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ILLUMINATION

1.
THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT ENABLING THE SCRIPTURES TO BE UNDERSTOOD

The last chapter of Luke’s Gospel contains the matchless story of how Jesus joined the two disciples on their return journey from Jerusalem to Emmaus.  It makes clear that although they knew the Old Testament Scriptures, they did not understand them until He explained their content.  Later that same evening when He appeared to the Eleven we are told that “He opened their minds so that they could understand the Scriptures…”  We are told in 1 Cor. 2:12 that “we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words.”

Not only the disciples, but all men everywhere need the help of the Holy Spirit to understand the book He has inspired.  2 Cor. 3:12-17, 1 Jn 2:27.

A man must be “born again/from above” if he is to “see the Kingdom of God” (i.e. understand the truths of the Kingdom and be a part of it) (Jn. 3:3), and it is only by relying on the Spirit’s illumination that he will understand God’s word. (Eph. 1:17-23; Col. 1:9.  See also Luke 10:21-22)

This last reference… “you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children” … shows that a certain attitude of mind is essential if the Scriptures are to speak to us.  John Stott quotes Charles Simeon: “In the beginning of my enquiries I said to myself, I am a fool; of that I am quite certain.  One thing I know assuredly, that in religion, of myself I know nothing.  I do not therefore sit down to the perusal of Scripture in order to impose a sense on the inspired writers; but to receive one, as they give it to me.  I pretend not to teach them, I wish like a child to be taught by them” (“Understanding the Bible” p.209).  This humility will express itself in the prayer of Psalm 119:18.

Not long after his conversion at Pembroke College, Oxford, George Whitfield wrote in his journal: “I began to read the Holy Scriptures upon my knees, laying aside all other books, and praying over, if possible, every line and word.  This proved meat indeed and drink indeed to my soul.  I daily received fresh life, light and power from above.”  (quoted by Stott op.cit.)

“I shall show you how you may read it (the Bible) without danger or error.  Read it humbly with a meek and lowly heart, to the intent that you may glorify God, not yourself, with the knowledge of it; and read it not without daily praying to God, that He would direct your reading to good effect, and take it upon you to expound it no further than you plainly understand it”.  (Anglican Homilies, quoted by Packer op. Cit.)

The emphasis on the “illumination” of the Holy Spirit does not absolve us from the effort of seeking to understand the text.  The New Testament is constantly exhorting us to exercise our minds: Luke 12:57; Acts 17:11; Rom. 14:5; 1 Cor. 10:15; 11:13; 2 Tim. 2:7; Daniel 10:12.

“For the attainment of divine knowledge, we are directed to combine a dependence on God’s Spirit with our own researches.  Let us, then, not presume to separate what God has thus united.”  (Charles Simeon, quoted by Stott cp. Cit. P. 213)  “It is often said by our critics … that ‘you can make the Bible mean anything you like.’  They are probably thinking of non-Christian and semi-Christian cults which support their particular opinions by an arbitrary selection and interpretation of proof texts.  But the New Testament itself condemns those who “tamper with God’s word” and “twist” it to suit their own.  (2 Cor. 4:2; 2 Pet. 3:16)…

… I reply … ‘You can make the Bible mean what you like, if you are unscrupulous enough.  But if you are … honest in your approach and in your use of sound principles … far from your being able to manipulate Scripture you will find Scripture controlling and directing you…


“What, then, are these sound principles of interpretation?” (Stott cp. Cit. P. 217)

Stott distinguishes three basic approaches to Scripture, which he calls “the natural sense”, “the original sense” and “the general sense”.

1.
The natural sense.    “the principles of simplicity”

Here he means that the ordinary Christian who has the ability to read may take the Bible and discover its main message as he reads it just as it stands, in an accessible translation.  Provided he comes with that humility of mind that is not trying to read something into the text, and he is prepared to take the Scriptures as a whole, the message is there to be understood.

