BIBLICAL HERMENEUTICS

I. Introduction.

A. The need for hermeneutics arises due to the fact that different people and denominations differ on precisely how we are to understand God and His revelation in the Bible.

B. Conservative Protestants view the Bible as the only authoritative voice of God; this means that there are no secondary documents that can make the meaning of the Bible more plain.

C. The Roman Catholic Church, and some others like the Eastern Oriental Church, accept the Bible as the first of primary authority among other authorities; secondary authorities include the decisions of Church Fathers, the ancient Creeds, the decisions of various councils, and oral tradition.

D. Therefore, Protestants generally believe that since there is no secondary means of interpreting the Bible, the only way we can know what God has said is through the faithful and accurate interpretation of the Scriptures.

E. In fact, determining what God has said is such an important and critical task since our salvation, sanctification, Christian way of life, and eschatological hope rests on an accurate understanding of God’s word.

F. Failure to faithfully and accurately interpret the Scriptures has led to a multitude of distortions, some of which are small deviations from the truth, while others that are significant and serious deviations from the truth.

1. The Patriarchs practiced polygamy and so should we.

2. Israel’s king ruled by divine right; therefore, all kings rule by divine right.

3. Witches were stoned in the Old Testament, so we should stone them also.

4. Tithing was incumbent upon Israel, so it is incumbent upon the Church.

G. A sound set of hermeneutics, had it been rigorously and consistently applied, would have prevented much of the confusion and false teaching that has come to exist.

H. A secondary need for hermeneutics is to bridge the cultural gap that separates the minds of the modern student from the minds of the writers of Scripture.

1. People of the same culture have an easier time understanding one another since they share a common geography, a common language, and a common culture.

2. When the student is separated culturally, historically, and geographically from the author, the task of interpreting his writings becomes considerably more difficult.

3. While our language is analytic in nature, depending largely on word order, the Greek and Hebrew languages are not so analytic, since they depend of declension of nouns (5 or 7 cases in the Greek), and the conjugation of verbs (there are 7 verbal stems in Hebrew).

4. The cultural differences make it necessary for one to have some knowledge of ancient marriage customs, economic practices, military systems, legal systems, etc.

5. An understanding of geography may be necessary to understand certain passages.

6. An understanding of history (isagogics) is quite necessary to understand the life of Christ; one should know what transpired in the intertestamental period in order to understand the world into which Christ was born.  Further, one needs to understand the historical situation that existed in Israel, as well as Roman customs, in order to accurately understand what transpired when Jesus was betrayed, arrested, tried, and crucified.

II. Definition of terms and vocabulary.

A. Traditional hermeneutics, which includes Biblical hermeneutics, refers to the study of the interpretation of written texts, especially texts in the areas of literature, religion and law.

B. Biblical hermeneutics is most simply defined as the science and art of interpreting the Scripture. 

C. It is a science because it is guided by rules within a system; it is an art because the application of the rules is a skill, and not merely mechanical imitation.

D. Learning the rules of hermeneutics does not make a believer a good interpreter of the Bible; one may memorize the rules of chess and still not be a good player.

1. A believer may be limited in his mental ability to learn the principles of hermeneutics, or unable to apply them with any skill.

2. On the other hand, the very intelligent person may err based on some personal bias, resulting in an inability to consider other positions.

3. While a good knowledge of hermeneutics may aid a poor education, it cannot supply what is lacking in the uneducated; the interpreter must know the original languages of Scripture.

4. Those that do not have an adequate familiarity with the history of interpretation may easily fall into an error that was made decades or centuries before.

E. The word interpretation is one that is found in both the Old Testament and the New Testament.; however most of the Old Testament usage refers to the interpretation of dreams.

F. Hebrew vocabulary.

1. rt;P' (pathar), verb, 9X, to solve something, to interpret something, or to explain the significance of it.

2. !Art.Pi (pithron), 5X, an interpretation.
3. rv,Pe (pesher), m.noun, 1X, an interpretation.  Eccles. 8:1
4. rv;P. (peshar), Aramaic verb and noun, both spelled identically, all used in the book of Daniel, mean the same thing in Aramaic as in the Hebrew. 
G. Greek vocabulary.

1. e`rmhneu,w (hermeneuo), verb, 3X, to help someone understand something by making it plain, to explain, to interpret, to translate.
a. e`rmhnei,a (hermeneia), f.noun, 2X, a translation, or the ability to translate; the product of interpretive procedure, an explanation, an exposition.
b. diermhneu,w (diermeneuo), verb, 6X, to translate something, to clarify something, to make something understandable, to explain or interpret.
c. diermhneuth,j (diermeneutes), m.noun, 1X, an interpreter, a translator.  ICor. 14:28
d. meqermhneu,w (methermeneuo), verb, 6X, to translate, to give the meaning of something in a different language.
e. dusermh,neutoj (dusermeneutos), adjective, 1X, difficult to explain or interpret.  Heb. 5:11
2. evpilu,w (epiluo), verb, 2X, this term is commonly used outside the Bible in a physical sense of loosing something from something else, separating one thing from another, to release or set free; from the physical usage the figurative usage is derived.  To clarify something, to explain or interpret something.  Mk. 4:34  The noun evpi,lusij (epilusis) is used one time, and refers to the act or process of explaining or interpreting.  IIPet. 1:20

III. The needs and qualifications for an exegete.

A. The orthodox interpreter comes to the text of Scripture with some basic assumptions, the first of which is his belief that the Scriptures are inspired by God.

1. He comes with the assumption that the 66 books of the Old Testament and New Testament are the only inspired works that should be included within the canon of Scripture.

2. He moves from there to determine the text as it existed within the original autograph; the study of various manuscripts to determine the original text is known as textual criticism.

3. At this point, the interpreter must be cognizant of the isagogics and chronology of the passage in view, and interpret the text in the time and culture in which it was written.

