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F O R E W O R D

The scholarly and devout B.B. War-field once said, ‘The Bible is the
Word of God in such a way that when the Bible speaks, God
speaks.”

Christians in every century have held the Bible in high es-
teem and have accepted it as the Word of God written. But few have
made the rash claim that it is easy to understand. Yet, since the Bible
was given to reveal truth and not obscure it, God surely intends that
we understand it. Further, understanding the Bible is vital because
our doctrines of God, of man, of salvation, and of future things rest
on a correct interpretation of the Scriptures.

It sometimes seems almost anything can be proved by the
Bible, for there is scarcely a religion, sect, or cult in Christendom
that does not use Scripture texts to “prove” its doctrine. In that
respect the Bible may well be the most abused book in the world.
The solution to this problem is not to be found alone in a correct
view of inspiration, important as that is. Origen (A.D. 185-254), for
example, held a high view of the inspiration of Scripture and yet was
guilty of mishandling the Bible by minimizing its literal meaning and
treating it as “one vast allegory” with many hidden meanings. The
solution to this problem of widely differing interpretations is to
employ the correct method of biblical interpretation. We believe that
to be the literal method which approaches the Scripture in the nor-
mal, customary way in which we talk, write, and think. It means
taking the Scriptures at face value in an attemnt to know what God
mea; by wha; He said. And this is the
expounded in this book.

Along with a sound doctrine of

medod well defended and
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inspiration, and a commit-



ment to literal interpretation, Bible scholars have found it is impor-
tant to have certain criteria of interpretation. Are there not principles
to help the serious student of the Bible understand and apply Scrip-
ture, principles based on the Bible itself? What helps can be found
for interpreting special features such as figures of speech, types, para-
bles, and prophetic literature?

Dr. Zuck  has accomplished the difficult  task of providing us
with a text that covers the entire field of hermeneutics. As a teacher
and continuing student of this field, Dr. Zuck  is acquainted with the
literature bearing on his subject. The work he has produced is up to
date; it deals with various current issues in hermeneutics.

Dr. Zuck  has provided special help in the long neglected area
of the application of Scripture. To minister to peoples’ spiritual
needs, the Bible must not only be rightly interpreted; it must also be
properly applied. Important and much needed guidance is also pro-
vided in the important matter of interpreting prophecy. Too often
other works on hermeneutics give an “uncertain sound” in this area,
leaving readers confused about how to approach prophetic Scripture.

All in all, Dr. Zuck  has produced a text that is thorough,
biblical, readable, and enlightening. May it prove of great help to all
students who love God’s Word and seek to interpret and apply it
correctly.

Donald K. Campbell, President
Dallas Theological Seminary

C H A P T E R  O N E

The ‘What and why of
Bible Interpretation

A businessman was on a trip quite a distance from his hometown. A
bachelor, he served as a top executive in a leading governmental
agency. In fact he was the finance officer in charge of all the funds in
that department.

Returning home from Palestine, he was on a desert road
southwest of Jerusalem. Another person was driving, which gave
him opportunity to read. As he was reading aloud, he looked up and
saw a man who had come up beside him and had heard him reading.
The man asked the vacationer if he understood what was being read.

The reader was an Ethiopian, a court official of Candace,
Queen of Ethiopia (Acts 8:27). On his way back to Ethiopia, he was
joined by Philip, whom God told to meet the official (w. 26-29).
Philip struck up a conversation with the man by asking him a ques-
tion-a question of Bible interpretation. “Do you understand what
you are reading?” (v. 30) The finance officer responded, “How can
I . . . unless someone explains it to me?” (v. 3 1) Inviting Philip to
join him in the chariot, the African asked if the Prophet Isaiah in
Isaiah 53:7-8  was speaking about himself or someone else. His ques-
tion revealed his need for help in interpreting the passage. Philip
explained that the passage refers to Jesus. As a result of the conversa-
tion the African accepted the Lord as his Saviour.

This desert dialogue points up two things. First, seeing the
words on a page of the Bible does not necessarily mean that the
reader catches their meaning. Observing what the Bible says is the
first of several steps in Bible study. It is important to know what the
text actually states. But this may sometimes lead to questions on the
meaning of what is read. Many people, on reading portions of the
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10 BASIC BIBLE INTERPRETATION

Bible, come away confused about their meaning or come away with
a false understanding.

Second, the evangelist-eunuch incident reveals that proper
guidance can help others interpret what they read in the Bible. Philip’s
question, “‘Do you understand what you are reading?” implied that
the reader probably did not understand but that it was possible to
understand. In fact the treasurer’s request for someone to explain the
passage to him was an admission on his part that he could not
properly understand the passage by himself and that he felt the need
for help in interpretation.

Several months after Nehemiah completed the rebuilding of
the Jerusalem walls and the Israelites had settled in their towns, Ezra
the scribe read to them from “the Book of the Law of Moses” (the
first five books of the Bible) as the people were assembled before the
Water Gate at Jerusalem (Neh. 81). Ezra read from the Law from
daybreak till noon (v. 3). The Levites also read aloud from the Law,
“making it clear and giving the meaning so that people could under-
stand what was being read” (w. 7-8). As a result the people were
joyful “because they now understood the words” (v. 12).

why LT Bible Interpretation Important?

It Is Essential fw Understanding and Teaching the Bible Pmper3y
We must know the meaning of the Bible before we can know its
message for today. We must understand its sense for then before we
can see its significance for now. Without hermeneutics (the science
and art of interpreting the Bible) we are jumping over and missing
out on an indispensable step in Bible study. The first step, observa-
tion, asks, What does it say? The second step, interpretation, asks the
question, What does it mean? The third step, application, raises the
question, How does it apply to me?

Interpretation is perhaps the most difficult and time-consum-
ing of these three steps. And yet cutting Bible study short in this area
can lead to serious errors and faulty results. Some people knowingly
“distort the Word of God” (2 Cor. 4:2). Some even “distort” the
Scriptures “to their own destruction” (2 Peter 3:16). Others un-
knowingly come away from the Bible with faulty interpretations.
Why? Because of inadequate attention to the principles involved in
understanding the Scriptures. In recent years we have seen a great
surge of intcrcst  in informal Bible study. Many small groups meet
weekly in homes or in churches  to discuss the Bible- what it means
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and how it applies. Do people in those groups always come away
with the same understanding of the passage studied? Not necessarily.
Some may say, ‘To me this verse means this,” and another person in
the group may respond, ‘To me the verse doesn’t mean that; it
means this.” Studying the Bible in this way, without proper herme-
neutical  guidelines, can lead to confusion and interpretations that are
even in direct conflict.

Did God intend for the Bible to be treated in this way? If it
can be made to mean anything we want, how can it be a reliable
guide?

Conflicting interpretations of many passages abound. For ex-
ample, one person reads John 10:28, “1 give them eternal life, and
they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of My hand,”
and understands that verse to be teaching eternal security. Others
read the same verse and explain that though no one can snatch a
Christian out of God’s hand, the believer may remove himself from
God’s hand by persistent sin. Some people suggest that Paul’s state-
ment in Colossians 1:15 that Christ is “the Firstborn over all cre-
ation” means He was created. Others understand the verse to be
saying that like a firstborn son in a family He is the Heir. Some
Christians practice so-called speaking in tongues, based on 1 Corin-
thians 12-14. Others read the same chapters and understand that
this practice was only for the Apostolic Age and not for today. Some
have read Nahum 2:4, “The chariots storm through the streets, rush-
ing back and forth through the squares,” and have concluaed  that
this verse was prophesying heavy automobile traffic in our cities
today. In the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), some
have sought to give a “spiritual” meaning to the passage by explain-
ing that the inn to which the Samaritan took the injured man repre-
sents the church and that the two silver coins given to the innkeeper
represent the two ordinances of the Lord’s Supper and water
baptism.

The Mormon leader Brigham Young justified his having
more than 30 wives by pointing to the fact that Abraham had more
than 1 wife, namely, Sarah and Hagar. The Mormon practice of
being baptized for dead relatives and others is based, they argue, on
1 Corinthians 15:29.  Some people handle poisonous snakes, based
on their reading of Mark 16: 18. Whether women should teach men
is based on how one interprets 1 Corinthians 11:5;  14:34-35;  and
1 Timothy 2:12. Some teach that Christ’s present reign in heaven
means He will not establish a l,OOO-year  reign on the earth after His
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return. Others, however, say the Bible teaches that Christ, though
reigning over the universe now, will manifest His kingdom in a
physical way when He rules as the Messiah over the nation Israel on
the earth in the Millennium.

All these- and many others -are matters of interpretation.
Obviously these various conflicting views point up that not all read-
ers are following the same principles for understanding the Bible.

The lack of proper hermeneutics has also led to the Bible
being highly abused and maligned. Even some atheists seek to sup-
port their position by referring to Psalm 14:1, ‘There is no God.”
Obviously they are overlooking how those words are introduced:
“The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God.“’ “You can make the
Bible say anything you want,” some argue. And yet how many of the
same people say, “You can make Shakespeare say anything you
want”? Of course it is true that people can make the Bible say any-
thing they wish so long as they disregard normal approaches for
understanding written documents.

Bible Interpretation l3 Essential as a Step beyond Observation
When many people approach the Bible, they jump from observation
to application, skipping the essential step of interpretation. This is
wrong because interpretation logically follows after observation. In
observing what the Bible says, you probe; in interpretation, you
mull. Observation is discovery; interpreting is digesting. Observation
means depicting what is there, and interpretation is deciding what it
means. The one is to explore, the other is to explain.

Observation is like a surgeon cutting into a problem area. He
sees a growth, or perhaps loose blood, or discolored tissue, or a
blockage. Then the question is, What does it mean? How is it to be
explained? What kind of growth is it? What caused the diffused
blood? Why the discolored tissue? Why is this blockage here?

Observing what we see in the biblical text, we then should
correctly handle it (2 Tim. 2: 15). The participle “correctly handling’
(incorrectly translated in the Kink James Version “rightly dividing”)
translates the Greek word ortbotomunta.  This combines two words
that mean “straight” (ortho)  and “cut” (tome@. One writer explains
the meaning of this as follows:

Because Paul is a tentmaker, he may have been using an expres-
sion that tied in with his trade. When Paul made tents, he used
certain patterns. In those days tents were made from the skins

THE WHAT AND WHY OF BIBLE INTERPRETATION 13

of animals in a patchwork sort of design. Every piece would
have to be cut and fit together properly. Paul was simply say-
ing, ‘If one doesn’t cut the pieces right, the whole won’t fit
together properly.” It’s the same thing with Scripture. If one
doesn’t interpret correctly the different parts, the whole mes-
sage won’t come through correctly. In Bible study and interpre-
tation the Christian should cut it straight. He should be
precise . . . and accurate.’

Bible Interpretation Is Essential jv= Applying the Bible Pmpe$y
Interpretation should build on observation and then lead into inter-
pretation. It is a means to an end, not an end in itself. The goal of
Bible study is not simply to determine what it says and what it
means, but rather to apply it to one’s life. If we fail to apply the
Scriptures, we cut short the entire process and have not finished
what God wants us to do.

True, the Bible gives us many facts we need to know about
God, ourselves, sin, salvation, and the future. We go to the Bible for
information and insight, and this is proper. But the question is,
What will we do with that information and insight? Interpretation is
the step that moves us from reading and observing the text on to
applying and living it out. Bible study is an intellectual pursuit in
which we seek understanding of what God says. But Bible study
must go beyond that to include spiritual discipline, in which we seek
to put into practice what we read and understand.

Heart appropriation, not merely head apprehension, is the
true goal of Bible study. Only in this way can believers grow spiri-
tually. Spiritual maturity, in which we become more like Christ,
comes not just from knowing more about the Bible. It comes from
knowing more about the Bible and applying it to our spiritual needs.
This was Paul’s goal, that he might encourage and teach others so
that they would become mature in Christ (Col. 1:28).  And Peter
wrote that we should “crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it [we]
may grow up in [our] salvation” (1 Peter 2:2). Paul wrote that
“knowledge puffs up” (1 Cor. 8: 1). Jesus told  the Jewish leaders of
His day, “You diligently study the Scriptures” (John 5:39). But then
He added that their study was of no value because they refused to
come to Him to have life (v. 40).

One of the classic passages on the inspiration of the Scrip-
tures is 2 Timothy 3: 16. And yet most of that verse, along with the
following verse, speaks of the usefilness  of Scripture, It is to be used
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for “teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so
that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good
work.”

It is one thing to read 2 Timothy 1:9, noting that God has
“called us to a holy life,” and to understand that holiness is a life of
purity and godliness, made possible by the sanctifying work of the
Holy Spirit. But it is another thing to deal with sin in our lives so
that we are in fact leading holy lives. It is one thing to study what
the Scriptures say about the return of Christ in passages such as
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 and 1 Corinthians 1551-56. But it is an-
other thing to build on and move beyond those facts to the point of
loving His appearing (2 Tim. 4:8), that is, longing for and anticipat-
ing His coming, and continuing steadfast in serving the Lord
(1 Cor. 1558).

Bible interpretation, then, as the second step in Bible study is
absolutely essential. Interpretation is foundational to application. If
we do not interpret properly, we may end up applying the Bible
wrongly. How you interpret many passages has a direct effect on
your conduct and the conduct of other people as well: For example,
if a pastor interprets certain passages as saying that remarriage is
acceptable after divorce, then that influences how he counsels divor-
cees about remarriage. If a pastor understands 1 Corinthians 11:3-15
to teach that women should wear hats in church, then his interpreta-
tion affects what he teaches his congregation.

Whether abortion is right or wrong, how to find God’s will,
how to lead a meaningful life, how to be an effective husband or wife
or parent, how to react to suffering- all these depend on and relate to
hermeneutics and how you interpret various passages. As one writer
put it, “Interpreting the Bible is one of the most important issues facing
Christians today. It lies behind what we believe, how we live, how we
get on together, and what we have to offer to the world.“”

The Challenge of Bible Interpretation

We are responsible then to seek to know the truth as presented in
God’s Word. This is essential for our own spiritual lives and for
effectiveness in ministering to others. In sharing the Word of God,
whether in personal  counseling, teaching a Sunday School class or
Bible study group, or preaching, the knowledge we impart, based on
our understanding of the Scriptures, will definitely affect others.
Their lives are in our hands.
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Without proper biblical interpretation, the theology of an
individual or of an entire #church  may be misdirected or superficial
and its ministry unbalanced.

Understanding the Bible is a lifelong process. As you study
the Word, you will be asking yourself, What does this mean? Is this
view correct? Why or why not? What about this interpretation? Is it
valid? As you hear sermons and listen to teachers, you are continually
confronted with the question, Is what he is saying about the Bible
correct? As you discuss the Bible with others, you will be faced with
the question of which of several possible views is more likely the
meaning of the passage being considered. Seeking to determine what
a passage really means is an intriguing intellectual and spiritual chal-
lenge. And as you share the Word of God, people will be asking you,
‘What does this verse mean2” “How are we to understand this pas-
sage?” Because of the extent of content in the Bible, and the diversity
of the kinds of literature in the Bible, hermeneutics is an area of
study with numerous problems and issues.

For example how do we know if a passage was intended only
for the people to whom it was initially addressed or if it is intended
for ensuing generations? Can a passage have more than one mean-
ing, and if so, how are they to be determined? Did some of the Bible
authors write more than they understood? Is the Bible more than a
human book? If it is also a divine book, how does this affect our
interpretation of various passages? How are we to interpret various
proverbs in the Bible? Are they universally applicable? If we believe
in literal interpretation, how does that affect our understanding of
figures of speech? If the Bible includes figures of speech, then is all
the Bible to be interpreted in a “spiritual” or mystical sense? How do
we understand prophecy? Since there are varying views on how to
interpret Bible prophecy, how can we know which view is more
likely the accurate one? Why does the New Testament quote the Old
Testament in ways that seemingly alter the way the verses read in the
Old Testament? How can we move from interpretation to
application?

Problems in Bible Interpretation

One of the major reasons the Bible is difficult to understand is that it
is an ancient book. The first five Old Testament books were written
by Moses around 1400 B.C. The last book of the Bible, Revelation,
was written by the Apostle John around A.D. 90. So some of the
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books were written about 3,400 years ago and the latest one was
written about 1,900 years ago. This suggests that in hermeneutics we
must seek to bridge several gaps posed by our having such an ancient
book in our hands.

A Time Gap (Chronohgica~
Because of the extensive time gap between ourselves and the writers
and initial readers of the Bible, a huge chasm exists. Since we were
not there, we cannot talk with the authors and with the initial hear-
ers and readers to discover firsthand the meaning of what they
wrote.

A SpaEe Gap (Geographical)
Most readers of the Bible today live thousands of miles from the
countries where Bible events took place. The Middle East, Egypt,
and the southern Mediterranean nations of present-day Europe were
the places where Bible people lived and traveled. These extend from
Babylon in present-day Iraq to Rome (and possibly Spain, if Paul
traveled there). This geographical distance puts us at a disadvantage.

The  Customs Gap (Cultural)
Great differences exist between the way people in the Western world
do things and think and the way people in Bible lands lived and
thought. Therefore it is important to know the cultures and customs
of peoples in Bible times. Ofien faulty interpretations stem fi-om  an
ignorance of those customs. For this reason an entire chapter in this
book is being given to that subject.

A Langyuage  Gap (Lin@tic)
Besides gaps in time, space, and customs, there is also a chasm
between our way of speaking and writing and the way people in
Bible times spoke and wrote. The languages in which the Bible is
written -Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek- have peculiarities unknown
in the English language. For example the Hebrew and Aramaic of
the original Old Testament manuscripts included only consonants.
Vowels were understood and therefore not written (though they
were filled in hundreds of years later around A.D. 900 by the Maso-
retes). Also Hebrew and Aramaic are read from right to left rather
than from left to right. In addition no spaces were inserted between
words. The words in all three biblical languages ran together.

An example of this in English would be the following:
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DNRTCHTGNRB. Reading these words from right to left the He-
brew reader would automatically sense that it included four words,
which in English would be as follows: BRNG TH CT RND. It is
not too difficult  to sense that the sentence is saying “Bring the cot
around.” On the other hand the two letters CT could be understood
as cat or coat as well as cot. How then would a reader know which
word was intended? Usually the context would give the reader a clue
to the intended meaning. If earlier or later sentences referred to a
cot, then it is most likely that this sentence would also refer to a cot.
In some cases, however, the context may give no clue and therefore
it becomes a problem in interpretation to know which word was
actually intended.

Another reason the language gap is a problem is that the
original Bible languages have unusual or obscure expressions, diffi-
cult to comprehend in English. Also some words occur only once in
the entire Bible, thus making it impossible to compare them with
how they are used in some other context to help us understand their
meaning.

Another problem contributing to the linguistic gap is the
transmission of the original manuscripts down to us today. As manu-
scripts were copied, scribal errors occasionally crept in. Sometimes
one scribe read a manuscript to another scribe. The copyist wrote
what sounded like the word pronounced by the reader. The words,
‘This is led” might be written, “This is lead.” Sometimes a copier
would mistake one letter for another letter that was very similar to it
in shape. The Hebrew letters for d and r are similar (though not
identical), as are the letters w and y. Sometimes a word was repeated
and other times a word was skipped. If a manuscript included some
of these accidental scribal mistakes, they might then be copied by the
next copyist, thus transmitting the readings for probably several
“generations” of manuscripts. Other times, however, a scribe would
correct what he thought was an incorrect word or letter. The process
of seeking to determine which readings are the original ones is called
textual criticism. These variations, however, do not affect major doc-
trines of Scripture, nor do they affect the doctrine of the inerrancy of
Scripture, which relates to the original manuscripts, not the copies.

A Writin  Gap (Literary)
Differences exist between the styles and forms of writing in Bible
times and the styles and forms of writing in the Western world
today. We seldom speak in proverbs or parables, and yet a good
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portion of the Bible is proverbial or parabolic. In addition the fact
that there are approximately 40 human authors of the Bible books
sometimes poses problems for Bible interpreters. One Gospel writer
stated, for example, that one angel was present at Jesus’ empty tomb
and another referred to two angels. Figurative language, frequently
used, sometimes poses problems for our understanding. For instance
Jesus said, “I am the door” and “I am the Shepherd.” Obviously He
did not mean He is literally made of wood with hinges nor that He
actually owns sheep which He cares for in a field. It is the business of
the interpreter to seek to ascertain what Jesus did mean by those
statements.

A Spihal Gap (Supernatural)
It is also important to note that a gap exists between God’s way of
doing things and our way. The fact that the Bible was written about
God puts the Bible in a unique category. God, being infinite,  is not
fully comprehensible by the finite. The Bible speaks of God’s per-
forming miracles and making predictions about the future. The Bible
also speaks of difficult-to-comprehend truths such as the Trinity, the
two natures of Christ, God’s sovereignty and man’s will. All these
and others contribute to our difficulty in understanding fully all that
is in the Bible.

Since God is the divine Author of the Book, it is totally
unique. It is one of a kind. The Bible is not simply a book with
man’s thoughts about God, though it includes them. It is also God’s
thoughts about God and man. The Bible reports what God did and
communicates what He is and what He desires. The Bible is also
unique in that it was written by God and man. Human authors
wrote as they were guided by the Holy Spirit (2 Peter 1:21). This
fact of dual authorship poses problems. How could God use people
of differing personalities to record the Scriptures and yet have the
final product be the work of the Holy Spirit? How does this affect
the individual authors’ own personalities and writing styles?

These six gaps pose serious problems when a person seeks to
understand the Bible. Even the Ethiopian in Acts 8 faced several of
these gaps, including the chronological, geographical, linguistic, and
supernatural. While much of the Bible is plain and easy to under-
stand, admittedly other parts are more difficult. Even Peter wrote,
“Our dear brother Paul also wrote . . . some things that are hard to
understand” (2 Peter 3:15-16). Some Bible verses remain a mystery
even to the most skilled interpreters.

Dejkitkm  in Hemzeneutics

Exactly what is hermeneutics? And how does it differ from exegesis
and exposition? The English word “hermeneutics” comes from the
Greek verb hemae& and the noun hemzt%eia.  These words point
back to the wing-footed messenger-god Hermes in Grecian mytholo-
gy. He was responsible for transmuting what is beyond human un-
derstanding into a form that human intelligence can grasp. He is said
to have discovered language and writing and was the god of litera-
ture and eloquence, among other things. He was the messenger or
interpreter of the gods, and particularly of his father Zeus. Thus the
verb hermt%eti came to refer to bringing someone to an understand-
ing of something in his language (thus explanation) or in another
language (thus translation). The English word intevpret  is used at
times to mean “explain” and at other times “translate.” Of the 19
times hemt%eti  and hemm%eia  OCCUT in the New Testament, they are
more frequently used in the sense of translating. In Luke 24:27 the
verb dievmt%ezui  is used: “And beginning with Moses and all the
Prophets, He explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures
concerning Himself.” When Jesus spoke to Simon He said, “‘You
will be called Cephas’ (which, when translated, is Peter)” (John
1:42). The word “translated” renders the Greek hevm&zeud.  In a
sense a translation is an explanation, explaining in one language what
is conveyed in another language. Thus interpretation involves mak-
ing clear and intelligible something that was unclear or unknown.

Hermeneutics, as mentioned earlier, is the science and art of
interpreting the Bible. Another way to define hermeneutics is this: It
is the science (principles) and art (task) by which the meaning of the
biblical text is determined. As Terry wrote:

Hermeneutics, therefore, is both a science and an art. As a
science, it enunciates principles, investigates the laws of thought
and language, and classifies its facts and results. As an art, it
teaches what application these principles should have, and es-
tablishes their soundness by showing their practical value in the
elucidation of the more difficult Scriptures. The hermeneutical
art thus cultivates and establishes a valid exegetical procedure.3

What then is exegesis and exposition? Exegesis may be de-
fined as the determination of the meaning of the biblical text in its
historical and literary contexts. Exposition is the communication of
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the meaning of the text along with its relevance to present-day hear-
ers. Exegesis is the actual interpretation of the Bible, and herme-
neutics consists of the principles by which the meaning is deter-
mined.

Homiletics is the science (principles) and art (task) by which
the meaning and relevance of the biblical text are communicated in a
preaching situation, and pedagogy is the science (principles) and art
(task) by which the meaning and relevance of the biblical text are
communicated in a teaching situation.

Exegesis is the study in private, and exposition is the presen-
tation in public. Exegesis is done in the study; exposition is done in
the pulpit or at the teacher’s desk or podium. The primary concern
in exegesis is an understandin,  of a biblical text, whereas the primary
concern of exposition is the communication of the meaning of the text.

DeBnitions  of Hemeneutics  and Related Terms

H E R M E N E U T I C S
The science (principles) and art (task) by which
the meaning of the biblical text is determined.

E X E G E S I S
The determination of the meaning of the biblical

text in its historical and literary contexts.

E X P O S I T I O N
The communication of the meaning of the text along

with its relevance to present-day hearers.

H O M I L E T I C S
The science (principles) and art (task) by which
the meaning and relevance of the biblical text

are communicated in a preaching situation.

P E D A G O G Y
The science (principles) and art (task) by which
the meaning and relevance of the biblical text

are communicated in a teaching situation.
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An effective expositor is first an effective exegete. Exegesis
precedes exposition, just as baking a cake comes before serving it.
The exegetical process takes place in the workshop, the warehouse. It
is a process in private, a perspiring task in which the Bible student
examines the backgrounds, meanings, and forms of words; studies
the structure and parts of sentences; seeks to ascertain the original
textual reading (textual criticism); etc. But not all those details are
shared when he preaches or teaches the Bible. An artist, in the pro-
cess of creating his work, agonizes over the minutia of his painting,
but in the end he wants others to see not the fme details but the
whole and how the parts are related.

Exegesis is thus a means to an end, a step toward exposition.
Exegesis is more technical and is basic to exposition, which is more

/ EDIFICATION

CORRELATION APPLICATION

(Comprehending the content)

O B S E R V A T I O N  , HERMENEUTICS
(Seeing the content) 1 (Principles for

I comprehending the content)
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practical. In the privacy of his study the exegete seeks to comprehend
the exact meaning of the Bible passage being studied. But in the
pulpit or classroom the expositor, having built his material on an
exegetical base, seeks to communicate that content. One is to the
other as the foundation is to the building. “‘To be valid, exposition
must be firmly based on exegesis: the meaning of the text for hearers
today must be related to its meaning for the hearers to whom it was
first addressed.“*

Hermeneutics is like a cookbook. Exegesis is the preparing
and baking of the cake, and exposition is serving the cake. The chart
on page 21 illustrates the relationship of these and other elements, all
of which lead to the final step of edification, that is, spiritual growth
in the life of the interpreter/communicator and the hearers or
readers.

In playing a game such as football or the table word game
Boggle, rules are to be known and followed. If football players are
on the field and have a football, but do not know the rules of the
game, they can make no progress. If a person is playing Boggle, he
may have all the parts but not know what to do with them. The rules
enable the players to proceed. Similarly hermeneutics provides the
rules or guidelines, the principles and theory governing a proper
approach to understanding the Bible. Biblical interpretation, howev-
er, is not like a computer program. We cannot plug in certain princi-
ples and expect to receive automatically a printout with the proper
interpretation.

No one can fully comprehend the meaning of the Bible unless he is
regenerate. The unsaved person is spiritually blind (2 Cor. 4:4) and
dead (Eph. 2:2). Paul wrote, “The man without the Spirit does not
accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are
foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are
spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). Does this mean an unsaved
person cannot understand the words of Scripture? No. Instead it
means he has no spiritual capacity for welcoming and appropriating
spiritual truths. As Martin Luther once said, the unregenerate can
understand the grammar of John 3:16, but they do not act on those
facts. It is in this sense that they are unable to know the things of the
Spirit of God.

The unsaved do not welcome the truth of the Scriptures
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because it strikes at the very core of their sinfulness. The Greek word
rendered “accept” in 1 Corinthians 2: 14 is the word dechomai,  which
means “to welcome.” An unsaved person, devoid of the indwelling
Holy Spirit may understand mentally what the Bible is saying, but he
rejects its message, refusing to appropriate it and act on it. By con-
trast people in Berea “received [dechomai]  the Word with great eager-
ness” (Acts 17:11, NASB) and the Thessalonians “welcomed
[dechamai]  the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit’
(1 Thes. 1:6).

First Corinthians 2:14 also states that the unsaved do not
“understand spiritual things.” The Greek word &z6skfi  (“to under-
stand”) does not mean comprehend intellectually; it means know by
experience. The unsaved obviously do not experience God’s Word
because they do not welcome it. Only the regenerate have the capaci-
ty to welcome and experience the Scriptures, by means of the Holy
Spirit.”

More than regeneration is necessary. Also reverence for and
interest in God and His Word are essential to interpreting the Bible
properly. A lackadaisical or cavalier attitude toward the Bible does
not contribute to proper understanding of God’s truth. The Scrip-
tures are called holy and should be treated as such (2 Tim. 3:15).

Other spiritual qualifications are a prayerful attitude and hu-
mility. An interpreter must recognize that other readers of the Bible
over the centuries have struggled to determine the meaning of many
of the same biblical passages, and as a result, they may have some
insights into those portions of Scripture. No interpreter is infallible.
Therefore he should acknowledge the possibility that his interpreta-
tion of a given passage may not be correct.

The Scriptures should also be approached with a willingness
to obey them, a willingness to put into practice what has been
learned in the Word. When one sees how the Lord has worked in the
lives of people in the Bible who obeyed or disobeyed Him, and
when he comprehends the precepts and instructions given in the
Bible for one’s life, he should willingly follow those examples and
instructions. Absence of a reverence for the Word, lack of prayer,
pride, or an unwillingness to obey the truths of the Scriptures will
hinder one’s skill in comprehending what the Bible says.

The interpreter must also depend on the Holy Spirit. As
Moule wrote, “The blessed Spirit is not only the true Author of the
written Word but also its supreme and true Expositor.“6  The role of
the Holy Spirit in biblical interpretation suggests several things.



24 BASIC BIBLE INTERPRETATION

First, His role does not mean that one’s interpretations are infallible.
Inerrancy and infallibility are characteristics of the Bible’s original
manuscripts, but not of the Bible’s interpreters. Individuals have the
right to interpret the Bible but this right does not mean that all the
results of private interpretation will be accurate.

Second, the work of the Spirit in interpretation does not
mean that He gives some interpreters a “hidden” meaning divergent
from the normal, literal meaning of the passage.

Third, as already suggested, a Christian who is living in sin is
susceptible to making inaccurate Bible interpretations because his
heart and mind are not in harmony with the Holy Spirit.

Fourth, the Holy Spirit guides into all truth (John 16: 13).
The word&de  means “to lead the way or guide along the way or
road.” Jesus’ promise to the disciples was that the Holy Spirit would
clarify and amplify what Christ had given them. After Christ ascend-
ed, the Holy Spirit came on the Day of Pentecost to indwell believ-
ers, and the disciples then understood the significance of Jesus’
words regarding Himself and His death and resurrection. Though
verse 13 was addressed specifically to the Twelve (v. 12)’ all believers
may be similarly guided into the truth about Christ. Believers, how-
ever, are not automatically led by the Spirit to comprehend the truth
of Scripture because, as already stated, obedience is necessary. Guid-
ance implies obedience to the Guide and a willingness to be led.
Only by the Holy Spirit can believers apply, that is, personally ap-
propriate the Scriptures.

Fifth, the place of the Holy Spirit in interpreting the Bible
means that He does not normally give sudden intuitive flashes of
insight into the meaning of Scripture. Many passages are readily
understood, but the meaning of others may come to light only grad-
ually as the result of careful study. The Spirit’s part in hermeneutics
does not suggest some mysterious work that is unexplainable and
unverifiable.

Sixth, the Spirit’s role in interpretation means that the Bible
was given to be understood by all believers. Its interpretation is not
in the hands of an elite few scholars.’

However, these spiritual qualifications do not automatically
mean that an individual’s interpretations of the Bible are all correct.
These are prerequisites, not guarantees.

Besides these spiritual qualifications, other qualifications are
helpful in approaching the Bible. A willingness to study is essential.
This may include a knowledge of Bible backgrounds, Bible history,
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and theology. As Ramm has explained, “Matters of fact cannot be
settled solely by spiritual means. One cannot pray to God for infor-
mation about the authorship of Hebrews and expect a distinct reply.
Nor is it proper to pray for information with reference to other
matters of biblical introduction expecting a revelation  about the me-
latiim.“8

The Bible student must also approach the Scriptures with
sound judgment and reason, seeking to be as objective in his ap-
proach to the Bible as possible, without coming to the Scriptures
with prejudice or preconceived notions.

Does all this mean that the average layperson cannot compre-
hend the Bible? Must a person be educated in a Bible college or
seminary to be able to interpret the Bible properly? No, the meaning
of the pages of Scripture are not limited to a few. Made in the image
of God, man is a rational (as well as an emotional and volitional)
being. He has the intellectual capacity to understand the Bible. As a
revelation of God, the Bible, written in human languages, is capable
of being understood.

On the other hand, this does not mean that human teachers
are not needed and that a person can be instructed by the Bible alone
without any attention to what others believe about it.’ Some have
been given the gift of teaching (Rom. 12:7;  1 Cor. 12:28; Eph.
4: 11). The 3,000 disciples saved on the Day of Pentecost “devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42). Peter and John
“entered the temple courts . . . and began to teach the people”
(5:21). They continued “teaching the people” (v. 25) and “day after
day. . . they never stopped teaching” (v. 42). “Barnabas and
Saul. . . taught great numbers of people” in Antioch (11:26). In
Corinth Paul was “teaching them the Word of God” for a year and a
half (18: 11). In Ephesus, Paul “taught . . . publicly and from house
to house” (20:20). He was accused of teaching all men everywhere
(21:28). Even when he was in Rome under house arrest he
“boldly . . . taught about the Lord Jesus Christ” (28: 31). If each
individual believer could comprehend fully the Scriptures by himself
apart from anyone else, then why were the apostles involved in
teaching believers, and why is the gift of teaching given to some in
the church today? Receiving the teaching of others can be in person
or through written instruction in commentaries. Being open to the
Spirit’s leading of others can help Bible students avoid some of the
dangers discussed earlier. This leads to the question of whether the
Bible possesses clarity.
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Can the Bible Be Understod?

Bible scholars sometimes refer to the perspicuity-or clarity-of the
Scriptures. But if the Bible is clear, then why the need for rules or
principles of interpretation? Why would any Christian coming to the
Bible’ need the help of other teachers or written materials such as
Bible commentaries, as just discussed?

Some people respond by saying it is impossible to under-
stand the Bible. They read a Bible passage, determined that they will
discover its meaning, but then find  that the meaning eludes them.
They conclude that if scholars who have studied the Bible for years
cannot agree on how to interpret certain passages, how can they as
laypersons do so? For them the Bible hardly seems to possess the
quality of clarity.

If the Scriptures possess clarity, then why discuss interpreta-
tion at all?

Granted, some passages of the Bible, as already stated, are
difficult to understand. And yet the basic message of the Bible is
simple enough for any person to comprehend. The Scriptures are not
obscure in themselves.l”  The teachings of the Bible are not inaccessi-
ble to the average person, as some have suggested. Nor is the Bible
written as a puzzle, a book of secrets and riddles given in jumbled
incommunicable form. The fact that the Bible is a book means that it
is to be read and understood. As God’s written revelation, the Bible
reveals to us His character, plans, and standards. The human authors,
whose writings were given by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit,
wrote to be understood, not to confuse or bemuddle. As Martin
Luther affirmed, the priesthood of all believers (1 Peter 25) means
the Bible is accessible and understandable by all Christians. This
opposed the alleged obscurity of the Bible, according to the Roman
Catholic Church, which said that only the church could disclose its
meaning.

Yet there are hindrances to communication. What was clear
to the writer may not be immediately clear to the reader. This means
that interpretation is necessary to help remove these obstacles to
communication and to understanding. Exegesis and interpretation
then are necessary to help expose the clarity that the Scriptures pos-
sess in themselves. As a divine Book in which God is communicating
to man, the message is basically clear, and yet as God’s Word it does
include a profundity that can challenge the most diligent scholars.

C H A P T E R  T W O

Bible Iiatepretutioa  -
Then and Mm

When you drive an automobile, you need to keep your eyes open to
various highway signs. Some signs give warnings: “Bump,” or “Re-
pair work ahead.” Others give directions: “Detour,” “Highway 31-
Exit right,” or “One way only.” Still other highway signs give infor-
mation: “School zone,” or “Speed limit- 30 m.p.h.”

In a similar way understanding how individuals and groups
have interpreted the Bible in the past can serve as signs to us, giving
us warnings, direction, and information.

Like a warning signal, studying the history of Bible interpre-
tation can help us see the errors of others in the past and the conse-
quences of those errors, thus alerting us to guard against repeating
them. As Mickelsen has written, “History shows that erroneous prin-
ciples have often spoiled the exegetical work of fine men, some of
whom are great saints. This should be a warning to us against care-
less interpretation. There is less excuse for us because we can profit
by the lessons of the past?

As a directional signal, knowing something of the develop-
ment of Bible interpretation over the centuries can help us see the
importance of correct Bible interpretations and what they involve. As
an informational signal, the history of hermeneutics helps us see how
certain interpretive issues have arisen, and how others in the past
have dealt with them. It gives information on how we have arrived at
where we are today in understanding the Bible.

As will be seen in this chapter, Bible students over the centu-
ries have taken various approaches to the Scriptures: literal, allegori-
cal, traditional, rationalistic, and subjective. (See the historical time
line at the end of this chapter.)

27
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Jkwkb  Intwpvtation

Ezra and the Scribes
When the Jews returned from the Babylonian Exile, they were prob-
ably speaking Aramaic rather than Hebrew. This meant that when
Ezra, the scribe (Neh. 8:1,4, 13; 12:36)  read the Law (8:3), it was
necessary for the Levites (w. 7-9) to translate from Hebrew to Ara-
maic.  This may be the meaning of the phrase “making it clear” (v.
8). The HebrewpiFras  means “to make distinct or interpret,” possibly
here meaning “to translate.” In addition the Levites as they circulated
among the people were “giving the meaning,” that is, explaining or
interpreting the Law “so that the people could understand what was
being read” (v. 8).

Between the time of Ezra and the time of Christ, scribes not
only taught the Scriptures but also copied them. They had great
reverence for the text of the Old Testament, but this veneration for
the text soon became excessive. For example Rabbi Akiba (A.D.
50?-132),  who was the leader of a school for -abbis at Jtia, Pales-
tine, “maintained that every repetition, figure, parallelism, synonyme
[sic], word, letter, particle, pleonasm, nay, the very shape of a letter,
had a recondite meaning, just as every fiber of a fly’s wing or an ant’s
foot has its peculiar significance.“2  Akiba taught that “as a hammer
divides fire into many sparks, so every verse of Scripture has many
explanations.‘y3 He said that meanings were to be found in every
monosyllable of Scripture.

If there is a superfluous “and” or “also,” or sign of case, these
are always to be specially interpreted. If in 2 Rings 2:14, it said
of Elisha that “he also had smitten the waters” [KJV] it means
that Elisha did more wonders at the Jordan than Elijah. If
David says “Thy servant slew also the lion, also the bear,” the
meaning (by the rule of inclusion after inchsion),  is that he slew
three animals besides. If it is written that God visited Sarah, it
means that. . . He [also] visited other barren women.’

Hillel and Shammui

Rabbi Hillel (70 B.C.?-A.D. 102) was a prominent leader among the
Jews of Palestine. He was born in Babylonia and established a
school, which was named for him, in Jerusalem. He was known for
his humility and love. He arranged under six topics the many rules
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that had developed among the Jews pertaining to the 613 commands
in the Mosaic Law.

He also set forth seven rules for interpreting the Old Testa-
ment. Wood summarizes these seven as follows:

The first has to do with inferences from the less to the more
important and vice versa. The second is inference by analogy.
The third is “constructing a family,” that is, where a group of
passages has a resemblance in contents, the group is regarded as
having a common character derived from the meaning of the
principal passage of the group. Thus, what is not explicit in any
one of the passages may be interpreted in the light of the princi-
pal passage. The fourth is the same as the third but is limited to
two passages. The fifth rule was based on a relation between the
General and the Particular. The sixth was exposition by means
of another similar passage. The seventh was a deduction from
the context.5

Shammai, a contemporary of Hillel, differed from Hillel in
both personality and hermeneutics. A man with a violent temper, he
interpreted the Law rigidly. The teachings of these two rabbis often
directly conflicted with each other. After the fall of Jerusalem in A.D.

70 the School of Hillel became prominent, and the School of
Shammai receded in significance and influence.

Allegorizing is searching for a hidden or a secret meaning underlying
but remote from and unrelated in reality to the more obvious mean-
ing of a text. In other words the literal reading is a sort of code,
which needs to be deciphered to determine the more significant and
hidden meaning. In this approach the literal is superficial; the alle-
gorical is the true meaning.

Jewish allegorization was influenced by the allegorizing of
the Greeks. Greek philosophers, while appreciating the ancient Greek
writings of Homer (ninth century B.C.) and Hesiod (eighth century
KC.), were embarrassed by the immoral conduct and by the anthro-
pomorphisms of the fanciful gods of Greek mythology in those writ-
ings. For instance Phaedra fell in love with her stepson Hippolytus.
Zeus had to defeat the three-headed Typhon. And Ares, the Greek
god of war, delighted in slaughter. How could the Greek philoso-
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phers revere these writings and at the same time accept the elements
in their writings “which were fanciful, grotesque, absurd, or immor-
al”?6

To get around this problem, the philosophers allegorized the
stories, looking for hidden meanings underneath the literal writings.
Theogenes of Rhegium, who lived around 520 B.C., may have been
the first Greek philosopher to have allegorized Homer. Another sug-
gestion of the first philosopher to allegorize Homer is Pherecydes of
Syros, of the seventh century B.C.’

The allegorizing approach enabled Greek philosophers who
came along later, such as the Stoics, Chaeremon, and Cleanthes, to
promote their own ideas while claiming to be faithful to the writings
of the past. They could promote their own teachings under the guise
of allegorizing the mythology of Homer and Hesiod. The Greek
writers in this way were using allegorizing for apologetic purposes,
to keep the Greek poets from being ridiculed.

Jews in Alexandria, Egypt were influenced by Greek philoso-
phy. But they too faced a problem: How could they accept the Old
Testament and also Greek philosophy, particularly that of Plato?
Their solution was to do the same as the Greek philosophers them-
selves, namely, to allegorize the Old Testament. The Alexandrian
Jews were concerned about anthropomorphisms and immoralities in
the Old Testament, just as the Greek philosophers were embarrassed
by those elements in Homer and Hesiod. Because of the many
Greeks living in Alexandria, the Jews were readily influenced by
&em,  and easily took up allegorizing the Old Testament as a way of
accepting it along with Greek philosophy. They too saw this as a
means of apologetics, a way to defend the Old Testament to the
Greeks.

The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament
made in Alexandria about 200 years before Christ, makes deliberate
attempts to remove the anthropomorphisms of God. For example
the Hebrew of Exodus 15: 3, “The Lord is a man of war” ( KJV) is
rendered in the Septuagint by the words, “The Lord crushing wars.”
“The form of the Lord” in the Hebrew of Numbers 12:8 is rendered
in the Septuagint “the glory of the Lord.” In Exodus 32:14, “And
the Lord repented of the evil,” the Septuagint reads, “And the Lord
was moved with compassion.“x

Two names stand out in Alexandrian Jewish allegorization:
Aristobulus and Philo.  Aristobulus, who lived around 160 B.C., be-
lieved that Greek philosophy borrowed from the Old Testament, and
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that those teachings could be uncovered only by allegorizing.
The Letter of Aristeas, written by an Alexandrian Jew about

100 B.C., illustrates Jewish allegorizing. It said that the dietary laws
really taught various kinds of discrimination necessary to obtain vir-
tue, and that the chewing of the cud by some animals is referring to
reminiscing on life and existence (Letter of Aristeas, 154).

Philo  (ca. 20 B.c.-ca. A.D. 54) is the best known Alexandrian
Jewish allegorizer. He too was influenced by Greek philosophy, yet
because of his piety as a Jew he sought to defend the Old Testament
to Greeks and, even more so, to fellow Jews. He was led to allegorize
the Old Testament, rather than always following a literal method of
interpretation, because of his desire to avoid contradictions and blas-
phemies. Philo  stated that allegorizing is necessary to avoid seeming-
ly unworthy statements of God, or seemingly contradictory state-
ments in the Old Testament. He also said that allegorizing is
necessary if the passage itself indicates that it is allegorical.

Philo  taught that Sarah and Hagar represent virtue and edu-
cation, Jacob and Esau represent prudence and folly, Jacob’s resting
on the stone speaks of the self-discipline of the soul, and the seven-
branched candelabrum in the tabernacle and the temple represent
seven planets. Synonyms and plays on words were also bases for
allegorizing. Farrar gives the following examples from Philo’s
writings:

If Scripture says that Adam “‘hid himself from God,” the expres-
sion dishonors God who sees all things-and therefore it must
be allegory. If we are told that Jacob sends Joseph to look after
his brethren when he had so many servants, or that Cain had a
wife or built a city, or that Potiphar had a wife, or that Israel is
an “inheritance of God,” or if Abraham be called “the father”
instead of grandfather of Jacob - those are “contradictions,” and
therefore the passages in which they occur must be allegorized.9

Philo,  however, did not totally set aside the literal meaning
of Scripture. And yet he said it was the more immature level of
understanding, corresponding to the body, whereas the allegorical
meaning is for the mature, corresponding to the soul.

Some Jews became ascetics, forming exclusive communities,
such as that of the Essencs  at Qumran near the Dead Sea. They
copied the Scriptures and wrote commentaries on some of the Old
Testament books. They  too were influenced by allegorizing. In the

BIBLE INTERPRETATION-THEN AND NOW 33

Qumran commentary on Habakkuk 2:17 they wrote, “Lebanon
stands here for the Communal Council, and ‘wild beasts’ for the
simple-minded Jews who carry out the Law.”

Early Church Fathers

Little is known about the hermeneutics of the earliest church fathers,
those who lived in the first century A.D., but it is known that their
writings were filled with Old Testament quotations, and that they
saw the Old Testament as pointing toward Christ.

Clement of Rome lived around A.D. 30-95. He quoted at
length from the Old Testament. He also cited the New Testament
frequently as a means of fortifying his own exhortations.

Ignatius of Antioch in Pisidia (ca. 35-107) wrote seven let-
ters to Rome, in which he alluded to the Old Testament frequently
and emphasized Jesus Christ. Polycarp of Smyrna (70-155) also
quoted the Old and New Testaments frequently in his letter to the
Philippians.

The Epistle of Barnabas quotes the Old Testament 119
times. It also allegorizes frequently. A classic example is Barnabas’
reference to the 318 servants with Abraham (Gen. 14: 14). He said
three Greek letters represent the number 3 18 and each has a mean-
ing. The Greek letter t stands for 300 and represents the cross, and
the letters i and d represent 10 and 8 respectively, and are the first
two letters in fisous,  the Greek word for Jesus. The 318 servants then
become a type of Jesus on the cross. Barnabas wrote, God “knows
that I never taught to anyone a more certain truth; but I trust that ye
are worthy of it.” This practice of seeing significance in numbers is
known as gematv+ia.

Barnabas’ other interpretations are a bit farfetched. For ex-
ample he said the sentence in Psalm 1:3, “He is like a tree planted by
streams of water,” speaks of both baptism and the cross. His leaf not
withering means that the godly person will bring provision and hope
to many people.

From these early church fathers it is obvious that while they
m:\y have started out well, they were soon influenced by allegorizing.
And yet they viewed the Old Testament as having many types point-
illg ahead to Jesus Christ.

Justin Martyr of Samaria (ca. 100-164) quoted frequently
ii-om  the Scriptures in his writings, usually for the purpose of show-
illg that the Old Testament foretold Christ.
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Justin was an enthusiastic lover and fearless defender of Chris-
tianity. He was a man of great learning, and delighted to use his
knowledge of Greek philosophy to illustrate and enhance the
teachings of Scripture. But his expositions are often fanciful,
sometimes almost silly. He . . . carries the typical interpretation
of the Old Testament to wild extravagance.‘O

Justin said Leah represents the Jews, Rachel is the church,
and Jacob is Christ who serves both. When Aaron and Hur held up
Moses’ hands, that act represented the cross. Justin said the Old
Testament is relevant to Christians, but its relevance, he argued, is
seen by allegorizing.

In his D&b&tie with Typho  he opposed Marcion,  an early
church writer who rejected the Old Testament and believed it has no
relevance for Christians today. Marcion  argued that even allegorizing
could not give it Christian relevance.

Irenaeus lived in Symrna (now part of Turkey) and in Lyons
(now in France). He lived around 130-202. In opposing Gnostics
and their fanciful interpretations, Irenaeus stressed in his work
Against  Heresies that the Bible is to be understood in its obvious,
natural sense. In opposition to other heretics, such as the Valentin-
ians and the followers of Marcion,  who rejected the Old Testament,
Irenaeus stressed that the Old Testament is acceptable for Christians
because it is full of types. In some cases, however, his typology
became extreme to the point of allegory. For example he said that
the three spies (not two!) hidden by Rahab were types of God the
Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. In his five books
“On the Detection and Overthrow of Knowledge Falsely So Called”
he charged his opponents with two errors. First, they neglected the
order and the context of Bible passages, taking isolated passages and
words and interpreting them in the light of their own theories. Sec-
ond, he charged the Valentinians with interpreting clear and obvious
passages by the dark and obscure.” Irenaeus pointed out that one
ambiguous statement in Scripture is not to be explained on the basis
of another ambiguous statement.

The one standard of correct interpretation for Irenaeus is the
rule of faith as preserved in churches in the apostolic succession.*2  He
frequently appealed to tradition, saying that the true exposition of
Scripture must be learned by elders who could claim apostolic suc-
cession.

Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 160-220) said that the Scriptures
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are the property of the church. The answer to heresy is “the rule of
faith,” that is, the teachings of orthodoxy held by the church. Tertul-
lian believed that Bible passages must be taken in their original sense,
interpreted according to the situation in which they were uttered or
written.13  And yet, like Irenaeus, his typology  bordered on allegoriz-
ing. In Genesis 1:2 the Spirits hovering over the waters refers to
baptism, and Christ was teaching symbols when He told Peter to put
away his sword.