This is demonstrated by the fact that multitudes have been converted to Christ through the discovery and scrutiny of the Scriptures, without any other agency.  The phenomenal growth of the churches in Latin America may be traced back to the pioneer work of Bible Society colporteurs who, though often stoned out of many a community, left behind them a few copies of the Scriptures.  If people can be actually persuaded to read the Bible in translation, just as it stands, they will find God – or be found by Him.

Over against this is the view held by the Catholic Church until very recently that the Bible is a book for theological specialists, too complicated for the ordinary person to understand.  The complexities of modern biblical scholarship have frightened many others away from reading the Scriptures for themselves.  Others have been put off by the fact that some find hidden “spiritual” and allegorical meanings – Origen was the first of these (perhaps), and certainly not the last.  Stott quotes Calvin as saying: ‘Let us know, then, that the true meaning of Scripture is the natural and obvious meaning; and let us embrace and abide by it resolutely.  Let us not only neglect as doubtful, but boldly set aside as deadly corruptions, those pretended expositions which lead us away from the natural meaning.” (cp. Cit. P. 221)

We must however beware of making this the only and final way of reading the Scriptures.

2.       The original sense. 

This is the work of exegesis, which seeks to answer the question, “What meaning did the author intend to communicate to the original readers and beyond, and how would those of intended readership have understood this passage?”  Marshall says that here we are concerned with what the Bible said, rather than with what it says to us today, nor can we clearly discern the latter until we are sure of the former.  Stott quotes Gresham Machen: “Scientific historical method in the interpretation of the Bible requires that the Biblical writers should be allowed to speak for themselves … it was called ‘grammatico-historical exegesis’ … the modern student should distinguish sharply between what he would have said or what he would have liked to have the Biblical writer say, and what the writer actually did say” (Stott o.cit.p.225)

A twofold approach is required here:

(i) First, “set the passage against its external background: historical, cultural, geographical linguistic, literary …” (Packer).  Stott says we should begin with “the situation … who wrote it and to whom?  In what circumstances?  For what reason?”  This will involve fitting the O.T. prophets into the history of Israel, or the N.T. epistles into the journeys of Paul.  But wider history must be taken into account – the realisation that Philippi was a Roman colony will shed light on Phil. 3:20 for example.  An understanding of the cultural situation in Corinth will help us to interpret Paul’s instructions about the veiling of women in worship or the eating of meat offered to idols.  For an understanding of the feasts of Israel a background knowledge of the agricultural year of Palestine is indispensable.  It is important to realise what kind of literary material we are dealing with – a letter, poetry, drama, history, parable, apocalyptic – “wisdom” etc.  All of this will help us to answer the question, “what did this mean to the original readers in their particular situation”.

(ii) Second, study the words of the passage themselves, “determine from its intrinsic characteristics its aim, scope, standpoint, presuppositions, range and limit of interest … this is decisive, any diligent student of the text in any language can do this…” (Packer).

(iii)
Recognise that there are select times when even the writers themselves were not aware of the full meaning of what they were recording by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit (1 Pet 1:10-12; 2 Pet 2:20-21).  Hence, it is ultimately up to the Holy Spirit to reveal and illuminate every meaning and nuance of Scripture to the human, fallible, and dependent mind.

From (i) we determine the situation of the readers, from (ii) we discover what God was saying to them in their situation, from (iii) we recognise that, at times, not even the writers themselves understood the full implications of what they were recording.

But there is a third approach.

3.     The general sense.

 
Packer calls this “synthesis”, as opposed to exegesis.  Exegesis determines, as far as possible, the meaning of the words we are studying.  Synthesis looks at their relation to the rest of the Bible.

“Because the 66 books that make up the Bible are products of a single divine mind … we must integrate the fruits of our study into a coherent whole … at point after point God’s thoughts go further and embrace more than those of any one biblical writer … the point of each part is only fully clear when seen in relation to the rest …”

“The guiding principle is the self-consistency of Scripture, the Holy Ghost did not contradict Himself”.  (Packer)  This is what the Reformers called “the analogy of faith”.  Packer further observes that this means:

(i) Working from the centre outwards: explaining what is secondary by what is primary, what is obscure by what is clear, recognising the central themes of Scripture – the kingdom, people and covenant of God, the person, place, work and glory of Christ.”

