Some Principles of Biblical Interpretation
(A Short Study of Sacred Hermeneutics) 

 Lesson 5
Review
  In our last few lessons we have emphasized the way that Jesus, His apostles and other inspired writers viewed the Old Testament writings and used them. (See lessons 3 and 4). Last week we saw N.T. writers:

  -- used an abundance of notations on how some event was in keeping with what had been promised by the prophets; 

  --gospel sermons relied heavily on  Old Testament prophecies in declaring God was fulfilling His plans to save men and proclaiming Jesus as the promised Messiah; 

  --said that the Scripture could give one godly wisdom that would lead to salvation in Christ (2 Tim. 3:15);
  --said the things written before were  for “our learning” (Romans 15:4) that “we through the patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope”;
  --revealed that the inspired writings of ancient Israel’s history were to be examples for us  and (1 Corinthians 10:1-11);

  --declared there were many “types,” “patterns” and “shadows” in the law which pointed the way to great and profound truths revealed in the gospel (Much of the book of Hebrews well illustrates this but notice Hebrews 8:1-5;  9:11-15; 9:16-26 and notice Romans 5:12-14; etc.)

   --reasoned from the Old Testament writings to discuss eternal truths and practical matters of godliness such as justification by faith, His concern for men of all nations, the power of prayer, and God’s protection of His people while yet  judging  men for their thoughts, words and actions (cf. Romans 4:1f;  Hebrews 11:1f;  Romans 15:7-13;  Acts 15:13-17;  James 5:13-18;  2 Peter 2:1-10).

Recognizing Differences in Biblical Literature

 The Bible has been compared to a kind of library that contains a variety of sections made up of different types of literature.  Even many of our younger students are already aware of the idea that some parts of the Scripture are quite different from other sections of the Bible. They have learned that some of the writings of these 66 books focus on periods of Bible History, while another part may emphasize laws which God given to Israel at Mt. Sinai.  Other parts,  they have learned, are to be generally classified as prophetic; and some as wisdom literature (including proverbial statements and Jewish poetry). One also find epistles (or letters) to individuals or groups. And then, there are the four gospels at the beginning of the New Testament which are somewhat historical but also a style of biography in nature. More advanced students know there are some specific elements of prophetic writings which  should be classified as apocalyptic in style.  All good students  realize that while many of these different sections might be generally classified in a particular class, yet there can still be a wide diversity  of many  elements or types of writing  interspersed within all portions of Scripture. A part which is chiefly historical in nature can still contain some prophetic or poetic content.  Poetic material can likewise contain much that centers on the law or is historical. 
 Whatever the particular type of writing we are reminded that “all Scripture is given by God and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  All of God’s Word has value or importance in helping the sincere reader to grow spiritually and be brought to redemption in Jesus (cf. 2 Timothy 3:15).
  Despite differences in genres or types the ability to quickly identify their distinctive nature and catch their basic thought is quite manageable if we can stay clear of preconceived ideas and remain consistent in the systematic approach we take in our studies.
Taking Advantage of Biblical Helps

  Although the barest elements of the gospel story are sufficient to create faith in Christ and make one a child of God, the Lord intends that each of us “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18).  God wants us to acquire as much understanding of all that He has revealed in His Word (Deuteronomy 29:29).
  One of the great advantages enjoyed by modern students is the great diversity of Bible helps which students have available to them (especially in English).  Many of these helps are very inexpensive or even free and can be quickly accessed by those with internet access.  A large number can be easily vetted or checked out to determine accuracy. One does need to be careful not to accept, out of hand, just any reference material one may come across.  (Some material may have been put together by someone who has a particular bias or doctrinal position he wants to defend or advance.)  A careful use of reliable helps can give us a good start in trying to see all that a text may have to offer.  An hour or two of reading from good reference materials can put one quickly on the path to determining a number of matters which need to be sorted out before a serious study of a book can begin.  These helps should include well accepted Bible Dictionaries, Hebrew and Greek Word Dictionaries, Bible Atlases, Concordances, References on Jewish Daily Life in ancient times, Access to relative ancient histories, etc. as well as access to several good Bible translations.  One should not assume that this author is suggesting that a good knowledge of the Scriptures cannot be obtained without such helps, but the student’s learning curve on many matters can be greatly enhanced by such aids.
Historical-Cultural and Contextual Analysis

 “Historical-cultural analysis considers the historical-cultural milieu in which an author write, in order to understand his allusions, references and purpose. Contextual analysis considers the relationship of a given passage to the whole body of an author’s writing for better understanding results from a knowledge of the overall thought” (Henry Virkler).
  The initial phrase in this quote does not need to discourage us for often certain basic considerations are often easy to uncover and need not  be understood in great detail to improve our appreciation of a text.

For instance:
1) What advantage might it be for a Bible student to know something about the “birthright” and the “blessing” in regard to the story of Esau and Jacob? 

2)  How do the marriage customs observed by Laban effect the study of his deceit in giving Leah to Jacob rather than Rachel?
3) What information about ancient Egypt do you think might be helpful in understanding the severity of the bondage of ancient Israel and why God brought the plagues He did upon the Egyptians?

4) Why would a knowledge of ancient Babylon be so helpful in one’s reading of the Old Testament?
    Virkler goes on to comment: “The meaning of a text  cannot be interpreted with any degree of certainty without historical and contextual analysis.”
    W. Randolph Tate also writes on this idea:

“Simply put, the best reading of any text is informed by the interpreter’s concern for date, place, originating circumstances, audience and authorship of a text. Other cultural information, such as marriage practices, systems of taxation, architectural practices, home furnishings….geographical concerns, or political systems, may be the deciding factor between a more or less plausible reading… The Biblical authors were not consciously communicating to readers in the twentieth-century, western culture. Therefore, since the Biblical authors stood within a particular culture proclaiming a culturally conditioned message to a culturally identified audience, does it seem logical that the modern hermeneut must, to as great a degree as possible, return to that world.”
(to be continued in lesson 6).