Tertullian blamed the Gnostics for their allegorizing, and yet
he allegorized whenever it suited his purposes. Symbols of the 12
Apostles are the 12 wells of Elim, the 12 gems on the high priest’s
breastplate, and the 12 stones taken from the Jordan River.‘*

Several observations may be made about these three apolo-
gists, Justin, Irenaeus, and Tertullian: (1) Allegorizing became apol-
ogetic, just as it had served that purpose for the Greek philosophers
and the Alexandrian Jews. The problems of the Old Testament were
readily solved, these men felt, by allegorization. (2) Typology  easily
slipped into allegorizing. (3) Church authority became a tool for
opposing heresy. Unknowingly these apologists prepared the way for
church tradition as a higher authority, a view that became dominant
for centuries in the Middle Ages.

Akxandrian and Antiochene Fathers

Two schools of thought developed about 200 years or so after
Christ, schools of hermeneutical views that had a strong impact on
the church for centuries to come.

Alexandrian  Fathers
Pantaenus, who died around 190, was the earliest known teacher of
the Catechetical School in Alexandria, Egypt. He was the teacher of
Clement (not to be confused with the Clement of Rome mentioned
earlier).

It is not surprising that Clement (155-2 16),  living in Alexan-
dria, was influenced by the Jewish allegorist Philo.  Clement taught
that all Scripture speaks in a mysterious language of symbols. One
reason is so that readers may become inquisitive and another is that
it is not suitable for everyone to understand the Scriptures.

Clement said any passage from the Bible may have up to five
meanings: (a) historical (the stories of the Bible), (b) doctrinal, with
moral and theological teachings, (c) prophetic, which includes types
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and prophecies, (d) philosophical (allegories in historical persons
such as Sarah representing true wisdom and Hagar representing pa-
gan philosophy), and (e) mystical (moral and spiritual truths).

In his excessive allegorizing, Clement taught that the Mosaic
prohibitions against eating swine, hawks, eagles, and ravens (Lev.
11: 7, 13-19) represent respectively unclean lust for food, injustice,
robbery, and greed. In the feeding of the 5,000 (Luke 9:10-17) the
two fish represent Greek philosophy (The Miscellanies 6.11).

Origen (ca. 185-254) was a man of great learning and mag-
netic personality. In keeping with his veneration for the Scriptures,
he developed the Hexapla, an arranging in six parallel columns of the
Hebrew text and five Greek versions of the Old Testament. This
immense work consumed about 28 years. He wrote a number of
commentaries and homilies on most of the Bible, and also wrote
several apologetic works including Treatise agrainst Celstis and De
Principiis. In this latter work he pointed out that since the Bible is
full of enigmas, parables, dark sayings, and moral problems, the
meaning must be found at a deeper level. These problems include the
existence of days in Genesis 1 before the sun or moon were created’
God’s walking in the Garden of Eden, other anthropomorphisms
such as the face of God, and moral problems such as Lot’s incest’
Noah’s drunkenness, Jacob’s polygamy, Tamar’s  seduction of Judah,
and others. These and other problems used by enemies of the Gospel
to oppose Christianity were readily answered by Origen through his
allegorizing. In fact he said that Scripture itself demands that the
interpreter employ the allegorical method (De Principiis  4.2.49;
4.3.1). He saw a threefold meaning in Scripture -literal, moral, and
spiritual/allegorical. He based this on the Septuagint rendering of
Proverbs 22:20-21, “Do thou thrice record them . . . that thou may-
est answer with words of truth.” This threefold sense is also sug-
gested in 1 Thessalonians 5:23 by the body (literal), the soul (mor-
al), and the spirit (allegorical). In reality he usually stressed only two
meanings, the literal and the spiritual (the “1etter”  and the “spirit”).
All Scripture has a spiritual meaning, he contended, but not all has a
literal meaning.

In Origen’s allegorizing he taught that Noah’s ark pictured the
church and that Noah represented Christ. Rebekah’s drawing
water at the well for Abraham’s servant means we must daily come to
the Scriptures to meet Christ. In Jesus’ triumphal entry the donkey
represented the Old Testament, its colt depicted the New Testament,
and the two apostles pictured the moral and mystic senses of Scripture.
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Origen so ignored the literal, normal meanings of Scripture
that his allegorizing became unusually excessive. As one writer stat-
ed, it was “fantasy unlimited.“15

Antiochene Fathers
Sensing the rampant disregard for the literal meaning of the Scrip-
tures in the Alexandrian Fathers, several church leaders in Antioch of
Syria emphasized historical, literal interpretation. They stressed the
study of the Bible’s original languages (Hebrew and Greek) and they
wrote commentaries on the Scriptures. The basis for uniting the Old
and New Testaments was typology  and predictive prophecy rather
than allegorizing. For them, literal interpretation included figurative
language.

Dorotheus, by his teachings, helped prepare the way for the
founding of the school at Antioch of Syria. Lucian  (ca. 240-3 12)
was the founder of the Antiochene school.

Diodorus, also of the Antiochene school (d. 393)’ wrote a
work entitled What i!i the Difference  between Theory and Allegory? He
used the word theory to mean the genuine meaning of the text, which
he said includes metaphors as well as plain statements. He was the
teacher of two other prominent Antiochene fathers, Theodore of
Mopsuestia and John Chrysostom. Theodore of Mopsuestia is said
to have been the greatest interpreter of the School of Antioch. In the
last of his five books, On Allepy and Histovy against  On>en, he
asked, “If Adam were not really Adam, how did death enter the
human race?” Though Theodore denied the canonicity of several
Bible books, he has been called the prince of ancient exegetes. Gil-
bert wrote, ‘The commentary of Theodore [of Mopsuestia] on the
minor epistles of Paul is the first and almost the last exegetical work
produced in the ancient church which will bear any comparison with
modern commentaries.“16

John Chrysostom (ca. 354-407)  was archbishop of Constan-
tinople. His more than 600 homilies, which are expository dis-
courses with practical applications, led one writer to state that “Chry-
sostom is unquestionably the greatest commentator among the early
fathers of the church.“” His works contain about 7,000 quotations
from the Old Testament and about 11,000 from the New.

Theodoret (386-458) wrote commentaries on most of the
Old Testament books, and on the Epistles of Paul. His comments,
according to Terry, are “among the best specimens of ancient exege-
sis.“‘”
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Lute Church  Fathers

Seven names are prominent among the late church fathers of the ffi
and sixth centuries, though Jerome and Augustine are the best
known of this group.

Jerome (ca. 347-419) originally followed Origen in his alle-
gorizing. His first exegetical work, A Commentavy  on Obadiah, was
allegorical. But later, after he was influenced by the Antiochene
school and the Jewish teachers, he became more literal. His last
commentary, on Jeremiah, was literal in its approach. He did believe,
however, that a deeper meaning of Scripture was to be built on the
literal sense. Or if the literal meaning were unedifying, he set it aside.
For this reason he allegorized the story of Judah and Tamar (Gen.
38).

After traveling extensively, he settled in Bethlehem in A.D.
386, and in seclusion, he wrote commentaries on most of the Bible
books and translated the Bible into Latin. This translation, the Vul-
gate, is clearly his greatest accomplishment.

As stated earlier, Tertullian helped prepare the way for
church authority and tradition. Vincent, who died before 450, car-
ried on this emphasis with greater clarity. In his Commnittitim
(A.D. 434) he wrote that the Scriptures received their final exposition
in the ancient church. ‘The line of the interpretation of the prophets
and apostles must be directed according to the norm of the ecclesias-
tical and Catholic sense.” This “norm” included the decisions of the
church councils and the interpretations given by the Fathers. His
hermeneutical authority was, “‘What has everywhere, always, by all
been believed.” Thus the three tests for determining the meaning of
a passage were ecumenicity, antiquity, and common sense.

Augustine (354-430) was a leading theologian, with a great
influence on the church for centuries. At first he was a Manichaean.
The Manichaean movement, which began in the third century A.D.,
discredited Christianity by pointing up the absurd anthropomor-
phisms of the Old Testament. This approach posed problems for his
understanding of the Old Testament. This tension was resolved,
however, when at the cathedral in Milan, Italy he heard Ambrose,
who often quoted 2 Corinthians 3:6, “The letter kills, but the Spirit
gives life.” This led Augustine to accept allegorizing as a solution to
Old Testament problems.

In his work De Doctxina  Christiana  (On Christian Doctrine),
written in 397, he pointed out that the way to determine if a passage
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is allegorical (and the way to solve exegetical problems) is to consult
“the rule of faith,” that is, the teaching of the church as well as
Scripture itself. However, in the same work Augustine developed the
principle of “the analogy of faith,”  by which he meant no interpreta-
tion is acceptable if it is contrary to the general tenor of the rest of
Scripture. In book three of On Christian Doctrine he presented seven
rules of interpretation by which he sought to give a rational basis for
allegorization. They are as follows:

1. “The Lord and His body.” What is said of Christ often
applies also to His body, the church.

2. “The twofold division of the Lord, or the mixed church.”
The church may contain hypocrites as well as true believers, as seen
in the good and bad fish in the net (Matt. 13:47-48).

3. “Promises and the Law.” Some passages relate to grace
and some to Law, some to the Spirit and some to the letter, some to
works and some to faith.

4. “Species and genus.” Some passages relate to the part
(species) and some to the whole (genus). Believing Israelites, for
example, are a species (a part) of the genus, the church, which is
spiritual Israel.

5. ‘Times.” Supposed discrepancies can be solved by includ-
ing one statement within the other. For example the record of one
Gospel which says the Transfiguration was six days after the scene at
Caesarea Philippi, is included in the eight days recorded by another
Gospel writer. And numbers often mean not the specific mathemati-
cal number but rather an extensive amount.

6. “Recapitulation.” Some difficult  passages may be ex-
plained by seeing them as referring back to a previous account. The
second account of Creation in Genesis 2 is explained as a recapitula-
tion of the first account in Genesis 1, not as a contradiction to it.

7. ‘The devil and his body.” Some passages, such as Isaiah
14, which speak of the devil, relate more aptly to his body, that is,
his followers.

In his approach to interpreting the Bible, Augustine said that
the supreme test of determining whether a passage is allegorical is
that of love. If a literal interpretation makes for dissension, then the
passage is to be allegorized.” He emphasized that the task of the
expositor is to determine the meaning of the Scriptures, not to bring
a meaning to it. Yet he is guilty of this very thing he opposed, for he
emphasized that “Scripture has more than one meaning and there-
fore the allegorical method is proper.“2o  In his allegorizing Augustine
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taught that the four rivers in Genesis 2:10-14 are four cardinal vir-
tues and that in the Fall the fig leaves represent hypocrisy and the
skin covering is mortality (3:7,21).  Noah’s drunkenness (Gen. 9:20-
23) represents Christ in His suffering  and death. The teeth of the
Shulamite in Song of Songs 4:2 speak of the church “tearing men
away from heresy.”

John Cassian (ca. 360-435) was a monk from Scythia (mod-
ern Romania). He taught that the Bible has a fourfold meaning:
historical’ allegorical, tropological, anagogical. By tropological he
meant a moral meaning. The Greek pope;  “a turn,” suggests the turn
of a word to a moral sense. By anagogical he meant a secret or
heavenly meaning, from the Greek word anapin, “to lead up.”

Cassian developed the four-line ditty that became famous
throughout the Middle Ages:

Littera  Jesta hcet,
Quid creak al&mh,
Moralis quid agas,
Quo tenah anagogia.

Translated this means the following:

The letter teaches events [i.e., what God and our ancestors did],
What you believe is [taught] by allegory,
The moral [teaching] is what you do,
Where you are heading is [taught] by analogy.

Mickelsen has suggested the following rough paraphrase to keep the
metrical rhyme in English:

The letter  shows us what God and our Fathers did;
The aZZe&ory  shows us where our faith is hid;
The moral  meaning gives us rules of daily life;
The anaZgy  shows us where we end our strife.2*

In this approach Jerusalem can have four meanings: histori-
cally, the city of the Jews; allegorically, the church of Christ; tropo-
logically (or morally), the human soul; and anagogically,  the heaven-
ly city.

Eucherius of Lyons, who died around 450, sought to prove
in his book Rules fm Allegorical Inte~retation  the existence of sym-
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bolic  language in Scripture. To justify this he argued that just as
pearls are not thrown to swine so the truths of Scripture are kept
from the unspiritual. Thus anthropomorphisms help the unlearned
but others can see beyond them to the deeper meanings of Scripture.
Yet Eucherius also saw a “historical discussion,” that is, a literal
sense, in Scripture.

Adrian of Antioch wrote a handbook on interpretation called
Introdtiction to Sacred Scriptures around A.D. 425. In this work he
stated that anthropomorphisms are not to be taken literally. He also
discussed metaphorical expressions and rhetorical forms. He stressed
that literalism is primary, but that Bible interpreters must go beyond
the literal to deeper understandings.

Junilius wrote a manual of interpretation called Rules fm the
Divine Law, around 550. He said that faith and reason are not oppo-
sites. He, like Adrian, stated that interpretation of the Bible must
begin with grammatical analysis, but must not be limited to it.

He saw four kinds of types in Scripture, illustrated by these
examples: Christ’s resurrection is a joyful type of our future joyful
rising; Satan’s sad fall was a type of our sad fall; Adam’s sad fall was
a type (by contrast) of our Saviour’s joyful  righteousness; and joyful
baptism is a type of our Lord’s sad death.22

It becomes clear from these late church fathers that Jerome,
Vincent, and Augustine paved the way for two emphases that were
to endure for more than a thousand years -allegorization and church
authority. Cassian, Eucherius, Adrian, and Junilius built on
Augustine’s allegorical approach to Scripture, thus entrenching this
approach to the Bible throughout the coming centuries of the Mid-
dle Ages.

Middle &es

“The Middle Ages was a vast desert so far as biblical interpretation is
concerned.“23  “There was no fresh, creative thinking about the Scrip-
tures themselves.“24 Church tradition was prominent, along with the
allegorizing of Scripture.

Common in the Middle Ages was the use of the catena, a
chain of interpretations, pieced together from the commentaries of
the church fathers. Most medieval catenas were taken from the Latin
fAthers,  Ambrose, Hilary, Augustine, and Jerome.25

The beginning of the Middle Ages is usually identified with
Gregory the Great (540-604), the first pope of the Roman Catholic
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Church. He based his interpretations of the Bible on the church
fathers. Not surprisingly, he justified allegorizing by saying, “what
are the sayings of the truth if we do not take them as food for the
nourishment of the soul? . . . Allegory makes a kind of machine for
the soul far off from God by which it can be raised up to Him”
(*&tin of the Sony of Song;c).  Illustrations of his allegorizing in-
clude these: in the Book of Job the 3 friends are heretics, Job’s 7
sons are the 12 Apostles, the 7,000 sheep are innocent thoughts, the
3,000 camels are vain notions, the 500 pair of oxen are virtues, and
the 500 donkeys are lustful inclinations.

Venerable Bede (673-734), the Anglo-Saxon theologian,
wrote commentaries that are largely compilations from the works of
Ambrose, Basil, and Augustine. They too are largely allegorical. In
the Parable of the Prodigal Son, the son, according to Bede, is
worldly philosophy, the father is Christ, and the father’s house is the
church.

Alcuin (735-804), of York, England also followed the alle-
gorizing method. In his commentary on John, he, like Bede, com-
piled the comments of others including Augustine and Ambrose.

Rabanus Maurus,  a pupil of Alcuin, wrote commentaries on
all the books of the Bible. In his allegorizing he wrote that the four
wheels of Ezekiel’s vision are the Law, the Prophets, the Gospels,
and the Apostles. The historical meaning of the Bible is milk, the
allegorical is bread, the analogical is savory nourishment, and the
tropological is exhilarating wine.

Rashi  (1040-1105) was a Jewish literalist of the Middle
Ages, who had a great influence on Jewish and Christian interpreta-
tions by his emphasis on Hebrew grammar and syntax. He wrote
commentaries on all the Old Testament except Job and Chronicles.
He stated that “the literal must stand no matter what that might
mean for the traditional.“” The title Rashi  is taken from the first
letters of his name: Rabbi Shilomo [Solomon] bar [son of] Isaac.

Three writers at the Abbey of Saint Victor in Paris followed
Rashi  in his interest in the historical and literal sense of the Scrip-
tures. These men-Hugo (1097-1141),  Richard (d. 1173),  and An-
drew (d. 1175) - were known as the Victorines. Richard and An-
drew were pupils of Hugo. The emphasis of the Victorines on the
literal sense of Scripture was a bright light in the Dark Ages. Andrew
disagreed with Jerome who had said that the first part of Jeremiah
1:5 refers to Jeremiah but that the last part of that verse refers to
Paul. Andrew said, “What bearing does this have on Paul?” Richard,

however, did give more attention than the other two to the mystical
meaning of the Bible.

Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153),  a leading monk, wrote
extensively, including 86 sermons on only the first two chapters of
the Song of Songs! His approach to the Scriptures was a typically
excessive allegorizing and mysticism. As an example the virgins in
Song of Songs 1: 3 are angels, and the two swords in Luke 22: 38 are
the spiritual (the clergy) and the material (the emperor).

Joachim of Flora (1132-1202),  a Benedictine monk, wrote
that the time from Creation to Christ was the age of God the Father,
the second age (from Christ to 1260) was the age of God the Son,
represented by the New Testament, and the future age (to begin in
1260) was to be the age of the Holy Spirit. Joachim also wrote a
harmony of the Gospels and commentaries on several of the proph-
ets.

Stephen Langton (ca. 1155-1228),  Archbishop of Canter-
bury, held that spiritual interpretation is superior to literal interpreta-
tion. Therefore in the Book of Ruth, the field is the Bible, Ruth
represents students, and the reapers are the teachers. Langton is the
one who made chapter divisions in the Vulgate Bible.

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was the most famous theolo-
gian of the Roman Catholic Church of the Middle Ages. He held
that the literal meaning of Scripture is basic, but that other senses are
built on it. Since the Bible has a divine Author (as well as human
authors), it has a spiritual sense. “The literal sense is that which the
author intends, but God being the Author, we may expect to fmd in
the Scripture a wealth of meaning. . . . The Author of Holy Scripture
is God, in whose power it is to signify His meaning, not by words
only (as man also can do) but also by things themselves. . . . That
signification whereby things signified by words have themselves also
a signification is called the spiritual sense, which is based on the
literal and presupposes it” (Summa Theologica,  I. 1.10). Aquinas too
held to the historical, allegorical, tropological, and anagogical  mean-
ings.”

Nicholas of Lyra (1279-1340) is a significant figure in the
Middle Ages because he is a bridge between the darkness of that era
and the light of the Reformation. In his commentaries on the Old
Testament he rejected the Vulgate and went back to the Hebrew.
But he did not know Greek. Luther was strongly influenced by
Nicholas.

Though Nicholas accepted the fourfold sense of Scripture
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common in the Middle Ages, he had little regard for it and stressed
the literal. He was strongly influenced in that direction by Rashi.

John Wycliffe (ca. 1330-1384) was an outstanding Reformer
and theologian, who strongly emphasized the authority of Scripture
for doctrine and Christian living. Thus he opposed the traditional
authority of the Catholic Church. He proposed several rules for
Bible interpretation: (a) obtain a reliable text’ (b) understand Scrip-
ture’s logic, (c) compare parts of Scripture with each other, (d)
maintain a humble, seeking attitude so that the Holy Spirit can
instruct (The  Truth of.&& Scripture, 1377, pp. 194-205). Stressing
the grammatical, historical interpretation of Scripture, Wycliffe
wrote that “all things necessary in Scripture are contained in its
proper literal and historical senses.” Wycliffe was the first English
translator of the Bible. He has been called “the morning star of the
Reformation.”

The  Refor-mdan

In the Reformation the Bible became the sole authority for belief
and practice. The Reformers built on the literal approach of the
Antiochene school and the Victorines.  The Reformation was a time
of social and ecclesiastical upheaval but, as Ramm points out, it was
basically a hermeneutical reformation, a reformation in reference to
the approach to the Bible.28

The Renaissance, beginning in the 14th century in Italy and
extending into the 17th century, was a revival of interest in classical
writings, including an interest in Hebrew and Greek. John Reuchlin
wrote several books on Hebrew grammar including A Gvamvnatial
Interpretation of the Seven Penitential Psalms. Desiderius Erasmus, the
leading humanist of the Renaissance, edited and published in 1516
the first edition of the Greek New Testament. He also wrote and
published Annotations on the New Testament, and paraphrases on the
entire New Testament except Revelation. “These publications intro-
duced a new era in biblical learning, and went far toward supplant-
ing the scholasticism of the previous ages by better methods of theo-
logical study.“2Y

Martin Luther (1483-1546) wrote, “When I was a monk, I
was an expert in allegories. I allegorized everything. But after lectur-
ing on the Epistles of the Romans I came to have knowledge of
Christ. For therein I saw that Christ is no allegory and I learned to
know what Christ is.”
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Luther denounced the allegorical approach to the Scriptures
in strong words. “Allegories are empty speculations and as it were
the scum of Holy Scripture. ” “Origen’s  allegories are not worth so
much dirt.” “To allegorize is to juggle the Scripture.” “Allegorizing
may degenerate into a mere monkeygame.” “Allegories are awkward,
absurd, inventive, obsolete, loose rags.“3o

Rejecting the fourfold sense of Scripture, which had been
dominant throughout the Middle Ages, Luther stressed the literal
sense (senses  literalis)  of the Bible. He wrote that the Scriptures “are
to be retained in their simplest meaning ever possible, and to be
understood in their grammatical and literal sense unless the context
plainly forbids” (Luther’s Worlds,  6:509). His emphasis on the literal
led to his stress on the original languages of the Scriptures. “We shall
not long preserve the gospel without the languages. The languages
are the sheath in which the sword of the Spirit is contained” (Lu-
ther’s Worlds,  4: 114-15). And yet the Bible student, Luther said, must
be more than a philologist. He must be illumined by the Holy Spirit.
Furthermore the grammatical, historical approach is not an end in
itself; it is to lead us to Christ.

In his “analogia scripturae”  (“analogy of faith”) he, like Augus-
tine, said that obscure passages are to be understood in light of clear
passages. “Scripture is its own interpreter,” he often stated. ‘This is the
true method of interpretation which puts Scripture alongside of Scrip-
ture in a right and proper was (Luther’s Works,  3:334).

According to Luther, every devout Christian can understand
the Bible. ‘There is not on earth a book more lucidly written than
the Holy Scripture” (Exposition of the 37th Psalm). By this empha-
sis he was opposing the dependence of the common people on the
Roman Catholic Church.

Though Luther vehemently opposed the allegorizing of
Scripture, he too occasionally allegorized. For instance he stated that
Noah’s ark is an allegory of the church.

For Luther, Bible interpretation is to be centered in Christ.
Rather than allegorizing the Old Testament, he saw Christ frequent-
ly in the Old Testament, often beyond what is legitimately provided
for in proper interpretation.

Luther’s rejection of the allegorizing approach to Scripture
was revolutionary. Allegorizing had had a stronghold on the church
for centuries. Though it developed in an effort to provide an answer
to the Bible’s anthropomorphisms and alleged immoralities, allego-
rizing was fraught with problems. Allegorizing becomes arbitrary. It
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has no objectivity or controls on one’s imagination. It obscures the
true meaning of Scripture. It has no authoritative message, for one
person may say a passage teaches a certain truth allegorically, where-
as another may see an entirely different teaching. It is a way of
wresting the Scriptures from having any certain authority. “The
Bible treated allegorically becomes putty in the hand of the exe-
gete.“31 Allegorizing could also lead to pride, as some attempt to see
in the Scriptures what they think is a meaning “deeper” in its spiritu-
al, mystic sense from what others see.

tians and that certain facts about Sarah correspond to facts about
Christians.

Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560)’  Luther’s companion, was
thoroughly acquainted with Hebrew and Greek. That knowledge,
along with “his calm judgment and cautious method of procedure,
qualified him for preeminence in biblical exegesis.“32  Though at
times he veered into allegory, in the main he too followed the gram-
matical, historical method.

However, did not the Apostle Paul use allegorizing? He
wrote in Galatians 4:24-26,  “This contains an allegory: for these
women are two covenants, one proceeding from Mount Sinai bear-
ing children who are to be slaves; she is Hagar. Now this Hagar is
Mount Sinai in Arabia, and corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for
she is in slavery with her children. But the Jerusalem above is free;
she is our mother” (NASB). There is a difference, however, in inter-
preting allegories so designated in the Bible (see chapter 9 on “Prob-
ing the Parables and Analyzing the Allegories”) and allegorizing
much of Scripture. In Paul’s allegory in Galatians 4, he, like other
Bible writers who used allegories, clearly indicated what he was do-
ing. Paul wrote, literally, “which things are allegorized.” He used the
word aZZ@oye&  which means “to speak so as to imply other than what
is said.” It is in addition to, not in place of the plain, grammatical
meaning of the words. The following chart points up the difference
between the allegorizing method of interpretation, common
throughout centuries of the church, and Paul’s use of an allegory.

John Calvin (1509-1564) has been called “one of the great-
est interpreters of the Bible.““” Like Luther, Calvin rejected allegori-
cal interpretations. He said they are “frivolous games” and that Ori-
gen and many others were guilty of “torturing the Scripture, in every
possible sense, from the true sense.” Calvin stressed the Christologi-
cal nature of Scripture, the grammatical, historical method, exegesis
rather than eisegesis (letting the text speak for itself rather than
reading into the text what isn’t there), the illuminating ministry of
the Holy Spirit, and a balanced approach to typology.

He, like Luther, emphasized that “Scripture interprets Scrip-
ture.” Because of this he placed a strong emphasis on grammatical
exegesis and the need for examining the context of each passage.
Though well known for his theology (spelled out in his two-volume
Institutes of the Christian Religion), he wrote commentaries on every
book of the Bible except 14 Old Testament books and 3 New Testa-
ment books. Those books are Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and
2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Proverbs,
Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, 2 and 3 John, and Revelation.

Paul’s Allegory
Calvin wrote in the preface to his commentary on Romans

that “it is the first business of an interpreter to let his author say
what he does say, instead of attributing to him what we think he
ought to say.” Calvin had an extensive knowledge of the Scriptures,
evidenced by the fact that his Institutes include 1,755 quotations
from the Old Testament and 3,098 from the New.

1.

2.

3.

4.

The historical meaning is 1.
insignificant (if even true).
The “deeper” meaning is the 2.
true meaning.
The “deeper” meaning is the 3.
“exposition” of the record.

Everything in the Old Testa- 4.
ment may be allegorized.

The historical meaning is
significant and true.
Parallels are drawn to make
a point.
Paul did not say the allegory
was the “exposition” of
Genesis 16.
When Paul allegorized, he
said he was doing so.

Paul’s allegory was an illustration or analogy in which he was
pointing out that certain facts about Hagar correspond to non-chris-

Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) was the Reformation leader in
Zurich, whereas Calvin was the Reformation leader in Geneva. In
Zwingli’s break from Roman Catholicism he preached expository
sermons, many of them on the Gospels. Rejecting the authority of
the church, he wrote that “all who say that the gospel is nothing
without the approval of the church err and cast reproach upon God”
(“Sixty-seven Theses”).

Zwingli emphasized the importance of interpreting Bible
passages in light of their contexts. Pulling a passage from its context
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“is like breaking off a flower from its roots.” In discussing the role of
the Holy Spirit’s illuminating ministry, he stated that “certainty
comes from the power and clarity of the created activity of God and
the Holy Spirit.”

William Tyndale (ca. 1494-1536) is best known for his 1525
translation of the New Testament into English. He also translated
the Pentateuch  and the Book of Jonah. Tyndale too stressed the
literal meaning of the Bible. “Scripture has but one sense, which is
the literal sense?

The Anabaptist movement began in 1525 in Zurich, Switzer-
land by followers of Zwingli who felt he was not making a complete
break with Catholicism on the issues of state control of the church
and infant baptism. The three “founding fathers” of the Anabaptist
movement were Conrad Grebel, Felix Manz, and Georg Blaurock.
Other well-known leaders were Balthasar Hubmaier, Michael Sattler,
Pilgram Marpeck,  and Menno  Simons. The Mennonites today are
named after Menno  Simons.

The Anabaptists believed that if a person had been baptized
as a baby by the Reformed (Zwinglian) Church and then professed
Christ as an adult, he should be rebaptized. For this reason their
opponents dubbed them “Anabaptists,” meaning “Rebaptizers.”  The
early leaders in Switzerland called themselves “Swiss Brethren.” They
also stressed the ability of the individual to interpret Scripture aided
by the Holy Spirit, the superiority of the New Testament to the Old,
the separation of the church from the state, and faim discipline
and willingness to suffer for the name of Christ. They were vigorous
in their concern for a purified New Testament church, loyalty to the
Bible, and a life of humility, purity, discipline, and obedience to
Christ.

In response to the Protestant Reformation the Roman Cath-
olic Church convened the Council of Trent, which met at various
times from 1545 through 1563. The reforms of the Catholic Church
were known as the Counter Reformation. This Council affirmed  that
the Bible is not the supreme authority, but the truth is “in written
books and in unwritten traditions.” Those traditions include the
church fiathers  of the past and the church leaders of the present.

The Council also affirmed that accurate interpretation is pos-
sible only by the Roman Catholic Church, the giver and protector of
the Bible, not by individuals. The Council wrote, “No one-relying
on his own skills shall ‘in matters of faith and words pertaining to
the edification of Christian doctrine-wresting the sacred Scriptures
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to his own sense, presume to interpret as according to that sense
which the Holy Mother Church . . . hath held and doth hold; or
even contrary to the unanimous consent of the Fathers.“’

The Post-wmtion

The 200 years of the 17th and 18th centuries were noted for several
influential movements and activities. These include the confirming
and spread of Calvinism, reactions to Calvinism, textual and linguis-
tic studies, and rationalism.

Confkrning  and Spread  of Calvinism
The Westminster Confession, approved by the English Parliament in
1647 and by the Scottish Parliament in 1649, spelled out the tenets
of Calvinism for Britain. On the Scriptures, the Westminster Confes-
sion states, “The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the
Scripture itself; and therefore when there is a question about the true
and full  sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold but one), it
must be searched and known by other places that speak more
clearly.”

Francis Turretin (1623-1687) taught theology at Geneva.
Like Calvin, he taught that the Scriptures are inerrant  and authorita-
tive, and he stressed the importance of knowing the original text.
These points are included in his work Institutio  Theologicae
Ehzctiame. In this work he discussed four major aspects of Scripture:
its necessity, authority, perfection, and perspicuity.

Jean-Alphonse Turretin (1648-1737),  the son of Francis
Turretin, wrote De Sacrae  Scripturae  hterpretandae  Method0
Tractatzcs  (1728), in which he stressed these points pertaining to
grammatical, historical exegesis:

1. Scripture is to be interpreted like any other book.
2. The interpreter must give attention to words and expres-

sions in the Scriptures.
3. The objective of the exegete is to determine the purpose

of the author in the context.
4. The interpreter should use the natural light of reason (in

this he followed his father, who followed Aquinas on the place of
reason) and should see nothing contradictory in the Scriptures.

5. The “opinions of the sacred writers” must be understood
in terms of their own times (i.e.,
ground should be considered).
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Johann Ernesti  (1707-1781) has been called “probably the
most distinguished name in the history of exegesis in the 18th centu-
‘y. “34 His work Institutio  Intevpretis  Ahve  Testamenti (Principles of New
Testament Interpretation) was a textbook on hermeneutics for more
than 100 years. He stressed the importance of grammar in under-
standing the Scriptures, and he rejected allegorizing, emphasizing a
literal approach to the Bible.

Reactions to Calvinism
Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609),  a Dutch theologian, rejected a
number of teachings by John Calvin, and taught that man has free
will. In 1610 his followers set forth their views in a treatise called the
“Remonstrance.”

Mysticism, the view that man can have direct knowledge of
and communion with God by his subjective experience apart from
the Scriptures, grew in the post-Reformation under the influence of
the writings of Jakob Boehme (1635-1705). Boehme prepared the
way for Pietism with its emphasis on inner spirituality.

After the Council of Trent, Protestants began drawing up
their own creeds in defense of their teachings. The post-Reformation
period then became a time of theological dogmatism, “a period of
heresy-hunting and rigid creedal  Protestantism.“3S

Pietism developed as a reaction to the dogmatism of
creedalism. Philipp  Jakob Spener (1635-1705) is considered the
founder of post-Reformation Pietism. A Lutheran, he reacted to
dead formalism and a theology of mere words and creeds. In his
works Pious Longilzgs  (1675) and Spiritawl  Priesthood (1677) he
pointed out the need for holy living, the priesthood of every believer,
and a life of Bible study and prayer.

August H. Francke (1663-1727) emphasized philology and
the practical implications of Scripture for life. “Francke insisted that
the entire Bible be read through frequently; that commentaries were
to be used but with discretion so as not to take the place of the study
of Scripture  itself; and that only the regenerate could understand the
Bible.““”

Spencr  and Francke reacted against a textual approach to the
Bible that dealt only with what they called the “outer shell.”

Pietism  influenced the Moravians, who in turn influenced
John Wesley (1703-1791). Wesley stressed that the meaning of the
Bible is plain, and that the Bible is to direct the reader to Christ. In
reaction to rationalism, he distrusted human reasoning.
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In the 17th and 18th centuries “great strides were made in determin-
ing the original text of the Bible.“37  Louis Cappell has been called the
first textual critic of the Old Testament, as seen in his work Critica
Sama, published in 1650. Johann A. Bengel  (1687-1752) is known
as “the father of modern textual criticism.” He was the first scholar
to recognize families or groupings of manuscripts based on common
characteristics. In 1734 he published a critical edition of the Greek
New Testament together with a critical commentary. In 1742 he
wrote a verse-by-verse commentary on the New Testament called
Gnomen  Nti Testamenti, which emphasized the philological and also
the spiritual and devotional.

Johnann J. Wettstein (1693-1754) corrected many New Tes-
tament manuscripts and published a two-volume Greek New Testa-
ment in 1751 with a commentary.

Rationalism
This movement stressed that the human intellect can decide what is
true and false. The Bible, then, is true if it corresponds to man’s
reason, and what does not correspond can be ignored or rejected.

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) was an English philosopher
who taught rationalism with a political bent. Hobbes was interested
in the Bible as a book with regulations and principles for the English
Commonwealth.

Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677),  a Dutch Jewish philosopher,
taught that human reason is free from theology. Theology (revela-
tion) and philosophy (reason) have their separate spheres. Therefore
he denied the miracles in the Bible. And yet he set forth several rules
for interpreting the Bible, including the need for knowing Hebrew
and Greek and the background of each Bible book. Reason is the all-
embracing criterion for judging any interpretation of a Bible passage:
‘The norm of biblical exegesis can only be the light of reason, to all”
(Tractatw  theoZq$co-poZiticzq  1670). The Bible is to be studied only
for its historical interests.

The  Modem Era

Nineteenth Century
Three elements may be considered in the 19th century: subjectivism,
historical criticism, and exegetical works.

In the movement known as subjectivism, two names are
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prominent: Friedrich D.E. Schleiermacher (17681834) and Ssren
Kierkegaard (1813-1855). Subjectivism is the view that knowledge
comes by one’s own experience, or that the supreme good is the
realizing of a subjective experience or feeling.

Schleiermacher rejected the authority of the Bible and
stressed the place of feeling and self-consciousness in religion. This
was in reaction to rationalism and formalism. As stated in his Mono-
logues, published in 1800, he stressed that Christianity should be
viewed as a religion of emotions, not as a series of dogmas or a
system of morals.

The Danish philosopher Kierkegaard, known as “the father
of modern existentialism,” relegated reason to the lowest level of
human operation, rejected Christendom with its formal rationalism
and cold creedalism, and taught that faith is a subjective experience
in one’s moments of despair.

In the 19th century, biblical criticism became prominent. It
was rationalistic in its approach, with emphasis on the human au-
thorship of the Bible and the historical circumstances surrounding
the development of the biblical text. Being rationalistic, Bible stu-
dents rejected the supernatural character of the Bible and its inspira-
tion. With their philosophical bent toward naturalism, they ex-
plained away the miracles recorded in the Bible.

Benjamin Jowett (1817-1893) wrote in Essay and Reviews
that “the Bible is to be interpreted like any other book,,, and this
required knowing the original languages. However, to him this
meant that the Bible is not supernatural for it has “‘a complicated
array of sources, redactors,. and interpolaters” which make it no dif-
ferent “from any other literary production.”

According to Ferdinand C. Baur (1792-1860),  the founder
of the Tubingen  School, Christianity developed gradually from Juda-
ism into a world religion. Strongly influenced by Hegel’s  philosophy
of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, Baur taught that Peter and Paul
directed two antagonistic groups but were fmally synthesized in the
ancient catholic (universal) church.

David F. Strauss (1808-1874) took a mythological approach
to the Riblc,  which resulted in his denying grammatical, historical’
interpretation and miracles. Strauss was a pupil of Baur.

Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918) developed the view of Karl
Graf and called it the Documentary Hypothesis. This views the Pen-
tateuch as a work compiled by different authors-an author, desig-
nated as J, compiled the sections in the Pentateuch that use the name
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“Jehovah” (hence J) for God, the E compiler put together the
Elohim (hence E) sections, D was the Deuteronomist, and I?, the
latest, represents the Priestly code. Wellhausen believed that in Old
Testament history the people developed from polytheism to animism
to monotheism. Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930),  another biblical
critic, dissected the Bible much as a biologist examines a dead
animal.

In contrast to the rationalistic, historical criticism of these
and other leaders in the 19th century, a good many conservative
scholars were writing exegetical commentaries on the Bible.
Mickelsen says these include E.W. Hengstenberg, Carl F. Keil, Franz
Delitzsch, H.A.W. Meyer, J.P. Lange, Frederic Godet, Henry
Alford,  Charles J. Ellicott,  J.B. Lightfoot, B.F. Westcott, F. J.A.
Hort, Charles Hodge, John Albert Broadus,  and Theodor Zahn.“”
To these names could be added J.A. Alexander, Albert W. Barnes,
John Eadie, Robert Jamieson, and Richard C. Trench.

Twentieth Centuvy
Several strands of biblical interpretation have been present in the
20th century. Liberalism has continued much of the rationalistic and
higher critical approach of the 19th century. Orthodoxy has taken a
literal as well as a devotional approach to the Bible. Neoorthodoxy
has said the Bible becomes the Word of God in man’s existential
encounters. Bultmannism  has taken a mythological approach to the
Bible.

Liberalism, strong in influence in the 19th century, has con-
tinued into the 20th century. It views the Bible as a human book not
given by divine inspiration, and it teaches that supernatural elements
in the Bible can be explained rationally. Liberal leaders include Nels
Ferre,  Harry Emerson Fosdick, W.H. Norton, L. Harold DeWolf,
and others.

“The doctrines of sin, depravity, and hell offend the liberals’
moral sensitivities so these doctrines are rejected.“39  Charles Darwin’s
theory of evolution is also applied to Israel’s religion, in which Israel
is seen as having evolved from polytheism to monotheism. Jesus is
considered not as the Saviour from sin, but as a moral, ethical
teacher.

Fundamentalism reacted strongly to liberalism, and promot-
ed a literal approach to the Bible, a supernatural book. Today and in
previous decades in this century many evangelical scholars hold to an
orthodox view of the Bible, stressing grammatical, historical inter-
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pretation,  thus following in the heritage of the Antiochene school,
the Victorines,  and the Reformers.

Karl Barth (18&j-1968),  in his Commentary on Remans in
1919, reacted strongly to dead liberalism. He did not agree with
liberals that the Bible is merely a human document. Instead, in the
Bible God speaks in divine-human encounters. In those encounters,
revelation occurs and the Bible becomes the Word of God. The Bible
is a record of and witness to revelation, not revelation itself. Other
neoorthodox leaders include Emil Brunner (1889-1966) and
Reinhold Neibuhr (1892-1971).

Neoorthodox theologians deny the inerrancy and infallibility
of the Bible. The Creation of the universe, the creation of man, the
Fall of man, the resurrection of Christ, and His second coming are
interpreted mythologically. The Fall is a myth that teaches that man
corrupts his moral nature. The Incarnation and the Cross teach us
that the solution to the problem of human guilt must come from
God. These events happened on a different level of history, a mytho-
logical level in contrast to actual history.

Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) taught that the New Testa-
ment should be understood existentially by ccdemythologization,”
that is, by eliminating mythological “foreign” elements, such as mir-
acles,  including the resurrection of Christ, which he said are unac-
ceptable today. These ‘cmythsn  expressed reality for people in Bible
times, but for today these elements in the Bible are not literal. They
are prescientific poetic devices for expressing transcendent “spiritual”
truths. Jesus, for example, did not literally rise from the dead. His
“resurrection” speaks instead of the new freedom His disciples expe-
rienced.

Influenced by the existentialism of Martin Heidegger
(1889-1976),  a German philosopher, Bultmannism takes an existen-
tial approach to the Bible, which means that the concern of leaders in
this movement is to get to the religious-experience core of the Bible.
This movement, called “the new hermeneutic,” has been promoted
by Ernest Fuchs, Gerhard Ebeling, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. In the
new hcrmcneutic, the biblical text can mean whatever the reader
wants it to mean. Like neoorthodoxy, the new hermeneutic denies
propositional truth. Truth exists existentially, that is, as a person
experiences it, not in written form. Therefore as Fuchs taught, we
should not seek to determine the meaning of the biblical text. We
should simply let it speak to us, letting it change our understanding
of ourselves. Hermeneutics then is the process of self-understanding.

In this “word-event,” as Ebeling called it, or flash of insight, the text
speaks to our situation. The meaning of the Bible, Gadamer argues,
can never be fully discovered. Because it was written so many centu-
ries ago, people today cannot enter into that world. Therefore our
world and the world of the Bible are held in tension.4o

Demythologizing involves removing the myths, that is, the
unscientific elements of the New Testament, and getting to the core
of what the Bible is saying. The myths, while not acceptable scientifi-
cally to modern man, do say something. Therefore students of the
New Testament need to determine what those myths are saying.
They do this in existential encounters. Criticizing the approach of
Bultmann and those in the new hermeneutic school, Binnock  notes
that this movement imposes meanings on Scripture. “The intent of
the text is secondary to the needs of the interpreter. The Bible no
longer rules us; we rule it!“4L

In addition to the literal approach to the Scriptures, four other ap-
proaches have been prevalent in various periods of church history:
the allegorical, which largely neglects the literal; the traditional,
which largely neglects the individual; the rationalistic, which neglects
the supernatural; and the subjective, which neglects the objective.
The chart on pages 56-57 gives a historical overview of these ap-
proaches and their major proponents throughout church history.

Many strands of thought regarding the Bible still exist today.
Allegorizing is occasionally heard from pulpits. For example the Fish
Gate in Nehemiah 3:3 is said to represent evangelism (since Jesus
taught that His followers are to be fishers of men). The Old (or
Jeshanah) Gate (v. 6) represents the old man (i.e., the sinful nature).
And the Fountain Gate (v. 15) represents the Holy Spirit, who fills
our lives with living water. However, no basis for this allegorizing is
seen in Nehemiah 3.

The Roman Catholic Church still places the traditions of the
church above the Bible, though occasionally one hears of Roman
Catholics who are encouraged by their priests to read the Bible. In
liberal pulpits, rationalism and human experience or subjectivism are
still the norm. Man’s reason is set above God’s revelation, God is
robbed of His supernatural character, and the Bible is robbed of its
authority.

Neoorthodoxy is less prevalent today than a few decades ago,
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HISTORICAL  TIME LINE OF

LITERAL
Clement of

Rome
Ignatius
Polycarp

Dorotheus
Lucian
Diodorus
Theodore

Justin Martyr John
Irenaeus Chrysostom
Tertullian Theodoret

ALLEGORY

Barnabas

TRADITION Vincent

RATIONALISM

Pantaenus
Clement
Origen

Cassian
Eucherius
Adrian
Junilius
Jerome
Augustine
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MAJOR BIBLE INTERPRETERS

Middle&es Rscinmatiort Modem Em
I

Luther
Rashi Melanchthon
Hugo of Victor Calvin
Richard of Victor Zwingli
Andrew of Victor Tyndale

Anabaptists

Aquinas
Nicholas
Wycliffe

Bernard
Joachim
Langton

Gregory the
Great

Venerable Bede
Rabanus Maurus
Alcuin

Council of Trent

Westminster
Confession

F. Turretin
John Wesley
J.A. Turretin
Cappell
Ernesti
Bengel
Wettstein

Exegetical
commentators

Evangelical
scholars

Hobbes
Spinoza

Jowett
Baur
Strauss
Wellhausen
Harnack
Per6
Fosdick
DeWolf

SUBJECTIVISM Boehme
Spener
Francke

Schleiermacher
Barth
Kierkegaard
Bultmann
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having been replaced somewhat by the new hermeneutic of
Bultmann.

Other systems of hermeneutics that have developed in recent
years include, among others, structuralism, which ignores the histori-
cal background of biblical texts and views the Bible as having the
same fundamental structural elements inherent in fictional narratives
of all cultures and ages;‘” liberation theology, which interprets much
of the bible from the vantage point of the economically and political-
ly oppressed; feminist theology, which analyzes the Bible from the
viewpoint of those oppressed by sexism; and ethnohermeneutics,
which looks for supracultural meanings encoded in the Scriptures.”

This brief review of the history of hermeneutics shows that it
is essential that evangelicals  continue to stress the historical, gram-
matical, literary approach to the Bible. Only this approach, as devel-
oped in this book, enables believers to understand God’s Word prop-
erly as the basis for godly living.

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Whose Vim Is Vi&d?

In geometry an axiom is a self-evident truth, “a statement accepted as
true for the sake of argument.” In logic an axiom is a statement that
does not need proof to substantiate its validity. An example of such
an axiom is that things which are equal to the same thing are equal
to each other. If A equals C and if B equals C, then it follows that A
equals B. Another example of an axiom is that the whole is greater
than any of its parts.

A corollary is a logical inference from an axiom. Given the
truth of an axiom, certain logical statements may be inferred from
them.

In approaching the Bible it is a self-evident truth that the
Bible is a book. Like other books it is written in languages spoken by
people for the purpose of communicating ideas from the writers to
the readers.

Another obvious observation about the Bible is that it is a
divine book. It is clear that the Bible, though like other books, is
unique in that it has a divine origin.

From these two axioms-the Bible is a human book, and the
Bible is a divine book-several corollaries can be drawn. I like to
think of these corollaries as the basic principles of interpretation or
hermeneutics. In other words the rules or principles for interpreting
the Bible are not arbitrary. They are not imposed like laws over the
Bible, for if that were so then some might conceive of the principles
as having more authority than the Bible itself

These hermeneutical principles, these corollaries drawn from
axioms, are not the result of some unusual genius of a select few
individuals. The principles of interpretation are not invented or

,, 5 9
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learned but are part of the very nature of man. Man, as a communi-
cator, has always sought to address other human beings in ways that
would enable them to comprehend what the speaker was saying.
When a person is addressed, he is automatically engaged in interpre-
tation when he seeks to comprehend what is being communicated to
him. This is a part of man’s nature. Moses Stuart wrote along these
lines in 1832.

The principles of interpretation, as to their substantial and es-
sential elements, are no invention of man, no product of his
effort and learned skills; nay, they can scarcely be said with
truth to have been discovered by him. They are coeval with our
nature. Ever since man was created and endowed with the pow-
ers of speech and made a cummauzicative,  social being, he has
occasion to practice upon the principles of interpretation, and
has actually done so. From the first moment that one human
being addressed another by the use of language down to the
present hour, the essential laws of interpretation became and
have continued to be, a practical matter. The person addressed
has always been an interpreter in every instance where he has
heard and understood what was addressed to him. All the hu-
man race, therefore, are, and ever have been interpreters. It is a
law of their rational, intelligent communicative nature. Just as
one human being was formed so as to address another in lan-
guage, just so truly that other was formed to interpret and
understand what is said. . . . Interpretation, then, in its basic or
fundamental principles is a native art, if I may so speak. It is
coeval with the power of uttering words. It is, of course, a
universal art; it is common to all nations, barbarous as well as
civilized. One cannot commit a more palpable error in relation
to this subject than to suppose that the art of interpretation
is. . . in itself wholly dependent on acquired skill for the dis-
covery and development of its principles. Acquired skill has
indeed helped to an ordinary exhibition and arrangement of its
principles; but this is all. The materials were all in existence
before skill attempted to develop them.’

In other words the principles for interpreting the Bible are
simply descriptions of the way people think and read when they seek
to understand the meaning of any writing. They are not inventions,
they are discoveries. Rather than being created, they are observed. If

they were arbitrarily devised by man, then each person could make
up his own rules. But since these principles are part of the way man
normally communicates, they are to be considered universal. They
are not special rules applicable only to Bible study.

Knowing the rules is basic to playing a good game. For a
player to ignore the rules or to devise his own would make for
havoc. It would then be impossible for the game to be played in any
meaningful fashion.

When we speak of Bible interpretation (hermeneutics) as a
science and an art, we mean that as a science, there are rules to be
employed, and as an art, those rules are to be observed properly.

Axiom One: The Bible Is a Human Book

Though the Bible is a supernatural work of God, as will be discussed
in Axiom Two, the Bible is still a book. As with any other book, the
Bible was written in languages that were intended to communicate
concepts to its readers. The signs or symbols on the pages of the
Bible were put there by writers for the purpose of communicating
something to someone else. This is the purpose of a written commu-
nication: to help readers understand something, that is, to convey an
idea, to communicate.

Communication, whether spoken or written, always involves
three elements: (a) the speaker or writer, (b) the message, given in
intelligible audible sounds or intelligible written symbols we call
words, and (c) the hearers or readers. The purpose of the speaker or
writer is to convey to the hearers or readers an idea he has in mind.
He does this by means of linguistic symbols common to both the
communicator and the ones receiving the communication. The de-
sired result is that the hearers or readers will understand in their
minds the ideas conveyed from the minds of the speaker or writer. A
person can know the mind of a speaker or author only by what he
says or writes. (As Paul wrote, believers can know God’s plans only
because He has revealed them to man by His Holy Spirit [l Cor.
2:9-lo].)  Since the Bible is written in human languages, obviously
its purpose is to convey truths from God, the ultimate Author, to
human beings.

