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THE PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION

1  Axioms

For our purpose an axiom is a generally accepted rule which should always be kept in mind when interpreting the Biblical text. From these axioms it is possible to make a logical inference (a corollary). In your textbook, Basic Bible Interpretation, the writer sets out a number of axioms which are helpful, however, what follows is a good summary of the axioms which we should have before us when we consider the Bible. Authors differ as to how they present these axioms.

(a) The key to good exegesis and therefore, to a more intelligent reading of the Bible, is to learn to read the text carefully and to ask the right questions of the text.

(b) Proper hermeneutics begins with "solid" exegesis, since the only proper control for hermeneutics is to be found in the original intent of the Biblical text. (Hermeneutics here means finding the meaning of the text)

(c) The text cannot mean what it never meant.

"when the plain sense of scripture makes common sense, seek no other sense "; therefore, take every word at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal meaning unless the facts of the immediate context, studied in the light of related passages and axiomatic and fundamental truths, clearly indicate otherwise. This principle is based on this premise: in revealing His word, God never intended to confuse the reader, nor does He permit others to do so. Rather, like any careful teacher, or father, He uses the obvious meaning of words to convey His revelation or thoughts - with utmost clarity to His children.

(d) General principles of interpretation are part of mans basic ability to receive and to understand that which is communicated to him verbally or in writing.

(e) Presuppositionalists exegesis is impossible - this includes ones view of scripture and the circle of theology within which one operates.

(f) The Old Testament is not primarily a description of what the Israelites thought about life and religion, or what was the content of their own moral view.

(g) Common sense is perhaps the most important hermeneutical skill.

(h) One cannot interpret without understanding that which he interprets.

(i) Truth must accord with truth; a statement of truth apparently discrepant or contradictory can be harmonised if the facts are known. Scripture is self-harmonious (the analogy of faith)

(j) Usus Loquendi prevails, i.e. usage determines the meaning of words

(k) The laws and principles of interpretation must be equally applied to any given text, lest the student be guilty of allowing double standards to operate. For example a mixture of literal and non-literal interpretations of prophetic passages especially with regard to Israel and the church. There are special principles applicable to special types of literature such as prophecy, but these are not being discussed here and nor do they alter this axiom.

(l) Scripture given by God for the purpose of revealing His will and ways to man, requires that those passages dealing with a particular subject clearly present that subject.

Biblical Interpretation - Grace Seminary 

Trevor Craigen - Course notes Summer 1989.

2  THE HISTORICAL – GRAMMATICAL  RHETORICAL METHOD OF INTERPRETATION

"When the reformers emphasised the need to get back to scripture, they emphasised, historical, grammatical interpretation. By "historical" they meant the setting in which the Bible books were written and the circumstances involved in the writing. By "grammatical" they meant determining the meaning of the Bible by studying the words and sentences of scripture in their normal plain sense. Another aspect of interpretation may be added to these two, namely, rhetorical. Rhetorical interpretation suggests studying how the literary quality of a portion of the Bible affects its interpretation."

Basic Bible Interpretation - Roy Zuck Page 77

2.1  Historical (Cultural) Context

A proper exegesis requires an understanding of the cultural into which the revelation was given so that it can be properly comprehended. However, care has to be taken to ensure that contemporary understanding of the ancient culture may not be used to change the meaning of the words of the text and its expressions, nor should we use our different cultural setting to determine the application to ourselves for today independently of the text.

The question is how do we know whether a Biblical passage is culturally conditioned. In your textbook, Roy B luck gives several possibilities:​

1. Some situations, commands and principles are repeatable, continuous, are not revoked, or contained to moral or theological subjects or are repeated elsewhere in scripture and are therefore transferable. Possible examples are Genesis 9:6, Proverbs 3:5-6, John 3:3, Romans 12:1-2, 1 Corinthians 12:13, Ephesians 6:10-19, Colossians 3:12-13,1 Peter 5:6.

2. Some situations, commands or principles pertain to an individual, specific non-repeatable circumstance or non-moral or non-theological subjects, or have been revoked and are therefore not transferable. Possible examples are Matthew 21:23, 2 Timothy 4: 11-13, Hebrews 7: 12, Hebrews 10: 1 , Leviticus 12: 11.

3. Some situations or commands pertain to cultural settings that are only partially similar to ours of which only the principles are transferable. Possible examples are Romans 16: 16, 1 Corinthians 8, Deuteronomy 6 :4-6.

4. Some situations or commands pertain to cultural settings with no similarities to ours but in which the principles are transferable. Possible examples are Matthew 26:7, Exodus 3:5.

2.2  Grammatical Interpretation

TERMINOLOGY

Semantics

Linguistics

Synchrony

Lexical Analysis

2.3  Words and Sentences

We are all familiar with what is a word and what is a sentence. It is worth remembering, however, that when seeking the meaning of any text, the basic unit of meaning is not in the word but rather in the sentence. The meaning however, is communicated by the concepts, which lie behind the words, some of which gives the meaning of the text.

It is basic to Biblical interpretation that we understand the various parts of speech, grammar, word order etc.

In the use of language there are also non-literal uses of words, which fall within the proper use of language, but which require special consideration. Some of these are as follows:

Hyperbole 

Sarcasm 

Synecdoche 

Metonymy

Metaphor 

2.4  Rhetorical Interpretation

This refers to the style and form of the text, it is an extremely important part of interpreting scripture. The rules we use to interpret the psalms which are generally poetry, are quite different from those used in dealing with the narrative text of the Old Testament and the Gospels and Acts which form the narrative texts of the New Testament.

Essentially, one is dealing with the literary genre.

This is an extremely important part of our hermeneutics. The following genres all appear in scripture: ​

1. Legal

2. Narrative

(a) tragedy 

(b) epic 

(c) romance

(d) heroic

(e) satire

(f) polemic

3. Poetry

4. Wisdom literature

5. The Gospels

6. Logical discourse

7. Prophetic literature

2.5  Literary Structures

It seems to me that the Bible is a book that is highly structured and organised. There is a sense in which this covers the whole of scripture, however, within it there are certain patterns which are often used and which assist our method of interpretation. Sometimes these patterns are not easily identified but once spotted they become extremely obvious. Some examples are as follows:

Parallelisms

Ring Pattern

Chiasm

Alternating

Acrostics
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