of the Bible. This led to a nettlesome distinction between “meaning” (what the text meant and says) and the text’s referents (what it is about). The various attempts to bridge this gulf, warned Frei, have all proved unsuccessful. He concluded that the cause of their failure was simply that such realistic narratives do not allow a separation between the meaning and its referent. What the text is about is also found in its literary form; hence, it is to be found in its meaning.

Unfortunately,
 Frei’s   meaning of what he called realistic narrative is not tied to a discussion of either the author’s   or even the reader’s   intentions or responses. His position is that narrative is self-referential and autonomous. For this scholar, any question about the truth of a biblical narrative is an unfortunate category mistake, for what is the point of engaging in rational conversation and an apologetic defense of the facts in the narrative, since they would only be understood by those who were already believers? Other reasonable persons would be excluded. Thus the best solution, Frei thought, was to enlarge the boundaries of what we consider “the text itself” so as to include all Christian readers’ experiences of Christianity. “Realistic narratives” do not invite readers to assess the truth of the sentences they use or to appraise their logical coherence. Rather, the narratives are units on their own that cannot be pressed to ask if the Christian picture is more “true” than any other.

Paul Ricoeur agreed with Frei that the meaning of a “history-like” story is its plot, the interaction between its characters and their circumstances directed toward an end. But Ricoeur interprets this plot by some type of historical audience —that is, how that textual evidence is construed by some specific audience. While the plot is found “in” the text, Ricoeur adds that the world of the text (its “referent” ) arises from the fusion of horizons between the text and its reader.15 However, he too denies that realistic narratives refer to real objects, persons, or events. Since the world of the text is fictional (in Frei’s  words, “history-like” ),a new world has been created: a possible world.16 This exchanges the assertions of the biblical writers for modern redefinitions, which cannot equate with fair interpretation.

The Use of History in Historical Narrative

To some degree, the modern question as to whether the Bible has any examples of history writing is a debate in semantics. If one insists on the rather limited modern definition of history that prevailed in the nineteenth century —that is, history as “impartial, objective reporting” —then the answer is “no!” The Bible never claimed to have a disinterested point of view; it is partial to God and his kingdom and has represented itself accordingly.

But if history includes (1) telling what happened, (2) giving the writer’s   perspective on what happened, and (3) arranging it all into some meaningful pattern so that it conveys a message —then the Bible does include historical references in its narratives.17 The main difference between modern definitions of history and those we are using for biblical materials is that the Bible includes an interpretation of the events and people it describes from a divine perspective. One could call this “prophetic history writing,” as Greidanus suggests. But we would urge that a chasm not be drawn between meaning and referent as Frei and Ricoeur have advised, for that would once again erect Lessing’s  “ugly ditch” between the events of history and the necessary claims of faith.

The interpretation of narrative must give priority to the literary devices and the literary structure if we are to be successful in interpreting this very abundant genre. But if meaning is also to be held accountable to the criteria of truthfulness and veracity, it will need to be ready to set that text in the primary world of realities in which it purports to have happened. The sad story of most of human endeavor is that when we correct one abuse (in this case, the substitution of apologetics for doing interpretation), the pendulum tends to swing all the way to the opposite extreme and deletes all notice of any historical references. As a corrective to this overreaction, we propose that interpreters include the historical referents where the text does, for they probably were included by the writer because he felt they had some consequential contribution to make to the meaning process, which is still central to the interpretation of a passage. One-third of the Old Testament and a surprising amount of the New Testament are in poetic form. While the chief characteristic of Hebrew poetry is parallelism of thoughts —despite some recent dissent of scholars —other characteristics that find greater agreement include a terseness of form and a greater use of rhetorical devices.

All forms of literature use figures of speech, but the poetical books have a much higher frequency ratio. These figures may be grouped according to the principles of comparison, addition, association, contrast, or omission.

The wisdom literature of the Bible includes a host of subgenres such as proverb, riddle, admonition, dialogue, and onomastica. Each subgenre calls for an adjustment in the interpretive strategy.

1. The Hebrew Canon is divided into three major parts as follows: 

I. Torah: the Pentateuch Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy

II. ProphetsEarlier: Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings Latter: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, the 12 Minor Prophets

III. Writings Poets: Psalms, Job, Proverbs Five Little Rolls: Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, Esther The Histories: Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles

2. For helpful comments on this topic, see Carl G. Kromminga, “Remember Lot’s   Wife: Preaching Old Testament Narrative Texts,” CTJ 18 (1983): 33 –34; Sidney Greidanus, Sola Scriptura: Problems and Principles in Preaching Historical Texts (Toronto: Wedge, 1970), 22 –55.

3. See other treatments in Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “The Use of Biblical Narrative in Expository Preaching,” Asbury Seminarian 34 (1979): 14 –26 and reprinted in Toward an Exegetical Theology: Biblical Exegesis for Preaching and Teaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 197 –210; idem, “The Narrative Genre of the Old Testament,” in Cracking Old Testament Codes: A Guide to Interpreting Literary Genres of the Old Testament. Essays in Honor of Dick Patterson, ed. D. Brent Sandy and Ronald L. Giese Jr. (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1995), 69 –88; idem, “Preaching from Historical Narrative Texts,” in Giving the Sense: Understanding and Using Old Testament Historical Texts, ed. David M. Howard Jr. and Michael A. Grisanti (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2003), 439 –54.

4. Kaiser, Toward an Exegetical Theology, 152 –55.

5. Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 182. This valuable work underlies much of the following section.

6. Ibid., 74 –75.

7. Two helpful works on the subject of interpreting biblical narratives are Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative, Bible and Literature Series, JSOTSup 9 (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1983), and Burke O. Long, “Framing Repetitions in Biblical Historiography,” JBL 106 (1987): 385 –99.

8. See Y. T. Radday, “Chiasm in Samuel,” LB 9/10 (1971): 21 –31; idem, “Chiasm in Tora,” LB 19 (1972): 12 –23.

9. S. Bar-Efrat, “s ome Observations on the Analysis of Structure in Biblical Narrative,” VT 30 (1980): 157 –70.

10. Ibid., 172.

11. Sidney Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text: Interpreting and Preaching Biblical Literature (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 199.

12. Frei used the term for this purpose in his Eclipse of Biblical Narrative (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1974), chap. 1.

13. Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text, 195.

14. I was greatly aided in my understanding of these two scholars by Gary Comstock, “Truth or Meaning: Ricoeur versus Frei on Biblical Narrative,” JR 66 (1986): 117 –40.

15. For the term “fusion of horizons,” see chapter 2, p. 31.

16. Neither Frei nor Ricoeur has formally developed
 a general hermeneutic of narrative, but both have contributed to this subject in their writings. For Ricoeur’s  concepts, see his Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth:Texas  University Press, 1976) and The Conflict of Interpretations: Essays in Hermeneutics (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1974). I am again indebted to Comstock for his discussion of Ricoeur in “Truth or Meaning,” 131 –40.

17. These criteria are suggested in part in Ronald E. Clements, “History and Theology in Biblical Narrative,” Horizons of Biblical Theology 4 –5 (1982 –83): 45 –60, as called to my attention by Greidanus, The Modern Preacher, 191 n. 11.



Chapter 9

“My Heart Is Stirred by a Noble Theme” :

The Meaning of Poetry and Wisdom

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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Although narrative is the most common genre in the Bible, poetry is not far behind. All told, approximately one-third of the Old Testament is written in poetic form, which, if it were all printed together, would make up a volume whose total length would easily exceed that of the New Testament. The New Testament itself also contains a surprising amount of poetic material.

In this chapter we consider first some of the features of this popular biblical genre, including figures of speech that especially characterize poetry. Since all types of biblical literature make some use of figures of speech, however, we will take a closer look at these devices in the second section. Finally, in the third section we examine the Wisdom literature in more detail. The books of Wisdom —Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and, for some interpreters, Song of Songs —express the wisdom gained broadly from experience and from reflection on God’s  ways.

POETRY

The best-known poetry in the Bible is found in the Psalms, followed, perhaps, by that in Proverbs and other Wisdom books. Even this, however, hardly begins to exhaust the wealth of poetry found in the Old Testament. In fact, only seven books of the Old Testament are without any poetry: Leviticus, Ruth, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Haggai, and Malachi. New Testament poetry includes (1) quotations from ancient poets (Acts 17:28; Titus 1:12; 1 Cor. 15:33); (2) possible first-century Christian hymns (e.g., Phil. 2:5 –11; 1 Tim. 3:16; 2 Tim. 2:11 –13); (3) passages in the mold of Old Testament poetry, as exemplified in Luke’s  Magnificat (1:46 –55), Benedictus (1:68 –79), Gloria in Excelsis (2:14), and Nunc Dimittis (2:29 –32); and (4) passages that have the grand and exalted style of poetry, such as Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem (Luke 13:34 –35), parts of the Upper Room Discourse (e.g., John 14:1 –7), and the songs and apocalyptic imagery of Revelation (e.g., 4:8, 11; 5:9 –10, 12 –13; 7:15 –17; 11:17 –18; 15:3 –4; 18:2, 14 –24; 19:6 –8). Poetry is thus an extremely important form for interpreters to understand.

Despite the amount of poetry in the Bible and the wealth of our knowledge of classical poetic form in the Greek and Latin poets, interpreters of the Bible are often unaware of the special hermeneutical demands of poetry. Part of the problem exists within the discipline of Bible interpretation itself, for some of the most important decisions about how to treat poetry still have not been successfully resolved by the scholars of this form. This means that we often must take a much more tentative attitude in interpreting biblical poetry. So let us begin with some of the key forms.

Parallelism

The modern era for the study of poetry in the Old Testament began in 1753, when Robert Lowth published his magisterial work on the subject.1 Lowth developed the thesis that the chief characteristic of poetry in the Old Testament was what he labeled “Hebrew parallelism.” He commented as follows:

The correspondence of one verse or line with another, I call parallelism. When a proposition is delivered, and a second is subjoined to it, or drawn under it, equivalent, or contrasted with it in sense, or similar to it in the form of grammatical construction, these I call parallel lines; and the words or phrases, answering one to another in the corresponding lines, [I call] parallel terms.2

Lowth described three basic types of parallelism: synonymous, antithetic, and synthetic. In “synonymous parallelism” the second line of the poetic form repeats the idea of the first line without making any significant addition or subtraction to it. Some examples of this type of poetry are

Wisdom calls aloud in the street,

she raises her voice in the public squares. (Prov. 1:20)

Adah and Zillah, listen to me;

wives of Lamech, hear my words. (Gen. 4:23)

My soul glorifies the Lord

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior. (Luke 1:46b –47a)

In Lowth’s  “antithetic parallelism,” the second line of poetry contrasts with, or negates, the thought and meaning of the first line. Proverbs 10 –22 is especially noted for its many examples of this type of parallelism. Two examples of this type are

A wise son brings joy to his father,

but a foolish son grief to his mother. (Prov. 10:1) 

Wounds from a friend can be trusted,

But an enemy multiplies kisses. (Prov. 27:6)

The third form, “synthetic parallelism,” has been a problem ever since Lowth introduced it. It does not exhibit a rhyming of thought or a paralleling of ideas as do the other two forms of parallelism. Although poetic lines in synthetic parallelism may be parallel in form, they are not balanced in thought or ideas as are the lines in the previous two types. In the synthetic form, there is neither gradation nor opposition of the words in the parallel lines; the lines are simply parallel in form, seeming to imitate real parallelism without actually doing so. Lowth’s   first example of synthetic parallelism was the following:

Praise the LORD from the earth,

you great sea creatures and all ocean depths, 

lightning and hail, snow and clouds,

stormy winds that do his bidding,

you mountains and all hills,

fruit trees and all cedars,

wild animals and all cattle,

small creatures and flying birds,

kings of the earth and all nations,

you princes and all rulers on earth,

young men and maidens,

old men and children. (Ps. 148:7 –12)

Because of problems in neatly characterizing this third category (which even Lowth admitted was troublesome), and because a relatively small percentage of poetry falls into either the synonymous or antithetical types, a growing number of scholars have challenged Lowth’s  overall thesis. This group, led by James Kugel, argues that the second line of poetry always adds meaning to the first line, in some way developing the thought in the first line. Kugel, however, has reacted so strongly to Lowth’s  framework that he comes close to denying that the Bible has any poetry at all. Such a position, in our judgment, is overstated.3

While we see parallelism as the chief characteristic of biblical poetry, we must admit that many biblical poems exhibit a very weak parallelism or none at all.4 Moreover, even some forms of Hebrew prose exhibit a symmetry that could be classified as parallelism.

Besides
 parallelism, other features of Hebrew poetry that tend to distinguish it from prose are (1) a relatively greater conciseness or terseness of form, and (2) a greater use of certain rhetorical devices. We discuss these features briefly in the sections below.

Conciseness or Terseness of Form

In contrast with prose, which is typically organized into paragraphs, poetry is divided into strophes, or stanzas. One of the most common features used to mark off the end of a strophe is the presence of a refrain. This feature is witnessed in Ugaritic poetry, and it occurs in some eighteen psalms (Pss. 39, 42 –43, 44, 46, 49, 56, 57, 59, 62, 67, 78, 80, 99, 107, 114, 136, 144, 145). For example, the threefold repetition of the refrain in the continuing Psalm 42 –43 divides it into three strophes, or stanzas:

Why are you downcast, O my soul?

Why so disturbed within me?

Put your hope in God,

for I will yet praise him,

my Savior and my God. (Pss. 42:5 –6a, 11; 43:5)

In addition, it may well turn out that the Hebrew word selâh also marks the end or some other meaningful point in the strophe. It occurs seventy-one times in thirty-nine psalms as well as in Habakkuk 3:3, 9, 13. Unfortunately, however, no one knows exactly what the meaning of that word is, much less whether it has any poetic function.

Biblical poetry is very elliptic. It frequently drops a noun or the verb out of the second line, thus leaving no parallel grammatical form to balance the line. Even more difficult for interpreters is the decided preference for Hebrew poetry to be written without conjunctions (e.g., and, but, or) and with few temporal indicators (when, then, afterward) or logical connectors (thus, therefore). Finally, three common features of Hebrew prose are rare in Hebrew poetry: the direct-object marker et, the relative pronoun àšer(who, which, that), and the narrative form of the Hebrew verb (which consists of the conjunction and plus the imperfect tense).

Rhetorical Devices

Biblical poetry —like poetry everywhere —is rich in the use of imagery and figures of speech, many examples of which we consider in the following section. Here we note three rhetorical devices that particularly characterize Hebrew poetry: chiasm (see chap. 8, pp. 129 –31) and two other types of parallelism —what we could call “emblematic symbolism” and “climactic parallelism.” These devices can serve as clues signaling the presence of poetry and alerting the interpreter to be on the lookout for any special nuances the author intended the text to convey.

Emblematic Symbolism

In this type of parallelism, one line takes the form of a rather straightforward or factual statement, while the balancing line(s) takes the form of a simile or a metaphor as a figurative illustration of the same statement. Examples of this phenomenon are (with the emblematic symbolism italicized):

Like a gold ring in a pig’s  snout

is a beautiful woman who shows no discretion. (Prov. 11:22) 

Like cold water to a weary soul

is good news from a distant land. (Prov. 25:25)

As a deer pants for streams of water,

so my soul pants for you, O God. (Ps. 42:1)

Climactic Parallelism

In this favorite device (also called “staircase parallelism” ),the poet repeats a group of two or three words in two —sometimes three or four —successive lines. The interpreter should take note of the emphasis and the aesthetic beauty of this type of poetry. Here are three examples from the Psalms:

For surely your enemies, O LORD,

surely your enemies will perish;

all evildoers will be scattered. (92:9)

The seas have lifted up, O LORD,

the seas have lifted up their voice;

the seas have lifted up their pounding waves. (93:3) 

Sing to the LORD a new song;

sing to the LORD, all the earth.

sing unto the LORD, praise his name (96:1 –2a)

FIGURES OF SPEECH

It is time now to look more systematically at the range of figures of speech that biblical authors employ. These devices appear in poetry as well as in narrative, prophecy, letters, and other genres, as they do in human literature everywhere. Although we know of no totally objective rules for spotting all the figures of speech that a biblical author used in conveying his message, there are certain questions we can ask of a text that can serve as guidelines for determining when an author has departed from the strictly literal sense of the words and phrases used.

1. Is there a mismatch between the subject and the predicate, such as in the statement “God is our Rock,” which has an animate subject (God) linked with an inanimate predicate noun (Rock)?

2. Similarly, does the predicate attribute to the subject actions that are not possible in a real world, such as “the mountains clapped their hands” ?

3. Is a colorful word immediately followed by a word that defines or restricts it, such as “we are dead” directly followed by the phrase “in our trespasses and sin” ?“Dead” here is suddenly transferred from the realm of the grave to the realm of moral conduct.

4. Might there be a reason for a figure of speech at this point in the text in order to give it a more dramatic emphasis, a heightened feeling, or to make it more memorable?

5. Is the feature I have decided to call a figure of speech identifiable in other contexts?

The most thorough handbook on figures of speech was authored by E. W. Bullinger. 5 In it he cataloged more than two hundred figures of speech and gave some eight thousand illustrations of their use in the Scriptures, after defining and illustrating the presence of similar figures of speech in the classical world of the Greek and Roman authors. In each case, he first defined the figure of speech, then cited examples from classical literature, and finally gave scores of examples from the Scriptures themselves. It is a most valuable collection for the interpreter of the Word of God.

Here we mention the most frequently observed types, dividing them into figures of comparison, addition or fullness of expression, relation and association, contrast, and omission.6

Figures of Comparison

Simile

The simplest and most straightforward of all the figures of speech is the simile. A simile is an expressed or formal comparison between two things or two actions in which one is said to be “as,” or “like” the other; hence, there is a direct comparison made between the two items. For example, “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth . . . so is my word that goes out from my mouth” (Isa. 55:10 –11). The simile is designed to illustrate the author’s  meaning. Since it is an expressed and stated comparison, it is the easiest of all figures of speech to recognize; its function in the text is generally quite clear, signified by the presence of “so,” “as,” or “like.” 

Metaphor

A more difficult but much more frequent figure of speech is the metaphor. Here the comparison is unexpressed or merely implied. In this case, an idea is carried over from one element to another without directly saying that one is like the other. For example, Jesus, in referring to Herod Antipas, said, “Go tell that fox . . .” (Luke 13:32). Jesus no doubt passed over the fox’s   physical features, such as its furriness, its color, and its tail, and focused on the craftiness that Herod Antipas had in common with foxes. Jesus made this comparison memorable,
 if not slightly humorous, and now we may find that the imagery of a fox arises whenever we think about Herod Antipas.

Notice that there are three parts in every simile or metaphor: (1) the subject or item being illustrated by the image, (2) the image of the direct or implied comparison, and (3) the point of the direct or implied comparison and similarity. In some cases, one or more of these may be missing and must therefore be supplied by the interpreter. For example, when Jesus sent out his disciples “like lambs among wolves” (Luke 10:3), he did not directly state the subject, which interpreters can readily supply from the context.

It is possible to get overly excited about the possibilities of such comparisons and begin to suggest an unlimited number of direct or indirect ideas. I remember hearing a college student give a most enthusiastic devotional talk on Psalm 104:16, which in the AV says, “The trees of the LORD are full of sap.” He proceeded to draw all sorts of “sticky” (but memorable) comparisons between believers and trees that were full of sap. Never mind that the word sap was not in the original text (the NIV has “The trees of the LORD are well watered” );but the “sap” was flowing freely in this interpretation, and so were the allusions to various points of comparison with believers.

G. B. Caird warned us of this problem.

When the psalmist tells us that a united family is like oil dripping down Aaron’s   beard on to the skirts of his robe, he is not trying to persuade us that family unity is messy, greasy, or volatile; he is thinking of the all-pervasive fragrance which so deeply impressed itself on his memory at the anointing of the high priest (Ps 132:2).7

Parable and Allegory

When a simile is extended into a story, it becomes a parable. Jesus used this form of comparison most effectively (see chap. 10, under “He Spoke to Them in Parables” ).Likewise, a metaphor can also be extended into a story, becoming an allegory. The allegory of the “vine [taken] out of Egypt” in Psalm 80:8 –15 clearly refers to what God did for Israel, who in this case is the vine. (For one of the most memorable allegories in the biblical text —the one on marital fidelity in Proverbs 5:15 –23 —see below, under “Wisdom Literature.” )

Figures of Addition or Fullness of Expression

Pleonasm

A literary device writers love to use for the sake of emphasizing a point is the figure of speech called a pleonasm. This figure involves a redundancy of expression used in order to obtain a certain effect on the mind of the listener or reader. Thus, Genesis 40:23 informs us that “the chief cupbearer, however, did not remember Joseph; he forgot him.” The writer could have ended the sentence after “Joseph.”  The point was important to him, however, so he added redundantly, yet emphatically, “he forgot him.” 

Paronomasia

Another way to capture the attention of the listener or reader is through the figure of speech known as paronomasia, which involves a fullness of expression by repeating words that are similar in sound but are not necessarily similar in sense or meaning in all cases. Often the similar sounding words are used merely to achieve a certain effect. One of the most famous examples of paronomasia is found in the opening chapter of the Hebrew Bible, tomhub wambomhub, “waste and void” (Gen. 1:2). In the New Testament, there is panti pantote pasan, “[in] all things always [having] all [sufficiency]” (2 Cor. 9:8). The effect is about the same as our saying “hurdy-gurdy” or “zoot suit” or the like. It is just plain fun to put rhyming words together, but one word is not intended to be construed as having a meaning apart from the other word —as if, in our example, “waste” is a separate idea from “void.” 

Hyperbole

Hyperbole is a type of overstatement in order to increase the effect of what is being said. The psalmist cried out with deliberate exaggeration in Psalm 6:6, “I am worn out from my groaning; all night long I flood my bed with weeping.” (Has any reader ever missed this striking hyperbole?!) In the same way, the interpreter should not take literally some of Jesus’ words uttered with obvious hyperbole in the Sermon on the Mount. For example, Jesus taught, “If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away” (Matt. 5:29). The interpreter should see here a conscious exaggeration on Jesus’ part in order to move his audience to be ready to act immediately to remove that which would cause an offense. In Judges 7:12 the Midianites and Amalekites that came up against Israel in the days of Gideon were “thick as locusts” and “their camels could no more be counted than the sand on the seashore.” such figures of speech convey dramatically the level of frustration and the seeming impossibility of the task that lay ahead of Gideon.

Hendiadys

Another way to increase the effect of what is being said is with hendiadys — using two words when only one thing is being referred to. In Genesis 19:24 the Hebrew literally says that “it rained down fire and brimstone.” The NIV, however, acknowledges the hendiadys, translating “burning sulfur” (or “brimstone that was on fire” ).In the New Testament, John 1:14 may well be another example, where “full of grace and truth” may simply be God’s   gracious truth.

Hendiatris

Related to hendiadys is hendiatris, where three words are used to express a single concept. In John 14:6 Jesus declared, “I am the way and the truth and the life,” probably intending to communicate that he was the one true and living way to the Father. The same could be said for the ending to the Lord’s   Prayer in Matthew 6:13, which appears only in the late manuscripts: “For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.” This hendiatris intended to indicate that Christ had a glorious, powerful kingdom that would last forever.

Another example comes from Daniel 3:7, where King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon commanded that at the sound of the instruments, “all the people, the nations, and the languages” (literal translation) should fall down and worship the image he had set up. Since languages do not fall down, much less worship, the figure is a hendiatris in which the people of every nation and language were required to bow down in worship of this idol.

Figures of Relation and Association

Metonymy

Because figures of speech are based on some type of resemblance or relation that different objects bear to one another, it is possible to express a cause when the effect is intended or to substitute one noun for another noun closely associated with it. Thus, we refer to the military establishment of the United States by the five-sided building that it occupies, the Pentagon. This figure is known as metonymy. For example, Luke 16:29 declares that the rich man’s    brothers had “Moses and the Prophets,” even though both had long since died. What was meant was that they had the books that Moses and the prophets of the Old Testament had written. That David’s   “house,” which God promised in 2 Samuel 7:16 would last forever, as would his “throne,” did not mean that both the throne and the house can still be seen to this day. David’s    house was his dynasty and family line; his throne stood for his kingship.

Synecdoche

Closely related to metonymy is the figure of synecdoche, by which the whole could stand for the part, or a part for the whole. Thus, Luke 2:1 states that “all the world went to be taxed,” when, according to the context, he meant precisely what the NIV translators rendered “the entire Roman world,” not all the inhabited world!

Likewise, Matthew 12:40 used the stereotype formula “three days and three nights,” but it does not thereby intend to signify a full seventy-two hours any more than does 1 Samuel 30:12. In the latter passage, David came upon an Egyptian who had been part of the brigade that had stolen all David’s  goods and family from Ziklag while he and his six hundred men were away. When David demanded of the Egyptian
 how much time had elapsed since he had been abandoned by the raiding Amalekites, whom David was pursuing, the answer was “three days and three nights.” But then the Egyptian added, “My master abandoned me when I became ill, and today is the third day” (v. 13, literal Hebrew wording). Thus all three days and nights were put together because that was the stereotype formula that always went together —any part of a day or a year were viewed as being one whole day or year. Moreover, it was proper, as numerous examples in the text illustrate, to refer to the whole day with its accompanying night (or year) when only part of it was intended.

Another illustration of synecdoche is Judges 12:7, where the Hebrew text, literally translated, has the judge Jephthah being buried “in the cities of Gilead.” Naturally, Jephthah was not cut apart and buried piecemeal all over Gilead, but the total number of cities or towns was made to stand for a part, so the NIV correctly renders it “[he] was buried in a town of Gilead.” 

Figures of Contrast

Irony

Using words to convey the opposite of their literal meaning is known as irony. It is most frequently used in contexts where one might find sarcasm or ridicule as well. Thus David’s   wife, Michal, scoffed, “How the king of Israel has distinguished himself today, disrobing in the sight of the slave girls of his servants as any vulgar fellow would!” (2 Sam. 6:20). Job exhibits that same penchant for implying the opposite meaning of what he has just said when he wryly said to his three so-called friends, “Doubtless you are the people, and wisdom will die with you!” (Job 12:2).

Litotes

Litotes is a form of understatement that affirms a statement by negating its contrary. Thus, for example, Paul asserted in Acts 21:39, “I am a Jew, from Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary city.” Abraham belittled himself by saying he was only “dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27), in order to magnify the greatness of God.

Euphemism

A third form of contrast appears in the substitution of a gentler, more pleasant, and modest expression for a word that is more disagreeable, harsh, or indelicate. This is known as a euphemism. Just as Americans prefer to refer to the “bathroom”  rather than using the word toilet, so Judges 3:24 and 1 Samuel 24:3 refer to a man “covering his feet” as a euphemism for defecating, because his garments would fall around his feet as he stooped down. Acts 2:39 and Ephesians 2:13 use an ethnic euphemism in their references to “all/those who are afar off/away.” Clearly, this is a roundabout way of referring to the Gentiles without having to use the word.

Figures of Omission

Often the text omits certain words or expressions, leaving the sense to be supplied by the reader.

Zeugma

One very interesting form of this device is zeugma. This form yokes two subjects or objects together with one verb in which the verb actually functions appropriately for only one of the two subjects or objects. Many of these have been clarified by supplying verbs in most modern translations, so they show up only in literal renderings of the Hebrew or Greek text. My favorite example is found in Genesis 4:20, “Jabal . . . was the father of all who live in tents and cattle” (lit.). In translating “live in tents and raise livestock,” the NIV shows us more directly (but less colorfully) what the writer thought his audience should understand by adding the word “raise.” A statement in 1 Timothy 4:3 fits into this same category, for it decries those who “forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods.” The addition of order them was necessary because of the yoking together of the two concepts when the first verb of forbidding went with only the first idea.

Ellipsis

The larger category of such omissions is called ellipsis. In this case, an incomplete statement must be filled out in order to finish the thought. Bullinger devotes the first 130 pages of his 1,100-page Figures of Speech to the discussion of ellipsis. There may be ellipses of everything from the subject, the verb, or a pronoun, to whole clauses. The last kind is best illustrated in 2 Thessalonians 2:3, where the introductory injunction “Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way” is followed in the NIV by the statement “for [that day will not come] until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction,” with brackets showing the omitted clause supplied. Fortunately, most of these ellipses have already been added in most English translations in order to carry the sense as demanded by the context, so English readers are aided in their interpretation, but they miss some of the fun in the statements.

Conclusion

The Bible contains many other figures of speech, but we have surveyed and illustrated some of the main ones. They will always prove to be a rich source of insights, calling our attention to something the writer wants to highlight. The interpreter, however, must be especially careful when dealing with figures of comparison (similes, metaphors, parables, and allegories) to resist the temptation to create more comparisons than the one(s) the writer has chosen for his direct or implied comparison. Likewise, when figures of relation, contrast, addition, or omission are used, care must be taken to retain only as much of the point being made as both contextual constraints and range of usage of this particular figure of speech will dictate.

Figures of speech are not as precise in their meanings as prose is. What these figures lack in precision, however, is surely made up for in their increased ability to draw pictures for us and to give a vividness that ordinary prose cannot supply. In this way, our attention is drawn to certain items that otherwise might have been passed over.

WISDOM LITERATURE

The books of the Bible known as Wisdom literature express the writers’ concern that we order our lives according to God’s  own order in the world. “The whole duty of man,” as Ecclesiastes summarizes it, is to “fear God and keep his commandments” (12:13). Those who choose to despise this divine wisdom and discipline are bluntly labeled fools (Prov. 1:7).

In addition to Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs, Catholic scholarship includes the Apocryphal books Ecclesiasticus (Ben Sirach) and the Wisdom of Solomon among the Wisdom literature. To this list, both Jews and Christians generally add certain psalms from the book of Psalms that exhibit either the same literary styles and vocabularies or the same thematic material as the Wisdom books. These psalms display several features characteristic of Wisdom literature generally:

1. Alphabetic acrostics (successive verses begin with successive letters of the Hebrew alphabet)

2. Numerical sayings (“six things the Lord hates, seven . . .” )

3. “Blessed” sayings

4. “Better” sayings (“Better the little that the righteous have than the wealth of many wicked” )

5. Comparisons and admonitions

6. Addresses of father to son

7. The use of proverbs, similes, rhetorical questions, and phrases such as “listen to me” 

Usually classified as Wisdom psalms are Psalms 1, 19b, 32, 34, 37, 49, 78, 111, 112, 119, 127, 128, and 133.

If the truth be told, Hebrew Wisdom is not simply one genre but a composite with many subgenres. Among these are the proverb, saying, riddle, allegory (which we considered in the preceding section), admonition, dialogue, and onomastica (i.e., lists of names or nouns).

The Proverb

Proverbs are brief sayings that are memorable, embody the wisdom of many, possess a fullness of meaning despite economy of words, and have a bit of a kick or bite to them to ensure their saltiness and continued usefulness. They are found in practically all parts of the Bible. By their nature and form, proverbs are generalized statements with a wide application, but in no case are they to be taken as a set of unbending rules that must be applied in every case without exceptions.

On the contrary, one is sometimes able to pit proverb against proverb, both in our culture and often
 in Scripture. For example, one person advises another concerning the prospects of getting married, “He who hesitates is lost,” while some other counselor warns, “Look before you leap.” should the listener hasten his or her pace then, or proceed carefully? Getting a third opinion may not settle the matter either, for another will say, “Happy is the wooing that is not long in doing!” 

Likewise Proverbs 26:4 –5 advises,

Do not answer a fool according to his folly, 

or you will be like him yourself.

Answer a fool according to his folly,

or he will be wise in his own eyes.

Now it is not as if the writer of these proverbs, who probably was Solomon (Prov. 25:1), was ambivalent about whether one should or should not answer a fool; rather, he gave two scenarios in which the wise person could be instructed if he or she applied the truth wisely. In some instances, the wise person would need to conclude that one fool would only entangle the answerer in a muddy wrestling match, and the two would soon look like each other. In another case, the wise person might conclude that a word fitly spoken at the right moment might well carry the day and save the fool from destruction.

The Saying

Closely related to the proverb is the saying. Sayings are typically statements that note what does or does not take place from time to time. Again, they should not be taken as fixed rules, but only as observations. These sayings may be didactic (e.g., Prov. 14:31: “He who oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but whoever is kind to the needy honors God” )or merely experiential, describing situations that are apt to come up frequently but that have no fixed rules (e.g., Prov. 17:28: “Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue” ).Often these sayings are grouped around one topic, for example, in the way Proverbs 1 –9 returns time and again to the two contrasting women Madame Folly and Lady Wisdom.

The Riddle

The riddle is designed to puzzle and to perplex the listener or reader in order initially to obscure and hide some parts of its meaning, thereby testing the acuity and skill of those who attempt to solve it.

The best-known riddle in the Bible does not occur in the Wisdom sections, but in Judges 14:14. Samson tested the Philistines with

Out of the eater, something to eat;

out of the strong, something sweet.

After coaxing Samson’s   wife (Samson called it “plowing with my heifer” [Judg.14:18]), the Philistines triumphantly announced

What is sweeter than honey?

What is stronger than a lion?

The Queen of Sheba was one of those who came to Solomon’s   court “to test”  him with riddles and hard questions (1 Kings 10:1). Indeed, “to understand a proverb and an enigma; the sayings and riddles of the wise” (Prov. 1:6; my translation) was one of the purposes for Solomon’s   writing the book of Proverbs.

There are riddles in the New Testament as well. Revelation 13:18 asks whether anyone has any insight. If so, “let him calculate the number of the beast, for it is man’s   number His number is 666.” 

Some riddles are so difficult that we are not even sure how to translate them at this late date. For example, Proverbs 26:10 was rendered by the AV, “The great God that formed all things both rewardeth the fool, and rewardeth transgressors.”  But the NIV rendered the same verse, “Like an archer who wounds at random is he who hires a fool or any passer-by.” These two renderings are worlds apart —and so is the rendering offered in the New Jewish Publication Society’s  Tanakh —The Holy Scriptures: “A master can produce anything, but he who hires a dullard is as one who hires transients.” The Hebrew text is susceptible of still more renderings. The verse was designed to puzzle —and puzzle contemporaries it does!

The Allegory

An allegory is an extended metaphor —just as the parable is an extended simile. As such, the allegory contains its interpretation within itself. Rather than the imagery and the thing signified being kept separate as in a simile and a parable, in metaphor and allegory the thing signified is identified with the image itself. Thus, Christians and salt are seen as one for the sake of the metaphor, “You are the salt of the earth” (Matt. 5:13). Jesus and the vine are linked as one for the moment in John 15:1: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.” 

A metaphor consisting of only a single word or a sentence is not an allegory. But when it is expanded into a narrative with more details, the figure becomes an allegory. An outstanding example of extended metaphor is Proverbs 5:15 –23.This allegory encourages sexual intimacy amid marital fidelity with the image of drinking water from one’s  own cistern or well. The clue that the writer supplies to unlock this allegory comes in verse 18, where he appears to interrupt what would otherwise seem to be a disquisition on saving water; he urges, “Rejoice in the wife of your youth.” so intrusive does this statement appear at first that one is tempted to believe the line does not belong there —the subject is water. But when the writer continues, “May her breasts satisfy you always, may you ever be captivated by her love” (v. 19), it is clear that we are dealing with an allegory.

Another striking allegory is found in Ecclesiastes 12:1 –7, where the imagery depicts the effects of advancing years on men and women. In vivid language, the Teacher depicts how the “grinders cease because they are few” (v. 3c, the loss of teeth diminishes the ability to masticate food) and the “sound of grinding fades”  (v. 4b, because the toothless can handle only soft foods). The “strong men stoop”  (v. 3b), owing to the effects of tottering legs and weak knees. “The almond tree blossoms” (v. 5c) as the hair turns white. That “the caperberry is ineffective” (v. 5e, NASB) could refer to the loss of sexual power. The genre of allegory brings a great deal of richness to both wisdom selections and other literary forms in the Bible.

The Admonition

Another subgenre in Wisdom literature that is also common in the ancient Near East is the admonition. The Egyptians, in particular, developed this form to a high art in the many instructions they gave for the would-be ruler and leader in Egypt.

Admonitions appear in either a positive form (commands) or a negative expression (prohibitions). Normally, a motivational clause is attached to each admonition, explaining why the injunction is being issued and noting the results that will follow. For example, Proverbs 23:3 admonishes, “Do not crave [the ruler’s  ]delicacies, for that food is deceptive.” 

The Dialogue

The book of Job illustrates the most extensive use of dialogue in the Wisdom writings. The dialogue takes place between Job and his three “friends” :Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite. Later, Elihu the Buzite and God enter into the dialogue.

Other portions of Scripture, such as Proverbs 5:12 –14; 7:13 –21; 8:4 –36, exhibit some weak affinities with the dialogue. But the form is not as extensive in these texts as it is in Job.

The Onomastica

Some scholars have theorized that some of the Wisdom materials, such as the poem on wisdom in Job 28 or God’s   speech to Job in Job 38, along with Psalms 104 and 148, perhaps arose in part from onomastica, or lists on various topics, which were used by the Wisdom writers in a secondary way to organize their thinking on certain subjects.8 No one has posited a direct relationship in the use of the lists, but some have suggested that the ordering of the subjects and issues that appear might have been informed by the writers’ previous awareness of such lists.

Conclusion

The interpreter of Wisdom genres must, as with most genres, first determine to which of the subgenres the text belongs. Each subgenre will call for an adjustment in the interpretive strategy for that text.
 Perhaps more practical skill is required in determining the exact character and the scope of this type of literature than of any other biblical form. Of course, one should use the context whenever it is of any help in clarifying the background for any of these differing forms. But where the context is uncertain, common sense and sound judgment are particularly important in analyzing the text at hand.

The first issue we need to address in the study of the Gospels has to do with their historicity. Although it is not uncommon for scholars to argue that the gospel narratives are unreliable, we cannot really preserve the message of the New Testament if we minimize its historical foundation. Nevertheless, the Gospels were written not merely to communicate factual information, nor were they composed according to the methods and expectations of modern history writing. The authors were very selective in the material they chose to include, and furthermore, they presented it in a way that reflected their own (inspired) interpretation and application of the facts. They wrote as both historians and theologians.

Especially significant for the interpretation of the Gospels is the role played by the parables in Jesus’ teaching. Although these stories were intended to instruct the people in very clear and concrete terms, they were also instruments of judgment, for they hardened the hearts of the disobedient. Moreover, a proper understanding of the parables requires that we pay close attention to their historical setting; if we take notice of cultural details, we are more likely to understand their message. Finally, we need to take into account the literary context of the parables, because the gospel writers were interested not only in how a particular parable functioned during Jesus’ ministry, but also in how it applied to the  church.

The distinctiveness of Jesus’ teaching surfaced most clearly when compared with the teaching of the contemporary rabbis. Certainly Jesus’ approach was different. More important, however, was the content of his message. One significant element in his teaching was his emphasis on grace, which was sometimes obscured by Jewish teachers of that day. Especially prominent was the theme of fulfillment: Jesus’ coming meant the arrival of God’s   kingdom, with all the blessings associated with it.

1. Robert Lowth, De sacra poesi Hebraeorum praelectiones academicae (Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews) (Oxford: Clarendon, 1753).

2. Robert Lowth, Isaiah: A New Translation, with a Preliminary Dissertation and Notes, Critical, Philological, and Explanatory, 10th ed. (Boston: Peirce, 1834), ix.

3. See James L. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its History (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1981), and, taking a more moderate view, Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 1985). For an evangelical evaluation of many of these same subjects, see these works by Tremper Longman III: Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987); How to Read the Psalms (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1988); and “Biblical Poetry,” in A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. Leland Ryken and Tremper Longman III (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993), 80 –91.

4. In Lamentations, for example, 104 out of the 266 lines (39 percent) exhibit no parallelism whatsoever (according to the count given in Delbert Hillers, Lamentations, AB [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1972], xxxiv). The facts are particularly clear-cut here, since four out of the five chapters in Lamentations are completely in alphabetic acrostic form, which gives us some of the best control we have on biblical poetic form for the lines and the strophe.

5. E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible: Explained and Illustrated (1898; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1968). See also George M. Lamsa, Idioms in the Bible Explained (New York: Harper & Row, 1985).

6. Cf. A. H. Snyman and J. v. W. Cronje, “Toward a New Classification of the Figures (SCHMATA) in the Greek New Testament,” NTS 32 (1986): 113 –21. The authors distinguish mainly between grammatical figures and rhetorical figures. There all figures are grouped according to only four principles: repetition, omission, shift in expectancies, and measurement of units.

7. G. B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980), 145.

8. See for example, Gerhard von Rad, “Job xxxviii and Ancient Egyptian Wisdom,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, ed. J. L. Crenshaw (1955; reprint, New York: Ktav, 1976), 267 –77; James L. Crenshaw, “Wisdom,” in Old Testament Form Criticism, ed. John H. Hayes (San Antonio, Tex.: Trinity University Press, 1974), 258 –59.



Chapter 10

“But These Are Written That You May Believe” :

The Meaning of the Gospels

MOISÉS SILVA
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ARE THE GOSPELS HISTORY OR THEOLOGY?

As we saw in chapter 1, many questions have been raised about the historical character of biblical narratives. Questions of this sort become crucial particularly when dealing with the Gospels. After all, for the Christian, nothing is so fundamental as the reality of Jesus’  life, death, and resurrection.

It is important to remind ourselves that when we talk about the meaning or the interpretation of a passage, any one of several distinct issues may be in view: a syntactic detail, the primary thrust of the passage, its broader significance, and so forth. The issue of historicity would seem to fall outside the category of interpretation, strictly speaking, since the “meaning” of a story is normally not affected by its factual reality. The interpretation of the story of George Washington and the cherry tree, for example, remains the same whether or not that story really happened —namely, people should not lie.

Why, then, does the issue of historicity often come up when dealing with biblical interpretation? Could we not simply say that the story of the stilling of the storm in Matthew 8 may be interpreted correctly without reference to its historical truth? (See the discussion of historicity, the fourth level of meaning, in chapter 1.) If so, one could argue that, whether or not the incident really happened, Matthew wants to communicate to his readers something about the spiritual power of Jesus and thus encourage them to be faithful disciples. After all, isn’t this the way we normally deal with the parables? Most readers recognize that the specific story of the Good Samaritan need not represent a factual event; the truth Jesus taught with that parable stands, irrespective of its historicity. Why not approach the rest of the material in the Gospels the same way?

This way of reading the Gospels and Acts —or at least some of the narrative material in them —is attractive to many people, including a minority of evangelical scholars, because it frees them from having to worry about historical discrepancies. Moreover, those who have given up belief in the supernatural but wish to continue being identified as Christians find here a way out of their dilemma.

Such a “solution,” however, is too easy —even imaginary. It faces two major problems, one theological and the other literary. The biblical faith, as is almost universally recognized, has a historical character at its very foundations; in contrast to other religions, this feature is one of its most significant distinctives. Moderns who seek to affirm the religious teachings of the Bible while rejecting its historical claims are more daring than Houdini. The resulting incoherence is logically unbearable. It would be the equivalent of claiming allegiance to the Declaration of Independence while disavowing, as antiquated, the principle of political freedom.

The Literary Obstacle

In addition to this theological obstacle, there is a literary snag. When reading any kind of literature, nothing is more important than doing justice to its character. If we attempt to understand Shakespeare’s  Macbeth as a straightforward historical narrative, we misrepresent its total meaning. We may still
 be able to interpret many details correctly and even make sense of its “message,” but no Shakespearean scholar would put up with the inevitable distortions that would result. This problem is magnified when we make the opposite mistake. If someone like Winston Churchill, when writing his History of the English Speaking Peoples, intends to describe a factual event, the historical referent is very much part of his meaning. For the reader to ignore or reject that intent is to make mincemeat of the writing.

In the case of the Gospels, every indication we have is that the writers expected their statements to be taken as historical. Luke, in particular, as he begins both his gospel and the book of Acts, makes that purpose quite explicit (see Luke 1:1 –4 and Acts 1:1 –3), and the other writers give no clue that their intent is significantly different. The very reason we do not feel compelled to interpret the parables historically is that they are presented in a somewhat stylized fashion, so the reader or hearer is immediately aware that they belong to a different genre (literary type).

No doubt there is a measure of truth in every lie. The reason many students of the Bible believe they can downplay the historicity of the New Testament narratives is that these narratives do not always conform to the patterns of modern history writing. If we want to do justice to the literary character of the Gospels and Acts, therefore, we must take note not only of their historical character but also of some additional features.

Especially helpful here is the way the gospel of John expresses its aim: “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:30 –31). Admittedly, one would not expect to read a statement of that sort in Churchill’s  history. The author of the fourth gospel had more in mind than the reporting of facts; he wanted to change the lives of his readers.

One must not fall into the trap of making sharp and false distinctions. John hardly minimizes the historical truth of his narrative: “The man who saw it has given testimony, and his testimony is true” (19:35). Nevertheless, it would be wrongheaded to focus so much on the historical question that we fail to appreciate other aspects of the gospel, particularly as they may have affected its composition.

Even a cursory look at the gospel of John makes clear that it is not a history textbook —much less a biography —in the usual sense. Nothing is said about Jesus’  birth or childhood. In spite of some chronological references (e.g., to the Passover in 6:4), we read most of the gospel with only a vague notion of its temporal setting. Moreover, the proportions are perplexing: almost a third of the book (chaps. 13 –19) is devoted to the last twenty-four hours of Jesus’  life! Especially intriguing is the similarity of style between the narratives and the discourses: in this gospel (but not in the others), Jesus speaks the way John writes.