From this axiom -the Bible is a human book given as a
written communication in human language to be understood by
people - stem several corollaries.

I. Ea.& biblical writing-  that is, each word, sentence, and
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book- was recorded in a w&te~  landtiage  and fohwed normal,  gram-
matical meanings,  including figurative lanpa~e. This  suggests that the
Bible was not written in an unintelligible code to be deciphered by
some magical formula. Since it was written in the languages of the
people (Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek), it did not have to be decoded,
deciphered, or translated. Those who read the Bible did not need to
read into, beyond, or between words for some “deeper” or other-
than-normal meaning. God communicated truths about Himself in
the languages of the people who first read the Scriptures-languages
they knew.

The words were immediately understandable. The readers
knew immediately the concepts being conveyed by the sentences in
the Bible. They understood them in the way they would normally
understand other sentences written in their languages. They did not
need to call on a wizard, a sorcerer, or a person with unusual spiritu-
al insight or mystic intuition to convey its meaning.

Of course that language included idioms, unusual expressions
unique to that language, and figures of speech.

The basic presupposition of interpretation is that God is a God
of sense, not of nonsense. By this, I mean that whatever God
reveals through His ancient spokesmen must have made sense
both to them and to their hearers. . . . The very fact that we
have a Bible at all, from the human standpoint is an indication
that it made real sense to the people. It spoke to them where
they were?

This corollary suggests that we should not go to the Bible
with preconceived notions or ideas, but instead should let the Bible
speak for itself. For example in the sentence, ‘The man rode the
horse,” the horse should be understood as referring to a four-legged
domesticated animal, not “a spirit of vengeance.” In Mark 5:1-20 the
demons do not mean false doctrine nor do the swine represent the
unconscious mind. Such an approach ignores this basic corollary
since normal grammatical meanings are not considered.

Henrichsen notes,

If you were to say to an audience, “I crossed the ocean from the
United States to Europe,” you wouldn’t want them to interpret
your statement to mean that you crossed life’s difficult waters
into the haven of a new experience. Likewise, no journalist
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would like to write of the famine  of a country such as India and
have his words interpreted to mean that the people of India
were experiencing a great intellectual hunger.j

Ramm points out that finding the literal sense of a writing is
the normal approach to all literature.

Whenever we read a book, an essay, or a poem we presume the
literal sense in the document until the nature of the literature
may force us to another level. This is the only conceivable
method of beginning or commencing to understand literature
of all kinds.*

The Bible itself follows the normal or literal method of inter-
pretation. For example the Old Testament prophesied that Christ
would be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5 :2), that He would ride on a
donkey (Zech.  9:9), that He would be punished for our sins (Isa.
53:4-8). And He did all those things just as literally predicted. In
quoting the Old Testament, the New Testament writers treated it as
a normal, human instrument of communication. Of course the so-
called literal or normal approach to Scripture includes figurative lan-
guage, as discussed in chapter 7.

This corollary also suggests that the goal of Bible interpreta-
tion is to determine the original meaning of the text. This is called
exegesis, reading the meaning out of the text, and is the opposite of
eisegesis, reading a meaning into the text. If one person can make a
Bible verse say what he wants it to say, and another person may say
it means something else, something be wants it to mean, and if
neither meaning is derived from the actual statement of Scripture,
then we destroy the ability of the Bible to communicate as a normal
piece of literature. Unless we accept the normal or natural sense of
Scripture we have no controls in our approach to the Bible.

An issue sometimes discussed by biblical scholars is whether
the goal of interpretation is to determine the intended meaning of
the author or the intended meaning of the text. In one sense this is a
fine distinction that some consider unnecessary. The “intended
meaning of the author” or the “intended meaning of what the author
wrote” would seem to be the same. However, can we really know
what was in the mind of the biblical authors apart from what they
have written? We cannot get behind a person’s writings to know his
intentions. All we can do is look at what he actually wrote; it is in
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this way that we know his intended meanings.
Speaking of “determining the intended meaning of the au-

thor” has become popular in some circles because of the influence of
E.D Hirsch, Jr. In his book, F’&@y in Interpretatiq5  he was re-
sponding to the view of Hans-Georg Gadamer and others who were
teaching that a text can mean whatever the reader wants it to mean.
The meaning, according to Gadamer, goes beyond what the author
intended. Hirsch objects to this view by stating that meaning is to be
seen in what the author intended. Hirsch certainly was correct in
rejecting Gadamer’s view, but he located the meaning in the author
rather than in the text. In interpreting the Bible we seek to under-
stand what the Bible says, not the human author’s “intended mean-
ing.” We study the biblical text to understand its meaning.

2. Each biblical w&in& was written by someone to specapc hearers
or readers in a specaj%  historical, geographical  situation fm a spec$ic
puvpose.  This corollary suggests that each portion of the Bible was
originally written to address a certain reader or readers who were
living in certain locations and times, and that that writing had a
given purpose. This relates again to the point that exegesis is to
discover the original meaning of the text. In other words what were
the words conveying to their initial readers? Before we can determine
their significance or relevance to us today, people who are not the
original readers, we must first seek to determine what the words
meant to those who originally read them. God told Noah to build an
ark. But does that mean every Christian today should be engaged in
ark-building? We must understand the command to Noah as being
given in a specific historical, geographical situation. Jesus told His
12 disciples not to enter into any town of the Samaritans (Matt.
10:5).  Obviously that does not mean that readers today are never to
enter a town in Samaria.

Suppose you go to someone’s house and you see a note on
the door with the words, “Come in and wait.” At first you may be
tempted to go in, but then you ask yourself, Was this written to me?
If not, who is the note for, and what problem or situation is being
addressed by the note?

3. The Bible is affected and injluenced  ly the cultural environ-
ment J;om which each human writer wrote. This means that the Bible
interpreter needs to give attention to cultural matters. An ignorance of
certain cultural customs may lead to faulty interpretations. These cultur-
al areas include, among others, agricultural, architectural, geographical,
military, and political aspects of life These are discussed in chapter 4.
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4. Each biblical writin8  was accepted m understood in the l&bt of
its context. Understanding a word or sentence in its context is another
aspect of normal interpretation, of how we normally and usually
approach any written material. A single word or even a sentence may
have several meanings depending on the context in which it is used.
The word trunk may mean a part of a tree, the proboscis of an
elephant, a compartment at the rear of a car, a piece of luggage, the
thorax of an insect, a part of the human body, or a circuit between
telephone line exchanges. Obviously it cannot mean all these things
or even several of them at once in a single usage. The reader can
determine its meaning based on how it is used in the sentence.

The same is true of the sentence, “He is over the hill.” The
context may suggest that he is literally on the other side of a small
mountain or that he figuratively is “over  the hill” in the sense of
having lived beyond middle age. Ignore the context and you lose a
basic tool for interpretation.

As will be seen in chapter 5, even the words saved and salva-
tion are used in the Bible to mean different things. The context in
each case helps determine its meaning.

In Matthew 24:13, Jesus said, “He who stands firm to the
end will be saved.” At first glance such a statement may seem to
contradict statements elsewhere in Scripture that man is saved by
grace, not by works. A look at the context, however, shows that this
is not the meaning of this verse. Jesus was speaking of the Tribula-
tion period, as indicated by His reference to “the abomination that
causes desolation” in verse 15, and He was speaking of Jews who in
that time will be persecuted, for in verse 16 He refers to “those who
are in Judea.” Verse 13 then seems to be suggesting that those
Jewish believers who live through the Tribulation and are not mar-
tyred will be delivered (“saved”) at the end when Christ returns.

More than 400 years ago, Myles Coverdale wrote of the
importance of noting the context, as well as other elements we have
already discussed. “It shall greatly helpe ye to understande Scripture,
if thou mark not only what is spoken or wrytten, but of whom, and
to whom, with what words, at what time, where, to what extent,
with what circumstances, considering what goeth before and what
followeth.“”  More will be said on the subject of context in chapter 5.

5. Each biblical writing took on the nature of a specific literavy
fm. Though our usual way of understanding a piece of literature is
its ordinary, plain sense, we at the same time recognize differences in
the kinds of literature, When we read a historical novel, we do not
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expect all the details to be accurate historically. But when we read a
physics textbook or a Latin grammar, we approach it differently
from a novel. The way we read a board report differs from the way
we read a cartoon. We do not read a recipe and a will the same way.

Since the Bible contains various kinds of literature, the
unique characteristics of each form of literature need to be taken into
consideration as we interpret the Bible. The Bible includes narratives,
poetry, prophecy, letters, proverbs, drama, law, wisdom literature,
apocalyptic visions, parables, and discourses. If we are not aware of
these literary forms we may misinterpret statements in those sections.

6. Each biblical writing  was understood by its initial readers in
accord with the basic principles of logic and communication. When we
approach a piece of literature, whether a drama, autobiography, or
newspaper, we follow the normal principles of communication. We
usually give a writer the benefit of the doubt and do not look for
him to be contradicting himself. If it appears that one statement of
his contradicts the other, then we look for some way of explaining
the apparent contradiction. Some critics of the Bible give secular
writers this benefit of the doubt, but do not do so with the Bible.

For example 1 John 1:8 reads, “If we claim to be without
sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.” Then later in the
same book the apostle wrote, “No one who is born of God will
continue to sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on
sinning, because he has been born of God” (3:9). The Bible inter-
preter looks for a way of putting those two verses together, assuming
that the writer was following the principle of self-consistency (or
noncontradiction). Many evangel&&  explain these verses by saying
that while no Christian is entirely free from sin (1:8), he does not
contznually  sin (3:9) because he is a new creation, born of God.
Other evangelicals  say verse 9 is referring to the absence of sin in the
believer’s new nature.

These six corollaries suggest that in approaching the Bible we
ask the following questions (which correspond to the six corollaries
in order).

1. What did the words convey in the grammar of the origi-
nal readers?

2. What was being conveyed by those words to the initial
readers?

3. How did the cultural setting influence and affect what
was written?

4. What is the meaning of the words in their context?
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5. In what literary form is the material written and how does
that affect what is said?

6. How do the principles of logic and normal communica-
tion affect the meaning?

Suppose we read the sentence, ‘That is some turkey!” How
do we know what that sentence means? The word twkq  can mean
(a) a weird person, (b) a bird, (c) three strikes in a row in bowling,
or (d) a failure in a theatrical production. To determine the meaning
we can apply all six corollaries. First, we may ask, what is the normal,
grammatical meaning? In this case the word twky would normally
refer to a bird. However, if the sentence is used in a figurative way,
then any of the other definitions would apply. (In chapter 7 some
suggestions will be made on how to determine if a word, phrase, or
sentence is used in the Bible figuratively.)

Second, we may ask in what historical, geographical situation
was the sentence about the turkey written? Who spoke the words
and to whom? If this exclamation were spoken in a drama class, it is
possible that the fourth meaning (a failure in a theatrical production)
is intended. If it were mentioned in a sportscast, it might be the third
definition or it could possibly be the first. If it were spoken by
someone in a dining room, it might be number two or possibly one
of the others. These various possibilities suggest that the other corol-
laries also need to be applied.

So the next question may then be asked: In what cultural
setting were the words spoken? If the sentence were in a book writ-
ten in 1920, then the first definition (a weird person) is probably not
the meaning since w&q was not used in that way at that time.

Fourth, what is the context in which the sentence is used?
This is probably the best clue to the meaning as the writer used the
sentence about the turkey.

Fif%h,  what is the literary form in which it is used? If the
sentence occurs in a book on how to produce drama, it may well
refer to the fourth meaning. Or if it occurs in a rule book for bowl-
ing, it is most likely the third definition (three strikes in a row).

The sixth corollary on logic and communication does not
help much in this case. Any four of the meanings might be intended.

Axiom Two: The Bible Is a Dbine Book

As a means of communication, the Bible, as already seen, is a book
like other books. Individuals were involved in recording the words.
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Since these human instruments used human language in writing the
books of the Bible, the first axiom suggests we pay attention to the
common rules of grammar and syntax. (Grammar is the study of
words and their functions in sentences, and syntax, as explained in
chapter 5, refers to the way sentences are put together.)

Yet the Bible is like no other book. It is unique for it has
come to us from God Himself. This is evident from its own claims to
inspiration. Paul wrote, “All Scripture is God-breathed” (2 Tim.
3: 16). Though human writers were used by God to record the Scrip-
tures, using their own styles of diction and expressing their own
personalities, their words were the “out-breathing,, of God. Inspira-
tion then is the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit whereby He
guided and superintended the writers of Scripture so that what they
wrote is the Word of God. This “breathing” into the writings, or
superintending over the writings, was an act both verbal and plenary.
It was verbal in that the Holy Spirit guided in the choice of the
words, which cannot be separated from thoughts. The Bible’s inspi-
ration was also plenary in that it extended to every portion of the
Bible. As a result it is infallible in truth and final  in authority. The
Greek word for “inspired” (2 Tim. 3: 16, NASB) is theopnewtos,  literal-
ly “God-breathed” (as the NIV translates it). Because of its divine
origin and nature, the Bible in its original writings was without
error.

Second Peter 1:21 states the method the Holy Spirit used in
the act of inspiration: “Men spoke from God as they were carried
along by the Holy Spirit.” The writers recorded their God-given
words as they were carried along (@~QPKQVZ~~)  by the Holy Spirit.
They were moved by the Holy Spirit in their writings, much as a
sailboat is borne along by the wind. In inspiration, the Holy Spirit
caused the writers to record God’s revelation. They put in writing
the truths God was unveiling about Himself and others. As I have
written elsewhere:

The Bible is revelation (not only a record of revelation), and
inspiration is the act whereby God put the revealed truths into
infallible written form. Revelation is the communication of
truth which would not otherwise be known, whereas inspira-
tion is the process whereby this information is presented accu-
rately in written language. Revelation is the Spirit’s disclosure
of divine truth, whereas inspiration is the Spirit’s superintend-
ing process of recording His revelation.’
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Obviously then the word hpir=ation when used of the Bible
refers to something other than the way the word is often used today.
Music, art, and poetry are often referred to as being inspired. By this
we simply mean they were composed as unique works that have an
emotional effect on us.

When we speak of inspiration of the Bible, we do not mean
that the writers  were inspired but that the wo& themselves were
inspired, that is, they were God-breathed. In some sense God infused
His life into the words of the Bible so that they are actually His. This
can be said of no other book in the world!

Many times we read in the Old Testament that the prophets
introduced their messages with the words, “Hear the word of the
Lord” or “Thus says the Lord.” Scores of times their words are
referred to as the Word of God. There can be no question that the
Old Testament writers sensed they were speaking and recording the
very words of God.

The New Testament frequently affirms the divine nature of
the Old Testament. For instance Matthew wrote that the virgin birth
of Jesus “took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the
prophet” (Matt. 1:22). Matthew affirmed  that the words in Isaiah
7:14 were not merely Isaiah’s words; they were what the Lord said,
and Isaiah was the instrument through whom the Lord spoke. Mat-
thew used similar terminology in Matthew 2:15: “And so was ful-
filled  what the Lord had said through the prophet,,, referring this
time to the Lord speaking through Hosea.  Matthew 15:4 reads, “For
God said, ‘Honor your father and mother, and ‘Anyone who curses
his father or mother must be put to death.“’ In these two quotations
from Exodus 20:12 and 21:17, it is noteworthy that Matthew did
not say “Moses wrote,” but rather “God said.” Moses’ words were
God’s words. In Matthew 4: 14 the evangelist again referred to Isaiah
as the instrument through whom God spoke: “to fulfill what was
said through the Prophet Isaiah.,,

In responding to a question by the Pharisees, Jesus referred
to David “speaking by the Spirit,, (22:43). ‘Through the Prophet
Daniel,’ are words by which Jesus referred to Daniel’s mention of
“the abomination that causes desolation” in Daniel 9:27; 11: 31;
12:ll  (Matt. 24:15). Jeremiah’s prophecy about Jesus being be-
trayed by 30 silver coins is introduced in Matthew 27:9 by the
words, “What was spoken by Jeremiah the prophet was fulfilled.”

Jesus’ recognition of the authority of the Old Testament is
also indicated by His words, “It is written.” He used these words five
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(Inerrancy is not claimed for copies of the originals, for the copies
include a few copyists’ mistakes in the process of transmission.)
There should be no problem in understanding that the manuscripts
were inerrant, when inspiration is understood as the Holy Spirit’s
work of guarding and guiding the writers to write what He wanted
recorded, word for word. The Holy Spirit’s work of superintending
guaranteed that what they wrote was protected from error. “If the
Bible’s original manuscripts contained even a few mistakes, how can
we say that any of it is reliable? Since God is true (1 Thes. 1:9;
1 John 5:20) and cannot lie (Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18),  He can and did
preserve His Word from error.‘” For more on the subject of inerran-
cy see Norman L. Geisler, ed., Intwancy  (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1979),  and Charles C. Ryrie, What You ShotiZd
Ii5tuw  about Inervancy  (Chicago: Moody Press, 1981). As we come to
the Bible to interpret it, we therefore accept it as a supernatural book
that contained no errors in its original form.

2. The  Bible, bein a divine book, is authoritative. The authority
of the Bible for what we believe and how we are to live stems from
the fact that it is inerrant. Inerrancy in turn stems from the truth of
the Holy Spirit’s inspiration. Since the Bible comes from God, it has
an intrinsic authority. Jesus’ frequent quotations of the Old Testa-
ment, in which He recognized its supernatural origin, also indicate
His acceptance of its authority. What He accepted as authoritative
should certainly be authoritative for us. Because the Bible is our
authority, and that authority is binding on us, we are challenged to
be as accurate as possible in our interpretation of what the Bible says.
As the Word of God, the Bible is trustworthy and authoritative. This
behooves us to be reverent and diligent in our approach to under-
standing the Scriptures.

3. The Bible, being a divine book, has unity. Though recorded
by approximately 40 human authors, the Bible, as discussed earlier,
is the work of God Himself. Thus it can be expected to possess
unity. This sugges@  several matters. First, the Bible will not contra-
dict itself. Being from God, who is truth, the Scriptures are coherent
and consistent. All the parts fit together. For example the prophetic
portions of the Books of Daniel, Ezekiel, 2 Thessalonians, and Reve-
lation, along with others, can all be correlated to give a comprehen-
sive profile of God’s plan for the future. The events prophesied in
these passages are not contradictory; they correlate together. The
four Gospels, though giving differing viewpoints on the life and
ministry of Christ, are not contradictory.

times in the Book of Matthew alone: 4:4, 7, 10; 21:13; 26:31. In
these verses Jesus quoted from the Books of Deuteronomy, Isaiah,
and Zechariah.

Our Lord recognized the divine nature of the Old Testament
by quoting it with authority. For example in Matthew 22:37 He
quoted Deuteronomy 6:5, and in Matthew 22:39 He quoted Leviti-
cus 19:18.  In Matthew 23:39 He quoted Psalm 118:26; in Matthew
11:lO He quoted Malachi 3:l; in Matthew 18:16 He quoted Deu-
teronomy 19: 15. Several times in the Book of Matthew Jesus point-
ed to the divine authority of the Old Testament by introducing an
Old Testament quotation by asking, “Haven’t you read?” He did this
as recorded in Matthew 19:4 (quoting Gen. 1:27), Matthew 21:16
(quoting Ps. 8:2), Matthew 21:42 (quoting Ps. 118:22-23), Mat-
thew 22:31-32 (quoting Ex. 3:6 and Deut. 6:5).

From these observations in only the Book of Matthew, it is
clear that Jesus recognized the divine nature of the Old Testament.
The words He quoted were accepted by Him as words from God
Himself. Other New Testament writers also acknowledged the divine
origin of the Old Testament. In 1 Timothy 5 : 18 Paul quoted from
Deuteronomy 25:4 and introduced the quotation with the words,
“For the Scripture says.” Interestingly in the same verse he also
quoted from Luke 10:7, thus placing both quotations on the same
level as Scripture, that is, as material written and accepted as from
God.

Peter acknowledged the divine nature of Paul’s writings by
referring to his letters as Scripture (2 Peter 3: 16). No wonder the
Thessalonians acknowledged that what they heard from Paul was
indeed not the word of men but the Word of God (1 Thes. 2:13).
The apostles themselves recognized their own writings as being
God’s Word with His authority. For example Paul wrote, “‘What I
am writing to you is the Lord’s command” (1 Cor. 14:37). The
scores of times the New Testament writers referred to the Old Testa-
ment point to their acceptance of it as Scripture, as the Word of
God, given by the Holy Spirit.

It is thus clear that the Bible is from God. The affirmation,
‘The Bible is a divine book,” is clearly an axiom, a self-evident truth.
From this axiom stem four corollaries, which Bible interpreters
should recognize as they approach the Scriptures.

1. The Bible, bein. a divine book, is inerrant.  The logical infer-
ence from the Holy Spirit’s inspiration of the Scriptures is that they
are inerrant, that is, without error in their original writings.
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Passages that seem to have discrepancies need to be interpret-
ed in light of the harmony of the Scriptures. Peter’s words, “Repent
and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ so
that your sins may be forgiven” (Acts 2:38),  should not be under-
stood as teaching that salvation comes by water baptism. That view
would contradict other Scriptures. However Acts 2:38 is interpreted,
it must be understood in such a way that it does not contradict other
verses which make it clear that water baptism is not the means of
salvation. (See chapter 5 for a suggested interpretation of this verse.)
Nor should Paul and James be pitted against each other as if they
were contradicting each other. Both were writing under the inspira-
tion of the Holy Spirit and therefore God was presenting noncontra-
dictory truth through both men.

Second, because the Bible contains unity, its obscure and
secondary passages are to be interpreted in light of clear and primary
passages. When John Knox debated with Mary, Queen of Scats in
Edinburgh in 1561, she said, “Ye interpret the Scriptures in one
manner, and they [Roman Catholics] in another; whom shall I be-
lieve, and who shall judge?” John Knox replied, “The .Word of God
is plain in itself; And if there appear any obscurity in one place, the
Holy Ghost, which is not contrarious to Himself, explains the same
more clearly in other places.‘*

If there are two equally possible interpretations of a passage
(and in a number of passages this is the case since we do not know
with certainty how to interpret every verse), a general rule of thumb
is, Accept the clear and sensible meaning. When Paul wrote in Co-
lossians 1:6, “All over the world this Gospel is producing fruit and
growing,” he most likely meant the then-known world rather than
people around the entire globe.

Third, another implication of the unity of the Scriptures is
that the Bible often interprets itself’. Martin Luther and John Calvin
often said, “Scripture interprets Scripture.” Some passages give light
on other passages. And this is not surprising since the book possesses
harmony and emanates from the mind of God Himself.

As we approach the Bible, we should interpret each part in
light of the whole. Paul’s word in 1 Corinthians 7:17, “Each one
should retain the place in life that the Lord assigned to him,” should
not be construed to mean that if a man accepts Christ as his Saviour
he can continue living with a woman in an adulterous relationship.
This interpretation would contradict the whole of Scripture else-
where and would ignore its unity and destroy its harmony. John
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Stott quotes Sir Charles Ogers, who gives several rules for interpret-
ing legal documents. His seventh rule is, “The deed is to be con-
strued as a whole.” He adds:

Every part of the deed ought to be compared with the other
and one entire sense ought to be made thereof. . . . The words
of each clause should be so interpreted as to bring them into
harmony with the other provisions of the deed if that interpre-
tation does no violence to the meaning of which they are
naturally susceptible.‘O

Fourth, accepting the unity of the Bible also means that we
should acknowledge what is called the progress of revelation. This
does not mean that biblical revelation progressed in an evolutionary
sense. Instead it means that in later Scriptures God added to what
He had given in earlier portions. This is not to suggest that what was
recorded in earlier portions of the Bible was imperfect and that the
later revelations were perfect. Nor does it suggest that earlier por-
tions were in error and the later portions were truthful. Instead it
means that what may have been given as partial information was
then added to later so that the revelation is more complete. What
Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah, and others prophesied about the end
times is expanded in the Book of Revelation. What is said about
death in the Old Testament is then elaborated in the New Testa-
ment. The Trinity in the Old Testament is presented in fuller state-
ments in the New Testament. Recognizing this progress of revela-
tion means that the interpreter will be careful not to read back into
the Old Testament from the New. (The relationship of the Old
Testament to the New is discussed in chapter 11.) Progressive revela-
tion does not mean that the Old Testament is less inspired than the
New nor that the Old Testament is less clear than the New.

Progressive revelation also means that some commands were
changed later. Circumcision, enjoined on Abraham and his descen-
dants in Genesis 17: 10, was later rescinded (Gal. 5 :2). The Law of
Moses has been superseded, as indicated in 2 Corinthians 3: 7-l 1 and
Hebrews 7:11-19.  In Matthew 10:5-7  Jesus gave the Twelve instruc-
tions that obviously differ from those He gave after His resurrection,
as recorded in 28:18-20. Also Jesus told His disciples that the Holy
Spirit, who was with them, would be in them (John 14: 17). This is
parallel to what John wrote in 7:39, “Up to that time the Spirit had
not been given.” This implies that the coming of the Holy Spirit was
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later, on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2). Looking back on that event
Peter said to those in the house of Cornelius, “the Holy Spirit came
on them as He had come on us at the beginning” (11: 15). These and
other passages point to differences in God’s revelation. As Ryrie has
pointed out, ‘To fail to recognize this progressiveness in revelation
would raise unresolvable contradictions between passages?

4. The Bible, being  a divine book, has mystery. It must be recog-
nized that the Bible contains many things hard to understand. Bible
students must acknowledge that they cannot always ascertain what a
given passage means

The Bible contains mystery in four areas. One is prophecy.
The Bible includes predictions of future events, which no human
could possibly predict by himself apart from divine revelation. This
unique element needs to be taken into consideration as the Bible is
interpreted. Liberal scholars tend to discount the predictive element
in Scripture. They state, for example, that the Book of Daniel was
written around 200 or 150 B.C. They assert this since they believe
that Daniel could not have written prophecy. They say he wrote
those events after they occurred and recorded them as if he had
written them beforehand. Liberals do this because they start with the
assumption that the Bible is not supernatural in origin.

Another aspect of the mystery of the Scriptures is its mir-
acles. How can anyone explain how an axhead can float? How can
anyone walk on water? How could a man rise from the dead? How
could the earth be made out of nothing? No one of these is possible
unless we allow for God’s supernatural working. If we accept the
divine nature of the Bible, we then can accept the record of these
miracles as being true.

Another aspect of the mysterious nature of the Bible is its
doctrine. A number of teachings in the Bible are difficult  for the
finite mind to comprehend. How can God exist as three Persons in
one essence? How clould  Christ rise from the dead? How can He
indwell each believer? How can God be omnipresent? How can God
be sovereign and man still exercise his will?

In summary, accepting the divine nature of the Bible means
we acknowledge its inerrancy, authority, unity, and mystery. If the
Bible is looked on as merely a human book, then as we seek to
interpret the Scriptures, we would not expect it to be inerrant, au-
thoritative, harmonious, and to contain mystery.

The Bible then, according to these self-evident assertions, is a
human book and is also a divine book. Neither can be denied. If we
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look on the book as only human, then we approach the Bible ratio-
nally. If we look on the book as only divine while ignoring its human
elements, we approach the Bible as a mystical book. Seeing that the
Bible is a book that is both human and divine, we seek to interpret it
as we would any other book while at the same time affirming its
uniqueness as a -book of divine truth from the hand of God. -



C H A P T E R  F O U R

In the book Through the Looking-Glass, Humpty Dumpty said to
Alice, “There are 364 days when you might get un-birthday
presents.” Alice agreed, and then Humpty Dumpty added, ‘And
only one for birthday presents, you know. There’s glory for you!”

Alice responded, “1 don’t know what you mean by ‘glory. ”
Humpty Durnpty smiled. “Of course you don’t -till I tell

you. I meant ‘there’s a nice knock-down argument for you!“’
“But ‘glory’ doesn’t mean ‘a nice knock-down argument,“’

Alice objected.
“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said scornfully, “it

means just what I choose it to mean-neither more nor less.”
“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words

mean so many different things.“’
Alice was concerned that Humpty Dumpty was taking the

word ~loyr and redefining it. Her concern stemmed from the fact
that normally in communication a person does not redefine words to
mean something vastly different from their commonly accepted
meaning. And yet when a person explains what he means when he
uses a word in a different way, the hearers can understand it.

If we take Humpty Dumpty’s statement about a birthday
being “glory for you” without his explanation, we are puzzled by
what he means. And yet with the context, in which he explains the
sentence, his meaning is clear.

People often do this with the Bible. They isolate a word or
sentence or paragraph, and take it to mean what they think it means.

Disregarding the context is one of the greatest problems in
Bible interpretation. By disregarding the “total surroundings” of a
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Bible verse, we may completely misunderstand the verse. We need to
take into consideration the sentences and paragraphs that precede
and follow the verse and also to take into consideration the cultural
setting in which the passage and even the entire book is written.

This is important because of the gap that exists between our
culture in the West and those in Bible times. “Understanding the
Bible properly requires that we clear our minds of all ideas, opinions,
and systems of our own day and attempt to put ourselves into the
times and surroundings of the Apostles and Prophets who wrote.“2
To the extent that we seek to transport ourselves into the historical
situation of the Bible writers and disengage ourselves from our own
cultures, to that extent the likelihood of our being more accurate in
interpreting the Bible increases.

When the Reformers (Martin Luther, Philip Melanchthon,
John Calvin, Ulrich Zwingli, and others) emphasized the need to get
back to the Scriptures, they emphasized historical, grammatical inter-
pretation. 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 interpreta-
tion. Putting these three together, we may speak of historical-gram-
matical-rhetorical interpretation. This chapter looks at historical in-
terpretation, taking into consideration the circumstances of the
writings and the cultural environment. Chapter 5 looks at the gram-
matical aspects of interpretation, and chapters 6 and 7 consider vari-
ous aspects of rhetorical interpretation.

The context in which a given Scripture passage is written
influences how that passage is to be understood. Context includes
several things:
l the verse(s) immediately before and after a passage
l the paragraph and book in which the verses occur
l the dispensation in which it was written
l the message of the entire Bible
l the historical-cultural environment of that time when it was

written.
Examples of the importance of knowing the immediate con-

text of a verse and the context of the chapter or book in which the
verse occurs will be discussed in the following chapter.
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Most books on interpreting the Bible discuss the first several
contexts first, followed by a discussion of the historical-cultural envi-
ronment at the time the Bible authors wrote. I want to reverse this
because the latter often has an influence on the other contexts.

It is important to know the circumstances of a given Bible
book. This means looking for answers to these questions: Who
wrote the book? At what time was it written? What prompted the
author to write the book? That is, what problems, situations, or
needs was he addressing? What is the book all about? That is, what is
its main subject or subjects? To whom was the book written? That is,
who were the first readers or hearers of the book? Answers to these
questions can help us make more sense of what the Bible book says.

The major concern in this chapter is the cultural background
from which the human authors of the Scriptures wrote. In any cul-
ture or age the writers of a document as well as the readers are
influenced by their social setting. For example the Book of Nahum
reflects the prophet’s knowledge of the city of Nineveh, and the
Book of Habakkuk reflects that prophet’s knowledge of the Babylo-
nians. A number of statements in the Book of Colossians seem to
reflect the influence in Colosse of a philosophical-religious cult, pos-
sibly some beginning form of what later developed into Gnosticism.
Much of. the Book of Lamentations makes little sense unless the
reader bears in mind that Jeremiah was writing a funeral dirge, be-
moaning the destruction of the city of Jerusalem by the Babylonians.
The treaties made by the Hittites with their vassals (conquered peo-
ples) were written as covenants in a certain literary structure. This
structure seems to be followed by Moses in his writing of the Book
of Deuteronomy, and parts of Exodus.3

Noting the cultural background of a writing also helps us
understand what that document meant to the people who first read
it. Reading Great Britain’s tidna Cbarta  makes more sense when
we understand the cultural environment of Britain in the 13th centu-
‘y.

Since a culture gap exists between our day and Bible times-
and since our goal in Bible interpretation is to discover the original
meaning of the Scriptures when they were first written - it is impera-
tive that we become familiar with biblical culture and customs. As
Sproul has written:

Unless we maintain that the Bible fell down from heaven on a
parachute, inscribed by a celestial pen in a peculiar heavenly
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language uniquely suited as a vehicle for a divine revelation, or
that the Bible was dictated directly and immediately by God
without reference to any local custom, style or perspective, we
are going to have to face the cultural gap. That is, the Bible
reflects the culture of its day.’

What Do We Mean by Cultwe?

Webster defines “culture” as “the total pattern of human behavior
[that includes] thought, speech, action, and artifacts,,, and as “the
customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits . . . of a racial,
religious, or social group.” Thus culture includes what people think
and believe, say, do, and make. This includes their beliefs, forms of
communication, customs and practices, and material objects such as
tools, dwellings, weapons, and so forth. An individual’s culture in-
cludes several spheres of relationships and influences-his interper-
sonal relations with other individuals and groups, his role in his
family, his social class, and the nation or government of which he is a
part. Religion, politics, warfare, law, agriculture, architecture, busi-
ness, economics, and the geography of where one lives and travels,
what he and others have written and read, what he wears and the
language(s) he speaks - all these leave their mark on how he lives,
and if he is an author of a Bible book, on what he wrote.

When a missionary goes to a foreign land, he must know
what the people in that culture think, believe, say, do, and make. He
must understand their culture in order to comprehend them and thus
communicate properly with them. If you have traveled to a foreign
country, you have no doubt experienced some degree of ‘ccu.lture
shock.” This means you were jolted by the unfamiliar scenes and
practices of the people in that nation. As you became more familiar
with their unusual ways, the impact of the shock declined.

When we go to the Scriptures, it is as if we are entering a
foreign land. Just as we may be puzzled by the way people do things
in other countries, so we may be puzzled by what we read in the
Bible. Therefore it is important to know what the people in the Bible
thought, believed, said, did, and made. To the extent we do this we
are then able to comprehend it better and communicate it more
accurately. If we fail to give attention to these matters of culture,
then we may be guilty of eisegesis, reading into the Bible our West-
ern 20th-century  ideas. “Context-concern forces us away from our
private meanings back into the . . . framework of the author?
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In various countries today it is important to know local cus-
toms. In England automobiles are driven on the left side of the road.
If you forget that custom, you are definitely in trouble! As we read
much’of the Bible, we “see” foreign customs. To interpret God’s
Word properly, then, we must understand what those customs were
and what they meant. Attention to cultural studies in the Bible

enables us to know the original, literal, socially designated
meaning of the word, phrase, or a custom. . . . “literal interpre-
tation” is crippled without the help of cultural studies. Again
like biblical history, cultural matters are not niceties we may
search out if we have the time but which we may ignore under
the pressure of time and circumstances. They are indispensable
for the accurate understanding of Holy Scripture.”

Hotp Do Various Cultural Customs Afect the
Interpretation of Certain Passages?

The four categories of culture-thoughts (and beliefs), speech, ac-
tion, and artifacts -often overlap. What one thinks influences what
he does, and what he does or makes relates to what he believes, and
so forth. Another way to view various aspects of culture is to group
them in 11 categories: political, religious, economic, legal, agricul-
tural, architectural, clothing, domestic, geographical, military, and
social.

The following are examples of Bible passages whose interpre-
tations are affected  by a knowledge of some aspects of the cultural
context.

Political (including national, international, and ci-pil
1. Why did King Belshazzar offer the third position in the Babylo-
nian government to Daniel and not the second position? (Dan. 5:7,
16) This is because, as we know from secular history sources, Bel-
shazzar was actually the second in command. His father Nabonidus
was out of the country for an extended period of time.

2. Why did Paul refer in Philippians 3:20 to his readers’
citizenship in heaven? The city of Philippi  was a colony of Rome.
The people living in Philippi  were actually not citizens of Rome, but
the Roman Emperor Octavius Augustus granted the Philippians
“Italic rights,” that is, he gave them the same privileges as if their
land was in fact in Italy. Knowing this fact, Paul wrote of an even
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greater citizenship for the Christians in Philippi, namely, their citi-
zenship in heaven. This would have had special meaning to the initial
readers of this epistle.

3. Why did Jonah not want to go to the city of Nineveh?
Secular sources inform us that the Ninevites were atrocious in the
way they treated their enemies. They beheaded the leaders of peoples
they conquered and piled up those heads. They sometimes placed a
captive leader in a cage, treating him like an animal. Often they
impaled their captives, thus giving them an agonizingly painful
death. Other times they stretched out the legs and arms of a captive
and skinned him alive. No wonder Jonah did not want to preach a
message of repentance to the Ninevites! He felt they deserved judg-
ment for their atrocities.

4. Why was Edom at such odds against Judah throughout its
history? This may be puzzling to Bible readers, unless they
remember the conflict between the twins Jacob and Esau. That con-
flict extended to their descendants. The nation Judah descended from
Jacob, and the Edomites descended from Esau. This explains why
Obadiah four times referred to the mountains of Edom as “the
mountains of Esau” (Obad. 8-9, 19, 21).

5. Why did Boaz go to the city gate to talk with the town
elders .about Naomi’s land? (Ruth 4: 1) The city gate was the place
where legal business was conducted and court cases were heard
(Deut. 21:18-21; 22:13-15; Josh. 20:4; Job 29:7).

6. What did Jesus mean when He said, “If anyone would
come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and
follow Me”? As we know from Jesus’ own death, a person who
carried his cross on the way to execution was considered a criminal.
So to take up one’s cross was to follow Jesus even to the point of
death. Obviously then it did not mean putting up with hardships or
unpleasant people or circumstances.

1. Why did Moses give the strange command, “Do not cook a young
goat in its mother’s milk”? (Ex. 23:19; 34:26; Deut. 14:21)  This
practice is referred to in writings discovered in the ancient city of
Ugarit, near modern-day Ras Shamra in Lebanon. According to this
archeological discovery, this practice was part of a Canaanite ritual.
Apparently then God did not want the Israelites to participate in any
religious practice of the Canaanites. An additional reason may be
that God did not want the Israelites to confuse a substance that
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sustains life (milk) with a process associated with its death (cooking).
As Philo,  a first-century Jewish philosopher, wrote, it is “grossly
improper that the substance which fed the living animal should be
used to season or flavor it after its death.“’

2. Why did God bring on Egypt the 10 plagues? That is,
why did He inflict those specific plagues on Egypt rather than other
plagues? The answer seems to be that these were considered as po-
lemics or acts that argued against the validity of the Egyptian gods
and goddesses. In the plagues God was attacking and showing up
the inadequacies and thus the falsehood of the Egyptian gods and
goddesses. The following chart lists the gods being attacked by the
plagues. These would have a great impact on the Egyptians. For
instance the Egyptians believed that several gods and goddesses
guarded the Nile River. But when God turned the Nile into blood, it
showed their inability to fulfill the function assigned to them by the
Egyptians. Why would livestock die (in the fifth plague) if the Egyp-
tian god Hathor,  with a cowhead,  protected the cows, and why
would livestock die in the presence of the Egyptian cow god Apis, a
symbol of fertility? This plague was designed to show that Hathor
and Apis were false gods. In the seventh plague, hail destroyed crops,
showing that several goddesses and gods were unable to control the
storms in the sky and prevent crop failure. These included the sky
goddess Nut; Osiris, the god of crop fertility; and Set, the god of
storms. In the tenth plague one of the leading goddesses, Isis, who
supposedly protected children, was incapable of preventing the death
of the firstborn child in each Egyptian home. Knowing these facts
adds immensely to our understanding of the plagues.

3. Why did Elijah suggest Mount Carmel  as the site of his
contest with 450 Baal prophets? Followers of Baal believed Mount
Carmel  was a dwelling place of their god. So Elijah was letting them
“play” on their “home field.” If Baal could not bring lightning to a
sacrifice in his home territory, his weakness would be evident. Also
interestingly, the Canaanites viewed Baal as the god of rain, light-
ning, fire, and storms. Since a drought had existed for three and a
half years before this dramatic event, obviously Baal was incapable of
providing rain. His inadequacy was also demonstrated in that he
could not cause the sacrifice to be consumed with fire.

4. Why did Paul write in Colossians 2:3 that Christ is the
mystery of God “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge,” and in verse 9 that “in Christ all the fullness  of Deity
lives in bodily form”? Paul stressed these facts about Christ because
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The PlaJties and the Gods and Goddesses of Egypt

Plagues References

1. Nile Exodus
turned 7: 14-25
to blood

2. Frogs 8:1-15

3. Gnats 8: 16-19
4. Flies 8:20-32

5. Death of 9:1-7
livestock

6. Boils 9:8-12

7. Hail 9: 13-35

8. Locusts lO:l-20

9. Darkness 10:21-29

Possible Egyptian Gods and
Goddesses of Egypt
Attacked by the Plagues*

Hapi (also called Apis), the bull god,
god of the Nile; Isis, goddess of the
Nile; Khnum, ram god, guardian of
the Nile; and others
Heqet, goddess of birth, with a frog
head
Set, god of the desert
Re, a sun god; or the god Uatchit,
possibly represented by the fly
Hathor,  goddess with a cow head;
Apis, the bull god, symbol of fertility
Sekhmet, goddess with power over
disease; Sunu, the pestilence god; Isis,
goddess of healing
Nut, the sky goddess; Osiris, god of
crops and fertility; Set, god of storms
Nut, the sky goddess; Osiris, god of
crops and fertility
Re, the sun god; Horus, a sun god;
Nut, a sky goddess; Hathor,  a sky
goddess

10. Death 11: l-12:30  Min, god of reproduction; Heqet,
of the goddess who attended women at
firstborn childbirth; Isis, goddess who protect-

ed children; Pharaoh’s firstborn son, a
god

*Some gods and goddesses had more than one function  or area of responsibility. Also
in ancient Egyptian religion many of the gods and goddesses who were worshiped in
one city or location and/or at one period of time were believed to have assimilated the
gods and goddesses of other areas and time periods. Their religion was thus often
complex and at times even contradictory.
Sources: Encyclopedia Btrttanica,  under the word “Egypt”; Lionel Casson, Ancient
&ypt (New York: Time-Life Books, 1965); Pierre Montet, Emt  and the Bible (Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1968).

From 2%~ Riblc  Knowledge  Cuvz~tuy,  Old Testament (Victor Rooks, 1985),  p. 120.

1
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the false teachers in Colosse were teaching that Christ is only partly
God. Paul’s statements then are a direct refutation of that false view.

5. What was the point of meat being sacrificed to idols,
which Paul discussed in 1 Corinthians 82 No one today sits down to
a meal in the home of a guest and asks if the meat had been sacrificed
to idols. Obviously this custom pertained to a cultural setting differ-
ent from today. The point is that people in Corinth would buy meat
in the marketplace, offer some of it to pagan idols in one of several
temples, and then take the rest of it home for dinner. Therefore some
Christians felt that eating such meat involved them in idol worship.

6. Why did the Herodians, Sadducees, and a scribe ask the
questions they asked of Jesus in Mark 12: 13-28? The questions relat-
ed to their separate occupations and beliefs. The Herodians were
supported by Herod and the Romans, and so they debated with
Jesus about paying taxes to a foreign power (v. 14). The Sadducees
did not believe in resurrection, and so they sought to silence their
opponent by a hypothetical question about a woman who had seven
husbands (v. 23). The Jewish scribes were concerned about Old
Testament commandments and so one of them asked Him which
commandment was the most important (v. 28).

Economic
1. In Job 22:6 why did Eliphaz accuse Job of demanding “security
from your brothers for no reason”? In Old Testament times this
practice was considered a despicable crime. If an individual owed,
someone some money but was unable to pay, the debtor would give
his coat to the creditor as a pledge or guarantee of forthcoming
payment. However, the creditor was to return the coat at night so
that the person, presumably caring for sheep out in the cold at night,
would have his coat for a blanket. To take a pledge from someone
for no reason was sinful. Job was not guilty of this action, as he
explained later (3 1: 19-22).

2. Why did Elimelech’s closest relative give his sandal to
Boaz? (Ruth 4:8, 17) According to the Nuzi tablets, discovered in
present-day Iraq, in excavations from 1925 to 1931, such an action
symbolized releasing one’s right to land he walked on. This was done
when a sale of land was completed.

Legat
1. In 2 Kings 2:9 when Elisha said to Elijah, “Let  me inherit a
double portion of your spirit,” was he asking for twice as much
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spiritual power as Elijah had? No, he was stating that he wanted to
be his heir in the sense of being his successor. According to Deuter-
onomy 21: 17 the firstborn in a family was to receive a double share
of his father% estate.

2. Does ‘cFirstborn  over all creation” in Colossians 1: 15
mean that Christ was created? No, this means that He is the Heir of
all creation (Heb. 1:2), much as a firstborn son had a special place of
honor and privilege in a family. The Greek word for firstborn is
pOtotokos.  Had Paul intended to convey the idea that Jesus was the
first created being, he would have used a different Greek word,
pr&oktisis.  But that Greek word is never used of Jesus.

1. What is so unusual about Samuel calling on the Lord for rain at
the time of the wheat harvest in 1 Samuel 12:17? The wheat harvest
took place in May or June. This was soon after the six-month dry
season started, extending from April through October. If rain were
to come in the dry season, this would obviously show the Lord’s
unusual working.

2. Why does Psalm 1:4 compare the wicked to chafl? This
was to depict that the wicked have no security. When farmers win-
now wheat, the chaff,  light in weight, blows away. No farmer tries to
retain and use the chaff because it is useless. The wicked, like the
chaff, have no security and are worthless.

3. Why did Amos call the women of Bethel “cows of Ba-
shan” in Amos 4:1? The cows in Bashan, a fertile area northeast of
the Sea of Galilee, were known for being fat. Like these cows, the
women of Bethel were wealthy and lazy, doing little besides sitting
around eating and drinking.

4. Why did the Lord say to Job in Job 39:1, “Do you know
when the mountain goats give birth?” The goat referred to is proba-
bly the Ibex, which hides in the mountains when it gives birth to its
young. Naturalists have sought to observe the birthing of this animal
but have been largely unsucces&l. They have seen the Ibexes copu-
lating or giving birth to their young in the mountains of Judea only
4 times in 30 years.s God, of course, was pointing up Job’s ignorance
of much of what goes on in the world of nature.

5. In Matthew 13:31-32  did Jesus make an error when He
said the mustard seed is the smallest? Some people answer yes to this
question because as they point out, the orchid seed, not the mustard
seed, is the smallest of all seeds. Jesus, however, referred to the
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mustard tree as agarden plant and in His day the mustard seed was
in fact the smallest garden-variety seed in Palestine. Obviously no
orchid seeds were in Palestine at that time. Mustard seed is so small
that approximately 750 seeds are needed to weigh a mere gram
(l/28 of an ounce). This means that approximately 21,000 seeds
would be needed to weigh 1 ounce. And yet, given this unusual
small size, the mustard plant can grow to a height of 12 to 15 feet in
one year!

6. In Luke 13:32  did Jesus call Herod a fox because He
meant Herod  was sly and cunning? No, a fox in those days was
considered a treacherous animal, and so Jesus was suggesting that
Herod was known for his treachery.

7. Why did Jesus denounce a fig tree for having no fruit
when it was not even the season for figs? (Mark 11: 12-14) In March
fig trees in Israel normally produce small buds followed by large
green leaves in April. The small buds were edible “ftit.” The time
when Jesus ?ursed” the fig tree was the Passover, that is, April.
Since the tree had no buds it would bear no fruit that year. But “the
season for figs” was late May and June, when the normal crops of
figs ripened. Jesus’ denouncing of the tree symbolized Israel’s ab-
sence of spiritual vitality (like the absence of the buds) in spite of her
outward religiosity (like the green leaves).

Architectural
1. How could Rahab have her house on a wall? (Josh. 2: 15) The
walls in Jericho were double walls with space between where dirt was
built up so that houses could be built between them and yet be near
the top of the walls9

2. How could four men let a paralytic man down through a
roof? (Mark 2:1-12) Most houses in the Western world are built
with slanted roofs, but in Bible times roofs were flat and often  were
made of tiles. Therefore it would be no problem for these men to
stand on the roof, remove some of the tiles, and let the man down.

3. Why did the disciples meet in an upper room? (Acts 1: 13)
This is because rooms on an upper level were often larger than the
rooms below. The upper room would therefore more comfortably
accommodate the 11 disciples.

Cluthing
1. What is meant by the clause, “scoop fire into his lap”? (Prov.
6:27) The word for lap may refer to a fold in a person’s garment

used much like a pocket for carrying things.
2. What is meant by the command, “Gird up your loins” in

Job 38:3; 40:7;  and 1 Peter 1:13? (NASB) When a man ran, worked,
or was in battle, he would tuck his robe under a wide sash at his
waist so that he could move about more easily. The command thus
means to be alert and capable of responding quickly.

Domestic
1. What is meant in Hosea 7:8, “Ephraim is a flat cake not turned
over”? Sometimes a flat cake would get overcooked on one side if it
were not turned over. This seems to be Hosea’s way of saying that
Ephraim was imbalanced,  giving too much attention to some things
and inadequate attention to others.

2. Was it not rude for John at the Last Supper to be leaning
on Jesus? (John 13:23) No, they were seated on couches rather than
in chairs when they ate, and therefore in that culture for someone to
lean back against another was not considered rude.

3. Why did James say to anoint a sick person with oil? (James
5:14) In Greek two words are used for rubbing or anointing. The
first is chti,  which means to anoint in a ritual. This is not the word
James used. The word in James 5:14 is aZeipb&  which means to rub
with oil. What James was referring to, then, was not a ritual. Instead
it was a refreshing and encouraging act for an ill or discouraged
person. @Uez@d  is also used in Matt. 6:17 with reference to rubbing
oil on one’s own head [to refresh himsew and in Luke 7:46, with
reference to the sinful woman rubbing perfume on Jesus’ feet.)

4. Why did the man in Luke 9:59 say he wanted to go bury
his father before he could follow Jesus? He did not mean that his
father had just died. Instead he meant he felt obligated to wait until
his father died even if it meant several years, probably so that he
would then receive his father’s inheritance. This explains the man’s
reluctance to follow Jesus.

5. Why did Job say, “Why were there knees to receive me”?
(Job 3: 12) A newborn child was placed on its grandfather’s knees as
a symbol that the child was in his line (Gen. 48:12;  50:23). In grief,
Job was questioning why he was even born.