This is precisely what our Lord did when expounding all the Scriptures to the two on the road to Emmaus.  He taught them the “things concerning Himself”.  He took the many messianic prophecies and used them as a key to interpret the rest of the Old Testament.

(ii) Packer adds, “follow the inner links of Scripture – such as the understanding of Old Testament prophecy in the light of New Testament fulfilment.”

(iii) “Understand it harmonistically”, not setting text against text but letting one passage throw light on another on the certainty that in Scripture there is perfect agreement between part and part, which careful study will bring out.  The Church “may not so expound one place of Scripture that it be repugnant to another”.

Stott points out that the scriptural context of every text is both immediate (the paragraph, chapter and book in which it is embedded) and distant (the total Biblical revelation). 

He quotes the use made of Rev. 21:5, “Behold, I make all things new”, at the World Council of Churches Fourth Assembly as an example of using a text out of its context: at the Assembly it was taken to refer to the revolutionary movements of today, whereas the context makes clear that this text refers to what God is going to do at the end of history when He makes a new heaven and a new earth.

It is when we place the law of Moses in its total Biblical context, its “distant” context, that we understand the ceremonial rules no longer apply, because the New Testament makes this clear in passages such as Mark 7:19.  The civil laws no longer apply because they were framed for Israel as a nation and state, an emergent nation.  But the moral laws do apply because they are an expression of the character of God – the New Testament takes every command but one and indicates their validity for every age.  Yet the ceremonial prescriptions are used in the New Testament to illustrate the truths of the Gospel, and the civil laws are applications of principles, which it is valuable to deduce and apply to our situation today.  He quotes Article 7:

“Although the laws given from God by Moses, as touching ceremonies and rites, do not bind Christian men, nor the civil precepts thereof ought of necessity to be received in any commonwealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian man whatsoever is free from the obedience of the commandments which are called moral.”

In conclusion Stott says:

“We look for the natural meaning because we believe that God intended His revelation to be a plain and readily intelligible communication to ordinary human beings.”

“We look for the original meaning because we believe that God addressed His word to those who first heard it, and that it can be received by subsequent generations only in so far as they understand it historically.  Our understanding may be fuller than that of the first hearers (e.g. of the prophecies of Christ); it cannot be substantially different.”

“We look for the general meaning because we believe that God is self-consistent and that His revelation is self-consistent also.  So our three principles (of simplicity, history and harmony) arise partly from the nature of God and partly from the nature of Scripture as a plain historical, consistent communication from God to men.”

APPLICATION

Packer underlines the importance of the application of what we have thus discovered, quoting 2 Tim. 3:16.  Marshall distinguishes between exegesis, what the Bible said, and exposition, what the Bible says.  “What the Bible has to say arises out of a fresh application of what the author intended to say to the original readers.”  He warns against the danger of letting “our susceptibilities make us shy away from Scripture teaching that is out of tune with the modern age”, and indicates we are to “see what principle was applied to a situation no longer existing in its original form (masters and slaves etc.).”

Packer concludes with two prayers:

“O Almighty God, who by Thy Son Jesus Christ didst give to Thy apostle Saint Peter many excellent gifts and commanded him earnestly to feed Thy flock, Make, we beseech Thee, all bishops and pastors diligently to preach thy Holy Word, and Thy people to follow the same that they may receive the crown of everlasting glory, through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

“Blessed Lord, Who has caused all Holy Scriptures to be written for our learning.  Grant that we may in such wise hear them, read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them, that by patience and comfort of Thy Holy Word we may embrace, and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life, which Thou hast given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ.”










Amen.

Institute of Biblical Studies Carrubbers Christian Centre  65 High Street  Edinburgh  EH1 1SR

Tel 0131 556 2626      info@ibsedinburgh.org  www.carrubbers.org   www.ibsedinburgh.org

6 of 6
Institute of Biblical Studies

Bible Doctrine 1  Rev. 1.01 – 12/09/12
© Copyright IBS 2004