These and other features help us to understand that the historical trustworthiness of the Gospels is not to be described in terms of modern historiography, which stresses clear and strict chronological sequence, balanced selection of material, verbatim quotations, and so on. In a real sense, the gospel writers are preachers. They select the events of Jesus’  life and his teachings, guided not by comprehensiveness but by their purpose in writing. They arrange the material not always on the basis of sequential order but with a view to impress upon the readers certain specific truths.

We get into trouble, therefore, when we approach the text with questions that the gospel writers were not interested in answering. Even Luke, who seems to have been the one most concerned with providing historical details, was not writing an essay intended for an encyclopedia. Surely, he never imagined that, twenty centuries later, searching readers would be analyzing every word he wrote and comparing it with the details of the other gospels as well as with other documents and archaeological data from the Mediterranean world.

In short, we must read the Gospels and Acts with the expectation that there will be gaps of information and imprecise descriptions that make it difficult — sometimes impossible —to resolve apparent discrepancies. This does not mean for a moment that the biblical writers are not dependable. Lack of absolute precision is of the essence of human language. The degree of precision expected of a speaker or writer depends on the subject matter as well as on the stated (or implied) aims. We do not accuse a public speaker of irresponsibility if, when speaking to a general audience, he or she gives a rough figure for, say, the cost of sending a satellite into space. But if one were preparing a financial report to be audited by Congress, imprecision could land that person in jail.

Think of it this way. If Matthew had given every detail some moderns expect, with the exhaustive precision necessary to answer all potential problems, his narrative would not only have been excruciatingly long, but worse, the impact of his message would have been engulfed by the information overload. Given his purpose, however, Matthew has indeed presented the truth in the most persuasive way possible.

The Source of Authority

It may be helpful to remember that our source of authority is not the bare facts of history but rather the inspired presentation of those facts in the Bible. Some scholars, eager to demonstrate the historicity of Jesus and his work, try to get “behind” the Gospels and reach the authentic Jesus. The impression is left that what matters is what Jesus “really” said as opposed to what the Gospels report him as saying. But that conclusion would be a denial of the divine authority that pertains to the Gospels. If Luke, for example, summarizes a discourse by our Lord or paraphrases one of his teachings, it is Luke’s account of those words —not the historian’s reconstruction of what Jesus “really” said —that is divinely inspired.

Consider the story of the rich young ruler. According to Mark 10:17 –18 and Luke 18:18 –19, this ruler called Jesus “good teacher” and asked Jesus what he should do to inherit eternal life. Jesus answered: “Why do you call me good? No one is good —except God alone.” When we turn to the gospel of Matthew, however, we find a somewhat different account. Here the ruler addresses Jesus with the simple title “Teacher,” then inquires about what good thing he should do to inherit eternal life. Jesus’  response is, “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only One who is good” (Matt. 19:16 –17).

There have been some attempts to resolve this discrepancy, but if we try to make all three gospels say the same thing, we may miss a very important point that Matthew wants to get across. We may be sure that the early Christians, when reading or hearing about this story as told by Mark and Luke, must have been puzzled by Jesus’  response, which sounds as though he denies being good. Perhaps Matthew anticipates this problem and tells the story in a way that helps the reader understand better the meaning of Jesus’  conversation with the ruler.

As the dialogue continues, Jesus points to the Ten Commandments as teaching what the ruler ought to do. The man’s   response, however, reveals his deepest problem: “Teacher, all these I have kept since I was a boy” (Mark 10:20). Clearly, this man thinks he is guiltless —he is convinced of his own goodness. When he called Jesus “good,” the ruler was not recognizing Jesus’ unique, divine goodness; he was actually treating Jesus as an equal! He therefore thought that he could attain salvation by doing something good. By rephrasing the ruler’s   question, Matthew helps us to identify his problem immediately. We can then better understand Jesus’ further instruction. By asking the ruler to sell all he had and give it to the poor, Jesus was forcing the man to recognize that he was quite wrong in thinking of himself as good; in fact, he was guilty of the greatest sin of all by failing to love God above everything else.

We can see, then, that the changes Matthew introduces are not intended to deceive, nor are they the result of careless error. Rather, he is interpreting, under divine inspiration, the significance of Jesus’ encounter with the rich young ruler. Just as every good preacher retells and paraphrases
 the biblical text to make it clearer and to help the congregation apply it, so do the gospel writers. The difference is that the authors of the Gospels spoke with God’s  own authority. Indeed, Jesus speaks through these writers no less than he spoke when he lived on the earth.

Most of us tend to treat the Gospels the way we treat windows: we look through them at something else. In other words, we are in the habit of reading the Gospels only as a means to reach the historical events to which they point. But these writings are much more than that. They are like stained-glass windows. Not only do they point to and reflect the light that is behind them; they also invite us to look at them and enjoy them for what they are.

It is not an accident that God gave us four gospels, even though there is much overlap among them. The life and message of Jesus is so rich that we need more than one perspective. You can see why it is so misguided to overlook the differences among the gospels or try to minimize them. We should rather focus our attention on those distinctives and appreciate what each writer is trying to tell us.

History or theology? That is a false question. The gospel writers are both historians and theologians. They recount the facts, but they also interpret them so that we may believe.

HE SPOKE TO THEM IN PARABLES

Perhaps the most distinctive feature in Jesus’ teaching methods was his use of parables1 (see chap. 9, under “Figures of Comparison” ).There are some obvious reasons why he might have chosen such a form of instruction. Parables are simple and interesting, so that a general audience could follow the story easily. More important, these stories deal directly with the realities of daily life, so a hearer could quickly “identify” with the contents of the parable and thus appreciate its relevance. Again, parables have the advantage of disarming those who might be offended by their message, since the hearer often has to wait till the very end of the story to figure out its significance (e.g., see Nathan’s   parable to King David in 2 Sam. 12:1 –10).

There is an important measure of truth in all these explanations, but a serious problem arises. If Jesus’ parables are so simple, why has there been so much heated debate about their meaning? The modern scholarly literature on the subject is astounding. While one may be tempted to account for that by blaming the scholars, who cannot leave well enough alone, the truth is that even Jesus’ disciples were sometimes perplexed by their master’s   stories (Mark 4:13). Modern Christians too scratch their heads from time to time, wondering, for example, how Jesus can commend the dishonest behavior of the crafty steward (Luke 16:1 –15). And wouldn’t it be simply unfair for an employer to pay the same amount to all workers, regardless of how many hours they labored (Matt. 20:1 –16)?

In short, we need “hermeneutical skills” to understand the parables no less than we need them for appreciating other parts of Scripture. Moreover, Jesus’ use of parables reflects certain theological concerns that cannot be ignored.

The Theological Significance of the Parables

In response to the disciples’question about the parable of the sower, Jesus made a statement that ranks among the most difficult sayings recorded in the Gospels: “The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables so that, ‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’” (Mark 4:11 –12, quoting Isa. 6:9 –10). Jesus appears to be saying that his purpose for telling parables to those who do not belong to his group of disciples was the same (retributive) purpose behind the call of Isaiah: to harden the hearers in their unbelief.

Many students of the Bible have found this statement quite incredible. For one thing, it appears to be incompatible with Jesus’ desire and mission to seek and save the lost. Besides, some would argue, just as it makes no sense for God to send Isaiah to do and say exactly that which will guarantee failure in his ministry, so one can’t imagine that Jesus would deliberately undermine his own preaching of the gospel! Attempts have been made, therefore, to soften or even explain away the apparent meaning of Jesus’ words.

It is important to note that, even in the case of God’s  call to Isaiah, taking those words at face value would not imply that the whole of Isaiah’s  ministry should be characterized in those terms. There were many things the prophet said that had other functions and purposes. Similarly, one should not infer that the words in Mark 4:11 –12 describe the exclusive reason for Jesus’ use of parables. The other possible reasons mentioned at the beginning of this section —s implicity, concreteness, and so on —remain valid if understood in the broader context of Jesus’ mission.

What was that mission? When Jesus was but a baby, a godly man named Simeon had declared that the child was “destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel” (Luke 2:34). In other words, Christ is both cornerstone (or capstone, Matt. 21:42 –44) and a rock of stumbling (Rom. 9:32 –33); he is both the fragrance of life to those who believe and the smell of death to those who reject him (2 Cor. 2:14 –16). At the stage in Jesus’ ministry when he told the parable of the sower, people had already been “taking sides.” In chapter 3 of Mark, we are told that some Pharisees, enraged at Jesus’ healing on the Sabbath, began to plot his death (v. 6). Other teachers of the law accused him of casting out demons by the power of Satan (v. 22). In contrast to these groups who rejected him, Jesus said: “Whoever does God’s  will is my brother and sister and mother” (v. 35).

In this context, we can see that the parables serve the purpose of discriminating among those who heard Jesus. Certainly, these stories do not “create sin” in the hearts of otherwise innocent people! Rather, when addressed to those who have set themselves against the Lord, the parables become instruments of judgment whereby “whoever has will be given more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him” (Mark 4:25). Any attempt to interpret the parables without taking into account this factor will fail to do justice to Jesus’ teaching.

There is another theological point to be made with regard to Jesus’ use of parables. According to Matthew 13:35, this method of teaching was a fulfillment of prophecy.2 The prophecy in view is: “I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter things hidden since the creation of the world” (quoting Ps. 78:2). The main point seems to be that Jesus’ parables fulfill God’s  eternal plan to reveal his truth to his people. Secondarily, however, these words suggest a close relationship between creation and redemption. God’s  truths are, as it were, “built into” the created order.  Jesus does not haphazardly look into nature, hoping to find interesting illustrations! As one who is both Creator and Savior, he can simply draw out of the created order those parallels that help us understand his purposes.3

The Historical Setting of the Parables

One prominent scholar has rightly argued that Jesus used the parables as “weapons of warfare” against his opponents.4 The point here is that the parables must be understood historically, that is, by identifying the specific situations in which they were used.

The parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15, for example, has traditionally been read as an evangelistic passage. Preachers, as a rule, focus on the son’s  wickedness and repentance and thus exhort their congregations to be converted. This is a completely legitimate use of the parable, but we can gain a deeper insight into its message if we note that Luke describes the specific historical setting in which Jesus told this story: “Now the tax collectors and ‘sinners’ were all gathering around to hear him. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them’” (vv. 1 –2). Jesus then proceeds to address three parables —the lost sheep, the lost
 coin, and the lost (prodigal) son —to those who were complaining.

While the conversion of the Pharisees and the teachers would naturally have been part of the aim in telling those parables, it is clear that Jesus is using those stories primarily to rebuke them. The man who loses a sheep, even if it is one in a hundred, experiences great joy upon finding it; certainly the woman who loses one of ten valuable coins will be even more excited if she finds that. Yet the Pharisees complain rather than rejoice when a sinner is “found.” The parable of the lost son then functions as a powerful climax. This story is longer, including much more detail, but the point to appreciate is the role of the elder son, whose only brother —not one in a hundred or even one in ten —had been lost. This elder son represents the grumbling Pharisees, who seem unable to share in the joy of God and the angels in heaven.

Attention to the historical setting also includes sensitivity to the cultural background of the parables. Western readers in the twentieth century have their own set of assumptions, which do not always correspond with those of Jesus’ hearers. Inevitably, we tend to lose some of the nuances.5 For example, the request of the son —“Give me my share of the estate” —would likely have been interpreted as a wish for his father’s  death. In any case, the incident would create a rift between the son and his family (and even the town as a whole) much more severe than would be the case if the same words were spoken in our society.

Another interesting detail is the fact that the elder brother, in that situation, would have been expected to do all he could to reconcile his brother to the father. Not only does he fail to do that, but he even accepts his own share of the inheritance. In other words, from the very beginning of the story the elder brother is put in a bad light. He actually shares in the sin of his brother, and that gives us a better perspective with which to understand his self-righteous indignation at the end of the story.

Finally, when we read about the father running to meet the younger son, we view that merely as an expression of joy. In the Middle East, however, particularly in rural areas, a mature man is expected always to walk slowly and with dignity. It is likely that the father in the parable runs to protect the son from the children in the town, who might decide to meet him with stones. In doing so, however, the father humbles himself and becomes a powerful picture of the God of grace.

While the primary meaning of the parable does not change on the basis of these cultural details, they give us insight into the “overtones” of the story that add greatly to our understanding of Jesus’ teaching.

The Literary Context of the Parables

The historical setting, however, is not the only issue that requires attention. As we have already seen, the biblical writers were not interested in composing detached, neutral narratives. Rather, they present historical events from a particular angle, and in doing so, they interpret the events for us. When we study the parables, therefore, we should be interested not only in their function during the ministry of Jesus but also in the way they are used by the gospel writers. Under divine inspiration, they bring to bear the teaching of Jesus on the later situation of the Christian churches. A careful study of this feature sheds light on how we may use the parables as well.

Matthew, in particular, has arranged his material in a thematic way and seems to make a special effort to apply the words of Jesus to the church or churches to which he is writing. It is evident, for example, that Matthew is concerned about the lack of genuine commitment among some Christian groups, so the theme of true versus false discipleship becomes a major emphasis in his gospel.

Consider the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Matt. 20:1 –16). It is not difficult to understand that parable in the light of its historical context, as discussed in the previous section. This story too is a weapon of warfare whereby Jesus rebukes his opponents for complaining about God’s  grace to sinners. In the parable, the laborers who come at the end of the day and work for only a brief period in the cool of the evening receive the same pay as those who worked all day and had to endure the heat of the day. Not surprisingly, those who worked all day are offended and complain. But the owner was simply being generous. No doubt he realized that no man can feed a family with a small fraction of a day’s  wage, so he is gracious to the group who worked for a short period. This parable, then, strongly resembles the main point of the parable of the prodigal son.

Matthew, however, applies it to the Christian church by the way he places the story in the context of the gospel as a whole. We recall that at the end of chapter 19 he had related the incident of the rich young ruler, a man who thought he was good enough to inherit the kingdom of heaven. When Jesus made him realize that this was not true, he went away disappointed, and the Lord commented on the impossibility of salvation by human means. At that point, Peter expressed his commitment to discipleship, and Jesus responded that the true disciples will receive many blessings and inherit eternal life. He then ended with the saying, “But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first” (v. 30).

By placing the parable of the laborers immediately after that incident and repeating the saying of 19:30 at the end of the parable,6 Matthew, as it were, tells his Christian readers:

Don’t feel too comfortable as you read about Jesus’ rebuke to the Pharisees. The same problems that Jesus had to face are present in your congregations. There are some of you who do not understand what grace and discipleship are all about. You think that because you call yourselves “Christians ” you don’t have anything to worry about, and instead you look down on others who don’t seem as good as you. Well, remember that some of you who seem to occupy the first seats will end up in the back, and those who are regarded as lowly and undeserving will be given places of honor.

In short, the careful study of the parables involves not only seeing them in the historical context of Jesus’ ministry but also understanding how they function in the narrative of each gospel. We should not treat the gospel writers as journalists who should have tried to avoid interpreting the facts they report. Rather, they were inspired theologians and preachers whose own presentation of Jesus’ work is an essential key in our appreciation of the biblical text.

HE TAUGHT THEM WITH AUTHORITY

Although the use of parables was the most distinctive feature in Jesus’ method of teaching, it was hardly the only one. One of the most striking descriptions of Jesus’ ministry is the comment that “the people were amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one who had authority, not as the teachers of the law” (Mark 1:22; cf. Matt. 7:28 –29). For most readers of the Gospels, this verse seems to speak about the power of Jesus’ divine personality. Undoubtedly, this is part of the explanation for the reaction of the audiences. Mark himself draws attention at several points to the awe that the Lord inspired in those who were around him (Mark 4:41; 5:15; 10:32; 16:8), and perhaps the climactic scene in Mark’s  gospel is the centurion’s  reaction upon witnessing Jesus’ death: “surely this man was the Son of God!” (15:39).

Nevertheless, it is important to note that, in speaking of Jesus’ authority, Mark contrasts the Lord’s  teaching with that of “the teachers of the law.” In other words, it was not so much that Jesus’ teaching was more powerful than that of human teachers generally; the contrast is specifically with the Jewish rabbis and scribes, who were mostly associated with the school of the Pharisees. What, then, is the focus of the comparison? Part of the concern may have been simply the style of teaching. Rabbinic literature (although it dates from a later period) gives us some idea of the basic approach used by first-century rabbis. Much of it consists of setting the opinions of leading sages against each other, sometimes without clear resolution. Obviously, Jesus’ approach was quite different, and that alone must have made a significant impression on those who heard him.

Not only Jesus’ teaching style, however, but the very substance of his message was different. Here again, the value of understanding the historical background becomes clear. Definition often proceeds by negation; that is, we are better able to identify objects if we can distinguish them from other objects with which we are familiar. That is precisely what Mark is doing when he tells us that Jesus did not teach like the scribes. To make sense of what Mark means, however, we need to be familiar with the teaching of the scribes.

In recent decades, scholarly research has brought some significant changes to our understanding of Jewish thought in the first century. It is now clear, for example, that we cannot simply dismiss rabbinic theology as a “legalistic system” that totally ignored the doctrine of divine grace.7 Much of the extant Jewish literature reflects a genuine, if not full, appreciation for that doctrine. We would make a grievous mistake, however, if we concluded that “legalism” was not at all a problem for first-century Judaism. I use quotation marks because the term means different things to different people. The issue here is not whether the Pharisees were “too strict” (as we shall see, they were not sufficiently strict!) or whether they were too preoccupied with matters of law. What, then, was the problem?

Our Lord addressed the central issue most directly in the incident recorded in Mark 7:1 –13 (cf. Matt. 15:1 –7), which tells us that the Pharisees complained when Jesus’ disciples failed to go through the ceremonial rite of purifying their hands before eating. This rite, however, was not a biblical injunction but rather part of “the tradition of the elders” (v. 5; cf. Gal. 1:14). A basic feature of rabbinic thought is the emphasis on the twofold Torah: the written law (i.e., the Hebrew Bible, but especially the five books of Moses) and the oral law (the traditions of the elders). The oral law could be viewed to some extent as an interpretation and application of the written law, yet much of it consisted of debates dealing with technical legal questions, which led to the development of new regulations.

Ironically, many of these regulations had the effect of blunting the force of the biblical commandments. The Pharisees, being very conscious of human weakness, sought to interpret the strong demands of the Torah in a way that made them, in effect, more “fulfillable.” For example, the law required that all debts should be canceled every seventh year (Deut. 15:1 –3); human nature being what it is, those with the means to lend money were reluctant to do so, afraid that they might not recover it. As a result, the poor suffered. With a view to solving this problem, a regulation was adopted that interpreted the law as having to do only with personal loans. If the loan was given to the temple, however, so that the priests could administer it to the poor, then the recipient was still obligated to repay it, even on the seventh year. (A comparable regulation, that of the Corban, is mentioned in Mark 7:10 –12.) Although such a ruling made a mockery of the law (see especially the solemn warning in Deut. 15:9 –10), the people persuaded themselves that they were now obeying it and thus could, as we might say today, “feel better about themselves.” 

Jesus, however, had very little patience with this kind of hermeneutics. Quoting Isaiah’s condemnation of hypocrisy, he accused the Pharisees of nullifying God’s commands by means of human tradition (Mark 7:6 –9, 13). In effect, the scribes’ teaching undermined the authority of God’s  Word. This criticism is especially prominent in the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus introduces several of his teachings with the words, “You have heard that it was said . . . but I tell you” (Matt. 5:21ff.). Curiously, many readers have thought that Jesus is here distancing himself from, or even abolishing, Old Testament commandments. Quite the contrary. He came not to abolish them but to fulfill them (5:17). His own teaching clearly intensified the force of those commandments as over against the rabbinic tendency to relax them. He makes this point quite explicit both at the beginning and at the end of the passage: “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven” (5:20). “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48).

That concluding statement makes very plain what the focus of controversy was between Jesus and the rabbis. Over against the rabbinic tendency to relax the divine standard, Jesus’ disciples can never be satisfied with less than perfection. This means that Jesus’ true disciples are ever conscious of their sin and thus learn to rely, not on their own moral strength, but on God’s  grace, praying with the tax collector, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13). If we define “legalism”  as a religious outlook that sees people as morally self-reliant and thus in some way contributing to their own salvation, we will appreciate that all of us —even the most mature Christians —often fall prey to it. We can also see how this human tendency would have been greatly exacerbated by a system of interpretation that in effect lowered the divine requirements and influenced people to feel self-complacent. Whatever one’s   intentions, such an outlook can only obscure the riches of God’s   grace.

The Sermon on the Mount, however, draws our attention to another crucial difference between the teaching of Jesus and that of the scribes. In the opinion of some scholars, chapter 5 of Matthew presents Jesus as a new Moses who, from a mountain, delivers the law of the kingdom to his people. Indeed, the Mosaic period is over, and a new era has begun. Without pushing this parallel too far, we must recognize that the Sermon on the Mount reflects an eschatological, or “end-times”  point of view. Even the Beatitudes that introduce this passage arouse our expectations about the newness of Jesus’ work. As we have already seen, in this passage the Lord explicitly describes the purpose of his coming as one of fulfillment (5:17). For that matter, the whole of the gospel of Matthew seems to be structured around this theme, since over and over again the author points out that events in Jesus’ life happened in order to fulfill what was prophesied in the Scriptures (1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 4:14; et al.).

At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus indicated this eschatological nature of his coming with the words, “The time has come. . . . The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news” (Mark 1:15). Luke, who places much emphasis on this theme, introduces Jesus’ public ministry by relating the visit to the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 4:14 –21). There Jesus announced that he had come to fulfill the promise of Isaiah 61:1 –2:

The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

because he has anointed me

to preach good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

and recovery of sight for the blind,

to release the oppressed,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s  favor. (Luke 4:18 –19)

The presence of the Spirit, whom Jesus had received at his baptism (cf. Luke 3:21 –22, in fulfillment of Isa. 42:1), was the clear sign that the last days had indeed arrived. Jesus’ miracles, particularly his exorcisms, were in turn the evidence that he was endued by the Holy Spirit: “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).

The gospel of John, more than any other, draws out the significance of this “realized eschatology” for the lives of believers. Alluding to the end-time prophecy of Ezekiel 36:24 –27, John reports Jesus’ words to Nicodemus, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit”  (John 3:5). In an important sense, it is as if Jesus’ followers have experienced the resurrection, even though the final resurrection is still future: “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life. I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live” (John 5:24 –25, but cf. vv. 28 –29).

This teaching —that although the final age is not yet fully manifested, believers have already begun
 to enjoy it —is beautifully expressed in the Upper Room Discourse. In John 14:2, Jesus promises his disciples that he is going to prepare a place for them in his Father’s   house, where there are many rooms (the Greek word here for “room” is monem). This appears to be a promise regarding heaven in the future. However, after he assures them that upon his departure the Father will send the Holy Spirit to them, he adds, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home [monem] with him” (v. 23). Because he can give his Spirit to us (7:37 –39), we can enjoy his very presence in our lives. The old age under the law of Moses is over; grace and truth now reign over those who place their trust in Jesus.

Truly Jesus “taught them as one who had authority, not as the teachers of the law” !

CONCLUSION

This chapter has touched on only a few questions that should be considered if we wish to understand the Gospels. Certain technical approaches, such as the study of literary sources, raise other important issues that cannot be ignored in a more advanced examination of these documents. Keep in mind, however, that it is very easy to get lost in the details. Never forget the “big picture.” The principles discussed in this chapter will help keep before you a framework within which to read the Gospels responsibly and profitably.

Although the Epistles included in the New Testament do not consist of “personal correspondence” in the usual sense, we can easily misunderstand them unless we treat them as real historical letters (rather than textbooks of theology). In practical terms this means, first, that we should read the New Testament letters as wholes; our tendency to treat them as reference books to be read piecemeal distorts our perception of their message. Second, these writings arise out of concrete historical occasions, which means that we must learn to “read between the lines” so as to understand the text in its original context. Third, we must learn to treat the New Testament letters from a literary point of view, that is, recognizing that they are carefully thought-out documents and may reflect rhetorical methods used in antiquity. Fourth, these writings must be read theologically. While being sensitive to the diversity reflected in them, we must seek to appreciate their unifying features, especially the authors’ conviction that the last days had arrived with the coming of Christ. Finally, we cannot forget that the Epistles of the New Testament are authoritative writings and that therefore their historical character does not undermine their relevance for our lives.

1. Coming up with a precise definition of parable is not easy, since the term could be used very broadly of any kind of comparison. Most Bible readers, however, have a satisfactory working definition of the term as referring to the well-known stories told by Jesus. That is good enough for the purposes of this chapter.

2. It must be remembered that the word prophecy should not be simply identified as prediction. Particularly in the gospel of Matthew, the notion of prophetic fulfillment has a broad scope that includes not only the coming to pass of a prediction but also such ideas as the granting of a promise and the bringing of God’s  plans to completion.

3. This idea is briefly suggested by Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948), 380.

4. Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, rev. ed. (New York: Scribner’s  ,1963).

5. For what follows, see Kenneth F. Bailey, Poet and Peasant: A Literary Cultural Approach to the Parables of Luke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), chap. 7.

6. It is of course impossible to prove that Jesus himself did not use that saying after the parable, but a careful study of Matthew’s  method of composition has persuaded most scholars that this is part of the evangelist’s  technique. Again, it must not be thought that such a method implies error or dishonesty. Under divine inspiration, Matthew is bringing home to his readers the significance of the parable for them.

7. Although a number of writers in the first half of the twentieth century were careful to make this point, the most influential work has been E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977). For more detail on the material that follows, see my article “The Place of Historical Reconstruction in New Testament Criticism,” in Hermeneutics, Authority, and Canon, ed. D. A. Carson and J. D. Woodbridge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 109 –33, esp. 117 –21.



Chapter 11

How to Read a Letter: The Meaning of the Epistles

MOISÉS SILVA
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More than half a century ago, an American philosopher with special interests in the challenges of higher education came to the conclusion that what students needed was help in making sense of books. And what was true of students was just as true of others not enrolled in school. Accordingly, he published a volume entitled How to Read a Book.1 Though some may have wondered how anyone who did not already know how to read a book could read this one, the volume became an instant success.

And not surprisingly. Being able to decipher an alphabet and identify words —and even being able to infer the meaning of sentences and paragraphs —is but a preparatory step to “real” reading. Different kinds of books require different reading strategies, whether or not we are conscious of using such strategies. All of us can improve our skills as we seek to read challenging books more effectively and accurately.

It may be a little surprising, however, to see the title of this chapter. How hard can it be to read personal correspondence? After all, if there is any kind of writing that can be read by just about everyone, even people who have reached only an elementary level of proficiency, it is a letter from a friend. This chapter is needed, however, precisely because most of us don’t read 1 Corinthians or James as though they were letters.

To say these things, however, is to raise the question of literary genre. Is it really accurate to suggest that Paul’s   letters, for example, are just like modern personal letters? The fact that sometimes we refer to them as epistles (which suggests relatively long and formal documents) is an indication of the difference. Scholars have discussed this issue extensively. In the past, some thought that the letters of Paul should be treated like the epistles of such Latin writers as Cicero and Seneca, that is, like carefully crafted documents intended to be read as published works of literature. This viewpoint has been generally abandoned. We have no good reason to think that Paul had any literary pretensions when he wrote these documents.

It is just as clear, however, that they are not simply “personal” letters. Although a few of Paul’s   letters were written to individuals (1 –2 Timothy, Titus, and especially Philemon), even these go well beyond personal concerns. As for the other letters, personal comments play a minor role, and the overall tone is solemn. Some of them contain involved argumentation and even display the use of rhetorical techniques. Finally, and most fundamentally, they are written with a note of apostolic authority that gives them a unique character.

These qualifications, as important as they are, should not, however, be allowed to obscure the most basic fact about these New Testament documents: they were not originally like modern books published for fairly general audiences —thousands of readers that the author has never met. Rather, they were genuine letters in which the authors, under divine inspiration, gave direct instruction to a specific church or group of churches. (Even those letters that have a more personal character seem to address the church of which the recipient was a leader.) In God’s  wisdom and providence, Christians everywhere and at all times may profit from these letters as God’s  word to them as well. If we wish to use them responsibly, however, we need to respect their character. As noted in the previous chapter, reading a historical account
 as though it were poetry (or vice versa) does injustice to the writing and leads to misunderstanding. Similarly, reading one of Paul’s  letters as though it were a technical book of reference or a seminary textbook of theology can take us down the wrong interpretive path.

READING THE NEW TESTAMENT LETTERS AS WHOLES

Perhaps the most obvious aspect of reading a letter is the one that we ignore most easily when we read the Epistles of the New Testament. All of us, upon receiving a letter from an acquaintance, proceed to read the whole letter at one sitting (often we do not even wait to sit down!). Christians, partly because of the chapter-and-verse divisions in our modern Bibles, seldom take the time to read through a whole epistle. Indeed, we may feel we deserve a pat on the back if we manage to finish an entire chapter.

What would one think of a man who receives a five-page letter from his fiancée on Monday and decides to read only the third page on that day, the last page on Thursday, the first page two weeks later, and so on? We are all aware of the fact that reading a letter in such piecemeal fashion would likely create nothing but confusion. The meaning of a paragraph on the third page may depend heavily on something said at the beginning of the letter —or its real significance may not become apparent until the next page is read. The more cogently the letter was written, the riskier it would be to break it up arbitrarily. Moreover, part of the meaning of a document is the total impact it makes on the reader, and that meaning is often more than the sum of its parts.

Another way of stating these points is to say that specific sections in a New Testament letter must be read in context. As we have seen before, contextual interpretation is one of the most basic principles to keep in mind when we seek to understand what people say and write. Ironically, many readers tend to ignore this principle precisely when they need it the most, that is, when they are trying to make sense of a difficult passage.

A good example is Hebrews 6:4 –6, which seems to teach that Christians may fall away from the faith and that if they do, they cannot possibly be restored. Focusing on those verses in isolation from the rest of the book, readers have come up with a good number of interpretations, all of which can be defended in one way or another: (1) Christians may indeed lose their salvation permanently; (2) Christians may lose their salvation, but restoration is possible; (3) Christians may lose their rewards but not their salvation; (4) the passage describes people who are only professing Christians, not truly regenerate; (5) the passage is purely hypothetical; (6) the passage does not really deal with personal salvation but with broader Jewish Christian matters. And so on.

Since we wish to illustrate only one principle of interpretation, let’s  not be concerned for the time being about which of these understandings is correct, but only about how we should approach the problem. It is fair to say that most Christians who are troubled by this passage have only a vague idea of what Hebrews is all about, and even those who have tried to read the book with some care usually end up a little confused. Because its subject matter is not familiar to us, we find Hebrews a difficult epistle to understand. As a result, we try to make sense of 6:4 –6 —a very difficult passage in a difficult book —by ignoring its context, even though this is just the kind of passage that requires special attention to the context!

We ought to read the whole epistle straight through several times, perhaps with different English translations, until we become quite familiar with its contents, the concerns and apparent purposes of the author, the way the argument is developed, and so forth. One important feature we will discover is that 6:4 –6 is not the only passage of its kind in the book. In fact, there are four other so-called “warning passages” in Hebrews (2:1 –4; 3:7 –15 and continuing through chap. 4; 10:26 –31; and 12:25 –29). When we take the argument of the book as a whole, it seems most unlikely that these five warnings could be dealing with different situations. On the contrary, they provide a cumulative effect. The author is deeply concerned about his readers, and he is carefully trying to achieve his one great aim, that is, preventing them from committing some terrible sin that will bring down God’s   severe judgment.

Having recognized this feature of the letter, we will quickly dismiss some interpretations of 6:4 –6. For example, the idea that the passage is talking about the losing of rewards simply does not fit the character of the letter as a whole; it is an interpretation that cannot be supported from the context. Similarly, any view that downplays the personal element is also suspect, since the other warnings (esp. 3:12) make clear that what is at stake is one’s   individual relationship with God. Again, the view that takes the passage as purely hypothetical makes little sense. What is the point of writing a whole letter with such emotional and severe warnings to prevent something that cannot really happen?

Deciding among the remaining options is not easy and requires taking other factors into account. Nevertheless, one can see clearly that the more difficult a passage is, the more attention we need to pay to the context of the whole document.

READING THE NEW TESTAMENT LETTERS HISTORICALLY

Every written document should be read “historically” ;that is, we ought to take into account that it was written by a particular individual (or group of individuals) in a particular time in history and that it was motivated by some particular occasion. Nevertheless, some types of writing can be understood quite well even when we may know relatively little of their historical setting. Being able to read science textbooks in high school, for example, does not greatly depend on knowing who the authors were or what their historical situation may have been.2 In other words, textbooks are addressed to very broad audiences, to students all around the globe whose personal experiences vary enormously.

In contrast, think of a column in a high-school newspaper. In this case we have a writing addressed to a much more homogeneous audience. All the students share many important experiences and a base of common knowledge. They belong to a well-defined geographic region. They all know who the principal and most of the teachers are. More important, they share common perceptions about the school, the people who are part of it, and the challenges it offers. The school newspaper, therefore, will be understood by these students in a way that an outsider cannot grasp as easily —even the parents may struggle with it from time to time! Note also that, in contrast to textbooks, editorials in a student paper have a very short life expectancy.

What was a “hot topic” in a particular issue of the paper will possibly have no bearing whatever the following year or even the following month. What about the New Testament letters? Biblical scholars often refer to these letters as occasional writings. This term does not at all suggest that they are trivial or carelessly written documents. What scholars are seeking to emphasize is that Paul, for example, wrote his letters to meet specific historical needs. It’s  not as though the apostle, having nothing better to do, thought it might be a good idea to write a theological essay for anyone who might be interested in it! On the contrary, there was always a concrete occasion that motivated him to write these documents. Usually it was a matter of specific churches experiencing problems that had to be solved; in some cases, as with the Galatians, the need was urgent.

Because Paul’s letters also deal with principles that have permanent validity, it is easy for us to overlook their occasional character. If we wrest 1 Corinthians out of its historical context, the precise message of this document will escape us. Worse, we could misunderstand or misapply its meaning. Take chapter 7, verse 1: “It is good for a man not to marry” (lit., “not to touch a woman” ).Some have inferred from these words that marriage is a bad thing, to be avoided if at all possible. Such an interpretation, however, is hardly consistent with biblical teaching more generally, or even with Paul’s  own statements elsewhere (cf. Eph. 5:22 –33 and 1 Tim. 3:2; 4:3).

It appears that among the many issues that divided the Corinthian Christians one of the most significant had to do with differing ideas about sex and marriage. Some individuals in the church took a very loose view. They thought it was defensible
 for a Christian to be joined to a prostitute, for example (6:15 –16). When one in their midst became intimate with his stepmother, these individuals could not bring themselves to condemn him (5:1 –2). Another group in the church, perhaps in reaction, went to the other extreme. They believed that even in marriage, sex should be avoided (7:3 –5), so they might as well not get married at all. In support of their position, they probably appealed to the fact that Paul himself was single.

One can easily see the difficulty facing Paul. Since this stricter group opposed immorality, he wanted to support them as much as possible. Moreover, there are certain advantages in remaining single, so he did not want to condemn those who, for the right reasons, had chosen not to marry. Marriage, however, is a divine institution to be upheld, and there are also important practical reasons why most people should marry. So as he starts his discussion in chapter 7, Paul states what may have been some sort of motto among the stricter group: “It is good for a man not to touch a woman.” By doing so, he acknowledges that there is some truth to this group’s  position, but then he proceeds to qualify that statement and correct the abuses.

If, instead of writing a letter, Paul had composed a treatise on Christian ethics, we might reasonably expect a comprehensive chapter on marriage that gave a more “balanced” presentation. Because Paul wrote 1 Corinthians to address specific historical problems, however, chapter 7 must be understood in the light of those problems. Moreover, we need to keep in mind that, as a result, his instructions in that chapter are only a small part of what the Bible as a whole teaches about marriage.

How to Read between the Lines 

The following very important question may be raised, however: How can we tell what was the historical context of the New Testament letters? The book of Acts gives us some important information about Paul’s  ministry and thus provides a basic framework for reading the letters. Unfortunately, many details are missing.Historical documents outside the Bible shed interesting light here and there, but they still leave us with significant gaps. It turns out that, as a rule, we depend on internal evidence, that is, the information that we can get out of the letters themselves. The problem is that this evidence, for the most part, is indirect. Paul does not first describe the situation in Corinth, for example, before he proceeds to deal with that situation. He didn’t have to! The Corinthians were fully aware of the problems. We, in contrast, are forced to infer what the problems may have been. In other words, we have to “read between the lines” so as to reconstruct the historical context. For this reason some people may object to our emphasis on historical interpretation. They will argue that this approach injects too much subjectivity into the process, since different scholars will come up with different reconstructions.

This kind of objection is used not only by evangelical Christians who wish to guard the authority and clarity of Scripture. There is also a segment of contemporary scholarship that prefers to treat the New Testament letters strictly as literary objects, that is, more or less divorced from their historical context. One scholar sympathetic to this viewpoint complains that other scholars depend too heavily on “mirror-reading.” In his opinion, they assume too easily that in the text of Galatians, for example, they can see a reflection of the people who were causing trouble among the churches of Galatia.3

In response, we may readily grant that reading between the lines can be a dangerous exercise and that the method has frequently been abused. We must keep in mind, however, that every reading of every text requires some measure of reading between the lines. As we saw in chapter 1, understanding is possible only within the framework of assumed knowledge. Paul’s   brief letter to the Galatians would have become a multivolume encyclopedia if the apostle had spelled out every detail that forms part of the total network of knowledge relevant to his message.

So the question is not whether we should read between the lines, but how we should do it. Certainly, the more an interpretation depends on inferences (as opposed to explicit statements in the text), the less persuasive it is. If a historical reconstruction disturbs (rather than reinforces) the apparent meaning of a passage, we should be skeptical of it. In contrast, if a scholar proposes a reconstruction that arises out of the text itself, and if that reconstruction in turn helps to make sense of difficult statements in the text, we need not reject it on the grounds that it is just a theory.

A good criterion for assessing the validity as well as the value that a theory may have for exegesis is to ask this question: Could the interpretation of a particular passage be supported even if we did not have the theory? A good interpretation should not depend so heavily on inferences that it cannot stand on its own without the help of a theoretical construct. A theory about the historical situation may help us to become sensitive to certain features of the text that we might otherwise ignore, but it is the text that must be ultimately determinative.

Let us now go back to 1 Corinthians. Did our theory about the historical situation control our reading of the text, or did the text itself suggest the theory? Note that the issue came up because we were aware of a difficulty in the text. That is, at first blush Paul appears to say something that is inconsistent with other aspects of his teaching. Second, recall that we have clear information from chapters 5 –7 about disputes among the Corinthians regarding sexual behavior. In addition, chapter 7 begins with a reference to a letter that the Corinthians sent to Paul, and clearly it was that letter that raised the issue of marriage. We may say, then, that the basic thrust of our interpretation, while it was suggested by certain historical inferences, depends primarily on the text itself, not on fanciful speculation.

Other aspects of our interpretation may be less certain. For example, we mentioned the theory that the statement “It is good for a man not to touch a woman”  may have been a saying used by one of the Corinthian factions. There is no way to prove that theory right or wrong. But notice that the theory is not at all essential for the interpretation. Even if those words were original with Paul, our general reading of the passage can still be easily supported.

A good appreciation for the historical setting of a document can help us not only to deal with difficult verses; it can also enhance our understanding of a letter as a whole. Consider Paul’s  letter to the Philippians. Most Christians familiar with this book think immediately of Paul’s   repeated emphasis on the theme of joy as well as the remarkable “Christ-hymn” in 2:6 –11. These features, as well as the apostle’s   obvious warmth for his brothers and sisters in Philippi, have suggested to many readers that this church was a model congregation, perhaps without many problems.

A little reading between the lines, however, suggests a different picture. We do have some external evidence regarding this church, which was located in the province of Macedonia. For example, Acts 16 recounts the founding of the congregation by Paul, Silas, and Timothy. Moreover, 2 Corinthians 8:1 –5 makes clear that these believers were very poor and that in spite of their poverty they were unusually generous in supporting Paul’s  ministry. Paul comments on that very fact in Philippians itself, both at the beginning of the letter (1:5, where the word partnership almost surely refers to their financial support) and at the end (4:14 –16).

A careful reading of Philippians 4:10 –19 gives us the distinct impression that the congregation’s   financial troubles had become a growing concern. Paul had just received a gift from this church by the hand of their messenger, Epaphroditus (2:25). While the apostle wants to express his deepest thanks for that gift, he clearly wants to avoid the suggestion that material abundance is the key to his happiness (note esp. 4:11 and 17). He ends the passage by assuring them that God will meet their needs (v. 19).

Having noted these details, other features of the letter begin to fall into place in a new way. For example, Paul’s   strong exhortation not to become anxious (4:6 –7) should probably be related to their financial worries. Moreover, it would seem that the numerous references to joy
 in the letter indicate, not that the Philippians were a joyful bunch, but exactly the opposite. They had lost their Christian contentment, and Paul must urge them to recover it! A key to that recovery is for them to understand that true joy does not depend on what one has: “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances” (4:11). We are to rejoice in the Lord (3:1; 4:4) because we can do all things through him (4:13).

Even more serious, however, was the presence of dissension within the church. Most Bible readers do not think of the Philippians as having that sort of a problem, but they certainly did. The exhortations to unity and humility in 2:1 –4 are there for a reason. Some readers seem to assume that Paul simply thought it would be nice to talk about this subject! The introductory comments (v. 1) are full of emotion and reveal the apostle’s  deep concern, while the warning against selfishness (v. 4) is closely paralleled to what he had to say to that most divided of the early churches, the Corinthian congregation (see 1 Cor. 10:24). Paul even decides to name names. At the root of the dissension was some serious disagreement between two important members, Euodia and Syntyche (4:2 –3).

On the basis of Philippians 2:19 –30, moreover, one can reasonably infer what the church said to Paul in the message that accompanied their gift. “We are having serious problems, Paul. We need you here. If you cannot come, please send our dear friend Timothy. You can keep Epaphroditus for assistance.” Of course, the Philippians’ communication has not survived, so this message is speculative (another instance of historical reconstruction) and certainly not essential in understanding those verses. But the passage, and even Philippians as a whole, takes on a fresh meaning and makes much better sense when we read it in that light.

In any case, it is easy to see how our perception of a letter can be significantly enhanced if we make the effort to identify its historical origins. Again, we should remember that the reason we are able to understand contemporary letters sent to us is that we are fully cognizant of their origin and context (and the reason we sometimes misunderstand those letters is precisely some gap in our knowledge of the context). Note further that treating the New Testament letters historically is an important method for successfully applying the first section of this chapter, that is, the need to read letters as whole documents. If we do so, we will not only be able to appreciate the total message of the letters, but we will also be in a much better position to solve any specific interpretive problems that we may come across.

READING THE NEW TESTAMENT LETTERS AS LITERARY DOCUMENTS

One of the reasons the New Testament letters are sometimes referred to as epistles is that they seem more formal in character than one expects from typical personal correspondence. We need to strike a balance here. Since Paul wrote these documents as an apostle, one should indeed expect something more than hurriedly written scribbles. The very fact that he used secretaries suggests special care in his writing.4 In recent decades, scholars have begun to give greater recognition to the literary qualities of the New Testament letters. It is apparent, for example, that Paul had some awareness of the techniques taught by teachers of rhetoric in the ancient world. Just how great was his knowledge of rhetorical methods is a matter of debate. Similarly, not all scholars agree over whether Paul was making conscious use of these techniques. We may continue to insist that Paul did not view his letters primarily as literary works for general publication; however, there is much to be learned from current studies about the rhetorical character of the biblical documents.

No letter has received more attention in this respect than Paul’s   epistle to the Christians in Galatia. That fact alone is suggestive. Given the highly emotional and urgent tone of this letter, one would not expect it to be a carefully crafted work. Indeed, Galatians has often been used as evidence that Paul could write in a “rough” style. (One of the best-known examples of this roughness is Galatians 2:4 –5, which strictly speaking is an incomplete sentence in the Greek.) At the same time, scholars have recognized that the argument of the letter is disciplined and well thought out. But just how literary is this work?

We may begin by noting some fairly obvious items about the structure of Galatians. As he does in his other letters, Paul begins this one with a salutation (“Paul to so-and-so: grace and peace” )and ends with a benediction (6:18). Moreover, we can identify a longer section as the introduction to the letter (1:1 –10) and another one as the conclusion (6:11 –18). Between these two sections we have the body of the letter, which in turn is divided into several sections. The first one (1:11 –2:21), in which Paul seems to defend his independent authority, has a historical flavor; the second one (3:1 –4:31) is more argumentative and doctrinal; the third (5:1 –6:10) is primarily hortatory, that is, it is characterized by exhortations.5

When we receive a letter from a friend, we usually do not try to come up with an outline. Why should we do it with Paul’s   letters? Part of the answer is that these letters are a little longer (in the case of Romans and 1 –2 Corinthians, much longer) than the typical personal letter. Keeping in mind where the shifts in topic occur helps orient the reader. But there is a more fundamental issue here. Even a friend’s   casual letter has a certain structure, whether the writer was conscious of it or not. In some cases, to be sure, the argument may be a little incoherent, and one could not come up with an intelligible outline. It is always true, however, that our ability to understand a letter (or any other document) is tied to how accurately we perceive its structure. This process of identification is largely unconscious, but if we receive a longer and more complicated letter, we may start asking ourselves structural kinds of questions (“Is the lawyer talking about something else in this paragraph, or am I missing the connection?” ).The more explicit we are about these issues, the more sensitive we become to the information that the context provides.