6. Why were the five virgins foolish for having taken lamps
but no extra oil? (Matt. 25:1-13) The reason is that a marriage ritual
could last as long as three hours and so the oil could have been used
up from their lamps. The five wise virgins, however, “took oil in
jars . . . with their lamps” (v. 4), thus showing their preparedness.
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7. Why did the Lord refer to grass being thrown into the
fire? (Matt. 630) Earthen ovens, on which thin pancake-like bread
was baked, were heated by burning dry grass.

Geographical
1. Why did Jesus have to “go through Samaria”? (John 4:4) Since
the Jews did not associate with Samaritans (v. 9), the Jews normally
went around Samaria when going fi-om  Judea  in the south to the
area north of Samaria. They would take a highway near the Jordan
River or the Mediterranean Sea. Jesus, however, went directly
through the province of Samaria to the town of Sychar in order to
meet the woman whom He in His omniscience knew would be
there.

2. Why did David escape to En Gedi? (1 Sam. 23:29) He
knew that because of the difficult terrain on the way to En Gedi,
south of Jericho and west of the Dead Sea, it would be hard for Saul
to follow him there. Also caves were there and this too would make
it dif?icult  for Saul to find  him. Furthermore a cool, refreshing wa-
terfall is there. These factors made it a logical place for David’s
escape.

3. Why did the message to the Laodicean church in Revela-
tion 3: 16 say that the people in the church “were lukewarm-neither
hot nor cold”? This statement reflected the fact that the people in
that local assembly were spiritually like the water in their city. Water
was channeled to Laodicea in pipes, six miles from Heirapolis. When
the water left the hot springs in Heirapolis it obviously was hot, but
by the time it reached Laodicea it was lukewarm.

4. Why did Jesus speak of a man going “down” from Jerusa-
lem to Jericho when Jericho is located northeast of Jerusalem? (Luke
10: 30) The elevation drop in the 14 miles from Jerusalem to Jericho
is more than 2,000 feet. Obviously going from Jerusalem to Jericho
then was to go down in elevation.

Military
1. Why did Habakkuk say that the Babylonians “heap up rubble to
capture [cities]“? (Hab. 1: 10, NASB) This does not suggest that they
were collecting trash. Instead this points to the building of earthen
ramps against a city wall. Since many cities were built high on hills,
the only way an enemy could get to the city was to pile up dirt and
debris against the hill to lower the elevation grade.

2. Why did Paul say in 2 Corinthians 2:14 that God “always
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leads us. in triumphal procession in Christ”? In the Roman Empire, a
general, returning home from a victorious battle, would march
through the streets of his hometown with his own soldiers behind
him, followed by his captives. Similarly God is leading us in a trium-
phal procession spiritually by our being “in Christ.”

Social
1. Why did people in Bible times sometimes throw dust on their
heads? (Job 2:12; Lam. 2:lO; Ezek.  27:30; Rev. 1819) They were
demonstrating that they felt so deeply grieved that it was as if they
were in the grave, under the dirt.

2. Why did God say in Malachi 1:2-3, ‘1 have loved Jacob,
but Esau I have hated”? Two explanations are possible. One is that in
the ancient Near East a person would use the word he in his will to
designate the person chosen to inherit his estate, and he would use
the word bate to mean a legal rejection of any rival claim. (In a
similar fashion to despise or hate wisdom, as in Prov. 1:7, is to reject
it.) Another explanation is that this is a form of comparison, in
which the Lord was saying He loved Jacob more than He loved
Esau. A parallel to this is seen in Genesis 29:30-31  in which Jacob is
said to have loved Rachel and not to have loved (i.e., to have hated)
Leah.

3. Why did Joseph shave before he went to see Pharaoh?
(Gen. 41:14) Did not the Hebrews normally wear beards? The
Egyptian custom was not to wear beards, so Joseph was simply
following the custom of that country.

4. What is the signi&nce of a “covenant of salt”? (Num.
18:19; 2 Chron. 13:5) How the salt was used in making such a
covenant is not known, but the fact that it was a preservative seems
to suggest that the parties desired that their friendship continue.

5. Why did Jesus tell the disciples not to greet anyone on the
road? (Luke 10:4)  Rather than suggesting an antisocial attitude,
Jesus was suggesting that they not be delayed in their mission. Greet-
ings would often take a long period of time in which the people
would bow several times, repeat their greetings, and then discuss the
affairs of the day.

In summary it is apparent that ignorance of these customs
could result in misunderstanding the meaning of the passages. The
Bible student confronts many other customs as he reads the Bible. It is
wise, therefore, to be alert to unusual customs referred to and to deter-
mine what the passages meant to the people in those original settings.
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Commentaries often help explain these customs. Helpful
books on Bible customs are William L. Coleman, Today’s  Handbook
of Bible Times & Ctistoms  (Minneapolis: Bethany  House Publishers,
1984); Madeline S. and J. Lane Miller, Harper’s Encychpedia of Bible
Life, rev. ed. (San Francisco: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1978);
James I. Packer, Merrill C. Tenney, and William White, Jr., eds., The
Bible Almanac (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1980); J.A.
Thompson, Handbook of L$? in Bible Times (Downers Grove, Ill. :
Intervarsity Press, 1986); and Fred H. Wight, The Nav Manners
and Customs of Bible Times, rev. Ralph Gower (Chicago: Moody
Press, 1986).

To What Extent Are Passages  of the Bible Limited
by the Cuhwe?

One of the most important issues Bible interpreters face is the ques-
tion of culturally conditioned Bible passages. That is, are some pas-
sages of the Bible limited to that day by the cultural setting and
therefore not transferable to our culture, or is everything we read in
the Scriptures normative for today? To what extent is the relevance
of the Bible limited by the cultural setting? If some passages are
limited in this way, then how do we determine which ones are
transferable to our culture and which ones are not?

Some argue, for example, that since we no longer have slaves
and masters and the command to slaves in Ephesians 65 is irrelevant
for today, then in the same context the command for wives to sub-
mit to their husbands is also equally irrelevant and nonbinding for
today. This view, however, overlooks the fact that while slavery may
not exist today as it did in Bible times, there may be some way in
which the principle behind that command can be applied to employ-
er-employee relations. Furthermore nowhere in the Bible are the
commands for wives to submit to their husbands rescinded. Two
other questions this issue raises are whether the command in
1 Timothy 2: 12 for women not to teach men is culturally limited,
and whether the words in the Bible about homosexual conduct were
limited to Bible times.

The issue of cultural relevance is an important one because of
the two tasks of the interpreter: to determine what the text meant to
its immediate readers in that cultural setting, and to determine what
the text means to us now in our context.

It should be immediately evident that all practices in the

BRIDGING THE CULTURAL GAP 91

Bible are not transferable to the present day. If that were true, then
when you buy a house, the former owner should take off one of his
sandals and give it to you, the buyer, following the practice in Ruth
4:8.

To illustrate the problem, read each of the following items
and circle the “P” (for permanent) or the ‘?I?’  (for temporary) after
each sentence.lO

1
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

19.

20.
21.
22.
23.

Greet one another with a holy kiss (Rom. 16:16).
Abstain from meat that has been sacrificed to idols
(Acts 15:29).
Be baptized (Acts 2:38).
Wash one another’s feet (John 13: 14).
Extend the right hand of fellowship (Gal. 2:9).
Ordain by the “laying on of hands” (Acts 13:3).
Prohibit women from speaking in a church assembly
(1 Cor. 14:34).
Have fured hours of prayer (Acts 3 : 1).
Sing songs, hymns, and spiritual songs (Col. 3:16).
Abstain from eating blood (Acts 15:29).
Slaves should obey their earthly masters (Eph. 6:5).
Observe the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:24).
Do not make any oaths (James 5: 12).
Anoint the sick with oil (James 5 : 14).
Permit no woman to teach men (1 Tim. 2:12).
Preach two by two (Mark 6:7).
Go into Jewish synagogues to preach (Acts 14: 1).
Eat what is set before you asking no questions of con-
science (1 Cor. 10:27).
Prohibit women from wearing braided hair, gold, or
pearls (1 Tim. 2:9).
Abstain from fornication (Acts 15:29).
Do not seek marriage (1 Cor. 7:26).
Be circumcised (Acts 15:5).
Women should pray with their heads covered (1 Cor.
11:5).

24. Drink Communion from a single cup (Mark 14:23).
25. Take formal religious vows (Acts 18: 18).
26. Avoid praying in public (Matt. 6:5-6).
27. Speak in tongues and prophesy (1 Cor. 14: 5).
28. Meet in homes for church (Col. 4: 15).

P T

P T
P T
P T
P T
P T

P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
P T

P T

P T
P T
P T
P T

P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
P T
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29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

40.
41.
42.
43.

44.
45.
46.
47.
48.

Work with your hands (1 Thes. 4: 11). I? T
Lift your hands when praying (1 Tim. 2:8). I? T
Give to those who beg from you (Matt. 5:42). I? T
Pray before meals (Luke 24: 30). P T
Support no widow under 60 years old (1 Tim. 5:9). I? T
Say ‘%rnen”  at the end of prayers (1 Cor. 14: 16). P T
Fast in connection with ordination (Acts 13: 3). P T
Wear sandals but not an extra tunic (Mark 6:9). P T
Wives should submit to their husbands (Col. 3:18). P T
Show no favoritism to the rich (James 2:1-7). P T
Use unleavened bread for Communion (Luke 22:13,
19). P T
Cast lots for church officers  (Acts 1:26). P T
Owe no man anything (Rom. 13:8). P T
Have seven deacons in the church (Acts 6: 3). P T
Do not eat meat from animals killed by strangulation
(Acts 15:29). P T
Allow no one to eat if he will not work (2 Thes. 3: 10). P T
Give up personal property (Acts 244-45). P T
Have self-employed clergy (2 Thes. 3:7-8). P T
Take collections in church for the poor (1 Car. 16:l). P T
Men should not have long hair (1 Cor. 11: 14). P T

These illustrate the frequency with which Bible students con-
front the problem of cultural relevance. Readers will differ in the way
they answer these questions. How can we determine which ones
should be considered permanent and thus relevant for us today and
which ones should be considered temporary and cultural? That is,
what guidelines can be used to decide one’s answers?

The following principles may be useful in determining which
cultural practices and situations, commands, and precepts in the
Bible are transferable to our culture and which ones are nontrans-
ferable.

1. Some situations, commands, m princ;Ples  are repeatable, con-
tinuous, or not revoked, and/w pertain to mmal  and theokgical subjects,
and/or are repeated elsewhere in Scripture, and therefore are permanent
and transferable to us. We need to ask if the Scriptures treat the
situation, command, or principle as normative. Sometimes a reason
is given for a command. Capital punishment is considered a perma-
nent command because, after being given in Genesis 9:6, it is no-
where revoked, and the reason given in that verse is that man is
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made in God’s image. The command in Proverbs 3:5-6 to trust the
Lord is certainly repeated, though stated in various ways throughout
Scripture. The command to believers to put on the armor of God
(Eph. 6: 10-19) is in no way revoked. Nor has God withdrawn the
command for humility, as stated in 1 Peter 5 :6. The command for
men to pray with hearts of purity is universal as suggested by the
words CCmen  everywhere” (1 Tim. 2:8).

A Nazarite was to let his hair grow as a sign of his dedication
to the Lord (Jud. 13:5; 1 Sam. 1:ll).  But in the New Testament
long hair for any man is considered dishonorable (1 Cor. 11: 14).
The New Testament has thus revoked the Nazarite practice, which
was part of the Old Testament Mosaic Law. As McQuilkin  has stat-
ed’ “‘All Scripture should be received as normative for every person
in all societies of all time unless the Bible itself limits the audience.“”
When the Bible clearly gives a command and nowhere else nullifies
that command, it must be accepted as the revealed will of God and a
mandate to mold our personal and group behavior (our ‘culture’) in
the form of this instruction.“12 This means that the Bible is its own
authority, including the authority to set limits on which practices are
culture-bound and which ones are not. One way we can determine
which commands are to be repeated is by examining whether the
command or situation is paralleled in Scripture elsewhere.

2. Some situations, commands, or principles  pertain to an individ-
ual-% spec@c  nonrepeatable  circumstances, and/or nonmoral or nontbeolog-
ical subjects, and/or have been reuoked,  and are thwefie not tranferable
to taday.  Paul’s instructions to Timothy in 2 Timothy 4:11-13 to
bring his cloak and scrolls is obviously limited to Paul’s situation.
Nowhere are Christian fathers commanded to sacrifice their sons as
Abraham was told to do (Gen. 22:1-19);  that command was only
for that occasion in the patriarch’s life.

Hebrews 7:12 and 1O:l indicate that the Aaronic priesthood
and in fact the entire Mosaic Law have been done away.

In the Old Testament, incest was punished by stoning (Lev.
20: 1 l), but in the New Testament incest is treated by excommunica-
tion (1 Cor. 5:1-5).

3. Some situations or commands pertain to cultural settings  that
are only partially similar to ours and in which only the principles are
transferable. Five times the New Testament refers to greeting others
with a holy kiss (Rom. 16:16;  1 Cor. 16:20; 2 Cor. 13: 12; 1 Thes.
5:26; 1 Peter 5: 14). Since that was the normal form of greeting in
that day, and since that is not the normal form of greeting in our
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Western culture, it follows that this practice need not be carried over
to today. Instead the principle behind it should be followed, namely,
to express friendliness and love to others. In Latin America the same
principle is expressed by a hug rather than a kiss, and in America a
handshake is sometimes accompanied by a hug or a pat on the back.

Another example is Deuteronomy 6:4-9. Certainly parents
are to love the Lord and to teach His commandments to their chil-
dren at various times. However, the command in verse 9 to ‘Zyrite
them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates” seems to
have a cultural setting similar but not identical to today. Perhaps the
modern-day counterpart is having Bible verses on plaques hung on
the wall. Obviously the principle still holds true that parents should
keep the Scriptures before their children.

Though meat we purchase has not been sacrificed to idols,
the principle of 1 Corinthians 8 holds true, namely, that we ought
not be involved in any practice that would be a stumbling block to
weak believers.

4. Some situations or commands  pertain to cultural settings with
no similarities but in which the principles are transjhb~e.  A sinful wom-
an expressed her love to Jesus by pouring perfume from an alabaster
jar on Jesus’ head (Matt. 26:7-8). There is obviously no way in
which we can do this to Jesus now, but the principle holds that we
can express our love to Him sacrificially. When Moses stood in
God’s presence on holy ground, he removed the sandals from his feet
(Ex. 3: 5). Does this mean that a person today must remove his shoes
when he is in God’s presence?

Regarding the third and fourth principles above, Virkler re-
marks that, “Behavior that has a certain meaning in one culture may
have a totally different significance in another culture.“13

A frequently discussed passage pertaining to the question of
ccculturally  conditioned” biblical material is 1 Corinthians 11:2-16.
Does this passage refer to a woman’s hair as a covering or to a
separate head covering over the hair? It seems to mean the latter,
based on the statements in verses 4-7. The head covering is more
likely a shawl, which extended from the back over the head some-
thing like a parka, rather than a veil over the face. Archeologists have
uncovered sketches and sculptures of this kind of head covering in
the Greco-Roman world. In first-century Judaism and in the Greco-
Roman world, wearing a head covering in public was in fact a sign
of a woman’s submission to her husband. Not to wear it was an
indication of insubordination or rebellion. This is mentioned in

3 Maccabees 36 and in the writings of Plutarch, a Roman statesman.
Assuming that the head covering is a shawl, there are four options in
interpreting how the passage relates, if at all, to today.

One view is that women today should wear shawls in church
as a sign of their submissiveness to their husbands. If this view is
held, then principle 1 above is being followed- the view that the
cultural situation and the principle behind it are both repeatable and
relevant for today.

A second view is that the passage has no relevance at all for
women today. This view illustrates the second principle above,
namely, that neither the cultural situation nor the principle behind it
are repeatable. According to this view, women may disregard these
verses altogether as having application to them today because the
cultural situation has no correspondence to our culture today.

Other Bible interpreters hold a third view- that women to-
day should wear hats in church as a sign of their submission to their
husbands. Approaching the passage in this way, they are following
the third principle, which sees the situation in Corinth as being
partially similar to our culture today, and that the principle is trans-
ferable and permanent. The thought is that since women today nor-
mally do not wear shawls in praying, they should wear something
comparable such as hats.

A fourth view is that women today need not wear hats in
church, but that they are to be submissive to their husbands. This
corresponds with the fourth principle above. The cultural setting is
seen as being entirely different, but the principle is transferable. In
the Corinthian culture, a woman’s shawl was a symbol of her hus-
band’s authority and she was thereby showing that she was placing
herself under that authority. In Corinth, sacred prostitutes, that is,
those associated with pagan temples, did not wear shawls. It is also
noteworthy that Jewish women did not wear a head covering until
they were married. There was no need to do so since they were not
under the authority of a husband. Yet the principle of submission
seems to be permanent and transferable to all present-day cultures
since Paul referred to Creation (1 Car. 11:9)  and the presence of the
angels (v. 10). I favor the fourth view in light of the significance of
the shawl in the New Testament Age. Also when women today wear
hats to church, are they consciously depicting their being under their
husband’s authority or are they simply being fashionable? (On the
meaning of the presence of the angels, see The Bible IGzowZedge  Cum-
mentavy,  New Testament, p. 529.)
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Want an interesting exercise? Consider the subject of foot-
washing. This is mentioned 19 times in the Bible-Genesis 18:4;
19:2; 24:32; 43:24; Exodus 30:19; 40:31; Judges 19:21; 1 Samuel
25:41; 2 Samuel 11:8; Song of Songs 5:3; Luke 744;  John 13:5-6,
8-10, 12, 14; and 1 Timothy 5:lO. Look up these verses and see if
you can determine the way in which this cultural practice was carried
out and what it meant in Old and New Testament times. Then look
at the four principles discussed earlier and determine which one
applies to foot-washing. Think of these questions as you study this
issue: Is foot-washing needed today as it was in biblical times? Why
or why not? Do the Scriptures command us to practice foot-washing
as an ordinance in the church? Why or why not? To whom are Jesus’
words in John 13: 15 being addressed? Are those words to be fol-
lowed by believers today? Why or why not? What reasons for the
practice with the disciples did Jesus give in John 13? See particularly
verses 1, 7, 12, and 16.

Guidelines  fbr DetermzinieJ  whether  Bible
Practices Are Culture-bound or Transcdtural

Sometimes it is difficult to determine whether principle 3 or 4 dis-
cussed earlier should be followed in determining the question of
cultural versus transcultural  practices. Perhaps the following steps
may be helpful.

First, see if the behavior in the biblical culture means some-
thing different in our culture. This would seem to be the case with
shawls and the holy kiss. Wearing a shawl in church today and
greeting others with kisses have meanings today that differ from
their initial significance in Bible times. Related to this step is deter-
mining if the practice is missing entirely from our culture. Foot-
washing is considered by many to be an example of this.

Second, if the behavior does mean something different in our
culture, then determine the timeless principle expressed in that
practice.

Third, determine how the principle can be expressed in a
cultural equivalent. Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 2:1-2 that we are to
pray for kings. But what about believers who live in countries, such
as in the United States, that have no kings? Is this passage irrelevant
to them? It would seem that the cultural setting is at least partially
similar in that believers could follow the principle by praying for
governmental leaders, whether they are presidents or premiers. James
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wrote that a Christian was discriminating and sinning if he gave his
seat in a church gathering to a wealthy Christian and told a poor
believer to stand or sit on the floor (James 2:1-4). Does that mean
today that rich parishioners should be seated on the floors of
churches so that the poor may be seated on pews? No, this is not a
requirement for today because the cultural situation is different.
However, the principle of humility remains and Christians ought not
discriminate against each other in any way based on their economic
status.

Should women today wear shawls on their heads in church?
No, because the significance of women wearing shawls in the Greco-
Roman world no longer holds true in our culture. The act does not
carry the symbolism it once had. But is there a principle here to be
followed, and to be expressed in a modern-day cultural equivalent?
The principle of subordination (not inferiority!) of the wife to her
husband still holds because that truth is stated elsewhere in Scripture
(e.g., Eph. 5:22-23; Col. 3:18; 1 Peter 3:1-2). A possible modern
cultural parallel, some have suggested, is the wife’s wedding ring
(and changing her last name to that of her husband) which shows
that she is married and thus is under her husband’s authority.

Also believers today need not remove their shoes when they
come in God’s presence in church or in private prayer, but they
should express their reverence before the Lord.

Spiritual discernment and careful stndy  of the Scriptures are
important in considering the impact of cultural matters on Bible
interpretation.



C H A P T E R  F I V E

A hallmark of the Reformation was a return to the historical, gram-
matical interpretation of Scripture. This was in direct opposition to
the approach to the Bible that had been in vogue for hundreds of
years-the view that ignored the normal meaning of words in their
grammatical sense and let words and sentences mean whatever the
readers wanted them to mean.

In the Middle Ages words, phrases, and sentences in the
Bible had taken on multiple meanings, losing all sense of objectivity.
How, then, the Reformers asked, could the Bible be a clear revela-
tion from God?

They responded that God has conveyed His truth in written
form, using words and sentences that are to be understood by man
in their normal, plain sense. Therefore the better we understand the
grammar of Scripture and the historical setting in which those sen-
tences were first communicated, the better we can understand the
truths God intended to convey to us.

The Reformers were seeking to return people to the way the
Bible had been treated by the early church fathers, including Clement
of Rome, Ignatius, Polycarp, and Irenaeus, and the leaders in the
Antiochene School, including Lucian, Diodorus, Theodore of
Mopsuestia, John Chrysostom, and Theodoret.

W%y  Is Grammatical Interpretation Important?

Several factors point to the importance of giving attention to the
grammar of Scripture (the meanings of words and sentences and the
way they are put together).
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The Nature  of Inspiration
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If we believe the Bible is verbally  inspired, as discussed in chapter 1,
we believe every word of Scripture is important. Some words and
sentences may not hold the same degree of importance other words
or sentences have in the Bible, but all words and sentences in the
Bible serve a purpose. Otherwise why would God have included
them?

Only grammatical interpretation fully honors the verbal in-
spiration of Scripture. If a person does not believe the Bible is ver-
bally inspired, then it is inconsistent or at least strange for him to
give much attention to the words of Scripture.

The  Goal of likedesk
The aim of biblical exegesis is to determine what the text of Scripture
itself says and means, and not to read something into it. As John
Calvin stated, “It is the first business of an interpreter to let his
author say what he does, instead of attributing to him what we think
he ought to say.”

Thoughts are expressed through words, and words are the
building blocks of sentences. Therefore to determine God’s thoughts
we need to study His words and how they are associated in sen-
tences. If we neglect the meanings of words and how they are used,
we have no way of knowing whose interpretations are correct. The
assertion, “You can make the Bible mean anything you want it to
mean,” is true only if grammatical interpretation is ignored.

The Pmbht  of Communication
Someone has noted that the average person in America speaks
30,000 words a day in ordinary conversation. That is a lot of talk!
The more a person speaks the greater the possibility of his being
misunderstood. A speaker or writer can be misunderstood if his
hearers or readers do not know exactly what he meant by some word
or words. Sometimes in conversation, a person will say to another,
“Oh, I thought you meant such and such.” Further words given by
the speaker help communicate his meaning.

Our task in Bible study is to discover as precisely as possible
what God meant by each of the words and sentences He included in
the Scriptures. This problem is compounded for many readers be-
cause the Bible is written in other languages. How then can we know
exactly what the Scriptures mean unless we know Hebrew, Aramaic,
and Greek?
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Suppose you picked up a German Bible and noticed these
words: “Denn also hat Gott die Welt geliebt, dass er seinen
eingebornen Sohn gab, auf dass alle, die an ihn glauben, nicht
verloren werden, sondern das ewige Leben haben.”  If you do not
know German and you want to know what these words say, you
have two choices. One choice is to learn German. The other is to ask
someone who knows German to translate these words for you.
Either choice will lead you to know that they are John 3:16.

The same holds true for the study of the Bible. We want to
get as close to the original as possible in our understanding of the
Scriptures. This means, therefore, that we should learn the original
languages, or if that is not possible, then we need to rely on others
who do know the languages. Bible students, commentators, teachers,
and preachers who know Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek can be useful
sources of information in helping us know the meaning of the Scrip-
tures in their original languages.

This is not to suggest that a person cannot know, appreciate,
and teach the Bible without knowing those languages. Many capable
Bible expositors who have not known Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek
have been greatly used of God in preaching and teaching the Bible.
And many people have been greatly blessed in their spiritual lives by
studying a translation of the Bible in their own native language
without knowing the Bible’s original languages. The point, however,
is that greater precision is available as one learns the biblical lan-
guages. This was the burden of the Reformers: to seek to understand
as precisely and accurately as possible what God is communicating to
man in His written revelation. For that reason, attention to the
principles of grammatical interpretation is extremely important.

What Is Grammatical Intevpr~th?

When we speak of interpreting the Bible grammatically, we are refer-
ring to the process of seeking to determine its meaning by ascertain-
ing four things: (a) the meaning of words (lcxicology), (b) the form
of words (morphology), (c) the function of words (parts of speech),
and (d) the relationships of words (syntax).

In the meaning of words (lexicology), we are concerned with
(a) etymology- how words are derived and developed, (b) usage -
how words are used by the same and other authors, (c) synonyms
and antonyms - how similar and opposite words are used, and (d)
context-how words are used in various contexts.
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In discussing the form of words (morphology) we are look-
ing at how words are structured and how that affects their meaning.
For example the word eat means something different from ate,
though the same letters are used. The word part changes meaning
when the letter s is added to it to make the word parts. The function
of words (parts of speech) considers what the various forms do.
These include attention to subjects, verbs, objects, nouns, and others,
as will be discussed later. The relationships of words (syntax) are the
way words are related or put together to form phrases, clauses, and
sentences.

How Do We Determine the Meaning of Words?

Four factors influence the meaning of a given word: etymology,
usage, synonyms and antonyms, and context.

&amine the Etymology of the Words
Etymology refers to the root derivation and development of words.
In etymology the aims are (a) to get back to the root meaning of the
word and (b) to see how the word developed.

Sometimes the component parts of a compound word help
reveal its meaning. This can be seen in the English word “hippopota-
mus,” which is derived from two Greek words-hippos for horse and
potamos for river- and thus this animal is a kind of river horse. The
Greek word ekklesia, usually translated “church,” comes from ek (“out
of’) and kaZein (“to call or summon”). Thus it came to refer in the
New Testament to those who are called out from the unsaved to
form a group of believers. Originally ekkZt%a  referred to an assembly
of citizens in a Greek community who were summoned by a town
crier for transacting public business.

The Greek word makrotbymia,  translated “patience” or “long-
suffering,” consists of two Greek words makros,  which means “long,”
and thymia,  which means “feeling.” In putting the two words
together the letter s was dropped and the word means long-feeling,
that is, having control of one’s feelings for a long period of time.
“Patience” is a suitable translation.

In the 18th century Johann Ernesti  (1707-1781) warned
against following etymology as a reliable guide. He wrote:

The fluctuating use of words, which prevails in every language,
gives rise to frequent changes in their meaning. There are but
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few words in any language which always retained [their] prima-
ry meaning. Great care therefore is necessary in the interpreter,
to guard against rash etymological exegesis; which is often very
fallacious. 1

Sometimes a word in its development takes on an entirely
different meaning from what it originally meant. The root derivation
of a word is often an unreliable guide for the meaning of a word’
because meanings change. For example the word enthusiasm in its
etymology means “to be possessed by a god.” Obviously the derived
meaning today differs significantly from its root meaning, in which
the two words in and& were put together. Also the Englishdood-
bye is a derivation of “God be with you,” and yet few people think of
its original meaning when they tell someone “good-bye.”

The English word rgard was derived from “guard,” but ob-
viously regard andpard  differ  substantially in their meaning.2  The
English word nice from the Latin nescius  originally meant “simple” or
“ignorant”’ hardly related to its present-day meaning! As Cotterell
and Turner have written, in the 13th century the word nice added
the meaning of “foolish” or “stupid”’ in the 14th century, %anton,”
and in the 15th,  “coy” or “shy.” But each of these is now obsolete.
Even the 16thcentury idea of nice as “subtle, precise, minutely accu-
rate” is only occasionally seen today, as in the phrase “a nice distinc-
tionY3  After Christopher Wren completed St. Paul’s Cathedral in
London, Queen Anne saw it and said, “It is awful, amusing, and
artificial.” Those words today hardly sound complimentary. But in
17thcentury England, her words meant the cathedral was full of awe
(“awful”), delightful (“amus@“), and artistic (“artificial”). Over
time the meanings of those words have changed extensively.

The Greek word eirt?n8  originally meant peace from war, then
it came to mean peace of mind or tranquility, then well-being, and in
the New Testament it is often used to refer to a right relationship
with God. Obviously then, “the etymology of the word is not a
statement about its meaning but about its history.“’

Sometimes a word means something entirely different from
its component parts. The word broadcast means something different
from its original meaning, which was to sow seed by “casting it
abroad.” When a person pulls dandelions from his yard, he most
likely does not have in mind lion’s teeth. And yet that is the original
meaning of the French words dent de Zion, from which we have
“dandelion” in English. A butterfly has little relevance to the words
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butter  andjy, and a pineapple only vaguely resembles a pine and an
apple.

A biblical word should not be explained on the basis of its
English etymology. This is to read back into Scripture what is not
there. For example the biblical word haly is not derived from the
English word healthy. Etymologically the Hebrew and Greek words
for holy do not mean being spiritually healthy. Nor does the Greek
word dynamis (“powe?‘)  mean dynamite. To say that Paul had in
mind dynamite when he wrote Romans 1:16, “1 am not ashamed of
the Gospel, because it is the dynamite of God for the salvation for
everyone who believes”’ is to be guilty of “reverse etymology.“” Dy-
namite seems inappropriate for what Paul had in mind because “dy-
namite blows things up, tears things down, rips out rock, gouges
holes, destroys things.“” Instead dynamis  means a dynamic, active,
living, spiritual force.

Sometimes Bible interpreters note the meaning of a Greek
word in classical Greek and then suggest that the same meaning
carries over into the New Testament. That procedure, however, can
sometimes lead to inaccurate meanings. For example euangelion was
used in classical Greek in the sense of “reward for good news” given
to a messenger. Also the classical writers Socrates and Xenophon
used the word to refer to a “sacrifice for a good message”’ and still
later the word came to suggest “the good message.” Then in the
New Testament it took on the special sense of “the good news of
salvation” in Jesus Christ.’

Discovm  the Usage  of the Wwa3
As already stated’ often the etymology of a word does not help
determine its meaning. Therefore we need to determine its current
established usage by the writer. This practice is called uszu  loqlcendi
(literally, the use by the one speaking). In other words what was the
customary meaning of the word when the writer used it? How he
used the word in its context often helps determine its meaning.

This is especially important because a word carries different
meanings depending on how it is used. For example the word left
takes on different meanings in these four sentences: “He left”’ “He
left these”’ “He went left, ” “He is left.” The verb run can refer to
many things that move or operate. We say our feet run, noses run,
rivers run, machines run, a sore runs, time runs (or runs out or
down), a watch runs, a manager runs a business, a woman’s hosiery
may run, colors run, and papers run stories. A person may run a
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fever, run into trouble, run up bills, run out of money or patience,
run for office, or run over a stick. Each usage connotes a slightly
different idea. The word board is also used in a variety of ways. As
Terry wrote, board can refer to a piece of timber, a table on which
food is served, food itself (as in paying for room and board), a board
of directors (men who gather around a table to transact business),
and the deck of a boat (hence the words “on board” or “over-
board”).8  Think of the numerous ways the word break can be used.

In the New Testament the word called is used at least two
ways. In the Synoptic Gospels, God’s cccall”  means His invitation,
whereas when Paul used the word to refer to God’s call, he meant
God’s act of giving him a title and a commission (“called to be an
apostle,” Rom. l:l), or God’s work in giving believers salvation
(8:28, 30), or God’s inviting believers with a strong urging (“called
as to a holy life,” 2 Tim. 1:9).

The Greek word pneuma (ccspirit?)  is derived from pm8 (“to
breathe”), but in the Bible the word pnezma  only occasionally means
breath. It also means wind, attitude, emotions, spiritual nature, inner
being (in contrast to the physical body), immaterial beings such as
angels or demons, and the Holy Spirit. A study of the word sarx
(“flesh”) reveals that it too has a variety of meanings including hu-
manity (Rom. 3:20, NASB), the human body (2 Cor. 12:7), muscles
of the human body (Luke 24:39),  or man’s sinful nature or disposi-
tion (Rom. 8:6-7, 13; Eph. 2:3).

As will be discussed later, the immediate context ofien,
though not always, helps determine the meaning of a word. It is
important to note several kinds of usage.

First, note the usage of a word by the same writer in the
same book. If the immediate context does not make clear the mean-
ing of a word, it is sometimes helpful to ask, how did the writer use
this elsewhere in this same book? In Ephesians 2:20 does the word
prophets refer to Old Testament prophets or New Testament proph-
ets? As one examines the other ways Paul used prophets  in Ephe-
sians - in 3:5 and 4: 11 -it becomes clear that in those verses he was
referring to New Testament prophets. Therefore it is likely that he
meant the same thing in 2:20.

Second, note the usage by the same writer in his other books.
In studying John’s use of Z&h and darkness in 1 John, it is helpful to
note how he uses those words in his Gospel and in the Book of
Revelation.

Third, note the usage by other writers in the Bible. Some-
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times a writer+  use of the word in the immediate context may not
reveal its precise meaning, and he may not even use the word else-
where in the same book or other writings. Therefore it is helpful to
examine how the word is used in other Bible books. In seeking to
determine the meaning of the Hebrew word ‘aZm&  (whether it
means “young woman” or “virgin”) in Isaiah 7:14, it is helpful to
study the eight other occurrences of that word in the Old Testament
(Gen. 24:43; Ex. 2:8; 1 Chron. 15:20; Ps. 68:25; Prov. 30:19;
Song 1:3; 6:8; and in the title to Ps. 46).

This is not to suggest, however, that the meaning of a word
is the same in all its occurrences. In 2 Peter 3:lO stoicheia  means
elements, that is, basic components of the universe. In Hebrews
5:12, however, stoicheia  means elementary or basic truths, hardly
basic components of the physical universe. The same word may take
on again a slightly different meaning in Galatians 4:3, 9 and Colos-
sians 2:8, 20.

Fourth, note how the word is used by writers outside the
Bible. In the Hebrew Old Testament approximately 1,300 words
occur only one time.9  They are called hapax Zegomena,  meaning, liter-
ally, “once spoken.” And about 500 words in the Old Testament
occur only twice. Therefore the meaning of these words cannot be
determined by comparing them with usage elsewhere in the Bible.
The way these words are used in other writings outside the Bible can
sometimes help us ascertain their meaning. In Proverbs 26:23 the
Hebrew word sprg, a hapax  legomenon,  is rendered “silver dross” in
the NASB. Based on the use of the same word in Ugaritic, a language
closely related to Hebrew, the NIV translated the word ccglaze,”
which seems to make more sense in the verse. Bible scholars have
also found that Arabic and Aramaic usages of words corresponding
to Hebrew Old Testament words have sometimes helped us under-
stand their meaning.

The use of words in koint?  (common) Greek outside the New
Testament sometimes is helpful in ascertaining a New Testament
word meaning. For example the word ataktos is translated “disorder-
ly” in 2 Thessalonians 3:6, 11 in the KJV. This is probably because of
the influence of this word in classical Greek, where it is used of
soldiers who broke rank, and who were thus considered disorderly.
However, in the papyri, which are more current with the writing of
the New Testament, the word ataktos is used of a boy playing hooky
from school. Therefore in the verses cited above the word more
likely means “idle,” not “disorderly.”
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Discover the Meanings of Similar Words
(Synonyms) and Opposite Wordi  (Antonyms)

Seeing how a word differs from its synonyms can help narrow down
the meaning of that word. It is important not to read back into a
given word the meaning of its synonyms, but rather to seek to find
how the words carry varying shades of meaning. Sometimes these
will not always be clear, for synonyms sometimes become almost
identical in meaning. However, in Romans 14:13  Paul referred to
both a “stumbling block” and an “obstacle.” The stumbling block
(slzandah in Greek) means a serious kind of offense, something
causing another person to fall.  An ccobstacle”  (pros~omma),  on the
other hand, means a slight offense, something that disturbs another.
Paul obviously was stating that he did not want to disturb another
believer in either a serious or a minor way.

In Colossians 2:22 commands suggests laws to be obeyed and
teacbinp  (i.e., doctrines) imply truths to be believed.

Seeing how a word differs from its exact or near opposite can
assist in determining its meaning. In Romans 8:4-9 does “flesh”
(KJV) mean the physical body (in contrast to the human spirit) or
does it mean the sinful nature (in contrast to the Holy Spirit)? The
answer is found by noting how “flesh” contrasts with the word
“spirit.” Verses 6, 9, and 11 suggest that “spirit? means the Holy
Spirit rather than the human spirit. Therefore “flesh” in verses 4-9
probably means the sinful nature.

In 6:23 “death” means spiritual death, not physical death
because it is contrasted to eternal life.

Consider the Context
Considering the context is extremely important for three reasons.
First, words, phrases, and clauses may have multiple meanings, as
already discussed, and examining how they are used in a given con-
text can help determine which of several meanings is more likely.
Second, thoughts are usually expressed by a series of words or sen-
tences, that is, in association, not isolation. “The meaning of any
particular element is nearly always controlled by what precedes and
what follows.“111 Third, false interpretations often arise from ignoring
the context. Psalm 2:8, “Ask of Me, and I will make the nations
Your inheritance, the ends of the earth Your possession,” is some-
times used by missionaries to speak of anticipated conversions on
their mission fields. The preceding verse, however, makes it clear
that these words are spoken by God the Father to God the Son.
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Several kinds of contexts should be considered in Bible inter-
pretation. First is the immediate context. Often the sentence in which
a word is used clarifies the meaning. The use of the word pen by
itself might mean fountain pen or pig pen, but most likely the sen-
tence in which is it used would clarify which is meant.

Cotterell and Turner list seven senses for the Greek word
&OWS, usually translated %orld.”

a. The whole created universe, including the earth, the heav-
ens, heavenly bodies, etc.

b. ‘Earth” as opposed to heaven or the heavens
c. “‘Mankind,” that is, the “world” of people
d. The condition of mortal life; “life in the world”
e. The beings (human and supernatural) in rebellion against

God, together with the systems under their control, viewed as op-
posed to God

f. The system of earthly and social structures (including its
joys, possessions, and cares)

g. “Adornment” or “adorning.”
Cotterell and Turner then cite the following six verses, point-

ing out that only one of these senses is viable in each verse and that
the immediate context of the sentence itself normally clarifies the
meaning. l l

a. “For God so loved the tiosmos  that He gave His one and
only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have
eternal life” (John 3: 16).

b. “Do not love the &omws  or anything in the koswws.  If
anyone loves the komws,  the love of the Father is not in him. For
everything in the komws -the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his
eyes, and the boasting of what he has and does-comes not from the
Father but from the horns” (1 John 2:15-16).

c. “Your beauty should not come from outward komus,  such
as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine  clothes”
(1 Peter 3:3).

d. “And now, Father, glorify Me in Your presence with the
glory I had with You before the kosmos began” (John 17: 5).

e. “Those who use the things of the koms, as if not en-
grossed in them. For this kosmos in its present form is passing away’
(1 Cor. 7:31).

f. “For we brought nothing into the kosmos,  and we can take
nothing out of it” (1 Tim. 6:7).

For an interesting exercise match one of the seven meanings
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of kosmos with the usage of that word in each of the six verses. (For
Cotterell and Turner’s answers see the section “Answers to Exercises”
near the end of the book.)

The point here is that as a general rule each occurrence of a
word will normally have only one of its possible senses, and that
meaning is usually determined by the context, and in these verses by
the immediate context.

For another example the word faith can mean trust or confi-
dence in God, faithfulness, a body of truth, or intellectual assent.
Jude 3 and Galatians 1:23 use faith in one of these four meanings,
Romans 3 : 3 in another one of the senses, Romans 1: 17 and Ephe-
sians 2:8 in another of the four meanings, and James 2: 19 in another
sense. Look up these verses and seek to determine the meaning for
each of these occurrences of&&.

As mentioned earlier the word salvation or saved does not
always mean deliverance from sin. The following are five ways these
words are used:

a. Safety or deliverance from difficult circumstances
b. Physical and/or emotional health
c. Israel’s national release from oppression by her enemies
d. Deliverance from the penalty of sin by the substitutionary

death of Christ
e. Final deliverance from the presence of sin.
Look up each of the following verses and write on the line

before each verse the letter corresponding to the definition above.
Exodus 14:13
Luke 1:71
Luke 18:42  (The words “has healed you” in the NIV

are literally “has saved you.“)
John 3:17
Acts 15:ll
Acts 16:30
Acts 27:20
Romans 5 :9
Romans 13:ll
Philippians 1: 19 (“Deliverance” is literally “salvation.“)
James 5 : 15 (The words “will make the sick person
well” in the NIV are literally “will save the sick
person. “)

Bible students will also want to keep in mind that the word
law has several meanings, which can usually be ascertained from the

way the word is used in the sentence. In Romans 2:14 and 82 law
means a principle. In John 1:17,45 the word means the Pentateuch,
the first five books of the Bible. Law in Matthew 22:40 probably
means all the Old Testament except the Prophets. The same word in
Romans 2:12 and 8:3 means the Mosaic system.

As another example, the phrase “in the last days” (and “the
last hour”) is often assumed to refer to the same era each time it is
used. And yet in Hebrews 1:2; 1 Peter 1:20;  and 1 John 2:18 the
phrase seems to suggest the entire present Church Age, whereas the
phrase in 1 Timothy 4:l; 2 Timothy 3:l; 2 Peter 3:3; and Jude 18
seems to suggest the jnal days of the Church Age.

The Greek wordparousia is often assumed to refer always to
the Rapture. The contexts show how its etymological meaning of
“presence” is related to three things: (a) the personal presence of
individuals (1 Car. 16:17; 2 Cor. 7:6-7; 10: 10; Phil. 1:26; 2:12),
(b) Christ’s presence in the air at the Rapture (1 Cor. 15:23; 1 Thes.
2:19; 4:15; 5:23; 2 Thes. 2:l; James 5:7-S; 2 Peter 3:4; 1 John
2:28), or (c) Christ’s presence on the earth with His saints immedi-
ately after the Tribulation (Matt. 24:3, 27, 37, 39; 1 Thes. 3:13;
2 Thes. 2:8-9; 2 Peter ?,:16; 3:12).

The context of the paragraph m chapter is sometimes helpful
in clarifying a word, phrase, or sentence that is not made clear in the
sentence in which it is used. For example in John 2:19 Jesus spoke of
destroying “this temple,” and in verse 21 John explained that the
temple of which Jesus was speaking was His body. In 7:37-38  Jesus
said that “streams of living water will flow from within” a believer.
In the following verse John explained that Jesus meant the Holy
Spirit.

Does fire in Matthew 3: 11 (“He will baptize you with the
Holy Spirit and with fire”) mean spiritual dynamics? That is, was
John the Baptist saying that Jesus would give people spiritual fervor?
The fact that fire is used in both the verse before and the verse after
(w. 10, 12) suggests that literal fire is referred to also in verse 11.
This would then suggest that Jesus would baptize some with the
Holy Spirit, at the moment of conversion (1 Cor. 12:13), and that
others would suffer eternal judgment in hell.

Another context to consider in interpretation is the context
of the Bible book in which the word, phrase, or sentence occurs. For
example 1 John 3:6-10 cannot mean that a Christian never sins, in
view of what John wrote in that same epistle in 1:8, 10 and 2:l.
Understanding that throughout the Book of James the apostle is
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emphasizing evidences of true faith helps us understand his discus-
sion of faith and works in 2:12-25. James’ point was that true faith is
evidenced by works, at least at some point in a believer% life. If his
so-called “faith” has resulted in no works whatsoever in his entire
life, then obviously that “faith” was not genuine and cannot save
him. Faith “without deeds,’ (v. 20), that is, head belief that is not
followed by life change, is a so-called faith and is useless or dead (w.
20-26).

Parallelpassa~es  also serve as helpful contexts for ascertaining
the meaning of certain words or sentences. Parallel passages may be
verbal parallels, in which the same or similar words, phrases, or
sentences occur, or idea parallels, in which the same or similar ideas
are expressed but in different words. Close parallels exist between
parts of 1 and 2 Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles, between a number of
the accounts in the Gospels, between parts of Romans and Galatians,
between portions of Ephesians and Colossians, between verses in
2 Peter and Jude, between some parts of Daniel and Revelation, and
between single passages (e.g., cf. Isa. 2:2-4 with Micah 4:1-3; Rom.
4:3 with Heb. 11:8-19; and Matt. 11:12  with Luke 16:16).

Another context to be considered is the entire Bible.  For ex-
ample Galatians 5:4, “You have fallen  away from grace,,, may at first
glance seem to teach that a Christian can lose his salvation. But this
contradicts the entire tenor of Scripture, which is inspired by God
“who does not lie” (Titus 1:2). The same is true of Philippians 2: 12
(“work out your salvation”) which may at first seem to suggest that a
person can attain salvation by works. The KW translates the Hebrew
word ‘anti; in Jeremiah 17:9 as “desperately wicked.,, The use of this
word elsewhere in the Old Testament, however, suggests that the
word means incurably sick or diseased. (See 2 Sam. 12:15;  Job 34:6;
Isa. 17: 11; Jer. 15:18; 30:12, 15; Micah 1:9.) Therefore, based on
this evidence in the context of the entire Old Testament, the NIV is
correct in translating the verse as follows: ‘The heart is deceitful
above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” (italics
added)

Does Ecclesiastes 9:5, “The dead know nothing,,, teach soul
sleep, the view that the dead have no consciousness till they are
resurrected? No, because that view would contradict other verses in
the Bible that teach that the dead are conscious (Luke 16:23-24;
2 Cor. 5 :8; Phil. 1:23).  Interpreted in the light of all Scripture, the
verse in Ecclesiastes does not mean unconscious existence. How then
is it to be understood? The context of the paragraph suggests that
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the dead will no longer have personal knowledge or firsthand experi-
ence of the things they experienced in this life, including the emo-
tions of love, hatred, and jealousy and the happenings of daily life
(Etc. 9:6), and rewards for accomplishments (v. 5).

Two corollaries of this principle of noting the context of the
entire Bible are these:

1. An obscure or ambiguous text should never be interpreted
in such a way as to make it contradict a plain one. The words
“baptized for the dead,’ in 1 Corinthians 15:29 should not be inter-
preted to mean that a person can be saved after he has died. This
would contradict the plain teaching of Hebrews 9:27 and other
verses.

2. A complex, ingenious, or devious interpretation should
not be given preference over a simple and more natural explanation.
When Jesus said in Matthew 16:28, “1 tell you the truth, some who
are standing here will not taste death before they see the Son of man
coming in His kingdom,” He was obviously not referring to the
coming millennial kingdom, because all those to whom He ad-
dressed those words experienced death. Instead the more natural and
simple explanation is that He was referring to a foretaste of His
kingdom evidenced in His appearance on the Mount of Transfigura-
tion, which occurred only six days later ( 17: l- 13). The normal un-
derstanding of the statement “God sent forth His Son” (Gal. 4:4) is
that Jesus was the Son of God from all eternity, not that He became
the Son at His birth or His baptism.

In view of this section on the meaning of words (lexicology)
the following principles should be kept in mind.

1. A word does not usually mean what it originally meant,
nor is its meaning often determined by its component parts.

2. The meanings of words in English should not be read back
into the biblical meanings.

3. The same word may have different meanings in its various
occurrences in the Bible.

4. Each word or phrase normally has only one meaning,
which is indicated by its usage in the sentence and/or one of several
contexts.

5. The same word in the Bible does not always mean the
same thing.

6. A word should not be given all its shades of meaning in
any one occurrence. The context of an utterance usually designates
the one sense which is intended from among the various possible
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meanings of a word. On the other hand it must be recognized that
occasionally ambiguity is present.

John wrote in John 1:5 that “the darkness has not under-
stood” the light. The NIV suggests in a footnote that “understood”
may also be rendered “overcome.” The Greek word kataZam&ati  can
mean either “to comprehend” or “to overcome.” This may be a case
of deliberate ambiguity on John’s part, suggesting that both mean-
ings may be present. A similar example is the word amitben  (3:3),
which can mean “from above” or “again.” It is conceivable that a
double  entendre is intended here,‘” that the new birth is both from
above (i.e., from God) and is “again” (i.e., a second spiritual birth in
contrast to one’s first physical birth). When Paul wrote that a Yvom-
an who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her
head” (1 Cor. 11: 5)’ what did he mean was being dishonored- her
husband (who is her head, v. 3) or her physical head? Could he have
used a double entendre here, meaning that both her husband (w. 7-
12) and her own literal head (w. 13-15) were dishonored? These
observations about ambiguity do not overturn the principle of a
single meaning, as already discussed. We should assume one mean-
ing unless there is strong reason in the context to suggest otherwise.

Hotl7  Do the Foms of Wwds  (Morphology)
and the Functium  of W& (Parts of Speech)

Relate to Bibh Inteqmtatim?

MqbogY refers to the way words are inflected, that is, formed or
put together. For instance adding an “s” at the end of the noun
“fuse” makes it plural, but adding “re” at the beginning of “fuse”
makes it the verb “refuse,” or changing the “en at the end to “al”
makes it a noun “refusal.” The pronoun “he” is in the nominative
case, but “him”  is in the accusative case. The verb ccrun” is in the
present tense, but changing the “‘u” to “a” makes the verb “ran,” the
past tense. The way words are put together obviously reflects their
meaning. The word “overhang” differs greatly in meaning from
“hangover.” A single letter can alter the meaning of the word signifi-
cantly as in “hate, ” “heat,” and “heart.”

In Greek and Hebrew the meanings of words are changed
similarly by inflections at the beginning, middle, or end of the
words.

Morphology is an important part of the grammatical ap-

BRIDGING THE GRAMMATICAL GAP 113

preach to interpretation, which seeks to give attention to every detail
of the Scriptures because of their verbal inspiration.

Since grammatical interpretation is concerned with the gram-
mar of the Scriptures, it is helpful to know the parts of speech. They
are eight, grouped in two families. The “noun” family includes
nouns, pronouns, adjectives, and prepositions. The “verb” family
includes verbs, adverbs, conjunctions, and interjections.