B. The spiritual qualifications of the interpreter.

1. The Bible makes it quite clear that spiritual things are spiritually discerned; only the believer can fully understand the doctrines contained with the Bible, since the unregenerate mind is at enmity with God.  ICor. 2:14-15; Rom. 8:7

2. Therefore, the first qualification for the interpreter is that he be a believer.

3. Secondly, he must be a seeker; that is, he must have a zeal to know the Word of God.

4. Thirdly, he must be possessed of the virtues of humility, meekness, and patience, seeking his answers by faith.

5. Lastly, he must recognize that all illumination comes from the teaching ministry of God the Holy Spirit; therefore, he cannot expect to learn if he is out of fellowship.

C. The mental qualifications of the interpreter.

1. Any interpreter should have a proper educational foundation, since God the Holy Spirit cannot use what does not exist.

2. While a man with average intelligence can learn the central truths of the Bible, with the guidance of qualified teachers, he cannot expect to become a qualified interpreter without the knowledge of the original languages, and how they work, a knowledge of history and chronology, and a sound theological starting point.
3. He must be intellectually honest since hermeneutics is not only a science, but an art; the sound interpreter cannot be inordinately bound to a theological grid that is not examined regularly.

D. The equipment of the interpreter.

1. Every technical skill involves the use of the tools that are appropriate to that skill; one could hardly imagine a mechanic without wrenches, or a carpenter without a hammer and saw.

2. Even so, the interpreter must have the basic tools that allow him to effectively come to the Word of God and interpret it correctly.

3. He must have access to works that deal with the subject of inspiration, the nature of the canon, and textual criticism.

4. He must have access to Greek and Hebrew grammars, lexicons, and concordances.

5. He should consider what other learned interpreters have said about a passage; there is no need for the interpreter to constantly reinvent the wheel.

6. Supplementary materials can also be important; this includes Bible dictionaries, Bible encyclopedias, Bible atlases, and other specialized material on archaeology, and the manners and customs of the time.

E. While it has been asserted by many that they can understand the Bible on their own, apart from any qualified teacher, such is not the case.

F. While it may sound pious to say that you do not rely on men or other materials in order to know God’s word, such a claim manifests an arrogance that rejects almost 2000 years of scholarship.

IV. Historical schools of interpretation.

A. A knowledge of the history of interpretation serves to guard against errors, while showing what influences have led to misunderstandings of God’s word.

B. Therefore, in spite of any criticism that suggests that one does not need to consider earlier interpretations, this actually helps guard the exegete from repeating an earlier mistake.

C. Allegorical schools of interpretation.

1. Allegorical interpretation suggests that beneath the letter of the text, or the obvious, is the real meaning of the passage.

2. We acknowledge that there are allegorical portions of Scripture, but the clues are there to lead the interpreter to understand that the writer is using allegory to communicate.

3. However, if one assumes that the entire document has a secret meaning, and there are no contextual clues to ascertain that meaning, interpretation is difficult, if not impossible.

4. Ironically enough, allegorism had its roots in the Greek writings, as they sought to reconcile their philosophical/historical positions with their religious writings.

a. The Greeks were not concerned with the Scriptures; they were concerned with how to resolve the conflicts between their religious writings (Homer) and their historical/factual writings (Herodotus).

b. The important thing to note is that this Greek allegorical tradition spread to Alexandria, Egypt, where there was a large Jewish population, and eventually a large Christian population that became influenced by it.

5. Jewish Allegorism

a. Just as the Greeks had difficulty reconciling their religious/poetic/mythic tradition with their historical/philosophical tradition; the Jews faced the same problem as they mingled with the Greek traditions in Alexandria.

b. The Jew had to attempt to reconcile his Scriptures with the Greek philosophical tradition (particularly with the tradition of Plato).

c. The first Jewish writer appears to have been Aristobulus (c. 160 B.C.), but the most famous was Philo (c. 20 B.C.-54 A.D.); he believed that the Hebrew Scriptures were superior to Plato and Greek philosophy. 

d. However, he developed an elaborate system of allegory that allowed him to remain loyal to the Hebrew faith and pursue Greek philosophy.

6. Christian Allegorism.

a. The allegorical system that came from Alexandria was adopted by the Church, and largely dominated exegesis until the Reformation.

b. However, there were some notable exceptions, such as the Syrian school at Antioch, and the Victorines of the Middle Ages.

c. The problem that prompted this was their correct view that the Old Testament was a Christian document; however, their method of citing and teaching the Old Testament revealed a very immature understanding of the process of revelation.

d. They tended to believe that Greek philosophy was to be found in the Old Testament, which they saw as filled with parables, riddles, and enigmas, which could only be understood by allegorizing the text.

e. Major Patristic allegorists include Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Jerome, and Augustine; these men were the forerunners of what became Catholic allegorism.

D. Literal schools of interpretation.

1. Jewish literalism.

a. Ezra is considered to be the first Jewish interpreter, the ultimate founder of the Jewish, Palestinian, literal school.

b. This school arose during the Babylonian captivity and subsequent return, since most Jews had given up Hebrew and spoke Aramaic during that time.

c. Ezra had the task of making the meaning of the Hebrew Scriptures plain to those who now spoke and understood Aramaic.

d. This led the Palestinian Jews to develop some very important principles of exegesis, which are still valid today.

1.) They insisted that a word must be understood in terms of its sentence, and a sentence in terms of its context.

2.) Scriptures dealing with similar topics had to be compared, and apparent contradictions could often be resolved by comparing other Scriptures.

3.) The clear passage was to be given preference over the obscure passage, when both were dealing with the same subject matter.

4.) The exegete was to pay close attention to spelling, grammar, and figures of speech.

5.) The use of logic and logical deduction was to be applied when necessary.

e. The Syrian School of Antioch.

