Some Principles of Biblical Interpretation
(A Short Study of Sacred Hermeneutics) 
 Lesson 1
Introductory Remarks on Hermeneutics

 Hermeneutics is broadly defined as the science of interpretation, with some scholars identifying a more specific category as sacred or biblical hermeneutics referring to the science and art of interpreting the Scriptures.  
 The term is derived from the Greek Hermes, who, in Greek mythology, was supposed to be the messenger of the gods and the interpreter of Jupiter. Our English word “interpret”  is defined most basically in this sense as:
      “to clarify or explain the meaning of…(English World Dictionary). … verb (interprets, interpreting, interpreted)[used
        with object] 

       [to] explain the meaning of (information, words, or actions) (Oxford Dictionary)
        “to give or provide the meaning of; explain; explicate; elucidate [as in, for example]  …to interpret the hidden meaning 
         of a parable.”  (On-line Dictionary of English Terms)So is binary code. Does it mean: 

So is local area network. Does it mean: 



       1…the study of the methodological principles of interpretation (as of the Bible)   (Merriam Webster Dictionary)

    It’s origin: 1350–1400; Middle English interpreten  < Latin interpretārī, derivative of interpret-  (stem of interpres ) 
       “explainer” [my emphasis, r.a.].

  The term “Exegesis” is often used in such a study,  (from ex, out, and egeisthas, to guide or lead), and basically means “to lead out.” (The opposite idea of “leading out of a text” would be to “read into a text”—that is to try to improperly make a text include a meaning not reasonably intended.)  One basic on-line dictionary defines  ex·e·ge·ses as /- critical explanation or interpretation of a text or portion of a text, especially of the Bible. 
  Dr. Charles Lantz in his book on biblical hermeneutics has written:
  “Exegesis is the application of the principles of hermeneutics to arrive at a correct understanding of the text” (Henry Virkler).  The interpreter of the Bible is  seeking to arrive at a correct understanding of the Biblical text.  Fee says, “Exegesis,  therefore answers the question, “What did the Biblical author mean?”  …exegesis is primarily concerned with intentionality:  What did the author intend his original  readers to understand?”  Basically, then, exegesis is the study that is done to a                particular passage of Scripture that seeks to uncover the meaning that the author had  for his original hearers. Once the exegete has done this, he has uncovered the real meaning of the text.(p. 3,  Hermeneutics: The Science and Art of Biblical  Interpretation)
The Danger in Misunderstanding
 The idea of the need for interpretation implies the possibility of there being a potential misunderstanding of something which is said or written and thus the need for clarification or explanation. Men properly acknowledge the possibility of misunderstanding a person’s words even in very simple, everyday communication. How much more looms that possibility in certain areas of communication where substantial bias or a misunderstanding of terms may occur?   And, how much more threatening is misunderstanding when we are talking about matters of truth and how it may affect one’s relationship with God?