A noun is a word that names something, such as a person (Jesus), a
place (Ephesus), a thing (blood), a concept or idea (redemption,
grace, blessing, peace), or an action (ascension). In number, nouns
may be singular (heart) or plural (eyes). In gender, nouns may be
masculine (Jesus), feminine (woman), or neuter (ointment).

A pronoun is a word that substitutes for a noun, referring to
items named or understood. Pronouns may be personal (I, you, he,
she, it, we, they), relative (who, which, that, what), intensive (him-
self), or reciprocal (one another).

An adjective is a word that modifies (qualifies in some way) a
noun or pronoun. It may refer to extent (a large city;$ve loaves) or a
quality or characteristic (a wonde@Z  Saviour; a rich  salvation; a fir-
vent prayer).

A preposition is a word that goes with a noun to form a
“prepositional phrase.” Prepositions may point to any number of
relationships as seen in the following, all taken from Ephesians:

Means: 6 His blood
Accompaniment: with Jesus

Location: in Him; on the earth; at Ephesus
Benefit: fi His glory
Motion: to heaven; fm the dead
Direction: toward us
Origin: the Word of3 God
Characteristic: the Father of glory; the Holy Spirit of prom-

ise; the day of redemption
Identity: pledge of our inheritance
Position: uver all; at His right hand
Permeation: throuflb  all
Entrance: into the lower parts
Opposition: against the devil’s schemes
Conformity: according to the flesh
Time: befwe the foundation of the world.
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The ‘Verb” Family
A verb asserts something about what a noun or pronoun is or does.
Verbs have tense (past, present, or future), voice (active or passive),
and mood (indicative, interrogative, imperative, or optative).

An example of the past tense is “ran.” Examples of the
present tense are “run,” “runs,” and “is running.” An example of the
future tense is “will run.” A number of examples of the past tense can
be seen in Ephesians 1:3-9: “has blessed us”’ “chose us,” “predes-
tined us,” “has freely given us”’ “lavished on us”’ “made known”’
“purposed.” (The word “us” in many of these examples is not part of
the verb but is a pronoun which is the object of the verb.)

Paul used the present tense when he wrote in 3:14, 17, “1
kneel”’ “I pray.” ‘Will be able to understand” in verse 4 is an exam-
ple of the future tense.

The “voice” of a verb indicates whether the action is active or
passive. In the sentence, “God sent His Son”’ the verb “sent” is in
the active voice. In the sentence, ‘The Son was sent by God” the
verb “was sent” is in the passive voice. In “He chose us” (Eph. 1:4)
the verb is in the active voice, and in ‘We were also chosen” (v. 11)
the verb is in the passive voice.

Mood suggests the kind of action, whereas tense suggests the
time of action. For instance “ran” is a statement (indicative mood).
“IS running?” is a question (interrogative mood). “Run!” is a com-
mand (imperative mood). “Please run” is a wish or request (optative
mood). In Ephesians 4: 1 Paul made a statement, “1 urge you,” and
in the next verse he gave several commands, the first of which is, “Be
completely humble and gentle.”

Adverbs are another part of speech in the verb family. An
adverb is a word that modifies or qualifies in some way a verb,
adjective, or a phrase. An adverb may suggest manner or quality,
telling how: he spoke s@&; he prayed eamzes@;  he ran fcEst.  Adverbs
may also suggest place, indicating where, as in the sentences “he
went away,” “he ran ahead,” “he ran around the block.” An adverb
may suggest degree, indicating how much, as in “he ran enou&.”
Adverbs may also indicate time, telling when: “he came early,” “you
were fomnerLy darkness”’ “he ran yesterday.” Adverbs may suggest
purpose or result, indicating why, as in the example “he ran to lose
wez&bt.”  (In this case “to lose weight” is a phrase called an infinitive
and it is used adverbially to describe the verb “ran.“) An example of
an adverb in Ephesians 1 is “freely” (v. 6). In 4:2 “completely” is an
adverb modifying “humble.” In verse 25 “truthfully” modifies the
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imperative verb “speak,” telling how one should speak. Adverbs may
also give a negative: “Do not give the devil a foothold” (v. 26)’
“Never will I leave you” (Heb. 13: 5)’ “I will not be afraid” (v. 6).

Conjunctions are connectives that join words, phrases, or
clauses. The following are examples of the many kinds of conjunc-
tions, all taken from Ephesians.

Contrast: but (2:4, 13)
Comparison: just as (4:32; 5:25)
Correlation: as . . . so (5 :24)
Reason: because (2:4; 6:8); fi (2:8); f? this reason (1:15;

3:1, 14)
Result: therefire (2:ll);  consequently (v. 19); then (4:14)
Purpose: that (4:28); in order  that (1:12, 18); so that (v. 17)
Conclusion: then (4:l); so (v. 17)
Time: when (1:13);  until (4:13); @zaUy (6:lO)
Addition: also (1:18); in addition (6:16)
Concession: althou& (3 : 8)
Interjkctions  are single words that express a negative (not,

nor), interrogation (why), affirmation  (certainly, indeed), or excla-
mation (surely, oh, ouch, phooey).

why lGww  the Parts of Speech?

The grammatical function of a word in a phrase or sentence influ-
ences its meaning. By itself the word “cutting” could be a noun,
verb, or adjective. In the sentence, ‘The cutting of the grass took
time”’ the word is a noun. In the sentence, “‘He was cutthy  the
grass”’ the word is part of the verb ‘Was cutting.” In the sentence,
“He made a cutting remark,” the word is an adjective. The ability of
a word like “cutting” to convey different meanings is called polyse-
my. Another example of polysemy is the word ‘“with” which has
three distinct meanings in these sentences: “he ate his food with his
wife,” “he ate his food with a fork”’ and “he ate his food with de-
light.” In the first sentence “with” suggests accompaniment; in the
second, means; and in the third, emotion.

The following examples may demonstrate how knowing cer-
tain facts about the parts of speech in phrases and sentences in the
Bible can be helpful in interpretation.

1. In Job 21:2-3a the verbs listen  and bear (with me) are in
the plural and the pronoun you is in the plural and so Job was
addressing the three friends. But in verse 3b the Hebrew verbal form
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translated mocti  is singular (i.e., “‘You [sing.] mock”) and so he was
speaking to Zophar.

2. The singular seed in contrast to the plural see& is impor-
tant in Paul’s argument in Galatians 3:16.

3. In the phrase “the apostles and prophets” in Ephesians
2:20 only one article the occurs. It is not repeated before the word
“prophets.” Therefore there is one foundation consisting of both
apostles and prophets, not two foundations.

4. Does 1 Corinthians 3:9 mean that “we are God’s fellow
workers” or that as workers together with each other we belong to
God? The answer is the latter because the phrase @God  in Greek is in
the genitive (possessive) case. It reads literally, “Of God we are
fellow workers.”

5. In Revelation 3: 10 the Greek preposition eb means “out
from”’ not “out through”’ as some suggest it should be rendered,
and thus is a strong argument for the pretribulation Rapture.

6. The antecedent of the pronoun he in Daniel 9:27 is “the
ruler who will come” (v. 26), not the Messiah. Thus the one who
will make a covenant with many is the Antichrist (the view of pre-
millennialism), not Christ (the view of amillennialism).

7. In Ephesians 2:13-22 the aorist (past) tense is used for
what has been accomplished by the death of Christ (“have been
brought near”’ v. 13; “made the two one,” v. 14; “destroyed the
barrier”’ v. 14; “preached peace”’ v. 17). But the present tense is
used for the effect of that death for believers (“making peace,” v. 15;
“we both have”’ v. 18; “is joined together”’ v. 21; “are being built
together”’ v. 22).

8. The present tense may refer to something that is perma-
nently true (“In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily
form,” Col. 2:9), continuous (“‘We eagerly await a Saviour . . . the
Lord Jesus Christ,” Phil. 3:20), repeated (“When you see a
cloud . . . you say,” Luke 12:54), habitual (‘No one who is born of
God will continue to sin”’ 1 John 3:9), or future (‘They divide My
garments,” Ps. 22: 18).

9. In Romans 3:23 the first verb “have sinned” is in the
aorist tense (undefined past action) and could therefore be rendered
“all sin” to express action which is true at any time. The second verb
“fall short” is in the present tense and should be rendered “are con-
tinually coming short” or “come short.”

10. The perfect tense in Hebrew expresses completed action,
whether past, present, or future (but usually past). (The imperfect

expresses incomplete action.) Why then is the perfect often used
when speaking of prophetic events? Because those events are so cer-
tain of fulfillment (of being completed) that the perfect tense is
appropriate. This is called the “prophetic perfect.” These verbs are
often translated in the past tense, as in, for example, Isaiah 5 3:2-9.

11. The importance of conjunctions is seen in Ephesians
4: 11. The first four occurrences of the word “and” (NASB) is the
same Greek word (de), but the fifth occurrence of “and” (between
ccpastors”  and “teachers”) is a different word (kai), and can best be
rendered by a hyphen (“pastor-teachers”).

12. The conjunction “for” introduces a reason for the pre-
ceding statement(s). In Romans 8, “for” (Greek, ear) occurs 15
times. In 1:15-18  (NASB) one reason builds on another: Paul was
“eager to preach the Gospel” (v. 15)’ “for” he was ‘<not  ashamed” (v.
16), “for it is the power of God for salvation” (v. 16) “for in it the
righteousness of God is revealed” (v. 17).

Hm Do the Relationships of Words (S’tax)
Help in In~etkg  the Bible?

The word “syntax” comes from the Greek syntassein,  which means
?o place in order together.” According to Webster’s Dictionary
“syntax” is “‘the way in which words are put together to form
phrases, clauses, or sentences.” It is a branch of grammar.

Single words by themselves seldom convey a complete
thought. Like bricks in a building, words are single elements that
together make sentences, the basic units of thought. The single
words ‘(man,” “hard,” “ball,” and “hit” do not convey a meaningful
thought. Therefore they need to be put together. However, the way
they are arranged can change the meaning, as seen in these sentences.

‘The man hit the ball hard.”
“The ball hit the man hard.”
“‘The man hit the hard ball.”
“The hard man hit the ball.”
‘The hard ball hit the man.”

Phrases
A phase consists of a short grammatical group of words without a
verb. In our study of prepositions we saw a good number of exam-
ples of prepositional phrases. Examples of prepositional phrases in
Colossians 1:2 are: “to the holy and faithful brothers”’ ‘in Christ”’
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%t Colosse,”  “to you,” “from God our Father.”
Another kind of phrase is the participial phrase. A participle

is a word usually ending in “ing.”  It is verbal in nature and is depen-
dent on a main clause. Examples in Ephesians are “speaking the truth
in love” (4: 15), ‘Cmaking  the most of every opportunity” (5 : 16), and
‘@%t~ thanks to God” (v. 20). Examples in Colossians are ccadmon-
ishing  and teaching everyone” ( 1:28), “overjbwing  with thankfulness”
(2: 7), and “nailing it to the cross” (v. 14).

A question of interpretation pertaining to a prepositional
phrase is in Ephesians 1:4-5. The question is, Does the prepositional
phrase ‘tin love” go with the thought of verse 4, describing the fact
that God chose us in Him in love, or does the phrase “in love” go
with the thought in verse 5, modifying the words “He predestined
us”? Some Bible versions place the phrase with the thought in verse
4 and others place it with the thought in verse 5. The NIV is proba-
bly correct in linking the words with God’s work of predestination
(v. 5) so that the sentence begins, “In love He predestined us.”

Clauses
A clause is a grammatical unit of words comprised of a subject (the
person, place, thing, concept or idea, or action) being discussed and
a predicate (the verb indicating action, state, or condition). The two
words “Christ died” are a clause because they are a single grammati-
cal unit with a subject (Christ) and a predicate (died). Many clauses
also have an object, as in the words “He chose us” (Eph. 1:4).

These two examples- “Christ died” and ‘He chose us”-are
called independent clauses. This means that each thought stands
alone and is complete in itself. Also there are dependent clauses,
which “depend” on independent clauses for their full meaning. In
Colossians 1:3 Paul has both kinds of clauses. “We always thank
God” is an independent clause. The subject is “We,” the predicate or
verb is %ank,” “always” is an adverb, and “God”  is a noun, the
object of the verb “thank.” The words ‘when we pray for you” are a
dependent clause because by themselves they do not make a com-
plete thought. They depend on the independent clause for their
meaning. You can always tell a dependent clause by the fact that you
cannot say it by itself and make a complete sentence. Dependent
clauses are of various kinds.

Causal: “We always thank God . . . because we have heard”
(w. 3-4).

Concessive (in which a thought is conceded) : “Thou~b  I am
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absent from you in body, I am present with you in spirit” (2: 5).
Comparative: “Just m you have received . . . continue to live

in Him” (v. 6).
Conditional: ccSince  you died with Christ. . . why. . . do you

submit to its rules?” (v. 20)
Purpose: “We pray this in order that you may live a life

worthy” (1:lO).
Result: “Pray . . . so that we may proclaim” (4:3).
Temporal: VV%en  you were dead in your sins . . . God made

you alive with Christ” (2: 13).

Sentences
Sentences, as to their structure, may be simple, compound, or com-
plex. A simple sentence has only one independent clause (at least a
subject and a predicate). An example is in Colossians 3:2, “[You] set
your mind on things above.” A compound sentence has at least two
independent (and coordinate) clauses. An example is seen in verse
19: “Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them.” A
complex sentence has at least one independent clause and one depen-
dent clause. “We always thank God” (1:3) is an independent clause,
and cLbecause  we have heard” (v. 4) is a dependent clause.

For a helpful exercise indicate whether the following sen-
tences from Colossians are simple, compound, or complex.

1. “Let the peace of Christ rule. . . . And be thankful”
(3:15).

2. “When  Christ . . . appears, then you also will appear with
Him in glory” (v. 4).

3. “Clothe yourselves with compassion” (v. 12).
4. “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives . . . and

you have been given fullness in Christ” (2:9-  10).
5. “Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders” (4:5).

6. “Here there is no Greek or Jew . . . but Christ is all’
(3:Il).

7. “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your
hearts on things above” (v. 1).

Indicate which kind of dependent clause is in each of the
following complex sentences from Colossians. Indicate whether they
are causal, concessive, conditional, purpose, result, or temporal.

1. “Children, obey your parents . . .f0r this pleases the
Lord” (3:20).
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2. “Shzce,  then, you have been raised with Christ, set your
hearts on things above” (v. 1).

3. “Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your
old self” (v. 9)

4. “I tell you this SO that no one may deceive you” (2:4).

5. “u7hen you were dead in your sins . . . God made you
alive with Christ” (v, 13).

6. “Let your conversation be always full of grace . . . so that
you may know how to answer everyone” (4:6).

7. “Epaphras  . . . is always wrestling in prayer for you, that

you may stand firm in all the will of God” (v. 12).
Sentences, as to their purposes, may be as follows:
A statement-to assert a fact, opinion, complaint, emotion,

observation, and so forth. Statements may be affirmations (mention-
ing a positive side) or negations (giving a negative side),

A question- to raise an inquiry.
A command-to give an order or charge. (A command in the

negative is a prohibition.)
A request- to ask for something.
A wish-to express a desire.
In the interpretation of certain verses it is important to note

whether they are statements, questions, or commands, or serving
some other purpose. (You will recall that this has been referred to as
the mood of a verb.)

In John 5: 39 Jesus said, “Search the Scriptures” (NASB). Is
this a statement or a command? In 12:27 Jesus said, “Father, save
Me from this ho&’ (NASB). Is this a statement or a question?

An example of the importance of various aspects of syntax is
seen in Acts 2:38, a verse that is interpreted in various ways, and
which may seem to suggest that water baptism is required for salva-
tion. An important observation, which can be seen only in Greek, is
that the verb repent is in the plural, as is the word your which pre-
cedes the word sins. Interestingly, however, the words baptized and
the first occurrence ofyou  in the verse are in the singular. This seems
to suggest that the words “and be baptized, every one of you [sing.],
in the name of Jesus Christ,” should be set apart as a parenthetical
statement. The main thought then is, “Repent [pl.] so that your [pl.]
sins may be forgiven.” This is a command that corresponds with
many similar commands in the New Testament. Then the instruction
to be baptized is directed to individuals, suggesting that any individ-

ual who does repent should then submit to water baptism. Seen in
this way, the verse then does not conflict with other passages of
Scripture.‘*

Word Order and Repetition
The order of words is also a significant part of syntax, which should
not be overlooked in Bible interpretation. In English the order of
words takes on significance. “God is love” and “Love is God” are
sentences with the same words, but the order changes the meaning.

In Greek, emphasis can be given to words, phrases, or clauses
by placing them at the beginning of a sentence (and sometimes at
the end) in contrast to the normal word order of subject, verb, and
object. For example “In Him” is at the beginning of Ephesians 2:21
and thus is emphasized, whereas normally the prepositional phrase
would follow the verb “is joined together.”

In 1 Corinthians 1: 17 the word “not” is placed at the begin-
ning of the sentence in Greek, in order to emphasize the negative
idea.

In Hebrew the normal word order is verb, subject, object.
Thus if the subject or the object comes first, that is emphasized. In
Isaiah 1:14 the order is object, verb, subject, thus stressing the ob-
ject: “Your New Moon festivals and your appointed feasts My soul
hates.” Emphasis in Hebrew is also given by repetition. An example
is “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty” (6: 3).

Grammatical interpretation means giving attention to the words of
Scripture and how they are used. While this may sometimes seem a
bit involved or technical, it is essential if we are to understand the
Bible properly.

The following is a summary outline of the procedures sug-
gested for proper grammatical interpretation.

A. Procedure in discovering the meaning of a word
1. Examine the etymology of the word, including its

original meaning and any different meanings that develop from it.
2. Discover the usage of the word.

a. By the same writer in the same book
b. By the same writer in other Bible books
c. By other writers in the Bible
d. By other writers outside the Bible



122 BASIC BIBLE INTERPRETATION

3. Discover how synonyms and antonyms are used
4. Consider the contexts

a. The immediate context
b. The context of the paragraph or chapter
c. The context of the book
d. The context of parallel passages
e. The context of the entire Bible

5. Decide which one of several possible meanings best
fits the thought of the passage.

B. Procedures for discovering the meaning of a sentence
1. Analyze the sentence and its elements, noting its parts

of speech, the kind of sentence it is, the kind of clauses it has, and the
word order.

2. Discover the meaning of each key word (see the five
points above under “Procedure in Discovering the Meaning of a
Word”) and how they contribute to the meaning of a sentence.

3. Consider the influence of each part of the sentence on
the thought of the whole.

C H A P T E R  S I X

In 1973 our family moved to Dallas. Three months before our
move, my wife and I flew to Dallas to look for a house. As we
looked, we faced the problem many prospective home buyers face:
either we liked the house but could not afford it or if we could afford
it we did not like it. However, on the fourth day of looking we saw a
house we liked, and one we felt we could afford. It was under
construction at the time. The outside walls were up, the inner frames
were in, and the roof was on. But it was difficult to sense exactly
what it would be like when finished, so the builder showed us one
similar to it down the street, a house that was already finished and
sold but not yet occupied.

In the next 24 hours, we signed a contract, and chose paint
colors, light futures,  wallpaper, and carpeting.

As we looked for a house and as we chose those colors,
furtures,  and fabrics, we had to keep in mind the furniture we already
owned. We wanted those features to match the furniture. That, of
course, is a basic principle in interior design-having things correlat-
ed (with the same elements) or having different things coordinated.
Interior designing is concerned with the details of structure so that
the overall effect is both pleasing and functional.

Unity (coordination), variety, and utility (function) are im-
portant. In choosing and positioning furniture, homeowners and
interior designers consider color, position, pattern, fabric, and shape.
Interior designers and wise homemakers consider the same elements
when selecting window coverings, wall coverings, floor coverings,
and accessories such as pictures, lamps, and knickknacks. When you
step into a well-designed room, these elements tell you something
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about the purpose and the character of the room.
So it is with the Bible. Its “interior designing” is fabulous.

The more you know of the patterns, styles, and forms of the various
units in a book of the Bible the more you will know of that book’s
purpose and unique character, and the better you will understand it.
This aspect is often neglected in Bible study and interpretation. In a
sense this is understandable because a good design does not call
attention to itself. But when examined closely you see the wisdom
behind the designing. This chapter, along with the following one,
discusses rhetorical interpretation, the style and form of the
Scriptures.

What Is Rhetorical Intevpmtation?

Some of the definitions Webster’s Dictionary gives of the word
“rhetoric” are these: %tyle of language” and “the art of writing or
speaking as a means of communication with concern for literary
effect.”

“Rhetorical interpretation” refers then to the process of de-
termining how the style (particular verbal elements or ways of expres-
sion) and fm (organizational structure) influence how it is to be
understood. Rhetorical interpretation is the process of determining
the literary quality of a writing by analyzing its genre (kind of com-
position), structure (how the material is organized), and figures of
speech (colorful expressions for literary effect) and how those factors
influence the meaning of the text.

Consideration of these elements ought to be included in
Bible study and interpretation because, as suggested in chapter 3, the
Bible is a book and therefore is a literary product. “Literature is an
interpretive presentation of experience in artistic  j&m.“’

Asking about the literary genre or kind of composition of a
given portion of the Bible is like an interior designer asking, What kind
of room is it? Is it a living room, dining room, den, bedroom, kitchen,
breakfast nook, or playroom? You will normally know the kind of
room by what you see in it. Similarly, observing the contents of a Bible
book can help you determine its genre or kind of composition.

Discussing structure is like asking, How is the dining room
put together? What are its component parts? How does it differ from
other dining rooms? Two dining rooms may differ in color, size,
style of furniture, floor covering, arrangement, and yet they are both
dining rooms. The literary genre of the first four books of the New
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Testament is Gospels, but obviously not all the Gospels are alike.
They are structured differently.

So in rhetorical interpretation we are looking at various kinds
of literary rooms (genre) and then seeing how they are put together
(structure and style).

Pictures on walls, accessories on shelves, flower arrangements
on tables -these and other niceties add color, interest, and sparkle to
a room. Likewise, figures of speech, which are colorful ways of
expressing ideas, add to the interest of the Scriptures. Unless figures
of speech are recognized, some passages may be misinterpreted.

Does the Bible Have L&ray  Luster?

This question can be answered in the affirmative  for two reasons.
First, the Bible presents people as real, live people.

Biblical literature is replete with adventure, marvelous events,
battles, supernatural characters, villains . . . brave heroes, beauti-
ful and courageous heroines . . . dungeons, quests, rescue sto-
ries, romantic love, boy heroes. . . . Biblical literature is alive.
Biblical scholars have too often given the impression that bibli-
cal literature is a dry-as-dust document to be cut up and put on
display as a relic of ancient cultures.’

As literature, the Bible records human experiences. It speaks
of people’s emotions and conflicts, victories and defeats, joys and
heartaches, imperfections and sins, spiritual losses and gains. In-
trigue, suspense, excitement, foibles, disappointment, reversals -
these and many other experiences of mankind are seen in the Bible.

Second, the Bible presents authors as capable literary writers.
Hardly any Bible scholars today agree with the comment of Dibelius
that ‘*hat they [the Gospel writers] wrote down was either com-
pletely unliterary . . . or else ha.lfliterary.“3  Many have thought that
Amos was a rustic, uneducated person who knew little of how to
write. But the more you study the Book of Amos, the more you see
its high literary quality. Ryken correctly asserts that the Bible con-
tains a “literary artistry of the highest order.” He adds,

Biblical authors wrote in well-understood literary conventions
and with a grasp of literary principles. They knew how to tell
stories with well-made plots. They knew how to tell stories that
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are unified by the principle of tragedy or satire. . . . Biblical poets
knew how to invent apt metaphors and how to put statements
into parallel form. . . . Most of them were masters of style.’

Plays, poems, newspapers, novels, short stories, autobiogra-
phies, science fiction, documentaries -these kinds of literary prod-
ucts have various features that influence how we understand their
content. Likewise we must recognize different types of composition
in the Bible (both on the scale of entire books and the smaller units
within them) such as history, law, narrative, poetry, prophecy, Gos-
pels, Epistles, Wisdom literature, etc. Whether the material is an
epistle or a narrative, or whether it is poetic or prophetic makes a
difference. “Since parts of the Bible are literary in form, a literary
approach is necessary to understand what is being said.“5  The Bible’s
artistry in form and style makes it a literary masterpiece. Its stories
and poems are “products of verbal and imaginative ~kill,“~  making it
a book of outstanding literary excellence.

Literary Genre  in the Bible

What Is Literary Genre?
Genre, a French word from the Latingenus, means a literary type.
“Literary genre” refers to the category or the kind of writing charac-
terized by a particular form(s) and/or content. Distinguishing the
various genres (kinds of literature) in Scripture helps us interpret the
Bible more accurately. ‘We do this with all kinds of literature. We
distinguish between lyric poetry and legal briefs, between newspaper
accounts of current events and epic poems. We distinguish between
the style of historical narratives and sermons.“’ Marshall makes some
interesting observations along this line:

If I were to write an account of what I did on Christmas day,
the style in which I would do so would vary depending on
whether I was writing a letter to my aunt, or producing a
report for a newspaper, or writing a Christmas story for chil-
dren based on my experiences, or composing a poem about it,
or even writing a song about it. These are different styles for
these different occasions.8

In this connection it is of interest to note that 4 of the 25
affirmations included in the Chicago Statement on Biblical
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‘We affirm that Scripture communicates God’s truth to us
verbally through a wide variety of literary forms” (Article X). “We
at&m that awareness of the literary categories, formal and stylistic,
of the various parts of Scripture is essential for proper exegesis, and
hence we value genre criticism as one of the many disciplines of
Biblical study (Article XIII). ‘We affirm that the Biblical record of
events, discourses, and sayings though presented in a variety of ap-
propriate literary forms, corresponds to historical fact” (Article XIV).
“We affirm the necessity of interpreting the Bible according to its
literal or normal sense. The literal sense is the grammatical-historical
sense- that is, the meaning which the writer expressed. Interpreta-
tion according to the literal sense will take account of all figures of
speech and literary forms found in the text” (Article XV).9

What Are Some Literary Genres in the Bible?
1. Legal. Whereas the term lazt7 often refers to the first five books of
the Bible, legal material, that is, the body of material that includes
commandments for the Israelites, is included in Exodus 20-40, the
Book of Leviticus, portions of the Book of Numbers (chaps. 5-6,
15, 18-19, 28-30, 34-35)’  and almost all the Book of Deuterono-
my. Two kinds of legal material are included. One is apodictic law.
These are direct commands that usually begin with the words “you
shall not”’ as in the Ten Commandments (Ex. 20:3-17) or cCdo not?
(as in Lev. 18:7-24; 19:9-19, 26-29, 31, 35). These laws are not
necessarily exhaustive, In 19:14 the Lord told Moses to tell the
people not to curse a deaf person or put a stumbling block in front
of the blind. Suppose an Israelite harmed a dumb, crippled, or re-
tarded person. It would seem obvious that this verse was suggesting
that the principle of concern for deaf or blind people should also be
applied to other kinds of handicapped individuals.

A second kind of legal material in these Old Testament books
is casuistic law. This means case-by-case law. In these commands a
condition setting forth a specific situation introduces the laws. Ex-
amples are seen in Leviticus 20:9-18’20-21  and Deuteronomy 15:7-
17. Exodus 23:4-5 presents a single casuistic law, set in the midst of
several apodictic laws in verses l-2, 6-9. Again these are not exhaus-
tive. The instruction in those verses refers to an enemy’s ox or don-
key. But what if an enemy owns a camel or sheep that wanders off)
Obviously the example of the ox or donkey is not intended to ex-
clude reference to other animals.
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2. Narrative. A narrative is of course a story, but a biblical
narrative is a story told for the purpose of conveying a message
through people and their problems and situations. Biblical narratives
are selective and illustrative. The biblical narratives are not intended
to be full biographies giving every detail of individuals’ lives; the
writers carefully selected the material they included (obviously doing
so under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit) to accomplish certain
purposes. Second Samuel, for example, includes selected material
from David’s life to show in the first 10 chapters how he established
and extended his kingdom. Then chapters 11 and 12 record his sin
with Bathsheba and Uriah. Chapters 13-21 point up David’s many
personal and national sins. The final three chapters (22-24) record
his song of praise, his last words, a listing of his mighty men, his
numbering of his soldiers, and the building of an altar. The events
recorded in chapters 13-21 are selected to illustrate-without the
writer stating it explicitly in so many words -that sin results in
devastating consequences.

On the other hand 1 and 2 Chronicles do not include some
of that material. Those books omit any reference to the sins of
David, and instead they include extensive material on David as king,
and on the priests and the temple. Why is this? When the Jews
returned from the Babylonian Captivity under Zerubbabel(538 B.C.)

and Ezra (458 B.C.), the people were saying, in essence, “Our temple
is puny (cf. Hag. 2:3) and we have no king.” First and 2 Chronicles
were written therefore to encourage the people to recognize that the
line of David would continue and that the temple would continue.
The first of these speaks of hope for the future and the second points
to their heritage from the past. In view of these two facts the people
reading 1 and 2 Chronicles would have been encouraged to be faith-
ful and to trust the Lord.

In the Book of Ruth why did the writer include a genealogy
in 4: 17-21, when this could have just as easily been left out of the
book? It seems that the entire book is pointing implicitly to the fact
that Ruth and Boaz, being faithful to the Lord, are an important link
in the ancestry of King David. The genealogy in Ruth 4 refers to
David twice (w. 17, 21).

Narratives usually follow a pattern in which a problem occurs
near the beginning of the narrative, with increasing complications
that reach a climax. And then the narrative moves toward a solution
to the problem and concludes with the problem solved.

As the problem develops, suspense usually intensifies and

issues and relationships become more complicated until they reach a
dramatic climax. The following chart illustrates this narrative pattern.‘O

Climax
(solution to problem)

Background
or introduction

Conclusion
(if necessary)

Suspense

Cotterell and Turner call the climax “peaking.” “In narrative
stories it is common to find  a peak toward which the narrative
advances, and from which there is a rather rapid descent.“”  As you
read narratives in the Bible, look for this pattern.

Narratives may be of six kinds.
a. Tragedy. A tragedy is a story of the decline of a person

from verity to catastrophe. Samson, Saul, and Solomon are examples
of tragedy narrative.

b. Epic. An epic is a long narrative with a series of episodes
unified around an individual or a group of people. An example of
this is Israel’s wilderness wanderings.

c. Romance.  A romance is a narrative in which the romantic
relationship between a man and a woman is narrated. The Books of
Ruth and the Song of Songs are illustrations of this kind of
narrative.

d. Heroic. A heroic narrative is a story built around the life
and exploits of a hero or a protagonist, an individual who sometimes
is a representative of others or an example for others. Examples are
Abraham, Gideon, David, Daniel, and Paul.

e. Satire. A satirical narrative is an exposure of human vice or
folly through ridicule or rebuke. The Book of Jonah is a satire be-
cause Jonah, as a representative of Israel, is ridiculed for his refusal to
accept God’s universal love. Ironically he was more concerned about
a plant than he was about the pagans in Nineveh. Also it is ironic
that God had compassion on Jonah, though the prophet did not
have compassion on the Ninevites. Many readers of the Book of
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Jonah have noted that it ends in an abrupt way with the problem of
the prophet’s anger seemingly unresolved. The reason for this is that
this is often the way a satire concludes. Jonah’s humiliation is an
appropriate ending for a satire, and the Israelites would be chal-
lenged to see themselves and their own attitude toward pagan na-
tions in Jonah’s attitude. (The fact that the Book of Jonah is written
as a satire in no way nullifies the book’s historicity.)

f. Polemic. A polemic narrative is an aggressive attack against
or refuting of the views of others. Examples of this are Elijah’s
“contest,, with the 450 Baal prophets (1 Kings 18:16-46), and the
10 plagues against the gods and goddesses of Egypt.

3. Poehy.  The Books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
and Song of Songs are the five major poetical books of the Old
Testament. However, poetry is included in many of the prophetic
books. The NIV presents the material in poetic style so that the
distinction between poetry and prose is more readily noticeable. Po-
etry is also included in earlier portions of the Old Testament, includ-
ing Exodus 15; Judges 5; and 1 Samuel 2. In the New Testament,
Mary’s song is in poetic form (Luke 1:46-55)  as are the words of
Zechariah  (w. 67-79). A distinct feature of the poetry of the Bible is
that two (and sometimes three or four) lines are stated in parallel
form. This contrasts with English poetry which is usually character-
ized by meter and rhyme, neither of which occurs as a regular feature
of Hebrew poetry. Scholars have debated extensively over the ques-
tion of meter in Hebrew poetry. Their inability to come to a consen-
sus on the issue points to the absence of a recognized meter in the
Bible’s poetry. Occasionally rhyme occurs in some poetic verses, but
this is rare. The kinds of poetic parallelism are discussed later in this
chapter.

Of course the Psalms are written in poetry. Several kinds of
psalms are generally recognized: lament of the people, lament of the
individual, declarative praise of the people, declarative praise of the
individual, and descriptive praise. A lament ofthepeople  usually has an
introductory petition, the lament itself, a confession of trust, and a
petition for the psalmist to be heard and delivered, and a vow of
praise. Examples are Psalms 12, 44, 80, 94, 137. A lament of the
individual usually includes an introduction (with an address to
and/or a turning to God, and a cry for help), the lament itself (which
refers to the psalmist’s enemies, the psalmist himself, and God), a
confession of trust, a petition to be heard and delivered, an expres-
sion of confidence that the psalmist has been heard, and a vow of
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praise. Sometimes a report of deliverance is also included. Examples
are Psalms 3, 22, 31, 39, 42, 57, 71, 120, 139, 142. A declarative
praise ofthepeople  includes an exhortation, words of praise, reflection
on past need, and the report of deliverance. Examples are Psalms 65,
67, 75, 107, 124, 136.

In a declarative praise of the individual, proclamation is given,
an introductory summary is included, reflection on past need is cited,
and the report of deliverance follows, with a renewed vow of descrip-
tive praise and/or instruction. Examples include Psalms 18, 30, 32,
34,40, 66,92, 116, 118, 138. The descriptive praise psalm includes a
call to praise (including a hallelujah prologue and an invitation for
the readers to praise the Lord), a statement of the cause for praise
(citing God’s greatness in creation and His grace in history and
specific illustrations), and a conclusion which gives either a renewed
call to praise, a restatement of cause for praise, or a statement of
blessing. Some descriptive praise psalms are 8, 19, 104, 148 (exalt-
ing Him as Creator), 66, 100, 111, 114, 149 (praising Him as the
Protector of Israel), and 33, 103, 113, 117, 145-147 (praising God
as the Lord of history). In addition some psalms are called song;F of
Zion (46, 48, 76, 84, 87, 122),  several others are wisdom psalms
(36-37, 49, 73, 112, 127-128, 133),  and 10 are songs of twst  (11,
16, 23, 27, 62-63, 91, 121, 125, 131).12

In studying and interpreting the psalms it is important to (a)
look for these categories of psalms and the elements within each
category, (b) recognize that many figures of speech are included (see
chapter 7 on figures of speech), (c) note the kinds of parallelisms in
the verses (see p. 138 on poetic parallelism), (d) study the historical
background of the psalms, and (e) find the central idea or unifying
message or thought in the psalm.

The Psalms should be seen as a atiide  to wow%p.  Like the
psalmist, we can use the Psalms to enable us to praise God, to make
appeals to Him, and to remember His benefits. Also we can learn
from the Psalms to relate honestly  to God in expressing joy, disap-
pointment, anger, or other emotions. The Psalms can also be used to
encourage us to reflect and meditate on what God has done for usI

4. Wisdom literature. The Wisdom books are Job, Proverbs,
and Ecclesiastes. (Some also include the Song of Songs in this
group.) All Wisdom literature is poetry, but not all poetic material is
Wisdom literature. Two kinds of Wisdom literature are seen in these
books. One is proverbial literature, seen in the Book of Proverbs.
The proverbs or maxims are general truths based on broad experi-
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ence  and observation. These are guidelines which are normally true
in general. They are guidelines, not guarantees; precepts, not prom-
ises. For example, while it is generally true that a person who is lazy
will experience poverty, a few exceptions to that general maxim may
be observed in life. Also godliness generally results in a person lead-
ing a long life, as a number of proverbs state, but some exceptions to
this have been observed.

A second kind of Wisdom literature is reflective. This in-
volves a discussion of mysteries in life, as in Job and Ecclesiastes.

5. Gospels. Some people approach the four Gospels as histori-
cal narratives, as if the books were written simply to record bio-
graphical information on the life of Christ. Obviously they are not
biographies in the normal sense in that they exclude much material
from the life of Christ which one would normally expect to find in a
historical biography. The Gospels include a good bit of biographical
material on Christ, but they are more than biographies. They are
both doctrine and narrative, presented to set forth information on
the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus’ teachings in parables and in direct
discourse are interspersed with the records of His miracles and en-
counters with individuals.

‘The Gospels are collections of stories, far more packed with
action than is customary in narrative. The overriding purpose of the
Gospel stories is to explain and praise the Person and work of
Jesus . . . through His actions, through His words, and through the
responses of other people to Him.“”

In studying the Gospel of John it is striking to note the many
responses of belief and unbelief, of acceptance and rejection of
Christ, recorded in that book.

Acceptance and Rejection of Jesus
in the Gospel of John

Acceptance People Divided Rejection

2:ll

2~23
4:41

6:14
6:52

2: 18 Questioned His authority

5:16, 18 Tried to kill Him
5 : 18 Accused Him of blasphemy

7:31

8:30

9:38

7:40-43

9~16

10: 19

10:21

Acceptance People Divided Rejection

6:66 Withdrew from Him
7:l Tried to kill Him
7:20 Accused Him of having a

demon
7:30 Tried to seize Him

7:32, 44 Tried to seize Him

8: 13 Accused Him of lying
8:19, 22, 25 Questioned Him

8:37, 40 Tried to kill Him
8:48, 52 Accused Him of having

a demon
8:53, 57 Questioned Him
8:59 Tried to stone Him

9:40 Questioned Him

lo:20 Accused Him of having a
demon

lo:42

lo:31 Tried to stone Him
lo:33 Accused Him of blasphemy
lo:39 Tried to seize Him

11:27
11:45

11:8 Tried to stone Him

12~9,  11, 13

12:42
16:30

11:53  Tried to kill Him
11: 57 Tried to seize Him

12: 34 Questioned Him
12:37 Did not believe in Him

19:7 Accused Him of blasphemy
19: 16-18 Crucified Him
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6. LgicaZ discourse. This genre of biblical literature is also
called epistolary literature and refers to the epistles of the New Testa-
ment, Romans through Jude. The Epistles generally include two
kinds of material: (a) expository discourse, which expounds certain
truths or doctrines, often with logical support for those truths, and
(b) hortatory discourse, which includes exhortations to follow cer-
tain courses of action or to develop certain characteristics in light of
the truths presented in the expository discourse material.

In form, the Epistles usually begin by naming the author, the
recipients (the person or persons being addressed), words of greet-
ings, and often, though not always, expressions of thanks for some
aspect of the readers’ conduct or character. The Epistles obviously
differ from private letters, in that they are presented as messages
from God with some of the writers directly affirming  that they were
writing under the inspiration of God the Holy Spirit; the material is
given with apostolic authority; and the material is intended to be
read in the churches. This latter point is even true of a supposedly
private letter like 2 Timothy, because in 2 Timothy 4:22 the word
you,  with which the epistle concludes, is in the plural. This may have
been a subtle suggestion on Paul’s part that Timothy share the letter
with others. (Again, this illustrates the importance of noting fine
points of grammar, as discussed in chapter 5.)

Many of the Epistles were addressed to specific local groups
of believers, or individuals (such as Timothy, Titus, and Philemon).
This fact raises the question as to how we should relate the Epistles
and the specific situations addressed in them to us today. This matter
is discussed in more detail in chapter 12, but it may be helpful to
mention at this point that the Bible interpreter should note instruc-
tions given in the Epistles that are obviously universal and therefore
applicable for all ages and cultures. In addition it is important to
distinguish between principles and specific applications. This point
also relates to the matter of culturally conditioned versus transferable
commands, discussed in chapter 4.

7. Prophetic literature. Prophetic literature is material that in-
cludes predictions of the future at the time of the writing of the
material with injunctions often included that those who hear the
prophecy adjust their lives in light of the predictions. In the Old
Testament, for example, the people of Israel were told to prepare
their hearts for the coming of the Messiah, Jesus Christ. Repentance
from sin often accompanied predictions about the Lord’s return and
accompanying events.
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A special form of prophetic literature is apocalyptic material,
which focuses specifically on the end times, while presenting the
material in symbolic form. Prophetic literature is discussed in chapter
10.

Huw Does an Awareness of Literary Genre
Help in Understanding the Bible?

An awareness of the literary genre or kind of literature of a given
Bible book helps more in synthesis than detailed analysis. It helps
give a sense of the overall thrust of the Bible book, so that verses and
paragraphs can be seen in light of the whole. This helps prevent the
problem of taking verses out of context. It also gives insight into the
nature and purpose of an entire book, as seen, for example, in the
Book of Jonah.

Structural patterns help us see why certain passages are in-
cluded where they are. Also attention to literary genre keeps us from
making more of the passage than we should or from making less of
the passage than we should.

Slrsrc&ral  An&y&

Different  structures or patterns give werent  effects.  We see this in
interior design as well as in the Bible. Suppose you have a lamp, a chest
of drawers, and a mirror. You could position the mirror horizontally
over one side of the chest of drawers with the lamp on another side. Or
to give a d.ifF&ent  effect you could hang the mirror vertically. Or you
may not wish to include a mirror at all. How you arrange these three
items depends on your purpose and the desired effect.

This is %ructure,n  or the relationships of parts. ccStructural
analysis” of the Bible is the effort to analyze the relationships that
exist in the network of structural elements in self-contained portions
(both large and small) of Scripture.

Larger Stmctural  Patterns
The following are given as examples of structural arrangements of
Bible books. These examples show the variety of structural arrange-
ments in the Bible.

The Book of Acts may be divided into three parts, based on
the three geographical areas Jesus mentioned in Acts 1:8, “You will
be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea  and Samaria, and to
the ends of the earth.”
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The Book of Revelation may be divided into three parts
based on Jesus’ words in Revelation 1:19 to record “‘what you have
seen, what is now and what will take place later.”

Revelation 1 -What You Have Seen (Past)
Revelation 2-3-What  Is Now (Present)
Revelation 4-22 -What Will Take Place Later (Future)

The structure of the Book of Ruth shows some interesting
parallels in a pattern called inversion, illustrated as follows:

A. Family history and ties of kinship, and the women of
Bethlehem (chap. 1)

B. Boaz and Ruth (chaps. 2-3)
AI Family history and ties of kinship, and the women of

Bethlehem (chap. 4)

Chauters  2 and 3 are uarahel  in the following ways:
A *

Chapter 2
1. Ruth receives permission 1.

from Naomi to go to the
fields.

Chapter 3

2. Ruth goes to the fields. 2.

Ruth receives instruction
from Naomi to go to the
threshing floor.
Ruth goes to the threshing floor.

Based on these sentences the book may be outlined as follows:
I. Preparation of the Messiah (Matt. 1: l-4: 11)

II. Proclamation of the Messiah (4:12-7:29)
III. Manifestation of the Messiah (8: l-l 1: 1)
IV. Opposition of the Messiah (11:2-13:53)
V. Withdrawal of the Messiah (13:54-19:2)

VI. Presentation and Rejection of the Messiah (19:3-26:2)
VII. Cruciftion  and Resurrection of the Messiah (26:3-28:20).
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Chapter 2 Chapter 3
3. Boaz asks Ruth’s identity. 3. Boaz asks Ruth’s identity.
4. Boaz accepts, praises, and 4. Boaz accepts, praises, and

feeds Ruth. feeds Ruth.
5. Ruth reports to Naomi and 5. Ruth reports to Naomi and

receives counsel. receives counsel.

The structure of the Book of Job is unique. It may be out-
lined as follows:

I. Prologue (Job l-2)
II. Dialogue (Job 3-41)

A. Job’s opening lamentation (Job 3)
B. First cycle of speeches (Job 4-14)

1. Eliphaz and Job (Job 4-7)
2. Bildad and Job (Job 8-10)
3. Zophar and Job (Job 11-14)

C. Second cycle of speeches (Job 15-21)
1. Eliphaz and Job (Job 15-17)
2. Bildad and Job (Job 18-19)
3. Zophar and Job (Job 20-21)

D. Third cycle of speeches (Job 22-37)
1. Eliphaz and Job (Job 22-24)
2. Bildad and Job (Job 25-31)
3. Elihu (Job 32-37)

E. Jehovah’s closing intervention (Job 38-41)
III. Epilogue (Job 42)
In his Gospel, Matthew repeated a certain sentence five

times. This gives a clue to the way the book may be structured. The
sentence is, “When Jesus had finished saying these things” (7:28) or
a slight variation of that wording. Matthew 11: 1 reads, “After Jesus
had finished instructing His twelve disciples”; 13: 53 has, “‘When
Jesus had finished these parables”; 19:l says, ‘When Jesus had fin-
ished saying these things”; and 26:l reads, ‘When Jesus had finished
saying all these things.”
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thought. Psalm 137:5-6 reads, “If I forget you, 0 Jerusalem, may
my right hand forget its skill. May my tongue cling to the roof of my
mouth if1 do not remember you. ” Note that lines one and four each
begin with “if”’ and lines two and three begin with the words “may
my right hand” and “may my tongue.”

Another example of chiastic structure is Matthew 7:6. “Do
not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs. If
you do, they may trample them under their feet, and then turn and
tear you to pieces.” The reference to dogs in the first line is matched
with the reference to tearing to pieces in the fourth line. Throwing
pearls to pigs in the second line is paralleled by the reference to their
trampling them under their feet, in line three.

4. Alternating  pattern. In an alternating pattern, points one
and three in a verse or passage are parallel, and points two and four
are parallel.‘” In Psalm 31:20,  the first line begins with the words “In
the shelter of Your presence” and line three begins with the words
“in Your dwelling.” Then parts two and four are similar: “You hide
them” and “You keep them safe.” In the four calamities Job experi-
enced (Job 1:13-19), the first two attacks by Satan alternate between
human and natural means. The first and third catastrophes were
caused by humans (the Sabeans, w. 13-15, and the Chaldeans, v.
17), and calamities two and four by natural means (“the fire of
God”’ probably lightning, v. 16, and a windstorm, w. 18-19).

5. Invev&z pattern.  An inversion is similar to a chiasm except
that it includes more than four  *elements and therefore has additional
contrasting or comparative points. Items one and six are parallel, items
two and five are parallel’ and items three and four are parallel. Isaiah
6:lO contains this pattern. Lines one and six refer to the heart’ lines
two and five refer to the ears, and lines three and four refer to the eyes.

In the Elood  narrative, the Flood began seven days after God
had commanded Noah to enter the ark (Gen. 7:lO). The rains came on
the earth for 40 days (w. 12,17).  The waters flooded the earth for 150
days (v. 24; 83). Noah opened the window of the ark 40 days after the
tops of the mountains had become visible (v. 6). Noah waited seven
days (twice) until he sent the dove out again (w. 10, 12). This gives
the following scheme of periods of time as an inversion:16

7 days
40 days

150 days
40 days

7 days

Smaller Structural Patterns
A great variety of structural patterns of verses and passages within
Bible books adds to the luster and colorful effect of the Bible’s
literary quality.

1. Parallel patterns. As stated earlier, Bible poetry is ex-
pressed in thought patterns. Several kinds of patterns are used. One
is comparisan.  In this form of parallelism, the second line repeats the
thoughts of the first line using synonyms. An example is Psalm 1:5,
“Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in
the assembly of the righteous.” The first line includes the word
“wicked” whereas the second line has “sinners.” The words “the
judgment” in the first line are paralleled by the words “the assembly
of the righteous” in the second line.

In contrast parallelism, the second line contrasts with the first.
The second line is usually introduced by the word Ccbut.”  Verse 6 is
an example: “For the Lord watches over the way of the righteous,
but the way of the wicked will perish.”

A third kind of poetic parallelism may be called comphion.  In this
pattern the second line completes the idea of the first line or vice versa. In
verse 3 the phrase “which yields its fruit in season” is not a complete
thought in itself but it does complete the thought begun in the first line of
that verse’ “He is like a tree planted by streams of water.”

In verse 4 a fourth kind of parallel pattern is used. This may
be called_fi&rative  parallelism, in which the second line illumines the
first by a figure of speech or vice versa. Saying that the wicked are
“like cha.fP indicates that they are without security and worth.

Another less frequent parallel pattern is the stairstep  parallel-
ism. In this form the second line repeats a part of the first line and
then adds something to make the sentence complete. Psalm 29:l  is
an example: “Ascribe to the Lord, 0 mighty ones, ascribe to the
Lord glory and strength.”

2. fina pattemz.  In a ring pattern a central portion is preced-
ed and followed by parallel material. Genesis 37 records the story of
Joseph being sold into Egypt. Chapter 38 speaks of Judah and Ta-
mar, and chapter 39 resumes the story of Joseph. In a sense, then,
chapters 37 and 39 form a ring around chapter 38, the purpose of
which is to set off by contrast the awfulness of Judah’s sin over
against Joseph’s purity.

3. Chiasmpattern.  A chiasm pattern is a form frequently seen
in the Scriptures. In a chiasm, elements one and four in one or more
verses are parallel in thought, and points two and three are parallel in
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The following is another pattern of introversion seen in the
Flood narrative. l7
1. God’s covenant with Noah (Gen. 6: 1 l-22)

2. Noah brought in clean animals (7: l-5)
3. Noah brought in unclean animals (7:6-10)

4. Noah entered the ark (7: 11-16)
5. The Flood rose (7: 17-24)

6. The Flood crested, the ark rested, and God remem-
bered Noah (8:1-5)

7. The Flood abated (8:6-12)
8. Noah exited the ark (8:13-19)

9. Noah sacrificed some animals (8:20-22)
10. Noah’s diet (9:1-7)

11. God’s covenant with Noah (9:8-17)
In inversions the center portion(s) is usually emphasized.

Note the inversion pattern in Matthew 13: 15. l8
6. Inchsti  pattern. An inclusio  is a pattern in which a para-

graph or longer portion ends in much the same way in which it
began. In the Flood narrative man’s wickedness is referred to in
Genesis 6:1-8, and at the end of the narrative man’s wickedness is
again seen (9:20-27).