1.) The Syrian school withstood Origen, as a proponent of the allegorical method, and maintained the primacy of the literal and historical interpretation of the Bible.

2.) They insisted on the reality of Old Testament events, rather than taking a symbolic or allegorical approach to the matter of Old Testament history.

3.) Important men in this school includes Diodorus, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and Chrysostom.

4.) This school had a remarkable influence in the Middle Ages, and became the pillar of the Reformation.

f. The Reformers.

1.) Occam was the first of the actual Reformers, who maintained that there was a separation between revelation and human reason.

2.) Therefore, what we know of God comes through divine revelation and not by means of human reasoning abilities.

3.) Martin Luther is probably the most well-known of the Reformers, who advocated the following hermeneutical principles.

a.) The psychological principle, which advocated the principle that faith and illumination were the needs of the interpreter, and not human reason.

b.) The authority principle, which stated that the Bible is the supreme and final authority on all theological matters; this ran counter to the Catholic view that the Bible was subordinate to ecclesiastical authorities.

c.) The literal principle, which affirmed the literal interpretation of the Bible; Luther rejected allegory, affirmed the primacy of the original languages, and promoted the historical, grammatical view of interpretation.

d.) The sufficiency principle, which actually goes too far as a reaction to Catholic dogma; Luther thought that any devout Christian could understand the meaning of the Bible, and that believers did not need any guides to interpreting the text.

e.) The Christological principle, which suggests that the function of all interpretation was to find Christ; again, while this goes too far, essentially Luther believed the Bible to be a Christian book.

f.) The Law-Gospel principle, which states that any fusion of the Law and the Gospel was wrong.

E. Liberal schools of interpretation.

1. While the roots of Liberal interpretation extended back to the early 17th century, this school reached its full peak in the 19th century.

2. These interpreters believe that our “modern mentality” is to govern our approach to the Scriptures.

3. The presuppositions include the principle of Higher Criticism, the validity of the scientific outlook and method, and the ethical standards of educated people.

4. Anything in the Bible that does not measure up to these standards is rejected.

5. This approach redefines inspiration, rejects verbal, plenary inspiration, and rejects all transcendental and miraculous activity of God.

6. This means that the doctrinal and theological content of the Bible is not binding; what is important is religious experience, with theology being only an afterthought.

7. The principles of evolution are applied to the religion of Israel, which means that the student must be expert in archaeology and geology to get to the truth of history.

8. The idea of accommodation must be applied to the Bible, which means that the authors had to accommodate their audience by teaching the historicity of Adam and Eve, or the Davidic authorship of the Psalms.

9. This system of interpretation eventually rejected the moral element of Scripture, and applied the philosophy of Kant or the Hegelian dialect to the Bible

F. Neo-Orthodoxy.

1. Karl Barth ushered in a new ear in Biblical interpretation around the end of World War I.

2. The revelation principle makes it very clear that the historic, orthodox position regarding inspiration, revelation, and Biblical criticism cannot be maintained; the Bible is not infallible.

3. The Christological principle indicates that God’s Word to man is Jesus Christ; only the part of the Bible that witnesses to Christ is binding.

4. Their totality principle argues that one cannot prove a doctrine by citing a text of Scripture; any doctrine that does not agree with the Christological principle cannot be true.

5. The mythological principle sees the historical record as containing various myths (Creation, the Fall, the Incarnation), which are meaningful, but are not literal truth.

6. The existential principle suggests that as any believer reads the Word of God, the Bible becomes the Word of God; there is no need for grammars, lexicons, original languages,  commentaries, or teachers, since each believer essentially can interpret for himself.

7. Important names in this school include Karl Barth, Kierkegaard, Brunner, and Niebuhr.

G. The New Hermeneutic.

1. In the 1950’s the theological leadership in Germany was taken over by Rudolph Bultmann, who set forth a New Hermeneutic.

2. The scientific principle states that all matters of fact are settled by the scientific method; therefore, all historical statements can only be accepted if they can by verified by ordinary procedures of historians.

3. The critical principle indicates that the meaning of New Testament concepts must be understood as being borrowed from contemporary religion or philosophy; thus, they are not given by divine revelation.

4. Like the Neo-orthodox position, Bultmann embraced the mythological principle.

5. However, he goes farther and introduces the demythological-existential principle; the Bible is composed of myths, which say something, but must be demythologized to discover the existential meaning of the myth.

6. The revelational principle suggests that revelation is an event, an encounter with God; revelation is not the truths or doctrines that were given to the writers of Scripture.

7. The law principle states that the Old Testament is not a Christian document, and does not predict doctrines or truths in the New Testament.

V. The Protestant system of biblical hermeneutics.

A. The foundation of genuine biblical hermeneutics is the inspiration of the Bible, which is something we share with the Jews regarding the Old Testament, and with many others regarding the New Testament.

B. The goal of proper interpretation is edification; the Bible is the means to the end of spiritual growth and prosperity.

1. It is here to make us wise with respect to salvation.  IITim. 3:15

2. Secondly, accurate teaching provides the benefit of spiritual growth (IPet. 2:2), and of instruction in righteousness, so the believer may be completely equipped.  IITim. 3:17

3. An expository ministry, as opposed to preaching on isolation, unconnected texts, puts the Bible (as opposed to the man) at the center of the pastor’s ministry.

C. The theological convictions that govern sound hermeneutics.

1. The clarity of Scripture, which indicates that the Bible can be understood by those desiring to understand it.

a. The external clarity of the Scripture is derived from the understanding of the grammar.

b. The internal clarity of the Scripture is the work of the Holy Spirit, illuminating the mind of the believer to see the truth of the Scripture.

c. However, this does not mean that the interpreter will be able to interpret everything perfectly; our ignorance of many things about culture, context, and the author’s intention forms a greater difficulty than simply understanding the words.