 The apostle Paul charged Timothy,  “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). This text  should be seen as an admonition to all spiritual teachers to use great care that they use God’s word properly, always understanding its proper meaning and using it in the way God intended. Some teachers were misusing words written by the apostle Paul (and others) and Peter said the end result of such misuse could end in “destruction” (cf. 2 Peter 3:16,17).
  There are several occasions within the gospel accounts where the words of Jesus were misunderstood by those who heard Him.  In the confrontation in Matthew 15, when the disciples of Jesus were condemned for eating with unwashed hands, Jesus issued what should have been a very clear and critical statement, but even His apostles struggled to understand its meaning (cf. Matthew 15:10-11; 15-20).  The Scribes and Pharisees  were evidently offended by His words (cf. Matthew 15:12)…but despite the stinging nature of His words, still Jesus pleaded with the multitudes to “Hear and understand” (15:10b).
 In the Lord’s  important discourse on His being the bread of life in John 6, people failed to understand His message.  He declared,  “My flesh is food indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him” (vs. 55-56), and said further, “This is the bread which came down from heaven—not as your fathers ate the manna, and are dead. He who eats this bread will live forever” (v. 58).  John tells us that many of His disciples complained and said,  “This is a hard saying; who can understand it?” (6:60).  A failure on the part of the vast majority in this text to seek a clear understanding caused them to go “back” and walk  “with Him no more” (John 6:66).  
 At the end of John’s gospel readers are told that a misunderstanding persisted for a long period of time about whether the apostle John would die  before the Lord’s return because of some words Jesus had spoken to Peter (John 21:18-23). This may not seem to have been a case where a “misunderstanding” seemed to pose any great danger, yet, it’s evident that many living in the first century were being taken advantage of in regard to the Lord’s return and the resurrection of the dead. Paul warned that some had begun  to declare that the “resurrection” was “already past” and it was overthrowing the “faith of some” (2 Timothy 2:16-18).  As John was guided by the Holy Spirit  (in John 21), he recognized it was important to clarify what was ACTUALLY said and WHAT WAS NOT INTENDED by those words.
 And, there were other occasions when inspired men had to write to clarify or further explain things which they had already taught to brethren, but which had not been fully understood. This is illustrated in Paul’s words, for instance in 1 Corinthians 5:9-13 and 2 Thessalonians 2:5.
Remember--God is never at fault.
 One of the points we will make in an early lesson will be that whenever men have failed to understand something being taught by an inspired spokesmen, it was NEVER because God had failed to communicate His truths, effectively. Yet, despite a supposedly, general agreement to that point, there is an abundance of criticism, which implies in one way or another that a common problem in religion is that God’s word is not clear enough or precise enough. In their heart of hearts that is what many suspect truly lies at the core of religious division.
  Although people have long recognized that translations, lexicons,  and other study-help books are obviously not inspired….yet it seems there is an ever-increasing number who use this fact to disparage what we read in respected versions which are commonly available. Their private conviction is that a man or woman sitting alone with their Bible is bound to fall short in correct understanding. 

 What often happens is that these supposedly “advanced” and sometimes  “professional students” in religious studies, often come to possess a condescending spirit that implies they have truly gained a huge advantage over others through their specialized study…studies, which often, by the way, have been conducted in part or in whole at a theological seminaries or schools run by those who are neck-deep in error in the most basic of biblical doctrines, or, equally dangerous, knowledge gained by using books and study materials produced by those associated with such schools, (or, at least, schools of thought. ) It is often in such a group that we find the van-guard of those ready to critique the common individual’s
potential to glean what God wants him to know from the Scriptures.

 There is a pseudo-intellectualism that appeals to many individuals in a variety of disciplines, but nothing seems more dangerous than would-be religious teachers  who will not admit what they do not know.   This pseudo-intellectualism was at the heart of much that Paul warned Timothy and Titus about in those epistles, when he spoke of those who desired to be teachers of the law, but did not understand, “what they say nor the things which they affirm” (1 Timothy 1:7). One of the reasons many rejected Christ or  His authority was because of their arrogance and their  stubborn obsession with the wrong matters  (cf. 1 Timothy 6:3-5;  2 Timothy 2:14-17).  Many of these can well be described as “always learning but never coming to a knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 3:7)  and  having “a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Romans 10:2). 
The simple objective of this study

 This teacher does not in any way claim to be an expert in putting together a study on “Principles of Biblical Interpretation” but he does feel that many of these matters are self-evident and can be rationally and easily arrived at….and that it will be beneficial to remind ourselves of what our approach to the Scriptures should be.
A Few Study Questions
1. What do the terms “hermeneutic” and “exegesis” basically mean?

2. What does the need for “interpretation” imply about something said or written?

3. Why can we assert that Jesus intended for His words to be “understood” in Matthew 15?

4. Why might John have felt it was necessary to clarify the Lord’s words in John 21?

5. What was Timothy charged with in 2 Timothy 2:15?  What dangerous potential exists in messages of error (2 Timothy 2:17)?