In Isaiah 1:2 1 Isaiah referred to Jerusalem as ‘(the faithful
city,” and in verse 26 the paragraph concludes with another reference
to the “faithful city.” Proverbs 31: lo-30 begins by referring to “the
wife of noble character” (v. 10) and near the end again uses the word
“noble” (v. 29). In Proverbs 1 “wisdom and discipline” are men-
tioned in verse 2, and again in verse 7, thus tying together all that is
said about the purposes of the Proverbs.

7. 2%~~~  pattern. In this pattern three related things are
mentioned, as in Jude 11: “the way of Cain,” “Balsam’s  error,” and
“Korah’s  rebellion.” Three things are also said about the false teach-
ers against whom Jude wrote in Jude 8: they “pollute their own
bodies,” “reject authority,” and “slander celestial beings.”

8. Acrostic  pattern. In an acrostic each verse begins in succes-
sion with a separate letter of the alphabet. Proverbs 31:10-31  is a
well-known acrostic, as is Psalm 119. In that psalm, however, every
eighth verse begins with a different letter of the 22-letter Hebrew
alphabet. Verses l-8 each begin with the first letter, verses 9-16 each
begin with the second letter, verses 17-24 each begin with the third
letter, and so forth. In Lamentations 1 each of the 22 verses begins
with a different letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The same is true of

Lamentations 2 and 4. Chapter 3, however, is slightly different in
that three verses in sequence each begin with the first letter of the
alphabet, followed by the next three verses each beginning with the
second letter of the alphabet, and so forth. Chapter 5 has 22 verses,
but the verses are not in the form of an acrostic. Other psalms also
are acrostics, including Psalms 9-10,25,34,37,  and 111. The acros-
tics probably served as memory devices. In addition the acrostics in
the Book of Lamentations may also have served as a kind of literary
control over Jeremiah’s emotion of deep grief.

ASCENDmG  Sl’RUCTURE lN 1 JOHN

You have several witnesses / therefore you know Him

You have faith in Him / therefore you
have several witnesses

5:13-21

56-12

You believe that Jesus is the Christ /

\
You have the Spirit of God / therefore love the

I
4:7-5:3

brethren and believe that Jesus is the Christ

\

You love others born of Him / therefore

I

4: 1-6
test the prophets to see if they are

spirits of God

You are born of Him / therefore love
others born of Him

You remain in Him / therefore you should
practice righteousness because you

are born of Him

You love the brethren / therefore you
remain in Him and heretics don’t

(they depart, deny, deceive)

We walk in the light / therefore we
should love the brethren

We have fellowship with Him / therefore
we should walk in the light

We witnessed the Word of life /
I

l:l-4
therefore we have fellowship with Him
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9. Ascending OY descendin~pattem.  First John may be viewed
as having an ascending structure. As the chart on page 141 illus-
trates, each section leads to the next.

Bar-efrat suggests the following descending pattern in
2 Samuel 13:3-20.19

Jonadab-Amnon (w. 3-5)
Amnon-David (v. 6)

David-Tamar (v. 7)
Tamar-Amnon (w. 8-16)

Amnon-servant (v. 17)
Servant-Tamar (v. 18)

Tamar-Absalom (w. 19-20)

10. Repetition pattern. Repetition is often used for the sake
of emotional impact. Isaiah pointed up the ignorance of his readers
by repeating the questions, “Do you not know? Have you not
heard?” in Isaiah 40:21 and 28. His effective use of the word “who”
at the beginning of a good number of questions in that chapter also
points rhetorically to the ignorance of the people. (Note the word
“who” in verses 12 [twice], 13-14, and 26.)

As Bar-efrat points out, in three instances in 2 Samuel, sexual
offense is followed by murder.2o David’s involvement with Bathsheba
is followed by his having Uriah killed (2 Sam. 11). Amnon’s  involve-
ment with Tamar is followed by the killing of Amnon (chap. 13),
and Absalom’s involvement with David’s concubines is followed by
the killing of Absalom (chaps. 15-19).

One of the recurring subjects of the Gospel of Mark is the
growing opposition to Jesus. Mark 2 includes reference to a number
of opponents, each of whom asked the question ‘my?” (w. 7, 16,
18, 24) This is seen in verses 7, 16, 18, and 24. Opposition came
because Jesus forgave sins (v. 7), ate with sinners (v. 16), neglected
the tradition of fasting (v. 18- “How” in the NIV can aho be trans-
lated “Why?“), and He “broke” the Sabbath (v. 24).21

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, attention to the literary
quality of the Bible helps points up its artistic beauty, and helps give
the Bible interpreter a more accurate picture of the Scriptures and
the way in which the content is being communicated.

C H A P T E R  S E V E N

F@wes  of Speech

In 1937 W. MacNeile  Dixon, professor of English literature at the
University of Glasgow, wrote,

If I were asked what has been the most powerful force in the
making of history. . . I should have answered . . . figurative ex-
pression. It is by imagination that men have lived; imagination
rules all our lives. The human mind is not, as philosophers
would have you think, a debating hall, but a picture
gallery. . . . Remove the metaphors [i.e., figurative expressions]
from the Bible and its living spirit vanishes. . . . The prophets,
the poets, the leaders of men are all of them masters of imagery,
and by imagery they capture the human soul.’

The Bible contains hundreds of figures of speech. E.W.
Bullinger grouped the Bible’s figures of speech into more than 200
categories, giving 8,000 illustrations from the Scriptures, with the
table of contents taking 28 pages to list the 200 categories!”

What li a F@pwe of Speech?

The laws of grammar describe how words normally function. In
some cases, however, the speaker or writer purposely sets aside those
laws to use new forms, forms we call figures of speech. As Bullinger
wrote, “A figure is simply a word or a sentence thrown into a pecu-
liar form, different from its original or simplest meaning or use.“3 If
we say, “It is raining hard,” we are using a normal, plain statement.
But if we say, “It is raining cats and dogs,” we have used a sentence
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that means the same thing but is an unusual, more colorful way of
expressing the same thought. Or when we say, “The teakettle is
boiling”’ we mean not the kettle but the water in it.

According to Sterrett, “A figure of speech is a word or phrase
that is used to communicate something other than its literal, natural
meaning.“4 He then gives these examples of figurative expressions in
modern-day English: “That argument doesn’t hold water.” “Stand
up for the Word of God. ” “I was tickled to death.” In the first
example the argument has nothing to do with literal water. The
point is that the argument is as useless as a bucket with holes. In the
second example we are not being encouraged to stand up physically
next to a Bible, but rather to defend the truths of Scripture, living in
such a way that our convictions are clear. And in the third example
the person was instead speaking of being extremely pleased.

When John the Baptist said, “Look, the Lamb of God” (John
1:29), he was not pointing to an animal, but to Jesus, who was
being compared by John to a lamb. The individuals hearing those
words and readers today reading those words are challenged to think
of how Jesus was like a lamb. Since the Jews frequently sacrificed
lambs, John no doubt had in mind Jesus’ forthcoming sacrificial
death on behalf of others and in their place.

In each of these examples certain aspects of the statements
are not true in their normal sense, but yet the sentences are convey-
ing truth. The argument is inadequate (“it doesn’t hold water”), we
are to defend and live in accord with the Bible (“stand up for the
Bible”), we are pleased (“tickled to death”), Jesus is a substitutionary
sacrifice (“the Lamb of God”). Figures of speech express truths in
vivid and interesting ways.

Since the Bible has so many figures of speech, it is important
to recognize them and determine what they are communicating.

why Are F&wes  of Speech Used?

Fa&res  of Speech Add Color  w Vividness
To say, “The  Lord is my rock” (Ps. 18:2) is a colorful, vivid way of
saying the Lord is the One on whom I can depend because He is
strong and unmovable.

Fa&wes of Speech Attract Attention
A listener or reader immediately perks up because of the uniqueness
of figures of speech. This is evident when Paul wrote, “Watch out for

those dogs” (Phil.
fire” (James 36).
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3:2), or when James wrote, “The tongue also is a
When a comparison is made between two things_ _

that are normally not alike or normally not compared, then surprise
occurs. Similes and metaphors, for example, often have this element
of unexpectedness.

Fg&res  of Speech Make Abstract OY Intellectual Ideas More Concrete
“Underneath are the everlasting arms” (Deut. 33:27) is certainly
more concrete than the statement, ‘The Lord will take care of you
and support you.”

F&awes  of Speech Aid in Retention
Hosea’s statement, “The Israelites are . . . like a stubborn heifer”
(Hosea 4: 16)’ is more easily remembered than if Hosea had written,
“Israel is terribly stubborn.” The scribes and Pharisees could hardly
forget Jesus’ words, “You are like whitewashed tombs, which look
beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s
bones and everything unclean” (Matt. 23:27). Figures of speech are
used in many languages because they are easily remembered and
make indelible impressions.

F&yes  of Speech Abbreviate an Idea
They capture and convey the idea in a brief way. Because they are
graphic, they eliminate the need for elaborate description. They say a
lot in a little. The well-known metaphor, ‘The Lord is my Shepherd’
(Ps. 23:1),  conveys briefly many ideas about the Lord’s relationship
to His own.

F&ures of Speech Encourag-  Rejlection
Their resplendence makes the reader pause and think. When you
read Psalm 52:8, “But I am like an olive tree flourishing in the house
of God”’ you are challenged to reflect on points of similarities sug-
gested in that simile. The same is true of Isaiah 1:8, ‘The Daughter
of Zion is left like a shelter in a vineyard, like a hut in a field of
melons, like a city under siege.”

How Do Yiw Know If an Expression Is F&wative  or Literal?

Generally an expression is figurative when it is out of character with
the subject discussed, or is contrary to fact, experience, or observa-
tion. If we hear a sports announcer say, “The Falcons beat the Li-
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ens,” we understand him to be referring to two football teams, and
not to be suggesting that birds of prey are attacking literal lions. The
following guidelines may be helpful in noting figurative language.

1. Always take a passage in its literal sense unless there is
good reason for doing otherwise. For example, when John wrote
that 144,000 will be sealed, with 12,000 from each of the 12 tribes
of Israel, there is no reason not to take those numbers in their
normal, literal sense (Rev. 7:4-8). And yet in the following verse
John referred to “the Lamb” (v. 9), clearly a reference to Jesus
Christ, not an animal, as indicated by John 1:29.

2. The figurative sense is intended if the literal would involve
an impossibility. The Lord told Jeremiah that He had made him “an
iron pillar and a bronze wall” (Jer. 1: 18). And John wrote that Jesus
held seven stars in His right hand (Rev. 1: 16). The Lord does not
have wings (Ps. 57:l)  nor does the earth have ears (“Listen, 0
earth”’ Micah 1:2).

3. The figurative is intended if the literal meaning is an ab-
surdity, as in trees clapping their hands (Isa. 5512).

4. Take the figurative sense if the literal would demand im-
moral action. Since it would be cannibalistic to eat the flesh of Jesus
and to drink His blood, He obviously was speaking figuratively
(John 653-58).

5. Note whether a figurative expression is followed by an
explanatory literal statement. Those who “fall  asleep” (1 Thes. 4: 13-
15) are then spoken of as those who have died (v. 16). When Paul
wrote that the Ephesians ‘tvere  dead” (Eph. 2:1), he did not mean
that they had physically died. He immediately explained that they
were dead in “transgressions and sins.”

6. Sometimes a figure is marked by a qualifying adjective, as
in “Heavenly Father” (Matt. 6:14),  “the true Bread” (John 6:32),
“living Stone” (1 Peter 2:4).5 Or sometimes a prepositional phrase
hints that the preceding noun is not to be understood literally. In the
words “the sword of the Spirit” (Eph. 6:17),  the phrase “of the
Spirit” shows that the sword is to be understood figuratively, not
literally. A similar example is “the good fight of the faith”
(1 Tim. 6:12).

Is F:igztrative  Lunpuge  the wosite  of Literal Interpretation?

In the preceding section in this chapter the word$&rative may seem
to be used in a way that opposes the word literal. In point 2 above
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I wrote, “The figurative sense is intended if the literal would involve
an impossibility.” However, this and similar statements should not
be understood as suggesting that figurative language does not con-
vey literal truth. Figurative speech, as already discussed, is a pictur-
esque, out-of-the-ordinary way of presenting literal facts that might
otherwise be stated in a normal, plain, ordinary way. Saying that
“the argument does not hold water” is an unusual way of saying the
more ordinary sentence, “The argument is weak.” Both sentences
convey a literal fact. One conveys it in a figurative fashion, the other
in a nonfigurative way. In other words, as Radmacher put it, “Be-
hind every figure of speech is a literal meaning, and by means of the
historical-grammatical exegesis of the text, these literal meanings are
to be sought out.“* If I say, “He jumped out of his skin,” I do not
mean this in the way the words “jumped” and “skin”  would normally
be used in their plain sense. Instead I am using a figurative expres-
sion (obviously no one can actually jump out of his skin) that com-
municates a literal fact, namely, that the person was very frightened.

The figurative is a colorful vehicle for presenting literal truth.
As Mounce  explains, “A writer may convey his thought either by the
use of words in their directly denotative sense or he may choose the
more pleasing path of figurative expression. But one thing must be
kept clear: In either case the literal meaning is the same. . . . An
interpretation is literal only when it corresponds to what the author
intends to convey with his statement.“’

Figurative language then is not antithetical to literal interpre-
tation; it is a part of it. Perhaps it is better not to speak of “figurative
versus literal” interpretation, but of “ordinary-literal” versus “figura-
tive-literal” interpretation.* Therefore in this book$&rative  means
figurative-literal, and literal means ordinary-literal. Both are part of
what is normally meant by “literal interpretation.” Rather than say-
ing, “Figurative is the opposite of literal”’ it may be preferable to say,
“Ordinary-literal is the antithesis of figurative-literal”’ while under-
standing that both are legitimate means of communicating literal
truths-truths to be interpreted in their normal, historical, grammat-
ical sense without making them say something not intended by the
words. This concept is illustrated in the chart on page 148.

Any figure of speech depends on ordinary-literal language.
When Peter wrote, ‘The devil prowls around like a roaring lion”
(1 Peter 5:8), the legitimacy of that figurative comparison is based
on our understanding something about actual lions. The same is true
of types, symbols, parables, allegories, and fables.”
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Ordinary-Literal Figurative-Literal
l Normal, plain, 0 Picturesque, out-of-

ordinary usage the-ordinary usage

l Plainly expressed l Figuratively expressed
literal facts literal facts

“Literal” (historical, grammatical) interpretation
J

Paul Tan uses the words normal and customary  in reference to
literal interpretation, “Literal interpretation of the Bible simply
means explaining the original sense of the Bible according to the
normal and customary usages of its language.“lO

The true antithesis is between what the Reformers called
literal (historical, grammatical) interpretation and allegorical inter-
pretation, which was so common for centuries throughout the Mid-
dle Ages and which regarded portions of Scripture as having secret,
mystical meanings. For more on this distinction and the problems
with allegorizing, see chapter 2.

What  Are Some Fa&ures of Speech?

F&ywes  of Speech Involving Comparison
Many figures of speech involving comparison are from nature (e.g.,
rain, water, fire, soil, flowers, trees, animals). Others involve human
objects (pottery, tombs, clothing), and others refer to human experi-
ences (birth, death, war, music).

1. Simile. A simile is a comparison in which one thing explic-
itly (by using like or as) resembles another. Peter used a simile when
he wrote, “All men are like grass” (1 Peter 1:24).  The Lord’s words
in Luke 10:3 are a simile: “I am sending you out like lambs among
wolves.” Similes are also included in Psalm 1: “He is like a tree
planted by streams of water” (v. 3) and “they are like chaff’ (v. 4).
The challenge of similes is to determine the ways in which the two
objects are similar. How are men like grass? In what way were Jesus’
disciples like lambs? In what sense is the believer like a tree, and the
wicked like chaff)

2. Metaphor. A metaphor is a comparison in which one thing
is, acts like, or represents another (in which the two are basically
unalike).” In a metaphor the comparison is implicit, whereas in a
simile it is explicit. A clue to identifying a metaphor is that the verb
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will always be in the form of “to be” (“is,” “are,” “was”’ “were,”
“have been”). An example is Isaiah 40:6, “All flesh is grass” ( KJV) .
Note that this differs from the statement in 1 Peter 1:24,  “All men
are like grass.” (A simile always uses the word Z&e  or as.) The Lord
said through Jeremiah, “My people have been lost sheep” (Jer. 50:6).
The Lord compared His followers to salt: “You are the salt of the
earth” (Matt. 5:13). They were not literally salt; they were being
compared to salt. When Jesus affirmed, “1 am the gate” (John 10:7,
9)’ “1 am the Good Shepherd” (w. 11, 14)’ or “I am the Bread of
Life” (6:48), He was implying some comparisons. In certain ways
He is like a gate, a shepherd, and bread. The reader is challenged to
think of ways Jesus resembles those objects.

3. Hypocatastasis.  This lesser-known figure of speech is a
comparison in which the likeness is implied by a direct naming.
When David wrote, “Dogs have surrounded me” (Ps. 22:16), he was
referring to his enemies, calling them dogs. False teachers are also
referred to as dogs in Philippians 3:2 and as savage wolves in Acts
20:29. The differences between a simile, metaphor, and
hypocatastasis may be seen in the following sentences:

Simile: “You wicked people are like dogs.”
Metaphor: “You wicked people are dogs.”
Hypocatastasis: “You dogs.”
In John 1:29 John the Baptist used a hypocatastasis: ‘Look,

the Lamb of God.” If he had said, “Jesus is like a Lamb”’ he would
have been using a simile. Or a metaphor would have been used if he
had said, “Jesus is a lamb.” When Jesus told Peter, “Take care of My
sheep” (21:17), He called His followers sheep, using a hypoca-
tastasis.

The context needs to be considered in determining the refer-
ent of a hypocatastasis. For example Jeremiah wrote, “A lion has
come out of his lair” (Jer. 4:7). The context makes it clear that the
lion refers to Babylon.

Each of the seven following verses is either a simile, meta-
phor, or hypocatastasis. In the line following each verse write the
kind of figure of speech.

Isaiah 53:6, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray.”

Psalm 84:11, “For the Lord God is a sun and shield.“-

2 Peter 2: 17, “These men are springs without water and
mists driven by a storm.”
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John 2:19, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in
three days.”

Isaiah 57:20, “But the wicked are like the tossing sea.“_

Psalm 23:1, “The Lord is my Shepherd.”
Psalm 1:3, “He is like a tree planted by streams of water.”

Fs@-wes  of Speech Involving Substitution
4. Metonymy. A metonymy is the substituting of one word for an-
other. When we refer to a decision being made by the White House,
we mean the President of the United States. We have substituted the
residence of the President for the President himself. In the statement’
“‘The pen is mightier than the sword” we mean what is written (the
pen) has greater impact than military power (the sword).

In the Bible at least three kinds of metonymy are used.
a. The cause is used for the effect. People who opposed

Jeremiah said, “Let’s attack him with our tongues” (Jer. 18: 18).
Since a lashing at him literally with their tongues would be an absur-
dity, it is obvious they were referring to their words. The tongue was
the cause, and the words were the effect. Also note Proverbs 12:18:
“The tongue of the wise brings healing.” Barnabas ‘(witnessed the
grace of God” (Acts 11:23, NASB), which probably means he wit-
nessed the effect of the grace of God, namely, the change of life in
the believers in Antioch.

b. The effect is used for the cause. David wrote, “I love you,
0 Lord, my strength” (Ps. 18: 1). Strength, the effect, is used for the
cause, the Lord.

c. The object is used for something next to it or associated
with it. In Paul’s words, “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord”
(1 Cor. 10:21), he was referring to the contents in the cup, not the
drinking of the cup itself. When the Lord said to Hosea that “the
land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the Lord”
(Hosea 1:2), his reference to land means the people living on the
land. The words “Jerusalem was going out to Him” (Matt. 3:5,
NASB) point to the fact that the people of Jerusalem were going to
Him; the place was substituted for the residents themselves. Some
translations, such as the NIV, seek to clarify this by the rendering,
“People went out to Him from Jerusalem.” The word eyes is closely
related to the way a person sees things or his mental perspective, as
in “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes” (Prov. 15: 12, NASR).
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When Jesus said, “If a house is divided against itself, that house
cannot stand” (Mark 3:25), He obviously did not mean a literal
house. He implied a family living in a house. The “marriage bed”
(Heb. 13:4)  is a metonymy for marital relations. In Matthew 15:8
what does the metonymy “lips” represent?

5. Synecdocbe.  A synecdoche is the substituting of a part of
something for the whole or the whole for the part. Caesar Augustus
issued a decree that a census should be taken of “all the world” (Luke
2: 1, KJV). He was speaking of the whole, but he meant only the part,
namely, the Roman world. Proverbs 1:16, “their feet rush into sin,”
obviously does not mean that only their feet run. Their feet, the part,
represent the whole, namely, themselves.

The word Greek (NASB) in Romans 1: 16 represents all Gen-
tiles. The Lord said, “1 am summoning a sword against all the inhab-
itants of the earth” (Jer. 25 :29, NASB). The sword is the part which
stands for the whole, that is, disaster, as translated in the NIV. Priscil-
la and Aquila “risked their own necks” (Rom. 16:4, NASB) for Paul.
In this synecdoche the part, “their necks”’ represents the whole, their
lives.

6. Mevism.  A merism is a form of synecdoche in which the
totality or whole is substituted by two contrasting or opposite parts.
When the psalmist wrote, “You know when I sit and when I rise”
(Ps. 139:2), he was not limiting the Lord’s knowledge to times
when he sat down and when he got up. Instead he was saying the
Lord knew all his actions.

7. Hendiadys. A hendiadys is the substituting of two coordi-
nate terms (joined by “and”) for a single concept in which one of the
elements defines the other. The word hendiadys comes from three
Greek words: hen, “one”;  dia, “by means of’; and dis, “twice.” The
Hebrew for “pain and childbearing” in Genesis 3:16 probably means
“pain in childbearing.” ‘The  sacrifice and service” in Philippians 2: 17
probably means “the sacrificial service.” Similarly when the apostles
referred to “this ministry and apostleship” (NASB) they meant “this
apostolic ministry” (Acts 1:25).

8. Personzjicatiun.  This is the ascribing of human characteris-
tics or actions to inanimate objects or ideas or to animals. The emo-
tion of gladness is assigned to the desert in Isaiah 35: 1: “The desert
and the parched land will be glad.” Isaiah 55:12 refers to mountains
and hills singing and to trees clapping their hands. Death is personi-
fied in Romans 6:9 and 1 Corinthians 15:55.

9. Anthopomorphism.  An anthropomorphism is the ascribing



152 BASIC BIBLE INTERPRETATION

of human characteristics or actions to God, as in the references to
God’s fingers (Ps. 8:3), ear (31:2), and eyes (2 Chron. 16:9).

10. Anthopopathism  This figure of speech ascribes human
emotions to God, as seen in Zechariah 8:1, “I am very jealous for
Zion.”

11. Zoommphism.  Whereas an anthropomorphism ascribes
human characteristics to God, a zoomorphism ascribes animal char-
acteristics to God (or to others). These are expressive ways of point-
ing up certain actions and attributes of the Lord in a picturesque
way. The psalmist wrote, God “will cover you with His feathers, and
under His wings you will find refuge” (Ps. 91:4). The readers would
think of young chicks or birds being protected under the wings of
the mother hen or bird. Job depicted what he considered to be the
furious anger of God lashing out at him when he wrote that God
“gnashes His teeth at me” (Job 16:9).

12. Apostmpbe.  This is a direct address to an object as if it
were a person, or to an absent or imaginary person as if he were
present. In personification the writer speaks about some object as if
it were a person, whereas in an apostrophe the writer speaks to the
object as if it were a person. When the psalmist addressed the sea
directly in his words, “Why was it, 0 sea, that you fled?” (Ps. 114:5)
he used an apostrophe. But in an earlier verse, when he spoke about
the sea (“The sea looked and fled”’ v. 3), he used personification.
The prophets sometimes called on the earth to serve as a witness to
the sinful condition of Israel or other nations. The earth is addressed
directly by Micah in Micah 1:2: “Listen, 0 earth, and all who are in
it.” In Psalm 6:8 the psalmist spoke as if his enemies were present:
“Away from me, all you who do evil.”

13. Euphemism. This is the substituting of an inoffensive or
mild expression for an offensive or personal one. In English we speak
euphemistically of death by saying that a person “passed on”’ “kicked
the bucket”’ or “went home.” The Bible speaks of the death of
Christians as falling asleep (Acts 7:60; 1 Thes. 4: 13-15).

Ft&ures  of Speech Involving Omission or Suppression
14. EZZz@s.  An ellipsis is an omission of a word or words that must
be supplied to complete the sentence grammatically. Sometimes an
adjective associated with a noun comes to stand for both the adjec-
tive and the noun. In English, “private” represents the two words
“private soldier.” “The Twelve” represents “the 12 Apostles” (1 Cor.
15:5).  Second Timothy 4: 18 reads literally, “The Lord . . .
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will save me to His heavenly kingdom.” The thought seems to be
that the Lord would save Paul and bring him to His heavenly king-
dom. The words %nd bring me” need to be supplied by the reader
after the words “save me” in order to complete the sentence
grammatically.

15. Zeudma.  A zeugma is the joining of two nouns to one
verb when logically only one of the nouns goes with the verb. Liter-
ally Luke 1:64 reads, “His mouth was opened and his tongue.” The
NIV has supplied the words “‘was loosed” after the word cctongue”  in
order to render the sentence in good English.

16. Aposiopesis.  This is a sudden break in the sentence as if the
speaker were not able to finish. As Moses confessed the sins of his
people, he said, “If Thou wilt forgive their sin - ; and if not, blot me,
I pray Thee, out of Thy book which Thou hast written” (Ex. 32:32,
KJV). He did not finish  the thought in the first part of the sentence
(“if Thou wilt forgive their sin”), probably because of the emotion of
the moment. Paul did not finish the thought in Ephesians 3:1-2:
“For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of
you Gentiles-surely you have heard about the administration of
God’s grace.” The Lord also made a break in a sentence as He wept
over Jerusalem (Luke 19:42). Again the emotion of the moment
probably caused Him to turn from completing this sentence.

17. Rhetorical question. A question is asked rhetorically if it
does not require a verbal response and is given to force the reader to
answer in his mind and to consider the implications of the answer.
Quentilian (A.D. 35-loo),  a Roman rhetorician, said rhetorical ques-
tions increase the force and cogency of proof. When God asked
Abraham, Ys anything too hard for the Lord?” (Gen. 18: 14) He was
not expecting a verbal response. He was facing Abraham with a
question to answer in his mind. The same is true when the Lord
asked Jeremiah, “Is anything too hard for Me?” (Jer. 32:27) Paul
asked a rhetorical question in Romans 8 : 3 1, “If God is for us, who
can be against us?” These rhetorical questions are ways of conveying
information. The first two questions indicate that nothing is impos-
sible with God and Paul’s question in Romans 8:31 affirms that no
one can successfully oppose the believer in view of God’s defense of
him.

Sometimes a rhetorical question is directed to oneself as in
Luke 12:17,  in which the rich man thought to himself, “What shall I
do? I have no place to store my crops.” When Jesus asked the crowd,
“Am I leading a rebellion, that you have come out with swords and



154 BASIC BIBLE INTERPRETATION

clubs to capture Me?” (Matt. 2655) His question was to get them to
realize He was not leading a rebellion. A negative response is implied
in His questions, ‘Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish,
will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him
a scorpion?” (Luke 11: 11-12) Some rhetorical questions rebuke or
admonish, others express surprise, some are spoken to get attention.

What is the affirmation suggested by each of the following
rhetorical questions?

“How can Satan drive out Satan?” (Mark 3:23)

“Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed?”
(4:21)

“Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear?”
(818)

‘What can a man give in exchange for his soul?” (v. 37)

“If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of
hearing be?” (1 Cor. 12:17)

Sometimes questions are used to rebuke. They too lead the
hearers/readers to think. For example Jesus asked His disciples,
‘Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” (Mark 4:40) By
these questions He was rebuking them for being afraid and not
having faith. Jesus’ words to His sleeping disciples in Gethsemane,
“Are you still sleeping and resting?” (14:41) rebuked them for sleep
ing. In interpreting the Bible it is important to be alert to rhetorical
questions and to note how they are being used and the thoughts
being suggested by them.

F&res of Speech Innalvin&
Ove7xtatement  or Understatement

18. Hyperbole. A hyperbole is a deliberate exaggeration, in which
more is said than is literally meant, in order to add emphasis. When
10 of the Israelite spies reported on their exploration of the land of
Canaan, they said, “The cities are large and fortified to heaven”
(Deut. 1:28, NASB). Obviously they were not saying the walls of the
Canaanite cities reached literally to heaven; they were simply stating
that the walls were unusually high.

The psalmist used hyperbole for emphasis when he wrote,
“Every night I make my bed swim, I dissolve my couch with my
tears” (I%. 6:6, NASB). The NIV seeks to express the thought of the
hyperbole in slightly more literal language by the words, “All nig,ht
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long I flood my bed with weeping and drench my couch with tears.”
Even this softer wording, however, is hyperbolic. David was shed-
ding many tears, but certainly not so many that his bed was swim-
ming or flooded or his couch dissolved or was drenched. Psalm
119: 136 is a similar example: “My eyes shed streams of water”
(NASB)@~NIV  has, “Streams of tears flow from my eyes.” Certainly
rivers did not flow from his eyes. He was deeply grieved to the point
of extensive weeping.

Speaking for the sinful nation Israel, Micah the prophet
asked, ‘Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten
thousand rivers of oil?” (Micah 6:7) Micah’s point in using this
hyperbole in a rhetorical question was to emphasize that no matter
how much oil the people brought as a sacrifice to God, that would
not atone for their sins. After David had killed Goliath, the women
from the towns of Israel met King Saul, singing, “Saul has slain his
thousands, and David his tens of thousands” (1 Sam. 18:7). Certain-
ly David had not killed 10 times as many people as Saul; David had
killed only one person. And yet David’s defeat of Goliath was ex-
pressed by hyperbole to point up the great significance of his victory
over the Philistine giant.

In his lament over Saul and Jonathan, David commented that
“they were swifter than eagles, they were stronger than lions”
(2 Sam. 1:23). No man could literally run swifter than an eagle
could fly, nor is any man physically stronger than a lion. Hence it is
obvious that David spoke with hyperboles to emphasize Saul’s and
Jonathan’s speed and strength in battle. Such picturesque language
has a strong impact on the readers.

Did Jesus mean that the scribes and the Pharisees were liter-
ally straining out gnats and could literally swallow a camel? (Matt.
23:24) No. His point was that while the Pharisees were concerning
themselves with minute details of the Law, like meticulously strain-
ing out a gnat from a liquid, they were neglecting the much greater,
more important elements of the Law (v. 23), including justice, mer-
cy, and faithfulness, as if they were easily swallowing a camel!

Other examples of hyperboles are these: “This is what Cyrus
king of Persia says: ‘The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all
the kingdoms of the earth”’ (2 Chron. 36:23). “What good will it be
for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?” (Matt.
16:26)  The father of the prodigal son said to his elder son, “This
brother of yours was dead and is alive again” (Luke 15: 32). “Take
the plank out of your eye” (Luke 6:42). Cyrus obviously did not rule
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over all kingdoms, a person cannot gain the entire world, the prodi-
gal son was not actually dead and resurrected, and a plank cannot be
taken from a person’s eye. These hyperboles, however, do capture
one’s attention and add emphasis to what is said.

Is hyperbole error? Is the use of hyperbole consistent with
the inerrancy of the Scriptures? If writers using hyperbole were say-
ing more than they intended, is this to be understood as error? No.
Error is not reflected by hyperbole because as seen in the above
examples hyperbole is generally readily understood by the reader as
an exaggerated statement given for emphasis or impact. Therefore
the readers are not misled.

Hyperboles are literary devices to reflect what the writers
intended to convey. In speaking of Saul and Jonathan being “swifter
than eagles”’ David was accurately conveying his thought that the
former king of Israel and his son were usually swift in battle. Fur-
thermore the thou& conveyed by the hyperbole corresponds to fact.
Saul and Jonathan were indeed agile and quick-footed.

In anguish and frustration Job responded to his friends, ‘Ten
times now you have reproached me” (Job 19:3). However, the
friends had actually spoken only five times -Eliphaz in chapters 4-5
and again in chapter 15, Bildad in chapters 8 and 18, and Zophar in
chapter 11. Was Job then wrong, and does the Bible contain error in
19:3?  No, error is not involved when it is understood that Job’s
hyperbole meant that his friends had insulted him numerous times.
Four other times the Old Testament uses the words “ten times”:
Jacob said to or about Laban,  “You changed my wages ten times”
(Gen. 3 1:7,41). The Lord said to Moses that His people “tested Me
ten times” (Num. 14:22). Nehemiah reported that the Jews “told us
ten times over, ‘wherever you turn, they will attack us”’ (Neh. 4:12).
Nebuchadnezzar found Daniel and his three friends “ten times better
than all the magicians and enchanters in his whole kingdom” (Dan.
1:20).  These hyperboles, not to be taken literally, do in fact accurate-
ly portray the truth intended by the statements. When  a mother
chides her recalcitrant child, “I’ve told you 10,000 times to clean up
your room,” she means numerous times, not the literal number of
1,000 multiplied by 10. She is not speaking in error; she is speaking
truth in an exaggerated way to convey her point emphatically.

19. Motes. A litotes is an understatement or a negative state-
ment to express an affirmation. This is the opposite of hyperbole.
When we say, “He is not a bad preacher”’ we mean he is a very good
preacher. The understatement is made for emphasis. When Paul
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wrote, “1 am a Jew . . . a citizen of no insignificant city” (Acts 2 1:39,
NASB), he meant that Tarsus was in fact a rather significant city.

A litotes is at times a belittling statement, as in Numbers
13:33, We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we
looked the same to them.” Luke used a number of litotes. He spoke
of “‘no small disturbance among the soldiers” (Acts 12: 18, NASB),
%o little business” (19:24), and “‘no small storm” (27:20, NASB).
When Luke wrote that Paul and Barnabas stayed in Antioch “a long
time” (14:28), the Greek has a litotes. It is literally, “they stayed
there not a little time.” Paul belittled himself with a litotes in
1 Corinthians 15:9,  “For I am the least of the apostles.” This state-
ment of genuine humility was written to highlight God’s grace in his
life as an undeserving sinner (see v. 10).

20. Irony. Irony is a kind of ridicule expressed indirectly in
the form of a compliment. Irony is often conveyed by the speaker’s
tone of voice so that the hearers know that irony is intended. This
sometimes makes it difficult  to determine whether a written state-
ment is to be taken as irony. But the context usually helps determine
whether irony is being used. Saul’s daughter Michal  said to David,
“How the king of Israel has distinguished himself today” (2 Sam.
6:20). Verse 22 suggests she was conveying an opposite meaning,
namely, that he had humiliated himself by acting in what was to her
an undignified manner. Humor is sometimes sensed in irony, as in
Elijah’s taunting the prophets of Baal, “Shout louder! . . . Surely he
is a god!” (1 Kings 18:27)  Obviously Elijah was not recognizing any
reality to the existence of the false god Baal. In irony he was compli-
menting Baal in order to prod the prophets to pray even louder. This
highlighted the fact that this false god, unlike the true God Yahweh,
did not always hear his worshipers.

In Job 12:2 Job’s words to his three antagonists drip with
irony: “Doubtless you are the people, and wisdom will die with
you!” On the surface this sounds as if Job were complimenting his
three friends for being so wise. Since they possessed all the world’s
wisdom, when they would die, wisdom would then be gone. How-
ever, his other remarks to the friends, in which he was criticizing
them for not knowing his situation, indicates that his words in verse
2 were intended not as a compliment but as ridicule.

Job complained that he received no help from his friends.
They were totally unsympathetic to his problem. Therefore he obvi-
ously spoke with irony in these words to Bildad: “How you have
helped the powerless! How you have saved the arm that is feeble!
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What advice you
great insight you._ _

have offered to one without wisdom! And what
have displayed!” (26:2-3) (The word you in these

verses is in the singular form in Hebrew, thus referring back to
Bildad who had just spoken in chapter 25. Theyozc  in 12:2-3, how-
ever, is plural, referring to all three friends.)

When Jesus said to the Pharisees and scribes, “You have a
fine way” (Mark 7:9), it sounds as if He were beginning to compli-
ment them. The rest of the sentence, however, indicates that He was
ridiculing them. Thus the full sentence is irony: “You have a fine way
of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own
traditions!”

Paul used irony as well. In 1 Corinthians 48, he wrote, “You
have become kings”’ but then in the next sentence he added, “How I
wish that you really had become kings.” The first sentence then is
certainly a case of irony. He also wrote with irony, “You are so wise
in Christ!” (v. 10) Paul again used irony in addressing the Corin-
thian believers in 2 Corinthians 11: 19. What sounded like a compli-
ment - “You gladly put up with fools since you are so wise!“- was
actually a form of ridicule and criticism. They assumed themselves to
be wise when actually they were not. Their lack of wisdom was
revealed in the fact that they “put up with fools”’ that is, false apos-
tles mentioned in verse 13. The sting of irony is evident in each of
these examples.

Read Amos 4:4-5 and think of the question, Why did Amos
tell the Israelites to “go to Bethel and sin; go to Gilgal  and sin yet
more”? Why did he tell them to bring their sacrifices and ‘Cto boast
about them”? Surely he was not encouraging sin and pride. What
was the point of these sentences of irony?

The above cases are examples of verbal irony. Another kind
of irony is dramatic irony. This refers to a situation which is the
opposite of what is expected or what is appropriate. For example it is
a dramatic irony that Elihu, a person younger than Job and his three
friends, would seemingly have more insight into Job’s situation than
Elihu’s three elders. This is the opposite of what is expected. Also
after reading of Job’s godliness (Job 1: 1, 8; 2:3) it is alarming to
read of the calamities he experienced. This seems to be the opposite
of what the reader would expect.

Dramatic irony also means the readers know some facts the
participants in the story apparently do not know. This is illustrated
in the fact that the reader knows that Satan was behind Job’s calami-
ties, whereas Job himself did not realize that fact. Caiaphas, the high
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priest, said to the Sanhedrin, “YOU do not realize that it is better for
you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation
perish” (John 1150). Readers of the Gospel of John realize that
Caiaphas was speaking more than what he himself understood.

Xerxes asked Haman, “‘What should be done for the man the
king delights to honor.j” (Es. 6:6) “The question addressed by King
Xerxes to Haman  is ironical, since its purpose is to make Haman
think it applies to himself, whereas in fact it applies to Mordecai (v.
6) .‘,I2

The terms irony and sarcasm are often used interchangeably
because irony usually includes an element of sarcasm. However, sar-
casm is usually heavier in tone. Being more caustic, sarcasm is usually
used to wound. It is a biting criticism. Irony, however, is a more
subtle form of ridicule.13

21. Pleonasm.  Pleonasm is a repetition of words or the add-
ing of similar words, which in English would seem redundant. Job
said to God, “I have heard of Thee by the hearing of the ear” (Job
42: 5, NASB). In this figure of speech the words “heard,” “hearing,”
and “ear” are redundant in good English. Therefore the NIV has
rendered this verse, “My ears had heard of You.” The Greek of Acts
2:30 is literally, “God took an oath with an oath.” Since this in
English seems needlessly repetitious, the NIV has rendered the sen-
tence, “God had promised him on oath.” Another example is Mat-
thew’s statement that the wise men “rejoiced . . . with great joy’
(Matt. 2:10,  NASB). The thought is that “they were overjoyed”
(NIV). “He answered and said” is a pleonasm, as is “he lifted up his
eyes and saw.”

Ft@wes  of Speech Involving Inconsistency
22. Oxymoron. This is a combining together of terms that are oppo-
site or contradictory. The word oxymron  comes from two Greek
words -oxus (“sharp”) and mores  (“stupid”). Examples in English are
“loud silence”’ “sweet sorrow”’ “open secret”’ and “original copy.”
In the first example, though silence is not in reality loud, it is so
evident that it is as if it were loud. Peter spoke of Jesus’ “birth pangs
of death” (Greek, Acts 2:24; the NASB and the NIV have “the agony
of death”). Jesus’ death, in other words, was as painful as that of a
mother giving birth to a child. Though “birth pangs” and “death”
are opposite experiences not normally associated, they are brought
together here as a means of vividly depicting Jesus’ death.

The “glory” of the enemies of Christ is “in their shame”
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(Phil. 3: 19). Glory and shame are not normally coupled, but Paul
put them together in this sentence to depict graphically that they
were priding themselves in things they should have been ashamed of.
“Living sacrifices” (Rom. 12:l) is another biblical oxymoron.

23. Paradox. A paradox is a statement that is seemingly ab-
surd or contrary to normal opinion. A paradox is not a contradic-
tion; it is simply something that gives the appearance of the opposite
of what is normally understood. It seems paradoxical for Jesus to say,
Vhoever  loses his life for Me and for the Gospel will save it” (Mark
8:35). A person who loses something normally does not also at the
same time save it. Of course Jesus spoke in this fashion in order to
stress that by making sacrifices for Him an individual would actually
have a more complete and satisfying life.

F&yes  of Speech Involving Sownd
24. Paronomasia.  This is using the same words or similar-sounding
words to suggest different meanings. A paronomasia is sometimes
called a “play on words,” a word play, or a pun.

Jesus told a man, “Follow Me, and let the dead bury their
own dead” (Matt. 8:22). Dead is used in two ways in this statement.
The first reference to dead refers to those who are spiritually dead,
whereas the second use of the word points to those who are physical-
ly dead. The word house is used in two ways in 2 Samuel 7. David
wanted to build a house for the Lord (v. 5, a temple). God told him
he would not have that opportunity, but instead God Himself would
build a house, that is, a dynasty for David (v. 11).

Micah used a number of word plays in Micah l:lO-15. He
told the people of the village of Beth Ophrah to “roll  in the dust” (v.
10) in an expression of their grief. Interestingly Ophrah means dust.
They were to live out the meaning of the name of their village. Isaiah
used similar-sounding words to make a verbal impact on those who
heard or read his words in Isaiah 5:7. The Lord looked for “justice”
(mi$ot,,  but He saw “bloodshed” @@oh),  and instead of “righteous-.
ness”  (fd&#) there was “distress” (Se’@&). These words in each
pair are striking not only because they are similar in sound but also
because they are exact opposites in meaning.

Sometimes New Testament writers used words that begin
with the same letters. This is called alliteration. Luke 21:ll  refers to
famines (Zoimoi)  and pestilences (limoi).  In Romans 1:29 Paul put
together two similar-sounding Greek words: “full of envy”
(phthonou)  and “murder” (phonou).  Paul also wrote (v. 31) that the
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unregenerate are “senseless” (asyn~tous)  and “faithless” (asynthttous)  .
The words “blameless,” “pure,)) and “without fault” (Phil.

2:15) begin with the same letters in Greek: amemptoi,  akeraioi,
amtima.  Alliterated kopos (“labor”) and kenos (“vain”) in 1 Corinthians
15:58  (‘vour labor in the Lord is not in vain’) add to the impact of
the sentence.

25. Onomatopoeia. This is the occurrence of a word which by
its very sound suggests its meaning. Many such words exist in En-
glish: boom, buzz, click, hiss, pow, roar, ticktock. The word swoqs in
Job 9:26 (NASB) is an example of onomatopoeia in Hebrew. The
Hebrew word is tuS, which sounds like the motion of the eagle (or
peregrine falcon) when it swoops on its prey at an amazing high
speed. The Hebrew word for “clay jar” in Jeremiah 19:1,  10 is
_baqbuq,  which sounds like water gurgling out of a jar. Jeremiah also
used this word as a paronomasia because in verse 7 the word for
Yuin” is bfiqaq,  which sounds like the word for clay jar.

Sometimes two figures of speech blend together. When Mi-
cah wrote, “Listen, 0 earth” (1:2), he used an apostrophe, in which
he was directly addressing the earth as if it were present, and he was
also using personification in which he personified the earth as a
human being with ears. The same two fig;ures  of sneech  occur in
Psalm 114:< ‘Why was it, 0 sea?” ” I

How Should We In-et Fs&awes  of Speech?

Determine If a F&we of Speech Is Invobed
Sometimes a figure of speech is not recognized as such and the
statement is therefore misunderstood. When Paul wrote of enduring
hardship like a good soldier, competing as an athlete, and receiving a
share of the crops like a farmer (2 Tim. 2:3-6), he was not giving
instructions to soldiers, athletes, and farmers. The fact that he en-
couraged Timothy to be a good soldier of Christ Jesus indicates he
was speaking figuratively.

When Jesus said, “Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not
throw your pearls to pigs” (Matt. 7:6), he was not referring to dogs,
pearls, and pigs in the normal sense because no one in that day
would give what is sacred or expensive to dogs or pigs anyway.
Those animals were considered unclean and were held in low esteem.
This statement then should be understood as a figure of speech in
which Jesus was saying that a person should not entrust holy things
to unholy people. Since stars do not normally sing, the statement in
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Job 38:7, ‘The morning stars sang together,” should not be taken
literally. It should be understood as expressing the view that Cre-
ation rejoiced (a personification) at God’s creative work.

Conversely sometimes a normal statement is wrongly taken
as a figure of speech. God said to Israel, “Many times I struck your
gardens and vineyards, I struck them with blight and mildew. Lo-
custs devoured your fig and olive trees, yet you have not returned to
Me” (Amos 4:9). There is no reason for not understanding these
words literally. It would be wrong to take them as speaking figura-
tively of spiritual hardships. The immediate context suggests they be
understood literally, since rain, drought, and thirst (w. 7-8) and the
plagues in Egypt (v. 10) were literal events.

Some people wrongly suggest that the wolf living with the
lamb, the leopard lying down with a goat, and the calf and the lion
lying together with a child leading them (Isa. I1:6) refer figuratively
to spiritual blessing and peace. But there is no reason for not taking
them in the usual, literal sense.

Discover the Image and the Nonimqe
in the Fz&re  of Speech

Sometimes both are given in a verse as in Isaiah 8:7: “Therefore the
Lord is about to bring against them the mighty floodwaters of the
River.” At first glance one may wonder if the Lord is speaking of
floodwaters literally or figuratively. This is answered in the very next
.line of the verse in the words “the king of Assyria with all his pomp.”
The “floodwaters” are the image and the king of Assyria is the
nonimage  or referent. Sometimes, however, the nonimage  is not
specified and may even be misunderstood. This was true of Jesus’
words in John 2:19, “Destroy this temple.” Temple was the image
and the hearers thought the nonimage  was Herod’s  temple, whereas
Jesus meant His body.

State the Point of Comparison
In the following chart note that Psalm 1:3 uses the image of a tree to
refer to a believer. In what sense is the believer “like a tree planted by
streams of water”? As suggested in the chart, he, like a tree, is secure,
prosperous, and fruitful. Isaiah wrote, “We all, like sheep, have gone
astray” (Isa. 53:6). As shown on the chart the image is sheep, the
nonimage  is all humans, and they are alike in that they are wayward.
Much as sheep tend to wander off physically from the flock, so
human beings tend to wander off spiritually from God.
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Image
Nonimage
(Referent)

Point(s) of
Comparison

sirnil@
Psalm 1:3a Tree Believer

Secure,
prosperous,
fruitful

Isaiah 53:6 Sheep All humans Wayward
spiritually

Isaiah 57:20

Metaphor
Psalm 23:l

Wicked

Lord

Psalm 84:ll Lord

2 Peter 2:17a False
teacher

Hypocatastasis
Matthew 16:ll False

teaching

John 2:19 Jesus’
body

Complete the chart by filling in the images indicated in the
verses and then stating the point or points of comparison.

The points of comparison are not always immediately evident
in similes or metaphors. When Solomon wrote that the hair of his
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bride was “like a flock of goats descending fkom Mount Gilead”
(Song 4:1), the meaning of that compliment may not be immediate-
ly transparent to Westerners. In fact it does not sound at all like a
compliment! Goats in Palestine had dark hair, and when seen from a
distance in the sunset as goats were descending from a mountain,
they were a beautiful scene. Similarly Solomon’s bride’s black hair
was considered beautiful. The similes in the Song of Songs require
careful attention to determine what point of similarity would have
been understood by people in the Middle East’in Bible times. If the
point of similarity is not stated, the Bible student needs to be careful
he does not assume the wrong similarity. The same holds true in the
English statement, “John eats like a pig.” Some point of similarity is
intended by that sentence between a pig and John. However, does
the statement mean that like a pig he eats too much, or eats fast, or
eats sloppily? Either an explicit statement giving the point of similar-
ity or an implicit statement found in the context is needed for the
interpreter to be sure of the precise meaning.

In 1 Samuel 2:2, Hannah prayed, ‘There is no Rock like our
God.” However, she did not explain what she meant by referring to
God as a rock. The Bible interpreter then needs to see how references
to God as a rock are used elsewhere in the Scriptures to help deter-
mine the meaning. Psalm 94:22 hints at the meaning. Apparently
the concept of God being a rock meant that God, like a large rock
with a cave for hiding, was one in whom His followers could take
refuge from their troubles (d: l&2; 31:2; 62:7; 71:3; 94:22).

Sometimes the image is stated, but the nonimage  or referent’
though not given explicitly, is suggested by the context. In Luke
5:34 the “bridegroom” is not said to be Jesus, but the meaning is
implicit since Jesus said in the next verse that the bridegroom would
be taken from them. “The guests of the Bridegroom” are not speci-
fied, though they are most likely Jesus’ disciples because the preced-
ing verse refers to Jesus’ disciples who are eating and drinking, much
like bridegroom guests.

What nonimage  is being conveyed by the image “ax” in Mat-
thew 3:10? What topics are being referred to by the images of the
plentiful harvest and the few workers in 9:37?

Do Not Assume a Ff@re Always Means
the Same Thing

Dew in Hosea 6:4 describes the short duration of Judah’s love,
whereas in 14:5 dew speaks of the Lord’s blessing on Israel.
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Place Legitimate Limits m Controls
ova the Fa&Hres by Means of
LogiG and Communication

When the Lord told the church in Sardis, “1 will come like a thief
(Rev. 3:3), He did not mean He would come to rob. Instead the
point of comparison is that He would come suddenly or unexpected-
ly. When Job referred to the “pillars” of the earth trembling (Job
9:6), he was referring to the mountains of the earth. He was not
picturing the earth as resting on pillars.