2. The revelation contained in the Bible is accommodated.

a. The truth of God is accommodated to the human mind so the human mind can assimilate it; revelation has an anthropomorphic character.

b. An understanding of this fact should cause the interpreter to avoid excessively literal exegesis when he finds God as a Being resembling a man, who can be loving, hating, jealous, angry, glad, or filled with regret.

3. Revelation is progressive.

a. By progressive revelation we mean that the content of the Bible is revealed by God, in a series of steps, which moves to a more mature understanding of God and His plan.

b. For instance, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus Christ did not abrogate the Old Testament teachings, He expanded on them to point out their true intent with regard to the mental attitude.

c. The book of Hebrews makes it clear that the period of revelation in the Old Testament was a material revelation, being encased in various types, shadows, and parables; however, the New Testament contains the substance or reality.  Heb. 10:1

d. This understanding is critical for the diligent interpreter, since he will not attempt to force New Testament meanings into Old Testament texts; he will have a greater understanding of the Old Testament, as he views it in light of the New.

4. Scripture interprets Scripture, which means that any obscure passage must give way to the clear teaching on the same subject.

a. This acknowledges that there are obscure passages, but the entire Bible is the context and guide for understanding any particular passage of Scripture.

b. This means that all doctrines must be documented by clear passages of the Bible and must not be formed from or rest on obscure passages.

c. This also means that essential truths are not locked away in one isolated text of Scripture; everything essential to salvation and living the Christian way of life is clearly revealed.

5. The analogy of the faith, which is the belief that there is only one system of truth and theology contained in the Bible; therefore, doctrines must be harmonized and cannot contradict the total teaching of Scripture.

a. Many suggest that this is not true, as they advocate the idea of theologies (Johannine, Petrine, Pauline), but no one theology in the New Testament.

b. The Bible contains a formal, systematic unity; therefore, systematic theology is not only possible, but necessary. 

1.) The formal systematic theology is known as the doctrinal grid.

2.) Since we are constantly studying and learning, minor changes to the theological grid are necessary, and good; however, major deviations must be examined carefully.

3.) This means that the sound exegete is not pursuing breakthroughs (which would logically become fewer as time advances), but largely works within the framework of the good deposit.  ITim. 6:20; IITim. 1:13-14

c. The unity of the meaning of Scripture.

1.) Because the Bible is a large document, and contains many diverse parts, it lends itself rather easily to the person who wants to impose his theology on it.

2.) Imposing one’s own interpretation is called eisogesis (reading in) rather than exegesis (reading out).

3.) Some outrageous ways in which the Scriptures have been abused include allegory (leading to fanciful interpretations), imposing plural meanings on the text as cults do (Scientology, Jehovah’s Witnesses, etc.), and Pietism (the open window method of determining God’s will).

d. One must distinguish between interpretation and application.

1.) We recognize that interpretation is designed to lead to application of doctrine, teaching intends obedience, and faith produces works.

2.) However, one must recognize that there is but one interpretation of a given text, but there may be multiple applications.

3.) The interpreter must be explicit when giving an application of the text, since he does not want to give the false impression that an application is the interpretation.

D. The philological principle within hermeneutics.

1. Philology deals with the technical and comparative study of words, being roughly equivalent to linguistics.

a. However, when dealing with the Bible, other factors such as history, chronology, and cultural surroundings are also involved.

b. The philological method is known as the historical method, the grammatical method, and the literal method; the true scholarly spirit has as it goal to discover the original text, the original meaning, and the original intention of the author.

c. This means that the interpreter must do the same type of work that any competent scholar would do in his field of expertise.

d. While it is true that every scholar has their own presuppositions, theological grid, and possibly biases, he must be willing to examine his beliefs in light of the clear interpretation of Scripture.

e. Those who do not are not intellectually honest; they allow their views to govern the interpretation, rather than allowing the interpretation to correct their views.

2. The most fundamental presupposition within the philological method is that all exegesis must be done in the original languages if it is to be competent.

a. The great doctrines of Scripture can only be established in any responsible and competent manner by interpreting from the original languages.

b. While it is possible to give a thousand illustrations of how a person without the knowledge of the original languages is at a complete loss to do accurate interpretation, it should be clear that there is a linguistic veil between the text and one that does not know the languages in which it was written.

c. However, although we must insist that competent interpretation can only be accomplished via the original languages, we do not take the extreme position that a believer cannot read the Bible, learn its history, be blessed, and be edified by using translated Scriptures.

d. The danger is evident; a believer may read some obscure passage of Scripture, believe that he has some illumination from the Holy Spirit, and accept his own interpretation as the final truth, in spite of the fact that it is wrong.  Isa. 7:14-16

3. The philological method employs the literal approach, which means that the ordinary and apparent sense of words is the intended meaning; the basic, customary, and socially accepted meaning is the norm, in spite of the complexity of language.

a. When most normal, conscientious people speak or write something, they have an intended meaning, which is usually the obvious sense and not mystical in nature.

b. When we speak of the natural, proper, obvious, and normal meaning, we do not fail to recognize nuances, word play, acrostics, metaphors, figures of speech, and even dual meanings (particularly in prophetic passages).

c. This literal method of interpretation is the usual practice in the interpretation of all literature, not just the Bible.

d. All secondary meanings are derived and depend upon the literal understanding of the language; this includes parables, types, allegories, symbols, and figures of speech.

e. Only in the philological method, with its priority on literal exegesis, is there any control over the exegetical abuse of Scripture.