In addition, this kind of study provides the means of comparing the various letters with one another so that we can identify what is distinctive to each of them. For example, as we study the salutations in Paul’s letters, we find that most of them are very brief. Only two of them, those in Romans and Galatians, are expanded to include substantive material. In the case of Galatians, this detail may well be additional evidence of the urgency with which Paul wrote this letter. No sooner has he mentioned his title of apostle than he feels the need to deny one of the accusations that prompted the writing of the letter, so he assures us: “an apostle — sent not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father.” 

The second part of the introduction (1:6 –10) is even more interesting. At this point in his other letters Paul consistently expresses his thanks (or utters a blessing) to God for the people to whom he is writing. Here, however, instead of beginning with “I thank my God,” he exclaims, “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ!” someone familiar with Paul’s   letters would find this remark completely unexpected, and it is the unexpected that makes the greatest impression on us. More important, for Paul to diverge in this way from his practice tells us a great deal about his mood and motivation in writing Galatians.

So far so good. Very few people would object to this kind of discussion or to the outline on which it is based. But is it possible that Paul made greater use of literary techniques? A long time ago it was noticed that in Galatians 4:4 –5 the apostle seems to use a chiasm, that is, an ordering of clauses in an A-B-B’-A’pattern:

God sent his Son, born of a woman, {A}

born under the law, {B}

to redeem those under the law {B’}

that we might receive the full rights of sons. {A’}

Taking his cue from this passage —as well as from other evidence that chiasms were used frequently in the ancient world —a New Testament scholar in the 1960s believed he detected other and more sophisticated
 chiasms in Galatians.6 Indeed, he proposed that Galatians as a whole was one immense chiasm, composed of secondary chiasms, which in turn were made up of tertiary chiasms, and so on. The notion that Paul, or any other sane person, would invest the time and effort to compose that sort of writing for no apparent benefit (after all, it took twenty centuries for someone to discover it) was too much for contemporary scholars, most of whom have not been persuaded by this theory. The biggest objection to it, however, is that it works only by forcing the evidence. While some of the chiasms proposed by the author are intriguing and may be valid, many others can hardly be considered a natural reading of the text.

More persuasive, though still debatable, is the suggestion that Galatians reflects in its structure the rhetorical principles of ancient Greek and Latin oratory. Particularly influential has been the proposal that Galatians was composed as an “apologetic letter,” with the following sections:

Epistolary prescript, 1:1 –5

Exordium (introduction of the facts), 1:6 –11

Narratio (statement of the facts), 1:12 –2:14

Propositio (summary of legal content of narratio), 2:15 –21 Probatio (proofs or arguments), 3:1 –4:31

Exhortatio (exhortations), 5:1 –6:10

Epistolary postscript, 6:11 –187

Some scholars have disputed the precise identification of Galatians as an apologetic letter; others have objected to various details of the outline. Even this careful outline is not able to account for all the facts (e.g., the exhortations do not fit any known pattern in formal letter writing). More fundamental is the objection that for Paul to follow in such detail the rules of oratory seems inconsistent with his disavowal of eloquent speech (1 Cor. 2:1 –5; 2 Cor. 11:6; Col. 2:4).

Whatever the problems, there has been a growing recognition of the need to analyze the letters of the New Testament in the light of ancient rhetorical practices. This development in modern scholarship has had some valuable repercussions, not the least of which is a renewed appreciation for the wholeness and coherence of these documents. An interesting example is Paul’s  letter to the Philippians. In the past, some scholars have argued that Philippians is really made up of two or three different letters. Recent rhetorical studies, however, have shown that this document is a literary whole and that fragmentation theories cannot account for its structure.

READING THE NEW TESTAMENT LETTERS THEOLOGICALLY

Even after we have made a special effort to understand the epistles as whole documents, inquiring into their historical context and literary structure, we are left with a crucial task —theological interpretation. In the history of modern biblical scholarship, this task has often been minimized, ignored, or even rejected altogether as something that lies outside the responsibility of the interpreter. In recent decades, however, the validity of theological reflection has become widely recognized. Since the New Testament letters, especially Paul’s  ,address theological issues more directly and extensively than other parts of Scripture, discussions of Pauline theology are now more numerous than grains of sand on the seashore.

To be sure, scholars have diverse ideas about what it means to interpret the Bible theologically. For some, it seems to be an exercise in discovering “contradictions”  among the biblical authors (e.g., Paul vs. James) or even between two writings by the same author (e.g., Romans vs. Galatians). At the other extreme, some conservative scholars devote so much of their attention to the common features among the writers of Scripture that the biblical message becomes “flattened.” 

Here, as is so often the case, balance is needed. On the one hand, an evangelical commitment to the divine unity of Scripture certainly implies that we must interpret individual books within the total theological context of the Bible so that the connection between the parts and the whole becomes as clear as possible. On the other hand, sensitivity to the human and historical character of Scripture will lead us to recognize and even emphasize the distinctiveness of each portion. Indeed, one of the most useful hermeneutical guidelines we can use consists in asking of each writing: “Why did God include this book in the canon? What is its distinctive contribution to the whole teaching of Scripture? What is its place in the history of revelation?” 

When scholars approach the Bible theologically, a very common topic of discussion is whether they can identify a unifying element in a writer’s   thought. Accordingly, much ink has been spilled on such subjects as “the center of Pauline theology.” Whether or not we can come up with such a center —that is, with a doctrinal nucleus that accounts for everything else Paul teaches —is a question that need not trouble us. It is clear, however, that Paul did pay attention to foundational concepts, and if we wish to interpret his writings responsibly, we need to consider how those basic ideas relate to specific passages.

At the time of the Protestant Reformation, theological studies focused on the apostle’s   teaching about the individual’s   justification by faith and not by works. Nowadays, however, some argue vigorously that this understanding, motivated by Luther’s   personal experiences, reflects a distortion of Paul. Such a criticism is surely an extreme overreaction. One can still argue persuasively that the doctrine of justification by faith functions as a kind of conceptual adhesive that helps to make sense of much of Paul’s   teaching. Nevertheless, there is some truth in every falsehood, and modern scholars make a significant point when they argue that a broader issue, the relationship between Jews and Gentiles, should play a more prominent role in our interpretation of Paul’s   teaching.

Even the argument of Galatians 3, so crucial for the doctrine of justification, is motivated and undergirded by a bigger, overarching question: Who are the true descendants of Abraham? One could make a case for the view that the very structure of the epistle to the Romans is motivated by the same question. To ask such a question, however, is to reflect on the nature of redemptive history and thus on the way God has fulfilled his promises. As we saw in our discussion of the Gospels, a central aspect of jesus’  teaching was precisely the theme of fulfillment. Because his announcement that the kingdom of God had come implied the arrival of the “last days,” we may think of his message as having a basic eschatological character.

Not surprisingly, some scholars have detected a similar emphasis in other parts of the New Testament, especially in Paul’s  writings.8 Indeed, it is clear that Paul saw the coming of Christ —in particular, his resurrection and exaltation —as the most important turning point in the history of redemption. The eschatological focus of Paul’s  teaching is sometimes very explicit, as in 1 Corinthians 10:11, where he says that Christians experience “the fulfillment [lit., the end] of the ages.” Even where it is not spelled out, however, this theme seems to provide the framework for Paul’s  theology in general.

This perspective can be very helpful in correcting our understanding of specific passages. For example, in Romans 1:3 –4, where Paul appears to summarize the essence of the gospel he preaches, he describes Christ as one who, on the one hand, “was born out of the seed of David according to the flesh,” but on the other hand “was determined Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness out of the resurrection of the dead” (lit. trans.). Traditionally, this statement was understood as a reference to the two natures of Christ, with the word flesh indicating his human nature, and the word spirit, his divine nature. The resulting idea was that jesus’ divinity was demonstrated at the resurrection. This view is partly reflected in the NIV: “who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead” (italics added; however, see now TNIV).

Some interpreters, however, have argued persuasively that the passage does not refer to
 the two (coexisting) natures of Christ, but rather to the two (successive) stages of his messianic work, that is, his humiliation and his exaltation.9 Although Christ was eternally divine, the title Son of God here probably refers to what he became at the resurrection, namely, the victorious, exalted Messiah (the verb translated “declared” by the NIV has a much stronger force, such as “determine, set, appoint” ).Christ’s  two stages, therefore, reflect two different periods in redemptive history: the present evil age of the flesh, and the future glorious age of the Spirit. The close relationship between the resurrected Christ and the Holy Spirit is emphasized in other passages, such as Romans 8:11; 1 Corinthians 15:44 –45; and 2 Corinthians 3:17 –18.

The marvelous truth encapsulated in Romans 1:3 –4 and parallel passages, therefore, is that with Christ’s   resurrection the future age becomes a reality now, at least in part, for those who are united with Christ in that resurrection. Indeed, in chapter 6 of the same letter, the apostle describes Christians as those who have died with Christ and have also been raised with him to a new life. Because the Holy Spirit, who is the essence of the age to come, has been given to us as the first installment of our inheritance (see Eph. 1:13 –14), we have in a very real sense been transported to heaven and sit there with Christ (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:1 –4; cf. Phil. 3:20).

But isn’t the “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) still with us? Doesn’t Paul recognize that Christians continue to live “in the flesh” (Gal. 2:20 lit.; NIV, “in the body” )? This is precisely where the significance of the Pauline message becomes apparent. In Jewish thought, “this world” was supposed to end with the inauguration of “the age to come.” In contrast, according to Paul (and his view is reflected elsewhere in the New Testament), the new age of the Spirit in effect overlaps the old age of the flesh. Theologians often speak of this perspective as an “already –not yet” tension. While Jesus, with his coming, did bring in the kingdom of God and thus has already conquered the forces of the enemy, yet sin and misery continue to be with us until the consummation.

This truth has far-reaching implications for the way we interpret the New Testament. It is clear, for example, that Paul’s  difficult statements about the Mosaic law must be related to his understanding of flesh and death. Although the apostle clearly understands that law was divinely given and therefore inherently good —implying that it has relevance for the  (Rom. 7:12; 1 Cor. 7:19; Gal. 5:14) —yet he affirms that, in the weakness of the flesh, it became an instrument of sin and death (cf. Rom. 7:8 –10; 8:3; 1 Cor. 15:56; 2 Cor. 3:6 –8). The Mosaic covenant was a temporary arrangement, anticipating the coming of Christ (Gal. 3:23 –25).

Again, the doctrine of sanctification is greatly illumined by Paul’s   eschatological approach. The conflict between the flesh and the Spirit experienced by believers (Gal. 5:16 –26) reflects a struggle, not precisely between two parts of each individual, but rather between two forces of cosmic proportions. However, since we have already died to sin and are not under subjection to the law but alive to God, we are assured that sin will not have dominion over us (Rom. 6:14). In the light of this assurance, moreover, the believer’s   responsibility to lead an obedient life becomes very clear. If sin has been dethroned, we simply have no excuse when we disobey God. The Spirit of Christ has freed us from sin and death. May we learn to “put to death the misdeeds of the body” as children of God who are led by his Spirit (Rom. 8:13 –14).

READING THE NEW TESTAMENT LETTERS AS AUTHORITATIVE DOCUMENTS

We must conclude this chapter with a brief but important reminder that the Epistles of the New Testament, no less than the rest of Scripture, come to us from God himself and thus bear his authority. As Paul wrote his letters, he did so with the consciousness of speaking the words of God (1 Thess. 2:13), and he did not hesitate to exercise his apostolic authority when necessary (2 Thess. 3:6).

This point needs to be made because our emphasis on the letters as historical documents could lead to a downplaying of their significance as Scripture. It is not unusual to hear comments about the contextualized character of these books — the implication being that they may have been relevant at one time in a particular historical context, but not now. As with all error, there is a measure of truth in this approach. For example, most Christians today do not believe that it is necessary for women to cover their heads in worship, as 1 Corinthians 11:5 seems to say. The reason normally given is that Paul was probably addressing a cultural practice that is foreign to us. Without question, certain commands and principles in Scripture (and not in the letters only!) are difficult to apply in our day; we shall return to this topic in a later chapter.

We must not conclude, however, that this kind of difficulty is typical. Generally speaking, a knowledge of the historical situation helps us to refine our understanding of the commands of Scripture, but it does not remove their validity for us. One must have very persuasive textual reasons to decide that a particular passage in the letters of the New Testament is so historically conditioned that it has no present applicability. After all, the Scripture has been given to us as something “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16).

A staggering 27 percent of the Bible deals with predictions about the future, even though the function of foretelling (predicting something about the future) is less prominent as a feature among the prophets than that of forth-telling (declaring God’s  word so as to effect personal and social changes to the glory of God). However, prophecy is not “prewritten history,” but it exhibits the characteristics of intelligibility, definiteness, and organic unity with the promise-plan of God.

In spite of the popular evangelical aphorism that “the prophets wrote better than they knew,” the prophets’ self-understanding of their prophecies is exhibited by their awareness of (1) the results of their words, (2) the implications of their prophecies, (3) the knowledge of things that were humanly impossible to know, and (4) the relationship of contemporary events and circumstances to future events in the same series of happenings.

There are three types of prophecies: conditional, unconditional, and sequential. Each must be interpreted according to its type, or general confusion will result.

To express the future, the prophets often used terms, events, and persons from the past. They also employed a number of recurring prophetic formulas to mark the presence of a passage about the future. This did not lead to a “double sense” interpretation of prophecy, but to a complex single sense in which the “now” and the “not-yet” (known as “inaugurated eschatology” )were seen as definite pieces of one whole meaning, connected in the interim by a series of multiple fulfillments.
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Chapter 12

What about the Future?

The Meaning of Prophecy
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The topic of prophecy all too frequently produces one of two extremes in readers and interpreters: a wholesale avoidance and a general apathy toward the subject (usually due to the excesses observed in its use by some), or the creation of a hobbyhorse. Both responses are inadequate and in need of the balance that is presented in the biblical text.

Prophecy is a much larger biblical genre than most people think. Many connect the word prophecy with the idea of futurology. But the bulk of prophecy in both the Earlier Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings), the Latter Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and the twelve minor prophets), along with the New Testament prophets, actually involved God’s   messengers speaking the word of God to a contemporary culture that needed to be challenged to cease its resistance to the word of God and to change its ways. As such, these prophets were “forth-tellers.” 

The aspect of prophecy that is more difficult to interpret is the portion that deals with foretelling. The number of predictions about the future in the Bible is so large in both Testaments that it carries with it a silent rebuke for any who have been hesitant to enter into the study of this subject.

According to the calculations of J. Barton Payne, there are 8,352 verses with predictive material in them out of 31,124 verses in the whole Bible —a staggering 27 percent of the Bible deals with predictions about the future. Payne calculated that the Old Testament contained 6,641 verses on the future (out of 23,210 total, or 28.6 percent), while the New Testament has 1,711 (out of 7,914 verses, or 21.6 percent). Altogether, these 8,352 verses discuss 737 separate prophetic topics! The only books without any predictive material are Ruth and Song of Songs in the Old Testament and Philemon and 3 John in the New Testament. The other sixty-two books of the Bible are all represented in one or more of the 737 prophetic topics gathered by Payne.1

The Old Testament books with the highest percentage of future prophecies are Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Isaiah, with 65, 60, and 59 percent of their total verses, respectively, containing prophetic material. In the New Testament, the top three are Revelation, Matthew, and Luke, with 63, 26, and 23 percent of their total corpus respectively.

It thus is clear that prophecy about the future cannot be passed off lightly if we are to do justice to presenting the whole Bible as God gave it. Any declaration of the whole counsel of God needs to interact with these prophetic themes on a fairly wide scale, given the fact that so much of the content of the Bible is concerned with this topic.

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF BIBLICAL PROPHECY

Biblical prophecy has its own unique set of distinctive features and characteristics that at once set it off from every other imitation. At the turn of the nineteenth century, Robert B. Girdlestone enumerated the following six characteristics:

1. Biblical prophecy plainly foretells things to come without clothing them in ambiguities similar to some of the oracles of the pagan nations.

2. Biblical prophecy is designed and intended to be a prediction rather than a retrospective declaration, an unwitting prophecy, or a “lucky guess” that just happened by chance to come to pass.

3. It is written, published, or proclaimed prior to the event it refers to and is a happening that could not have been foreseen by ordinary human sagacity.

4. It is subsequently fulfilled in accordance with the words of the original prediction.

5. Prophecy does not work out its own fulfillment, but it stands as a witness until the event has taken place.

6. A biblical prophecy is not an isolated prediction, but it can be correlated with other prophecies and as such is one of a long series of predictions.2

Not all prophecies, of course, fit every one of the six characteristics given here. But where these exceptions exist, they still exhibit the general thrust and spirit of all six descriptions. Let’s   examine some of the features of biblical prophecy in more detail.

Intelligibility

A popular slogan in days past tended to call prophecy “prewritten history.” But if that were true in every sense of the word, then prophecy would be as plain and clear as history writing. But prophecy has an enigmatic aspect to it, even as God acknowledged in his word to Moses in Numbers 12:6 –8. In this text, Moses is said to have two distinct advantages over other prophets who followed him. First, God spoke to Moses directly (lit., “mouth to mouth, clearly” ),whereas he would speak to the prophets in riddles (lit., “dark speeches” ).Second, God appeared to Moses directly, while he would reveal himself to the prophets in visions and dreams. This surely marks a contrast between the clarity, ease of interpreting, and directness that is to be observed in Moses as compared to other prophets in the Bible.

However, this admission must not be pushed to the extreme of saying that nothing can be understood of the prophetic material until God establishes the word of his servant in its later fulfillment. Usually the way we get entrapped on this count is to slip the word fully into the affirmation, as in: “prophecy is not intended to be fully understood before its fulfillment.” As it stands, of course, that is a true statement, but it is redundant. Naturally, the proof is in the pudding, as we say. But the question as to whether anything of the prediction was known by the writers of this word prior to its fulfillment is the point we are contending for here.

There is a sense in which all prophecy was intended to communicate an adequate understanding of the future for the first audience to whom it was directed, even if it came in a riddle form, often accompanied by symbols, clothed in a vision, and not being entirely clear. Such observations have led to long discussions and debates over whether prophecies should be understood “literally,” “figuratively,”  or “spiritually.” 

What is meant by the literal sense? Raymond Brown defined it as “the sense which the human author intended and which his words convey.” 3 Although prophecy indeed uses far more figurative language, including symbols, figures of speech, allegories, and parables, than does narrative or didactic prose, this is not to say that the words or terms used are without real referents. One must assume the primacy of the grammatical, plain, straightforward, simple sense before one searches for what is “contained in” or “falls within” or is “beneath” or “based on” the literal sense.

It is preferable, then, to take prophecy in its natural, straightforward sense as it was intended by the writer. But one must remember
 that when we say “literal”  in this case, it simply means that words are to be taken according to their normal  grammatical and philological sense; indeed, this is the meaning of the classic grammatico-historical method of interpretation. Although a fair portion of the words are of a figurative type, they are no less meaningful, despite the fact that they are figurative, for the author still meant to say something by his use of these words.

The question of the so-called “spiritual sense” is much more complex. This sense is usually not determined from explicitly stated authorial intentions or from the fact that figurative language is used in these prophecies. Often it is said to be between the lines rather than identifiable from the grammar of the verse itself. Alternatively, the value is first established in the New Testament and then viewed as a new sense given to an older reading, since in the progress of revelation, it is argued, God has the right to introduce such new values for older readings. In that regard, then, usually such new readings for old values are statements that arise from the assumptions one has brought to the passage based upon one’s  theological frame of reference. (The problem, however, is not to be found in the fact that the interpreter comes with a set of assumptions, or from within a “hermeneutical spiral” or “circle.” We must admit that we all approach the text as the products of our backgrounds, experiences, and previous understandings. Yet we all must test such assumptions against the whole tenor of Scripture and particularly against the evidence from the passage under examination.)

A related question is, Can ancient word values intended by the Old Testament writers to have one set of meanings be given another new set of values without distorting the general intention of the original statement? One key issue that has divided interpreters into separate schools of thought is the way we interpret “Israel”  in the Old Testament text. Since it is clear from Scripture that there is only one “people of God,” some have concluded that the word church can now be read and substituted for certain key Old Testament prophecies about the future of “Israel.”  The rationale for this substitution is usually stated as being the progress of revelation and the unity of the people of God mentioned here. But unless this identification can be formally located in the Old Testament text itself, this interpretation would be a case of eisegesis, or reading a meaning (here, gained from the New Testament as a whole) back into an earlier text (here, the Old Testament).

Those wishing to maintain such a “spiritual sense” would perhaps appeal to what has been called the “analogy of faith,” 4 a method that would apply insights from systematic theology into the practice of doing exegesis. Some have argued against just such a practice, however, wishing to base exegesis as much as possible solely on the conclusions that are supported by the analysis of particular texts before bringing in the rest of the Scriptures on this topic as summaries and further elaboration.

In response, those defending the use of analogy of faith argue that it is appropriate to “read into” the Old Testament, since the author of both Testaments is the same —God —and he is the one who kept adding to his own revelation in the course of giving us the two Testaments. For the present, let us note that both “progress of revelation” and “analogy of faith” must be defined much more accurately if we are to reflect what the church has meant by these terms. The progress of revelation has an organic aspect in which the identity of the germ contained in the earliest mention of a theme continues in the buildup of that theme as the same seminal idea takes on a more developed form in later revelation. The analogy of faith thus does not establish additional meanings for older texts, but collects those already present in a rudimentary or seminal form and now expresses these more fully by further exegesis in the progress of revelation.5

Definiteness

Our Lord did warn us that unlike Moses, a certain opaqueness or enigmatic quality would be attached to what the other prophets had to say. This is not due to a lack of precision on their part or on the part of the divine Revealer. Rather, it has to do more with things like “prophetic perspective,” “corporate solidarity,” and a blending of such temporal aspects as “the here and the now,” the “already” with the “not yet” types of disclosures to be found in this kind of literature.

“Prophetic perspective” occurs quite frequently in the Old Testament prophets. It is the phenomenon of blending together both the near and the distant aspects of the prediction in one and the same vision. Thus, Joel predicts that as a result of the people’s   response to the prophet’s  summons to repent, God would reverse the devastation brought on by the locust plague, the contemporary manifestation of the Day of the Lord, by sending rain showers immediately (Joel 2:23). However, he would also later on send such a downpour of the Holy Spirit that it would affect everyone (vv. 28 –29). This latter aspect was realized only later —in part, at Pentecost (Acts 2:16). Yet it too awaits a full and final realization at the second coming of Christ (Joel 2:30 –31).

Here is one of the aspects of prophecy that adds difficulty to its interpretation. Some have referred to this same phenomenon as “prophetic foreshortening.” The common illustration is that of two distant mountain peaks that give little hint to the viewer as to how much distance (read: time) lies between the two. In the same way, interpreters looking across the corridor of time tend to see later events connected with the original context. Old Testament prophets thus saw the first coming of our Lord as blending with events connected with his second coming.

Another way to illustrate this blending of the near and the distant aspects of prophecy is to picture the prophet looking through the sights of a gun barrel. The sight on the rifle closest to his eye lines up with the sight out on the end of the barrel; in exactly the same way he is aware of the near fulfillment(s) and the way that they participate in the ultimate fulfillment. However, the interpreter must be careful to note that even though there may be a multiple number of fulfillments, in the prophet’s   mind, they are united together as one sense and meaning, since all the fulfillments participate in the organic unity and wholeness to which each member of the future enactments belongs.

This outlook on prophecy is known as “inaugurated eschatology.” such an outlook has an “already-fulfilled” and a “not-yet fulfilled” aspect for many of the predictions in both the Old and New Testaments. Accordingly, many “antichrists” had already come, some were currently on the scene, but the final “antichrist” would put in his appearance at the end of the age, according to several passages but particularly 1 John 2:18. This compares well with 1 John 4:3: “This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.” 

Likewise, Elijah the prophet had ministered and would yet come again, but John the Baptist also had come in the “spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17). Nevertheless, God would once again send “the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes” (Mal. 4:5). Jesus, of course, confirmed this same understanding when he taught in Matthew 11:14 that “if you are willing to accept it, [John the Baptist] is the Elijah who is to come.” Jesus later added in Matthew 17:11 –12, “To be sure, Elijah comes and will restore all things. But I tell you, Elijah has already come, and they did not recognize him, but have done to him everything they wished.” On the face of it, it would appear as if Jesus answered “yes” and “no.”  John the Baptist was indeed the fulfillment of the promise that Elijah would come before the great day of the Lord comes, but he came only in the “spirit” and “power”  of Elijah. If you are able to receive it, Jesus admonished, there would still be a future coming of an Elijah. Who that would be and in what way it would happen were left unresolved by any further revelation until it is fulfilled. But it is clear that prophecy had both a “now” and a “not-yet” aspect.

It is little wonder, then, that so many have trouble deciding how definite the prophetic word is when it has such a complex number of fulfillments, even if all of these multiple
 fulfillments have a single, organically related, and unified wholeness to their one meaning. The best way to describe this wholeness is to illustrate it by the messianic line. Each son born in the Abrahamic and Davidic line was a real fulfillment and a real earnest, or down payment, on the climactic fulfillment coming at the end of the series, each functioning as God’s  placeholder and as empirical evidence in history that God’s  word about the Messiah’s  first and second comings was trustworthy. All the while, each son continued to be a pointer to the one who would embody all that any in the series ever was and more. It is here that the concept of corporate solidarity comes into the discussion, for each one in the Davidic line was at once part of the One (who was to come) and the many (in the line of the “seed” ).

Organic Unity

Frequently, the pattern of biblical revelation is to begin by presenting one of the great topics of prophecy in a broad and bold outline, leaving it to subsequent revelations to expand and develop the theme. This interdependence of prophetic discussions within the biblical text becomes most important for the interpreter; we cannot assume that each prediction is a sealed unit to itself. It seldom is!

The prophecies about Christ begin in germ form in Genesis 3:15. But they go on from that point to reappear with God “dwelling” with Shem (9:26 –27) and with his identifying the “seed” of Abraham (12:3; 15:2 –8; 18:18) and the “seed” of the rest of the patriarchs and the line of David. Likewise, Balaam’s  oracle (Num. 24:17 –24) contains the prophetic germ of many of the later prophecies against some of the same nations, who had taken up their positions against the people of God (e.g., Amos 1 –2; Isa. 13 –23; Jer. 46 –51; and Ezek. 25 –32).

Sometimes the same prophet repeated a similar prophecy on the same topic. Thus, the prophet Daniel repeated the same subject of the destiny of the four world empires, as opposed to the coming of the kingdom of God with the leadership of the Son of man, in Daniel 7 as he had described earlier in chapter 2. Daniel 2 treats the external aspect of these world powers, while chapter 7 looks at them from their interior aspects. Similarly, the two-horned ram and the shaggy he-goat of Daniel 8 are but a repetition of the second and third world empires of Daniel 2 and 7 (as Daniel is told in 8:20 –21).

THE PROPHETS’ SELF-UNDERSTANDING OF THEIR PROPHECIES

One of the most often-repeated clichés  given in answer to the question about the prophets’ awareness of what they wrote is that “the prophets wrote better than they knew.” The prophets had an adequate understanding of what they preached and wrote, but this is not to say that they were fully cognizant or knew all the ramifications of their writings. Especially the time and the exact manner in which God would fulfill his promises in the future was often as much unknown to them as it is to us. However, they did not preach words that had no meaning for them until modern New Testament exegetes interpreted it for the first time. God did not inspire the writers of Scripture at the cost of bypassing their rational faculties. The evidences for the prophets’ self-awareness of their messages are fourfold.6

1. The prophets were aware of the results of their prophecies

So cognizant of what was being asked of him was Jonah that he fled in the opposite direction. He did not want his preaching to be the occasion of the repentance of a nation that had had such a bloody and cruel relationship to his own (Jonah 4:3). In like manner, Micaiah ben Imlah knew right well how objectionable his prophecy would be to King Ahab; therefore, he deliberately gave an ironic, misleading prophecy at first (1 Kings 22:15b). Moreover, he also knew what would happen to the false prophets in Zedekiah’s  band (v. 25: they would “hide in an inner room” )and what would happen to King Ahab in the battle for which he sought divine guidance before engaging in it (v. 28: he would not return safely).

2. The prophets were aware of the implications of their prophecies

When the prophet Amos was shown in separate visions that God would send locusts to eat up the second mowing and a fire to consume all, he objected and begged God to relent (Amos 7:1 –6). How could Amos have prayed as an intercessor if he had had no idea what the two visions meant? In contrast, Jeremiah was forbidden to intervene with God in prayer on behalf of Judah, since things in Judah had gone too far to turn around (Jer. 7:16; 11:14; 14:11). No longer was it a matter of conditional fulfillment if the people did not repent; instead, God’s  word described what would happen no matter what. And Jeremiah knew it too!

3. The prophets were told things that were humanly impossible to know

Time after time, the prophet Elisha warned the king of Israel to be on his guard in one specific place after another (e.g., 2 Kings 6:9). In fact, Elisha told the Israelite king “the very words” that the Syrian king spoke in his bedroom (v. 12b). Such incidents show clearly what it meant to be a recipient of revelation. Not only were these prophets told secrets from the bedrooms of the enemy, but they were transported by way of a vision to see what was going on miles away from them. Thus, Ezekiel was shown what was happening in Jerusalem while he was in Babylon, more than 1,200 miles away from his homeland of Israel (Ezek. 8:3b –11:25). Thus, instead of an opacity, the prophets spoke with a keenness, a sense of detail, and an understanding that is unrivaled anywhere.

4. The prophets related their predictions to contemporary events and circumstances

A description of the distant future with no ties to the present could hardly be expected to hold the interest of the prophet’s   audience or have any real personal and practical impact on their lives. That is why prophecies have their roots in the particular contemporaneous events of the times of the prophet. In some cases God explained first what he was going to do before the prophet passed it on to the audience to which it was addressed (Ezek. 14:2 –11; Dan. 7:16 –28; 12:8 –10). The Lord assured Amos that he did “nothing without revealing his plan to his servants the prophets” (Amos 3:7). Amos’s   response was: “The Sovereign LORD has spoken — who can but prophesy?” (3:8). There was a divine imperative about prophecy once God had spoken, and that obligation was not fulfilled until the prophet’s  contemporaries had had a chance to respond to it.

Surely it is clear that the prophets wrote only what was told them by God. In each case, they had an understanding of what they wrote that was adequate to perceive the implications and results of what they were saying.

PRINCIPLES FOR INTERPRETING PROPHECY

Girdlestone warned that “there is no royal road to the scientific study of prophecy.” 7 Two prominent reasons for such a conclusion are the enigmatic nature of a large part of the prophetic materials and the exceedingly large amount of biblical materials that exist on virtually every prophetic topic.

The following guidelines are given to help the interpreter through the more difficult waters of prophecy. In many cases, where special problems (e.g., symbols, types, or apocalyptic language) do not appear in the text, the interpreter can generally proceed much as one would for other prose passages. But in most prophetic material, one or more of the following four guidelines will need to be heeded.

1. Unconditional prophecies must be distinguished from conditional and sequential ones

Prophecies of the Bible may be classified on the basis of their fulfillment: conditional, unconditional, or sequential. All three types appear fairly regularly and are accompanied by indicators in the text that help the reader or interpreter to distinguish between them.

Unconditional Prophecy

The actual list of unconditional prophecies is not long, but they occupy the most pivotal spots in the history of redemption. These promises are unilateral in that they do not depend in any sense for their fulfillment on any mortal’s  obedience or pledge to maintain them. Typically they are found in a covenantal structure.

The unconditional covenant in Genesis 15, in which God ceremonially passed between the pieces laid out for the covenant ceremony, is significant. In such ceremonies usually the sacrificial animals were cut in half and placed opposite each other to form an aisle so that the ones making the covenant
 could pass through this aisle. Should any of the persons passing down this aisle fail to keep the oath they had sworn to maintain, their lives would be forfeited, just as the animal’s  lives that had formed the aisle had been lost (cf. Jer. 34:13).

With this background we can see why Genesis 15:9 –21 is so significant for the Abrahamic covenant. There God, pictured as a smoking torch, passed between the cut-up animals and promised his covenant to Abraham, but Abraham himself did not pass through.8 This is what made the covenant unilateral, or one-sided, and therefore unconditional on the part of God.

Other unconditional covenants are God’s   covenant with the seasons (Gen. 8:21 –22); God’s   promise of a dynasty, kingdom, and a dominion for David and his descendant(s) (2 Sam. 7:8 –16); God’s   promise of the New Covenant (Jer. 31:31 –34); and God’s   promise of the new heavens and the new earth (Isa. 65:17 –19; 66:22 –24). These promises pertain to our salvation through the seed of Abraham and David and the New Covenant, along with God’s  work of maintaining the seasons and restoring the new heavens and new earth.

Conditional Prophecy

The majority of prophecies in the Old Testament are conditional. Almost all of these predictions rest on Leviticus 26 or Deuteronomy 28 –32. These two texts give a number of specific consequences that will result from either obedience or disobedience to God’s  word. The sixteen writing prophets of the Old Testament quote from or allude to these two texts hundreds of times.9

The most distinctive characteristic of these prophecies is that each has either an expressed or, more frequently, an implied “if” or “unless” connected to it. Thus, in the case of Jonah, there was no explicit promise that if the people repented they would be spared the calamity that Jonah had threatened would fall on them in forty  days. However, only the assumption that Jonah knew that such a reprieve was possible in the event of an unexpected repentance can explain his deep reluctance to proclaim this divine declaration of judgment. If the end was that close, why would Jonah not have enjoyed announcing his enemy’s   sudden demise? Jonah must have known and counted on the fact that all bets on Nineveh’s   destruction were off in the event that the people suddenly decided to repent of their sins. So it is with every other declaration of blessing or judgment.

Jeremiah 18:7 –10 identifies explicitly the often-implicit conditional by putting it in the form of a general principle:

If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down, and destroyed, and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned. And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it.

This principle is at the heart of all conditional prophecies.

Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 –32 list some of the typical kinds of blessing or judgments that will be faced, depending on what the nation or individual’s  response is. First Kings 21:20 –24 and 27 –29 make it clear that what is said of nations, with their alternative prospects, is also true of individuals. When King Ahab repented, God reversed his dire words of doom and declared that the threatened judgment would not come in his day since he had humbled himself before God’s  word.

Sequential Prophecy

This third type of prophecy is very much like the “already” and “not-yet” type of inaugurated prophecies that we have discussed above. The predictions contained within them place several events together in one prediction even though they will be fulfilled in a sequence and a series of acts perhaps stretching over several centuries.

A number of predictions in this category have been used by those who were less than sympathetic with the Bible’s  own point of view to prove that many of the Bible’s  predictions never were fulfilled, or at least not in the way that the text claimed they would be. Usually this list includes the following:

1. The prophecy of the destruction of Tyre by Nebuchadnezzar (Ezek. 26:7 –14; 29:17 –20)

2. Elijah’s  prophecy against King Ahab for his murder of Naboth (1 Kings 21:17 –29)

3. Isaiah’s  prophecy of the destruction of Damascus (Isa. 17:1)

The prophecy of Ezekiel 26:7 –14 may be taken as a typical case. It must be noticed that Ezekiel 26:3 specifically says that the Lord would “bring many nations” against Tyre. And indeed, Nebuchadnezzar, as the king of Babylon, is specified in verse 7 as one of those many nations. What most interpreters fail to notice is that verse 12 has a sudden shift in the number of the pronoun from the singular form in verses 8 –11 (“he” )to the plural in verse 12 (“they” ).When this is put together with the “many nations” of verse 3, it is clear that we are dealing with a sequential prophecy.

History confirms this interpretation. Nebuchadnezzar, after besieging Tyre for thirteen years (about 586 –73 B.C.), was only able to drive the city of Tyre off the Canaanite coastline to an offshore island, one-half mile out to sea. Even Ezekiel 29:18, the very context that had made the prediction about his role in coming against Tyre, recognized Nebuchadnezzar’s  frustration at not being able to conquer Tyre. Several hundred years later, the Macedonian Alexander the Great came along, and he too was almost frustrated in his attempt to meet this Phoenician Tyrian force in their own element of the sea. However, in accordance with Ezekiel’s  prophecy in approximately 323 B.C. he scraped up their “stones, timber and rubble” (26:12) from the old, abandoned on-shore site and literally cast them “into the sea” in order to build a causeway out to the island-city of Tyre, which he easily took. Only this type of handling of the text fits the explanation for “many nations” and illustrates what a sequential prophecy entails. But notice that the text contained the clues for its own proper understanding. Our interpretation was not imposed on the text on the basis of our knowing what the fulfillment would be.10

2. Terms borrowed from Israel’s  history may be used to express the future

Few features in prophecy are more common than the expression of the future in terms that have been borrowed from Israel’s  historic past. If the writer and his audience have not experienced the future, how can they meaningfully communicate about it unless they talk about it in analogical terms from the past? Furthermore, if God’s  methods of operation have a consistency and a pattern about them, borrowing from the past in order to help us conceptualize the future is an eminently logical and natural way of proceeding. Some notable examples of terms used to depict the future are

1. Creation. The terms and concepts of Gen. 1 –2 reappear in the depiction of the new heavens and the new earth in Isaiah 65:17 and 66:22.

2. Paradise. The garden of Eden is used to describe the future paradisiacal conditions of the tree of life with its rivers flowing out of it (Isa. 51:3; Zech. 1:17; and Rev. 2:7).

3. The Flood. The days of Noah and the carrying on of life as usual in the threat of disaster in Genesis 6 –8 serve as an analogy for what it will be like in the time of the coming of the Son of Man (Matt. 24:37 –39). Even the scoffers of that day serve as models for that coming eschatological day (2 Peter 3:3 –7).

4. The destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. What God did to the five cities of the plain in Genesis 18 –19 and Deuteronomy 29:23, he will do to the ungodly in a future day (2 Peter 2:6; Matt 10:15; 11:24; Rev. 14:10 –11 and 19:20).

5. The Exodus. Just as God took the nation by the hand once in Pharaoh’s  day, so he will do a “second time” at his coming again (Isa. 11:12; Zech. 10:10 –11).

6. The wilderness experience. The presence of the pillar of cloud and fire, along with streams in the desert, set up additional expectations as to how God will work in that day when he comes again the second time (Isa. 4:5).

7. Achan’s  sin
 and the Valley of Trouble. What had been nothing but trouble for Israel because Achan had sinned will one day be turned into a “door of hope” (Hos. 2:15).11

In addition to these past events serving as models for expressing the future, the text likewise uses historical persons from the past to describe some of the future persons who will come. For example, Elijah, Joshua, Zerubbabel, and David are all “men of a sign” who help us to conceptualize what these future persons who are coming in their place will be like (Matt. 11:14; Hag. 2; Zech. 3 –4, 6; and 2 Sam. 7, 1 Chron. 17; Pss. 89 and 132).

A good illustration of this use of the past to depict the future can be seen in Haggai 2:20 –22:

At least three major historical allusions may be heard in this text about what God did in the past as a basis for understanding what he will do in the future: (1) just as he “overthrew” sodom and Gomorrah (Deut. 29:23), so he will “overthrow” those sitting on royal thrones “on that day” (Hag. 2:22 –23); (2) just as the “horse and its rider . . . sank to the depths” in the Red Sea (Exod. 15:1, 5), so Messiah’s   opponents will be conquered “on that day” ;and (3) similar to Gideon’s   marvelous conquest, wherein every man put his own brother to death by the sword in the camp of the enemy (Judg. 7:22), so will God’s   victory be won “on that day.” In this manner we can understand to some degree what none of us have yet experienced, since the event has not yet happened.

3. Recurring prophetic formulas mark the presence of prophetic passages

In cases where the interpreter is not certain that the passage is to be understood as a prophecy, it is helpful to refer to a master list of expressions used commonly in prophecy. Most of these expressions have appeared so frequently that they have become technical terms for the concepts they represent.12 The following list is representative of these formulas:

1. In the latter days or in the last days or in the days to come. This expression refers to the period of time introduced in connection with the complex of events that surround the second coming of our Lord. Early examples of its use appear in Jacob’s   blessing on his sons (Gen. 49:1) and Balaam’s  predictions (Num. 24:14). In the prophet’s  use of the term, it refers to the time of restitution (Isa. 2:2; Jer. 49:39; Mic. 4:1; Hos. 3:5). In John 6:39, 40, 44, 54, the expression last day is used of the time of the resurrection of believers.

2. The day of the Lord. This is not any twenty-four-hour period but the grouping of events that precedes and includes the second advent of Christ, during which time God moves in judgment and salvation. Harbingers of this day have been seen all through prophetic history, but the day still remains “near” and ready to be revealed. The classic description of that day is found in Amos 5:18. The earliest reference may be Exodus 32:34, “the day when I visit” (KJV). It appears frequently in the prophets (e.g., Joel 1:15; 2:1; 3:14; Isa. 13:6; Ezek. 30:3; Zeph. 1:7, 14). Sometimes it is simply referred to as “that day” (as in Amos 8:3, 9, 13; 9:11).

3. The Lord comes. The book of Jude (v. 14) says that all the way back in the pre-patriarchal age, Enoch looked for the Lord’s   coming again. This second advent is spoken of as an epiphany or parousia, a manifestation of the Lord. Christ will return to earth to punish (Isa. 26:21), to save (Isa. 40:10), to come to his temple (Mal. 3:1), and to visit Zion (Isa. 59:20). This he will do “suddenly” (Rev. 3:11; 22:7, 20, Girdlestone’s  translation), like a flash of lightning or the unexpectedness of a thief (1 Thess. 5:2; 2 Peter 3:10; Rev. 3:3; 16:15). Believers thus need to be ready and to watch constantly (Luke 12:39; 21:34; 1 Thess. 5:4).

4. Restore the fortunes of my people or return the captivity. God will liberate his people Israel from all over the world a second time just as he released them from the Egyptian captivity. Usually this event is placed very near to his coming again. Jeremiah and Ezekiel use this expression repeatedly (e.g., Jer. 30:3; Ezek. 39:25). The same formula can be used in connection with God’s  restoration of foreign nations as well, namely Moab, Ammon, and Egypt (Jer. 48:47; 49:6; Ezek. 29:14).

5. The remnant shall return. Similar to the preceding formula, this one also predicts restoration of Israel back to its native land of Canaan. It appears first in Genesis 45:7 but is used repeatedly in the prophets (Isa. 6:13; 10:21, 22; and books like Joel, Amos, Micah, Zephaniah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel). In the New Testament, Paul takes up the idea in Romans 9:27 and 11:5. God has always had his faithful few who formed the remnant.

6. The dwelling (or tabernacle) of God is with men. The promise theme of the Bible uses this concept as one part of its famous tripartite formula, repeated almost fifty times throughout both Testaments. God promised that he would “dwell” among the people of Israel (1 Kings 8:27), but in that final day he would personally come to be in the midst of the nation (Ezek. 37:27, 28). The same truth is taught in Zechariah 2:10, 11 and 8:3, as well as in Revelation 21:3. Just as the word became flesh and “tabernacled” among us in the first advent (John 1:14), so Christ would come once again to walk and talk in our midst; only then he will rule and reign as well.

7. The kingdom of God. Moses’ song at the exodus promised that “the LORD reigns for ever and ever” (Exod. 15:18). God is recognized as king in 1 Samuel 12:12, but the concept of Messiah having a kingdom builds from the promise made to David in 2 Samuel 7:16 and the prophetic vision of Messiah ruling as a king over the earth in the Royal Psalms and pictures of the same in passages such as Isaiah 9:6 –7; 24:23; Micah 4:7; Obadiah 21; Daniel 7:14 gives this kingdom and dominion to the Son of Man. This theme becomes one of the keynotes of our Lord’s   ministry in the Gospels and the Pauline Epistles.

These and many other such expressions play an important role in alerting the interpreter to the presence of prophetic materials. Almost always they signal the fact that the setting for the final or ultimate fulfillment of texts that use these expressions is the time of the second coming of our Lord. Watch for their appearance and check to see whether their usage in each context has this technical significance.

4. Certain prophetic terms are rich with allusions

The language of prophecy often has a vivid texture and history to it. The actions and descriptions it uses are often typical, symbolic, and full of allusions to what happened in the past.

These terms will help the interpreter to gain some perspective on biblical literature. Six of the most common are the following:13

1. Earth. Often one of the most difficult decisions for the interpreter is whether to translate ’eres “land” or “earth.” Isa. 24 is a good test case. This prophecy probably points to a worldwide context, given its use of heaven as a counterpoint in v. 21. Thus, we may formulate this rule: where earth is used in distinction to heaven, it is used in its wider sense; but where it is set over against the Gentiles, it denotes “land.” 

2. Sea. The sea may refer to more than a large body of water. It may stand for a multitude of people, as it does in Daniel 7:2 –3, out of which the four world empires arise.

3. Sands of the sea and the stars of heaven. Here too, both forms of thought may stand for a large number of people, or the unmeasurable population of Israel (Gen. 22:17; Hos. 1:10; 1 Kings 4:20; Gen. 15:5; Heb. 11:12).

4. Day of clouds and darkness; blood and fire and billows of smoke; the sun will be turned into darkness and the moon into blood. Usually these phrases represent national and worldwide calamities. They are symbols of great suffering and destruction permitted by God in connection with his judging humankind at his second coming. Their roots are located in destructions of the past, such as that of the flood and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (e.g., Joel 2:10, 30 –31; 3:15; Isa. 13:10; 34:4; Ezek. 32:7; 34:12; Matt. 24:29;
 Rev. 6:12).