Hotp Does an Idiom Diffi
jhm a Fa@re  of Speech?

An idiom is a figure of speech which is an expression peculiar to a
given language or to people in a certain geographical location. Ac-
cording to Larson, an idiom is “a string of words whose meaning is
different than the meaning conveyed by the individual words.“‘* She
illustrates this by pointing out that in English a person might say,
“His fever went down,” whereas in the Aguaruna language of Peru
the sentence would be ‘He cooled”’ and in Ilocano of the Philip-
pines, a person would say, ‘The fever was no more in him.” In
English, “He has a hard heart,” means “he is indifferent to the needs
of others.” But the same expression, “to have a hard heart,” in the
Shipibo language of Peru means “he is brave.” Shipibo does have an
idiom which means a person is indifferent. It is, “His ears have no
holes.”

English has the idiom “a horse of a different color”’ but in
Spanish the corresponding idiom is translated “flour from a different
bag.“15 An idiom is a combination of words that have a meaning as a
whole, but in which the meaning of the combination is not the same
as the meaning of the individual words. Other examples are cCdown
in the dumps,” “in the doghouse,” “kick the bucket,” “hit the sack”’
“step on the gas”’ “head above water,” “snowed under,” “out of
hand.”

When Jesus’ mother at the wedding at Cana told Him the
wine was used up, He said, ccDear woman, why do you involve Me?”
(John 2:4) The Greek is literally, “What to Me and to you?” This
was an idiom, a unique way of saying, “What do we have in com-
mon regarding this problem?” or in other words, “Why involve Me?
It is your problem.”

When Elijah called Elisha to follow him and become his
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protege, Elisha asked permission to kiss his parents good-bye. Elijah
agreed to his request and asked, ‘What have I done to you?”
(1 Kings 19:20) That question seems peculiar until one realizes it is
an idiom meaning, ‘What have I done to stop you?” or in other
words, Ylease go ahead; you have my permission.”

Linguists speak of idioms as “dead” metaphors, by which
they mean that they have become such an accepted part of the lan-
guage that the person who hears or reads the idiom does not think
about the primary sense of the words but only the idiomatic sense.
When we hear or read of “the foot of the stairs,” we do not think of
a human foot. We automatically think of the bottom part of the
stairs. In this idiom a comparison is made between a human foot and
the lower portion of the stairs. And yet the idiom is a “dead meta-
phor” since the person hearing or reading it does not think about the
comparison but thinks directly of the meaning of the idiom. “Foot-
hills,” “head table,” and “a fork in the road” are other examples of
idioms.

Idioms should not be thought of as mistakes in the Scrip-
tures; they are ways in which the thought is conveyed in that native
language. The Greek in Mark 6:7 can be translated, “He sent them
two by two.” The word by is not in the Greek because the idiomatic
Greek expression did not require it. English, however, does require
that the word 4 be included and so it is given in all English transla-
tions. German, on the other hand, has a different idiom: “zwei  und
zwei”  (“two and two”).

Jesus said He would be “three days and three nights in the
heart of the earth” just as Jonah was “three days and three nights in
the belly of the huge fish” (Matt. 12:40). ‘Three days and three
nights” was an idiomatic phrase meaning any parts of three days and
three nights. Since Jesus was crucified on Friday and resurrected on
Sunday, it was impossible for Him to be in the grave three fU 24-
hour days.

The Greek of Romans 16:4 reads, ‘They laid down their
neck.” This idiom is best rendered in English by the words “they
risked their own necks,” or as in the NIV, “they risked their lives.”
The idiom “the son of” followed by a quality indicates that the
person possesses that quality as in Ephesians 5:6, “the sons of dis-
obedience” (Greek). Christians are “sons of the light” (1 Thes. 5 15)
in that they are characterized by light, that is, they do not consistent-
ly live in the darkness of sin. A “son of peace” (Greek, Luke 10:6)  is
one who is characterized by peace.
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(In each group of five, match the definitions with the figures of
speech on the right.)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

A comparison in which likeness is
implied by a direct naming.
A substituting of one word for
another.
A comparison of one thing with
another by using the word Z&e orbs.
A comparison in which a thing
represents another by using the word
k or are.

Substituting of a part for the whole
or the whole for the part.

***

Ascribing human characteristics or
actions to inanimate objects or ideas
or animals.
Ascribing animal characteristics to
God or others.
Ascribing human characteristics or
actions to God.
Ascribing human emotions to God.
Substituting an inoffensive or mild
expression for an offensive or personal
one.

***

An exaggeration in which more is
said than is literally meant.
An understatement in which less is
said than is literally meant.
A kind of ridicule which sounds like
a compliment.
A question to which a verbal answer
is not expected.
A statement that is seemingly absurd.

+**

a. Metonymy

b. Synecdoche

C. Hypocatastasis

d. Simile

e. Metaphor

a. Anthropomorphism

b. Personification

C. Zoomorphism

d, Euphemism
e. Anthropopathism

a. Irony

b. Hyperbole

C. Rhetorical question

d. Paradox

e. Litotes
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Want to see how well you know the figures of speech dis-
cussed in this chapter? Look up the following references and write
which fieure  of speech is used in each verse.

figures

Kalm 114:3
John 21:25
Jeremiah 17:6a
Matthew 23:33a
Isaiah 49: 13a
2 Thessalonians 3:2b
Psalm 105:4b
Micah 5:2a
Matthew 26~26
Ruth 2:12b
2 Corinthians 6:9-10
Genesis 42:38b
Exodus 34: 14
Mark 15:32
Genesis 4: la
Amos 3:3-4

W**

For another exercise study Isaiah 40: 1-17 looking for all the
of speech you can find. Some verses have several figures.

C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Testing the Types and  Sensing
the Symbols

Most Bible students recognize that the Old Testament includes types
that are later specified in some way in the New Testament. The two
Testaments are related by types and antitypes, shadows and fulfill-
ments. The New Testament looks back to a number of persons,
things, and events in the Old Testament and treats them as foreshad-
owing then-future persons, things, and events.

However, Bible interpreters differ widely on the extent to
which types are to be seen in the Scriptures. Some say types are
evident throughout much of the Old Testament. Numerous objects
and events are said to be pictures of New Testament truths. For
example the hinges in the door to Solomon’s temple are said to be a
type of the two natures of Christ. Others say types are those that are
either explicitly designated in the New Testament or are implicit.
Some Bible students suggest that types are only those that are desig-
nated as such in the New Testament, that is, those that are explicitly
said to be types. Still others suggest no typology  is to be seen in the
Bible at all.

Several questions must be considered. What is a type? That
is, what are its characteristics? What elements in the Old Testament
are to be accepted as legitimate types? What guidelines are necessary
for interpreting the types?

Nap Testawnt  Terms Used in Relation to Typology

The word type comes from the Greek typos, used 15 times in the New
Testament. It is translated in various ways as seen in the following
verses:
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“‘The nail marks in His hands” (John 20:25)
“The idols [figures or images] you made to worship” (Acts

7:43)
“The tabernacle . . . according to the pattern [Moses] had

seen” (v. 44)
“He wrote a letter asfoZZuws  [of this kind or to this effect]”

(23:25)
“Adam, who was apatttm  of the One to come” (Rom. 5:14)
“You wholeheartedly obeyed the f&vm of teaching (6:17)
“Now these things occurred as examph”  (1 Car. 10:6)
“Join with others in following my example)’ (Phil. 3:17)
“And so you became a model  to all the believers in Macedonia

and Achaia” (1 Thes. 1:7)
“We did this. . . ’

to follow” (2 Thes. 3:9)
III order to make ourselves a model  for you

“Set an example for the believers” (1 Tim. 4:12)
“In everything set them an example” (Titus 2:7)
“Make everything according to the patttwz  shown you on the

mountain” (Heb. 85)
“Being examples  to the flock” (1 Peter 5: 3).
These verses reveal that ~0s is rendered in a variety of ways:

mark’ form, pattern, model, example. The idea common to all these
occurrences is correspondence or resemblance. The person, event, or
thing was fashioned to resemble another, to answer to it in some
way. One was to match the other.

The lives of the Philippians were to resemble that of Paul
(Phil. 3:17). Believers are to resemble the pattern set by Timothy
(1 Tim. 4: 12). The tabernacle was to resemble the pattern shown to
Moses (Heb. 8:5). Even the nail prints in Jesus’ hands resembled or
reflected the nails themselves. The one corresponds to the other. The
idol images reflected or corresponded to the worshipers’ ideas or
concepts of their fallen gods (Acts 7:43). And when Paul spoke of
“the form of teaching” which the Roman believers obeyed (Rom.
6: 17)’ he was referring to his doctrine as a standard or pattern which
they were to follow, that is, teachings to which their lives were to
correspond.

Obviously the word ppos  is not a technical term in that every
time it is used it means the same thing or always suggests a theologi-
cal type. In fact the only occurrence of typos which is related to a
prefiguring in the Old Testament of something in the New, is He-
brews 8:5. Typos may derive from the verb typto;  “to strike.” Trpos
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then originally carried the idea of the result of a blow or what gives a
blow or impression. From that developed the thought of mark,
mold, stamp, cast, form, model, outline, sketch.’

A related word, ~p&s, is used in 1 Corinthians 10: 11:
“These things happened to them as examph.”  This is to be under-
stood as an adverb, ‘These things happened to them typically.”

The word antitypos is used twice in the New Testament. It
speaks of something corresponding to a pattern. In 1 Peter 3:21
water baptism is said to be an antitype  of the floodwaters in Noah’s
day. The Flood was a type or figure of baptism in that in both
instances the water spoke of judgment; the Flood meant death for
the wicked, and water baptism pictures the death of Christ and the
identification of the believer with Christ’s death. Again the idea of
resemblance is present. According to Hebrews 9:24, the sanctuary or
holy place of the tabernacle was a copy (ati&ypa) of the true taberna-
cle in heaven. That is, the one corresponded to the other. The word
antitype  literally means “answering to the type” and means a
counterpart.

First Timothy 1:16 uses a similar word, bypotyposis.  Christ’s
“unlimited patience” was %n example for those who would believe
on Him.” Paul used the same word in 2 Timothy 1:13:  ‘What you
heard from me keep as the pattern of sound teaching.”

Two words related to typos are de&ma (“Sodom and
Gomorrah. . . . serve as an example”’ Jude 7) and hypodez@a.  This
latter word is used six times, as follows:

Y have set you an example”  (John 13: 15)
“Their example of disobedience” (Heb. 4:ll)
‘They serve at a sanctuary that is a cupy and shadow of what

is in heaven” (8:5)
“It was necessary, then, for the copies of the heavenly things

to be purified” (Heb. 9:23)
“Brothers, as an examp&  of patience in the face of suffering,

take the prophets” (James 5:lO)
“Sodom and Gomorrah [are] an example of what is going to

happen to the ungodly” (2 Peter 2:6).
Clearly in each of these cases the word means an example,

copy, or pattern to be followed.
Another word is skia,  a “shadow.” Just as a shadow is an

image cast by an object, so some objects in the Old Testament were a
sketch or shadow of things yet future. This word is used three times
in the New Testament in this figurative sense. Hebrews 8:5 reads,
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“They serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and shadow [s&a] of what is
in heaven.” Interestingly three related words are used in this one
verse: “copy” (hypo&@za)  , “shadow” #+a), and “pattern” (typo).
“The Law is only a shadow [&a] of the good things that are com-
ing- not the realities themselves” (10: 1). And Paul wrote that reli-
gious festivals, New Moon celebrations, and the Sabbath “are a shad-
ow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in
Christ” (Col. 2: 16-17).

A shadow implies something that is dim and transitory, but
it also suggests a degree of resemblance. Each of these five words
suggests the idea of correspondence or resemblance. However, it
should be kept in mind that the word ~0s does not always mean an
official  type in which something in the Old Testament is foreshad-
owing or prefiguring something in the New Testament. It often
simply means a pattern, example, or model to be followed.

when Ii a Type a Type?

Resemblance
The first characteristic of a type is that a resemblance, similarity, or
correspondence exists between the type and the antitype. However,
this should not be thought of as some superficial relationship, but
rather a genuine and substantial counterpart. It should be natural
and not forced. As seen in the discussion of the Greek words for
types or examples, the idea of substantial correspondence or resem-
blance is evident.

However, not everything that has correspondence or resem-
blance is a type, though all types must have the element of
correspondence.

Numerous things in the Old Testament are similar to things
in the New Testament, but they are not necessarily types. A type has
resemblance to that for which it is a type, but it has more than
resemblance. The following elements are also necessary in order to
have an official type.

Historical Reality
Persons, events, or things in the Old Testament that are types of
things in the New Testament had historical reality. A type in the Old
Testament is not something without reality. The types were persons
who lived, events that happened, things that were seen.

Seeing types in the Old Testament does not mean the Bible
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student should look for hidden or deeper meanings in the text. He
should stick with the historical facts as recorded in the Old Testa-
ment. In other words the type should rise naturally out of the text,
and should not be something the interpreter is reading into the text.
The tabernacle is a type (Heb. 85; 9:23-24), but that does not mean
that every small item in the construction of the tabernacle in some
way depicted a New Testament truth.

A type has a predictive or foreshadowing element to it. It looks
ahead and anticipates and points to the antitype. A type is a shadow
(Col. 2: 17) that points ahead to another reality. A type is a form of
prophecy. Prophecy is prediction by means of words, whereas typol-
ogy is prediction by correspondence between two realities, the type
and the antitype. Again there are many similarities and resemblances
in the Scriptures, but not every correspondence or resemblance is a
type. To be an off&l type, the correspondence or resemblance must
have a predictive element, a foreshadowing and anticipation of the
antitype. The type, in other words, has a forward focus.

Does this mean that people in the Old Testament knew that
various things were types? When the Israelites killed the Passover
lambs every year, did they know that the lambs depicted Christ, who
John the Baptist said is “the Lamb of God”? (John 1:29) Did Mel-
chizedek know he was a type of Christ? (Ps. 110:4; Heb. 6:20) It
seems unlikely that they would be aware of the antitypes. Possibly
they had some awareness that these items were typical of forthcom-
ing realities, but it seems unlikely they had any full awareness of the
relationships between the types and the antitypes. As Mickelsen ex-
plains, “Even though a person, event, or thing in the Old Testament
is typical, it does not mean that the contemporaries of the particular
person, event, or thing recognized it as typical.‘” More likely these
were prophetic from God’s standpoint and when the antitypes were
revealed, then it was evident that the predictive element was present.
What God saw as prospective, man later saw as retrospective. Man
sees the resemblance as he looks back and compares the type with the
antitype. Types were signposts pointing toward persons, events, or
things yet to come.

He@tening
In typology, the antitype  is greater than and superior to the type.
There is an increase, a heightening, an escalation. Christ is superior
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to Melchizedek. Christ’s redemptive work is greater than that of the
Passover, of which He is the antitype  answering to the Passover, the
type. Many aspects of the Old Testament illustrate truths in the New
Testament, but without the heightening (as well as prefiguring) they
are not types. The antitypes were on a higher plane than the types.

Divine Des&z
Types are not mere analogies or illustrations which Bible readers
note. Instead they are resemblances planned by God. The type was
designed in such a way that it carried a likeness to the antitype, and
likewise was planned by God to be the “fulfillment” and heightening
of the type. Since centuries separated most of the types from their
antitypes, it obviously required God’s planning to have the types
depict or picture the antitypes.

This fact shows that types have apologetic value, for typology
points to the evidence of divine design between the Old and New
Testaments.

How do we know which persons, events, and things in the
Old Testament were planned by God to serve as types? God must
have designed the types but the problem is, How do we determine
what He intended? This brings us to the most difficult  question in
the study of typology. As stated near the beginning of this chapter,
some Bible teachers see many more types than do others. And others
suggest that types are only those that are explicitly designated in the
New Testament. Still others take a position midway between these
two views, saying that types may be those that are explicitly designat-
ed and also those that are implicit, that is, suggested but not explicit-
ly so stated.

Early church fathers, especially Origen and Jerome, found
types in many trivial incidents and events, and extreme typology
resulted in allegorizing. Others in more recent days also seek to find
numerous types in the Bible. Wilson wrote, “When we read of the
‘Red Sea’ or ‘the Jordan,’ we know this to be a type just because it
teaches so many interesting and profitable lessons.“3  In fact Wilson
discusses 1,163 types which he says he has “discovered” in the Bible.
Actually many of his so-called types are figures of speech, including
many similes and metaphors. Others are illustrations or analogies.
Habershon also sees numerous types in the Bible.’

Bible scholars who have seen types as those that are both
explicit and implicit include Solomon Glassius, who wrote Philulog-ia
Sacra (in five volumes, 1623-1636); Johannes Cocceius (1602-

I669), who wrote Stimma Doctn’na de Foedere et Testaments Dei;
Joseph Frey (The Scripture Types, 1841); Patrick Fairbairn (Typo&~&y
of Scv@ture  [X352;  reprint, Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing
House. n.d.1);  and Milton S. Terry (Biblical Hermeneutics [Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, n.d.1).

Some who hold the third view- that types are only those
that are so designated in the Scriptures-are Joseph Angus (The Bible
Hand Book., rev. Samuel G. Green [New York: Fleming H. Revell,
19081);  Sylvester Burnham  (The Elements of Biblical Hevwaeneutics
[Hamilton, N.Y.: Publican  Press, 19161); Thomas Hartwell Horne
(An Introduction to the Critical Study and Kknvledge afthe  Holy Scrip-
tures, 2 ~01s.  [Philadelphia: J. Whetham and Son, 18411);  Herbert
Marsh (Lectwes  on the Criticism and Interpretation of the Bible [Lon-
don: J.G. & Rivington, 18381); and Moses Stuart (Hints on the
Intevpretation of Prophecy [Andover: Allen, Morrill, and Wardwell,
18421). Marsh stated this view as follows: “Just so much of the Old
Testament is to be accounted typical as the New Testament affirms
to be so, and no more?

In summary, a type must have at least these five elements: a
notable resemblance or correspondence between the type and the
antitype, historical reality in both the type and the antitype, a prefig-
uring or predictive foreshadowing of the antitype  by the type, a
heightening in which the antitype  is greater than the type, and divine
design.

Mu& Trpes Be Des&a&d as Such in the New Testament?
If we accept the five characteristics of a type discussed earlier, we still
are left with the question whether types can be those that are implicit
along with those that are explicitly designated, or whether they are
only those that are so designated in the New Testament. For exam-
ple many Bible teachers say Joseph and Moses are types of Christ,
based on the many similarities they see between the lives of Joseph
and Christ, or Moses and Christ. Granted, there are a number of
analogies between Joseph and Christ, but on what basis can we say
with assurance that God intended us to see Joseph as a type of
Christ?

Looking at the five characteristics or elements, we can say
there is resemblance, certainly there is historical reality to the lives of
Joseph and Christ, and without question Christ is greater than Jo-
seph. But can we say that Joseph’s life was a prophetic foreshadow-
ing of Christ and that his life was intended by divine design to be a
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type of Christ? Since it is diflicult  to determine with certainty that
Joseph has these last two criteria, we may question whether Joseph is
in fact an off&l, valid type of Christ. Certainly he is an illustration
of Christ because of the many analogies between the two individuals,
but mere correspondences do not make a type. Habershon lists 131
comparisons between Joseph and Christ (one of which, interestingly,
is that both went to the city of Shechem!). She also sees Moses as a
type of Christ, based on 69 comparisons. If Joseph is a type of
Christ, why do Bible teachers not also say that Isaac, Samuel, Elijah,
Jeremiah, and Daniel were types of Christ? Certainly there are simi-
larities between them and Christ as well.

Others suggest Solomon was a type of Christ. But again did
God give us the record about Solomon in order to illustrate Christ?
One may find some analogies or resemblances and certainly both
Solomon and Christ were historical individuals, but does Scripture
give any indication that Solomon was a shadow pointing ahead to
Christ and that Christ was superior to Solomon and that this was
planned by God? Is Aaron’s rod that budded a type of the resurrec-
tion of Christ, as a number of writers suggest? Where again is the
predictive element and the divine design?

How do we keep from making “an evident and manifest
analogy,” as Glassius put it in 1623, of everything in the Old Testa-
ment? Where do we draw the line? What controls do we have? I
suggest that for a figure to be a type it must also have a sixth
characteristic or element: It mwt be hs&nated  in the NW Testamt.
Scripture must in some way indicate that an item is typical. As
already seen, that designation need not always be by the word ~0s
and related words. Types, then, are designated in the New Testa-
ment; illustrations on the other hand, are broader and more numer-
ous. Illustrations or analogies are not called such, but Bible students
can sense parallels or analogies between Old Testament and New
Testament truths.

A type may be defined as an Old Testament person, event, or
thing having historical reality and designed by God to prefigure
(foreshadow) in a preparatory way a real person, event, or thing so
designated in the New Testament and that corresponds to and fulfills
(heightens) the type. An illustration, on the other hand, may be
defined as a biblical person, event, or thing having historical reality,
that pictures or is analogous to some corresponding spiritual truth in
a natural and unforced way and is not explicitly designated in the
New Testament as a type.
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In this definition an illustration has three of the six elements
necessary for a type: correspondence or resemblance, historical reali-
ty, and divine design. However, illustrations are not predictive, they
do not include a heightening or escalation, nor are they called types.

For example Elijah is an illustration of a man of earnest
prayer (James 5: 17). An illustration is one of many possibilities.
James could also have used Samuel or Daniel as examples of men of
prayer. Joseph is an illustration of Christ, since both of them were
rejected and were delivered. Moses illustrates Christ as a prophet,
and David illustrates Him as a king. The Old Testament priests
illustrate the ministry of Christians as priests, and the ark may illus-
trate Christ as providing safety for believers. In each of these cases
there are parallelisms or analogies but a mere parallelism or analogy
does not signify the presence of a true type. When Paul spoke of the
church as “a holy temple in the Lord” (Eph. 2:2 l), he was merely
drawing an analogy or parallel between Solomon’s temple and the
church as both being God’s spiritual dwelling place. He was not
stating that Solomon’s temple was a type of the church. Even the
parallel Jesus drew between Jonah’s being “in the belly of a huge
fish” and His own burial (Matt. 12:40) need not be considered a
type. Jonah’s experience was not necessarily prophetic with a forward
focus nor was it designated as a type (though some suggest that the
words mr and so in verse 40 point to the type being designated as
such). “It is possible that some Old Testament persons and events
have been wrongly interpreted as types when they were intended to
be understood as no more than illustrations.“”

A type looks forward to and prefigures the antitype, whereas
in an illustration the truth referred to in the New Testament is
pointing back to an analogous person or situation in the Old Testa-
ment and drawing some parallels. One looks ahead; the other looks
back

How does typology  differ from allegorizing? The following
chart may help point up differences between types, illustrations, and
allegorizing.

As can be seen in the following chart a type and an illustra-
tion have correspondence or resemblance, whereas allegorizing has
no natural correspondence but instead sees a hidden meaning or
meanings behind the text. In types and illustrations historical reality
is recognized whereas it is ignored or denied in allegorizing. A type
is a prefiguring or foreshadowing of the antitype, whereas an illustra-
tion has no prefiguring and allegorizing looks behind the text rather
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Typology”
Illustration

(Example, Parallel) Allegorizing**

1. The type and the
antitype have a nat-
ural correspondence
OY resemblance.

2. The type has a his-
torical reality. (The
type/anti
tronshi 7

pe rela-
epends

on the iteralP
meaning.)

3. The type is apre$&
uv7’nfl  or foreshadow-
in. of the antitype. It
ispredictive; it looks
ahead and points to
the antitype.

4. The type is “@-
filled” (or completed
or hebbtened)  by
the antitype. The
antitype is greater
than and superior
to the type.

5. The type is divinely
des&ned.  It is
planned by God.

6. The type and the
antitype are de.@-
nated  as such in the
New Testament.

;For  something in
Scripture to be a type,
it must meet all six
criteria.

1. The illustration and
the truth have a
natural cowespon-
dence m
resemblance.

2. The illustration/
truth relationship
depends on the his-
tortcal  reality of the
illustration.

3. The illustration Ias

nopre$&tin..  It is
not predictive; it is
only an exam le.
The truth looRs
back to the Old Tes-
tament example.

4. The illustration is
not “j&lJ;illed”  (or
corn leted or
heigEtened) by the
truth it illustrates.

5. The illustration is
divinely destined by
God as a picture of
a truth.

6. The truth/illus-
tration is not called
a VP&

1. There is no natural
correspondence.
Instead, af;wced  or
hidden meaning is
sought behind the
text.

2. The Old Testament
historical reality is
a&wed OY denied.
The literal meaning
is unimportant.

3. The allegorizing is
a conjuring up of
hidden ideas, for-
eign to and behind
the Old Testament
text. It looks be-
bind, not ahead.

4. The allegorizing
does not c~ljWJ the
Old Testament
texts.

5. The allegorizing is
in the interpreter+
imagination, not in
the design of God.

6. The allegorizing is
not desz@aated  in the
Scripture.

**The system of alle-
gorizing practiced by
the Alexandrian Jews
and Alexandrian
Church Fathers
(Clement and Origen)
is not the same as the
analofly  Paul wrote
about in Galatians 4.

than ahead. In a type-antitype relationship there is a heightening,
whereas this is not true in either an illustration or allegorizing. Di-
vine design is present in both types and illustrations, but not in
allegorizing, which is the result of the interpreter’s imagination. A
type  is so designated in the New Testament, whereas this is not true
of either an illustration or allegorizing.

which  Types Are Valid?

The discussion thus far has suggested that for something in Scripture
to be a type it must meet all six criteria. To determine which types
are valid in Scripture, we must ask the following questions:

1. Is there a definite correspondence or resemblance between the
type and the antitype? Does the type exhibit the same truths, principles,
and relationships as the corresponding New Testament reality?

2. Is the antitype  in harmony with the historical setting of
the type?

3. Is the type a prefiguring or foreshadowing of the antitype,
or is it merely an example or illustration? Is there a forward focus in
the type which looks ahead to something in the future?

4. Does the antitype  heighten or ‘Yulfii the type, with the
antitype  being superior to the type?

5. Can divine design be observed in the relationship of the
type and the antitype?

6. Does the New Testament in some way designate the type
and the antitype?

Given these six criteria, which Old Testament persons,
events, or things are types? I would suggest the following 17.

?YP

Persons
1. Melchizedek

2. Aaron

Antitype

Christ’s perpetual
priesthood
Christ’s priestly
minis try

Scriptwe

,Heb. 7:3, 15-17

Heb. 5:4-5

Events
3. Passover feast
4. Feast of Un-

leavened Bread

Christ our sacrifice
Believer’s holy
walk

1 Cor. 5:7
1 Cor. 5:7-8
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5. Feast of First
fruits

6. Feast of
Pentecost

7. Feast of
Trumpets

8. Day of Atone-
ment

9. Feast of
Tabernacles

10. Sabbath

Things
11. Tabernacle

12. Tabernacle
curtain

13. Burnt offering

14. Grain offering

15. Fellowship
offering

16. Sin offering

17. Guilt offering

Christ’s resurrection
a pledge of
believers’ resurrection
The coming of the
Holy Spirit
Israel’s regathering

Israel’s national
conversion by the
blood of Christ
God’s provision for
man’s need (with
Israel in the kingdom)
The Christian’s
spiritual rest

Christ, the believer’s
access to God and
basis of fellowship
with God
Christ, the believer’s
access to God
Christ’s offering
of Himself as the
perfect sacrifice
Christ’s offering
of Himself as the
perfect sacrifice of
the highest quality
Christ’s offering of
Himself as the
basis for fellowship
with God
Christ’s death for
the sinner in
relation to the guilt
of sin
Christ’s death as
an atonement for the
injury of sin

1 Cor. 15:20-23

Joel 2:28;
Acts 2:1-47
Matt. 24:21-23

Zech. 12: 10;
Rom. 11:26-27;
Heb. 9: 19-28
John 7:2, 37-39

Cal. 2:17;
Heb. 4:3, 9, 11

Heb. 8:5;
9:23-24

Heb. lo:20

Lev. 1;
Heb. 10:5-7;
Eph. 5:2
Lev. 2;
Heb. 10:8

Lev. 3;
Eph. 2:14;
Cal. 1:20

Lev. 4: l-5: 13;
Heb. 13:11-12

Lev. 5: 14-6:7;
Heb. lo:12

TESTING THE TYPES AND SENSING THE SYMBOLS 181

Only one of Israel’s seven feasts, the Passover, is specifically
pointed up as a type (1 Car. 5:7), but Colossians 2:16-17 suggests
that all the religious festivals were “a shadow of the things that were
to come.” Based on this the chart on pages 179-180 includes all the
feasts as types. Similarly Hebrews 9:9-10 seems to suggest that all
five of Israel’s sacrificial offerings were types.

What about Adam? Why is he not included as a type of
Christ? It is true that Adam was a ~0s of Christ, according to
Romans 5:14. But as we have seen earlier, the word typos does not
always refer to an off&l type. It is not a technical term to designate
types since it often simply means an example, pattern, or analogy.
Adam was analogous to Christ in some ways but did not point
predictively toward Christ. Adam’s life, in view of his fall, hardly
predicted or prefigured Christ. Romans 5: 14 is simply affirming that
Adam was an example or illustration of Christ in that they had one
thing in common: both were the head of a race of people -Adam
the head of humanity, and Christ the Head of the church. Jonah’s
three days and three nights in the fish’s stomach illustrates Christ’s
burial. The brass serpent lifted up by Moses in the desert illustrates
the need for people today to look to Christ for salvation, but the
brass serpent did not predict or foreshadow Christ to that
generation.

In other words Adam, Jonah, and the brass serpent are illus-
trations rather than off&l types since they do not meet all six crite-
ria for an official type.

Paul wrote that certain events in the nation Israel under Mo-
ses’ leadership “‘occurred as examples” (1 Cor. 10:6). The four events
referred to in verses l-4 of that chapter are: the crossing of the Red
Sea, the guidance by the cloud, the provision of manna, and the
rock. Some Bible students take these as official types. Others, howev-
er, suggest that again 9~0s in verse 6 points to these events as illustra-
tions, not valid types. Verse 6 states that the purpose of these exam-
ples was “to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they
did.” A similar point is made in verse 11: “These things happened to
them as examples [~rp&s] and were written down as warnings for
us.”

The responses of the Israelites in the wilderness, then, serve
as examples for believers not to become involved in idolatry, immo-
rality, testing the Lord, or complaining (w. 7-10). It seems unlikely
that these would be types. It is more fitting to consider them as
examples in a negative way for Christians.
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What Steps Should Be Followed in Intepvti~  Types?

1. Determine the literal sense of the type. Always basic to accurate
interpretation is determining the literal sense of the passage.

2. Note the specajic  point or points of cowe5pondence  m resem-
blance between the type and its antitype. For example Melchizedek was
a king and a priest, and he was superior to Aaron. In at least these
two ways he typifies Christ, since Christ is a King and a Priest and in
His priesthood is superior to Aaron. The major points of similarity
should be looked for, not the incidental and trivial.

3. Note the spec$c areas of contrast or dissimilarity in order to
avoid making those elements aspects of the type. Melchizedek was human,
but Christ was God as well as human. Aaron had to offer sacrifices
for his own sins, but Christ did not need to do that because of His
sinless nature as God in the flesh. In Israel’s Passover feast animals
were slain but Christ our Passover was Himself slain. The sacrifices
which depict various aspects of Christ were repeated, whereas
Christ’s death on the cross was a once-for-all event.

4. Note the direct assertions in the New Testament that vmjj the
typoli..ical correspondence.

Why Be Conmmed  abmt Typology?

While scholars differ in their approach to this subject, the study of
types and their antitypes does have definite benefits.

For one thing it enables us to see God’s design of history, as
He chose certain persons, events, and things in Israel to depict and
predict aspects of Christ and His relationship to believers today.
Seeing these type-a&type  relationships helps us see God’s hand in
history.

Careful attention to criteria for determining types helps give
us more tangible controls in interpreting the Old Testament. If the
water in the tabernacle laver is a type of the Holy Spirit, why can we
not also say that acacia wood is a type of Christ’s humanity? Ignor-
ing the six criteria for official types launches us on a sea of uncertain-
ty which may result in our saying, as did Keach,  that Samson’s
defeating a lion in the desert is a type of Christ’s overcoming the
roaring lion, the devil, in the wilderness.7

Keeping in mind the six criteria for determining types, look
at the following list of 37 items, all of which have been said by
various authors to be types, and check which of them are types,
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which ones are illustrations, and which ones are allegorizing.
Write a “T’ in front of those items you think are types, an

“I” in front of those you think are illustrations, and an “A” in front
of those you think are allegorizing.

1. Adam is a type of Christ.
2. Aaron’s rod that budded is a type of the resurrection of

Christ.
3. The inn in the Parable of the Good Samaritan is a type

of the church which should be full of Christians who will nourish
newborn Christians.

4. Solomon in the glory of his kingdom was a type of
Christ in His glory.

5. David eating the tabernacle showbread was a type of
Christ eating grain on the Sabbath.

6. The water in the laver in the tabernacle is a type of the
Word ministered by the Holy Spirit.

7. Jonah being expelled from the fish’s stomach is a type of
the resurrection of Christ.

8. The brass serpent being lifted up in the wilderness is a
type of Christ being crucified.

9. Jacob’s pillow of stone is a type of Christ going from
the temple to the cross.

10. The wicks on the tabernacle lampstand are a type of the
Christian’s old sin nature which constantly needs trimming.

11. Abraham’s servant finding a bride for Isaac is a type of
the Holy Spirit finding a bride (the church) for Christ.

12. Joseph is a type of Christ.
13. Moses praying with his arms held up is a type of Christ

being crucified on the cross.
14. Abraham is a type of all who believe.
15. The priest trimming the wicks on the lampstand is a

type of Christ dealing with our sins.
16. Melchizedek is a type of Christ’s unending and superior

priesthood.
17. The clothes of Esau which Jacob wore when he deceived

his father Isaac are a type of the church dressed in the righteousness
of Christ.

18. The fine flour in the meal offering is a type of the
evenness and balance of Christ’s character.

19. The cookine of the fine flour in the erain  offering; is a
type of Christ being te;ed by suffering. ” ”
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20. Samson meeting the lion is a type of Christ meeting
Paul on the Damascus Road.

21. The acacia wood in the tabernacle is a type of the hu-
manity of Christ.

22. The altar of incense in the tabernacle is a type of Christ’s
intercessory work.

23. The rams’ skins dyed red (and placed over the tabema-
cle) were a type of Peter and Paul after they were saved.

24. The Passover feast was a type of Christ as our sacrifice.
25. Isaac being sacrificed by Abraham is a type of Christ

being sacrificed for us.
26. The bells and pomegranates on the hem of Aaron’s robe

are a type of the proclamation of the Gospel.
27. The divided hoof in some animals (Lev. 11:3)  is a type

of the Christian whose spiritual walk is divided.
28. The manna in the wilderness is a type of Christ sustain-

ing the believer spiritually.
29. Cain is a type of the natural man.
30. Enoch  is a type of the church saints who will be rap-

tured before the Tribulation.
31. The Feast of Pentecost is a type of the church being

formed on the Day of Pentecost.
32. The hinges in the doors to the holy place and the most

holy place in Solomon’s temple are a type of the motives in the life of
the Christian.

33. Abel is a type of the spiritual man whose sacrifice of
blood evidenced his acceptance of a substitute for his sin.

34. Eve is a type of the church as the bride of Christ.
35. The two loaves in the Feast of Pentecost are a type of

Jews and Gentiles.
36. The rest on the Sabbath is a type of the Christian’s

spiritual rest and peace in Christ.
37. The goats’ hair covering over the tabernacle is a type of

serviceableness.

Sensing the Symbols

What Constitutes a Symbol?
The English word symbol comes from the Greek word symballe;
which means “a throwing together.” A symbol is some object (real
or imagined) or action which is assigned a meaning for the purpose
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of depicting rather than stating the qualities of something else.
Symbols and types are both representative of something else.

However, a type represents something to come, but a symbol has no
time reference. A type is fulfilled at a specific time by its antitype.
The tabernacle in the wilderness was a type of Christ; as a type, no
other tabernacle resembled and pointed forward to Christ. On the
other hand in speaking of Christ as a lion, any lion can be thought of
as depicting a certain characteristic of Christ.

A symbol “does not have its symbolic meaning because of
what it is in itself. This meaning is assigned to it, and belongs to it
only in its use as a symbol.“* Melchizedek was a type of Christ
because both he and Christ are priests. This is a normal association,
in which the type has its typical meaning because of what it is in and
of itself. In a symbol, however, the meaning is assigned. A person
would not normally associate a symbol with that which it symbol-
izes. For example nothing inherent in the nature of good figs would
normally suggest Jewish captives in Babylon, and yet that is what
they symbolized in Jeremiah 24:3-5.

What Are Some Ptinciph  fir Intevpeting  Symbols?
1. Note the three elements in symbolic interpretation: the object (which is
the symbol), the referent (what the symbol refers to), and the meaning (the
resemblance between the symbol and the rgerent). In John 1~29 a lamb
(object) pictures Christ (referent), and the meaning or resemblance is
that Christ is a sacrifice just as many lambs were sacrifices. Or as in
Isaiah 53:6, sheep (object) picture human beings (referent), and the
meaning or resemblance is that humans spiritually go astray from
God just as sheep physically stray from their flock.

2. Remember that symbols have their base in real@.  Symbols
are based on literal objects or actions, such as a lion, a bear, a boiling
pot, shaking dust off one’s feet, etc. When Christ is said to be a lamb
or a lion, He is not Himself literally a lamb or a lion, but those
animals do exist in reality so that a meaningful resemblance can be
drawn between the object and the referent. In prophetic passages
symbols are sometimes based on imagination rather than actuality.
No beast known today has seven heads and ten horns (Rev. 17: 3),
nor has any leopard ever had four heads and four wings (Dan. 7:6),
nor is a woman normally transported in a basket (Zech.  5:5-11).  Yet
those symbols contain elements of reality, such as heads, horns, a
leopard, wings, a woman, a basket.

3. Determine what meaning or resemblance, if any,  is explicitly
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assigned  by the text to the referent. In prophecy if an object or action is
intended as a symbol, the text usually designates it as such. For
example in Revelation 9:l the star that fell from heaven is referred to
in verse 2 as “he” to whom was given a key. This indicates the star
symbolizes a person. Comparing this passage with 20:1, it seems
clear that the one referred to is an angel. The dragon in verse 2 is
identified in the same verse as Satan. Sodom and Egypt in 11:8 are
symbols that are said to refer to Jerusalem. The ten horns on the
fourth beast in Daniel 7 are said to be, that is, to symbolize or
resemble, “ten  kings who will come” (v. 24).

4. If the verse does not dive the meaning w resemblance of the
symbol, then check other passags,  check the nature of the symbol, and
check which major characteristic  the re&rent  and the object have in com-
mon. When John referred to Christ as “the Lamb of God, who takes
away the sin of the world” (John 1:29), he was using a lamb as a
symbol of Christ, but without explicitly stating the resemblance.

5. Be care&l  not to ass@ the won& charactevistic of the symbol
to the referent. A lion is both ferocious and strong, but only its
furious  nature points to Satan (1 Peter 5:8) and only its strong
nature refers to Christ (Rev. 5 : 5). Doves are docile and flighty, but
in Matthew 10: 16 only their docile nature is indicated as the point of
reference to believers, whereas in Hosea 7:ll only their flighty na-
ture is indicated as the point of reference to Israel.

6. Laok fir the one major  point of resemblance. Resist the temp-
tation to draw many parallels between the symbol and that which it
symbolizes.

When. . . water represents the Word of God, it is because both
things cleanse; not because they are clear, refreshing, inexpen-
sive, or healthful. When oil symbolizes the Holy Spirit, it is
because the individual is anointed with both. Oil is not symbol-
ic of the Spirit because it gives light when it burns, nor because
it is used to soften the scab on the wound, nor because it is
extracted from the fruit only when it is pressed. Searching for
several points of similarity is faulty handling of the symbol9

7. Realize that one referent may be depicted by several objects.
Christ, for example, is said to resemble a lamb, a lion, a branch, a
root, and others. The Holy Spirit is symbolized by water, oil, wind,
and a dove.

8. In prophetic literature do not assume that because a prophecy

TESTING THE TYPES AND SENSING THE SYMBOLS 187

contains some symbols evevytbing  else in that prophecy is symbolic. In
Revelation 19:19 the “beast)’ is a symbol, but that does not mean
that ‘(the kings of the earth and their armies” in the same verse are to
be taken as symbols. In verse 15 the sword from Christ’s mouth is a
symbol (of His judging by His words), but that does not mean that
the nations referred to in the same verse are a symbol of something
else.

9. In prophetic literature do not symbolize (make into a symbol)
descriptions of the fitwe that are possible m plausible. Revelation 8: 12
states that a third of the sun, moon, and stars will be struck and will
not give light. It is plausible that this will actually take place, there-
fore the sun, moon, and stars in this verse need not be thought of as
symbolizing something else. In Revelation 9 the locusts from the
Abyss are a reasonable possibility as either literal locusts or locust-
like creatures and therefore are not to be taken as symbols of the
Turks, as some have done in the past. The prophecy of the 144,000
in 7:4-8 need not be considered a symbolic number. The number is
to be taken in its normal, literal sense because 12,000 people are said
to be sealed from each of the 12 tribes of Israel. Since the tribal
names are literal and not symbolic, there is no reason to take the
numbers symbolically.

What Are Some of the Symbols in the Bible?
The following are some though not all of the symbols in the Bible,
given in six categories.

Object or Action (Symbol)
Divine Symbols

Sword at the east of Eden
(Gen. 3:24)

Burning bush (Ex. 3:2)
Pillar of cloud (Ex. 13:21-22)

Symbols Seen in Visions
Boiling pot (Jer. 1:13)
Good figs (Jer. 24:3-5)
Bad figs (Jer. 24:3, 8)

Dry bones given new flesh
(Ezek. 37)

Four beasts (Dan. 7)

Meaning

Breach of fellowship
between man and God

God’s holiness
God’s presence and guidance

Judgment from the North
Jewish captives in Babylon
Remnant of Jews who stayed

in Judah
Israel restored

Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece,
Rome
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Object or Action (Symbol)
Ram and goat (Dan. 8)
Basket of summer fruit
(Amos 8: 1-12)

Gold lampstand (Zech. 4:2)

Two olive trees (Zech. 4:3,
11-14)

Oil (Zech. 4: l-6)
Woman in a basket (Zech.

55-11)
Seven golden lampstands

(Rev. 1:12-20)
Seven stars (Rev. 1:12-20)

Material symbols
Blood (Deut. 12:23-25;

Lev. 17:ll;  Heb. 1:3; 7:16;
9: 14; 13:20)

Bread and wine (Luke
22: 19-20)

Carved cherub (Ex. 25:18-22)
Dove (Matt. 10:16)
Dove (Hosea 7:ll)
Dragon (Rev. 12:3-17; 13:2,

4, 11; 20:2)
Horn (1 Sam. 2:l; Ps. 112:9;

Lam. 2:3)
Incense (Rev. 8:3-4)
Keys (Matt. 16:19)
Lamb (Isa. 53:6)
Lamb (John 1:29)

Lion (1 Peter 5:8)
Lion (Rev. 5:5)
Rainbow (Gen. 9: 13-16;

Ezek. 1:28;  Rev. 4:3)
Serpent (Gen. 3:l; 2 Cor.

11:3; Rev. 12:9, 14-15;
20:2)

Meaning
Persia and Greece
Judgment is coming (just as

fruit indicates the end
of summer)

Israel as God’s witness to
the world

Zerubbabel and Joshua

The Holy Spirit
Sinful Israel

Seven churches

Angels (or ministers)
seven churches

Life

of the

Christ’s body and blood

God’s holiness
Docile believers
Flighty Israel
Satan

Strength and defense

Prayer
Authority
Human waywardness
Christ as a substitutionary

sacrifice
Satan as a ferocious being
Christ as King
God’s faithfulness

Satan

Object m Action (Symbol)
Stone (Dan. 244-45; Isa.

28~16)
Water (John 7:38-39)
Water (Eph. 5:26)
Water (Titus 3:5)

Symbolic Jesttires
Placing one’s hands on

another person (Gen.
48: 13-14, 17;
Matt. 19: 15)

Beating one’s breast (Luke
18: 13)

Sitting in dust and ashes
(Job 42:6) or in sackcloth
and ashes (Luke 10:13)

Tearing one’s clothes
(Job 1:20)

Tearing one’s clothes (Mark
14:63)

Shaking dust off one’s feet
when leaving a city that
rejected Christ (Matt.
10:14; Acts 13:51)

Washing one’s hands (Matt.
27:24)

Symbolic actions
A seraph (angel) placed a live

coal on Isaiah’s lips
(Isa. 6:5-6)

Jeremiah buried a linen belt
in a rock crevice and later,
when it had rotted, dug it
up (Jer. 13: l-8)

Jeremiah watched a potter
making a clay pot&(  Jer.
18: l-4)

Jeremiah/broke  a clay jar
(Jer. 19: 10)

Jeremiah wore a yoke (Jer.
27: l-2)

Meaning
Christ

Holy Spirit
The Word of God
Regeneration

Imparting a blessing

Expressing remorse

Expressing repentance

Symbolizing grief

Expressing anger

Symboliziig that the city was
so despised by the disciples
that it was as if its very
dust was unwanted

Expressing innocence and
removal of responsibility

Isaiah was cleansed inwardly
(Isa. 6:7)

False gods worshiped by
Judah were useless like the
rotten belt (Jer. 13: 10)

God is sovereign over His
people (Jer. 18:5-6)

Judah would be ruined like a
broken jar (Jer. 19: 11)

Zedekiah was to surrender to the
authority of Babylon (Jeer. 27: 12)
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Object OY Action (Symbol)
Jeremiah buried stones in clay

in the brick pavement at the
palace in Egypt
(Jer. 43:8-9)

Ezekiel ate a scroll with words
of lament and mourning
and woe (Ezek. 2:8-3:3)

Ezekiel drew an outline of
Jerusalem on a clay tablet,
and built siege works
and a ramp against it
(Ezek. 4: l-3)

Ezekiel lay 390 days on his left
side and 40 days on his
right side, weighed out his
food, and cooked it, using
cow manure for fuel
(Ezek. 4:4-6, 9-15)

Ezekiel shaved his head and
beard, and burned one third
of the hair, cut one third of
it and threw it to the
wind and tucked some in
his garment (Ezek. 5:1-4)

Hosea married an adulterous
woman, who left him, and
then he bought her back
and loved her again
(Hosea 1:2-3; 3:2)

John ate a scroll (Rev.
10:9-10)

Mean&J
Babylon would conquer Egypt

(Jer. 43:10-13)

Ezekiel was to give a message
of lament and woe to Israel
(Ezek. 2: 10)

Jerusalem would be attacked by
Babylon (Ezek. 4:3)

The people of Jerusalem would
eat ceremonially defiled
food in nations that would
capture them (Ezek. 4:13)

One third of the people of
Jerusalem would die by
plague or famine, one third
by the sword, and one third
be scattered (Ezek.
512)

God will restore Israel even
though she has sinned
against God (Hosea 3:5)

John was to appropriate the
message God would give him
(Rev. 1O:ll)

Even the ordinances of the church-baptism and the Lord’s
Supper- are symbolic actions. Water baptism symbolizes the believ-
er’s identification with Christ in His burial, death, and resurrection.
In taking the elements in the Lord’s Supper, believers symbolically
proclaim the Lord’s death, with the bread picturing Jesus’ body
which was broken in His crucifixion, and the cup picturing His
blood which was shed on the cross for the remission of sins.
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Symbolic Numbers
Some numbers seem to suggest certain concepts because they are
frequently used in association with those ideas. Seven is often associ-
ated with perfection (Gen. 2:2-3; Rev. 1:12; 4:5; 5:l; 8:l; 15:l;
16: 1). Forty is often associated with testing, as in Moses’ 40 years in
Midian  (Acts 7:29-30), Israel’s 40 years in the wilderness (Num.
32:13),  Jesus’ 40 days of temptation (Luke 4:2).

However, though some numbers have symbolic connotations
because of their associations, this is no basis for making the numbers
mean something other than their normal, literal meaning. Though
the length of Jesus’ temptation is associated with the concept of
testing, He was in fact tempted for 40 literal days. While the seven
golden lampstands symbolized seven churches (Rev. 1: 12’20)’  with
the number seven symbolizing completeness, this does not give us
liberty to disregard the literal nature of seven and to imagine fewer
or more than seven lampstands.

Symbolic Names
Names of some people and places in the Bible take on significance
symbolically. No attempt, however, should be made by Bible stu-
dents to see symbolism in names, unless they are so designated in the
Scriptures. The name Eve was given to Adam’s wife “because  she
would become the mother of all the living” (Gen. 3:20). The word
Epe in Hebrew means “living.” Apparently this was an expression of
Adam’s faith as he looked to the future, even though God had just
pronounced that they would be subject to death (v. 19). God
changed Abram’s name to Abraham to signify that he would be the
ancestor of many people. Abram means “exalted father,” and Abra-
ham means “father of many” (17: 5). God also changed the name of
his wife Sarai to Sarah, which means “princess” (v. 15).

Sometimes mothers gave their children names that related to
the circumstances of their births or to characteristics they anticipated
their children would acquire. Jacob’s wife Leah was not loved by
Jacob, and yet when the Lord gave her a child she named him
Reuben, saying that the Lord had seen her misery. The word Reuben
sounds like the Hebrew “He has seen my misery.” The name of her
second son Simeon probably means “one who hears.” Levi sounds
like the Hebrew word for “attached,” and so Leah named her third
son Levi for she said, “Now at last my husband will become attached
to me, because I have borne him three sons.” When her fourth son
Judah was born she praised the Lord, for the wordjudah sounds like
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the Hebrew word for praise (29:31-35). The children of Jacob’s
other wife Rachel also were given names relating to the circum-
stances of their births (see 30: l-24, and the NIV footnotes).