4. In the literal method, words may be considered in a number of ways, each of which has its place in arriving at the final interpretation.

a. Words may be studied etymologically; this deals with the origin or the term, any prefixes or suffixes, and even compound terms.

b. Words may be studied comparatively; one can use a Hebrew or Greek concordance to find all the usages of a word, from which we may begin to see how the word is used in multiple contexts.  Further, a study of synonyms provides a significant clue as to how the author defined a given term.

c. Words may be studied culturally; the exegete should seek to determine how a given word was used in the culture of the writer.  Isagogical works might include Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, or Deissman’s  Light from the Ancient East.
d. Words may be studied in cognate languages, which are languages that belong to the same family of languages, like Swedish, Norwegian, and Danish.  Since some of these languages come from a period closer to the Biblical period, we may gain some insight into the Hebrew from Egyptian, Aramaic, and Akkadian.

5. The philological method involves the study and understanding of grammar.

a. Since words are the individual units of a language, then sentences are the units of thought.

b. In some instances, the context tells us far more about what a word means than pure philological research.

c. Analytic languages stress the word order in order to for the reader to grammatically grasp the meaning of a sentence; agglutinative or synthetic languages are those in which the meaning is understood only partially by word order and much more by word endings and/or case endings.

d. All languages are inflected (prefixes and suffixes), many include declensions (singular and plural), and verbs that are conjugated (past, present, and future tense).

e. Thus, the interpreter must have a general knowledge of syntax, which is the study of the structure of the sentence.

f. Grammatical interpretation involves consideration of the context within the Bible as a whole, since we hold to the truth that Scripture interprets Scripture.

g. The second context of any passage is the Testament in which we find it; passages must be interpreted according to history, progressive revelation, etc.

h. The third context is the particular book in which that passage occurs; in order to properly interpret Galatians, one must understand the controversy that existed at the time Paul wrote.

i. The fourth context is the passage immediately preceding the text, and the passage immediately after it.

j. Lastly, grammatical interpretation takes into consideration parallel passages or cross references.  An example of this is Revelation 18, which cannot be interpreted without the recognition that unfulfilled prophecies from the Old Testament are cited repeatedly.

k. While it is not as critical, one should consider the literary genre with which he is dealing; one should understand the difference between narrative, poetry, prophecy, etc.

E. The cultural element cannot be avoided if one is going to properly interpret the Scripture.

1. Some interaction with the culture and history of a book is mandatory; one may know the words and understand the sentences, but many passages may remain unclear because one does not understand the events surrounding them.

2. Archaeology has provided some fine contributions to the historical and cultural events that shaped the time in which particular passages were written.

3. By cultural, we mean the ways methods, manners, customs, and institutions that were in place for a group to carry on its existence.

4. When men write, they write based on the culture in which they live and the time in which they live in order to express themselves.

F. The interpreter must be familiar with the geography, since it is the spatial background against which the Scripture was recorded.

G. The interpreter must acquaint himself with biblical history (isagogics), since all that was written was written within the stream of history. 

1. This involves pinpointing events and writings in their proper chronological place, since one must know when an event occurred in order to understand the historical context.

2. In order to understand the situation as it existed in the Gospels, one has to know the history of the captivity, what happened in the intertestamental period, and how the Pharisees, Scribes, Herodians, and Zealots came to exist.

VI. The doctrinal use of the Bible.

A. Part of the task of hermeneutics is to determine the meaning of the Bible, and then to determine the proper use of the Bible in theology and in the personal life of believers.

B. While grammarians may differ over subtleties in the exegesis of a given passage, these differences may not influence one’s doctrinal theology.

C. Theological interpretation is necessary since it involves an extension of the grammatical meaning to discover its full theological significance.

D. This process of categorization is essentially the process of putting all the biblical data on a given subject into a single form.

E. The justification for doctrinal hermeneutics comes from the Scripture itself, which claims to contain knowledge about God that may be put into the form of teaching.  The Greek term is didaskali,a (didaskalia—the act of teaching or the content of what is taught).

F. In fact, the first profit that may be derived from Scripture is doctrine.  IITim. 3:16

G. Biblical religion is not merely the religious experience of the believer, nor are the teachings of the Bible religious speculation; we believe the Bible to contain the objective knowledge of God.

H. Doctrinal hermeneutics begins where exegetical hermeneutics leaves off, since doctrine gives the Christian faith is form and substance.

I. The effective and orthodox doctrinal study and use of the Bible requires the recognition of the following:

1. The theologian is a redeemed man, standing in the circle of divine revelation; therefore, his work is not simply formal (like math, logic, or science), but he must deal with the personal, the moral, the ethical, the spiritual, and the invisible.

2. The main burden of doctrinal teaching must rest on the literal interpretation of the Bible; this does not deny that truth can be communicated by symbols, parables, types, and using poetic/allegorical language.

3. The main burden of our theology should rest on the New Testament revelation, since the New Testament is the full and final aspect of revelation at this time.  This should not be understood as minimizing the inspiration or importance of the Old Testament.

4. Exegesis must precede any system of theology.

a. Any sound theology must come from biblical exegesis, and theological positions are built one passage at a time, brick by brick.

b. If the individual parts of the exegetical bricks are sound, the construction of the theological grid will be sound, even when one has to make necessary generalizations.

c. It is wise for the theologian to recognize that the principles of logic must be used in working out his system.

d. It is also wise to have a familiarity with the problems that theologians and philosophers have had in common, since he can examine criticisms and discover where others have been right or wrong.

5. The theologian must not extend any doctrine beyond the evidence found in the Scripture.

a. While other disciplines, like mathematics and science, may have as many hypotheses as they wish, the theologian must limit himself to what logic and the Scriptures can prove.

b. When the theologian extends himself beyond the bounds of Scripture, he may ask questions for which there are no revealed answer.

c. Although there are questions that are not answered in the Bible (what was the relationship between the human and Divine nature during the bearing of sins), we can often figure out what cannot be true.

d. One without the general rules of logic is at a disadvantage since he does not understand the principles of induction and evidence; the rash person that thinks without critical judgment will never make a good theologian.

