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

 Lesson 9 (Final Lesson)
Review of Previous Lessons
  While it is impossible to include a thorough review of all that has been covered in the first 12 weeks of this study the following abbreviated points are offered in the bulleted points below. This teacher is glad to reproduce any of the previous 8 studies and to privately take as much time as needed to discuss any of the points or ideas that were covered. The chief objective of this study has been to emphasize the great importance of properly understanding and using God’s Word and  to “whet” the student’s “appetite” for further thought in this area.

  One must remember that while “all Scripture is given by inspiration of God”, yet, the work of copying and then translating the original texts was not done with the assistance of the Holy Spirit. This does not diminish our great confidence that we have very excellent translations which we can examine in trying to arrive at a correct understanding of what God has tried to communicate to man and we encourage every Christian to make a proper study of  how we have gotten our modern texts. 
  Even more critical to this study is that God does not “inspire” the interpretation of biblical texts. Men have arrived at an incredible variety of conclusions on endless Biblical subjects, most often due to prejudice or poor hermeneutical methods.   We are aware that even members of the church may find themselves in considerable disagreement with one another over a topic or text for various reasons. Such disagreements do not change the fact that God had  only one intended meaning in mind on that matter or passage, but our honest disagreements cause us to see that there can, at times, seem to be rather convincing arguments  offered on more than one view of a practice or text.  This teacher believes that “each individual must be convinced in their own mind” in regard to what he individually practices (cf. Romans 14:20-23 ) but that “elders”  in a local congregation must ultimately make decisions about matters that involve collective action. They, obviously, must seek to be guided by what the Scriptures alone reveal and not by their own private leanings or group pressure.
  It seems that a word of warning in this discussion must always be kept in mind.  There will never cease to be controversy on what the Scriptures may say in a particular text BUT those who are seeking to know God’s will must never allow that fact to interfere with their diligent efforts to know God’s will and live in a way which is pleasing in His sight. God did speak with the intention that men  should understand all things that pertain to life and godliness and He has  clearly admonished us all to pursue wisdom and understanding. I believe that the most critical matters of truth are very clear and everyone who genuinely seeks understanding can obtain it.
  In previous lessons we have emphasized:

· The Scriptures appeal to mankind to “Get wisdom! Get understanding!” (Proverbs 4:5-7), and to “…hear and understand” (Matthew 15:10; cf. Ephesians 5:15-17).
· This wisdom was intended for all men and not for a special class of clergy. See James 1:19-21;  2 Peter 3:17-18).

· There is great reward for those who receive these words with a meek heart and destruction awaits many who receive error (James 1:19-25; 2 Peter 3:16-17).  
· Individuals must give diligence (concerted effort) to study and possess the right kind of heart (2 Timothy 2:15;  James 1:21; Proverbs 1:7; 2:1f; etc.). Meditation is a part of such an effort (Psalm 1:2).
· A love of God must be present for one to have a heart attuned to His words (Deuteronomy 6:1f).
· One should look to the example of Jesus and His apostles in determining what is the proper attitude towards the Scriptures and how to  correctly use them. (Lessons 3 and 4 may be the most helpful and  important  in helping to establish the right mind towards the Scriptures.)

· An assessment of the Historical-Cultural setting can be a tremendous aid in looking at a text. Using helpful Bible aids that shed light in these areas should be  natural for one seeking to gather as much knowledge as possible in Bible study.
· Thorough Contextual Analysis must include a discernment of many factors including, type or genre of the literature, all that can be understood or known about the speaker,  all that can be understood about the audience being addressed, looking for any clear statements of intent or purpose by the Biblical writer.
· Proper analysis of any literature requires the ability to discern between statements meant to be understood figuratively rather than those meant to be understood literally (See text of Matthew 10 as example in Lesson 8.)  We should be aware that certain  genres or types  (especially  poetic, prophetic and apocalyptic literature) present special challenges in this area. 

·  It is always best to allow “scripture” to interpret or guide us in interpreting “scripture” when possible. This is often done in explaining the fulfillment of prophetic text (cf. Matthew 1:22-23;   2:4-6;  2:17-18, etc.) or in editorial comments made by an author as in John 218-22. Comparing similar readings also provides incredible insight into likely meaning.
· Proper analysis also reminds us that while compliance to all that God has spoken is important, yet there are those things which must be recognized as “weightier matters of the law” (Matthew 23:23).
Words And Word Combinations Have Distinct Meaning