5. The North. Sometimes the North stands for Assyria, at other times for Babylon or Medo-Persia. This is because all the conquerors against Israel from the East had to swing out of the North, since the desert prevented a direct westward incursion. Later the North refers to the Syrian and Seleucid monarchs who held sway over Syria and Palestine (Dan. 11:6 –40). In Ezekiel 38 –39, the king of the North is identified with Gog, Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal, identities some have said are powers resident in the former Soviet Union. The same themes that are in Ezekiel 38 –39 appear again in Revelation 19:17, 18; 20:8.

6. Marriage of the Lamb. This marks the accomplishment of the projected union of Christ with his church at the conclusion of history (Rev. 19:7 –9; 21:2, 9).

Prophecy often uses a great deal of symbolic imagery, especially in the sections called apocalyptic. Apocalyptic literature appears in Daniel 7 –12, the entire book of Zechariah, Matthew 24 –25, 2 Thessalonians, and the book of Revelation. Here revelation is conveyed by angels, visions, and dreams, along with other supernatural means. Mixed in with these messages are seas and bowls of blood, froglike spirits, and other symbols. These symbols may be classified into three groups:

1. Symbols that are explained in the same context (e.g., Dan. 2:37 –44; 8:20 –21; Rev. 1:20; 4:5)

2. Symbols that are paralleled by Old Testament imagery (e.g., the tree of life from Gen. 2:9; 3:24 is used in Rev. 2:7; 22:2)

3. Symbols that are unexplained either in the context or in the Old Testament (e.g., the “white stone” of Rev. 2:17; the “pillar” in Rev. 3:12) and for which we are dependent on local customs or the immediate contextual usage.14

THE ALLEGED DOUBLE SENSE OF PROPHECY

One of the most frequently made assertions about prophecy is that there is what some call a “double sense” of prophecy. Usually what is meant by this term is that a prophetic passage has two different senses, each separate from the other in the contexts of both Testaments. This term does not include those types of prophecies where the earlier fulfillments contain the germ or seeds of the ultimate fulfillment (i.e., the inaugurated eschatology described above with its “already” but “not-yet”  type of realization pattern).

Support for such a concept of a double sense comes from the fact that New Testament writers seem to exhibit unusual latitude in the way that they employ certain passages from the Old Testament. If the New Testament writers were able to use these older texts in a way that appears to be somewhat or even entirely different from their original purpose, then this must be a divine indication that there is a double sense and meaning, at least texts dealing with prophecies and types This argument, however, fails to note that some of these New Testament passages are merely using the familiar language of the Old Testament. Other arguments have failed to understand fairly what the point of agreement was between the Old and New Testaments.

Others have urged that some prophetic passages should be given a double sense because the same prophecies refer to different events, the one near and the other remote, or the one temporal and the other spiritual or even eternal in its referent. But this is where the confusion enters. These examples are not properly instances of double sense, for a prophecy may indeed relate to more than one thing (e.g., to both temporal and spiritual things) but still have only one sense. This is true for the prophecy of inaugurated eschatology.

Weighty objections can be raised, however, against the idea of a true double sense of prophecy. For example, if Scripture can have different meanings, only one of which can be detected directly from the passage in either Testament, then we cannot be certain what the text really meant to teach. Again, this theory of double sense destroys the value of prophecies, for it either complicates their meaning so as to leave in doubt what the proper fulfillment is, or it avoids this peril by making the prophecies so general that they are incapable of any specific fulfillment. Another objection arises when it is said that the second and different sense is derived from the new meaning that was first seen in the New Testament for this Old Testament text. But that possibility dissolves the force of any apologetic value that claims that the Old Testament anticipated what happened in the New.

The solution to these matters can be found mainly in two affirmations: (1) a distinctive characteristic of prophecy is that it often looks forward “not simply to a single event or person, but to a series in the same line of Progressive development, having . . . always the same sense, but with a manifold application” ;15 and (2) in the combination of type and prophecy, what is said of the type in the Old Testament can be prophetically applied to its antitype in the New Testament.

In these concessions, it can be seen that there is a certain amount of truth to the claim for double sense. Many prophecies have a manifold number of applications or fulfillments as the means for ensuring that that word is kept alive while we await the climactic fulfillment, but they all share one and the same sense. The only point that is denied here is that prophecies can have one sense in the natural, or original, meaning of the utterance, but another that emerges later and relates to a different matter supposedly concealed in the very same words.

Therefore, while we deny the presence of “multiple sense,” “double sense,” or the like, we do affirm that there is “multiple fulfillment.” Misunderstanding arises when we fail to distinguish double sense from multiple fulfillment. I prefer the label applied by Willis J. Beecher. He referred to multiple fulfillments as “generic prophecy,” which he defined as “one which regards an event as occurring in a series of parts, separated by intervals, and expresses itself in language that may apply indifferently to the nearest part, or to the remoter parts, or to the whole —in other words, a prediction which, in applying to the whole of a complex event, also applies to some of the parts.” 16 This definition is one of the best available to deal with the very aspects that are raised here.

The key to all this is an idea derived from our ancient heritage that has been newly rediscovered in this century (from the Antiochian school of interpretation, with its view of theormia, from the fifth to seventh centuries A.D.).17 That crucial idea is that there are three aspects to prophecy, not two. These three parts are

1. The predicted word that preceded the event toward which it pointed;

2. The historic means by which God kept that predicted word alive for each succeeding generation by giving what amounts to down payments that connected the first announcement of the word with its climactic fulfillment; and

3. The ultimate fulfillment of that word in the New Testament era of the First Advent, or in the days of the Second Advent.

Each fulfillment is thus at once a partial realization of what had been promised and a continuation of the word pointing to the future climactic fulfillment.
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Part 3

RESPONDING TO THE TEXT: MEANING AND APPLICATION
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The devotional method of studying the Bible is rooted in a strong desire to apply the Bible to one’s   everyday life. It correctly presumes that the words of Scripture are clear enough to be understood in their basic message, but it does not demand that all Scripture be equally clear and perspicuous. The reader is dependent on the Holy Spirit for the work of illuminating those Scriptures used in a devotional study. Especially included in the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit are the issues of application, the ministry of encouraging the downcast, and the task of convicting of the presence of sin as readers are exposed to the Scriptures.

Central to the devotional method is the act of meditating on the Word of God. Meditation does not have as its goal self-abnegation, as it usually does in oriental religions and some of the contemporary cults. Instead, biblical meditation seeks to establish communion with and worship of the living God by involving the entirety of one’s  person —body, soul, and mind. It uses the Scriptures as the place where meditation is centered.



Chapter 13

“As the Deer Pants for Streams of Water” 

The Devotional Use of the Bible

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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The art and discipline of using the Bible in one’s  devotional life is fast becoming a lost habit of the heart, mind, and soul. For those who still do attempt to maintain a regular daily devotional practice, it frequently may involve reading a half-page of heavily illustrated comments in a devotional guide printed on very small pages, easily digested in a matter of minutes, and ostensibly centered on a verse, clause, or phrase of Scripture. Unfortunately, the biblical portions, meager as they are, are frequently detached from their scriptural contexts and often reflect little or no connection with the purpose that they originally held in their canonical settings.

If this problem is more acute in recent years than it was before, it certainly is not a new issue for the body of Christ. Near the beginning of this century, Wilbert W. White, founder of a seminary in New York, spotted this same weakness in the Bible reading and study habits of that day. In an attempt to meet that need, he developed what has become known as the inductive method of Bible study. Dr. White’s  principal goal was to train readers of the Bible in developing for themselves a way that they could independently gather from the text of Scripture original ideas that would help them to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. Moreover, it was his hope that those who had discovered this new method of systematically and inductively gathering from the text of Scripture its teachings would go out and teach others also, thereby causing the benefits of this new devotional use of the Bible to expand.

In time, this inductive method became quite famous, so that today there are a host of users of this approach, many of whom perhaps have not so much as heard of Wilbert White. Without its being called the inductive method today, it is especially noticeable in the parachurch ministries of the last four or five decades and in several Bible study guides, especially those that have been aimed at the campus ministries in the Western world. This method has honed the special patience of the reader, who carefully sits with a text and steadily observes it until the text has mastered the observer, rather than the observer mastering the text. Whether a strict inductive method is followed or not, believers ought to give serious attention to the habit of a devotional use of the Scripture.

DEFINITION

The devotional method of studying the Bible is rooted in a strong desire to find in the scriptural texts solid applications to one’s  everyday life. Such study is not motivated by intellectual, historical, or critical curiosities; instead, it involves a strong commitment to seeing how changes can be brought about in one’s  own attitudes, values, and actions as a result of listening and responding to the text of Scripture.

The terms devotion and devotional method are linked with the verb to devote, which in Webster’s  Dictionary is defined as a solemn act of dedication involving the giving of oneself wholly, as the focus of one’s  attention is centered completely on the other. Thus the major goal in the exercise of the devotional reading of Scripture is not the mastery of God, but God’s  mastery of the reader, through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, as each reader uses the Word of God as a challenge to making progress in Christian growth and fruit.

One volume
 that has had an enormous amount of influence in the very area being discussed is one by Merrill C. Tenney, the late dean and professor of New Testament at Wheaton Graduate School of Theology, entitled Galatians: Charter of Christian Liberty. In this wonderful anthology of the different ways one may approach the study of the biblical text, Tenney defined the devotional study of the Bible as “not so much a technique as a spirit; it is the spirit of eagerness which seeks the mind of God; it is the spirit of humility which listens to the voice of God; it is the spirit of adventure which pursues earnestly the will of God; it is the spirit of adoration which rests in the presence of God.” 1

The Bible itself urges believers to enter into the regular discipline of approaching the Word of God in order that each person might be daily refreshed by the instruction, encouragement, rebuke, and guidance that is to be found in that Word. Perhaps the best-known text encouraging this kind of exposure to the Word of God is the word the Lord gave to Joshua as he took over the reins of leadership: “Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful” (Josh. 1:8). This text practically defines the devotional approach in its entirety. Devotional study must be regular (“day and night” ),reflective (“meditate on it” ),retentive (“be careful to do everything written in it” ),and regulated (“do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth” ).

The Scripture was not intended to be the special province of scholars and professional clergy; it was directed to the people themselves. Indeed, one of the central issues in the Reformation was the issue of the clarity of the Scriptures and their availability to all readers.

THE CLARITY OF THE SCRIPTURES

If all believers are encouraged to use the Bible devotionally, there must be a presumption that the words of Scripture are “perspicuous,” that is, clear enough that all can understand what they say without needing the counsel of a scholar at their elbow to instruct them. Is this a reasonable presumption? Can we ensure readers that they will not fall into error when they wander off into the full canon of Scripture, reading the text for themselves, according to their own insights and understandings?

No one was more forceful in taking a stand that the Bible is plain in its meaning and that it should therefore be accessible to all than Martin Luther. His most vigorous affirmation of this principle can be found in his book On the Bondage of the Will, written in response to a work entitled On the Freedom of the Will by the highly respected scholar Erasmus. According to Erasmus,

There are some things which God has willed that we should contemplate, as we venerate himself, in mystic silence; and, moreover, there are many passages in the sacred volumes about which many commentators have made guesses, but no one has finally cleared up their obscurity: as the distinction between the divine persons, the conjunction of the divine and human nature in Christ, the unforgivable sin; yet there are other things which God has willed to be most plainly evident, and such are the precepts for the good life. This is the Word of God, which is not to be bought in the highest heaven, not in distant lands overseas, but it is close at hand, in our mouth and in our heart. These truths must be learned by all, but the rest are more properly committed to God, and it is more religious to worship them, being unknown, than to discuss them, being insoluble.2

Although Luther at first seemed to disagree violently with Erasmus, implying that everything in Scripture was plain and equally available, he eventually settled down and allowed that there were certain kinds of obscurities in Scripture. “I admit, of course, that there are many texts in the Scriptures that are obscure and abstruse, not because of the majesty of their subject matter [as Erasmus had argued], but because of our ignorance of their vocabulary and grammar; but these texts in no way hinder a knowledge of the subject matter of Scripture.” 3

In the end, the argument between Luther and Erasmus was not over the application of learning and scholarship, or even over whether the texts of Scripture were sufficiently clear so that the main message of the Bible could be understood by the average reader. At the bottom of all this debate was this question: To what degree was the average reader, indeed the whole church, obliged to submit to tradition and the official pronouncements of the pope for the proper exposition of Scripture? To this question, the Reformers shouted a loud, “None, for the essential meaning of the message of the Bible!” There was no need of anyone’s  history of tradition to interpret the Scriptures; the Bible was sufficiently perspicuous without it.

What, then, was meant when the Scriptures were declared to be clear and perspicuous for all? Simply this: the Bible was understood to be clear and perspicuous on all things that were necessary for our salvation and growth in Christ. It was not a claim either that everything in the Bible was equally plain or that there were no mysteries or areas that would not defy one generation of Bible readers or another. If readers would exert the effort one generally put into understanding a literary work, it was asserted that they would gain an understanding that would be adequate and sufficient to guide them into a saving relationship and a life of obedience with their Lord.

The story is told of a woman who approached Mr. D. L. Moody after one of his messages with a complaint. The woman moaned, “Mr. Moody, I can’t read the Bible for myself because there are too many things in it I do not understand.” Mr. Moody responded, “My good lady, have you ever eaten chicken?” somewhat annoyed, she replied, “Answer my question first.” Moody said, “I am; have you ever eaten chicken?” “Of course, I have,” she fired back. “Well, then,” Moody continued to press, “What did you do with the bones of the chicken?” “I put them on the side of my plate,” she answered with exasperation. “Good,” Moody commented; “Then do the same thing when you are reading the Bible for yourself. Put any hard things on the side of your plate, because there is still plenty of good eating on the majority of what the Bible has to say.” This is not your basic apologetic method, but it does make a strong point.

This definition on the clarity of Scripture was represented in many Protestant works shortly after the Reformation. The best known is paragraph 7 on the doctrine of Scripture in the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647).

All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all; yet those things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed for salvation, are so clearly propounded, and opened in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them [emphasis added].

More is indeed at stake here than the mere understanding of the words in and of themselves. Even when ordinary laypersons are able to gain an adequate and sufficient understanding of what is being said in the Bible, there is the other dimension of the reception and application of these matters to one’s  own life and heart. Does this not have an effect on the issue of the clarity of Scripture?

THE ILLUMINATING WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

One of the key texts that must be considered here is the pivotal statement of the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 2:14: “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.” 

While working on my doctoral program, a most unusual experience took place in one of the seminars I attended that graphically sealed this text on my heart and mind. A distinguished professor, recently retired from Yale University, was offering a special seminar entitled “Origins of  Christianity” at the university I was attending on the East Coast. One day the class sidetracked the professor into discussing his understanding on the meaning of Romans 1 –5. With unusual eloquence and masterful exegesis, he walked through these chapters with a precise deftness, affirming that everyone in the class had sinned and therefore had come short of the glory of God. But for those who would believe in God’s   sacrifice of his Son for their sins, they would not just be made righteous;
 no, they would be declared righteous by a God who justified sinners, much as a judge did who dismissed a case that had failed to prove its defendant guilty. Rarely have I ever heard such a bold and fair treatment of this text of Paul, even if it was, as true here, from the hands of a non-evangelical.

After two hours, however, the spell was suddenly broken when one of the Jewish students in the class who, along with some of his colleagues had sat uncomfortably through this long and, to them, seemingly parochial tirade, blurted out (amid all the nervous smoking that was going on in the seminar by now), “Do I get the impression that the professor of this class believes this stuff?” 

Immediately the professor responded in a scoffing tone, “Baaah, Who said anything about believing it? I am just arguing that this is what Paul said. I’m sick and tired of hearing the younger neo-orthodox scholars say, ‘This is what this or that text means to me.’I was trained under the old liberal theology; we learned what Paul said. However, we just don’t happen to believe what Paul said!” 

I then began to perceive what Paul was driving at in 1 Corinthians 2:14. This professor did not “welcome” (as dechetai could be translated) the things that he knew well enough to teach, practically without a flaw, for almost two hours. It thus is clear that the ministry and work of the Holy Spirit, in illuminating the hearts and minds of those who hear spiritual truths, is not to be treated lightly in this whole area of biblical interpretation, especially in the area of the application of those things that are taught in the Bible.

Some have felt that there might be two separate types of logic in the world: one for the believer and the other for the unbeliever. But Paul makes it clear in Romans 1 –2 that those who are unconverted understand the essential truth about God well enough to condemn themselves, since they have not acted on what they did know about God. And 1 Corinthians 2:14 adds the thought that without the indwelling ministry and illuminating work of the Holy Spirit such persons will neither welcome nor embrace the realities found in the biblical text. Thus, one of the unique roles of the Holy Spirit is to convict, convince, and arouse sluggish hearts by applying the truths perceived in the text of Scripture to the lives of individuals. As a further aid to placing oneself in a position where the ministry of the Holy Spirit can work more effectively, Scripture calls upon the reader to ponder and meditate carefully on what is being said in the biblical text.

THE ACT OF MEDITATING ON SCRIPTURE

The art and practice of meditating on the Scriptures plays an important role in one’s  devotional use of the Bible. Meditation is presented in Scripture as an act of worship, one that involves communion with God. Instead of being an avenue of escape wherein the individual is swallowed up, absorbed, or mingled with the divine in some sort of unspecified mystical process, as it so frequently is taught in many Eastern religions or some of the modern Western cults, meditation in Scripture can be carefully defined as to its objects, its methods of practice, and its results.

We can get a good idea of the meaning of meditation by examining the contexts where the concept and words of meditation are found. Especially prominent is Psalm 77, with references to meditation in three of its verses. The psalm falls into two parts: verses 1 –9 express Asaph’s  sorrow and distress; verses 10 –20 report how he rose above these problems. In the time of his distress and through sleepless nights, he mused or meditated on the Lord (v. 3). In his disquietude, the psalmist recalled happier days in the past (v. 5), and in the long night hours his heart mused (or meditated, v. 6) on what he had learned of God from his Word during the good times of life. Would God cast him off forever? He wondered. But then in verse 10 he suddenly recalled God’s  former deeds. At that point he decided that he would “meditate on all [God’s  ]works and consider [or ponder, meditate on] all [God’s  ]mighty deeds” (v. 12). Thus, the psalmist’s  deep despondency gave way to God’s  deliverance when he focused on meditating on the works of God. This is exactly the desired outcome of all devotional reading of the text of Scripture.

Meditation is a function of the heart, that is, of the whole person.4 Such meditation is stressed in Psalm 19:14; 49:3; Proverbs 15:28; and Isaiah 33:18. The goal of meditation, according to Psalm 49:3, is understanding —not, as is so frequently stressed in Oriental religions and some of the cults of our day, self-abnegation. In order to meditate, one must not try to be emptied of oneself so that, allegedly, the divine can flow through one’s  being almost in a pantheistic way. Rather, one is to bring one’s  whole person —body, soul, and mind —to focus on God, his works, and especially his Word, which tells about both his person and his work.

Based on the sheer number of references, it would appear that the meditation encouraged by Scripture finds its basic focus on the Word of God. As we have noted, Joshua 1:8 commands meditation on the book of the law all through the day and the night. The Psalter itself begins with a blessing for the person who delights in the law of the Lord and who meditates on that law day and night (Ps. 1:1 –2). Repeatedly, Psalm 119 urges its readers to “meditate on [God’s  ]precepts” (vv. 15, 78), his decrees (vv. 23, 48), his law (v. 97), his statutes (v. 99), and his promises (v. 148). The mind of the meditator is not to be blank and empty; it is to be filled with Scripture, the Word of God. Accordingly, when the law of God is in one’s  heart, that person’s  feet do not slip, because “the mouth of the righteous man utters [or ponders] wisdom” (Ps. 37:30 –31). That is what it means to meditate on the Scripture as it is read devotionally. The result is that the Word of God remains constantly in the heart of believers in every situation that they find themselves in: when they sit down in their houses, get up to walk about, lie down in the evening, or get up in the morning (Deut. 6:6 –9; Prov. 3:22 –24; 6:22).

CONCLUSION

No one method of studying the Bible can claim exclusive rights over all other methods. In fact, Howard Vos identified some seventeen different approaches to studying the Bible in his book Effective Bible Study.5 True, some of his seventeen methods involved more than one approach; however, the point is that one may undertake devotional study of the text using approaches such as the biographical method, the topical method, the doctrinal method, the inductive method, or the analytical method. No one method is a magical wand that removes the need for using one’s  mind or for accepting the hard discipline that is needed in all these methods.

In fact, it would be well for readers of Scripture to vary their method of the devotional usage of Scripture from time to time. One should never be so bound that there is no room for freedom of experimentation and enlarging the sphere of one’s  investigation. The only caution needed is that one should always be careful to let the text first say what it wants to say before we attempt to apply that text into our contemporary situations. It will always be helpful if we use a pen or pencil to pull together what it is that we think we are seeing in the text. A notebook recording our observations will complete the tools required, especially if we are going to draw together the various pieces into some organization that gives us larger overviews of what we are looking at.

Finally, one of the best ways to continually mull over a text is to select one or more verses from the passage we are reflecting on and commit them to memory. There in the memory it can be stored for further moments of thought and reflection to be called upon for application in the various vicissitudes of life.

The interpreter must bridge the gap between the cultural elements that are present in the text of Scripture and those in our own times. One proposal to bridge this gap is ethnohermeneutics, which recognizes three horizons in cross-cultural interpretation: the culture of the Bible, the culture of the interpreter, and the culture of the receptor. Care must be exercised not to let the second and third horizons dictate the message of the first horizon.

The early church fathers used the terms condescension, accommodation, and acculturation to deal with cultural matters in the text. In their view, the cultural aspects of the Scriptures were meant to make the truth more accessible and to assist us in applying the text to our own day.

When interpreting cultural aspects of Scripture, three options are available. We may (1) retain the theology taught along with the cultural-historical expression of that principle, (2) retain the theology of a passage but replace the expression of the behavior, or (3) replace both the principle and the practice. Five guidelines for doing this are (1) to observe the reason given in the text for a cultural element, (2) to modify the cultural form but retain the content, (3) to avoid all practices integral to pagan culture, (4) to retain practices grounded in the nature of God, and (5) to adjust when the circumstances alter the application of a law or principle. But above all, it is important to be hesitant and humble in all cases where we are uncertain.
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Chapter 14

Obeying the Word: The Cultural Use of the Bible

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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The revelation of God in Scripture was originally written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek by writers who represented a variety of cultures that differed, often in dramatic ways, from those of the cultures into which the Bible has been translated. These differences may not always be appreciated for what they are until we begin to translate the Bible into another language.

In his book Customs, Culture and Christianity, Eugene A. Nida relates how so-called literal translations of the Bible can produce misleading connotations in another culture. For example, the Kpelle of Liberia view the placing of palm branches in Jesus’ path (Matt 21:8) during the triumphal entry into Jerusalem as an insult, for their culture requires that all leaves be cleared from the path of any dignitary. Likewise, the Zanaki of Tanganyika regard Jesus’ knocking at the door (Rev. 3:20) as strange, since in their culture men stand at the door and call out if they wish admittance; only thieves knock to see if anyone is home before they rob the house.1

What is true in the area of Bible translation is true in the area of interpretation as well. The interpreter must bridge the gulf of explaining the cultural elements that are present in the text of Scripture, acknowledge his or her own cultural baggage as an interpreter, and then transcend both in order to communicate the original message of Scripture into the culture of the contemporary audience. All of this demands some understanding of what culture is all about.

THE DEFINITION OF CULTURE

Culture is not all that easy to define. In its broadest sense, it means the patterned way people do things together. Thus it implies some degree of homogeneity over a certain span of time. As Nida defined it, “Culture is all learned behavior which is socially acquired, that is, the material and nonmaterial traits which are passed on from one generation to another.” 2 Thus, culture designates the unique ways a given group of people view and do things in a particular period of time, including their values, manners, morals, expressions, and accomplishments.

While there are certain basic needs common to most groups of people, it is surprising how cultures vary and differ from each other. In the area of foods, for example, non-Westerners are often horrified to think that Westerners eat fermented milk (cheese), while some Westerners are surprised when they realize that Koreans eat pickled cabbage, Eskimos eat pungent walrus meat, and the Chinese eat fermented duck eggs. One man’s  meat, as they say, is another man’s  poison —but that’s  culture for you.

God’s  revelation of his Word came in terms of the culture of its writers and its first audiences. Therefore, if we are to use that Word effectively today, we must be able to enter into a cross-cultural communication of the Bible with the people to whom we wish to unfold that message. The Bible writers used the cultural material that was available to them, whether merely in the incidental employment of terms that had a history of previous associations, or in the direct use of a term that was meaningful in that culture. Thus problems would arise, for that term was not the way people in later cultures would have put the matter. Indeed, the Old Testament refers to the sea monster of Leviathan and even to seven-headed dragons! If our culture no longer finds these figures meaningful or part of our ordinary discourse, then the problem is ours as interpreters and not that of the Bible.

The fact that the Bible was written in a particular time to a particular people by a particular writer for a particular situation was not meant to remove the Bible  from its general usefulness for future generations but to make it all the more down-to-earth in its general appeal. Unfortunately, some who have missed this point have turned this argument on its head and have felt that the Bible’s  particularity removed the text from them. Instead, what would have really removed the Bible from us would have been its having been written in some type of meta-language and located in some otherworldly planet with which we had no contact, feeling, or appreciation.

Accordingly, not every aspect of the Bible’s  cultural dimensions should be regarded merely as more work for us; instead, it was meant to help us identify with mortals like ourselves. It also should give us that sense of affinity and identification, because we too share just as detailed and specific needs as those that puzzle us in the cultural references in the Bible.3

The Bible and Cultural Relativity

The Word of God comes to us in the specific cultural and historical language of the pre-Christian and first Christian century. If we are to appreciate the meaning as it was originally intended by its original writers, who after all were the only ones who stood in the council of God and received this message in the first place, we must come to understand what they meant by all the cultural allusions. This is not to say that that ends the process, for there is still the need to link those understandings up with the target culture into which we wish to announce these words, not to mention our need to be aware of our own cultural baggage as interpreters. But let us concentrate here on the problem of the cultural allusions in the text.

First, we must be able to recognize the cultural aspects of the Bible. These usually are the passages that tend to give us problems when we go to apply them directly to our day. The values, associations, and meanings that they may have had in another era will not transfer easily into those of our own day. They also tend to be illustrations of ways in which the truth taught in the text was being applied in another day. Just as we read in Philippians 4:2, “I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord,” and usually do not stumble over the particularity of that New Testament text, so we should act with regard to other cultural elements. Most people, who have never met Euodia and Syntyche, will teach that this passage is an illustration of some principle such as that in Ephesians 4:32: “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” No one assumes that somehow he or she is responsible to do exactly what Paul addressed to both of these women. Why, then, are we so slow to catch on when it comes to handling other matters that in many ways are just as cultural?

Perhaps a list of some possible candidates for the label cultural in the Bible might help us to focus on the problem somewhat more accurately. Consider these direct or implied biblical injunctions:

—You also should wash one another’s  feet. (John 13:14) 

—Greet one another with a holy kiss. (2 Cor. 13:12) 

—[Should] a woman pray to God with her head uncovered? (1 Cor. 11:13)

—Women should remain silent in the churches. (1 Cor. 14:34)

—Everyone must submit . . . to the governing authorities. (Rom. 13:1) —If a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him. (1 Cor. 11:14)

—Put your sword back in its place. (Matt. 26:52)

—Lend [your] money without usury. (Ps. 15:5)

—I wish that all men were [single] as I am. (1 Cor. 7:7)

—[Do not] lie with a woman during her period. (Ezek. 18:6)

Most of these examples are well known and may serve as illustrations of the type of issues we confront in interpreting the cultural elements in the Bible. At the center of this search is the problem of distinguishing between that which is universal and of enduring authority and that which is cultural and therefore more related to illustrations of the principle being set forth for those times. We need a set of guidelines that will help us not only in determining when we are dealing with a cultural matter but also in understanding their use in our day and in other cultures besides our own. These we will develop later on in this chapter.

The Bible and Contextualization

Intimately connected with the topic of cultural exegesis is a term that has come into increasing prominence in recent theological discussions: contextualization. The term appears to have been used first in a document prepared in 1972 by the directors of the Theological Education Fund with reference to offering theological education in the third world. Bruce Nicholls later defined it as “the translation of the unchanging content of the gospel of the kingdom into verbal forms meaningful to the peoples in their separate cultures and within their particular existential situations.” 4 James Oliver Buswell III offered another way to organize our approach to the issues involved in defining contextualization, suggesting that we break down the term into three categories: “contextualization of the witness, contextualization of the church and its leadership, and contextualization of the Word.” 5 In this chapter, we focus mainly on the third in Boswell’s   list of categories.

The theme of contextualization has had many applications in recent years, some that have been good and others that have left the Scriptures lacking in authority to help contemporary cultures. On the more negative side, some have used the idea to support a particular social or political agenda that reflects their own desires (e.g.,in some cases the liberation theology of Latin America, some feminist theologies, some black theologies, and some Asian theologies). When the concerns of the contemporary interpreter supersede those of the text in such a way that the text is used merely as a springboard for issuing what moderns wish to say, the term contextualization has been diverted from something useful to being merely the servant of its handlers. The text still must remain prior to and master of whatever context it is being applied to.

Nevertheless, much can be learned from contextualization, even by those who are of a conservative bent. Stanley Gundry pondered aloud in his 1978 presidential address at the annual national meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society:

I wonder if we really recognize that all theology represents a contextualization, even our own theology? We speak of Latin American theology, black theology, or feminist theology; but without the slightest second thought we will assume that our own theology is simply theology, undoubtedly in its purest form. Do we recognize that the versions of evangelical theology held by most people in this room are in fact North American, white, and male and that they reflect and/or address those values and concerns?6

Our practice of contextualization will affect more than the way we deliver our sermons to different cultures or the way we counsel in those situations; it will have a mighty impact on the way we do theology and the way we present Scripture for ourselves and our hearers. Our perspective cannot be avoided, but it must honestly be acknowledged if we are to be fair to the text, to ourselves, and to others. In all cases, the text as it was intended by the author must sit in judgment on our perspectives and our conclusions that we have drawn from the text.

ETHNOHERMENEUTICS AND RELATED CONCEPTS

In 1973 Charles H. Kraft advocated developing a new cross-discipline he labeled Christian ethnotheology.7 In it he wanted to take both  theology and anthropology seriously. In 1987 Larry W. Caldwell proposed another field he entitled ethnohermeneutics, a cross-discipline that would wed the disciplines of hermeneutics and anthropology.8

Ethnohermeneutics

In Caldwell’s  view, the typical model for interpreting a text could be labeled the two-step method. First, one drew from the text what the text meant according to the best grammatico-historical techniques available (Caldwell preferred to call this method the historical-critical method). The second step was to apply it and say what that text means today. But Caldwell found this two-step model to be thoroughly Western in that it failed to deal with the cross-cultural perspective. In many ways, he was more than justified in making this criticism. No longer would it be possible to discuss the process of interpretation without taking up the cross-cultural implications of what was being read.

Another Western theologian had offered a way to bring that ancient text over into the modern world. Hans-Georg Gadamer emphasized the need for a “fusion of the horizons” between the world of the original text and that of the modern interpreter.9 This same concept was picked up by several evangelical writers, albeit in a modified form. For example, Anthony Thiselton put this concept into the title of his book The Two Horizons, but he too failed to see the need for a cross-cultural perspective in the work or interpretation.10

What was really needed was not a model with two horizons, but one with three that would include the cross-cultural perspective. It would look like this:

First horizon: The culture of the Bible

Second horizon: The culture of the interpreter 

Third horizon: The culture of the receptor 11

In each one of these horizons, a circle of cultural baggage and understandings had to be accounted for, lest any one of the cultures be made normative for the others. Thus far, we can agree on the need for such a new program and readily endorse it.

However, a new element arose when some in the new ethnohermeneutical school asserted that the apostle Paul’s   understanding of the Old Testament was completely revolutionized after his conversion, so that his interpretations of what had been said in the Old Testament were no longer determined by what the text had meant to its original writer, but only by what the present context demanded.12 According to Caldwell, Paul now determined the meaning of the Old Testament by his own worldview, anthropologically speaking. He now used the rabbinic midrash technique, which simply said, “That [Old Testament text] is this [new reality in our culture].” What was proposed, then, was that we can do the same type of revising of the text ourselves today in bridging from biblical to modern cultures with the message of the Bible.

All of this seems a bit too cavalier. It tends to elevate one horizon, especially our modern culture, over the others and to make it more normative than the revelation that came from God. That this use of a rabbinic methodology of determining the meaning of a text, as a means of legitimating contemporary
 loosening of the ancient values and meanings of the text, is not an unusual aberration from the current thinking of our times can be shown by citing a 1978 argument by Charles R. Taber:

The New Testament writers used a hermeneutic in relation to many Old Testament citations which was derived from rabbinic interpretation, but was at the opposite pole from what we would consider legitimate today. In our terms, some Old Testament passages cited are clearly taken out of context, so that “X” is the fulfillment of “Y”  may seem to us to mean scarcely more than “X” reminds us of “Y.” In other words, we today radically reject rabbinical hermeneutics of the first century; on what grounds? I am aware of various attempts to get around this uncomfortable fact: that those writers were inspired, so that they could get away with association of ideas that we would not permit in our students today; that there are two or more applications of these passages; and so on. But the fact of the matter is that what they considered proper hermeneutics was part and parcel of their cultural heritage, while what we consider proper hermeneutics and exegesis is part of our western cultural heritage.13

We cannot escape Taber’s   question: Can we reject the rabbinic hermeneutics of the first century as inappropriate for ourselves and yet accept it as being an adequate description of what Paul or the other writers of the New Testament were doing?

Paul doubtless was trained in such rabbinic techniques, for he had the best education available in his day from his teacher, Gamaliel. But to argue from that agreed-upon fact to the conclusion reached by Charles Taber in the above quote is another matter. How could that type of argumentation have stood Paul in good stead as he entered into apologetic demonstrations in defense of the fact that the Jesus he had met on the road was the same messiah promised in the Old Testament? Can we imagine Paul saying, “The Old Testament does not say what I am drawing from these Old Testament texts, but please allow me to show how on my midrashic principles I can prove that what these texts taught is precisely what happened in Jesus the Messiah” ?Would that be an adequate basis for winning people from the Jewish community over to Jesus? Such a claim would call for stretching one1’s   imagination too far.

To put it another way, few persons in the church today will object to some rather innocent allegorizing and other types of subjective handling of the biblical text for devotional purposes. Should the same methods be used to foster new or what we would regard as heretical doctrines on us (as the Jews surely regarded Paul’s  teaching), the demand for a return to what is written in the text would come faster than anyone could say “sensus literalis.” 

It is one thing, then, to use midrash and pesher14 methods to obtain devotional teachings on truths on which everyone is already agreed, but it hardly fits the facts to imagine that the apostles used such techniques in trying their best to argue that what had happened in Christ was neither new nor unanticipated. It simply does not fit the evidence of either the Old Testament context or the New Testament fulfillments to say that the former texts merely reminded the apostles that the later New Testament connections might be true. Would that be enough to stake one’s  life on and for the apostles to die for?

I am afraid that scholarship has tended to apply the rather remarkable discoveries from the hermeneutical methodologies uncovered in the Dead Sea Scrolls of Qumran to more areas than are warranted by the facts of the case. There has been a tendency to think that all interpretation in the first century matched that of this one chance find (a form of reductionism!). Moreover, everyone admits that the group that produced these scrolls and used this pesher and midrashic type of interpretation (perhaps, the Essenes) were themselves a cult out on the fringes of even Jewish society and hardly represented any standard of authorial intentionality! Such a solution should not be made the answer for most of the problems we have in interpretation in that era, nor as a wedge for dividing between what the writer meant and what the culture derived from the text.

Condescension, Acommodation, and Aculturation

Rabbinic exegesis is not the only wedge that has been used to try to open up a way to summon the three horizons and introduce ethnohermeneutics. Earlier approaches spoke of “condescension,” “accommodation” or “acculturation.” For example, the early church father Chrysostom used the notion of God’s  “condescension” (Greek:  synkatabasis) to speak of the fact that the writers of Scripture used one inexactitude or another in order to speak in such a way as to be understood by their hearers. In Chrysostom’s  view, condescension was not a roundabout way of declaring that a bit of innocent error had crept into the scriptural text, nor was it a way of excusing the human writers of Scripture, who must have been accused of what is said to be true of mortals, namely, “To err is to be human.” 

But such a conclusion is incorrect on both accounts. It is one thing to approximate a matter while still pointing just as really and accurately to it; it is another to use that which would be misleading and deceptive or just plain wrong in representing the same matter. The prophets and apostles took the former course and not the latter. And if it be protested that the writers of Scripture were surely just as human as all of us are, we agree. But the objection about the humanity of the writers has missed the claim of the Bible. As B. B. Warfield pointed out long ago, the pure light of God’s   revelation will not be distorted by coming through such admittedly human channels, just as God’s   pure sunlight is not bent and distorted by its being filtered through a stained-glass window, for the originator of the sunlight is also the architect who designed the stained-glass windows.

The preparation that went into the lives, experiences, vocabularies, and outlook of the writers of Scripture was enormously significant. Thus, by the time they came to write Scripture, so authentic were the expressions that they used that any of us who might have known them prior to their writing of the text of Scripture would have instantaneously recognized that that is precisely how each writer spoke. The idioms, vocabularies, styles, and the like were uniquely their own, yet the product was precisely what God wanted as he stayed with each writer in such a way that there was a living assimilation of the truth (1 Cor 2:13) —not a mechanical dictation of the words, such as a whispering in the writer’s  ear or an involuntary movement of their hands as they automatically wrote.

In 1 Corinthians 2:13, as noted already, Paul claimed that he was “taught” these truths “in words.” That is, what he wrote had become thoroughly a part of him. It was roughly similar to what happens to our students today when it’s  hard to say where the teacher’s   ideas end and the student’s   ideas begin. In this case, however, the total product was exactly what God wanted, for he stayed with the writers all the way up to their verbalizing of the truths that they had assimilated under the tutelage of the Holy Spirit.

Furthermore, there is a type of condescension that does not necessarily involve error —namely, our Lord’s   condescension. In this regard, then, a parity can be set up between “he who did no sin” as the incarnate Word, and the protection that was afforded those who wrote the written Word (1 Cor. 2:6 –16, esp. v. 13).

What has been said about condescension is equally true about accommodation and acculturation. The cultural aspects of the message were not meant to make it more difficult for us to interpret or to deceive us, but they were meant to make the truth all the more accessible and part of each person in each succeeding era of history. The particularity of the text, in that it introduced culturally relevant materials, was intended to aid us in applying the text to our own day as we saw vivid illustrations of how the principles in the text were applied in that day and culture.

What then remains if we admit that there are numerous cultural allusions in the biblical text? Is nothing abiding? Are there no fixed points of reference? Paul Beauchamp has helpfully called attention to the scope of the biblical message:

Now according to the Bible, these communal signs [as signaled in Jer. 20:10 and Ezek. 26] of spiritual
 and physical welfare are the places where God speaks to man, to all men regardless of their culture. On this basis, we could attempt a definition of the common element in culture: what in flesh is related to spirit, what in precarious conditions is related to eternity, what in time is related to what is beyond time. Because of this, cultures contain something of the Logos, of his propensity, so to speak, to become flesh. The concept of Wisdom, as used in the Bible, conveniently fits this tentative definition. Wisdom is both immanent and transcendent, present in time and eternal. But one fact gives abundant matter for wonder to the Old Testament reader. Israel is acutely conscious of Wisdom as a universal gift of God to man, not to Israel alone. Wisdom herself . . . claims that from the beginning she has been “rejoicing in the inhabited world and delighting in the sons of men” (Prov. 8:31), not in the sons of Israel alone. . . . As a matter of fact, we may observe that, except for a few late cases, Wisdom literature consistently avoids mentioning Israel’s  history and contains precepts which receive an easy approval everywhere in the world.15

This is indeed an excellent reminder. The Bible begins in Genesis 1 –11 with a universal outlook. Not until the call of Abraham does the theme of Israel’s  election come to the fore. But it is to the themes of creation and the universalism of Genesis 1 –11 that the books of Wisdom return, thus making a statement that transcends all cultures and times. I am afraid we have neglected the Wisdom books and their materials too long, and therefore we find ourselves somewhat shorthanded when it comes to answering questions about culture and about what abides as permanent. In Wisdom we have a transcultural element that points the way for finding values that all cultures and times can embrace without feeling that their own culture has been compromised or cheated.

PRACTICAL GUIDELINES FOR CULTURAL INTERPRETATION

It is clear from Hebrews 1:1 that God has spoken in his Word to our fathers by the prophets “at many times and in various ways.” While acknowledging the diversity of method, however, we affirm the profitability (2 Tim. 3:16 –17) of all Scripture — cultural parts included! Therefore, when it comes to handling the cultural and historical aspects of Scripture, the guidelines below should be helpful.

Before starting this list, however, notice how we are presented with three options in every one of these situations that involve a cultural or historical side to the revelation being considered.

1. We may retain both the theology taught (i.e., the principle affirmed in the text or contextually implied) along with the cultural-historical expression of that principle. Thus, the principle of some type of divinely authorized lines of responsibility in the husband-wife, parent-child, sovereign-citizen relationships seems to be affirmed in Scripture. If this understanding is correct, even to a limited degree, then here would be some examples of cases where the theological principle was also combined with the particular custom expressing that principle. How far the principle would continue to be included in a given culture would be subject to some variation within various systems of interpretation. But the concept that both the principle and some, or all, aspects of its historical-cultural manifestations are often retained, is definitely taught.

2. We may retain the theology of a passage (i.e., the principle) but replace the behavioral expression with some more recent but equally meaningful expression. That there are biblical precedents for such replacements can be seen from the way the so-called civil and ceremonial law of Moses functions as illustrations of the abiding moral law of God. For example, in 1 Corinthians 5 the principle of the sanctity of marriage and human sexuality remained, even though, for the mother and son guilty of incest, the sanction of stoning to death had been changed to excommunication from the body of believers. Behind the moral law of God (as found, for example, in the Ten Commandments and the law of holiness in Leviticus 18 –20) stood God’s  holy character. That is what made the theological principle unyielding; the sanctions, or penalties, however, were subject to modification.16 Thus, behind both the Old Testament and the New Testament rule against incest stood the holy character of God and the sanctity of marriage; the principle stood, even though the cultural application varied.

3. Some may even replace both the principle (e.g., the so-called principle of economic subordination) and the practice. For example, the practice of wearing veils and using certain hairstyles may be replaced with what is believed to be a more egalitarian concept. It replaces what some regard as older hierarchical or even patriarchal concepts of family relations. This is not to say that the mere decision to do so is thereby legitimized, for modernity and eddies of contemporary thought are never in themselves adequate justification for the truthfulness or authority of the positions adopted. There may be some cases where what some have regarded as a crucial point of theology is nothing more than additional expressions of the culture and the times in which it was written, but all of this must be demonstrated from the text and not just declared to be so on the basis of one’s  own word.

The text will normally supply its own clues as to which of these three options are to be used. To give further help in handling cultural issues, we turn now to five guidelines.

1. Observe the reason why a command, custom, or historical example is given in the text

If the reason for a questioned practice or command has its basis in the unchanging nature of God, then that practice or command will have permanent relevance for all in all times. For example, Genesis 9:6 commands that all who shed a person’s  blood by deliberately lying in wait for them with premeditation must suffer capital punishment. The reason given is fixed in the nature and character of God: because God made man in his own image. Consequently, as long as men and women are still in the image of God, they continue to have worth, value, and esteem in the eyes of God.

But what about the sanction of capital punishment? Is that punishment necessarily mandated even for our day just because we agree on the abiding nature of the reason given for the prohibition against taking another person’s  life? The force of this moral and theological reason cannot be appreciated until we notice how closely the penalty is linked with the abiding theology of the text of Genesis 9:6. “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man [presumably, as later specified, by the hands of the state] shall his blood be shed, for in the image of God has God made man.” so valuable is that murdered person’s  life that mortals (in this case, the state, to protect society against vigilantes) owes back to God the life of the murderer.17 This is how the reason for a command or custom helps us to know if both the cultural form and the content are still in vogue.

2. In some cases modify the cultural forms but retain the content

For example, the principle of humility remains as a permanent requirement for all times, even though the specific application of washing one another’s  feet has changed (presumably because of our location in history, our shoe styles, and our type of roads). John 13:12 –16 is clear about what Jesus did and about his command, but his main point is just as well preserved in Mark 10:42 –45: “[The] rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

Similarly, James urged believers to observe the principle of impartiality (James 2:1 –4), yet the form that it took may not always persist in all cultures. In James’s   case, it consisted of having the poor sit on chairs in the church services, while the rich stood or sat on the floor. While the principle remains, the form of its application will take a multiplicity of forms.

3. Refuse practices that were integral parts of the surrounding pagan culture

Some practices are just basically and inherently wrong because they spring from pagan religions and culture and, in many instances, carry with them that which the Bible opposes on moral, ethical, and theological grounds. In some cases, the retention or adoption of some of these practices could be a bridge that could lead the practitioner back into the paganism from which he or she came or, in other cases, introduce them into that form of paganism.