6. The theological interpreter arrives at a system of theology (his theological grid).

a. This begins with the gathering of biblical data by sound exegetical and hermeneutical procedures, which leads to the systematic formulation of each doctrine in the Bible.

b. The individual doctrines must then be interrelated into a coherent systematic theology.

c. The history of theology is indispensable for the theologian, since no man is wise enough to ignore the work of the great theologians of the past and not suffer for it.

d. While the religious liberalism and neo-orthodoxy have challenged the very existence of systematic theology, it is the orthodox contention that there is one great system of truth taught in the Bible.

7. The theologian must use his proof texts with a proper understanding of the procedure.

a. If one claims that Socrates or Aristotle taught something, he is expected to cite the evidence from their writings, or at least from the writings of contemporaries.

b. Proof texts can be abused, since one’s proof may melt away under the strong light of sound exegesis.

c. Therefore, one must recognize that the use of proof texts is only as good as the exegesis that supported the interpretation.

8. What is not a matter of biblical revelation cannot be made a matter of faith, creed, or practice.

a. The heritage of the Reformation is that only the Scriptures are binding in matters of conscience, faith, and practice.

b. Anyone adding to the Scriptures (ex cathedra utterances, Book of Mormon, Christian Science, etc.) are in violation of this tenet.

c. Further, those that infringe on Christian liberty by making their own moral judgments equal with the authority of Scripture are to be rejected as well.

9. The theologian must keep in mind the fact that the Bible is a practical book for living, and not simply a set of doctrines and propositions; the intention of the Bible is to supply man with the knowledge of salvation (IITim. 3:15), and what is necessary to live the Christian way of life.  IITim. 3:16-17

10. No doctrine should be constructed on an uncertain textual reading; further, no doctrine of the faith rests on a single passage of Scripture. 

VII. The practical use of the Bible.

A. From the beginning process of determining the original text, through the process of exegeting the text, to the process of expository teaching, to the end result of a sound doctrinal grid, we move to how the individual believer may make use of his Bible.

B. Doctrine and theology are not to be merely academic exercises; the goal of our instruction is to win men to Christ, and instruct immature men  and women so they become spiritually mature men and women.

C. Therefore, we insist that all practical lessons, all applications, and even all devotional material be governed by sound hermeneutics.

D. One should recognize that the Bible is much more a book of principles than it is a catalogue of specific directions for daily living.

E. One should recognize that the Bible emphasizes the inner spiritual life of man rather than his external religious activity (Matt. 6:1-7); this is designed to counter the ascetic approach to the Christian way of life.  Col. 2:20-23

F. One should recognize that some statements in the Bible are not to be taken literally; they should be understood in the spirit of the command.  Matt. 5:29-30

G. One must recognize that the cultural aspect cannot be ignored; commands in terms of one culture must be understood in terms of the culture of the reader.  Eph. 6:5-9

H. The believer may receive guidance from examples; however, one must make a distinction between what the Bible records and what it approves.

1. The believer may make direct application from those incidents that the Bible directly censures or approves.

2. One should note that express commands given to individuals on an isolated occasion are not necessarily the will of God for us.  Gen. 2:16

3. When the believer makes applications from the Bible, he does not need a literal reproduction of the biblical situation; baptism does not need to be performed in the Jordan River.

I. When dealing with the promises one finds in the Scripture, the following guidelines may help to keep the believer from misapplying a promise that was not intended for him.

1. Note whether the promise is universal in scope.  Jn. 3:16

2. Note whether the promise was to one individual in a specific circumstance.  Acts 18:9-10

3. Note whether the promise is conditional.  James 4:8

4. Note whether the promise is valid for our time in history; specific promises and commands to the Exodus Generation do not apply to believers at other times in history.

VIII. Hermeneutics as it relates to the interpretation of types, symbols, prophecy, and parables.

A. Typology.

1. Theologically speaking, a type may be defined as a figure or example of something future and with a more or less prophetic character.

a. Muenscher states that a type is “the preordained representative relation which certain persons, events, and institutions of the Old Testament bear to corresponding persons, events, and institutions in the New Testament.”
b. A type is a shadow cast on the pages of Old Testament history by a truth whose full embodiment or antitype is found in the New Testament revelation.

2. The nature and interpretation of types.

a. There must be a genuine resemblance between the Old Testament type and the New Testament reality.

b. However, some dissimilarity is to be expected; types to not necessarily have a one-to-one correspondence with the antitype or reality.

c. While interpreters are tempted to be clever, original, and sometimes even shocking, typology is not an excuse to abuse the rules of hermeneutics.

d. No type can be used to prove or document any doctrine unless there is some clear New Testament authority for such a position.

3. There are at least six kinds of types that are found in the Bible.

a. Persons.  Adam is a type of Christ.  Rom. 5:14

b. Institutions.  The Levitical sacrifices are types of the cross.

c. Offices.  As the deliverer from captivity, Moses was a type of Christ.

d. Events.  The wanderings the wilderness, with the manna and water from the rock, are types.

e. Actions.  Lifting the brass serpent is a type of crucifixion.  Jn. 3:14

f. Things.  The Tabernacle, in whole and parts, is a type of the Incarnation.

4. Typology must be contrasted with allegory, which is unsound and must be avoided.

a. Typology is the interpretation of an Old Testament text based on the fundamental theological unity that exists between the Old and New Testament.

b. It foreshadows or prefigures something in the New Testament; it is not hidden or foreign to the text, it arises naturally out of the text.

c. Allegorical interpretation involves something foreign, peculiar, or hidden, which is introduced into the meaning of the text to give it a deeper meaning than it actually has.

5. It has been the contention of some critics that typology is a system of forced exegesis rather than an actual interpretation that arises naturally out of the text of Scripture.