 One aspect of textual analysis which we have mentioned but not had sufficient time  to properly develop is in the area of Lexical-Syntactical analysis.   Dr. Charles Lantz quotes Virkler saying, “Lexical-syntactical analysis is the study of the meaning of individual words (lexicology) and the way those words are combined (syntax) in order to determine more accurately the author’s intended meaning.”  
 In regard to word meanings we realize that many young Christians may be unfamiliar with frequently used words (and their word families) which they hear in Bible classes and sermons. The forcefulness of many words like redemption,  ransom, sanctification, predestination, election, propitiation, atonement, mystery, lasciviousness, licentiousness, heresies, contentions, etc. can be greatly blunted if readers do not fully grasp the meaning of such words. Even more common terms, including Messiah, Christ, grace, blessed,  and judge are often not fully understood as they should be.  And, misconceptions abound even in regard to the proper use of church, the way, kingdom, body of Christ, etc.  Our society has often allowed very loose standards in regard to proper communication skills.  
 This observation is not intended to discourage us but to reiterate the importance of what all should be included in the realm of thorough study. It also reminds us of the assistance we might be able to find in good study helps that examine the original languages in which the Bible was written and the need to make comparisons with all the passages where a particular word is used.  We need to remember that the standard for determining a word’s meaning must never be either contemporary usage or the accommodations we  often allow in informal discussion.  
 The same author further exhorts the importance of attention to syntax and quotes W. Randolph Tate in his book on biblical Interpretation, saying, “A text is comprised of a number of sense units whose combination ideally results in a logical flow of thought or argument. For this reason, the interpreter must move beyond single words and phrases to sentences, sense units, larger lexical units, and finally to the text as a whole.”

 Discovering what a particular word most likely means in a text is only part of trying to analyze a passage. Many Biblical sentences and paragraphs at first reading may sound strange and require us to work from the main idea of the larger text and then try to divide the entire passage up into smaller parts and discern the various sections separately. 

 Obviously this  whole area of study can be quite expansive  when we realize all of the possible sub-topics which could be included.  One might consider everything from  the fine nuances of connotations which a word could have, such as when Jesus was accused of being a Samaritan in John 8:48,  or the proper distinctions implied by connecting words in a text, (i.e. conjunctions, prepositions, relative pronouns, etc.). It also involves the  grammar of a text,(including tense of verbs), as well as an awareness of common literary devices such as parables, proverbs,  and even distinct styles such as parallelism in Hebrew poetry.
  All of this on the one hand may seem overwhelming to some and they may wonder if common men can ever possess the acumen or the resources needed to understand the truth. The fact is that men have enormous communication skills and God has given us an intellect which is adequate to make the critical distinctions needed in properly discerning His Word.  We have great confidence that God in His eternal wisdom has given to mankind the perfect revelation to accomplish His purposes.
Some Miscellaneous Thoughts

· The idea of an individual being able to properly understand and use the Scriptures does not mean that certain truths won’t  always be somewhat illusive.  How does finite man fully comprehend infinite truths regarding the godhead, eternity, heaven and hell, etc.  In such things we realize that God has revealed that portion of truth which He feels we can and should understand (cf. Deut. 29:29) and we accordingly “walk by faith and not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7).
· It must be admitted that some topics are more difficult to understand than others as Peter seems to refer to regarding some of the writings of Paul (2 Peter 3:14-16).  Christians are to always be growing in their knowledge of God’s Word but that doesn’t suppose they will always be able to give an exact answer on every Bible question. We must be patient with others in regard to certain truths without allowing ignorance to become the rule (cf. Hebrew 5:12f).
· Jesus and other inspired writers often used hyperbole in order to make an important point. This was often done in a context where a comparison or contrast is under consideration.  The idea of one not taking any thought for the “morrow” in regard to physical preparations (Matthew 6:24-34) presents the kind of ideal mindset which should rule the kingdom citizen’s life but is easily abused if the Lord’s main idea is missed.
In a similar fashion the book of 1 John presents the ideal attitude one should have towards the practice of sin, but the application becomes impossible if one presses too hard some of the apostle’s words.
· Being careful not to take a point literally but see an intended contrast, seems to be a real possibility in several of the “not (this) ---but (this)” kind of statements made in Scripture. It is obvious that Jesus is not actually forbidding an individual from working for the food that perishes in John 6:27. Instead He is making a comparison of where emphasis needs to be placed. It should NOT be on working for food that perishes, BUT for the food that endures unto eternal life.  Some believe this is likely the way in which Paul intended his thoughts in 1 Corinthians 14:34.   We certainly accept that to be the case in 1 Timothy 2:9,10 and modern translations have usually made that accommodation in 1 Peter 3:3-5.
· Christians must be careful not to encourage the teaching or practice of any error but always recognize that God alone stands as the eternal judge in all matters of what constitutes truth and is acceptable.
