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

 Lesson 6---Amended Copy
 (This is an edited version of lesson 6 which was first sent out 7/28)
Review

  In the concluding section of our last handout the topic being introduced was Historical-Cultural and Contextual Analysis. The lesson noted that:

“Historical-cultural analysis considers the historical-cultural milieu in which an authorwrites, 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).

  And,  W. Randolph Tate also wrote 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.”

 The above points are very helpful, but a good Bible student must always be aware that while information in regard to these matters can  enhance one’s understanding of the setting and how certain words or phrases are being used in that setting, yet a lack of knowledge in these areas does not necessarily obscure the timeless spiritual lessons that lay at the heart of each book’s message. We realize that God’s message to man was originally conveyed to individuals and groups living in  particular points in time and in  certain places, but the fundamental spiritual truths and lessons of the passages were intended for all men of succeeding generations until the end of time.

 This idea has already been verified in this study when we discussed how Jesus and the apostles used the Old Testament Scriptures. We noted, for example,  that the things written before were said to be for “our learning” (Romans 15:4) that “we through the patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope”, and, “these things…were written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the ages have come”

(1 Corinthians 10:11).

  One should be able to assess this notion by asking for example: If the only knowledge we had available to us regarding ancient Egypt and ancient Babylon… (whose place in certain O.T. events was very critical) would the material in Scripture be sufficient so that we could still get the intended  sense of what God has revealed in passages involving those nations?  If all we understood about marriage customs, birthrights and the blessings given by the patriarchs is what we find in the inspired text, would we still have what is necessary to understanding the lessons in those accounts?

Basic considerations in establishing the setting and purpose of some text
  Common sense always dictates that in trying to analyze a text, the following matters should be kept in mind.: 

     *Who is writing a particular text Or who is the speaker in a narrative or historical type of passage? 

      The information that is helpful often must include an understanding of  matters like when, from 

      where, and the particular circumstances of the writer or speaker.

          --While all Scripture is inspired by God, one still must take note of who is speaking in order to 

             give a discerning ear to what they have written, or said. Consider the importance of applying this 

             for instance to:  --- an Assyrian general (2 Kings 18:19  --- a  blind man healed  by Jesus (John 

             9:24-31); --- Job’s friends (Job 2:11-13;  4:1;  4:12-19; 8:1-6; etc.); --- Satan (Matthew 4:5-6); 

           --- Greek poets (Acts 17:28).
          --If a man is not inspired as he speaks does it mean that everything he says is wrong?

      *Who is being written to or addressed within a text. As with the writer/speaker, what information 
       regarding these individuals impacts what is written or spoken?  This matter becomes 

       especially important in distinguishing a) God’s words to Israel and various covenants made 

       throughout  O.T. Scripture,  b) words  and promises spoken to the apostles.
      *In specifically considering a book from either the Old or New Testament, can we find some 
       specific statement (or statements) that clearly identifies his purpose for writing?

       --What statements give one a clear hint at why Paul wrote to the Galatians  (1:6; 3:1; 2:16)? 

       --What great problem is introduced near the beginning of First Corinthians which is important

          in thinking about much of the book’s content ( 1 Corinthians 1:10-11)?

       --What can we see is a major theme in the book of James (1:21-22---or compare  2:24).

        --How does Revelation 1:1 effect what one is looking for as one reads that book ?

         --What does Jude tell  readers at an early point to lay the groundwork for what follows in Jude 3-5?

           --What  are some of the comments that assist us in knowing what the purpose was of the

           Hebrews epistle (1:2; 2:1-3; 3:12)?

          --How does Ezra 1:1-5 cue the reader about what follows?

           --Is Proverbs 1:2-7 helpful in introducing the content of that book?

(to be continued…)