6. While it is evident that there have been abuses in the past (and currently), the typological method of interpretation is a valid discipline.

7. The general relationship between the Old Testament and the New Testament is the very basis for typology; the strong prophetic element in the Old Testament forms a very real and vital link between the two Testaments.

8. Jesus Christ’s use of the Old Testament is adequate reason for us to find doctrines that pertain to Him in the Old Testament in typological form.  Lk. 24:27; Jn. 5:39; ICor. 10:4

9. A more specific reason for the study of types is found in the vocabulary of the New Testament, as it refers to the Old Testament.

a. u`po,deigma (hupodeigma), 6X, an example used for instruction, a pattern, a model, or an example.  Heb. 8:5

b. tu,poj (tupos), 15X, lit. a mark made by a blow, an image, a model.  ICor. 10:6
c. skia, (skia), 6X, a shadow, the shape cast by an object as it blocks the light.  Heb. 10:1

d. parabolh, (parabole), 50X, something that serves as a model or example, pointing beyond itself to a later fulfillment or realization.  Heb. 11:19 “type”
e. eivkw,n (eikon), 23X, an object the resembles the form or appearance of another object; that which represents something else.  Heb. 10:1 “form”
10. The excessive typological interpreters.

a. Some interpreters adopted the too much typology approach, which included some of the apostolic fathers (Origen and Clement), and often ended up with an allegorical interpretation.

b. In an effort to find edifying truth in all Scripture, they sought to find Jesus Christ in all Scripture; thus, they pushed typology beyond its proper limits.

c. Although the various groups had different emphases, they all agree that the Old Testament is filled with New Testament truth, which must be uncovered at all costs.

11. Opposite the first group are the rationalists and critics, who see the entire method of typological interpretation as nothing more than forced exegesis.

a. These men tend to deny special revelation, plenary inspiration, and anything that is supernatural in the Bible.

b. They often do not accept the predictive element in prophecy, since that would imply a supernatural God with foreknowledge of events.

c. They have not only undermined the importance and necessity of typology, they have denied it.

12. A third group has proposed the principle that a type is only a type if the New Testament specifically designates it as such; this is designed to reduce fanciful typological interpretations, which often become allegorical.

13. The moderate school of typology has concluded that there are two sorts of types, which are the innate and the inferred.

a. An innate type is one that is specifically declared to be a type in the New Testament.  Jn. 3:14-15; Heb. 7:1-3

b. An inferred type is one that is not specifically designated in the New Testament as a type, but is justified as a type by sound exegetical and hermeneutical practices.  An example is the forced worship under Nebuchadnezzar is a type of forced worship under Antichrist.  Dan. 3; Rev. 13:15

14. While we agree that excesses undermine the credibility of typology, one should not fall into the trap of an excessively narrow view.

a. We do not have to wait until prophecies are fulfilled to recognize them as prophecy.

b. The implication of the book of Hebrews is that the author only deals with a fraction of the types in the Old Testament.

c. If the whole (the Tabernacle) is a type, then the parts are likewise typical.

d. One must be consistent with typological interpretations; for instance if one takes a stone in the breastplate of the High Priest to be a type of a local church, he must identify all the stones as particular local churches.

B. Symbols.

1. While types prefigure something future from the person, incident, action, etc. symbols have no essential relation to time.

2. Symbolism occurs in the earliest literature, and seeks to represent the abstract by the concrete and pictorial.

3. There are two elements in symbols; the ideas, which are mental or conceptual, and the image that represents the idea.

4. Some symbols are interpreted by the Bible, which forms the foundation for considering further symbolism.  Incense is a symbol for prayer.  Rev. 5:8

a. One must investigate the context in which the symbol is found.

b. Compare that with other passages to determine meaning.

c. Sometimes the nature of the symbol is a clue to its meaning.  Lions are ferocious; doves are gentle and harmless.

5. Be aware of the principle of double imagery; a symbol can have more than one meaning, depending upon context.  Christ is the Lion (Rev. 5:5), but Satan is likened to a lion as well.  IPet. 5:8

6. Several symbols may be applied to one person or entity.  Christ is a lamb, a lion, and a branch, and a vine.

7. Numbers, metals, and colors are used in symbolic ways; white can represent righteousness, while purple can represent royalty.

C. Prophecy.

1. While we recognize that there is great diversity on the matter of prophecy, as well as how to understand it, like any other passage of Scripture, it must be interpreted by principles of sound hermeneutics.

2. Some reasons for this include;

a. The fact that prophetic language contains a measure of ambiguity, since it is speaking of the future and seeking to communicate that truth via word pictures.

b. The fact that one’s theological grid may hinder him from seeing what is actually there; for instance, Christian views of Isaiah 53 are quite different from Jewish views.

c. The fact that the prophetic scriptures are extensive, comprising some 30% of the Old and New Testaments.

3. Principles for the interpretation of prophecy.

a. All exegesis must begin with careful attention to the languages, determining the meaning, significance, of all names, events, geography, customs, and culture..

b. The interpreter must recognize that much of the prophetic description of future events is recorded in the language of the past; historical events, persons, and nations serve to convey future information.

c. Attention to immediate and surrounding context is critical, since verse and chapter divisions are not inspired.

d. The interpreter must be cognizant of the fact that the prophets were not writing in a systematic way; they are prophets and visionaries, not academic lecturers.

e. One should be aware of the fact that events that are widely separated in the time of their fulfillment may appear in an immediate sequence.  Isa. 61:1-3; Dan. 11:35-36

f. Parallel passages must be considered and harmonized.

g. The interpreter must determine whether the prophecy is conditional or unconditional.  Jon. 3:4,10

h. The interpreter must determine if the prophecy is fulfilled or unfulfilled.  Gen. 15:13-16 (fulfilled by Egypt); Dan. 9:25-26 (fulfilled), 9:27 (unfulfilled)

i. The interpreter must recognize the principle of dual fulfillment of prophecy; this is readily observed in the Messianic passages of Psalms, which corresponded to actual events in David’s life.  Ps. 22

j. The interpreter must use the literal language as a controlling guide, which will save him from making critical errors.  For instance, if one recognizes that Israel means Israel and does not mean the Church, he would avoid Covenant or Replacement theology.