The Bible’s   strong condemnation of bestiality, homosexual behavior, transvestism, and deliberate flaunting of one’s   nudity are often connected with what these practices meant in paganism. Each one of these Canaanite practices offended one aspect or another of God’s   moral nature and his attributes. In these cases there could be no doubting the fact that the form was so inextricably bound up with the content and meaning of the pagan religion and its practices that the believer could have no part of any of it.

4. Retain practices that are grounded in the nature of God

Some forms that might at first glance appear to be mere cultural expressions are nonnegotiable commands based on the nature of God. Accordingly, the issues of divorce and remarriage, obedience to parents, and the legitimate respect owed to government are some examples of injunctions grounded either in the nature of God or in the ordinances of creation that have universal and enduring appeal. So it is that “what God has joined together, let man not separate” (Matt. 19:6). That is how it has been and remains since God gave his original directive at creation.

Interestingly enough, the moral responsibility for deciding whether to pay one’s   taxes to a government that one believes is in opposition to accepted moral law (or some other equally principled objection one might make to his present government) is lifted from the shoulders of believers. The reason one is relieved of this moral responsibility is because Romans 13:7 places taxes in the same category as paying for services rendered by people who work for us in the service professions. We do not aid and abet the possible unsavory way of life of some plumbers, electricians, and carpenters who may work in our home from time to time when we pay them the full amount that they request on their bill without deducting that percentage that we might suspect they use for gambling, buying booze, or chasing after women other than their wives. Likewise, when we pay our taxes, we render to Caesar what is due; we have no basis for deducting that percentage that goes to a war that we cannot support or to abortion clinics that we cannot morally justify. Over against this illustration of taxes, however, stand those commands that are grounded in the moral nature of God or his creation ordinances.

5. Notice when the circumstances alter the application of a law or principle

There is indeed biblical precedent for saying that circumstances may alter the application of the laws of God that do not rest on his nature (i.e., on the moral law of God) but that are true because he spoke them in a particular context. Law based not on the nature of God but on his particular sayings on a special occasion is called positive law.

An example of such a change in the application of a command can be seen in the command given to Aaron and his sons. Originally they alone were to eat the bread of presence set out before the Lord in the tabernacle (Lev. 24:8 –9). But when an emergency arose, as in the case of David and his men who were without any food, Ahimelech offered this sacred and forbidden food to David and his army (1 Sam.21:1 –6) without any reprisal noted in the text.

But there is more to this illustration of how positive law can have its application changed when the circumstances demanded it. Jesus used the very same illustration to justify his performing deeds of mercy on the Sabbath, which some people viewed instead as violating its sacredness (Matt. 12:1 –5; Mark 2:23 –25; Luke 6:1 –4). What appeared at first blush to allow no exceptions (such as doing what some considered to be working on the Sabbath day) actually had a condition of “all other things being equal” attached to it.18 This is not to say that we have now confused the moral law (which we said was to be found in part in the Ten Commandments) with positive law, for the commandment about the Sabbath is the only one in the Ten Commandments that is mixed with both moral and positive aspects in the same law. It is moral in that it says that God is owner of all time and therefore has a right to receive back a portion of our time in worship of himself. But it is positive, or ceremonial, in that it spells out the seventh day as that time. 

There is absolute loyalty in Scripture to the principles founded on the nature of God, but there is a good deal of flexibility in applying positive commands, such as sanitary laws and dietary laws (see Mark 7:19 and Acts 10:15). Likewise, the same flexibility holds true in cases of ceremonial regulations, such as the instance of 1 Kings 8:64, where Solomon used the middle of the temple court to sacrifice the numerous animals during the dedication ceremony instead of the prescribed brazen altar, which was too small for the occasion (cf. 2 Chron. 4:1; 1 Kings 9:25).Nevertheless, the principle of worship remained, even though the means varied.

One must watch carefully for positive commands, noting their attachment to particular historical occasions but also observing the principles they inculcate. It will do little good to observe in a formal way such alleged normative positive commands as “Get into the boat,” “Loose the colt,” or “Launch out into the deep.” The context will help us to see that they had specific reference to specific people, even if the principles of respecting the authority of the One who gave the command remains for all who followed in their train.

CONCLUSION

This area of the cultural and historical application of the biblical message is not easily resolved in every case. When deadlocks remain, we must remember the need for humility. We can likewise profit from keeping in mind the three horizons of Bible interpretation.

The Case for Humility in Case of Uncertainty

Robert C. Sproul has given the following good advice about handling uncertainty in matters of interpretation:

What if after careful consideration of a biblical mandate, we remain uncertain as to the question of its character as principle or custom? If we must decide to treat it one way or the other but have no conclusive means to make the decision, what can we do? Here the biblical principle of humility can be helpful. The issue is simple — would it be better to treat a possible custom as a principle and be guilty of being over-scrupulous in our design to obey God; or would it be better to treat a possible principle as a custom and [possibly] be guilty of being unscrupulous in demoting a transcendent requirement of God to the level of a mere human convention? I hope the answer is obvious.19

In other words, it is better to err on the side of being humble and refusing to be cavalier with the text than it is to always assume that the more risky the stand, the more acceptable it is among those who prize creativity as being whatever is new and novel for its own sake.

The Case for the Three Horizons

We return, as we conclude this chapter, to the point made in the beginning. There are indeed three definite horizons: that of the Bible, that of the interpreter, and that of the receptor. By now it should be clear that each of these three horizons also has a context.

The Bible was written within the confines of certain cultures and times. No interpreter has the right to make that text say whatever he or she wants it to say. The text must be allowed to say what it wants to say but with due respect for the particular setting and culture in which it was based. While some have pointed to the New Testament’s  use of the Old Testament as legitimizing certain types of intuitive approaches, it can hardly be claimed that the New Testament writers were not interested in the natural sense of the older Scriptures, especially when it came to forming doctrine based on those same texts or when it came to using them for apologetic purposes to show that Christianity was not some new fantasy just dreamed up by someone.

Interpreters also must be aware of the way that their culture forces certain questions while leaving them blind to other, perhaps equally provocative questions. Furthermore, when interpreters arrive at a text, they have already formed a kind of hermeneutical spiral that has a forceful way of imposing categories or ways of looking at certain questions and the like. Interpreters must constantly go through periods of self-examination
 to see just how free they really are and to consider how much each of these points previously adopted has indeed affected the exegesis.

Finally, readers, listeners, and the contemporary audience to whom the ancient Word is being proclaimed must likewise confess that they too each have a circle of culture and personal commitments. No one is an island, and no one arrived on the scene innocent and with a tabula rasa. To the degree that prejudices have been built up, we must expect that our depravity will manifest itself. In fact, the closer each one of us gets to that central religious or philosophical mainspring of our lives, the closer we come into potential conflict with opposing cultural and spiritual viewpoints. One could build a sliding scale of cultural and spiritual interaction that would begin at the far-out reaches of mathematics, where both Beelzebub and a saint could reach agreement on the answers to straightforward math problems, and move all the way through the natural sciences, the social sciences, and then finally to the arts and humanities, where tremendous conflict would increase, the closer we got to that on which our souls were riding. Since theology and the interpretation of Scripture are located on this latter end of the scale rather than on the other end with mathematics, it behooves us to proceed carefully and to be fully open to rigorous self-examination of the cultural context in which we stand.20

The use of theology in the interpretive process often turns what otherwise would have been a dry and sterile wandering into a vital and powerful experience. Three tools are available for this task: biblical theology, which we have already treated in chapter 4, the analogy of faith, and the analogy of Scripture.

The analogy of faith, though variously interpreted and often abused, requires us to interpret all Scripture so that it is in agreement with the entire teaching of the Bible. It presupposes (1) the coherence of Scripture, (2) the organic nature of the Bible, and (3) the canonical closure of Holy Writ. Used in this manner, Scripture interprets Scripture, especially in the use of verbally parallel passages and topically parallel passages. Usually, however, use of the analogy of faith is held until one is ready to check one’s   interpretation of a passage against the rest of Scripture.

The analogy of Scripture refers to the exegetical use of texts earlier than the one(s) under consideration that “inform” the later passages by giving background, depth, and poignancy to the words used. They include technical terms; direct quotations; indirect citations; allusions to previous events, persons, or institutions; or previous covenants.

In the analogy of faith, it is useful to focus on certain key chapters that act as “chair”  passages, or “seats of doctrine.” These chapters will contain the largest amount of teaching in one place on the doctrine under consideration in the passage being interpreted. As originally proposed, this tactic prevents the exegete from appealing to tradition as the basis for doctrine, but instead tests any proposed teaching of Scripture against the whole of Scripture.

Some of the key principles underlying the fruitful theological use of the Bible are (1) exegesis is prior to any system of doctrine, (2) doctrines must not go beyond scriptural evidence, (3) only what is directly taught in Scripture is binding on the conscience, and (4) theological interpretation must be responsive to the church.
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Chapter 15

Putting It All Together: The Theological Use of the Bible
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THE 
ANALOGY OF 
FAITH

Biblical interpretation
 is one of the fields of study that is most critical for the theological task. Any failure in the interpretive mission immediately affects the results obtained in theological construction.1

Seen from another angle, hermeneutical practice involves both an exegetical and a theological component if it is to be carried out to its completion. The exegetical part of the interpretive process examines the grammatical, historical, and literary aspects of the individual text of the Bible. But once these tasks have been concluded, they need to be related, by way of summary or conclusions, to the overall thought of the individual book being studied and to the whole canon of Scripture. It is at this juncture that the theological component of the interpretive enterprise comes to the forefront, typically introducing the often-abused concept of the analogy of faith.

The analogy of faith (analogia fidei) is a concept that has many advocates, but few have paused long enough to define it carefully.2 This concept comes from a phrase in Romans 12:6 —“We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith [kata temn analogian tems pisteoms].” Two other passages are usually cited: Romans 12:3, where Paul says that one is not to think of oneself more highly than one should, but rather each is to think “so as to have sound judgment, as God has allotted to each a measure of faith [metron pisteom s]” (NASB); and 2 Timothy 1:13 —“What you have heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching, with faith and love in Christ Jesus [hupotuposin eche hugianonton logon].”   

In Romans 12:6, Paul makes the point that the gift of prophecy must be “in agreement with” or “in proportion to” the faith. Three main ways of interpreting this phrase have been suggested. It could refer to one’s personal faith in Christ. Accordingly, prophets should prophesy in accordance with the standard of their own apprehension and response to God’s grace in the gospel.3 Second, it could refer to what is mathematically proportional; the prophet’s gift is to be exercised within the limits of faith as restricted to the prophet’s own purpose and sphere.4 The third view understands Paul as requiring the prophet to speak in accord with previously revealed truth found in the Word of God. This third definition would support the often-used rule that a true prophet was never to contradict existing revelation (Deut. 13:1 –5; 18:20 –22; Acts 17:11; 1 Cor. 14:37; 1 John 4:1 –6).5

Each of these three views presents some kind of standard against which the prophecy is to be judged. In that sense, then, Paul’s use of the phrase analogy of faith is not that far from the way many have used it in the history of interpretation. Our preference, however, is with the third view, for the reasons cited. Henri Blocher nicely summarizes the situation in commenting, “The apostle, when dictating Romans 12:6, barely thought of the technical ‘comparing Scripture with Scripture’; yet, he concerned himself with the agreement of Christian discourse with the whole body of teaching given by inspiration of God, in its main emphases and overall balance (analogia), all parts included. Substantially, his point was not far removed from our conception of the analogy of faith.” 6

The concept of the analogy of faith comes into play in the interpretive process after one has established the meaning of a particular passage from its immediate context. Since it scans the entirety of Scripture without concerning itself with sequence, it is best to use the analogy of faith only by way of summary at the conclusion of investigating each paragraph or basic unit of exegetical work.

The analogy of faith gathers verses from throughout the canon into a bouquet that is truly biblical in its derivation. The doctrines that are affirmed and the support that is claimed for each doctrine from the assemblage of the verses cited is only as useful and valid as the exegesis that underlies this work of assembling the texts and definitions.

THE 
ANALOGY OF 
SCRIPTURE

Before we take a further look at how the analogy of faith is to be used in the interpretive process, we must consider the parallel term analogy of Scripture.7 It was John Bright who noted that most biblical passages have within them some facet of theology expressed in such a way that marks them as part of the fabric of the whole Bible.8 The roots for this theology have often been laid down in scriptural texts that appeared earlier than the text under examination.

The clues to such an antecedent theology within the text were:

1. The use of certain terms that have already acquired a special meaning in Scripture (e.g., seed, servant, rest, inheritance);

2. The use of direct quotations from writers that precede the text being examined (e.g., the frequently mentioned tripartite formula: “I will be your God, you shall be my people, and I will dwell in the midst of you” );

3. The use of indirect citations or allusions to previous events, persons, or institutions (e.g., the exodus, the epiphany on Mount Sinai, or the giving of the law); and

4. A reference to the covenants and their contents (e.g., the Abrahamic, Davidic, or New covenants).

In each case, the interpreter would be well advised to pay close attention to the earlier context. In such cases the more recent author of Scripture was building on the backdrop of the Bible that was already available to him. In the words of John Bright, these earlier passages “informed” the later text and gave it more poignancy and depth. The doctrines, concepts, persons, ideas, and events already had a history and were part of the inherited backdrop against which this new word from God could be understood and related. 

Modern-day examples are not hard to come by. For example, mention “Watergate” or the names of any of those who were involved in this scandal during the American presidency of Richard Nixon, and a flood of memories, associations, and even a special phrase or two immediately come to mind. This one event colors all the characters, events, and writings of American history in 1973 and following. Likewise, a mere mention of “9/11” and the story of the hijacked passenger planes flown into the twin towers in New York City immediately brings the events of September 11, 2001, into focus and serve as a backdrop for what is now going to be said in that same line of thoughts and events.

In a similar manner, when the prophet Hosea mentions that God “will give [Israel] back her vineyards, and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope” (2:15), he is referring directly to the sin of Achan in Joshua 7. In that incident one man brought enormous grief to all Israel, so they stoned him in the “Valley of Achor”  (Josh. 7:24), for he had brought “trouble” or “disaster” (= achor) on the people. But in God’s grand announcement through Hosea, God promises to turn what previously had been a place of “trouble” or “disaster” into “a door of hope” !By noting this “informing theology,” we see the true depth and poignancy of Hosea’s allusion.

An interpreter can best grasp the analogy of Scripture by consulting editions of the Scriptures that have antecedent references in the margins, such as the Thompson Chain Reference Bible, the Dickson Reference Bible, and other modern editions that have such references to earlier allusions and citations. One must be careful, however, to eliminate all the marginal references that cite passages written chronologically after the text under investigation.9


THE 
USE OF THE 
ANALOGY OF 
FAITH 

Sometimes, amid all the emphasis on the details, parts, and minutiae of Scripture, modern interpreters have jettisoned three vitally important elements that may seem out of date: (1) the coherence of Scripture, (2) the organic nature of Scripture, and (3) the canonical closure of Scripture. Against such acts of “modernization,” 
 Blocher argues, “If Scripture were a collection of independent sayings, all of them right, but simply juxtaposed, on topics unconnected with one another, how could the analogy [of faith] come into play? . . . But Scripture [is] like ordinary speech and even more so.” 10

Here the analogy of faith enters the process again. Since the mind governing Scripture is one, is it not appropriate and fair to God the Holy Spirit to gather his total thinking on a particular subject, much as we might do with the writings of a human author? And if communication is assumed, do we not grant that the writer exhibits coherence and unity in his or her thought until proven otherwise? Why should biblical scholars assume less, unless they reject the idea of a unified divine mind behind the entirety of Scripture? The presumption against the unity of the Bible, more than any other factor, has spoiled evangelicals and turned them away from searching for any inner unifying principles in biblical theology or biblical ethics and from appreciating the legitimacy of systematic theology. Success in the analytical methods of scholarship has taken evangelicalism away from focusing attention on synthetic and synoptic types of study to the degree they are needed for interpreting the Bible theologically. 

The unity of the Bible, however, can be argued from at least three points of view: its coherence, its organic nature, and the canonical closure.

Coherence 

The argument for coherence can be found in part in the way that one biblical writer after another directly and indirectly refers to those portions of the biblical text that have preceded him. Thus, Daniel “understood from the Scriptures” that what Jeremiah had said less than a century before was “according to the word of the LORD” (Dan. 9:2, quoting Jer. 25:11 –12 and 29:10 to the effect that the captivity of Judah in Babylon would last for “seventy years” ).It is on this model of seventy years, then, that Daniel is given his revelation of “seventy ‘sevens’”  (Dan. 9:24). The biblical writers’ clear dependence on, and concordance with, each other is evident throughout the text.

Organic Nature

There is an organic nature to revelation in that often the earlier forms contain the seminal forms of the ideas that are to come to full expression later on in the progress of revelation. Accordingly, as O. Palmer Robertson has pointed out:

The permeation of [Hab. 2:4 —“The just shall live by faith” ]with Gen. 15:6 [“Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness” ]. . . [is a] deliberate echo of Genesis 15:6 in Habakkuk 2:4b . . . and provides the basis for a proper understanding of the text. The same terms for the root concepts of faith and legal right-standing [he ‘ebmîn, ’ebmunab; sebdamqab, saddîq] occur in both passages. In the context of Habakkuk, a test of faith similar to that experienced by Abraham due to non-fulfillment of divine promises is evident.11

Thus, even though the texts were separated from each other often by centuries, they were organically related one to the other, for the seed of what was to come to full fruition later on was often already present in the earlier text.

Canonical Closure

The third part of the argument for the unity of the Bible involves consideration of canonical closure. In recent years new attention has been given to the status of the canon. This has opened up the way for a partial rediscovery of the concept of a beginning and an end to the revelation of God. This concept of wholeness provides an overarching context that completes the picture of what the organizing mind of Scripture envisioned.

The very idea of a canon implies a standard or an authoritative measuring device by which a collection of books is recognized as the “norm” for the community. Implicit within that recognition is not only the idea of a beginning and ending point but the suggestion that there are linking notices and devices within that corpus as well. Thus, while the individual parts of the canon are individually valuable, only as the entire corpus is viewed as a whole can the whole mind of God be finally declared on any topic that several of the books may address.

THE THEOLOGICAL TASK OF THE  INTERPRETER

The phrase analogy of faith is not common in patristic and medieval writings. But the concept did appear under a variety of names, being referred to as “the faith,”  “the rule of truth,” “the measure of faith,” “the catholic faith,” or “the apostolic institution of the church.” In all of these terms, the concept of unity of Scripture is prominent. Such a unity was based on four pillars: (1) the fact that Scripture has one single, divine Author; (2) the fact that Christ is present in the Old Testament, not only virtually or implicitly, but directly, since the prophets speak of him; (3) the fact that Christ is the center of the Scriptures; and (4) the fact that the doctrines within the Scripture are linked together throughout the text and tend to build one upon another.12

The Enlightenment and the advent of the higher-critical method have led many within the church to reject (either in an outright or an implicit way) the unity of Scripture as a viable doctrine or a usable hermeneutical feature. This has left many contemporary readers of the Bible bewildered and without any organizing principle or method by which to put the whole story of the Bible together. These principles must be revived once again, and that is our intention in what follows:

The Perspicuity of Scripture

The principle of the perspicuity of Scripture states that the message of the Bible is clear enough so that even the most unlearned person can understand the basic message of salvation that the Bible presents. The classic statement of the perspicuous (“plain to the understanding” )or “clear” nature of the Bible does not mean to say that all the parts of the Bible are equally clear and free of all difficulty. Perspicuity was never intended to be a shortcut or a magical skeleton key to unlock all the teachings of the Bible. How this principle has been misunderstood and misused is well stated by Bishop Herbert Marsh:

Another expression used by our Reformers, namely, “the perspicuity of the Sacred Writings,” has been no less abused than [other] similar expression[s] [such as “the Bible is its own interpreter” ].When [the Reformers] argued for the perspicuity of the Bible, they intended not to argue against the application of Learning, but against the application of Tradition to the exposition of Scripture. . . . No! said our Reformers; we need not the aid of your Tradition; to use the Bible is sufficiently perspicuous without it. . . . They never meant to declare, that the Bible was alike perspicuous to the learned and the unlearned. If they had, they would never have supplied the unlearned with explanations of it.13

Scripture Interprets Scripture

Often what is obscure in one part of the Bible is made clear in another part. The hermeneutical tool to be used here is that of parallel passages. When the immediate context does not assist interpreters in discovering the meaning of a passage, they may use two kinds of parallel passages found elsewhere in Scripture.

Verbal Parallel Passages

Often the same word, phrase, clause, or expression appears in two or more passages in a similar connection and with reference to the same or a closely related subject. It is most important for the interpreter to demonstrate such relations, for the mere presence of the same words and expressions is not by itself sufficient evidence for linking the two passages.

One illustration of a verbal parallel passage is 1 Kings 19:9, 11, which deals with Elijah on Mount Horeb —“There he went to the cave and spent the night. . . . The LORD said, ‘Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by ’” (my translation). Now the
 area to which Elijah had just come in his flight from Queen Jezebel was the same as Mount Sinai, where Moses had received the two tables of the law. The use of the article with “cave” in 1 Kings 19:9 is no doubt an allusion to the “cleft in the rock” mentioned in Exodus 33:22. More important, in this earlier passage, the Lord told Moses, “I will cause all my goodness to pass by in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the LORD, in your presence” (Exod. 33:19; my translation).

Besides the relation of Elijah’s cave to Moses’ cleft in the rock, then, the mention in both passages of the Lord’s passing by connects the two and enhances our understanding of the Lord’s relation to Elijah in this incident. The despondent prophet clearly needed exactly what Moses received from the Lord, namely, a whole new view of the living God as God caused his presence and his attributes to pass in review as a reminder of who and what he is. In this manner, examination of verbal parallels can add depth to one’s teaching and preaching of biblical texts. Notice, however, that the episode with Moses predated the episode with Elijah! This would also be an example of an “informing theology.” 

Topical Parallel Passages

A topic parallel passage is one that deals with the same facts, subjects, sentiments, events, or doctrines as the passage being compared without using the same words, clauses, or expressions. Prime examples of this type of phenomenon can be found in the synoptic materials of the Gospels and of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles. In addition to these synoptic accounts, there are also pairs of duplicate passages, including Psalms 14 and 53, Psalm 18 and 2 Samuel 22, Psalm 96 and 1 Chronicles 16, and Jude and 2 Peter.

The eight so-called fugitive psalms of David represent another kind of topically parallel passages:

Ps. 18, when David was delivered from the hand of Saul (2 Sam. 22) Ps. 34, when David feigned insanity (1 Sam. 21)

Ps. 52, when Doeg told Saul about David (1 Sam. 22)

Ps. 54, when the Ziphites went to Saul (1 Sam. 23)

Ps. 56, when the Philistines seized David (1 Sam. 21:10 –15)

Ps. 57, when David fled into the cave (1 Sam. 22)

Ps. 59, when Saul’s men watched for David (1 Sam. 19:11 –17)

Ps. 142, when David was in the cave (1 Sam. 24)

As the interpreter studies these psalms as a unit along with the relevant passages from Samuel, elements of the experience and theology of David can come to light that would otherwise remain hidden.14

In the spirit of fairness, however, note how the event of Moses striking the rock in Numbers 20:1 –13 is expounded topically later on in Psalm 106:32 –33. Moses had been told to “Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will pour out its water . . . for the community so they and their livestock can drink” (Num. 20:8b). However, in his exasperation with this murmuring crowd, Moses decided that rather than talking to a rock (people thought he was long overdue for retirement at 120 years old anyway), he would slug the rock. The text reads: “Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff” (20:11). An interpretation that was famous for many years was that since Christ is spoken elsewhere as “the Rock,” Moses broke the type (=Christ is the Rock) when he hit the rock “twice,” for Christ was smitten “once for all” (Heb. 7:27; 10:10). But that interpretation does not agree with the commentary given later in Psalm 106:32 –33, which said, “By the waters of Meribah they angered the LORD, and trouble came to Moses because of them; for they rebelled against the Spirit of God, and rash words came from Moses’ lips.” Thus, Moses’ sin was not in his raising his arm to hit the rock twice, but it was in the area of his lips! He spoke rashly in Numbers 20:10, saying, “Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?” Who said anything about Moses and Aaron being the source of the water?So Moses “ripped God off,” as the modern colloquial saying goes: He stole the glory that belonged to God simply by using the first person plural pronoun “we.” These people were not only short of water; they were deficient in the area of trusting the word of God. Moses was simply to speak that word, but instead he gave the people a piece of his mind. In this case, the later commentary rounds out the picture for us better than Numbers alone. This must be factored in with our caveat that only texts that were antecedent to the passage we are interpreting should be used. 

Finally, consider Jesus’ word in Luke 14:26 that those following him must “hate”  their father and mother. We receive help in interpreting this “hate” by referring to the topically parallel passage in Matthew 10:37, where Jesus requires that his disciples not love their parents “more than me.” 

The “Chair” Passages of Scripture 

We have argued already that studies based on the analogy of faith must not be used as a substitute for the hard task of exegeting particular passages of Scripture on their own terms. Rather, such studies are most useful toward the end of the interpretive process, when similar themes, passages, and doctrines can be brought to bear as a test for the general sense of the rightness of the interpretation proposed. Use of the analogy of faith serves, then, both as a check on the conclusion reached in the exegesis and as an indication of what direction the same teaching took in the course of later revelation.

Along with studying related passages in terms of the analogy of faith, it is useful also to focus on certain key chapters of Scripture that contain major treatments of various issues, such as the following:

Genesis 1 –2: The creation

Isaiah 40: The incomparability of God

Isaiah 53: The nature of the atonement

1 Corinthians 15: The resurrection

2 Corinthians 5:1 –10: The nature of the intermediate state 
Philippians 2:1 –11: The nature of the incarnation

A chapter such as one of the above has been referred to in church history as sedes doctrinae, or “a seat of doctrine.” These passages, which we may call chair passages, can well function as boundary setters for interpreters as they seek guidance about the correct interpretation of texts that are textually or topically parallel. These chair passages contain the largest amount of material in one place on the respective doctrines. In a sense they represent a self-policing function of Scripture, one particularly important for Protestants, who have typically rejected external limitations by the church or by tradition on their interpretations of the Bible.

A SUMMARY OF THE PRINCIPLES

If God indeed is the author of a genuine revelation from himself to mortals, it is natural for us to think that the Scriptures are capable of being used for doctrinal and theological teaching. In fact, 2 Timothy 3:16 –17 lists “doctrine” (KJV) as the first of a list of profits that will come from Scripture. The apostle Paul speaks to this same point in mentioning the Romans’ obeying doctrine from their hearts (Rom. 6:17). The same apostle warned young Timothy twelve times in his two letters to him to be careful to maintain sound doctrine. All of this emphasis on doctrine and teaching was not a late invention of some evangelical movement or over-reactionary propositional theologians, for the same emphasis on teaching marked our Lord’s own ministry. The people were astonished at his teaching (Matt. 7:28). In fact, he flatly declared that his doctrine came from the Father (John 7:16). Therefore, the doctrinal use of the Bible cannot be set aside lightly or played down. It is, instead, that which gives substance and form to the whole of the Christian faith. Doctrine is possible only because God has spoken in the Scriptures.

In this final section we summarize key principles that underlie a fruitful theological use of the Bible.

1. The main burden of doctrinal teaching must rest on the chair passages 

This principle is to be preferred over any reductionistic one such as that which says we must prefer the New over the Old Testament, or the Prophets over the Law, or the Epistles over the Gospels. Every one of these alternatives has been played out in history, many with disastrous effects. Such a preference
 for what comes latest as being superior over what preceded it would impugn the character of the revealing God and create a canon within a canon. Throughout both canons the revelation of God time and again comes to its fullest measure on one doctrine after another. Consequently, it is important that we go to each of these chair passages and there, as it were, cut our teeth on the fullest expression of what God had in mind for each of these great didactic truths.

2. Exegesis is prior to any system of theology 

The Scriptures themselves are not a textbook of theology, any more than the natural world around us comes complete with a textbook in geology, physics, or chemistry. Even though all creation is from the hand of God, just as all Scripture is from his hand, we were given the created order already operating rather than the book of operations. The human propensity to organize, classify, and arrange this data, both natural revelation and supernatural revelation, probably reflects the fact that we are made in the image of God.

But when that propensity to form a theology turns instead to extrabiblical sources, there is no end of trouble. Such sources can become grids dropped over the text that act as do a bit and bridle in the mouth of a horse.

These grids may represent philosophies such as pantheism or existentialism, or they may represent loyalties to organizing principles that form a separate analogy of faith from that offered from a reading of the Bible itself. In this latter category are our systems of dispensationalism or covenantal theology, Calvinism or Arminianism, charismatic or cessationist theologies. This is not to say one system is right and the others are wrong, or that all of these are wrong; rather, it is to caution that the system comes second and the exegesis of the Bible comes first. In other words, we often tend to make our systems fit the Bible, not the Bible our systems —in which case we shall all be arguing and reasoning in a circle.

3. Doctrines must not go beyond scriptural evidence

The temptation to say more than Scripture says is always a hazard, for we mortals are a most curious lot. But in addition to our curiosity, we also have a deep-seated desire to pretend that we know more than others do on matters pertaining both to this world and the next. It is at these points that we begin to extrapolate from the evidence that we have in hand in order to make what we believe are consistently logical deductions on some of the doctrines where moderns ask questions for which the text has no direct answers. Unfortunately for the cause of the gospel, we often begin to major in these theological extrapolations, forcing others to either agree with our distinctives or to give up their association with “our group.” 

4. The analogy of Scripture must take priority over the analogy of faith in exegesis

As we have already presented the case in some detail on both analogies, we will be succinct here. My concern in stating this principle is to give priority to exegesis and to what was known already from the previous revelations of God before we add, by way of summary, everything that the Lord later revealed on a particular topic. In other words, we usually need to read the Bible forward in time, lest we fall into the error of eisegesis, that is, “reading [back] into” the text what we hoped or wished was there.

The use of a biblical theology, and an “informing theology” from the analogy of antecedent Scripture can make a powerful difference in an exegesis that would otherwise be anemic and listless without this input. Thus, when Elijah took up “twelve stones” (not ten) in order to build an altar representative of the twelve tribes and declared, “Your name shall be Israel” (1 Kings 18:31), he clearly was calling to the minds of the people the first time where such words occurred. In Genesis 32:28 and 35:10, Jacob twice —but some thirty years apart —was told by God that he would no longer be called Jacob, but Israel. In both cases (once as he wrestled with the angel of the Lord at Peniel and once when he worried whether the Canaanites were going to kill off his family after the Dinah-Shechemite affair), Jacob was warned to turn away from his dependence on himself and his idols and follow the Lord wholeheartedly instead.

Now, almost a millennium later, Elijah had to teach the same lesson to Jacob’s descendants all over again. “Get rid of the foreign gods you have with you,” decreed the Lord in Genesis 35:2. Elijah issued a similar cry in 1 Kings 18:21 —“How long will you waver between two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.” Thus the informing theology strengthens and enriches our exegesis of biblical texts. Now it is possible —and most desirable —to introduce similar teaching on the same topic raised in our exegesis of a passage from later Scripture as they form a total analogy of faith. The order of employing the analogy of (antecedent) Scripture first and then using the analogy of faith in the summary of each of the main points of a sermon is of primary importance.

5. Only what is directly taught or really implied in Scripture is binding on the conscience

As with theology, so it is in the area of morality and ethics. Once again there is a tendency to place as much confidence in human extrapolations and personal deductions from Scripture in the shaping of an ethic and morality as there is in the text of Scripture itself. This is not fair to the primacy of Scripture or to the body of believers.

To bind the consciences of believers to that which is not directly taught in Scriptures (or that which can be shown to be there as a principle) is to come perilously close to raising up a new form of tradition that vies for equal recognition with Scripture itself. We rightly object when cults and sects add to the Scriptures merely human ideas. We should likewise protest when the human interpretations of the Bible are raised to the level of Scripture. Moreover, such interference is an infringement of our Christian liberty in Christ.

One must be careful in applying this principle, for some have avoided the ditch on one side of the path only to fall into the ditch on the other side. Thus, what is directly condemned in Scripture, we must condemn. And what is condemned by immediate application of a principle, we must also condemn. But where neither of these two conditions appear, Christian conscience cannot be bound by others. In these cases where the matters become more debatable (e.g., in scriptural teachings where it is suspected that cultural backgrounds are involved, such as the command to wash one another’s feet in John 13:14), our interpretation must remain more tentative, at least as far as binding the consciences of others is concerned.

6. No doctrine should be based on a single passage of Scripture, a parable, an allegory, a type, a sensus plenior, or an uncertain textual reading

Doctrinal teaching is too valuable to entrust to those areas of interpretation where the subjective biases of the reader might shine through more brightly. The Mormons, for example, have enshrined 1 Corinthians 15:29 as a key doctrine and formed one of their distinctives from this text —“Now if there is no resurrection, what will those do who are baptized for the dead?” Probably Paul was only arguing ad hominem at this point. One would be hard-pressed to assert that this one verse was adequate evidence to build a doctrine for the baptism of the dead. No matter how Paul was arguing at this point, it is extremely dangerous to take one verse and formulate a doctrine from it.

I well remember the day that a man opened his New Testament to the book of Acts and declared that he belonged to the “Jesus Only” church because that is how they were baptized in Acts 8:16 —“Only they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus” (AV). Never mind what the rest of Scripture said about the Trinitarian formula; his mind (as well as that of his denomination) had already been made up.

Likewise, it is just as risky to settle on a doctrine that rests solely on a point allegedly made in a parable, an allegory, a type, a so-called sensus plenior, or an uncertain textual reading. For example, some have based the doctrine of the Trinity on 1 John 5:7 –8. The evidence, however, comes from late manuscripts of the Latin Vulgate that added about twenty-five words, including those translated “the Father, the Word and the Holy Spirit.” This reading cannot be sustained as being a part of the original text; therefore, it should not be used for theology and doctrine. Such procedures are cases of “proof-texting,” a method that uses texts simply because they have a certain word or idea in them but that gives no consideration to the context or the way the original author was using the text.

7. Theological
 interpretation must recognize responsibility to the church

The Holy Spirit did not begin to work just as we reached this stage of history and began to interpret the Bible. For centuries, reaching back into the Old Testament, there has been the faithful accumulation of the gains, insights, and understandings of the believing body of the people of God.

Once again there is a ditch on either side of the road. One can be so beholden to what the church and former believers have learned from Scripture that it is raised to the status of an authoritative tradition and becomes another scripture. But the opposite problem is just as real. Some will cut themselves off from all previous insights and work as if they had been sealed in a vacuum and all doctrinal knowledge began with them.

The doctrinal teaching of Scripture is to be shared. The work of theologizing must be done in the spirit of inviting other believers to inspect our work and to measure it by the standard of Scripture itself. This need to work together is not due to the inadequate nature of Scripture but has more to do with the inadequate nature of the readers and interpreters of the Bible.

The Reformers set forth a dual system of checks and balances when they announced the priesthood of all believers along with their appeal to the original languages of the Bible. If the former took precedence, then anarchy might result as each did what was right in his or her own eyes. If the second was elevated over the first, then we might have been left at the mercy of the scholars, who would constitute the final court of appeal as to what a text was saying. Mercifully, the Reformers insisted on both the priesthood of all believers and the appeal to the original languages of Scripture. This made for a balance and a need for both the scholar and the layperson to depend on each other.
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Part 4

THE SEARCH FOR MEANING: 
FURTHER CHALLENGES
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A knowledge of the history of interpretation can be one of the best protections against interpretive error. That history begins with the Jewish Targums, which employed both the plain and the hidden sense of the Mosaic law. Three important groups helped to formulate different aspects of Jewish interpretation. Rabbi Hillel epitomized the first group with his seven rules, which for the most part were logical extensions of the plain sense of Scripture. Later Rabbi Eliezar extended Hillel’s seven rules into thirty-two by including a number of mystical techniques (which are of dubious value to the exegete) to obtain deeper meanings of the Scriptures. The Essenes of the Dead Sea Scrolls developed the pesher method, which transformed persons and events into contemporary values and meaning merely by alleging them to be so (a move made by mortals but not the authorizing Holy Spirit). The third group was composed of the Jewish diaspora, best remembered by Philo, who emphasized the hyponoia, the deeper sense of Scripture, which could be uncovered by allegory, often leaving the plain sense without any reference.

The New Testament writers used almost three hundred citations from the Old Testament along with hundreds (some say thousands) more allusions to it. It is doubtful, however, that Jesus and the apostles used the allegorical interpretation or even a pesher or midrashic values for the Old Testament text in order to establish their claim that the Old Testament doctrine and Messiah had been fulfilled in Christ and the church.

Three schools dominated the early Christian centuries: the Alexandrian, the Antiochian, and the Western. The Alexandrian specialized in the allegorical system of interpretation built on a doctrine of correspondence between earthly and heavenly realities, while the Antiochian built its case on a doctrine of theomria that claimed that Scripture had one meaning that embraced both the literal and the spiritual, the historical and the typological. The Western school was more eclectic, embodying principles from both schools as represented by men such as Jerome and Augustine.

The Middle Ages produced the Victorines of Paris, Stephen Langdon, Thomas Aquinas, and a converted Jew, Nicholas of Lyra. Nicholas influenced Luther and the Reformation with his insistence on the plain meaning of the text. Reuchlin and Erasmus laid the groundwork for the Reformation by creating new studies in the original languages of the Bible, Hebrew and Greek; but Luther and Calvin led the charge against the allegorical interpretation. In the post-Reformation age, the pietist emphasized the application of the Scriptures to one’s own personal faith and practice, while Rationalism began a trend that eventually led to forms of historical-critical study of the Bible.



Chapter 16

A Short History 
of Interpretation

WALTER C. KAISER JR.
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An understanding of the history of the interpretation of the Bible can be of enormous assistance to the student of the Scriptures. For example, it can serve as a warning against repeating some of the errors of the past. It can also trace the influences that led to some of the misunderstandings of God’s Word. Moreover, it can acquaint the interpreter with some of the outstanding exegetes of the past and demonstrate some of the methods they used in approaching the Scriptures. In any
 case, no matter what the motivation for peering over the shoulders of those interpreters who have gone before us, a careful study of their work will save the student from losing valuable time and running down unfruitful rabbit trails that have already been tried and found wanting. 

Almost from the very beginning it can be said that many listeners and readers of the message of the Bible were slow to apprehend the spiritual truth it contained. The prophets repeatedly complained that Israel was a foolish, senseless, and rebellious audience, “who [had] eyes but [did] not see, who [had] ears but [did] not hear” (Jer. 5:21; cf. Isa. 6:10; Ezek. 12:2). Nor was the situation that different in the New Testament times. Paul has to write to the Thessalonians, asking them “not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us” (2 Thess. 2:2). And, yes, Paul’s letters indeed “contain some things that are hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction” (2 Peter 3:16). People will distort not only Paul’s letters but the “other Scriptures” as well. Hence, the need for a short history of interpretation of the Bible.1

JEWISH HERMENEUTICS

The great advantage that the Jewish people possessed was conceded by Paul in Romans 3:1 –2, that is, they “have been entrusted with the very words of God.” But this treasure had not always governed the thoughts and actions of the people, for they ignored the law and persecuted the prophets.

It was necessary, therefore, when the people returned from the Babylonian exile, to have the Targums (from a word meaning “to explain” ),so that they could be guided in interpreting the Scriptures. Thus oral teaching became a fixed and growing supplement to the biblical text, gradually possessing an authority equal to that of the Scriptures. The claim was that this tradition was handed down faithfully from the scribe Ezra and the members of the Great Synagogue, who in turn were alleged to have received it by divine revelation.

As the Christian era dawned, it was customary for the Jewish rabbis to distinguish between two senses of the text: the peshat, the “clear,” “plain,” or “simple”  (hence the literal or historical) meaning of a Bible passage; and the remaz, the hidden sense of the Mosaic law and of the Halakah.2 There also was the derûsh (“searched” ) meaning of Scripture, that is, the allegorical sense expressed in the form of haggadoth, or legends. From this latter word was obtained the noun midrash, “exegesis.”  The fourth method used in Jewish interpretation was the sôd—the mystical or Cabalistic sense of a passage.

The exegesis dealing with historical and dogmatic subjects was called haggadic midrash. This type of interpretation was more illustrative, practical, and mixed with a wealth of allegory, legend, and colorful biblical history. It was mainly a homiletic approach to the study of the Bible. In contrast, the exegesis dealing with legal matters was called halakic midrash. This form of interpretation attempted to apply the law, by analogy and by a combination of texts, to those exceptional cases for which there was no special enactment in Moses’ law. 

Jewish interpretation was determined, to a large degree, by its own theological framework and the goals of the community in which the Scriptures played a role. Three important groups helped to formulate different aspects of Jewish interpretation: the rabbis, the Qumran sect of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the Jewish Diaspora.

The Rabbis

After the days of Ezra and the teachers, or Tannâ’îm (as they were called after A.D. 30), who came after the Maccabean revolt, a tradition began that eventually resulted in the great written collections that in the Christian era were called the Mishnah, the Gemara, and the Talmud.3 In the beginning, this tradition of oral law developed as a parallel to the Torah. But as time went on, the validity of this tradition had to be proved by referring to the biblical texts themselves. Thus, there developed a kind of coordination of the biblical text, tradition, and contemporary application.

The principles for coordinating all three of these concerns were set forth in several sets of rabbinic rules known as middôt.The source of these rules is not known for certain, but most say that the oldest set of seven middôt came from the famous Rabbi Hillel, an older contemporary of Jesus (ca. 30 B.C. to A.D. 15). These seven rules of Hillel4 are

1. Inference from the lighter meaning (= minor premise) to the heavier (= major premise), or an a fortiori argument. This simply says that what is true of the lesser is true also of the greater. Thus, since the Sabbath was more important than the other festival days, a restriction placed on an annual festival day was even more applicable to the Sabbath day.

2. Analogy of expressions. Ambiguous passages were explained by drawing an inference from similar words and phrases used elsewhere. Accordingly, since Leviticus 16:29 requires Jews to “afflict [their] souls” (KJV) on the Day of Atonement, without explaining what the nature of that affliction is, it was interpreted to mean that Jews should abstain from food on Yom Kippur, since the same expression is used in Deuteronomy 8:3 with explicit mention of hunger.

3. Application by analogy with one provision, or the extension from the specific to the general. In this rule, texts were applied to cases if they were similar in nature, even though they were not directly covered in the Scripture cited. In other words, a general principle was constructed on the basis of a teaching contained in one verse. So, for example, the case of the accidental killing of a fellow woodsman in Deuteronomy 19 could be applied to any accidental death resulting from two men working together in a public place.

4. Application by analogy with two provisions. This rule is similar to the previous rule, only here it is strengthened by giving two provisions, or two verses, for the general principle. For example, Exodus 21:26 –27 provided that a slave that had his “eye” or “tooth” destroyed could go free. By analogy, this rule could be extended to all other parts of the body.

5. Inference from a general principle to a specific case or example. This rule may be used either way —from the general to the specific or vice versa. Thus, Exodus 22:9 states that if a man lends another his ox, donkey, sheep, garment, “or any other . . . property,” he must pay double restitution if it is lost. But since the generalizing term “any other thing” is used, it shows that the ox, the donkey, the sheep, and the garment were only examples, and thus the law applies to any borrowed thing that is lost, living or dead; it must be refunded for twice its value.

6. Explanation from another passage. Similar to the second rule, this rule explained one passage by appealing to another scripture. The question arose for Rabbi Hillel whether the Passover lamb was to be slain on a Sabbath, if the fourteenth of Nisan fell on the Sabbath day. He replied that since Numbers 28:10 decreed that the “daily” sacrifices had to be offered also on the Sabbath, then by analogy the Passover lamb had to be slain on the fourteenth of Nisan, regardless of what day it fell on.

7. Application of self-evident inferences from the context. A passage must not be taken as an isolated statement, but only in the light of its context. Therefore, the apparently absolute prohibition against going out of the house on the seventh day in Exodus 16:29 must be interpreted in its context to apply only to the situation of gathering of manna in the wilderness, which was to have been provided for by gathering double on the day before.

Later, in the second century A.D., Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha increased Hillel’s rules to thirteen.5 Rabbi Eliezar ben Josem elaborated them into thirty-two. At this point, additional techniques were included such as gematria, the computation of the numerical values of letters in order to obtain deeper meanings by comparing them with other words yielding the same combination of numbers; nomtrikon, the breaking up of one word into two or more, or the reconstructing of a word by using the initials of many words, or even suggesting a new sentence by using all the letters of a
 single word for the initial letters of the other words of the new sentence; temura, the permutation of letters by using three Cabalistic alphabets; and sôd,the search for the mystical or allegorical sense. These latter departures from Hillel’s seven rules, which had generally reflected the peshat, or direct sense of the text, eventually culminated in the Cabalistic system of the thirteenth century.

The Qumran Sect

The Qumran community is best known from the library of Dead Sea Scrolls that were found in 1947 and following years. Most identify the sect that copied these texts with the Essenes mentioned in Josephus, Philo, Strabo, and other ancient writers.

These Essenes were avid readers of the Bible. Several of their commentaries have been found along with the copies of the Scriptures that they made, especially their commentary on Habakkuk. Usually their commentaries quoted a brief passage of one to three verses. This was followed by the phrase “Its pesher is . . .” (from the Aramaic word pšr,“to interpret” ).The unique aspect of the interpretation that they supplied, especially in the prophetic books, was that everything from the past was transformed and given a contemporary value and meaning. For example, the “righteous” in Habakkuk 1:4 was the “Teacher of Righteousness,” or the founder of the Essene sect. And the “wicked [that] surround the righteous” of 1:4 (NASB) was the “wicked priest,” or “the man of lies,” who persecuted the Teacher of Righteousness. The “Chaldeans” (NASB), or “Babylonians” (NIV) of 1:6 were the Romans, whom the cult referred to under their biblical name, “Kittim.” So went the pesher exegesis of this cult.

