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LECTURE TWO - HISTORY OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

“History teaches us that man learns nothing from history.” Winston Churchill

1.1  INTRODUCTION

TERMINOLOGY

LITERAL- 

ALLEGORY/ALLEGORIZATION-




TRADITION-


RATIONALISM-

SUBJECTIVISM-

1.2  THE CHRONOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT OF HERMENEUTICS

THE JEWISH RABBIS-






THE ALEXANDRIAN JEWS-






“The allegorical method was not born out of a study of the Scriptures, but rather out of the desire to unite Greek philosophy with the Word of God. It did not come out of the desire to present the truth of the Word, but to pervert them. It was not the child of orthodoxy, but of heterodoxy.” J Dwight Pentecost, Things to Come

1.3  THE EARLY CHURCH – JUSTIN MARTYR AND IRENAEUS

Iranaeus (130 – 202 A.D.)





“For every prophecy, before it comes about, there is an enigma and a contradiction to men, but when the time comes and what was prophesied takes place. It receives a most certain exegesis. And therefore, when the law is read by Jews in the present time  it is like a myth; for they do not have the explanation of everything, which is the coming of the Son of God as man. But when it is read by Christians, it is a treasure, hidden in the field by the cross of Christ. The true exegesis was taught by the Lord himself after His resurrection.” Iranaeus, Against Heresies, 4.26.1

1.4  THE ALEXANDRIAN FATHERS

Influenced by Philo, Clement (155-216 A.D.) in particular propagated allegorism which became popular through Origen (185-254 A.D.)

Clement laid down some principals of interpretation as follows:

Nothing is literally true which is unworthy of God;

No interpretation can be accepted which contradicts the Bible as a whole;

Literal meaning is meant to excite interest in understanding the deeper meaning.

The influence of Origen was enormous in the time of the early church. He rejected Clement’s ideas that the Bible was hidden and gave himself to making the Bible known to anyone who would listen. He is important because he was one of the first to formulate principles of Biblical interpretation. These are as follows:

1. Assumption: Scripture is divinely inspired. Therefore, a) its legal precepts are superior, b) it is powerful in changing lives, c) Biblical prophecy comes true, d) like Jesus the Bible is divine but in human form, e) the Bible contains hidden secrets.

2. Assumption: Scripture should be interpreted according to its nature. Therefore, a) not every text has a literal meaning but every text does have a spiritual meaning, b) the spiritual meaning is not always plain or easily understood, c) Scripture has a threefold meaning, a body (literal meaning), a soul (psychical meaning relating to the will), and a spirit (spiritual meaning which speaks of Christ), d) the problems in Scripture are there to hinder us from being too enamoured of the literal meaning.

1.5  THE ANTIOCHENE FATHERS

Theodore (386-458 A.D.)

John Chrysostom (354-407 A.D.)

1.6  THE LATE CHURCH FATHERS

Jerome, Tertullian and Augustine




“Analogy of Faith”

1.7  THE MIDDLE AGES


Thomas Aquinas held the fourfold exegetical method first propagated by John Cassian (360-435 A.D.) who taught a fourfold meaning, historical, allegorical, tropological and anagogical.

“Many different senses in one text produce confusion and deception and destroy all force of argument. Hence no argument, but only fallacies can be deduced from a multiplicity of propositions. But the Holy Writ ought to be able to state the truth without any fallacy.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica

“Thus in Holy Writ no confusion results, for all the senses are founded on one – the literal – from which alone can any argument be drawn and not from those attended in allegory as Augustine says.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica

John Wycliffe (1330-1338 A.D.)





1.8  THE REFORMATION

Martin Luther

From his principle of Sola Scriptura (by Scripture alone) Luther stressed that the historical sense is the true sense of the bible i.e. “only the historical sense gives the true and sound doctrine”. This led to the rejection of traditionalism and the fourfold method of allegorism as a source of doctrine.

The second Reformation principle as posited by Luther was Sola Fide (by faith alone). This gave the common people an independence from the Catholic Church, upon which Protestantism is based.





John Calvin

Calvin developed Luther’s principles, but Calvin engaged in much less allegorising than Luther. He was also more consistent in his adherence to Sola Scriptura. Rather than rejecting James, Calvin attempted a synthesis of James and Paul and instead of seeing the Scripture being in conflict he took a larger interpretive viewpoint of the glory of God and as a result was able to hold together the array of biblical teaching much more easily.

1.9  THE POST REFORMATION

The Council of Trent – Traditionalism



1.10  RATIONALISM

1.11  THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Friedrich Schleirmacher - 





Rudolf Bultman (1884-1976) - 





The “new hermeneutic” - 
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