D. Parables.

1. The root meaning of the Hebrew term lv'm' (mashal) is fairly broad; it is translated by the English terms proverb, parable, allegory, byword, taunt, or discourse.

2. It essentially denotes a comparison between one thing and another; however, often the comparison is belittling or derogatory.

3. The root meaning of the Greek term parabolh, (parabole) is a placing alongside, for the purpose of comparison; in that regard it is similar to the Hebrew term.

4. Since the Hebrew term encompasses much more than strict parables, we will focus our attention on New Testament parables; however both are to be interpreted similarly.

5. The term ordinarily signifies an imaginary story, yet one that in its details could have actually transpired, the purpose of said story being to illustrate and inculcate (to teach or instill) some higher spiritual truth.
6. In that regard, parables differ from fables, myths, allegories, and from other figures of speech, like similes or metaphors; however, some parables are given in the form of similes, and parables are similar to allegories, in that each has a deeper spiritual truth.
7. The importance studying parables is found in the sheer number of them, which constitutes a considerable portion of the Gospels.
8. The intention of parabolic teaching is provided by Christ; it is a method for teaching the positive disciple of Christ (those who have ears to hear), while hiding the truth from those that are negative.
9. There are at least four elements that are found in parables.
a. The parable usually concerns some common earthly thing, event, or custom; these include farming, weddings, kings, feasts, business arrangement, and relationships within the household.

b. Beyond the pale of the earthly story is the spiritual lesson, a theological truth that the speaker intends to teach to his audience.
c. The earthly element in the parable bears a relationship to the spiritual element.
d. Since all parables have these two levels of meaning, every parable stands in need of interpretation.
10. Identifying parables.

a. Most parables are identified by their introduction, using the term parable, which makes some of them quite easy to recognize.  Matt. 13:18,24,31

b. Some shorter parables are introduced by the phrase the kingdom of Heaven is like…; this sort of parabolic teaching is known as a similitude.

c. It is important for the interpreter to recognize that parables are fictitious earthly stories; parables do not use proper names as stories do.

11. Interpreting parables.

a. The principle of perspective indicates that the accurate interpretation of parables must concern itself with the nature of Christ and His Kingdom.

1.) First, the kingdom came at the First Advent, and continues throughout the Church age.  Matt. 13:44,45

2.) The Kingdom of God has an eschatological element, which looms very large in some parables.  Matt. 13:47-51, 25:14ff

b. The cultural principle means that one must understand the cultural background that forms the basis for the fictional parable.

c. The exegetical principles.

1.) Determine the central truth that the parable is attempting to teach; seek to identify which primary elements in the parable should be interpreted and which are only secondary.

2.) The danger for the interpreter with parables is that he does not interpret a primary point that has doctrinal significance.

3.) A secondary danger is overextending the interpretation and applying doctrinal significance to that which is not germane to the interpretation.

4.) Next, the interpreter should determine how much of the parable is interpreted by the teacher.  Mk. 4:13ff

5.) Determine whether there are any clues in the immediate context that explains the meaning or purpose for the parable.  Lk. 18:1

6.) Compare the parable to any Old Testament passages that are similar, and consider any synoptic parallels.

d. Doctrinal principles for interpreting parables.

1.) Parables are designed to teach spiritual truths, so one should not claim that they cannot be used in doctrinal writings.

2.) However, while parables may be used to illustrate doctrines, they may not be used as the sole basis for a doctrine; parables are not proof texts on which one can construct any doctrine.

12. Jesus Christ’s example for interpreting parables.  Mk. 4:2-20

a. It is clear that Jesus Christ used the parable of the soils to provide the proper method of interpreting parables.

b. In fact, He chided His disciples for not understanding this, and informed them that this parable was the basis for all parabolic interpretation.  Mk. 4:13

c. Note that most of the items have a one-to-one correspondence with the interpretation; however, note that the fact that there are four types of soil is not germane to the interpretation.

d. When comparing the synoptic parallel, it becomes evident that maximum productivity is only achieved by those that are intellectually honest, have personal integrity, and patiently endure.  Lk. 8:15

IX. Conclusion.

A. First and foremost, the pastor-teacher must recognize that he is a minister of the Word of God; he is not free to simply sermonize before a group of people.  Lk. 1:2; ICor. 4:1

B. His fundamental task is not to be clever, inventive, profound, or a great orator, it is to teach believers the truths of the Bible.  ITim. 4:13; IITim. 4:2

C. The pastor-teacher is bound to use all Scripture in accordance with the rules of biblical hermeneutics; for any minister to think he is exempt from the strict rules of hermeneutics is to attempt to teach the Word of God without knowing what it means.

1. One violation of this principle includes isolating on a text because it is interesting or catchy, but failing to explain its meaning.

2. Another violation is sermonizing on a text, rather than teaching what it means.

3. A third violation of this principle is to spiritualize a text or passage, which results in imposing a meaning on the text that is not actually there; this is simply another form of allegory.

D. In short, all the rules of exegesis, hermeneutics, isagogics, and theology in general apply to everyone that would attempt to interpret the Bible.

E. It is the height of arrogance to assume that one lacking the fundamental and necessary tools to interpret the Scripture can interpret the Scripture accurately and consistently.

F. We believe that education, or the lack of it, does not prevent the believer from learning all that the Bible has to say; however, that can only occur within the system God has established and where there is sufficient positive volition to do so.
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