The Jewish Diaspora

The third form of Jewish hermeneutics was that which arose among the Jews of the Diaspora, especially those in Alexandria, Egypt. The most representative person was probably Philo (ca. 20 B.C. to A.D. 50). In this Hellenistic capital, the Jewish canon of Scripture was the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Bible. Much of the inspiration for the Hellenistic scholarship was derived from the concept that the Scriptures bore a deeper truth, or spiritual sense, called the hyponoia. This deeper truth lay under the human words and had to be uncovered by means of allegorical interpretation. This allowed the text to say something other than what the words meant. Even Homer and Hesiod, two well-known and beloved Greek authors, were scrutinized for the deeper ethical and cosmic truths contained under the veil of the narratives about the gods and goddesses.

The model that Philo used for his hermeneutical principle was a Platonic division of the world and persons into two spheres —one visible and the other emblematical. The literal meaning of the text was the visible, or that which corresponded to the body; the deeper meaning, or the hyponoia, was the symbolical, or that which corresponded to the soul. Whenever Philo was confronted with what he perceived were impossibilities, impieties, or absurdities in the biblical text, he carefully searched for clues, such as mysterious numbers, etymologies, peculiar expressions, or the like that could unravel the real teaching of the hyponoia behind the surface meaning of the text.6 Only by taking such steps as these, it was thought in the rarified Hellenistic culture in which the scattered Jewish people were living at that time, could the Jews survive and also make the law of Moses attractive to the Greek mentality.

THE NEW TESTAMENT USE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

There are 224 direct citations of the Old Testament in the New Testament, each introduced by a definite quotation formula.7 Seven other cases are introduced by and; nineteen cases of paraphrase or summaries of Old Testament texts appear to depend on quotations; and forty-five instances of striking similarity also indicate that they too depend on the Old Testament, giving a total of some 295 quotations from the Old in the New Testament. There is little agreement as to the exact number of allusions to the Old Testament in the New: C. H. Toy counted 613, Wilhelm Dittmar argued that there were 1,640, while Eugene Huehn thought he found 4,105! The point is that the New Testament writers were thoroughly conversant with the Old Testament and felt that they were in direct continuity with it.

How, then, did the New Testament interpret the Old? Did they reflect all three types of Jewish hermeneutics we have just identified, as it is so frequently charged? 

Many of the seven rules of Hillel show up in the teachings of Jesus, for the rules are usually fair to the intentions of the author that wrote in the Old Testament. Excellent examples of our Lord’s practice in this regard can be found in Mark 2:25 –28 and John 7:23; 10:34 –36. But Jesus gives us no examples of midrashic or pesher exegesis. Some have attempted to view the formula in the Sermon on the Mount “You have heard that it was said . . . but I say unto you” as pesher exegesis, much like Qumran used. However, instead of finding a change in the meaning of what the older revelation taught, in each case one finds agreement and further substantiation of the same points made by Moses and the prophets. It is likewise doubtful whether one can find an allegorical approach in Jesus’ use of parables. Since the parable is based on the simile, comparisons are direct analogies rather than the more indirect allegories.

What about Paul and the apostles? Did not Paul confess that he had allegorized Sarah and Hagar in Galatians 4:24 –31? There is a fine line of distinction between Paul’s using allegory and his allegorizing the Old Testament. The critical point is found in Galatians 4:24. There Paul used a most unusual Greek expression, which may be translated, “all of which things may be put into an allegory” (hatina estin allegoroumena). At that point, Paul wanted to get his message over so badly that he decided to adopt, for the moment, the method that so many Jews in his audience were familiar with; however, he never pretended in that act to be interpreting what Genesis had said about these two women, or that that is what Genesis taught in a deeper sense of a hyponoia. Therefore, on closer examination, this alleged example disappears.8

A much more frequent view is that the apostolic writers of the New Testament frequently used the pesher or midrashic method of interpreting the Old Testament. For example, it is said that Paul’s use of 1 Corinthians 10:1 –6 was based on the rabbinic legend of a rock-shaped, movable well, about the size of an oven or a beehive, that rolled along after the wanderers in the wilderness as they went over hill and dale. Its waters, according to this legend, quenched thirst, healed others, and sent forth rivers with grass at its edges which served as an effective deodorant!

But to confuse the “rock” of 1 Corinthians 10:1 –6 with this sort of rolling caisson is to make associations where there are no grounds for doing so. True, the rock is said to be “spiritual,” but that denotes its origin, not its nature. It was supernatural in its origins, as the events of Exodus 17:6 demonstrate, when the Lord himself stands by the rock, from which water flowed under his direction. In this sense, then, Christ accompanied Israel with his real presence just as Isaiah saw Christ in the heavenly temple (Isa. 6; cf. John 6:41).

Likewise the argument in Galatians 3:16, wherein Paul insists that the Old Testament did not use the plural word seeds, but seed, is not a halakic midrash. Paul is making the same point that the Old Testament insisted on when he shows that the word is a singular collective that points first to the representative of the whole group, Christ, and then to all who are incorporated in that collective singular, all who believe (Gal. 3:29). This argument, known as “corporate solidarity,” is so endemic to the Old Testament that it is a marvel to hear how many New Testament scholars miss it entirely!

Many other examples could be raised at this point. It is critical to heed the wisdom of Frederic Gardiner as he speaks from more than a century ago:

In all quotations which are used argumentatively, or to establish any fact or doctrine, it is obviously necessary that the passage in question should be fairly cited according to its real intent and meaning, in order that the argument drawn from it may be valid. There has been
 much rash criticism of some of these passages, and the assertion has been unthinkingly made that the Apostles, and especially St. Paul, brought up in rabbinical schools of thought, quoted Scriptures after a rabbinical and inconsequential fashion. A patient and careful examination of the passages themselves will remove such misapprehension.9

THE INTERPRETIVE METHODS OF THE EARLY CHURCH FATHERS

The interpretation of the patristic period of the early Christian centuries tended to fall into three main schools: the Alexandrian, the Antiochian, and the Western.

Alexandrian

The first great teacher of the Alexandrian school was Titus Flavius Clement. Clement adopted the allegorical method of Philo and propounded the principle that all Scripture must be understood allegorically. “For many reasons,” he argued, “the Scriptures hide the sense . . . wherefore the holy mysteries of the prophecies are veiled in parables” (Miscellanies 6.15). Elsewhere, he taught, “Almost the whole of Scripture is expressed in enigmas” (Stromata 6124.5 –6). The motto of the Alexandrian School was, “Unless you believe, you will not understand” (a mistranslation and misapplication of Isa. 7:9 in the Septuagint).

Clement’s disciple Origen (ca. A.D. 185 –253/54), was probably the greatest theologian of his day. He is more to be honored for his prodigious work in the area of textual criticism than for his work in biblical interpretation. Origen also followed Philo’s allegorical method, but he gave it a biblical basis and declared that Scripture had a threefold sense: the corporeal or fleshly, the psychical, and the spiritual. He outlines these senses in On First Principles, the first technical treatise on Christian hermeneutical theory:

Indeed, it seems to us that the correct method of approaching the Scriptures and grasping their sense is the following, taking it from the texts themselves. In the Proverbs of Solomon we find this kind of directive concerning divine doctrines in Scripture: “And you, write down those things threefold in your counsel and wisdom that you may reply with words of truth to those who ask you [so the Septuagint and Latin of Prov. 22:20 –21]. This means, one should inscribe on one’s soul the intentions of the holy literature in a threefold manner; the simpler person might be edified by the flesh of Scripture, as it were (flesh is our designation for the obvious understanding), the somewhat more advanced by its soul, as it were; but the person who is perfect and approaches the apostle’s description: “Among the perfect we impart wisdom although it is not a wisdom of this age. . . .” [1 Cor. 2:6 –7], by the spiritual law which contains “a shadow of the good things to come” [Heb. 10:1]. For just as the human being consists of body, soul, and spirit, so does Scripture which God has arranged to be given for the salvation of humankind. (4.2.4)10

All biblical texts, according to Origen, have a spiritual sense, but not all have a literal sense as well. The fact that there were so many stumbling blocks with a strictly literal rendering of the Old Testament forced Origen into reading the text for a deeper understanding. The method Origen used for his biblical hermeneutics was that of anagomgem (“ascent” ),the ascent of the soul upward from the level of the flesh to the realm of the spirit. 

Origen’s successors built on the foundations he had laid. When Origen was driven from Alexandria by persecution, he made his home in Caesarea, in Israel. The most distinguished in this new school at Caesarea was Gregory Thaumaturgus, followed by Pamphilus and Eusebius. So devoted was Eusebius of Caesarea to Pamphilus that he is also known as Eusebius Pamphilus. Eusebius of Caesarea went so far as to claim that Moses and the prophets did not speak to their day at all. Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335 –94) wrote Life of Moses, which illustrates the anagogical or mystical understanding of biblical texts in probably its purest form.

It seems quite possible that lists of allegorical equivalents existed for many teachers and preachers who belonged to the Alexandrian school. Such allegorical keys existed in Philo’s works, and now the Greek Papyrus Inventory 3718 of the University of Michigan, dated by paleographers to the seventh century A.D., has been uncovered and seems to confirm further the existence of such lists.11 From this document we learn, for example, that John 2:1 (“On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee” )has the following allegorical values: “the day” is Christ; “the third” is faith; “a wedding” is the calling of the Gentiles; and “Cana”   is the church. Proverbs 10:1 (“A wise son brings joy to his father, but a foolish son grief to his mother” )is allegorized as follows: “a wise son” is Paul; the “father” is the Savior; the “foolish son” is Judas; and the “mother” is the church.12 Surely this document, though later than most evidences for the Alexandrian school, belongs to the same tradition. 

The allegorical system of interpretation is built on a doctrine of correspondences. Simply stated, it claims that for every natural or earthly object or event, there is a corresponding spiritual or heavenly analogue that goes with it. The idea was derived in the main from Plato, who divided the world into two worlds: one was visible and the other emblematic; one was actual and the other invisible. In its broadest application, it asserts that all of life and all of secular history is allegorical and descriptive of spiritual or heavenly things; some restrict its application only to Scripture. However, it must be noted that the Bible nowhere teaches such a doctrine of shadows and images or a doctrine of correspondences. Those doctrines are drawn directly from the secular philosophy of the day; therefore, Scripture must not be blamed for advocating such a view.

Antiochian

Over against the Alexandrian school was the Antiochian. The actual founder of the Antiochian school was probably Lucian of Samosata, around the end of the third century A.D. Others regard the distinguished presbyter Diodorus as the founder around 290. Whichever it may be, there is no doubt about the two greatest disciples of this school: Theodore of Mopsuestia and John Chrysostom.

The watchword of the Antiochian school was theomria, from a Greek word meaning “to see.” They contended that the spiritual sense was in no way separable from the literal sense, as it was in the Alexandrian school. The exegetes of the Antiochian school were united in their single-minded concern to preserve the integrity of history and the natural sense of a passage. But they were just as concerned about being overly literalistic as about the excesses of allegory and what they called “Judaism.”  Both extremes were equally dangerous; only theomria could offer the middle road out of the dangers on both sides.

Whereas the Alexandrians saw at least two distinct meanings juxtaposed in every event, the Antiochians claimed that an event in Scripture had only one meaning —a meaning that, to the trained eye of the “theoretic” exegete, was at once both literal and spiritual, historical and typological.13 The Antiochians placed great emphasis on the idea that theomria referred primarily to the fact that there was a vision or perception of spiritual truth at the heart of a historical event that the writers of Scripture were recording, and that this linking of the historical event with the spiritual truth was not a double sense or meaning but a single sense as originally intended by the writers of Scripture.

The fathers of Antioch would not have shared the basic assumptions of modern historical criticism that the science or art of exegesis is essentially a historical discipline rather than a theological one. Instead, theomria contended that the historical event itself was the necessary vehicle for that spiritual and theological truth. But unlike allegory, it insisted that the historical event was indispensable as the means God had chosen to bring his eternal truth to expression. Therefore, the aim of exegesis was just as involved with spiritual and doctrinal enlightenment as it was with
 historical and philological facts.

Western

The third school in the patristic period was called the Western school. It appeared to be more eclectic in its methods of interpretation, for it harbored some elements of the allegorical school of Alexandria but also embodied some principles from the Antiochian. Its most distinctive feature, however, was that it advanced an element that heretofore had not been a major issue: the authority of tradition in interpreting the Bible. 

The key representatives of this school are Hilary, Ambrose, and especially Jerome and Augustine. Jerome is famous because of his translation of the Vulgate Bible. Jerome knew Greek and Hebrew, whereas Augustine’s knowledge of the original languages was deficient. Accordingly, Augustine specialized more in systematizing the truths of the Bible than in their exegesis.

Augustine worked out his hermeneutical principles in his De Doctrina Christiana.  He stressed there the need for the literal sense as the necessary basis for the allegorical meaning. But Augustine was not hesitant to indulge in a rather free use of the allegorical method. The deciding factor for Augustine, whenever the sense of Scripture was doubtful, was the regula fidei (“rule of faith” ),by which he meant the collection of doctrines of the church. It is at this point that the authority of tradition began to play a major part in Augustine’s interpretive skills, for the proper use of the regula fidei presupposes that the meaning of the text has already been established sufficiently in order to recognize that the passage being considered does belong to the doctrine being used as a “rule of faith” to measure it; otherwise, the danger of eisegesis is enormous.

Unfortunately, Augustine argued for a fourfold sense of Scripture: historical, aetiological (an inquiry into the origins or causes of things), analogical, and allegorical.14 The set of four terms that eventually won out in the Western school of hermeneutics was literal, allegorical, tropological (moral), and anagogical (mystical or eschatological). The standard illustration of this fourfold sense first appeared around A.D. 420 in John Cassian’s Conferences (14.8): Jerusalem literally means the city of the Jews; allegorically, it is the church (Ps. 46:4 –5); tropologically, it is the soul (Ps. 147:1 –2, 12); and anagogically, it is our heavenly home (Gal. 4:26). Cassian made it clear that the fourfold sense would not fit every passage of Scripture; attention must always be given first to the literal sense as emphasized by the Antiochian school. But the anagogical and allegorical senses kept alive the central concerns of the Alexandrians for the mystical and spiritual aspects of the text, while the tropological sense allowed Jewish and Christian moralists to uncover moral and ethical teachings from the text.

INTERPRETATION OF THE BIBLE IN THE MIDDLE AGES

The Middle Ages were not the most brilliant of times for the church or for biblical hermeneutics. In fact, many of the clergy, not to mention the laity, remained in ignorance of even what the Bible said. But to the degree that there was an awareness of the Scriptures, the fourfold sense of interpretation continued as it had been set forth by the Western church fathers. 

What did increase in importance, however, was the principle that the interpretation of the Bible had to adapt itself to the traditions and doctrines of the church. For example, Hugo of St. Victor (1096? –1141), one of the most learned interpreters of Scripture in this period, declared, “Learn first what you should believe, and then go to the Bible to find it there!” However, even though Hugo lived more than a hundred years before Aquinas, he seems to have grasped one of Thomas Aquinas’s principles that the clue to the meaning of prophecy and metaphor was the writer’s intention, for the literal sense included everything the writer of the sacred text meant to say.

The key figures during the long years between 600 and 1500 were the Victorines from the Abbey of St. Victor in Paris. Hugo, as already mentioned, was probably the greatest of that school, but his disciple Andrew of St. Victor was also rather remarkable in that he furthered this emphasis on the literal meaning by utilizing the Vulgate text for his Christian meaning of the Bible and the Hebrew text for his Jewish explanation.15

Another leading light in this period was Stephen Langdon (1150 –228), archbishop of Canterbury. It was he who divided the Bible into its present chapters. But he also interpreted the Bible to conform to the doctrines of the church. For him the spiritual meaning was preferred over the literal meaning, since he thought it more helpful for preaching purposes and for the growth of the church. 

The major figure of this whole era, however, was Thomas Aquinas (1225 –74). He defended the literal sense as the basis for all the other senses of Scripture. But, he argued, the interpreter must realize that the Bible has symbolic meanings as well, since heavenly things cannot be put in earthly terms without using some form of symbolism. Furthermore, the history of Israel was leading up to the New Covenant. Thus the old doctrine of correspondences, which had been so much at the heart of the allegorical sense of Scripture, was still a major factor in exegesis during the Middle Ages. 

One other person stands out in this time frame: Nicholas of Lyra (1270 –340). As a Jewish convert to Christianity, Nicholas had a thorough knowledge of Hebrew. What made his work distinctive was that he, more than any others since the days of the Antiochian school, gave preference to the literal sense of Scripture. Constantly Nicholas urged that the original languages be consulted, and he complained that the mystical sense was being “allowed to choke the literal.” Only the literal, he insisted, should be used to prove any doctrine. It was his work that influenced Luther and affected the Reformation so profoundly. As the aphorism says, “Si Lyra non lyrasset, Lutherus non saltasset” (If Lyra had not piped, Luther would not have danced).

INTERPRETATION OF THE BIBLE IN THE REFORMATION

The groundwork for the Reformation was prepared further by two men from the Renaissance period at the beginning of the sixteenth century: Johannes Reuchlin and Desiderius Erasmus. Reuchlin, an uncle of Philipp Melanchthon, deserves his title as the father of Hebrew learning in the Christian church, for he published a Hebrew grammar, a Hebrew lexicon, a work on Hebrew accents and orthography, and a grammatical interpretation of the seven penitential psalms. No wonder people said of Reuchlin, “Jerome is born again.” 

Erasmus (1467 –536) published the first critical edition to the Greek New Testament in 1516. He also published his Annotations and his Paraphrases of the Gospels, after being stimulated by John Colet (1467 –519) to apply to the Scriptures the new humanistic emphasis of historical and philological learning. Erasmus’s Greek New Testament became the basic tool of Luther during his formative and polemical years of the Reformation.

Martin Luther rendered a great service to the German people when he translated the Bible into the German vernacular from the original languages. Luther’s hermeneutical rules were better than his practice, for he insisted on the literal meaning as the only proper basis for exegesis. In characteristic phrases, Luther defamed the allegorical meaning of Scripture by saying that “ Origen’s allegories are not worth so much dirt,” for “allegories are empty speculations . . . the scum of Holy Scripture.” “Allegories are awkward, absurd, invented, obsolete, loose rags.” To use such a method for interpreting the Bible, he warned, would be to “degenerate . . . into a mere monkey game.” “Allegory is a sort of beautiful harlot, who proves herself specially seductive to idle men.” 16 “The Holy Ghost,” declared Luther, “is the all-simplest writer that is in heaven or earth; therefore his words can have no more than one simplest sense, which we call the scriptural or literal meaning.” 17

No less strident in his view on this matter was John Calvin.
 In his commentary on Galatians 4:21 –26, he complained that it is “a contrivance of Satan” to introduce numerous meanings into Scripture. And in his introduction to his commentary on Romans, he warned: “It is an audacity akin to sacrilege to use the Scripture at our pleasure and to play with them as with a tennis ball, which many before have done. . . . It is the first business of an interpreter to let his author say what he does say, instead of attributing to him what we think he ought to say.” 

Although the doctrines of sola fide and sola gratia (“by faith alone” and “by grace alone” )constituted the material principle of the Protestant Reformation, the formal principle was sola Scriptura. The norm for all doctrine was not to be found in tradition or in the church but in “Scripture alone.” That was a reversal of the strategy for interpretation that had begun in the Western school of the church fathers.

Much could be said of Melanchthon, Zwingli, Bucer, Beza, and others, but the principles of interpretation in the Reformation are perhaps best summarized by William Tyndale, translator of the first New Testament printed in English (1525). 

Thou shalt understand, therefore, that the Scripture hath but one sense, which is the literal sense. And that literal sense is the root and ground of all, and the anchor that never faileth, whereunto if thou cleave, thou canst never err or go out of the way. And if thou leave the literal sense, thou canst not but go out of the way. Neverthelater, the Scripture useth proverbs, similitudes, riddles, or allegories, as all other speeches do; but that which the proverb, similitude, riddle, or allegory signifieth, is ever the literal sense, which thou must seek out diligently.18

BIBLE INTERPRETATION IN THE POST-REFORMATION AGE

The two most significant movements for the history of interpretation in the seventeenth century were pietism and rationalism. Pietism was a protest against the doctrinal dogmatism and institutionalism that exhibited an absence of personal faith and pious Christian practice. In addition to such leaders in the movement as Philipp Jacob Spener and August Hermann Francke, the most valuable contributions to interpretation were made by John Albert Bengel (1687 –1752). He was the first to classify the Greek New Testament manuscripts into families, based on their similarities. He also published his famous Gnomon of the New Testament (1742), a model for future commentaries, in that it stuck close to the natural meaning of the text while placing some one hundred figures of speech, with definitions, in the appendix of the fifth volume of this commentary.

Philosophical rationalism found its beginnings in RenéDescartes (1596 –1650), Thomas Hobbes (1588 –1679), Baruch Spinoza (1632 –77), and John Locke (1632 –1704). Theological rationalism, however, was directly linked to three chief sources: Christian von Wolff (1679 –1754), Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694 –1768), and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729 –81). Wolff attempted to tie biblical revelation into natural revelation, while Reimarus made natural revelation the source of Christianity. Lessing added to this new set of problems by arguing that the contingent truths of history could never be a proof for the necessary truths of reason. Thus, to these men can be traced much of what later developed in liberal Christianity, including the destructive form of biblical criticism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

The eighteenth century saw a continuation of both pietism and rationalism. However, pietism at first received more visibility through the ministry and preaching of John Wesley (1703 –91). In particular, the Wesleyan revivals called men and women to individual and group study of the Bible.

Nevertheless, in spite of all these gains in Bible study and interpreting the Bible according to its single, natural, or literal sense, an underlying current of protest broke out again in the writings of Immanuel Kant (1724 –1804) and Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768 –1834). Kant wanted to break into the upstairs “noumenal realm” (the realm of universals, God, and immortality) from the downstairs “phenomenal realm” (the realm of our everyday lives). Ultimately, after writing three books, he decided that this was impossible, except for a “categorical imperative,” a “thou shalt,” that remained inside all mortals.

Schleiermacher, in contrast, emphasized Gefühl(human feelings), as the seat of a person’s consciousness of God. Religion no longer was to originate from a book, reason, or anything external; its primary source was to be found in our feelings of ultimate dependence on someone outside ourselves. Sin, in this recasting of definitions and removal of the authoritative source of the Bible, was a disruption of this sense of feeling dependent on God, not a rebellion against a God who had revealed himself in the Scriptures or in Jesus Christ.

Joining Schleiermacher’s rejection of a person-religion, as revealed in an event in history or in a book like the Scriptures, was Albrecht Ritschl (1822 –89). Ritschl argued instead that Christianity was based on a value judgment. The chief emphasis of religion ought thus to be the moral and ethical value of  Christianity.

The climax of much of this line of thought came in Adolf von Harnack (1851 –1930). He called for a return to the religion of Jesus, but not a religion about Jesus. Therefore, he purged the Gospels of everything he thought represented Hellenistic accretions that had been subsequently attached to them.

There was little time in all these debates for the question of how we were to interpret the Bible, for as liberalism and modernism grew, interpretation became a non-question for most observers and practitioners. The energies of the scholarly world would be taken up with rationalistic, historical, and critical questions about the Bible and the faith until the middle of the twentieth century. 

From this point on, the issue suddenly becomes exceedingly complex as a number of agendas arise for scholars and Bible readers to contend with simultaneously. We thus come to the subject of contemporary theories of interpretation, the topic of the following chapter.

The field of biblical interpretation underwent dramatic changes during the twentieth century, largely because of the work of such scholars as Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann but also because of developments in other fields, including literary criticism, philosophy, and even science. To a large extent, these changes signaled a reaction to the historical-critical method that flourished in the nineteenth century. This method focused on the historical meaning of the Bible so intensely that it often seemed to exclude its present relevance.

The rise of the so-called New Criticism (in American literary studies) shifted attention to the view that literary texts have significance in themselves, that is, independently of the author’s original intention. Especially when applied to the Bible, this approach minimizes the historicity of the narratives. In addition, a growing emphasis on the role of the reader has injected a strong element of subjectivity into the work of interpretation. Although it may be true that we should not identify the meaning of a text totally and exclusively with what the author consciously intended to communicate, it is a serious error to dispense with the concept of authorial intention or even to relegate it to secondary importance.
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KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

It is no exaggeration to say that the contemporary interest in hermeneutics signals a new epoch in the scientific study of the Bible.1 Observers commonly see the beginning of that epoch in the work of Karl Barth (1886 –1968), one of the most influential theologians of modern times. Barth had been trained by highly respected scholars in the classical liberal tradition. Nevertheless, as he left the academic world and took up a pastorate, he found that his training was of little value for the life of the church. 

Then in 1914 came the tragedy of World War I, which affected theological developments quite directly in Europe. Liberalism, believing that the proclamation of a “social gospel”  would bring God’s kingdom of peace to the earth, had relied heavily on an optimistic view of human nature. Those hopes were crushed by the war. Barth was of course personally affected by these events. But there was an additional element: he saw his revered teachers adopt political positions that he felt contradicted the very principles they had taught. The only course left open to him was to break with his theological past, and this he did in a rather unusual way.

Soon after the war, Barth published a commentary on Paul’s epistle to the Romans that sent shock waves through academia. As someone said, it was as though a bomb had been dropped in the garden where the theologians were playing. Even today his book seems somewhat strange. It bears little resemblance to a typical exegetical commentary. Instead of focusing on the historical meaning of the text, Barth seemed to ignore that meaning because of his preoccupation with the relevance of the text for today’s reader. Predictably, the commentary made no advance on Romans scholarship. His bold approach, however, set in motion a dramatic change in the way theologians view biblical interpretation.

Enter Rudolf Bultmann (1884 –1976), whose relationship with Barth was rather friendly at the beginning. Primarily a New Testament scholar with special interest in the history-of-religions school, Bultmann shared with Barth a deep concern about the relevance of Christianity. For a variety of reasons, however, they soon parted company. One important factor was Bultmann’s adoption of existentialism, particularly as set forth by the philosopher Martin Heidegger.

Among Bultmann’s articles, few are more interesting than one entitled, “Is Exegesis without Presuppositions Possible?” 2 The answer to his own question was no. To be sure, Bultmann was not suggesting that readers of the Bible may decide ahead of time the specific meaning of a text: he always believed that objectivity (properly understood) is the aim of the exegete. His point, however, was that all of us bring a worldview to the text and that suppressing that worldview is out of the question. Boldly, Bultmann went on to argue as follows:

The historical method includes the presupposition that history is a unity in the sense of a closed continuum of effects in which individual events are connected by the succession of cause and effect. . . . This closedness means that the continuum of historical happenings cannot be rent by the interference of supernatural, transcendent powers and that therefore there is no “miracle” in this sense of the word.

Bultmann was quite right to argue that it is impossible to interpret the Bible (or any other text, for that matter) without presuppositions.3 The kind of neutral objectivity that earlier scholars had aimed for does not exist. It is another issue, however, whether Bultmann’s own presuppositions were in line with the presuppositions of the biblical writers. A genuine Christian commitment, one could argue, must be compatible with the faith of those through whom the Christian revelation came. The inevitable question is thus raised, Just what sense does it make to hold on to our Christian identity if our most basic assumptions (the question of God’s so-called interference in this world) conflict with those of the Christian Scriptures?

Note, nevertheless, that Bultmann’s theological aims, like Barth’s ,were greatly affected by a concern for relevance. If we moderns cannot believe in miracles, he argued, then we must reclothe the primitive Christian message in terms that are understandable to us. This principle led Bultmann to develop a hermeneutical method known as demythologization (but perhaps more accurately described as remythologization). He believed that the early Christians used mythical categories to give expression to their Easter faith. One must not think of myths as fabrications intended to deceive. Indeed, Bultmann’s approach did not precisely involve rejecting the myths, but translating them into modern myths. By this Bultmann meant primarily the categories of existentialist philosophy.

Some of Bultmann’s  disciples, though dissatisfied by various elements in their teacher’s  ideas, sought to build on those ideas during the 1950s and 1960s. For example, a movement that came to be known as “the new quest for the historical Jesus” attempted to bring the Jesus of history and later Christian faith closer together than Bultmann had allowed. More significant for our purposes was the development of the “New Hermeneutic.” This movement had very little to do with the traditional concerns of hermeneutics,4 except in the rather general sense that it focused on the concept of understanding. Indeed, the scholars representative of the New Hermeneutic seldom discussed the methods by which we determine the historical meaning of the biblical text. They were rather interested in developing a theology that built on certain Continental views about language and thought, mainly the teachings of the existentialist philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889 –1976). Because these ideas have broad implications, however, the movement has made a significant impact on subsequent discussions about biblical interpretation.

Even as these developments were taking place in biblical and theological scholarship, a parallel set of ideas was coming to expression in the field of literary criticism. As early as the 1930s, an important group of literary scholars was arguing that the traditional approach to criticism was unsatisfactory —in particular, that the usual concern with the author was misguided. What a poet may have intended in writing a poem, for example, may be of some historical interest, but that has little relevance to our understanding of that poem. Known as the New Criticism, this approach treated the text as an artifact independent of its author and thus reopened the fundamental question of textual meaning.5

The interrelationship among the disciplines of literary criticism, philosophy, and theology has deeply affected the debate during the past several decades. Perhaps the most prominent figure has been the German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer, whose name is usually (though not always fairly) associated with a relativistic approach to interpretation. Indeed, Gadamer went so far as to give the impression that truth in interpretation is a matter of personal taste.6

It is important to keep in mind, however, the context of his argument. What Gadamer was most concerned to refute was the claim that the scientific method alone is able to arrive at the truth. At the root of this method is doubt —specifically, doubt about anything that has not been repeated and verified. Accordingly, tradition is “prejudice” and must be eliminated. But the humanities, and history in particular, are not subject to this kind of repetition and verification, so the inference might be drawn that the humanities cannot arrive at the truth.

Over against that viewpoint —which was almost commonplace a few decades ago and even today continues to be assumed in some quarters —Gadamer argued that “prejudice” cannot be eliminated. Indeed, prejudice is essential for consciousness and understanding. His intent was to rehabilitate tradition (particularly the classics), which provides the presuppositions that can be tested as they are applied to the texts. In the development of his conception, however, Gadamer also placed much emphasis on the view that the past is not fixed, that prior events and texts change, inasmuch as they are continually being understood. If so, it is not possible to identify the meaning of the text simply with the author’s  intention.

Ironically, soon after the publication of Gadamer’s work, modern science itself underwent some radical changes, largely as a result of the work of Thomas Kuhn.7 Though many scientists perhaps continue to do their work as though nothing has happened, it is now generally recognized that the sciences are not so fundamentally different from the humanities. The former no less than the latter are deeply involved in hermeneutics, so that no field of study can escape some measure of relativity. In any case, Gadamer’s thought had a deep impact not only on philosophical discussion but also on the study of literature and therefore on theological and biblical scholarship.

Particularly well known in this connection is the work of Paul Ricoeur. Among his numerous suggestive ideas, we should take note of his emphasis on the distinction between the relations of speaking-hearing and writing-reading. In spoken discourse, the meaning of the discourse overlaps the intention of the speaker. “With written discourse, however, the author’s intention and the meaning of the text cease to coincide. . . . The text’s career escapes the finite horizon lived by its author. What the text means now matters more than what the author meant when he wrote it.” 8 While Ricoeur himself is not a biblical scholar, he is deeply interested in religious thought, and thus many theologians and biblical students have been affected by his work.

J. S. Croatto is an especially interesting example, since his writings, which arose in the context of Latin American liberation theology, have become popular in the English-speaking world.9 According to Croatto, the Bible must not be viewed as a fixed deposit that has already said everything —it is not so much that the Bible “said” but that it “says.” In committing their message to writing, the biblical authors themselves disappeared, but their absence means semantic richness. The “closure”  of authorial meaning results in the “opening” of new meaning. Croatto even tells us that the reader’s responsibility is not exegesis —bringing out a pure meaning the way one might take an object out of a treasure chest —but properly, eisegesis; that is, we must “enter” the text with new questions so as to produce new meaning.

One can hardly overemphasize the radical character of these developments. To a practitioner of the historical method it is simply shocking to hear that eisegesis may be a permissible —let alone the preferable! —way to approach the text. For nineteen centuries the study of the Bible had been moving away from just such an approach (especially in the form of allegorical interpretation), so that with the maturing of the historical method a great victory for responsible exegesis had been won. But now we are told that historical interpretation is passé.Although no one is arguing that we should return to the uncontrolled allegorizing of some ancient and medieval interpreters, the search for a meaning other than that intended by the original author does seem, at first blush, to be giving up centuries of hermeneutical progress.

The situation is even more complicated. During the past several decades we have witnessed the arrival of a variety of more specialized, even esoteric approaches, such as structuralism, poststructuralism, deconstruction, and so on (see below, the section “The Role of the Reader” ).At their most extreme, some schools question the very foundations of Western thought and thus suggest the impossibility of interpreting texts.

To be sure, there have been some eminent defenders of “authorial intention” in the contemporary scene, the best known among them being E. D. Hirsch. Arguing for a distinction between meaning (the invariable sense intended by the writer) and significance (the changeable application of a writing to different contexts), Hirsch believed he could preserve the crucial role of the original author against the attacks of thinkers like Gadamer.10
 Moreover, the vast majority of books and articles dealing with the biblical text continue to place priority on its historical meaning. Especially puzzling is the fact that, from time to time, one may hear a scholar at a professional meeting who seems to adopt the newer approach at least theoretically but whose actual interpretive work does not appear substantially different from standard historical exegesis. In other words, the abandonment of authorial and historical interpretation would be difficult to document from the usual articles published in the recognized journals of biblical scholarship.

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to infer that the contemporary debates in hermeneutics are mere games. The challenges to traditional approaches are serious and need to be weighed carefully. In particular, these challenges have a direct bearing on the relevance of the Bible for the communities of faith. After all, whatever the scholars may be doing in their specialized publications, one must still ask what the responsibility of preachers is as they address their congregations and also how individual believers should approach their reading and study of Scripture.

THE HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD

Before looking in greater detail at the various aspects of the current debate, we must be clear about what contemporary thinkers are reacting against. Unfortunately, the terminology is not always as precise as one might hope. Up to this point I have used phrases such as historical interpretation and biblical criticism to represent the work done by the mainstream of biblical scholarship. Understood in a general way, this approach fairly characterizes the vast majority of scholars, even though their theological views about the character of the Bible may differ from each other in fundamental ways.

At this general level, perhaps the best descriptor is grammatico-historical exegesis (see the discussion in chap. 1). This old phrase focuses attention on the detailed analysis of the text in conformity with the original language and the original historical situation. The approach was developed in self-conscious opposition both to allegorical interpretation and to the natural tendency we all have to interpret the text on the basis of English (or some other modern language) and in the light of our own customs and experiences. An important corollary of this approach was that before using, say, Romans 8 for our needs, we first had to set aside our prejudices and ask what the original author meant. According to this viewpoint, in other words, only after we have figured out what Paul wished to communicate to the Roman Christians could we claim the right to apply that passage to our situation. 

Is this viewpoint, however, to be equated with the “historical-critical method” ? Many students of the Bible, including important scholars, have rejected this method on the grounds that it is incompatible with the divine character of Scripture. Here is where the confusion begins, since the label historical-critical is not used in precisely the same sense by everyone. Scholars who reject the method and who are usually referred to as conservative or evangelical certainly do not object to reading the Bible historically. Quite the contrary, they have been among the most vocal supporters of historical, authorial meaning in opposition to current trends. Moreover, there are many aspects of “critical” study in which they have participated without misgivings.11

Unfortunately, there is a deep ambiguity in the term criticism. Even apart from the negative associations the word has in popular use, several meanings have to be distinguished. In the fields of art and literature, it refers to the skill of evaluating the artistic quality of specific works (the application of this skill to the Bible has been spotty in the past but is gaining momentum). When used with reference to biblical scholarship, the primary idea is that of investigating in scientific fashion the historical origins, text, composition, and transmission of literary documents. For anyone who acknowledges that the Bible has human as well as divine characteristics, there can be no objection to such a study. 

The problem arises, however, because of the close ties between the critical method and the principles of the Enlightenment. The priority given to human reason during that period had a direct impact on the issue of religious authority. This priority dictated that the Bible must be treated “like any other book,” a phrase that need not be offensive to evangelicals as long as it is also recognized that the Bible is uniquely divine in origin and thus, with respect to this factor, must be treated unlike any other book. As far as the Age of Reason was concerned, however, such a qualification was unacceptable; obviously, it would have been destructive of the principle of human autonomy. Accordingly, “biblical criticism” came to mean not simply the scientific investigation of biblical documents but a method that assumed from the start the critic’s right to pass judgment on the truth claims of the Bible. Thus, for example, to interpret the Bible historically meant almost by definition to acknowledge that it contains contradictions; indeed, one of the standard textbooks on the subject simply assumes that any approach is unhistorical that does not accept those contradictions.12 In short, assent to the view that the Bible was not totally reliable became one of the operating principles of the “historical-critical method.” 

Anyone who was theologically committed to the traditional view of inspiration obviously could not do “criticism” in this sense. Subsequent developments, however, created further complications. The formulations of so-called higher criticism13 regarding the historical origins of biblical documents tended more and more to denigrate the religious value of the Bible. By the beginning of the twentieth century, “conservative” and “liberal” approaches had become almost totally polarized, though the former continued to make extensive use of critical studies insofar as these could be integrated into the framework of theological orthodoxy.

The significance of these developments for the present chapter is fairly obvious, but two points need emphasis. In the first place, the fundamental antitheses between the conservative and critical schools must not obscure their common goal of discovering the historical meaning of the text. Committed to the priority of authorial intent, both sides assumed the need for an objective, unbiased, scientific approach, which was to be distinguished from the task of application. 

In the second place, ironically, this history also reminds us that theological commitments can hardly be separated from decisions about hermeneutical principles. Given the claims of the Bible and the religious expectations it places on its readers, theological neutrality is a mirage. This is not to deny that people with widely differing theological assumptions can come to the same conclusions on numerous points of detail and even on significant issues. But we fool ourselves if we think we can approach the text of Scripture with unprejudiced minds. Current emphasis on the role of the reader’s “preunderstanding” is therefore a salutary development that must not be ignored.

THE AUTONOMY OF THE TEXT

Only a little reflection helps us appreciate that determining the meaning of a text is not a simple task. For interpretation to take place, there must be an author, a text, and an interpreter (reader or hearer), and it is precisely this three-pronged relationship that can create confusion. Even when we come across a statement whose meaning seems to be obvious, the truth is that an enormous amount of previous knowledge and experience has prepared our minds to handle the new information. There is no guarantee, however, that our minds are in fact ready to process the message.

For example, in the process of determining the meaning of a specific word or sentence in the letters of Paul, interpreters often ask themselves, Would the original readers of the letter have grasped such-and-such a meaning? Not infrequently, a particular interpretation will be rejected precisely on the grounds that those readers could not have been expected to come up with it. Probably all scholars, however, acknowledge that some of the apostle’s richer or subtler nuances would have been beyond the reach of his original audience.

In the introduction to his famous dictionary
 of New Testament Greek, Walter Bauer raised the possibility that what . . . Paul said, conditioned as he was by his Jewish past, was not always understood in the same terms by his gentile Christian hearers, who were also unable to dissociate themselves entirely from their previous ways of thought. . . .

With this in mind we might conclude that sometimes there are two meanings for the same passage, one from the standpoint of the writer and another which becomes evident when one puts one’s self in the place of the recipient, intellectually and spiritually; the lexicographer naturally feels an obligation to draw the proper conclusions. The way a passage is understood by its first readers has an immediate effect upon its later interpretation.14

While this quotation raises several interesting questions, we need only note at this point the recognition that an appeal to the original readers does not always work —that in itself such an appeal is not a satisfactory solution to problems of interpretation. In other words, we have to cope with the possibility of a “disturbance” between two points of the interpretive triangle: the author and the reader.

The moment we acknowledge this problem, however, we have also conceded that writing a text (and, in somewhat different ways, speaking an utterance) involves a risk. That text, as it were, has a life of its own. It is subject to being understood in ways different from those intended by the author. This complication increases the further that text moves (geographically, temporally, culturally) away from its author, particularly as one loses the possibility of asking the author for an explanation.

Biblical scholars interested in the original author’s historical meaning have not been unaware of this problem, though one may wonder whether they have fully realized its implications. For them, however, the problem was simply a challenge to be overcome. At times the definitive solution may be beyond the interpreter’s reach, but one makes every effort to discover what the author meant.

With the rise of the New Criticism, however, American students of literature began to see this phenomenon, not as a problem to be solved, but as an opportunity for interpretive creativity.

Instead of asking “Does the text mean this or that?” with a “Tea or coffee?” intonation, implying that only one answer can be chosen, critics began to ask “Can the text mean this or that?” with a “Cigarettes or liquor?” intonation, seeing a text as a bag of mysteries not advertised on the surface. (There is some debate whether the author knows what he has packed.) To take an example, in Marvell’s lines:

Meanwhile the mind, from pleasure less,
Withdraws into its happiness

should we understand that the mind is less because of pleasure or that because of pleasure the mind withdraws? The answer now was to be “Both —and what else can you find?” 15

Freed from the constraints of authorial intent, critics could now proclaim the autonomy of the text. This perspective became dominant in American literary criticism through the 1940s and 1950s, though its impact on biblical scholarship was slow in coming. When finally it did come, other currents of thought, such as French “structuralism,” were entering the picture as well.

One of the more controversial elements in this modern emphasis on the autonomy of the text has been the tendency to downplay the extraliterary, particularly the historical reference of literary works. In other words, an emphasis on the text’s autonomy means that the text is cut off not only from the author but also from the extralinguistic reality to which it apparently refers.

Earlier biblical scholarship (both “liberal” and “conservative” )is often criticized for paying too much attention to the question of historicity. If conservative scholars wonder what may have motivated a biblical character to act in a particular way, they are chastised for focusing on the historical event rather than on the literary skills of the biblical author. If liberal scholars take to task a conservative reading of some historical portion, they too are criticized for missing the point. In short, the very asking of historical questions is seen as basically irrelevant. One proponent of this point of view suggests that “the new literary criticism may be described as inherently ahistorical.” He further comments: “Consideration of the Bible as literature is itself the beginning and end of scholarly endeavor. The Bible is taken first and finally as a literary object.” 16

As is usually the case when a provocative new idea makes its appearance and is embraced by enthusiastic thinkers, so the notion of the autonomy of the text has proven to be a mixed blessing. Both positive and negative results are clearly discernible. Predictably, formulations that appear extreme tend to prejudice our acceptance of the positive elements. Even the most objectionable views, however, are likely to reflect some important truth, and the effort must be made to do justice to it. 

Undoubtedly, historical exegesis —in spite of some notable exceptions —has tended to ignore the intrinsic literary quality of the biblical documents. The New Criticism and later developments related to it have taught us to pay attention to the “texture” of biblical literature. One must not view this quality as the beginning and end of our interest. To do so would be to undermine what traditionally has been recognized as a foundational element of biblical religion, namely, its essentially historical character.

Nevertheless, biblical narrative, as well as other biblical genres that include historical reference, should not be treated as neutral in character, free of interpretive and theological “bias.” (Belief in biblical inspiration and infallibility does not preclude —in fact, it intensifies —the importance of this interpretive element.) Now the theological perspective of the biblical authors is seldom expressed in explicit terms; rather, it is reflected in their composition of the text. Accordingly, close attention to the literary quality of narrative, even if considered in relative independence from its historical reference, can be of immense value in understanding the significance of the history which that narrative presents.

THE ROLE OF THE READER

Throughout the centuries, people have assumed without a second thought that our perception of data corresponds exactly with objective reality. If we see a black horse, it must be black —and it certainly must be a horse. After all, how could the work of science proceed without such assurance? What is true of the scientific observer is presumably true as well of someone interpreting literature, though it might be recognized that in this case there is more room for ambiguity and misunderstanding. Biblical interpreters prior to this century were indeed conscious of the role played by personal bias, but they simply took for granted that such a bias could be overcome.

No more. If there is anything distinctive about contemporary hermeneutics, it is precisely its emphasis on the subjectivity and relativity of interpretation. The roots of this perspective may be found in the philosophy of the eighteenth-century thinker Immanuel Kant, whose work was undoubtedly a major turning point between modern thought and everything that preceded it. The effect of Kant’s contribution was so broad and so fundamental in character that no intellectual discipline could escape its impact —not even biblical interpretation, though it took a while for exegetes to figure out what was happening. 

To put it in very simple terms, Kant was deeply preoccupied with the unbearable tension that the Enlightenment had created between science and religion (i.e., the old philosophical problem of reason vs. faith in new dress). His own solution to the problem was to divorce the two by circumscribing their roles. Religion, for example, must recognize its limitations: the basic tenets of faith cannot be proved by theoretical reason. But science is also restricted: observers never see things as they are in themselves, since the mind is no mere receptacle molded by physical sensations, but rather an active organ that brings order to the chaotic stream of data it confronts.
 One might as well admit that the world as we know it is a world created by our own ordering of sensations. 

