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LECTURE ONE - THE SCIENCE AND ART OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

1  Terminology

HERMENEUTICS – 





EXEGESIS – 





EISEGESIS –





EXPOSITION – 






HOMILETICS – 

2  INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this course is to give the student an introduction to the proper handling of the Biblical text. Essentially, hermeneutics is the skill that leads us to an accurate exegesis of the text. Skill in hermeneutics does not necessarily make us great preachers, it is however the foundation of all great preaching, in that, hermeneutics, properly applied gives the preacher an accurate understanding of the text from which to preach the truth of God’s word.

2.1  WHAT IS TRUTH?

There are of course presuppositions made today in our society about truth which are quite incompatible with the Biblical revelation and our presuppositions as Christians. For example, today most people have as their ideology (their presupposition) that man is the measure of all things, that if you want to find the truth the only way of knowing “truth” is by the scientific method and there is the general assumption that there is no knowable absolute truth but that truth is always relative to the knower.

The Bible claims that there are some events which are not capable of analysis by the scientific method. The scientific approach assumes, in advance, that there is no supernatural intervention. One cannot evaluate the Bible’s claims to truth by using methods which assume in advance that the Biblical claims of miracle, i.e. supernatural intervention in history, is impossible. It is important that we grasp these things early on, so that we understand some of our own prejudices which we bring to the Scriptures as a result of the culture in which we live, with its anti-God and anti-supernatural philosophy.

2.2  Can we know truth?

The Greek philosopher Plato (427-347 BC) divided the world into two parts. He called these the real and ideal. The real was the worldly realities, i.e. the real world. The ideal concerned morals, theology, ultimate truth, i.e. things that are transcendent.

The Enlightenment set out to prove that Plato’s transcendent ideal world of morals, ultimate truth, etc. could be available to us by our reason.

The philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), although a child of the Enlightenment and thus committed to the sovereignty of human reason argued that human reason could not penetrate Plato’s ideal world, but by human reason we were stuck with only the real world i.e. that world which our senses experience. To him the transcendent world is impregnable and cannot be known. Kant used the expression noumenal for Plato’s ideal world and phenomenal for the real world. He postulated that the noumenal was unknowable – it could never be tested, only believed – that it was not discoverable and only subjectively determined. He said that only the phenomenal (real) world was knowable by critical scientific studies.

Questions of the ultimate reality (God) are not knowable by this method. As a result, Kant argued that such ultimate realities can only be felt and cannot be objectively explored.

From a philosophical point of view, however, can it be argued that the ultimate reality is denied just because science cannot analyse it? It is truth that we cannot know truth absolutely, but we can know an absolute truth if that is known by an absolute person whose knowledge does not depend on experience and if that absolute person shares his knowledge with us.

The Christian’s presupposition is firstly that God exists, and secondly, that God has spoken and communicates with us in a way that is intelligible.

“Although modern presuppositions lead to a denial of any absolute truth, Biblical assumptions affirm and support that there is indeed truth that is absolute and transcends the reality of human knowing. What God has said is absolutely true. If we wish to know that truth truly, our only avenue is to know what the One who knows absolutely, and this means adopting an attitude of submission to God and a recognition of what we cannot do. It also means cultivating a relationship to God if we wish to increase our understanding of the truth, and it means maintaining humility in recognition that, while by God’s grace we may know some absolutes, we shall never know them perfectly.” 

(McCartney and Clayton, Let the Reader Understand, p. 23)

If God has spoken, how do we know and apprehend such transcendent truth? It involves faith, language and reason.

FAITH 
LANGUAGE

REASON

2.3  WHY STUDY HERMENEUTICS?

What is the value of hermeneutics?

What does the Bible say?

1 “Study to show yourself approved by God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”
1 Tim 2:15

This version of scripture has three concepts intertwined: 

1. the impeccability of the Scripture;




2. we are responsible for our interpretation (hermeneutical exegesis of the text);

3. accountability to God.

2. “All scripture is given by inspiration of God and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness that the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.”

2 Tim 3:16

2.4  QUALIFICATIONS FOR THE STUDY OF THE WORD OF GOD

(i) to understand that we must be regenerate;

(ii) we must have an open heart to the Word of God;

(iii) the student requires dependence on the Holy Spirit.

“Show me thy ways, O LORD, teach me thy paths. Lead me in thy truth and teach me. For thou art the God of my salvation; on thee do I wait all the day.” Psalm 25:4-5

Hermeneutics is not an end in itself, but a means to an end, that end being the sanctification of our hearts as the truth masters us.

3  WHAT DOES THE TEXT MEAN?

Focus on the author – what did the author intend?

This meaning is derived from the text itself; it is not what we think, but rather what the author (God) intended.

3.1  WHAT IS THE BIBLE ABOUT? – THE HERMENEUTICAL GOAL

“ But we all with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are changed in to the same image from glory to glory even as by the Spirit of the Lord.”
2 Corinthians 3:18

The mirror is the Scripture itself and the unveiling is the illumination of the Holy Spirit. When that unveiling takes place, we see that the Word of God is the exposé of God’s glory as revealed in human history.

God’s purpose in history can be described as an exhibition of His glory as displayed by the exercise of his sovereign will throughout human history.

4  THE LITERAL METHOD OF INTERPRETATION

Since the inception of the church, there has been a great deal of debate within the Christian community as to how the Bible should be interpreted.

4.1  LITERAL INTERPRETATION

We need to define and clarify what we mean by literal. The literal interpretation does not deny figurative use of language.

“When employing the word ‘literal’ we are to be comprehended as also fully acknowledging the figurative sense, the beautiful ornaments of language; we cordially accept all that is natural to language itself, its naked strength and its charming adornments, but object to additionally forcing on it a foreign element, and enclosing it in a guard that hides its just propositions.” (George N H Peters, The Theocratic Kingdom, vol. 1, p. 48)

Literal interpreters believe that the words of Scripture are adequate in conveying all that God wants man to know.

Moses stated in Deuteronomy 29:29 “The secret thing belong unto the Lord our God; but those things which are revealed belong to us and our children forever.”

4.2  NON-LITERAL INTERPRETATION

This is the spiritual method or spiritualisation, or allegorisation. The allegorists saw a multiplicity of meaning in Scripture.
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