To be sure, most scientists went about their work in blissful ignorance, but the seed had been sown for fundamental changes in scientific outlook. Indeed, some of the most significant questions debated in twentieth-century philosophy of science have to do with the relativity of scientific thought. As already mentioned, the controversial writings of Thomas Kuhn have served to sensitize the scientific community to this issue. Kuhn’s primary interest was to understand the human process by which major changes in our interpretation of the natural world have taken place. If we look carefully, for example, at the “scientific revolution” associated with the work of Galileo and Copernicus, we do not find a simple change of opinion based on the impartial investigation of objective data. In the face of newly discovered evidence, respectable scientists continued to hold on to traditional views of physics and astronomy. They managed to integrate some of the new evidence into their general interpretation; but when they could not, they treated the discoveries as anomalies —that is, data for which they did not yet have an explanation.

As part of his argument, Kuhn called attention to a fascinating psychological experiment. In it the experimenters used a deck of playing cards that contained a few anomalies, such as a red six of spades or a black four of hearts. The cards were quickly displayed one by one, and the subjects were asked to identify them. As a rule, the subjects did not even seem aware of the anomalies, as they readily integrated the new facts into a system that was incompatible with those facts. With somewhat lengthier exposures, most of the subjects became aware of a problem but were unable to figure out the anomaly. With increased exposure, they were able to identify the cards correctly. A few subjects, however, even after exposures many times longer than the others required, continued to experience difficulties and became very anxious. For them, it was as though an interpretive inflexibility prevented them from accepting the new evidence.17

The old retort “I’ve made up my mind —don’t bother me with the facts” is usually spoken tongue-in-cheek, but there is more truth to it than we realize or are willing to admit. This is not necessarily a matter of willful obstinacy or dishonesty. When someone misinterprets what we say, we may find solace in the fact that “people hear what they want to hear.” Perhaps more accurately, we could say that people hear only what their minds are already prepared to hear. It is impossible for us to understand and assimilate new information except by relating it to what we already know, that is, by filtering it in a way that fits our “preunderstanding.” True, some of us are more adept at this than others. A few wise individuals, moreover, seem able to identify an anomaly quickly, to recognize that they are unable to assimilate it, and to adjust their interpretive framework in a way that takes account of the new fact.

In any case, the point is that contemporary thinkers have learned to accept the role played by the subjectivity of the observer in scientific research.18 But now, if these things are true in the “hard sciences,” where objective measurement lies at the core of research, what shall we say with regard to the humanities, and particularly the interpretation of literature, where the subjective factor seems so much more prominent? For one thing, these developments tell us that we probably have overestimated the differences between the sciences and the humanities. In both of these broad disciplines, the researcher is faced with a set of data that can be interpreted only in the light of previous commitments; in both cases, therefore, an interpreter comes —consciously or unconsciously —with a theory that seeks to account for as many facts as possible. Given the finite nature of every human interpreter, no explanation accounts for the data exhaustively. In many, many cases, it is a set of prior commitments, rather than the weight of the evidence, that determines the final conclusion.

That much is widely agreed upon in our day. Some thinkers, however, will argue that, at least in the case of literary interpretation, we need to go further. It is even suggested that the role of the reader is and should be virtually the only thing that matters. For practitioners of both the historical method (which emphasized the original author’s meaning) and the New Criticism (which disregarded any such authorial intention), the one thing that could be relied on was the objectivity of the text. For proponents of “reader-response theory,” however —at least in its more extreme forms —there is no such thing as an objective text. Insofar as every reader brings an interpretive framework to the text, to that extent every reader generates a new meaning and thus creates a new text.

Unquestionably, current emphases on the role of the reader cover a wide variety of approaches. Included under the general category are profound insights into the process of interpretation as well as faddish ideas.19 The danger is that, troubled by what appear to be extreme formulations, we may close our eyes to the invaluable contributions made by this movement. Such an overreaction would be particularly unfortunate in view of the character of Scripture as a book that speaks to all generations. If there is anything demonstrable in the history of biblical study, it is the vigor and consistency with which believers have “actualized” its teachings in their lives.

This relevance is not the result of the Bible’s timelessness, if we mean by that a transcendent meaning totally unconditioned by historical factors. On the contrary, the very fact that the biblical message has proven relevant to remarkably diverse people living in different ages and different lands is itself evidence of its essentially historical character. It was given to people in the context of their life situation and it has been readily contextualized by subsequent readers. (This is hardly an accident. After all, the same Holy Spirit who authored the Scriptures is the one who brings understanding to the reader.)

Some thinkers view the concept of contextualization as a relativizing of the Bible that deprives it of its authority. Although the concept perhaps has been abused in specific instances, biblical authority can just as easily be undermined by minimizing the reality of historical variation. The divine authority of Scripture comes to human beings in their concrete situations, which are susceptible to change. The absoluteness of God’s commands thus would not be preserved but rather would be compromised if those commands were so general and vague that they could be applied to all situations in the same way.

These comments are merely to acknowledge the intense involvement of the reader in the process of interpreting Scripture. We therefore should not be misled by the apparent novelty, or even avant-garde quality, of reader-response theory. While the current preoccupation with the reader is very much a modern phenomenon, the newness in question has to do mainly with the self-conscious and explicit character of the descriptions. But there is unquestionably a reality to which those descriptions point, and that reality has always been there.

Whether we like it or not, readers can —and routinely do —create meanings out of the texts they read. That being so, several options are available to us (other than ignoring the reality!). At one extreme, we could legitimize all reader responses, or at least the ones that have the authority of some community behind them; it is doubtful, however, whether the integrity of Christianity can be preserved within such a framework. At the other extreme, we could attempt to suppress the reader’s prejudice. In effect, this is what historical exegesis has had as its goal: total objectivity on the part of the interpreter so as to prevent injecting into the text any meaning other than the strictly historical one. But such objectivity does not exist. And if it did exist, it would be of little use, because then we would simply be involved in a bare repetition of the text that takes no account of its abiding value. Paradoxically, the success of modern biblical criticism was obtained at the great cost of losing biblical relevance.

The historical method was not necessarily wrong in distinguishing what the Bible originally meant from what it means today. In practice, however, it also separated the two. The new approach teaches us, or rather reminds us, that if we do not know what the Bible means today, it
 is doubtful that we know what it meant then. At all stages of interpretation,

some human need is being met. None of those activities presents us with a “purely objective” truth that is removed from all human questions and concerns. Every request for “meaning” is a request for an application because whenever we ask for the “meaning” of a passage we are expressing a lack in ourselves, an ignorance, an inability to use the passage. Asking for “meaning” is asking for an application of Scripture to a need; we are asking Scripture to remedy that lack, that ignorance, that inability. Similarly, every request for an “application” is a request for meaning; the one who asks doesn’t understand the passage well enough to use it himself.20

In short, it is not necessary to suppress our present context to understand the text. On the contrary, at times we need to approach Scripture with our problems and questions if we would truly appreciate what it says. We thus recognize that in order to value the text, the reader must have a commitment to it. Commitment, however, entails preunderstanding, and such a “prejudice” is not only permissible —it is required (cf. Ps. 119:33 –34).

AUTHORIAL INTENT

There is undoubtedly a certain legitimacy to the claim that the meaning of a text should not be identified with the author’s intention in an exclusive and absolute fashion. Every teacher, for example, has probably experienced the delight of having a student ask a question that rephrases, interprets, and expands points mentioned in a lecture. Although it would not be quite right to say that all of what the student says was part of the teacher’s conscious intention, the instructor is happy to take credit for the “new” meaning insofar as it is a legitimate inference from the lecture.

May we say that the student’s interpretation was part of the meaning of the lecture? In some sense, yes, and we can confirm that by the very fact that the instructor accepts the interpretation. Now, if the same interpretation had arisen in a conversation among the students, with the instructor being absent and thus unable to confirm it, it would still have been part of the meaning. This potential for semantic expansion increases in the case of a written document, for now the text becomes widely available to a large and diverse number of people who are more and more removed from the original setting of the author. The apostle Paul, let us say, could not possibly have anticipated certain specific problems in twentieth-century Christian churches. Whether we admit it or not, the “application” of a Pauline statement to those problems entails a decision about the meaning of the text that certainly was not part of the original author’s conscious intent.

The matter becomes even more pressing for believers who regard God as the ultimate author of Scripture. This conviction of a dual authorship —both human and divine —has been the motivating factor behind many controversial uses of the Bible throughout the centuries. Whether we think of the strand of Jewish exegesis associated with Rabbi Akiba that saw a significant meaning in every detail, or the allegorical program of Origen of Alexandria, or the so-called typological approach of the Antiochenes, or the appeal to sensus plenior (“fuller meaning” ),or simply the common devotional reading of thousands of believers —all of these assume that there is “more” to the biblical message than is apparent on the surface. Indeed, anyone who believes that the primary origin of the Bible lies in an omniscient and foreseeing God can hardly doubt that there is considerable meaning in the biblical text that the human authors were not fully aware of.21

In short, my own position, on both literary and theological grounds, is that the meaning of a biblical passage need not be identified completely with the author’s  intention. It is quite a different matter, however, to suggest that authorial meaning is dispensable or even secondary. While in certain cases the task of identifying what the biblical author meant is not the only legitimate way of proceeding, such a task is always legitimate and indeed must continue to function as an essential goal.

One could argue that this is the only honest way of proceeding before further considerations are brought to bear on the text. Our social interaction with one another is anchored on this principle. We all recognize that it is utterly unjust to take a conversation we have just heard and interpret the words of one of the speakers in a sense different from —let alone contradictory to —the sense meant by that speaker. Indeed, we routinely denounce that sort of thing as morally unacceptable behavior. The notion that such a principle can simply be suspended in the case of written documents cannot be justified. 

Consider, for example, liberation theologian Croatto’s  claims (summarized early in this chapter) that interpreters should read into the text their own meaning. One suspects that Croatto would be deeply offended (and rightly so) if we were to interpret his book to mean that the best kind of hermeneutics is the fundamentalist approach, or that his book sets forth a capitalist ethics on the basis of which the United States is justified in exerting imperialist pressures on Latin America. Such an interpretation of Croatto’s  work would be deplorable and a personal insult. 

In response, some may suggest that he was only referring to works that have become classics, whether religious or otherwise. There is no doubt a measure of truth in this argument. A classic work becomes part of a given community whose members, by their very use of the work, put their own impress upon it. But to admit that much is a far cry from what some moderns are suggesting. Can it reasonably be argued that the more important a work is, the greater liberties we may take with it? That the more we respect a text, the more justified we are to disregard its author? Whatever other functions a classic may have, it continues to be a historical document, requiring historical interpretation. 

Part of the difficulty arises from the role played by poetry in most societies. When someone composes a poem or produces a painting —that is, a purely artistic product —the creator is indeed inviting us to interpret that work in a variety of ways. But the biblical texts are not art in this sense. Even the Hebrew poetry of the Old Testament cannot be reduced to pure art. Whatever literary and artistic features we may find in Scripture, its primary purpose is to communicate an intelligible message that requires a response.

CONCLUSION

Exposure to contemporary theories of meaning and interpretation can not only prove dizzying; they can also create personal angst about the uncertainty of human experience. We need to keep in mind, however, that the same scholars who challenge the determinacy and objectivity of meaning go on in their daily lives assuming that interpretation is both possible and essential. They engage in conversations with the clerk at the bank and believe that the money they were told had been deposited is really there. They read the newspaper account of a fire in another city and do not experience an emotional crisis wondering whether the fire actually took place in the very house where they are reading the newspaper. They even write books about the death of the author and expect the reader to believe that they themselves are alive and kicking.

The view that it is the reader who creates meaning calls to mind the old question whether a tree falling in the forest would produce a noise even if no one were there to hear it. Suppose that I receive a letter but, afraid of what it might tell me, decide to burn it without reading it. It could be argued that, since the very reader for whom the letter was intended never read it, there was no meaning at all. Yet the objective reality of the communication is not undone by my reaction —and it certainly would be folly to think that I am personally unaffected as a result of the decision not to read the letter (which happened to say, “You must come in for an operation this Friday or you will die” ). 

For those who believe what the Scriptures claim to be —God’s  very message to us —an additional consideration must be brought to bear. The Bible presents God as the creator of all things, including human speech. In fact, the ability of men and women to speak appears to be closely related to their being created in the image of God, who made the
 world by speaking the word of command, “Let there be. . . .”  The reality and effectiveness of human communication is a reflection of God’s own speaking. To be sure, human speech is finite and, more important, it is deeply affected by the presence of sin. Not surprisingly, therefore, legitimate questions arise concerning the interpreter’s  subjectivity, the relative features of culture, and ambiguity in meaning. These are problems that must not be ignored or set aside by an appeal to theological considerations.

Nevertheless, the purposes of the Creator, who is also the Savior, cannot be thwarted by human weakness. Indeed, just as the snow and the rain do not return to the sky without producing fruit on the earth, “so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it” (Isa. 55:10 –11). For the Christian, the meaning of that revelation is inextricably bound to Christ, who came to “explain” or “interpret” (exemgeomai) the Father and whose words, we are assured, will never pass away (John 1:18; Mark 13:31). 

The exegetical work of John Calvin, as well as the theological system associated with his name, can be of great help as we seek to develop principles and methods of interpretation. Calvin’s  commentaries are a model of clarity and excellence. In addition, his work —in line with the doctrine of common grace —reflects a critical appreciation for the contribution that unbelievers can make to our understanding of truth, and this feature has some interesting implications for modern evangelical scholarship.

A more controversial question has to do with the relationship between theology and exegesis: While biblical scholars tend to ignore or even reject the value of systematic theology for their work of interpretation, it can be argued that theological commitments inevitably affect the process of exegesis and that such an influence is both essential and desirable.

Finally, among the doctrinal distinctives of Calvinism, none is more fundamental than an emphasis on the sovereignty of God. An appreciation for this teaching will greatly enhance our understanding of biblical narrative. It will give us, through the concept of covenant, a sharpened focus on the meaning of Scripture as a whole; it will even help us to see how the very process of interpretation itself is guided by the wisdom of a loving and all-powerful God.
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Chapter 18

The Case for Calvinistic Hermeneutics

MOISÉS SILVA
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The word Calvinistic in the title of this chapter (aside from any negative connotations it may have for some of my readers) contains an ambiguity. Am I interested here in the methods of interpretation used by John Calvin, the sixteenth-century Protestant reformer, in his biblical commentaries? Or does the title refer to the system of theology that, originating in Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, was brought to full expression a century later by the Westminster Confession of Faith?1

The ambiguity is deliberate, since one of my aims here is to stress the close connection between biblical interpretation and systematic theology. True, it would be an exaggeration to claim that Calvin’s exegetical method in the commentaries is absolutely identical to his use of the Bible in the Institutes, but one must recognize that during the course of over two decades, Calvin’s theological thought guided his exegesis, while his exegesis kept contributing to his theology. (The first edition of the Institutes appeared in 1536 and the last one in 1559, and during those two decades most of the commentaries were produced.)

Again, some might object that there are significant differences between Calvin himself, on the one hand, and later Calvinism on the other.2 These differences, however, have been greatly overstated. While undoubtedly there are features that distinguish these two expressions of theology (e.g., organization, formulation, and emphases), such distinctions are far outweighed by the fundamental commitments that bind them together.

In all fairness, the reader should be warned that I studied and taught in an institution that, having derived its name from the Westminster Confession of Faith, seeks to preserve, propagate, and build on the theological position set forth in that document. In other words, my objectivity in this area is open to challenge. It is also worth mentioning, however, that I was not raised in a Calvinistic environment and that my initial training in theology came from quite a different tradition.

Curiously, the very conservative circles of which I was a part —indeed, American evangelicalism generally —have depended heavily on the publications of such Reformed scholars as B. B. Warfield, J. Gresham Machen, and E. J. Young but have at the same time been rather critical of the alleged “cold intellectualism” in the Princeton Westminster tradition and of the distinctively Calvinistic features in their theology. We should, no doubt, be quick to retain what is valuable and reject what is damaging in any book we read. But is it only a coincidence that this theological tradition, more than any other, has furnished the means to preserve the intellectual integrity of evangelicalism? Does it make sense to cast aspersions at the academic rigor of these scholars while freely using the results of their academic labor? And could it be that what evangelicalism finds objectionable in their theology is precisely what has made possible their contribution to conservative scholarship?3

Whatever our answer to these questions, we can certainly profit from considering the distinctives of “Calvinistic hermeneutics.” Note, however, that I cannot adequately defend all of my claims here, especially since some of them would require extensive theological discussion. (The occasional bibliographical comments in the notes may be of value to readers who want to pursue these topics.) Neither do I wish to suggest that the positive qualities described below are the exclusive property of Reformed scholarship. If I set Reformed distinctives over against broad evangelicalism, that is only to clarify the issues. Indeed, the Calvinistic tradition, which suffers from its own weaknesses, can learn a great deal from Christians of other persuasions.

EXCELLENCE AND CLARITY OF EXPOSITION

In attempting to make the case for a Calvinistic approach to biblical interpretation, one must first appeal to those biblical commentaries for which Calvin became justly famous. Numerous scholars, some of whom would be the least inclined to accept Calvinism, emphasize the extraordinary virtues of Calvin as an expositor of Scripture. A brief summary of opinions on this matter is given by Philip Schaff, the dean of nineteenth-century church historians: “Calvin was an exegetical genius of the first order. His commentaries are unsurpassed for originality, depth, perspicuity, soundness, and permanent value. . . . Reuss, the chief editor of [Calvin’s ]works and himself an eminent biblical scholar, says that Calvin was ‘beyond all question the greatest exegete of the sixteenth century.’. . . Diestel, the best historian of Old Testament exegesis, calls him ‘the creator of genuine exegesis.’” 4 It is even more remarkable that professional exegetes in our day continue to refer to Calvin as a matter of course when commenting on the biblical text. Quite likely, no commentator prior to the middle of the nineteenth century is alluded to more frequently than Calvin is, even though he lived long before the development of the modern scientific outlook.

Among the characteristic features of Calvin’s work as a commentator, none was so important as his desire for clarity and brevity.5 These were not two separate aims, but rather twin ideals that he pursued in conscious distinction from much of the work that had preceded him. As he looked back on the history of commentary writing, he found that one theologian stood out as a model for biblical expositors —the fourth-century Antiochene preacher John Chrysostom. When compared against Chrysostom’s expositions, most subsequent writers appeared verbose.

But if Calvin objected to long-winded commentaries, the reason was not merely impatience with a particular kind of style; it was rather the inevitable obscuring of the message of the text that concerned him. The task of the expositor is to clarify the author’s meaning, whereas the accumulation of material normally moves the expositor away from this goal. In keeping with this principle, Calvin consciously refrained from dealing with contrary opinions (unless the omission was likely to confuse the reader) because, he said, “I have held nothing to be of more importance than the edification of the church.” Moreover, it appears that he sought to write in a style that was patterned after the Scriptures themselves. The Bible has its own eloquence, and it is the eloquence of simplicity.

Not all of Calvin’s followers imitated him in this matter. The seventeenth-century Puritans tended to write massive expositions, such as William Gurnall’s influential work The Christian in Complete Armour, a treatment of Ephesians 6:11 –20 filling nearly 1,200 pages. In more recent times, the growth of learning has led many scholars to write lengthy works as well. It would be foolhardy to ignore the wonderful contribution that some of these commentaries have made to our understanding of the biblical text. Still, Calvin’s example should remind us of what our primary goals ought to be. It is all too easy to become mesmerized either by exegetical problems or by perceived devotional needs; in both cases, we allow the central and simple message of the text to recede into the background. If, however, we keep in mind that no motive is more important than the edification of the church —the basis for which is God’s own teaching and not our imagination —our efforts will remain focused on the historical meaning intended by the biblical author.

COMMON GRACE

A second feature that distinguished Calvin’s method of interpretation was his full appreciation of human learning. In this respect, Calvin was a child of the Renaissance and, inevitably, a follower of the humanism associated with Erasmus.6 Prior to devoting his life to the Christian ministry, Calvin had been trained in the humanities and had produced a detailed commentary on De clementia, a philosophical work by Seneca, the first-century Spanish Stoic. Whatever else one may think of that commentary, it clearly reveals that Calvin had honed his skills in the best methods of philological and literary analysis available in his day. It is also clear that subsequently, far from abandoning his devotion to classical scholarship (as Jerome did —or so he claimed), Calvin put it to the service of biblical interpretation and theological reflection. As he expressed it in his Institutes, “Men who have either quaffed or even tasted the liberal arts penetrate with their aid far more deeply into the secrets of the divine wisdom.” And again: “But if the Lord has willed that we be helped in physics, dialectic, mathematics, and other like disciplines, by the work and ministry of the ungodly, let us use this assistance, for if we neglect God’s gift freely offered in these arts, we ought to suffer just punishment for our sloths.” 7

Calvin’s use of “secular”  learning is of special significance because it reflected a key theological concept, his view of so-called common grace. This is a crucial point, because Calvin’s approach must be distinguished from that of many evangelical scholars who make free use of critical methods, although these have been developed without consideration of (and sometimes in opposition to) biblical faith. The problem here is not precisely that those methods are used, but rather that they are used without careful reflection on their theological implications. To put it differently, one seldom sees an attempt to integrate the principles of critical scholarship with the distinctives of evangelical thought. The impression one usually gets is that, unless a specific conclusion of scholarship explicitly contradicts a tenet of “conservative”  theology, we should freely appropriate the work of “liberal” critics. This attitude, however, can only undermine the integrity of evangelicalism. For one thing, the very coherence of the evangelical faith is likely to be crippled as potentially incompatible elements are adopted without critical evaluation. In addition, the approach does not sit well with nonevangelical scholars, who argue with some justification that the credibility of conservative thinking becomes suspect.8 In short, the desire to gain intellectual respectability backfires.

So how was Calvin’s approach different? As is well known, the Swiss reformer actually begins his Institutes by discussing epistemology, that is, by reflecting on fundamental questions of knowledge: just how can we know God? His answer was that the knowledge of God and the knowledge of ourselves are intimately related. We cannot look at ourselves, he argued, without thinking about God. “For, quite clearly, the mighty gifts with which we are endowed are hardly from ourselves; indeed, our very being is nothing but subsistence in the one God. Then, by these benefits shed like dew from heaven upon us, we are led as by rivulets to the spring itself.” Adam’s rebellion has indeed brought ruin, but even that fact “compels us to look upward.” Nevertheless, he continues, we cannot expect to acquire a clear knowledge of ourselves —inclined to hypocrisy as we are —unless we look carefully at God and judge everything by his standard.9

In subsequent chapters, Calvin has much to say about general revelation and about the other evidences of God’s grace toward humanity in general. Of special interest for us is his discussion of human learning as a gift of the Spirit:

Whenever we come upon these matters [art and science] in secular writers, let that admirable light of truth shining in them teach us that the mind of man, though fallen and perverted from its wholeness, is nevertheless clothed and ornamented with God’s  excellent gifts. If we regard the Spirit of God as the sole fountain of truth, we shall neither reject the truth itself, nor despise it wherever it shall appear, unless we wish to dishonor the Spirit of God. For by holding the gifts of the Spirit in slight esteem, we contemn and reproach the Spirit himself. . . . No, we cannot read the writings of the ancients on these subjects without great admiration. . . . But shall we count anything praiseworthy or noble without recognizing at the same time that it comes from God? . . .

But lest anyone think a man truly blessed when he is credited with possessing great power to comprehend truth under the elements of this world, we should at once add that all this capacity to understand, with the understanding that follows upon it, is an unstable and transitory thing in God’s  sight, when a solid foundation of truth does not underlie it.10

It is essential to appreciate Calvin’s balance here. By recognizing at once the marvel and praiseworthiness of human learning as a divine gift and also its basic instability because of the fallen and perverted mind of the sinner, he could do justice to the coherence of biblical teaching.

Later Reformed theology was not always consistent in working out the implications of Calvin’s ideas. In the Dutch tradition, however, the doctrine of common grace has played a prominent and controversial role, and few have given more attention to it than Cornelius Van Til. Without attempting to describe his apologetic system, we can point out certain features that are of particular relevance for biblical hermeneutics. Central to Van Til is the importance of presuppositionalism and thus the denial of neutrality. Over against the traditional Roman Catholic distinction between nature and grace —and thus between reason and faith —Van Til argued that, according to Scripture, all human beings know full well that God exists and that his power has created the world. Moreover, they have all rejected that knowledge and rebelled against him (see esp. Rom. 1:18 –23). Human beings, therefore, are not neutral observers who need to be persuaded by rational arguments that there is a God so that subsequently they can be brought to faith. On the contrary, they have willfully chosen to worship the creature rather than the Creator, and their whole thinking is distorted by the presence of sin. Readers will note that this formulation is a specific way of expressing the Reformed doctrine of total depravity.

Van Til also emphasizes, however, that men and women are not as sinful as they can be. Sin has fundamentally distorted, but it has not destroyed, their character as God’s image. To put it differently, they are inconsistent both in their thinking and in their conduct. It is here that the doctrine of common grace shows up clearly. God continues to send the warmth of the sun to this sinful world; he restrains the progress of evil in human society as a whole. As a result, many people who reject God’s goodness manage to live apparently exemplary lives, even though their starting point should lead them to full-blown licentiousness. Similarly, their minds, in spite of having spurned the knowledge of the only wise God, accomplish remarkable feats. To the extent that they make intellectual progress, however, they do so only
 on “borrowed capital,” that is, by taking advantage of the very truths that contradict their most basic commitments. Van Til’s approach, then, while radically antithetical, does not at all lead to contempt for human accomplishments but makes possible our appreciation for them.11

The history of both “Old Princeton” 12 and Westminster exemplifies how this Calvinistic understanding of sin and common grace can affect theological scholarship. The best-known theologians at Princeton Theological Seminary, Charles Hodge (1797 –1878) and Benjamin B. Warfield (1851 –1921), were not only fully abreast of contemporary progress in the sciences, the humanities, and critical biblical scholarship;13 it is also clear that their own thinking was positively affected by those advances. While much of their work had a strong polemical edge against unbelieving scholarship, it is undeniable that their own thought reflected an integration of so-called secular knowledge and biblical teaching. This was not, however, a naive adoption of unbiblical ideas, but it was simply a recognition that Calvin was right when he insisted that the Spirit of God is the source of all truth, so we should not despise it, regardless of where it appears. In other words —to use a profound saying that for some has become an ambiguous cliché—“all truth is God’s truth.” 

Specifically in the area of biblical scholarship, no one illustrates this principle more powerfully than J. Gresham Machen (1881 –1937), who taught New Testament at Princeton until 1929 and then, because of the modernist-fundamentalist conflicts at that time, led several of his colleagues to found Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. Having studied under some prominent liberal theologians in Germany, Machen struggled with the challenges brought against the authority of Scripture and the integrity of his evangelical faith. In the end, he became the leading intellectual opponent of modernism while at the same time making full use of the biblical scholarship associated with that movement.

Machen’s two major works —The Origin of Paul’s Religion (1925) and The Virgin Birth of Christ (1930) —are brilliant examples of evangelical learning in which he attempts to dismantle, logically and patiently, major tenets of liberal theology. It is important to emphasize, however, that Machen did not master liberal scholarship merely to build his intellectual ammunition against it (as more than a few evangelical scholars are wont to do). The seriousness with which he regarded that scholarship is evident on every page, as is the fact that he was not at all afraid to learn from it. Not surprisingly, a well-known German critic who disputed Machen’s thesis wrote a twenty-page review article of The Virgin Birth of Christ in which he described the book as “so circumspect, so intelligent in its discussions, that it must be recognized unqualifiedly as an important achievement.” 14 Still, we cannot ignore the fact that Machen himself viewed his approach as “a thoroughgoing apologetic.” 15

In our day, the growing presence of evangelicals in scholarly forums such as the Society of Biblical Literature is at once encouraging and unnerving. Sometimes, one fears, this participation reflects a tendency to compartmentalize the intellect. Commitments to biblical truth are suspended, not merely for the temporary purposes of discussion, but perhaps as a reflection of the view that the issues have a neutral character. (In principle, it is quite proper to engage nonevangelical scholars on a whole spectrum of issues without having to raise the bugaboo of theological presuppositions. The question is rather whether, in the process of discussion, our own thinking becomes independent of our faith.) Apart from the occasional disagreement expressed against specific ideas, one seldom detects an effort, or even a desire, to assess the fundamental character of critical approaches in the light of evangelical faith. Perhaps a consideration of how Calvin and some of his successors have related their study of Scripture to human learning can assist modern conservative scholars as they seek to do the same in these challenging times.

THEOLOGY AND EXEGESIS

As the previous section may have suggested to the reader, it is not feasible to separate biblical interpretation from theology.16 The relationship between exegesis and systematic theology has been one of the most controverted issues in the history of biblical scholarship. Many scholars doubt, or even deny, that it is really possible to use the Bible for the purposes of developing a systematic theology. In their view, the various biblical authors had different —indeed, incompatible —theologies, so that the attempt to treat them as a unity can result only in distorting the text. 

Evangelical biblical scholars would reject such an approach, but that does not mean they have a particularly high view of systematic theology. Exceedingly few of them show much interest in the subject —if anything, it is viewed with suspicion. Particularly objectionable to them would be the suggestion that systematics should influence our exegesis. Yet that is precisely the claim that I wish to make, and here again Calvin provides a remarkable model.

The first edition of the Institutes was published when Calvin was a very young man, and the subsequent revisions and expansions reflect both his growing knowledge of historical theology (references to the Fathers and medieval theologians increase sharply in each subsequent edition) and his greater attention to exegetical work. No one is likely to argue that these two sides of his work were independent of each other —as though he forgot about his theology when he exegeted (and that is why his commentaries are good!) or did not pay attention to the Bible when he did theology (and that is why the Institutes are so bad!). My own thesis is that both his expositions and his theology are superb precisely because they are related.17 But even if one has little use for Calvin’s system, I suggest that exegesis stands to gain, rather than lose, if it is consciously done within the framework of one’s theology. 

Such an approach, admittedly, seems to be diametrically opposed to the aims of grammatico-historical exegesis. Three centuries ago, scholars were already arguing with great vigor that systematic theology —especially in its classical form —must be kept quite separate from biblical interpretation. Indeed, it was not difficult to show that theological biases had frequently hampered the work of exegetes, even to the point of distorting the meaning of the text. True “historical”  exegesis was understood more and more as interpretation that was not prejudiced by theological commitments. Leopold Immanuel Rückert, in the preface to his 1831 commentary on Romans, stated that the biblical interpreter must abandon his own perspective:

In other words, I require of him freedom from prejudice. The exegete of the New Testament as an exegete . . . has no system, and must not have one, either a dogmatic or an emotional system. In so far as he is an exegete, he is neither orthodox nor heterodox, neither supernaturalist nor rationalist, nor pantheist, nor any other ist there may be. He is neither pious nor godless, neither moral nor immoral, neither sensitive nor insensible.18

One of Rückert’s contemporaries, the great New Testament exegete Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer, expressed the same idea as follows:

The area of dogmatics and philosophy is to remain off limits for a commentary. For to ascertain the meaning the author intended to convey by his words, impartially and historico-grammatically —that is the duty of the exegete. How the meaning so ascertained stands in relation to the teachings of philosophy, to what extent it agrees with the dogmas of the church or with the view of its theologians, in what way the dogmatician is to make use of it in the interest of his science —to the exegete as an exegete, all that is a matter of no concern.19

Today most people would view these two formulations as strikingly naive. But
 we should not be fooled. The underlying commitment is alive and well. Moreover, there are plenty of exegetes around who might vigorously disown these statements, but whose work, unwittingly perhaps, is a perfect expression of the same viewpoint. In contrast, I wish to argue that proper exegesis should be informed by theological reflection. To put it in the most shocking way possible: my theological system should tell me how to exegete. Can such an outrageous position be defended? Three considerations make that position not merely defensible but indeed the only real option.

In the first place, we should recognize that systematic theology is, to a large extent, an exercise in contextualization, that is, the attempt to reformulate the teaching of Scripture in ways that are meaningful and understandable to us in our present context. Sometimes, it is true, theologians have given the impression (or even claimed) that their descriptions are no more and no less than the teachings of Scripture and that therefore, being independent of the theologian’s historical context, those descriptions have permanent validity. But the very process of organizing the biblical data —to say nothing of the use of a different language in a different cultural setting —brings to bear the theologian’s own context. Even Charles Hodge, who claimed with great pride that no original ideas had ever been proposed at Princeton,20 was a truly creative thinker, and his Systematic Theology reflects through and through an innovative integration of some strands of nineteenth-century philosophy with classic Reformed theology.

Intrinsically, there is nothing objectionable in attempting to understand and explain an ancient writing through contemporary categories, yet biblical scholars often assume that such an approach is off-limits. As one writer has put it, biblical exposition should be done “in terms of what the text itself has to say. . . . Resorting to . . . later formulations is not only anachronistic but obscures the impact of the specific words [the writer] chose to use on the occasion. In short, such an approach is methodologically indefensible.” 21 In fact, however, the very use of English to explain the biblical text means resorting to subsequent formal expressions. If a modern writer wishes to explain Aristotle’s thought, for example, we all acknowledge not only the legitimacy but also the great value and even the necessity of doing so by the use of contemporary philosophical terms that make it possible to express clearly an ancient thinker’s writings. Someone who merely restated Aristotle’s teachings using Greek words, or even strict English equivalents, would fail to explain those teachings precisely because no attempt was made to contextualize them.

In the second place, our evangelical view of the unity of Scripture demands that we see the whole Bible as the context of any one part. An appeal to the study of Aristotle is of help here too. The modern scholar looks at the whole Aristotelian corpus for help in understanding a detail in one particular work. To the extent that we view the whole of Scripture as having come from one Author, therefore, to that extent a systematic understanding of the Bible contributes to the exegesis of individual passages. Admittedly, there are some real dangers in this approach. On the basis of a questionable reading of Romans 12:6, Christians have often appealed to “the analogy of faith” in a way that does not do justice to the distinctiveness of individual writers of Scripture. Moreover, it is all too easy to fall into the trap of eisegesis, of reading into a particular text some broad theological idea because we (sometimes unconsciously) want to avoid the implications of what the text really says. It is therefore understandable that Professor Kaiser wishes to restrict the principle of the analogy of faith to the end of the interpretive process, and then only as a means of summarizing the teaching of the passage.22 To do so, however, is to neglect God’s most important hermeneutical gift to us, namely, the unity and wholeness of his own revelation.

Third, and finally, my proposal will sound a lot less shocking once we remember that, as a matter of fact, everyone does it anyway. Whether we mean to or not, and whether we like it or not, all of us read the text as interpreted by our theological presuppositions. Indeed, the most serious argument against the view that exegesis should be done independently of systematic theology is that such a view is hopelessly naive. The very possibility of understanding anything depends on our prior framework of interpretation. If we perceive a fact that makes sense to us, the simple reason is that we have been able to fit that fact into the whole complex of ideas that we have previously assimilated.

Of course, sometimes we make the fact fit our preconceptions and thus distort it. The remedy, however, is neither to deny that we have those preconceptions nor to try to suppress them, for we would only be deceiving ourselves. We are much more likely to be conscious of those preconceptions if we deliberately seek to identify them and then use them in the exegetical process. That way, when we come across a fact that resists the direction our interpretation is taking, we are better prepared to recognize the anomaly for what it is, namely, an indication that our interpretive scheme is faulty and must be modified. In contrast, exegetes who convince themselves that, through pure philological and historical techniques, they can understand the Bible directly —that is, without the mediation of prior exegetical, theological, and philosophical commitments —are less likely to perceive the real character of exegetical difficulties.23

The old advice that biblical students should try as much as possible to approach a text without a prior idea as to what it means (and that therefore commentaries should be read after, not before, the exegesis) does have the advantage of encouraging independent thinking; besides, it reminds us that our primary aim is indeed to discover the historical meaning and that we are always in danger of imposing our meaning on the text. Nevertheless, the advice is fundamentally flawed because it is untrue to the very process of learning. I would suggest, rather, that a student who comes to a biblical passage with, say, a dispensationalist background, should attempt to make sense of the text assuming that dispensationalism is correct. I would go so far as to say that, upon encountering a detail that does not seem to fit the dispensationalist scheme, the student should try to “make it fit.” The purpose is not to mishandle the text but to become self-conscious about what we all do anyway. The result should be increased sensitivity to those features of the text that disturb our interpretive framework and thus a greater readiness to modify that framework.24

GOD’s  SOVEREIGNTY IN BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 

Calvin’s  theology is best known for its stress on divine sovereignty, particularly as expressed in the concept of election. For some people, it seems, that is all Calvin ever taught. The truth, however, is that few theologians have ever been as balanced as Calvin was in attempting to give expression to the breadth of biblical teaching. The very fact that he wrote commentaries on almost every book of the Bible should tell us something. Even in the midst of a strongly polemical setting, he managed to do justice to every theological locus.

His balance, ironically, is especially evident in his treatment of election. This doctrine does not have as prominent a place in the Institutes as many imagine. It is not covered in the first chapter or even the whole of book 1. One has to wait until book 3, chapters 21 –24, and then the treatment consists of forty-four pages, that is, less than 5 percent of the Institutes. In short, an understanding of Calvin’s doctrine of divine sovereignty in salvation must take into account its place in the context of his whole teaching.

From another perspective, however, this doctrine was even more important to Calvin than is usually understood. The fact that it is not the explicit subject of discussion in books 1 and 2 hardly means that it is not present there. Quite the contrary. Calvin’s sense of awe at the majesty and power of God over all creation pervades the whole of his theology in a fundamental way. In the Calvinistic tradition, this emphasis has played a significant role. Far from annulling human freedom, total divine sovereignty alone makes such freedom meaningful.25 Because only in God do we have our being, freedom outside of his will is inconceivable. Accordingly, in light of our slavery to sin (Rom. 6:16 –23), it would be illusory to think that salvation can in any way depend on our effort or will (John 1:13; Rom. 9:14 –16).

What bearing does all this have on biblical hermeneutics? Here we can only illustrate its significance with a few examples. With regard to exegetical practice, the doctrine of divine sovereignty makes us particularly sensitive to God’s workings in the history of redemption. Biblical narrative nowhere suggests that the divine plan has been frustrated by historical accidents or human obstinacy. While free agency and responsibility are clearly assumed, these human realities are pictured as coordinate with —indeed, subsumed under —God’s will for his people. Particularly striking is the description of events in the days of Rehoboam, whose wicked decision to oppress Israel led to the tragedy of a divided kingdom: “So the king did not listen to the people, for this turn of events was from the LORD, to fulfill the word the LORD had spoken to Jeroboam” (1 Kings 12:15). The prophets understood well the significance of this principle:

The LORD Almighty has sworn,

“Surely, as I have planned, so it will be,

and as I have purposed, so it will stand.” .. .

For the LORD Almighty has purposed, and who can thwart him?

His hand is stretched out, and who can turn it back? (Isa. 14:24, 27)

The relevance of these concepts shows up unexpectedly in various exegetical problems. Redaction criticism, for instance, has pointed out how frequently biblical narrative colors and interprets historical events. For some scholars, this characteristic is evidence that the biblical writers have tampered with the facts. Conservative writers, afraid of the implications, often shy away from such features and prefer to downplay, for instance, the differences among the Gospels. Evangelical scholars who do appreciate the value of redaction-critical work have not always grappled with the serious theological challenges posed by this method. The Reformed view of biblical inspiration, however, goes hand in hand with a Reformed understanding of history. The God who controls the events of history is the God who interprets those events in Scripture, and thus there can be no inherent contradiction between the two. This hardly means that we are free to adopt any approach to the narratives even if it undermines their reliability, nor does it provide an automatic solution to many difficult problems. It does mean that we need not “protect” the credibility of Scripture by making sure it conforms to our expectations of history writing.26

The doctrine of divine sovereignty also helps us to appreciate the centrality of the concept of covenant in Scripture. As is well known, Calvinism has been characterized by an approach known as covenant theology. The term means different things to different people; indeed, it serves as a conceptual umbrella covering a rich and wide variety of emphases, some more clearly biblical than others. Fundamentally, it refers to God’s  dispositions in his plan of salvation. It is God who takes the initiative in forming a people for himself, so that the assurance “I am your God and you are my people” provides an all-pervasive principle throughout the history of redemption (from Gen. 17:7 –8 to Rev. 21:3).

Faithfulness to this principle should guide the exegete at numerous points, as in passages that bear on the doctrine of salvation by grace, or when assessing the function of the Mosaic law in relation to the Abrahamic covenant. The concept evidently has much to say about questions related to prophecy and the place of the people of Israel. Traditionally, for instance, dispensationalism has drawn a sharp distinction between Israel and the Christian church. More recent writers have recognized the important features common to both,27 but the organic unity of God’s people throughout the ages is a distinctive emphasis of covenant theology. This emphasis, in turn, has profound implications for our understanding of ecclesiology (including questions of church government, baptism, etc.), of the Christian’s use of the Old Testament, and much more. 

Finally, an appreciation for the Calvinist or Augustinian (indeed, Pauline!) doctrine of divine sovereignty and election affects one’s understanding of biblical interpretation as such.28 It is not sufficient to recognize God’s lordship over biblical history without submitting ourselves to that lordship as interpreters. It is in fact quite silly, on the one hand, to affirm that the events related in Scripture, as well as the actual writing of Scripture, are a fulfillment of God’s will and to assume, on the other hand, that our interpretation of that material has some sort of neutral character or independent status. Yet some students of the Bible seem to think (or at least act as though they think) that God, after “going to all the trouble” of overseeing the writing of Scripture by many different individuals over the course of many centuries, decided to sit back and watch believers try to figure out what to do with it! On the contrary, the divine purposes are being worked out even now in the lives of believers as they listen to the Scriptures no less than when God was overseeing the events of redemptive history.29

The implications of this truth are rather far-reaching. If nothing else, it should fill us with a sense of humility before the majesty of God; truly, without him we can do nothing (John 15:5), and it is only because he anoints us with his Spirit that we are able to learn at all (1 John 2:27). This principle also sheds light on the difficult questions surrounding such issues as the proper application of Scripture, the use of allegorical methods, and the claims of reader-response theorists. While I certainly share Professor Kaiser’s  concern with cavalier approaches to interpretation (especially in the typical church Bible studies), my attitude toward the common, popular study of Scripture is not nearly as negative. Although I neither approve of nor recommend Origen’s  hermeneutical methods, it is difficult for me simply to dismiss them without inquiring into the burning question:Why has allegorical interpretation spoken to the hearts of countless believers, and why does it continue to meet their needs even today?30 Similarly, a reader-response approach to the Bible, especially when set in opposition to historical interpretation, can easily turn into a subtle excuse for finding what we are looking for, but the challenges of this new approach are too serious to be ignored. 

If we believe that God’s Spirit is truly at work as Christians explore the Scriptures, and if his work of illumination is something more than identifying a bare textual meaning, isn’t it true, then, that interpreters in some sense contribute to the meaning of the Bible out of their own context? God does not wait for us to become masters of the grammatico-historical method before he can teach us something. Instead, he uses even our ignorance to lead us to himself, and he resorts to our capacity for associations as a means for us to recognize his truth. Not long ago I heard a learned minister testify to God’s  goodness through a rather trivial incident. In the midst of some discouragement, he came across a branch lying on a sidewalk. For some reason, this sight reminded him of the biblical image of the staff and the various comforting truths associated with it. Shall we condemn this pastor for his allegorical interpretation of that event and forbid him to use such hermeneutics again? Or shall we recognize that God, in his wisdom and sovereignty, delights to work in us at whatever level of “receptivity” we may find ourselves?

The fact that God can use our ignorance for his glory is hardly enough reason to remain as ignorant as we possibly can —and we dare never appeal to divine sovereignty to excuse our failings. Accordingly, we should do everything in our power to help believers appreciate the historical character of Scripture and thus respect its original meaning. But in their reading of the Bible, especially for devotional purposes, do believers need to suppress associations that come to mind? Previous exposure to other parts of Scripture inevitably lead us to make literary connections that from an exegetical point of view are far-fetched. But as long as those connections
 are biblical in their own right —and as long as we do not make improper claims about the original meaning of the text we happen to be reading —need we really condemn this commonplace (and time-honored!) approach to finding solace and direction from Scripture? Should not a sense of God’s  power in our interpretive activity affect our evaluation of this problem?31

There is one more conclusion to be drawn from the doctrine of divine sovereignty. If we acknowledge God’s  lordship in our interpretation, that fact should fill us with confidence. There are, to be sure, many things to discourage us as we study the Scriptures. Acquainting ourselves with the history of biblical interpretation can sometimes be a baffling experience. Looking around us even today, we become aware of theological controversies among believers and find them unspeakably depressing. As though all that were not enough, when we examine ourselves, we detect ignorance, selfishness, obduracy, deceit —a host of obstacles that would seem to wipe out all hermeneutical hopes!

Yet a moment’s reflection on God’s sovereignty ought to set us straight. If the Lord assures us that his word will not return to him empty but rather will accomplish what he desires (Isa. 55:11), can we really think that his purposes will be thwarted and that his people will fail to “reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:13)? May we learn to do all our biblical interpretation with assurance that “he who began a good work in [us] will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).

POSTSCRIPT32

The last few pages have argued that the doctrine of divine sovereignty has significant implications for the character of our own interpretive work —that we need to recognize God’s  lordship not only over redemptive history but also over our efforts to understand the Bible, and that therefore God is not hampered by our ignorance and exegetical inadequacies. My purpose in the present section is to develop this idea in the light of the history of interpretation and in connection with a related issue, namely, the New Testament use of the Old Testament.

One caveat, however. It should go without saying, but it needs saying anyway, that the primacy of authorial meaning is not at issue here. I am totally unrepentant of my commitment to grammatico-historical exegesis. I am unequivocally devoted to the view that our first and foremost responsibility is to figure out what the original author meant in his particular historical context. That is a given. The question here is different: Granted that assumption, should we simply throw away everything in the history of interpretation, as well as in the current practices of Bible readers, that does not qualify as historical exegesis? If we do not throw it away, what do we do with it? How does it function? What do we learn from it?

In search for answers, it may prove helpful to examine the contrasting interpretations of Psalm 8 by Luther and Calvin. Luther’s  commentary on this psalm was based on a sermon he preached in 1537.33 He begins by stating bluntly that the psalm “was written about our Lord Jesus Christ” (97), but he offers no argumentation or even the indication that someone might object. Indeed, in the initial description of the psalm he says nothing about Adam or humanity in general, but rather states:

This psalm is one of the beautiful psalms and a glorious prophecy about Christ, where David describes Christ’s  person and kingdom and teaches who Christ is; what kind of kingdom He has and how it is formed; where this King rules, namely, in all lands and yet in heaven; and the means by which His kingdom is founded and regulated, namely, only through the Word and faith, without sword and armor. (98)

Some of Luther’s  specific interpretations are striking. With regard to verse 3, for example, he asks why David mentions the moon and the stars but not the sun. His answer is that the sun symbolizes Christ and that therefore it should not be listed along with those other works of creation (121). Without any explicit clue in the text itself, he proceeds to see verse 4 as picturing “a strange sun,” whom David calls “a man and Son of Man” (122). Similarly, he tells us that in verse 5 “David describes how miserably Christ will be forsaken” (124). “There is no doubt that in the spirit David is here looking at Christ as He struggles with death in the garden and cries out on the cross, ‘My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’(Matt. 27:46)”  (126; my emphasis).

Luther’s discussion of verse 6 (“You made him ruler over the works of your hands” )is even more remarkable. He states that here “David describes Christ as true man and yet at the same time true God and Lord over all creatures” (130). The argument is as follows: Because the Hebrew verb means to make someone a lord the way a man is made a lord, the reference must be to the forsaken Christ; but on the other hand, God does not make someone Lord over creation unless that someone is God’s equal. Luther then concludes: “From this let us learn again that Christ is a single, undivided person and yet has two natures, divine and human nature with body and soul” (133). Only at the end of his comments does he make any reference to Adam: “Therefore Christ is a much greater and higher lord than Adam was before the Fall. For nothing was subjected to Adam or put under his feet” (134; on 135 he adds that David subjects to Christ the dominion Adam has on earth). His concluding summary is extraordinary, for Psalm 8 begins to sound like a textbook of systematic theology: 

Thus the Holy Spirit through the prophet David instructs us in this psalm by short, clear words about the following topics: Christ; the two natures in Christ, His divine and human nature, which nevertheless are so united that Christ is a single, undivided person; Christ’s dominion and kingdom, the kingdom of faith, how and by what means Christ’s kingdom on earth is established, namely, through the mouths of babes and sucklings; the fruit and power of Christ’s kingdom, and the end it serves and what it does and accomplishes; namely, destroys the enemy and the avenger; the glory and the renewal of the creation in the kingdom of sight; Christ’s humiliation, suffering, and death; Christ’s resurrection, exaltation, and glorification; His dominion and power over all creatures. In a fine and happy way this psalm proves these sublime doctrines with simple and short words. (135)

Where did Luther get the idea that Psalm 8 is a treatise on Christology? What immediately comes to mind is Hebrews 2. To be sure, Luther does not even mention this New Testament passage, but one can hardly doubt that indeed the use of Psalm 8 in Hebrews must be the source of Luther’s interpretation. Thus, we note an important connection between the history of biblical interpretation in the church (including contemporary popular interpretation) and the New Testament use of the Old Testament.34

Calvin’s approach to Psalm 8 is quite different from Luther’s .After dealing with the problem of how to translate the Hebrew word ’elohim (“God” or “angels” )in verse 5,35 he tells us that “there is another question which it is more difficult to solve,” namely, the fact that the epistle to the Hebrews applies the passage to Christ’s humiliation:

What some say, that what is true of the members may be properly and suitably transferred to the head, might be a sufficient answer to the first question [viz., the propriety of applying to Christ words about mankind]; but I go a step farther, for Christ is not only the first begotten of every creature, but also the restorer of mankind.36

The point is that God’s liberality ceased when sin entered the world, so whatever he bestows on us belongs properly to the Son. He then continues: 

What the apostle therefore says in that passage concerning the abasement of Christ for a short time, is not intended by him as an explanation of this text; but for the purpose of enriching and illustrating the subject on which he is discoursing, he introduces and accommodates to it what had been spoken in a different sense. The same apostle did not hesitate, in Rom. x. 6, in the same manner to enrich and to employ, in a sense different from their original one, the words of Moses in Deut. xxx. 12. . . . The apostle, therefore, in quoting this psalm, had not so much an eye to what David meant; but making an allusion to these words . . . he applies this diminution to the death of Christ, and the glory and honour to his resurrection.
 A similar account may be given of Paul’s declaration in Eph. iv. 8, in which he does not so much explain the meaning of the text, as he devoutly applies it, by way of accommodation, to the person of Christ. (135)

His comments on Hebrews 2:5 amount to the same thing, but there may be some value in noting the somewhat different phrasing. He begins: “In the first place, we must examine the psalm which he quotes, because it seems ineptly applied to Christ. David is here recounting the blessings which God bestows on the human race.” However, “by his rebellion he [man] deserved the disowning of this dominion,” so “it is clear that that blessing of God has no application to us until what we have lost in Adam has been restored to us through Christ.” 37 He then identifies a new difficulty in verse 7, where “a little” in Hebrews

denotes the humiliation when Christ emptied Himself, and restricts His glory to the day of resurrection, whereas David extends it in general to the whole life of man. I answer that it was not the purpose of the apostle to give an accurate exposition of the words. There is nothing improper if he looks for allusions in the words to embellish the case he is presenting, as Paul does in Rom. 10.6 when he cites evidence from Moses . . . adding the words about heaven and hell not as an explanation but as an embellishment. . . . the apostle has no intention of overthrowing this meaning or of giving it a different turn; but he only bids us consider the humiliation of Christ, which was shown forth for a short time, and then the glory with which He is crowned for ever, and he does this more by alluding to the words than by expounding what David meant.38

Finally, note his remarks on verse 9: “He sets out for our consideration the resurrection glory which David extends to all the gifts which God in His goodness has bestowed on man. There is nothing improper in this embellishment which leaves the literal meaning unaffected.” 39

If I were to give an account of the use of Psalm 8 in Hebrews (or of Deuteronomy in Romans 10), I would probably express myself differently. In any case, my real interest here is not in solving this exegetical problem. Rather, I wish to note some factors in Calvin’s  exposition that distinguish it clearly from Luther’s and that can serve as the basis for useful discussion.

In the first place, note simply Calvin’s  sensitivity to the fact that we have a problem —and one that arises because of his concern with the historical meaning (= authorial intent!) of Psalm 8. I will leave it to Luther scholars to determine why the German reformer gives no attention whatever to this issue. It would be unconscionable to suggest that Luther had no regard for the sensus literalis or that he was actually unaware that someone could raise an objection to his handling of the text. Perhaps the circumstances and intended audience are sufficient to explain why he acts as though the problem did not exist. I think it is a fair inference, however, that Luther must not have thought it was a very significant problem, and that factor alone suggests an important difference in temperament and hermeneutical sensibilities between the two reformers. Moreover, it is perhaps ironic that what Luther does with Psalm 8 has certain analogies with what the author of Hebrews (in Calvin’s understanding) does with the same psalm.

In the second place, Calvin is quite correct, I think, in making a distinction between explaining an Old Testament text and using such a text in some other way, whether as an allusion, as an embellishment, or whatever. I have long believed that one of our main problems in understanding the New Testament use of the Old Testament is our usual assumption that the citations are in effect exegetical treatments of the Old Testament passages or at the very least reflect exegetical conclusions.40 Whether or not Calvin is right in this particular instance, the principle that he is giving expression to seems both valid and fundamental. If so, however, the implications need to be taken seriously. After all, if the apostles could discuss an Old Testament text in a “non-expository” fashion, or even apply it in a way that does not directly correspond to its original meaning, what does that say to us regarding the use of the Bible in the church? And how does that relate to the bugaboo of “reader response” ?

In the third place, note Calvin’s concern to defend the New Testament writers from actually mishandling the original text: The writer “has no intention of overthrowing [the historical] meaning or of giving it a different turn.” “There is nothing improper if he looks for allusions in the words to embellish the case he is presenting. . . . this embellishment . . . leaves the literal meaning unaffected.” Now we may readily grant that these comments by themselves fall short of providing an adequate solution to the hermeneutical problem. And to be quite honest, I do not know whether Calvin, if he had attempted a systematic and detailed treatment, would have been able to come up with something truly satisfactory. Perhaps the problem is intractable in the very nature of the case.

But my concern is a little different, and that is to point out that Calvin —who is universally acknowledged to have been one of the most influential figures in the development of historical exegesis and who himself is a strikingly consistent practitioner of the discipline —has no apparent problem conceding that the apostles could use Scripture to adorn their arguments rather than “to give an accurate exposition of the words.” Moreover, this is clearly not a slip in Calvin’s commitment but a conscious holding on to two concepts that appear to be in tension. In other words, while he recognizes that the apostles may have used Scripture in a “non-grammatico- historical” sense, he does not thereby admit that they undermined or twisted (gave “a different turn” to) such a sense. On the contrary, that original sense was left “unaffected.” 

Well then, is it not reasonable to infer that Calvin thought it was possible for us also to make use of Scripture in a comparable way? That would seem to be a logical implication. And that is why I prefer this kind of approach to some contemporary descriptions that tell us that we may follow the apostles’ exegesis only insofar as what they do corresponds to historical exegesis, and that anything else the apostles do (that “plus” element that is defined in different ways by different scholars) cannot be a pattern for us. True enough, not every apostolic use of Scripture is necessarily prescriptive,41 and I am not suggesting that our “academic” study of Scripture should be indiscriminately guided by the way in which all the New Testament citations of the Old Testament are employed. But that is really a slightly different issue.

My real concern is (a) to challenge our assumption that whenever our Christian brothers and sisters use the Bible in church without apparent regard for grammatico-historical exegesis, they are twisting or otherwise misusing Scripture; and (b) to suggest that a greater effort must be made to bridge our academic study of Scripture with the way the Bible actually functions among Christians. Consider again Luther’s handling of Psalm 8. I am not about to come to the defense of that exposition, and much less am I interested in encouraging other people to follow such an example. But neither am I satisfied with laughing it off. Luther here gives expression —in a dramatic way, to be sure —to what happens routinely in the church. We should therefore ask why it happens, why God “allows” this approach to go on, indeed, why he chooses to capitalize on it! And I want to ask myself whether my own exegetical research can afford to simply ignore this reality.

At least part of the answer is that the gap between what a lay Christian does with Scripture and what I do in my study is not nearly as great as the gap that separates my exegetical insights from God’s own understanding. If I have reason to smile condescendingly at what some of my brethren in Sunday school do, imagine the thunder of divine laughter that must be warranted by my paltry attempts at biblical interpretation. And if God doesn’t mind working with my stupidity instead of consigning it to the abyss, how dare I tell my brother that what he is doing is illicit? How can I even imply to my sister that the comfort she receives from her “free associating” of biblical passages is
 quite baseless?42

Another part of the answer takes me back to one of the concerns of this chapter: the relationship between Calvinism and these hermeneutical questions. The truth is that unless God is truly in control of what takes place in our midst, the whole discussion becomes hopeless. I suspect, though I cannot prove it, that the reason Calvin could be relaxed about the apostolic “reader response” to Scripture was that his understanding of divine sovereignty provided him with the secure foundation on which he could rest. He knew perfectly well that God did not suspend his providential work when the biblical canon was finalized. And we should know that our own feeble-mindedness is hardly an insuperable obstacle for the Holy Spirit. Nay, it happens to be the only instrument through which the Spirit’s teaching can come to us! Here, no less than in other respects, God’s strength is made perfect in our weakness.

The central issue on biblical interpretation has not changed much in the last century and a half: its goal is to leave us alone in company with the author. However, there has been one enormous change: the hermeneutical task is not finished until we have wrestled with the problem of applying the text. Augustine sensed this exact dilemma long ago, but his solution led to the unsatisfactory proposal of three additional senses for Scripture along with the literal sense: the allegorical, the tropological, and the anagogical.

As a test case for determining if the single meaning but multiple significance/application theory advocated here is workable, we use the four major “interpretations” given over the centuries for the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Matt. 20:1 –16). The conclusion is that these are nothing more than four different applications of one principle.

Assistance is given to the interpreter to move from the single meaning/principle to the application/significance of a text. These may be found (1) in the explicit statements made in the pericope, (2) in editorial summaries given by the author of the text, (3) in the motivational clauses attached to biblical commands, and (4) in illustrations of the way that Scripture uses earlier Scriptures for edification.

Care must be exercised to apply the principles behind biblical commands, to separate what is taught from what is merely recorded in the Bible, and not to universalize and generalize biblical promises beyond their intended scope of reference.
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In 1859 Benjamin Jowett, then the Regius Professor of Greek at the University of Oxford, published an essay on the interpretation of Scripture. In that oft-cited work, Jowett set forth the thesis that “Scripture has one meaning —the meaning which it had in the mind of the Prophet or Evangelist who first uttered or wrote, to the hearers or readers who first received it.” Interpretations, later accretions of ideas attached to a biblical text, or even later traditions were to be set aside in favor of the single meaning of the text, according to Jowett. “The true use of interpretation is to get rid of interpretation and to leave us alone in company with the author.” 1

In spite of the years that have come and gone since these words were first published, the central issue in interpreting the Bible has, in some ways, not moved very far away from Jowett’s central thesis. Yet in other ways we have moved beyond that target by leaps and bounds. In our day, the increased roles of culture, imagination, the progress of revelation, the role of the listener and reader, the development of the historical-critical theories of understanding the Bible, and new discoveries, both in the scientific world and in communication theory, have complicated matters beyond what Jowett could have even imagined.

But the more one studies this problem of the single versus the multiple meanings of the text, the more one is tempted to say this quarrel, at least as it exists among evangelicals who hold to the same high views of revelation and inspiration, is a disagreement over the problem of application more than over the goal of interpretation per se.

One of the largest gains and unusual benefits that we have seen in the preceding decades is the emphasis on the idea that our hermeneutical task is not finished until we as the contemporary audience have applied the meaning that we think the author is communicating. There should never have been a gap left between what the text meant and what it means, between the then and the now. That gap may be said to exist only as an academic convenience for a momentary separation in the task of examining two inseparable parts of one whole. But what the scholar separates in order to undertake certain studies under the microscope must be put back together by the interpreter with the understanding that the process is not completed until the text has been applied and its contemporary significance understood.

This writer sympathizes with those interpreters who struggle with what often appears to be rationalistic attributions of the single meaning of the text on the one hand and, on the other hand, the need for discerning some spiritual significance and theological relevance of narratives as disturbing as the drunkenness of Noah, the murder of Sisera, the choice of Esther as queen, or a psalm of cursing, or imprecation, such as Psalm 137. Everyone must struggle with the dilemma of reconciling the surface meaning of such biblical narratives and texts with the need to show how these same texts edify contemporary readers.

AUGUSTINE’s  SOLUTION TO THE MEANING PROBLEM

Augustine sensed the very dilemma we have posed here. As we saw in chapter 15, he proposed that, since Scripture was given for the edification of the church, in addition to the literal sense the interpreter could appeal to three additional senses, each one corresponding to a virtue. The allegorical sense corresponded to faith, since it taught the church what to believe; the tropological sense was the expression of love, since it taught individuals what they should do; and the anagogical sense pointed to the future and to the virtue of hope. But very seldom at the hand of the best practitioners of the patristic and medieval church did a text exhibit more than one other meaning beside the literal meaning. It appeared that what was being advocated was that a text must also be applied to real-life situations as well as understood in its original context. One of those applications could be doctrinal (note Augustine’s expression of “faith” ),another could be moral and ethical (cf. “love” ),or another could be related to eschatology and the future (“hope” ).Each of the three senses was usually coordinated one at a time with the literal sense, which suggests that the words meaning and sense were being used by them in ways that approximate our idea of “significance” and “applications,” without replacing the meaning that the text bore in and of itself.

But it hardly seems fair to equate such patristic systems of interpretation with the oft-quoted remark of C. S. Lewis, who commented in his own book Till We Have Faces , “An author doesn’t necessarily understand the meaning of his own story better than anyone else.” 2 A multiple application based on a literal understanding of a text is not the same thing as a plurality of truth or distinct levels of meaning in one and the same passage (or even an unknown principle) being applied in ways that are not governed by anything in the text.

A TEST CASE FOR UNDERSTANDING THE SINGLE MEANING 

Let’s explore the difference between (1) a single principle or truth taught by the human writer of Scripture (which may have multiple applications in the areas of doctrine, morals, and future things), and (2) multiple levels of meaning for a given text. As a test case, consider the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Matt. 20:1 –16).3

In this parable, the owner of the vineyard hires day laborers to work all day in his vineyard at the standard wage of a denarius. However, he needs additional workers, so he returns to the marketplace at nine, noon, three, and five o’clock and hires whatever workers he can find. The only promise he gives to those he hires at nine, noon, and three is that he will give them what is fair. As for the workers he hires at five o’clock,he sends them into the vineyard without any promise as to what wages they will receive.

When it comes time to pay each worker, the owner instructs the foreman to pay the workers, beginning with those hired last at five o’clock.Instead of giving them only one-twelfth of a denarius, he pays them a full day’s wage. When those who have worked from early in the day until the end receive the same amount —a single denarius —instead of the bonus they are hoping for after they see what those who were hired last received, they begin to complain. The owner, however, replies that he has cheated no one, for he has paid them what he had promised. If he wishes to be generous to those who came last, that’s  his privilege. Jesus contends that that is how the kingdom of God is. 

Two main interpretations of this parable exist: one tracing its lines of thought back to Irenaeus, and the other to Origen.  Origen saw this parable as a comment on the various ages at which one is converted to Christ, with “day” equaling the life span of an individual.
 Some have served Christ and loved him since their childhood; others have come to Christ late in life. Irenaeus, however, saw the parable as a reference to the history of salvation, in which various epochs of history —Adam to Noah, Noah to Abraham, Abraham to David, and David to Christ —were depicted, with the owner of the vineyard as the Trinity as a whole and Christ as the foreman. The workers hired at the eleventh hour were the Gentiles. Payday came with the resurrection from the dead, when the Jewish laborers complained because they bore the heat of the day, but God was equally generous to all alike.

The fourteenth-century anonymous author of the Pearl proposed a third interpretation, applying this parable to the death of a young girl. Even though she was only two years old and entered the vineyard, as it were, at the eleventh hour (five o’clock),God did not withhold his mercy from her as well.

John Pupper of Goch, a fifteenth-century Flemish theologian, suggested a fourth interpretation. He thought the parable attacked the doctrine of proportional rewards in heaven for service done for Christ. The only people who contend for proportional rewards for work done are those who were the first workers hired in the vineyard. But our Lord rejected the idea that twelve times the work must receive twelve times the payment.

In 1525 Martin Luther enlarged on his earlier essential agreement with this Flemish theologian’s interpretation by insisting that the parable celebrated God’s goodness that resisted all religion based on law-keeping and good works. All workers are unworthy, even if they are not all unworthy for the same reasons. Salvation is not grounded in human merit but only in the goodness and grace of God.

The question for us now is whether these four major uses of the parable represent four different levels of meaning or one meaning with four different applications. The evidence favors the latter, namely, four applications of one principle, which in turn derives from the parable’s natural, or literal, meaning. All four agree that the parable is a declaration of God’s generosity and grace to undeserving workers. Once this goodness of God is grasped from the passage, the relationship of Jew to Gentile, the problem of an early decease or a late conversion, and questions about proportional rewards can be seen as various ways in which the same principle is applied to different cultures, times, settings, needs, and personal problems. Each application is effective and valid as long as it is a further explication of the common underlying principle within the text.

Therefore, rather than speaking of levels of meaning in a text, perhaps what has been sought throughout the history of interpretation, including the present concern with the reader’s response, are levels of application and significance, or what one writer has referred to as “consequent meanings.” Common to all four major interpretations of this parable was the fact that the vineyard owner was a gracious, generous, benevolent dispenser of his gifts. If that principle were not foundational to all else that was being said, there would be no way of validating the application being made. There would also be no authority behind the application being attributed to this parable.

IDENTIFYING AND USING GENERAL PRINCIPLES

A major part of the art of interpreting passages is the task of moving from the specific matters mentioned in the biblical text to the general principles that stand behind those specifics.

Jack Kuhatschek, relating a family story, reminded me of a similar experience that we had as a family with our youngest son, Jonathan.4 When he grew old enough to be asked to give thanks for the food at the table on behalf of the whole family, Jonathan was delighted. He took the occasion to itemize practically everything that was on the table in his prayer, much to the chagrin of his older brothers and sister. “Thank you for the salt and the pepper. Thank you, Lord, for our spoons, forks, and knives. Thank you for the milk, the salad, the bread. . . .” On and on he went in  veritable marathon as the food began to get cold. Finally —and mercifully in the views of his now exasperated siblings, Jonathan concluded with “Amen.” 

Instructions to Jonathan on the merits of praying for the food in general either were not understood or were deliberately avoided. However, as the months passed, one day he suddenly surprised us by saying, “Dear Lord, thank you for the food on our table. In Jesus’ name, Amen.” Jonathan had learned how to generalize and to “principlize” (see chap. 5 above).

The legitimacy of such generalizing practices is affirmed repeatedly in the biblical text itself. Not only did God summarize his whole law in Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:1 –17; Deut. 5:6 –21), but he also gave seven other summaries of the law as well. Psalm 15 preserves God’s law in eleven principles; Isaiah 33:15, in six commands; Micah 6:8, in three commands; Isaiah 56:1, in two commands; and Amos 5:4, Habakkuk 2:4, and Leviticus 19:2 each summarize the whole law in one general statement. 

Jesus himself continued this same tradition by summarizing the whole law in two principles: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with your mind.’.. . And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself ’”  
(Matt. 22:37 –40; cf. Luke 10:26 –28; Deut. 6:5; Lev. 19:2, 18). 

In order to identify general principles in a biblical text, interpreters must ask three questions: Does the author explicitly state a principle in the passage at hand? If not, does the broader context reveal such a general principle? And, does the specific situation of the text contain any reasons, explanations, or clues that could suggest what motivated the writer to be so concrete, rather than abstract, in mentioning the specific illustrations that he chose? 

The search for principles in the biblical text is usually not to be found in isolated words or phrases, and it certainly is not to be found in verses used as proof-texts. Such principles, rather, are set forth as the controlling theses in paragraphs, chapters, and sections of a book, and even in whole books of the Bible. 

Examples of a specific principle explicitly stated in a teaching block of text are numerous. For example, in the fifth of Zechariah’s eight visions, there is the enigmatic appearance of a solid golden lampstand flanked by two olive trees. When the prophet asked, “What are these?” he was told, “This is the word of the LORD to Zerubbabel: ‘Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the LORD Almighty”  (Zech. 4:6). This is the controlling general principle for the whole passage: what is accomplished will not come by the hands of the political or religious leaders; it will come by means of the Holy Spirit.

In 1 Corinthians 8, Paul addresses the matter of buying food that has been sacrificed to idols. In verse 9 he states explicitly the relevant principle: “Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak.” This idea governs whatever freedom or restrictions would be exercised in buying meat at markets that were known to have connections with the temple and its sacrificial routine. 

But what if the text never comes out and says directly what the principle is?This often happens in narrative texts, which tend to state things indirectly rather than putting matters into direct speech as in prose. Here we may rely on the general context to help us. 

Genesis 37 –50 records the story of Joseph. Only once or twice in the long recounting of that story are we given the clue that explains what this whole episode is all about and why God would have wanted it recorded in his Word. When Joseph disclosed himself to his brothers, he concluded, “And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you. . . . God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance” (Gen. 45:5, 7). Joseph later repeated this theme to his brothers, telling them, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Gen. 50:20). The principle of God’s overriding providence, then, is the key to interpreting this narrative about Joseph. Only the context will reveal it, even though each individual episode or pericope within the story may
 not directly draw that principle as its own conclusion.

In other cases, neither a direct statement of a principle nor an indirect statement within the broader context appears. What are we to do then? Here the search for a general principle must proceed with the thoroughness of detectives sifting through a murder scene for clues.

Other literary devices come into play at this point, such as motivational clauses, which are often attached to biblical commands.5 Motive clauses may be one of at least four kinds (the motive clause appears in italics):

1. Explanatory —an appeal to common sense of the listener or hearer. “If anyone curses his father or mother, he must be put to death. He has cursed his father or his mother, and his blood will be on his own head ” (Lev. 20:9; cf. Deut. 21:20 –21; 27:16).

2. Ethical —an appeal to the conscience or to moral sentiments. “When you build a new house, make a parapet around your roof, so that you may not bring the guilt of bloodshed on your house if someone falls from the roof ” (Deut. 22:8).

3. Religious and theological —an appeal to the nature and will of God. “The priests must not desecrate the sacred offerings the Israelites present to the LORD by allowing them to eat the sacred offerings and so bring upon them guilt requiring payment. I am the LORD, who makes them holy ” (Lev. 22:15 –16; cf. Deut. 18:9 –12).

4. History of redemption —an appeal to the Lord’s interventions in the history of his people. “When you harvest the grapes in your vineyard, do not go over the vines again. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt. That is why I command you to do this” (Deut. 24:21 –22).

Once we have identified the general principle, we must apply that principle to our lives, basically by applying it either to the same situation that the text of Scripture introduces or to one that is similar or comparable.

The book of James illustrates both ways of applying a general principle. This book might well be an abstract of a series of sermons preached by James and based on a portion of the Holiness Law, in this case taken from Leviticus 19:12 –18. Every verse in this passage except verse 14 is either cited or alluded to in the book of James.6

In James 2:1, the author repeats a portion of the “royal law of love” from Leviticus 19:15, which reads, “Do not show partiality.” The principle is clearly stated. It is also illustrated in James 2: 2 –7 by talking about how the church should seat a rich man wearing a gold ring and fine clothes and how it should seat a poor man in shabby clothes. Now if the poor man is seated on the floor and the rich man is given a good seat, would that not be an improper type of discrimination that offends the principle of not showing partiality? But such seating arrangements do not exhaust all the contexts in which the same nondiscriminatory policy could be urged with just as much authority and biblical precedence. In fact, James 2:9 repeats the principle once more and shows how it fits in with the much larger principle “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18b; James 2:8). Every other situation that might lead to injuring my neighbor (defined in Scripture as anyone in need) would be one to which the meaning of this passage could legitimately be extended.

The application may thus involve the identical situation where worshipers of another ethnic background would be segregated in a poorer seating area in the church in order to give preference to the dominant racial group or the class that “carries the bills” of that church. Or the application can reach out beyond that identical or same situation to others that are similar and comparable in that they too fall under the outlines of the general principle that has been observed.

SPECIAL SITUATIONS IN APPLYING BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES

Thus far, we have argued that we must identify the general principle in a passage and seek to apply it to the same or to a similar situation in our modern lives. But oftentimes we run into special sorts of problems when we attempt to apply certain types of literary forms in the Bible, especially biblical commands, biblical examples, and biblical promises. Each of these situations should be examined for the one or two unique features that each introduces.

Biblical Commands

It is often reported that the Old Testament has over 600 commands. Actually the number used in rabbinic circles was 613, but nowhere has the text of the Old Testament authorized that exact number. Some modern believers observe some of these commands but not others. Is there any real basis for such a distinction, or is it left up to the instincts and feelings of each believer?

The Scriptures themselves offer us a way of sorting out which commands have continuing relevance for our lives and which ones have been rendered obsolete by God’s having declared their usefulness to have ended. Even though the law is one, we are taught in the Bible to distinguish at least three different aspects in that one law. Jesus authorized such a stance when he used the concept that some things in the law were “weightier” than others (Matt. 23:23). It is this ranking and prioritizing within the law that establishes the moral aspect of the law as higher than its civil and ceremonial aspects. In this verse, justice, mercy, and faithfulness are weightier than the rules for tithing spices, evidently because the former reflect the nature and character of God. 

When God gave the instructions for the tabernacle with all its utensils, services, rituals, and ministers, he implicitly put his own time for expiration on it by informing Moses that he was to make and set up all these things “exactly like the pattern . . . shown you on the mountain” (Exod. 25:9, 40). Since Moses constructed these things according to the pattern, or model of what God showed him, he obviously did not have the real thing. That remained apart from Moses and Israel with God, even as the writer of Hebrews later argued (Heb. 8:5). When the real analogue for each of these models or patterns came in Christ’s advent, death, resurrection, and ministry, we can assume that everything in the old ceremonial law was jettisoned except the application of those principles to our day. The exact forms, rituals, and facilities had been replaced, just as Hebrews 9 –10 also taught.

Some teach that only those commands that are restated in the New Testament are normative for today. But there are many commands that still give directions for the believer that cannot be found in the New Testament, such as those touching on marrying close relatives, on rape, bestiality, abortion, and the like. Jesus himself treated the Old Testament as authoritative; therefore, we ought to do the same.

A biblical command may still be in force in the principles it embodies even though obedience to that precise form of the law may not be required today. Thus, the command to leave the edges of one’s fields unharvested so that the poor might glean them is not operative for those who do not live in agricultural areas or own farms; however, even apart from the agricultural economy reflected in the law in Leviticus 19:9 –10, we are still obligated to express, in ways open to us, our practical concern for the poor and the alien in our midst. Numerous other texts in the Bible make the same point (e.g., Exod. 22:21 –27; Deut. 14:28 –29; 15:12 –14).

Even the lex talionis (“eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth” )is still in effect. That law was given to the “judges” (Exod. 21:6; 22:8 –9) as a stereotypical formula meaning, in effect, make the punishment fit the crime; do not try to take undue advantage of the situation. In settlements on automobile accidents, for example, the rule is to be bumper for bumper, fender for fender; don’t try to get tuition for schooling out of the incident.

Whereas the Old Testament tends to give rather specific laws for which we must formulate or identify the general principle, New Testament commands tend to be stated in their general form already, and thus
 our task is to identify specific situations where that principle applies today. For example, when Paul urges, “Rejoice in the Lord always; I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be evident to all” (Phil. 4:4 –5), the general nature of these commands is evident. What is not so evident are all the specific ways in which we must manifest the joy of the Lord and gentleness to all with whom we deal.

Biblical Examples

The second area where the application of general principles becomes enormously important is that of biblical biography and examples. Since more than a third of the Bible is cast in historical narrative, this is no small problem. 

Some passages tell us precisely what should be approved and imitated about the person being presented. In the case of the two midwives in Egypt, Shiphrah and Puah, it was their fear of God (Exod. 1:17). True, they also lied to Pharaoh, but the morality of the text is left for us the readers to put in the context of the whole Bible. This shows us that we must make a distinction between what the Bible approves and what it merely reports. 

In other instances, what is to be taught from the biblical examples is raised implicitly but not explicitly. For example, what are we to make of the example of Jonah? Never does the text pause and moralize or point out something good or bad about his character. But the message is implicit from the Lord’s question with which the book concludes, “Should I not be concerned about that great city?” (Jonah 4:11). Jonah’s  reluctance to minister on God’s  behalf to a people that had treated his own people so badly is a central point in the book without the book’s  saying so in so many words. Thus, we are left with the question dangling over us, as it did over Jonah. God’s  grace is much more magnanimous than the graciousness of most of God’s  creatures who have experienced that same grace.

Biblical Promises

Finally, we must look at the area of the promises of the Bible. Often there is much confusion over this area, since many have had songs drummed into them from childhood with words like “Every promise in the Book is mine.” Taken literally, these words overlook the fact that the scope of some promises is not universal and that some promises also have conditions that accompany them. Some promises were made directly to certain individuals or groups and may be extended beyond those persons only when the general principles inherent in those texts provide for such extensions.

A general principle is not the same thing as a promise. A promise is based on what God said he would or would not do; a principle is based on who God is in his character and nature. Therefore, we must ask the following questions when it comes to establishing principles from God’s promises: Can I discern from the context a particular person or group to whom this promise is distinctively offered? Does this promise bear any evidence of being offered for a certain time period or under certain set limits of times or conditions? Is this promise qualified in any way in the progress of revelation?

The promise that God would build a “house,” or dynasty, out of King David (2 Sam. 7 and 1 Chron. 17) is certainly limited to the Davidic line and to the coming messianic rule and reign of God in his kingdom. There is clearly no warrant here for applying this promise to any of us for any physical house (or dynasty) today. 

Likewise, other promises have explicit or implicit conditions attached to them. For example, 1 Peter 1:5 affirms that believers are “shielded by God’s power,” but it also expresses the condition of this happening “through faith.” That is similar to Colossians 1:22 –23, where we who were once alienated are now reconciled to God and presented as holy in his sight, without blemish and free of accusation —“if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel.” Believers are eternally secure,but there are some twenty warning passages in Scripture that must be placed alongside of these marvelous promises.

Especially difficult in this area of finding general principles in the promises of God are the proverbs of the Old Testament. One must be careful not to assume that just because a proverb sounds like a promise, it is one. Proverbs are, instead, wisdom sayings that apply to situations generally, without listing the exceptions that must often qualify them. This limitation is particularly evident in the pair of Proverbs in 26:4 –5, which appear to contradict each other in offering the contrary advice “Do not answer a fool according to his folly” and “Answer a fool according to his folly.” Likewise, the proverb on child rearing in Proverbs 22:6 is not an ironclad guarantee that if one abides by the rules established there, that in every instance all will turn out well for the child. Many a person has come to grief by universalizing the proverbs into unconditional truths or into promises without qualifications. Accordingly, there are times when some have worked their land well, but their crops failed through no fault of their own, even though Proverbs 28:19 seemed to guarantee the opposite results. Therefore, we must be careful to discern just which statements of the Bible are promises, and then we must be careful to establish whether they are directed exclusively to certain persons or conditioned by certain qualifications.

CONCLUSION

It is usually easier to propose theories than to implement them. In many ways that is also true of books on Bible interpretation. Nevertheless, it is the practice, not the ability to state more theory, that makes perfect in this instance. There is no substitute for attention to detail and experience in more and more biblical texts. 

The most important work needed in our day is to look for legitimate applications that do not go beyond what God has revealed in the principles in that Word. To press texts into our own personal service and to answer some immediate questions that we may have is to use the Bible much like the Greeks used the various oracles in their day. It is to play with the Bible as one would play with a tennis ball, lobbing it back and forth at will in the service of our own games.

The Bible is not just a book about people in the past, or even a book written to us; it is a book in which we must become identified in a very personal way with the story in all its parts and with the line of its commands and promises. In doing so, however, we must be constantly on the lookout for the single truth-intention of the human author, who claimed to have stood in the council of God, and thereby must distinctly hear God’s own voice for all generations to come.

1. Benjamin Jowett, “On the Interpretation of Scripture,” Essays and Reviews, 7th ed. (London: Longman, Green, Longman and Roberts, 1861), 330 –433, quotations on 378.

2. W. H. Lewis, ed., Letters of C. S. Lewis (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World 1966), 273.

3. For the outline of the various views set forth here, I am beholden to David C. Steinmetz, “The Superiority of Pre-critical Exegesis,” Theology Today 37 (1980): 27 –38, esp. 33 –35.

4. Jack Kuhatschek, Applying the Bible (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 51 –52.

5. The first scholar in modern times to point out the function of the motive clause was Berend Gemser, “The Importance of the Motive Clause in Old Testament Law,” in VT Suppl. vol. 1 (1953): 50 –66.

6. See Luke T. Johnson, “The Use of Leviticus 19 in the Letter of James,” JBL 101 (1982): 391 –401. Also see “Applying the Principles of the Ceremonial Law: Leviticus 19 and James,” chap. 11 in Walter C. Kaiser Jr., The Uses of the Old Testament in the New (Chicago: Moody, 1985), 221 –24.



GLOSSARY

Allegorical interpretation. A method that looks for meanings in a text in addition to the historical (literal, plain) sense of the passage. The phrase is most often associated with Origen of Alexandria, who used Greek philosophical categories to discover these additional meanings.

Amanuensis.
 A scribe or secretary employed to copy a manuscript or to take dictation.

Apocalyptic literature. A type of writing (such as the book of Revelation or the last chapters of Daniel) that uses symbolism to predict the future, especially the end of the world.

Authorial intention. A phrase used in reference to the meaning intended or affirmed by the original author of a text, in distinction from other possible meanings that readers may claim to discover in the text.

Chiasm. A literary technique that inverts the elements in two parallel phrases (see examples in chap. 8).

Contextualization. Often used as a synonym of application (in the field of missions, as a synonym of indigenization), this term refers to the process of understanding and explaining a text or a doctrine by taking into account the interpreter’s own historical context (life situation). Although contextualization is proper and even inescapable, it occasionally seems to include altering the content of the gospel message to fit the modern context, and so the term has acquired a negative nuance in some conservative circles.

Covenant theology. A unifying plan of salvation in the Bible with a covenant made in eternity to provide salvation by Christ’s death, a covenant of works with Adam and Eve that failed, and then a covenant of grace since the fall. The promises made to Israel are forfeited as the church replaces Israel with a new sign (baptism for circumcision) and a new people ( people of God for Israel).

Criticism. The evaluation or scientific investigation of works of literature (and art). For many, this term, when applied to the Bible, implies the interpreter’s independence from religious authority, including a denial of biblical infallibility. The phrase higher criticism refers to the study of the origins and composition of a text. Because this approach has often (but not always) reflected a weak view of the authority and reliability of the Bible, the phrase has often acquired a negative connotation in evangelical scholarship. The phrase lower criticism, which does not have such a negative connotation, is applied to such areas of study as linguistic investigation and textual criticism. The phrase historical criticism is roughly synonymous with the scientific approach to biblical study that flourished in the nineteenth century and continues to be used by mainstream scholarship; it often implies a skeptical attitude to the historical claims of Scripture that wishes to get “behind” the text to see how it came into its present shape.

Deism. A philosophical movement in the eighteenth century that emphasized morality and natural religion and that denied God’s interference with the created world once he had begun the process.

Demythologization. A method of interpretation (associated primarily with the name of Rudolf Bultmann) that views much of the Bible as containing primitive forms of thinking and that attempts to translate them into modern categories.

Didactic. Designed to teach. The term is often used in reference to biblical books (such as Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Epistles) that have a strong instructional purpose and a prose format.

Dispensationalism. In its classic definition, a system of theologizing that claims the Bible has two peoples (Israel and the church) and two programs of God (a heavenly kingdom and an earthly kingdom) that must always be kept separate. God tries the peoples of earth under two to eleven periods of time, each with a new revelation. Each ends with failure, and thus a new trial revelation is offered replacing the previous words.

Eisegesis. A reading into the text something that was not there but was imported from later or external texts.

Eschatology. The study of the last things. The adjective eschatological is often used to describe portions of Scripture that emphasize the theme of fulfillment. The phrase realized or inaugurated eschatology refers to the initial and partial fulfillment of events in historic times that are also linked with similar events belonging to the end of the world.

Etymology. The origin and historical development of words.

Exegesis. The analysis and explanation of a text, usually with reference to detailed, scientific (sometimes “critical” )interpretation of Scripture in which the meaning is drawn from the text rather than imposed over it. The term is often distinguished from hermeneutics, which refers to principles of interpretation, whereas exegesis has to do with the practice of explaining texts.

Existentialism. A modern philosophical movement that focuses on the individual’s existence and plight in a world that appears to be beyond understanding. Some important theologians have sought to understand the Bible using the categories of existentialism.

Genre. A literary type distinguished by its content or by a specific compositional form.

Grammatico-historical exegesis. A method of interpretation that emphasizes the need to take into account the original languages and the historical context of Scripture. Because the phrase is used in opposition to allegorical exegesis, it is roughly equivalent to a literal interpretation.

Hermeneutics. The study of principles and methods of interpretation. The term is sometimes used to emphasize the present relevance of the text. (The form hermeneutic often refers to a specific theological perspective that may guide one’s interpretation.) The phrase general hermeneutics refers to principles that are applicable to the interpretation of any text; special hermeneutics deals with issues that are distinctive to a particular text or group of related texts.

Hyponoia. An occult or a deeper meaning than is deducible from or by the laws of language.

Inclusion (also inclusio). A literary technique used to indicate the boundaries of a literary unit by beginning and ending it with the same or parallel terms.

Leitwort (German for “leading word” ).A term or group of related terms that recurs in a given text, reflecting a prominent theme and thus aiding the interpreter to identify the text’s meaning.

Meditation. In biblical terminology, this is a function of the heart, mind, and soul in instruction, reflection, commemorating, and worshiping, not a form of self-abnegation.

Metaphor. A figure of speech whereby a word uses a concrete comparison but without using the words “like” or “as” to indicate what it is similar to.

Metonymy. A figure of speech whereby a word is changed from its literal meaning to a sense other than its referent, but one that is associated with it.

Pericope. A selection from a book, especially a section chosen for liturgical reading or study and exposition. The term is used in biblical studies to indicate a discrete paragraph, especially in the Gospels, or a continuous section of the text on the same subject.

Perspicuity. The claim that the Scriptures were “plain to the understanding” of any reader on the matter of one’s need for salvation. It did not mean that learning was not needed to interpret Scripture, not did it mean that all Scripture was equally clear and free of difficulty.

Proof-text. A verse or longer passage used to prove a point or a doctrine. Although this method is not objectionable in principle (assuming that it reflects careful exegesis), the term often implies an approach that isolates a passage from its context and thus functions arbitrarily.

Reader-response theory. An approach to the interpretation of texts that minimizes, or even rejects, authorial intention, while emphasizing the leading role of the reader in discovering or constructing meaning.

Rhetoric. The study of principles of composition, especially the rules formulated in the ancient world for effective writing and speaking. The phrase rhetorical criticism refers to the modern study of literature in the light of various rhetorical devices used in the text of Scripture.

Sedes doctrinae (Latin for “a seat/chair of doctrine” ).One of several large blocks of biblical text that give sustained presentations on specific doctrines.

Semantics. The study of meaning.

Sensus plenior (Latin for “fuller
 meaning” ).The view that passages of Scripture contain a meaning (or meanings) intended by God that was in addition and unknown to the historical meaning intended by the human author.

Structuralism. In linguistics, an approach that focuses on the character of language as a structured system (as opposed to the analysis of elements in isolation from one another). In the study of literature, a movement that focuses on recurring patterns of thought and behavior.

Synecdoche. A figure of speech whereby the part is used for the whole, or vice versa.

Theormia. The watchword of the Antiochian School, from the Greek word “to see.” 

Arguing for only one sense or meaning, they claimed that the prophets “saw” the spiritual as one with the literal/historical sense, the near fulfillment with the distant fulfillment.

Typological interpretation. Distinguished from allegorical interpretation, this approach affirms the historical meaning of the text but also notes that entities ( people, objects, institutions, and events) mentioned in the text prefigure subsequent and corresponding entities (for example, King David is viewed as a type of Christ).

Usus loquendi loquend. The “spoken current usage,” usually attributed to words.

[NOTE: This glossary does not include all technical literary terms, since most of them are defined in context and not used elsewhere.]



ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Many useful introductions to biblical interpretation have been published in the last decade or so. One of the most successful is Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth: A Guide for Understanding the Bible, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), which uses a clear and interesting style to help the Christian reader develop a method of Bible study. A work that was especially popular during the 1950s and 1960s but can still be read with profit is Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970). For a valuable introduction that is not written from an evangelical perspective, note Robert Morgan and John Barton, Biblical Interpretation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).

Among more extensive works intended as textbooks for college or seminary, Milton S. Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics: A Treatise on the Interpretation of the Old and New Testaments (1885; reprint, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1974), served as a guide for several generations of students. Although it is now out of date, it contains a gold mine of useful and interesting information. A generation ago, A. Berkeley Mickelsen’s Interpreting the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963) became a widely used textbook. Most recently, two very detailed works aimed at theological students have appeared: Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2006), and William Klein et al., Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Tex.: Word, 2004). Either of these textbooks may be viewed as essential reading for anyone who needs a thorough exposure to the whole field of biblical hermeneutics. Also helpful are David S. Dockery, Biblical Interpretation Then and Now: Contemporary Hermeneutics in the Light of the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), and Millard J. Erickson, Evangelical Interpretation: Perspectives on Hermeneutical Issues (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993). More advanced and difficult, covering specialized terrain, is Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992). 

In addition, there are many books available that have a more specific focus. Readers interested in developing a specific method that includes technical skills should consider Douglas Stuart, Old Testament Exegesis: A Primer for Students and Pastors (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980), and Gordon D. Fee, New Testament Exegesis: A Handbook for Students and Pastors (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983). For a work that covers broader issues, note Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Toward an Exegetical Theology: Biblical Principles for Preaching and Teaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), in which he develops his “syntactical-theological” method. Two books that focus on dangers to be avoided are D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), and James W. Sire, Scripture Twisting: 20 Ways the Cults Misread the Bible (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1980).

A more extensive work, Foundations of Contemporary Interpretation, ed. Moisés Silva (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), consists of six previously published volumes that focus on interdisciplinary issues: history of interpretation, literary study, language, history, science, and theology.
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