Pharaoh’s daughter named the baby boy found in the Nile
River Moses “saying, ‘I drew him out of the water”’ (Ex. 2:lO).  The
word Moses sounds like the Hebrew for ccdraw out.” In Hebrew,
Moses is moS’eh and the Hebrew verb m&i% means “to draw out.”

Hannah named her son Samuel for she said, “Because  I asked
the Lord for him” (1 Sam. 1:20). However, the name Samuel is not
related to the Hebrew word for “asked”  (SiF’al),  but to the word
“heard” (i@ma3.  By her statement Hannah was suggesting that God
had heard what she asked. “Samuel” is from the Hebrew words that
mean ‘cheard  of God.”

Daniel’s name means “God has judged” or “God is my
Judge.” Nebuchadnezzar changed Daniel’s name to Belteshazzar,
which means &Lady,  protect the king.” Nebuchadnezzar wanted
Daniel to forget the name of God, included in the name given to
Daniel by his parents. Similar changes were made in the names of
Daniel’s three friends (Dan. 16-7).

The three children of Gomer, Hosea’s wife, take on signifi-
cance as messages for the nation Israel. Jezreel, the name of the first
son, suggests that God will break Israel’s bow in the Valley of Jezreel
(Hosea 15); the daughter’s name Lo-Ruhamah means “she is not
loved” and indicates that God’s love for Israel would be cut off for a
time (v. 6); and the second son Lo-Ammi, which means “not my
people,” conveyed the message to Israel that God was not consider-
ing sinful Israel as His people.

Jesus changed Simon’s name to Cephas (Aramaic) and Peter
(Greek), which mean rock (John 1:42; cf. Matt. 16:lS). His new name
pointed ahead to his new role in the founding of the church (Acts 2).

The names of places sometimes took on significance in rela-
tion to events that occurred at those spots or in relation to the
characteristics of people at those places. When the Angel of the Lord
appeared to Hagar, she named the well Beer Lahai Roi because, as
she explained, “I have now seen the One who sees me” (Gen. 16: 13-
14). The Hebrew words mean “well of the living One who sees me.”
Jacob changed the name of the town Luz to Bethel, which means
“house of God” because he had said, “This is none other than the
house of God” (28:17, 19).

Occasionally a city or nation is given another name. For
instance God referred to Jerusalem’s leaders as the “rulers of Sodom”
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and the inhabitants of Jerusalem as the “people of Gomorrah” (Isa.
1:lO)  because they had become as sinful as those ancient cities.
Ezekiel gave the name Sodom to the nation Judah (Ezek. 16:46),
and Jerusalem is figuratively called Sodom and Egypt in Revelation
118. Scholars differ on whether Peter’s reference to Babylon in
1 Peter 5:13 should be understood as referring to the literal city of
Babylon on the Euphrates River or symbolically to Rome. Those
holding the latter view suggest that Babylon may have been dis-
guised as a reference to Rome to protect the believers there from
persecution under Nero. According to historical evidence, Peter was
in Rome during the final years of his life and his “son” Mark, who is
referred to in the same verse, may be John Mark, whom Paul said
was in Rome (CU. 4: 10).

Symboh  Colors
Sometimes colors take on emblematic significance, but again caution
should be used here to avoid going beyond the clear designations of
Scripture. Purple seemed to be a color used in fabrics to depict
royalty (Jud. 8:26; Es. 1:6; 8:15; Song 3:lO; Dan. 5:7, 16, 29;
Mark 15:17,  20) or wealth (Prov. 31:22; Luke 16:19; Rev. 17:4;
1816).

White is often associated with purity (Isa. 1: 18; Dan. 7:9;
Matt. 17:2; 28~3;  Acts 1:lO; Rev. 1: 14; 3:4-5; 4:4; 6:ll; 7~9,  13-
14; 19:11, 14; 2O:ll).

We should avoid drawing meanings for other colors, such as
blue, red, scarlet, black, or yellow, since the Scriptures do not seem
to point clearly to their meanings by associations. Again, students of
the Bible should avoid reading into the Scriptures something that is
not there.
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Parables, allegories, and fables require special attention in Bible
study. A parable is a form of figurative language involving compari-
sons. But rather than using a single word or phrase to make the
comparison or analogy, as in a simile, metaphor, or hypocatastasis, a
parable is an extended analogy in story form. A parable is a true-to-
life story to illustrate or illuminate a truth. It is true to life though it
may not have actually occurred in all details as the story is presented.
Historic events may serve as illustrations; but parables are special
stories, not necessarily historic events, that are told to teach a partic-
ular truth. Since parables are true to life, they differ from allegories
and fables, which will be discussed later in this chapter.

The word parable comes from the Greek para (“beside or
alongside”) and ballein  (“to throw”). Thus the story is thrown along-
side the truth to illustrate the truth. Hearers and readers, by sensing
the comparison or analogy between the story and their own situa-
tion, are prodded to think. In interpreting parables we need to ask’
What is the point of the story? What spiritual truth is being illustrat-
ed? What analogy is being made? Parables are sometimes unusual
and startling, but never unlifelike or fictitious.

Besides referring to stories the Greek word parabok  also re-
fers to short statements (sometimes called similitudes) and to prov-
erbs. Similitudes normally refer to customary habits, stated in the
present tense, whereas the story parable records a specific instance,
using the past tense (e.g., “A farmer went out to sow his seed”’ Matt.
13:3).

Five of the following six similitudes are referred to as para-
bles, in which the writer used the Greek word pwabok.
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Jesus' Similitudes

A paradoxical  statement
“It is what comes out of a man that makes him

Lunclean.’ . . . His disciples asked Him about this parable”
(Mark 7:16-17). Meaning: Evil deeds come from the heart (w.
21-23).

An admonition
“He told them this parable: ‘When someone invites you

to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor . . . but when
you are invited, take the lowest place, so that when your host
comes, he will say to you, “Friend, move up to a better place”“’
(Luke 14:7-8, 10). Meaning: Everyone who exalts himself will
be humbled and vice versa (v. 11).

A question
“Can you make the guests of the bridegroom fast while

he is with them?” (Luke 5 : 34) Meaning: Jesus’ disciples were
not fasting because He was with them. (Though this question
by Jesus is not called a paraboZ&  it is similar to the others.)

A maxim about life
“‘If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a

pit.’ Peter said, ‘Explain the parable to us”’ (Matt. 15 : 14-15).
Meaning: The Pharisees, being blind spiritually, are leading
others astray spiritually (v. 12; cf. Matt. 23:16-17, 19, 24’26).

Observations porn nature
“He told them this parable: ‘Look at . . . all the trees.

When they sprout leaves, you. . . know that summer is near”’
(Luke 21: 30). Meaning: Certain events will indicate that “the
kingdom of God is near” (v. 31).

“People do not pick figs from thornbushes, or grapes
from briers” (Luke 644).  Meaning: Good actions stem from a
good heart, not from a bad heart.

In the New Testament the word parabok  is used once of a
proverb. This is in Luke 4:23 (“Physician, heal yourself!“) in which
the Greek word is in fact translated “proverb” in the NIV. Other
proverbs Jesus spoke are seen in the following box:
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Statements
Jesus’ Proverbs

“A city on a hill cannot be hidden” (Matt. 5:14).
“No one can serve two masters” (Matt. 6:24).
“It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick”

(Matt. 9: 12).
“Only in his hometown and in his own house is a

prophet without honor” (Matt. 13:57).
“If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a

pit” (Matt. 15:14).
“A student is not above his teacher” (Luke 6:40).
‘The worker deserves his wages” (Luke 10:7).
“A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his

feet” (John 13:lO).
“No servant is greater than his master” (John 13:16).
‘Wherever there is a carcass, there the vultures will

gather” (Matt. 24:28).
Qtiesttins

“You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its
saltiness, how can it be made salty again?” (Matt. 5: 13)

“Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a
bed?” (Mark 4:21)
Command

“Physician, heal yourself?” (Luke 4:23)

Some parables also occur in the Old Testament. Like pa&oZZ
in the New Testament, the Hebrew word m&Z in the Old Testa-
ment refers to short stories but has other meanings as well. A&W
probably comes from the verb meaning “to be like” and thus sug-
gests a likeness or comparison. It is used of short sayings: “IS Saul
also among the prophets ?” (1 Sam. 10:12)  “From evildoers come
evil deeds” (24: 13). In these sayings the question or statement in the
form of a popular proverb points to a likeness between the statement
and reality. The maxims or wise sayings in the Book of Proverbs
compare those observations with realities in daily life (Prov. 1: 1, 6;
1O:l; 25:l).  M&Z is also used of oracles (e.g., Num. 24:20-23),
taunts (Isa. 14:4), bywords in which a person is seen as an undesir-
able example to others (Job 17:6; 30:9; Ps. 44:14),  and of lengthy
discourses (Job 27: 1; 29:l). M&Z2 is also used to refer to dark
sayings or riddles, as in Psalms 49:4 and 78:2.  Some consider Isa-

iah’s  words in Isaiah 5:1-7 about the Lord’s vineyard a parable, but
others call it an allegory.

Though not called a parable, Nathan’s story of a lamb
(2 Sam. 12:1-13)  has the characteristics of a true parable.

Most of the parables in the Bible were told by Jesus. The
following chart lists His parables. As seen in the chart Matthew and
Luke record most of the parables. Matthew has 18, with 11 of them
unique to him. Luke has 22, with 7 of them in common with
Matthew, and 15 others unique to Luke. Mark has only 5, with only
2 of them unique to his Gospel and both of them are short (Mark
4:26-29; 13:34-37).

W&y  Did Jew Speak in Parables?

When the disciples asked Jesus why He spoke to the people in para-
bles (Matt. 13:lO; Mark 4:10),  He said that His parables had two
purposes. One was to reveal truths to His followers and the other
was to conceal truth from “those on the outside” (Mark 4: 11). While
these purposes may seem contradictory, the answer to this dilemma
may lay in the nature of the hearers. Since the teachers of the Law
(3:22) had already demonstrated their unbelief and rejection of
Jesus, they revealed the hardened condition of their hearts. This
made them unable to comprehend the meaning of His parables.
Blinded by unbelief, they rejected Him, and so as He spoke in para-
bles they normally would not comprehend their meaning. On the
other hand His followers, open to Him and His truths, would un-
derstand the parables.

Parables were an effective form of communication because,
as stories, they immediately sparked interest in the hearers. As the
people heard Jesus’ stories, all of which were true-to-life, they were
immediately drawn into the stories with Him. Their curiosity was
aroused as they wondered how the stories would develop and
conclude.

Parables encouraged people to think. By drawing analogies
Jesus wanted His hearers “to pass a judgment on things on which
they were well-acquainted, and then to compel them to transfer that
judgment to something to whose significance they had been blind.“’
Jesus did not narrate the parables simply to entertain audiences with
stories. He relayed the parables so that those for whom they were
intended would “apply them, even if resentfully or reluctantly, to
themselves.“2 His parables were thus often disarming.
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The  Parables of Jestis
1. The Two Houses Matthew 7~24-27

(Luke 6:47-49)
2. The New Cloth and New Wineskins Matthew 9:16-17
3. The Sower Matthew 13:3-8

(Mark 4:3-8;  Luke 8:5-8)
4. The Weeds Matthew 13:24-30
5. The Mustard Seed Matthew 13:31-32

(Mark 4:30-32;  Luke 13:18-19)
6. The Yeast Matthew 13:33

(Luke 13:20-21)
7. The Hidden Treasure Matthew 13:44
8. The Pearl of Great Price Matthew 13:45-46
9. The Fishing Net Matthew 13:47-50

10. The Unforgiving Servant Matthew 18:23-35
11. The Workers in the Vineyard Matthew 20:1-16
12. The Two Sons Matthew 21:28-32
13. The Wicked Vinegrowers Matthew 21:33-46

(Mark 12:1-12;  Luke 20:9-19)
14. The Wedding Banquet Matthew 22: 1-14
15. The Two Servants Matthew 24:45-51

(Luke 12:42-48)

16. The Ten Virgins Matthew 25:1-13
17. The Talents Matthew 25: 14-30
18. The Seed Growing Secretly Mark 4:26-29
19. The Doorkeeper Mark 13:34-37
20. The Rude Children Luke 7:31-35
21. The Two Debtors Luke 7:41-43
22. The Good Samaritan Luke 10:25-37
23. The Friend at Midnight Luke 11:5-8
24. The Rich Fool Luke 12: 16-21
25. The Barren Fig Tree Luke 13:6-9
26. The Great Banquet Luke 14: 15-24
27. The Unfinished Tower and Luke 14:28-33

the King’s Rash War
28. The Lost Sheep Matthew 18:12-14

(Luke 15:4-7)
29. The Lost Coin Luke 15:8-10
30. The Prodigal Son Luke 15: 1 l-32
31. The Shrewd Manager Luke 16: l-9
32. The Servant’s Reward Luke 17:7-10
33. The Unjust Judge Luke 18: l-8
34. The Pharisee and the Tax Collector Luke 18:9-14
35. The Pounds (or Minas) Luke 19: 1 l-27

From The Hi&.  Knowfedpe  Commentary, New Tcstamcnt  (Wheaton, Ill., Victor Books, 1983),  p. 35, used by
permission.
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W&at  Featzms  Chamctevke Jesus’ Parables?

Jesus’ parables have appeal because they deal with common everyday
elements. Commercial items include a fisherman, builder, merchant,
money, interest, debts, treasure, employer, master, servants, creditor,
debtors, tax collector, traveler, pearl, steward. Faming elements
Jesus referred to include a farmer, shepherd, sheep, soil, seeds, trees,
birds, thorns, harvest, pigpen, vineyard, vinegrowers, watchtower,
barns, and fig tree.

Domestic items include houses, cooking (leaven and meal),
sewing, coins, sweeping, sleeping, eating, children playing, widow,
wineskins, doorkeeper. Jesus also referred to social events in His
parables, including a wedding, a banquet, bridesmaids, father and
son, a friend at midnight, a host, and guests. Religious individuals
include a priest, a Levite, a Samaritan, and a Pharisee; and civil
elements include a judge, king, and war.3

Jesus’ parables included suspense, simple plot conflicts,
heightened contrasts, and in some cases exaggeration.’ The reader is
held in suspense wondering how the merciful master will treat his
unmerciful servant (Matt. 18:21-35). What will happen to the land-
owner’s tenants who killed his servants and his son? (2 1: 33-46)
What will the king do to the guest not wearing wedding clothes?
(22:1-14) What will the master do to his wicked servant when the
master returns? (24:45-51) When the prodigal son left home, how
will things turn out for him? When he returns to his father, will the
son be accepted? (Luke 15 : 1 l-32) If two men refuse to help a man
wounded by the highway, what will the third bypasser do? (10:25-
37)

Numerous contrasts abound in Jesus’ parables, heightening
the hearers’ and readers’ interest. The chart on page 200 lists these
many contrasts. Also note the many times two persons are contrasted
to a single character as with the two servants who invested their
pounds or mina and the one servant who did not invest even one
mina; the merciful creditor in relation to the two debtors who were
unable to pay; and the two passersby and the good Samaritan.

Many parables have three major characters or groups of char-
acters, as seen in the following list.
The Unforgiving Servant (Matt. l&23-35): King, forgiven servant,
unforgiven servant
The Workers in the Vineyard (Matt. 20: 1-16): Landowner, workers
hired during the day, workers hired at the 11th hour
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Contrast.. in the Parables

House built on a rock House built on sand
New cloth Old garment
New wine Old wineskins
Seed on good soil Seed on poor soil
Sower sowed wheat Enemy sowed tares
Small mustard seed Huge tree
Small amount of leaven Huge amount of meal
Treasure, and pearl All one’s possessions of less

value
Good fish Bad fish
A servant forgiven a huge debt He refused to forgive another

a small debt
Vineyard workers worked all Other workers worked one

day for a denarius hour for the same wage
A son refused to work but A son promised to work

later did but didn’t
Those invited to a wedding Those compelled to attend a

feast refused to attend wedding feast attended
Faithful servant Evil servant
Five foolish virgins Five wise virgins
Two servants invested their One servant did not invest one

mina mina
Creditor Two debtors unable to pay
Priest and Levite pass by the Good Samaritan cares for the

wounded man wounded man
Friend at midnight Sleeping friend
Rich man acquiring more Rich man losing his soul

wealth
Fig tree owner anxious to cut Vineyard-keeper anxious to

down the tree wait one more year
Prodigal son whose return is Older brother who is not

celebrated celebrated

The Two Sons (Matt. 21:28-32): Man, first son, second son
The Wicked Vinegrowers (Matt. 21:33-46): Landowner, tenants,
son
The Wedding Banquet (Matt. 22: l- 14): King, those who refused to
come, those who did come

-.l^“.-“l~~.-,~.~.-.“~-,.~,*.-~“,l~-..”--*.----  -... ’ I_
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The Two Servants (Matt. 24:45-51): Master, wise servant, wicked
servant
The 10 Virgins (Matt. 25:1-13): Bridegroom, 5 wise virgins, 5 fool-
ish virgins
The Talents (Matt. 25:14-30): Master, servants who invested their
talents, servant who did not invest his one talent
The Two Debtors (Luke 7:41-43): Moneylender, debtor owing a
large debt, debtor owing a small debt
The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37): Injured Jew, negligent reli-
gious leaders, Samaritan
The Friend at Midnight (Luke 11: 5-8) : Man who is asked to help,
guest who asks for help, the friend in need
The Great Banquet (Luke 14: 15-24): Invitees with three excuses
The Lost Sheep (Luke 15:4-7): Shepherd, 99 sheep, 1 lost sheep
The Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 11-32): Father, prodigal son, older
brother
The Unjust Judge (Luke 18: 1-8) : Judge, widow, her opponent
The Pounds (Luke 19:11-27): Servant with 10 pounds, servant with
5, servant with 1.

Conflicts abound in the parables. Examples include the men
who worked one hour and those who worked all day (Matt. 20:1-
16), the wise virgins who refused to give oil to the foolish virgins
(25:1-13), the persistent man in conflict with his friend who had
already gone to bed (Luke 11:5-8), the persistent widow and the
judge (l&1-8),  and the conflict between the prodigal son and his
father and between the prodigal son and his older brother ( 15 : 1 l-
32).

Unexpected turns are sometimes seen in the parables. One is
surprised to read that a person who worked only one hour received
the same wages as those who worked all day (Matt. 20: l-16), or that
a king was so enraged he sent his army to destroy some murderers
and to burn their city (22:6-7). It is also remarkable that the prodi-
gal’s father ran to meet his son (Luke 15:20), or that a Samaritan
expressed more compassion and kindness than religious leaders, since
no Samaritan was considered by the Jews to be good (10:25-37).
Again it is remarkable that everyone invited to a banquet would
refuse the invitation (Matt. 22:3), or that a man to whom another
owed a small debt would refuse to cancel the debt when he himself
had been forgiven a large debt (18:23-35).

The effect of some of the parables is increased by their un-
usual departure from normal procedure.

__ __ __
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A king does not normally allow a servant to incur a debt run-
ning into millions (Matt. 18:24). It is unusual for a whole
room full of guests to go back on their initial acceptance of an
invitation (Luke 14:18-20). Workmen do not commonly ex-
pect to be paid at the same rate for one hour as for the whole
day; like the early workers in the parable, they insist on their
differentials (Matt. 20:9).5

Exaggerations, hyperboles, reversals, and atypical circumstances in-
crease the impact of many of the parables.6

Ryken speaks of “end stress”’ in which the last element in a
parable is the most important.’ In the Parable of the Sower the fertile
soil is mentioned last. The last servant, who did not invest his mina,
is judged harshly, the last traveler in the Parable of the Good Samari-
tan is generous, and those who are last invited to the banquet accept
the invitation.

Another interesting feature of Jesus’ parables is the inclusion
of direct discourse, in which He gave the actual words spoken by the
characters in the stories. This too adds to their appeal as story-
parables. Related to this is the kind of speech called soliloquy in
which a character talks to himself, thus revealing to the hearers and
readers something of his thinking, plans, and concerns. Perhaps the
best-known soliloquy in the parables is that of the prodigal son, who
said, “How many of my father’s hired men have food to spare, and
here I am starving to death! I will set out and go back to my father
and say to him: ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against
you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one
of your hired men”’ (Luke 15 : 17- 19). In another parable the shrewd
“manager said to himself, What shall I do now? My master is taking
away my job. I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to
beg- I know what I’ll do so that, when I lose my job here, people
will welcome me into their houses”’ (16: 3-4). The rich fool
“thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my
crops.’ Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns
and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my
goods. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid
up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry”“’ (12:17-
19).

On hearing the persistent pleas of a widow, the judge said to
himself, “Even though I don’t fear God or care about men, yet
because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets
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justice, so that she won’t eventually wear me out with her coming!”
(l&5)

A sinf3 woman wet Jesus’ feet with her tears, kissed His feet,
and poured perfume on them. The Pharisee who invited Jesus to
dinner said to himself, “If this Man were a prophet, He would know
who is touching Him” (7:39). In still another parable a wicked
servant said to himself, “My master is staying away a long time”
(Matt. 24:48).

Still another interesting aspect of the literary feature of the
parables is the occurrence of rhetorical questions. These encourage
the reader to respond in his mind to the challenges Jesus gave. For
example after Jesus spoke of a shepherd losing 1 of his 100 sheep He
asked, “Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go
&er the lost sheep until he finds it?” (Luke 15 :4) He asked a similar
question after mentioning the example of a woman who lost 1 of 10
coins: “Does she not light a lamp, sweep the house and search care-
fully until she finds it?” (v. 8) In speaking to one of the vineyard
workers, a landowner asked, “Don’t I have the right to do what I
want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am gener-
ous?” (Matt. 20:15)

In speaking of the two servants, Jesus introduced the subject
by the question, “Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom
the master has put in charge of the servants in his household to give
them their food at the proper time?” (2444-45) And in introducing
the subject of the rude children, Jesus asked, ‘To what, then, can I
compare the people of this generation? What are they like?” (Luke
7:31)

Three of the five sentences in Jesus’ Parable of the Servant’s
Reward are rhetorical questions (Luke 17:7-10).  In His parable
about the persistent widow Jesus asked the rhetorical question,
‘When the Son of man comes, will He find faith on the earth?”
(l&8)

Other times Jesus asked questions to which He expected His
hearers to respond. After telling Simon Peter about the two debtors,
Jesus asked him, “Now which of them will love him more?” (7:42)
After telling the Parable of the Good Samaritan to the expert in the
Law, Jesus asked him, “Which of these three do you think was a
neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?” (10:36) In
speaking of the two sons, Jesus asked the chief priests and elders,
“Which of the two did what his father wanted?” (Matt. 21:31)

These many literary features of the parables -suspense, con-
trast, characterization, conflict, surprise, hyperbole, reversal, end
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stress, direct discourse, and rhetorical questioning-demonstrate the
unusual impact Jesus’ stories would have had on His hearers.

What Kindi of Parables  Did JM Tell?

As you read Jesus’ 35 parables, you note that some of them are
similar to others. They have a common subject or theme, such as the
“seed” parables, or a common character, such as the “servant para-
bles,” “landowner” parables, the parables with a father, and those
with a king. Other parables share an emotional element such as
rejoicing or compassion. In some something offered is received,
whereas in other parables something offered is refused. In a number
of parables reward and punishment are meted. All the parables teach
something about Jesus, or His kingdom, or His followers. The chart
on pages 205-208 illustrates these groupings.

In interpreting the parables it is important to keep in mind
that they all refer in some way to the kingdom of God. Many Bible
scholars, including some nondispensationalists as well as most
dispensational&s,  recognize this fact. The chart on page 209 on the
kingdom in the parables lists them under seven headings: progress in
the kingdom, conflict between Jesus’ concept of the kingdom and
that of the Pharisees, grace and sinners in the kingdom, characteris-
tics of those in the kingdom, rejection of the King and His kingdom,
judgment on those who reject the King and/or reward for those who
accept Him, and alertness to and preparedness for the Kings com-
ing.

The Gospels give ample basis for seeing the parables in rela-
tionship to God’s kingdom or rule. First, in introducing 11 of his
parables, Matthew wrote, “The kingdom of heaven is like” (13:24,
31, 33,44-4547;  18:23; 2O:l; 22:2), or ‘The kingdom of heaven
will be like” (25:1), or “It will be like” (v. 14). In addition Mark
recorded that Jesus said, ‘This is what the kingdom of God is like”
(Mark 4:26). All seven parables in Matthew 13 relate to the king-
dom. The Parable of the Sower is not introduced with the words
“The kingdom of heaven is like,” but when Jesus explained the para-
ble He related it to the kingdom by His words, ‘When anyone hears
the message about the kingdom” (v. 19). Further reference is made
to the kingdom in verses 38, 41, 43, and 52. In that same chapter
Jesus said, ‘The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven
has been given to you” (v. 11).

Second, two parables in Luke follow immediately after a
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Clms$katims  of the Parables

Seed parabkz
1. The Sower (Matt. 13:3-8)
2. The Weeds (Matt. 13:24-30)
3. The Mustard Seed (Matt. 13:31-32)
4. Yeast (Matt. 13:33)
5. The Seed Growing Secretly (Mark 4:26-29)

Nature  parables
l-5. All the seed parables listed above
6. The Two Houses-on rock and sand (Matt. 7:24-27)
7. The New Cloth and New Wineskins (Matt. 9:16-17)
8. The Hidden Treasures -in a field (Matt. 13:44)
9. The Pearl of Great Price (Matt. 13:45-46)

10. The Fishing Net -with good and bad fish (Matt.
13:47-50)

11. The Workers in the Vineyard (Matt. 20:1-16)
12. The Wicked Vinegrowers (Matt. 21:33-46)
13. The Barren Fig Tree (Luke 13:6-9)
14. The Lost Sheep (Luke 15:4-7)

Servant  parables
A. Parables in which the master departs, leaving the ser-

vants on their own. When he returns, the good servants
are rewarded and/or the bad ones are punished.
1. The Two Servants (Matt. 24:45-51)
2. The Talents (Matt. 25:14-30)
3. The Doorkeeper (Mark 13:34-37)
4. The Pounds-or Minas (Luke 19: 11-27)

B. The servant departs or is away and then returns to
report to his master. The reckoning received is unex-
pected.
1. The Unforgiving Servant (Matt. 18:23-35)
2. The Workers in the Vineyard (Man. 20:1-16)
3. The Wicked Vinegrowers (Matt. 21:33-46)
4. The Shrewd Manager (Luke 16:1-9)
5. The Servant’s Reward (Luke 17:7-10)

Father parables
1. The Two Sons (Matt. 21:28-32)
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Clmsijkations  of the Parables (Continued)

2. The Wicked Vinegrowers (Matt. 21:33-46)
3. The Wedding Banquet (Matt. 22:1-14)
4. The Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32)

King parables
1. The Unforgiving Servant (Matt. 1823-35)
2. The Wedding Banquet (Matt. 22:1-14)
3. The King’s Rash War (Luke 14:31-33)
4. The Pounds-or Minas (Luke 19:11-27)

Money (m treasure) parables
1. The Hidden Treasure (Matt. 1344)
2. The Pearl of Great Price (Matt. 13:45-46)
3. The Unforgiving Servant (Matt. 1823-35)
4. The Workers in the Vineyard (Matt. 20:1-16)
5. The Talents (Matt. 25:14-30)
6. The Two Debtors (Luke 7:41-43)
7. The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37)
8. The Rich Fool (Luke 12:16-21)
9. The Shrewd Manager (Luke 16:1-9)

10. The Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14)
11. The Pounds-or Minas (Luke 19:11-27)

Harvest parables
1. The Weeds (Matt. 13:24-30; see w. 30, 39)
2. The Wicked Vinegrowers (Matt. 21:33-46; see v. 41)
3. The Talents (Matt. 25:14-30; see w. 24, 26)
4. The Seed Growing Secretly (Mark 4:26-29)

Women parables
1. The Yeast (Matt. 13:33)
2. The Virgins (Matt. 25:1-13)
3. The Lost Coin (Luke 15:8-10)
4. The Unjust Judge (Luke 18:1-8)

Social OY domestic parables
1. The Wedding Banquet (Matt. 22:1-14)
2. The Ten Virgins (Matt. 25:1-13)
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Classifications  of the Parables (Continued)

3. The Doorkeeper (Mark 13:34-37)
4. The Rude Children (Luke 7:31-35)
5. The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37)
6. The Friend at Midnight (Luke 11:5-8)
7. The Great Banquet (Luke 14: 15-24)
8. The Lost Coin (Luke 15:8-10)
9. The Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32)

10. The Servant’s  Reward (Luke 17:7-10)
11. The Unjust Judge (Luke 18:1-8)
12. The Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14)

Compass&n parables
1. The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37; see v. 33)
2. The Great Banquet (Luke 14:15-24; see v. 21)
3. The Lost Sheep (Luke 15:4-7; see v. 4)
4. The Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32; see v. 20)

RejoEnfl  pa&&s
1. The Hidden Treasure (Matt. 1344)
2. The Lost Sheep (Luke 15:4-7)
3. The Lost Coin (Luke 15:8-10)
4. The Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32)

Fea& pambh
1. The Wedding Banquet (Matt. 22:1-14)
2. The Ten Virgins (Matt. 25:1-13)
3. The Great Banquet (Luke 14:15-24)
4. The Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32)

Rej%sal  parabbs
1. The Unforgiving Servant (Matt. 18:23-35). The servant

whose debts were canceled refused to cancel a debt
someone owed him, and so the king put him in jail and
refused to cancel his debt after all.

2. The Wicked Vinegrowers (Matt. 21:33-46). The ten-
ants refused to treat the landowner’s servants and his
son kindly, and so the landowner refused to leave his
vineyard in those tenants’ hands.
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Chszjcaths  of the Parables  (Continued)

3. The Wedding Banquet (Mat-t. 22:1-14). Those invited
to the wedding banquet refused to come, and so the
king refused to let them live.

4. The Talents (Matt. 2514-30).  The man with one talent
refused to invest it, and so the master refused to let him
keep even the one talent.

5. The Rich Fool (Luke 12: 16-21). The rich fool refused
to honor God, and so God refused to allow him to live.

6. The Barren Fig Tree (Luke 13:6-9).  The owner of a fig
tree refused to let it grow.

7. The Great Banquet (Luke 14:15-24). Those invited to
the banquet made excuses for not attending and refused
to come.

reference to the kingdom. Jesus told the Parable of the Great Ban-
quet immediately after He said, “Blessed is the man who will eat at
the feast in the kingdom of God” (Luke 14:15), thus obviously
relating the banquet parable to feasting in His kingdom. Since “the
people thought that the kingdom of God was going to appear at
once” (19: ll), Jesus told the Parable of the Pounds or Minas. After
Jesus gave the Parable of the Unjust Judge which recorded the story
of the persistent widow, He concluded, “However, when the Son of
man comes, will He find  faith on the earth?” (188)

Third, the several parables that refer to a king or landowner
being away and then returning clearly point to the present age when
Jesus is away and in which we anticipate His return. These parables,
along with the others just referred to in relation to the kingdom,
suggest that a form of the kingdom exists today but with the Ring
not present on the earth. (See the chart on page 210 on the mean-
ings of the parables of the kingdom in Matt. 13.) At the conclusion
of Jesus’ Parable of the Two Sons, He associated that parable with
the kingdom of God by saying, “I tell you the truth, the tax collec-
tors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of
you” (21:31).  In the Parable of the Two Servants, reference is made to
the return of the master (24%) who will find his servant faithful, and
to the wicked servant who said, “My master is staying away a long
time” (v. 48). In this same parable Jesus referred to the master who
“will come on a day when he [his servant] does not expect him” (v.
50).
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The Weeds, The Mustard Seed, The Yeast, The Seed Grow-
ing Secretly

Conflict between Jesus’ concept of the kingdom and that of the
Pharisees

The New Cloth and New Wineskins, The Rude Children

&ace  and sinners in the khgdom
The Hidden Treasure (Israel), The Pearl of Great Price
(Church), The Workers in the Vineyard, The Two Sons, The
Rude Children, The Two Debtors, The Barren Fig Tree, The
Great Banquet, The Lost Sheep, The Lost Coin, The Prodi-
gal Son, The Pharisee and the Tax Collector

Cbawctetistics  of those in the kingdom
Compassion: The Good Samaritan
Humility: The Servant’s Reward
Faithfulness: The Two Servants, The Talents, The Pounds-
or Minas
Persistent prayer: The Friend at Midnight, The Unjust Judge
Attitude toward wealth: The Rich Fool, The Shrewd
Manager
Forgiveness: The Unforgiving Servant
Willingness to sacrifice: The Unfinished  Tower and The
Kings Rash War

Reje&  of the King and His kinpbn
The Sower, The Two Sons, The Wicked Vinegrowers, The
Wedding Banquet, The Rude Children, The Great Banquet,
The Pounds-or Minas

JgdJment  on those who reject the IGig and/or  reward fw those who
accept Him

The Two Houses, The Weeds, The Fishing Net, The Worker
in the Vineyard, The Wicked Vinegrowers, The Wedding
Banquet, The Two Servants, The 10 Virgins, The Talents,
The Doorkeeper, The Two Debtors, The Barren Fig Tree,
The Great Banquet, The Pounds-or Minas

Alertness at and preparedness for the King’s coming
The 10 Virgins, The Doorkeeper
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Parables of the Enpbm in Matthew 13

Parables References

1. The Sower 13: 13-23

2. The Wheat 13:24-30,
and the 36-43
Weeds

3. The Mustard 13:31-32
Seed

4. The Yeast 13:33-35

5. The Hidden 1344
Treasure

6. The Pearl 13:45-46

7. The Net 13:47-52

Meanings

The good news of the Gospel
will be rejected by most peo-
ple.
People with genuine faith and
people with a false profession
of faith will exist together be-
tween Christ’s two Advents.
Christendom, including be-
lievers and unbelievers, will
grow rapidly from a small be-
ginning.
People who profess to belong
to God will grow in numbers
without being stopped.
Christ came to purchase (re-
deem) Israel, God’s treasured
possession.
Christ gave His life to provide
redemption for the church.
Angels will separate the wick-
ed from the righteous when
Christ comes.

-1

From The Bi&& Kirowkd&  Commentary,  New Testament (Wheaton, Ill., Victor Books, 1983),  p. 52, used by
permission.

In the Parable of the Ten Virgins, they go out with lamps “to
meet the bridegroom” (Matt. 25: 1). Jesus’ words at the close of this
parable also point to the need for watchfulness during the time of
His absence since no one knows when He will return (v. 13).

In the Parable of the Talents, the kingdom of heaven is com-
pared to “a man going on a journey” (v. 14) who “after a long
time. . . returned” and had the worthless servant thrown “into the
darkness” (v. 30).

The Parable of the Doorkeeper, in which Jesus urged His
followers to be alert (Mark 13:33)  follows soon after He referred to
“the Son of man coming in clouds with great power and glory” (v.
26). In that same parable Jesus said the situation is “like a man going
away” who “leaves his house in charge of his servants” (v. 34). The

doorkeeper is urged to keep watch because he does not know when
the owner of the house will return. Again this calls for alertness (w.

35-37).
The Parable of the Pounds or Minas also refers to a man

going away to “a distant country” and returning (Luke 19: 12, 15).
This same parable refers to the ccman of noble birth” going away to
be “appointed king” (v. 12; 6. v. 15).

If Bible students do not recognize the emphasis on the king-
dom in the parables, they overlook an important key to understand-
ing those stories and why Jesus told them/

What Are Some Gadelhes  jt!w
Intepvtin~  the Parables?

Note the Stoly’s  Natural Meaning
This relates to what has been said in earlier chapters about first
understanding a passage in its normal, grammatical sense, without
reading something into the passage.

As already stated, a parable is a story that seeks to illustrate a
truth by analogy. Two things, then, are being brought together in a
parable-a true-to-life incident and the spiritual truth it is illustrating
or illuminating. Therefore to understand the spiritual truth properly,
it is essential first to comprehend fully the true-to-life incident. Pic-
ture a house built on a foundation of rock, which withstands the
storms, and a house built on sand which collapses in a storm of rain
and wind. Understand all you can about the mustard seed that grows
to great heights in a short period of time from an unusually small
seed. (See the explanation of the mustard seed in chap. 4, pp.
85-86.) As you understand the true-to-life incident of the parable in
its full cultural setting, you are better prepared to understand the
message of the parable. A fishing net, a vineyard, a wedding ban-
quet, oil lamps, talents of money, a fig tree still barren after three
years, the value of a single coin to a housewife, the people’s despica-
ble attitude toward tax collectors, the meaning of pounds or minas -
understanding these elements sheds light on the significance of the
parables and helps make the right transition to the spiritual truth.

Determine the Problem, Question, or Situation
That Prompted the Parable

Seeing why Jesus told certain parables when He did helps point up
the proper analogy between the life incident He related and the
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spiritual truth He was making in the parable.
The parables may be grouped under the following nine occa-

sions or purposes. As you study a given parable, look to this list to
find the occasion or setting.

Parables in answer to qMestkms. John’s disciples asked Jesus,
“How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not
fast?” (Matt. 9:14) Jesus then told the Parable of the New Cloth and
the New Wineskins to say that His ways were new. An expert in the
Law asked Jesus, “Teacher. . . what must I do to inherit eternal
life?” (Luke 10:25; cf. Matt. 19:16)  and “Who is my neighbor?”
(Luke 10:29)  Jesus then told the Parable of the Good Samaritan (w.
30-37) and the Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard (Matt. 2O:I-
16).

Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my
brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?” (l&21)  This
question prompted Jesus to give the Parable of the Unforgiving
Servant. When the chief priests and the elders asked, ccBy  what au-
thority are You doing these things?” and ‘Who gave You this au-
thority?” Jesus responded by giving the Parables of the Two Sons
and of the Wicked Vinegrowers.

Parables in answm  to requests. The Parable of the Friend at
Midnight (Luke 11: 5-8), in which Jesus was obviously emphasizing
persistence in prayer, follows soon after one of His disciples request-
ed, “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples” (v. 1).
The Parable of the Rich Fool (12: 16-21) followed the request made
by someone in the crowd that Jesus tell the man’s brother to divide
their father’s inheritance with him (v. 13). Jesus declined to be an
arbitrator in that situation and, urging people to be on guard against
greed (w. 14-15),  He then told the Parable of the Rich Fool.

Parables in answer to complaints. When a Pharisee invited Jesus
to dinner, he thought, “If this Man were a Prophet, He would know
who is touching Him and what kind of woman she is -that she is a
sinner” (7:39). Knowing this, Jesus spoke of the two debtors (w.
41-43). When the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law complained,
“This Man welcomes sinners and eats with them” ( 15 :2), Jesus gave
the Parables of the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin, and the Lost or
Prodigal Son. By these stories Jesus indicated that He ate with sin-
ners because they, like the three lost elements, were in need of being
“found” spiritually.

ParablesBiven  with a stated purpose. Jesus told the Parable of
the Unjust Judge to show His disciples “that they should always pray

and not give up” (l&l). Since some Pharisees ‘Were confident of
their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else” (v. 9),
Jesus gave the Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector. And
since “‘the people thought that the kingdom of God was going to
appear at once” (19: 11) Jesus related His Parable of the Pounds or
Minas.

Parables of the kinyyhm  @en because of Israel’s rejection of Jesus
as Messiah. Matthew 12 records the height of the rejection of Jesus
by the Pharisees, in which they accused Him of performing healing
miracles by demonic power (v. 24). Since many were rejecting Him
(and only those who did His will were His spiritual relatives, w. 4%
50), Jesus told the seven parables of the kingdom in Matthew 13.
See the chart on page 210 on the parables of the kingdom in Mat-
thew 13 for the meaning of each of these in light of Israel’s rejection
of Jesus as Messiah.

Parables following  an exhortation or principle. Several times
Jesus gave an exhortation or principle and then followed it with a
parable to illustrate or illumine the point just made. For example
Mark 13:33  records that Jesus said, “Be on guard! Be alert! You do
not know when the time will come.” Then He gave the Parable of
the Doorkeeper (w. 34-37).

Jesus may have told the story of the lost sheep on more than
one occasion. In Luke 15:4-7, the Parable of the Lost Sheep follows
the complaint of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law that He
was welcoming and eating with sinners. In Matthew 18 the Parable
of the Lost Sheep (w. 12-14) follows His exhortation that the disci-
ples “not look down on” children (v. 10).

Jesus followed His announcement of blessing on those who
would “eat at the feast in the kingdom of God” (Luke 14:15)  with
His Parable of the Great Banquet (w. 16-24). After urging His
disciples to “be ready because the Son of man will come at an hour
when you do not expect Him” (Matt. 24:44), He then told the
Parable of the Two Servants (w. 45-51).

Parables followed by an exhortation w ptinciple.  Sometimes
Jesus gave a parable and then followed it with an exhortation or
principle. For example the Parable of the Friend at Midnight (Luke
11:5-8)  is followed by His exhortation for them to persist in prayer
(w. 9-10).

The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard (Matt. 20: 1-15)
is followed by the principle, “So the last will be first, and the first
will be last” (v. 16). Interestingly almost identical words precede the
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parable as well, for Jesus said in 19:30, “But many who are first will
be last, and many who are last will be first.”

The fact that discipleship involves sacrifice is illustrated by
the Parable of the Unfinished Tower and the King’s Rash War (Luke
14:28-32), and the principle is then stated in verse 33.

The unusual Parable of the Shrewd Manager (Luke 16:1-8)
is followed by Jesus’ statement in verse 9 which gives the point of
His parable: “1 tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for your-
selves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal
dwellings.” That is, they were to be wise in using their money for
eternal purposes.

After telling about the servant who was to be faithM in
doing his duty even when not thanked, Jesus said that His followers
should obey without any ulterior motive for reward. “So you also,
when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, ‘We
are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty”’ (17:lO).

Jesus’ Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector was giv-
en, as stated earlier, to respond to the Pharisees who felt confident in
their own righteousness. That observation about their pride preced-
ed the parable (l&9), but then after the parable Jesus explained,
“For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who
humbles himself will be exalted” (v. 14).

The Parable of the Marriage of the King’s Son (Matt. 22:1-
14) concludes with the principle, “For many are invited, but few are
chosen.” Similarly the Parable of the Ten Virgins (25: l- 13) con-
cludes with the Lord’s exhortation, “Therefore keep watch” (v. 13).

Parables to ilhutrate  a situation. Jesus introduced the Parable
of the Two Houses by pointing up that anyone who heard His
words and put them into practice was like the man building a house
on a rock (7:24). Then He added that those who do not put into
practice what He said are like those who build houses on sand (v.
26).

What was the occasion for Jesus’ comparing the people of
His day with children playing in the marketplace? Those words in
Luke 7:31-35  follow the setting in which the Pharisees obviously
were rejecting Jesus’ words (w. 29-30). Another situation illustrated
by a parable is seen in Luke 13. After explaining that failure to
repent would lead to eternal judgment (w. l-5), Jesus gave the
Parable of the Barren Fig Tree (w. 6-8) in which He was obviously
pointing up the imminence of judgment.

Parables with the purpose implied but not stated. The Parable of
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the Talents (Matt. 25:14-30) does not have a purpose statement nor
is it preceded or followed by an exhortation or principle, nor does it
occur in response to a question, request, or complaint. The parable
does, however, seem to point up what is expected of Jesus’ followers
while He is away (see v. 14) and to indicate that He expects His
followers to serve Him faimly while He is absent.

Also the purpose of the Parable of the Seed Growing Secretly
(Mark 4:26-29) is not stated, but it seems to suggest rapid numerical
growth of believers during the present age. This seems to be sug-
gested because it speaks of the coming harvest or judgment (v. 29)
and because it is immediately followed by the Parable of the Mustard
Seed (w. 30-32).

Asctiain the Main Truth Being Illustrated
by the Parable

Usually a parable, like a sermon illustration, is teaching a single
truth. When Jesus explained a number of His parables, He usually,
though not always, stated one spiritual truth. For example when the
man found his one lost sheep, he rejoiced, and Jesus said this illus-
trates the truth that there is rejoicing in heaven when a sinner repents
(Luke 15:7). Verse 10 records the same interpretation of the Parable
of the Lost Coin. In the Parable of the Unjust Judge, in which the
judge finally exercised justice on behalf of the persistent woman,
Jesus’ interpretation of the parable was that God would bring about
justice for those who come to Him (l&7).  Jesus’ purpose in telling
the story of the Vineyard Workers was to indicate that “the last will
be first, and the first will be last” (Matt. 20:16). He gave one simple
spiritual lesson, and made no attempt to see any spiritual significance
to the vineyard, the denarius, the sixth hour, the ninth hour, or the
eleventh hour, nor the vineyard foreman.

However, in support of the major point, some details in the
parables are analogous to certain spiritual facts. Sometimes this is
necessary for the major point of the parable to be fully drawn. In the
Parable of the Lost Sheep, the shepherd obviously represents Jesus,
the 1 sheep represents a lost sinner, as Jesus explained in Luke 15:7,
and the remaining 99 sheep represent “righteous persons who do not
need to repent.” And yet other details such as the open country, the
shepherd’s shoulders, and his home and friends and neighbors
should not be made analogous to some spiritual elements. They
simply are parts needed to make the story lifelike and to add local
color.
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In the Parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus did not give any
interpretation of the robbers, the man’s clothes, the man’s wounds,
the oil and wine, the donkey, the two silver coins, or the innkeeper.
These were elements needed to complete the story and to put it in its
proper cultural setting.

Sometimes Jesus did explain a number of the details of a
parable, as in the Parable of the Sower in which He explained the
meaning of each of the four places where the seed fell (Matt. 13:18-
23). He also interpreted several details in the Parable of the Weeds,
including the sower, the field, the good seed, the weeds, the enemy,
the harvest, and the harvesters (w. 37-39).

Since Jesus did not normally point up analogies in all parts of
His parables, these examples in Matthew 13 should be seen as excep-
tions. The purpose of the story about the 10 virgins is to encourage
Jesus’ followers to keep watch for His return, not to draw parallels
for every element including the oil, jars, and lamps. Nor should
truths be drawn from the parables for which there is no scriptural
warrant in the story. Some people say the Ten Virgins parable is
speaking against selfishness, since the wise virgins refused to share
their oil. But the passage gives no clue that this is the parable’s
purpose.

To hunt for meanings in every detail in the parables is to turn
them into allegories. An allegory, as discussed later in this chapter, is
a story in which every element or almost every element has some
meaning. A well-known example is Augustine’s allegorizing of the
Parable of the Good Samaritan. The man who fell into the hands of
robbers is Adam. Jerusalem is heaven, and Jericho signifies man’s
mortality. The robbers are the devil and his angels who stripped man
of his immortality. In beating him they persuaded him to sin, and in
leaving him half dead the devil and his angels have left man in a
condition in which he has some knowledge of God but is yet op-
pressed by sin. The priest represents the Law, and the Levite repre-
sents the Prophets. The Good Samaritan is Christ who, in bandaging
the man’s wounds, seeks to restrain sin. Oil is hope and wine is a
fervent spirit. The man’s donkey is Jesus’ incarnation, and the man
being placed on a donkey pictures his belief in the incarnation of
Christ. The inn is the church. The next day pictures the Lord’s
resurrection, the two coins represent either the two precepts of love
or this life and the life to come. The innkeeper is the Apostle Paul.’

Obviously this is a clear case of eisegesis-reading into the
Scriptures something that is not there. Nowhere does the passage
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hint that all these elements are to be given any interpretation at all
and it is clear that Augustine’s interpretations are purely arbitrary.
Other examples of eisegesis in parabolic interpretation are these: the
shrewd manager pictures Satan, and the three measures of flour in
the Parable of the Yeast represent the sanctification of the body,
mind, and spirit or salvation of the human race.

Another example of allegorical eisegesis is Origen’s interpre-
tation of the Parable of the Ten Virgins. He said the five lamps of
the wise represent five natural senses, all trimmed by proper use. The
oil is the teaching of the Word, the sellers of oil are the teachers, and
the price for the oil is perseverance. Again, this kind of interpretation
is arbitrary because there is no indication in either this passage or
other passages in Scripture that the parable is to be understood in
this way.

Validate the &in Truth of the Parable
with Direct Teaching of Scrijttire

Are we correct in assuming that the Bridegroom in the Parable of
the Ten Virgins refers to Christ? Yes, because Jesus’ words in Mat-
thew 9:15 clearly indicate that He identified Himself as the Bride-
groom. John’s disciples wondered why Jesus’ disciples did not fast
and Jesus responded that the guests of a bridegroom fast not when
he is present but when he is gone. He then is the Bridegroom and
His disciples were the Bridegroom’s guests. Also John the Baptist
referred to the friend who attends the Bridegroom, clearly pointing
to the fact that he was a servant of Christ, the Bridegroom (John
3:27-30). Immediately before giving the Parable of the Ten Virgins,
Jesus spoke of His return and of the importance of being ready since
the date of His return is unknown (Matt. 24:36,  42, 44). Since the
same admonition to “keep watch” occurs at the end of the parable Jesus
obviously was intending that He be understood as the Bridegroom.

However, some elements in the parables need not always
mean the same everywhere in Scripture. Yeast often represents evil
(e.g., Ex. 12:15; Lev. 2:ll; 6:17; 10: 12; Mats.  16:6,  11-12; Mark
8:15; Luke 12:l; 1 Cor. 5:7-S;  Gal. 5:8-9). However, if the yeast in
the parable in Matthew 13 : 33 stands for evil, this seems redundant
because of the weeds, which already are seen to represent evil (w.
24-30). Since yeast causes the process of leavening, Jesus may have
been implying that “those who profess to belong to the kingdom
would grow in numbers and that nothing would be able to stop their
advance.y”0
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Note the Actual m Intended Response of the Hearem
The hearers’ response often  gives a clue to the meaning of the para-
ble. After giving the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus asked a
question of the expert in the Law: ‘Which of these three do you
think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”
By this question Jesus was seeking to explain that being “neighborly”
meant having compassion for a person in need. The punch line., or call
for action, then came in Jesus’ next words, “Go and do likewise” (Luke
10:37).  To follow the example of a Samaritan, whom the expert in the
Law hated, would have jolted the lawyer! This unexpected conclusion
would have caused him to broaden his concept of loving his neighbor
(v. 27) beyond anything he had ever previously considered.

In the Parable of the Rich Fool (12:16-21) Jesus was warn-
ing against greed and materialism (v. 15). Jesus’ concluding sentence
in verse 21 draws the parallel between the rich fool who met an
untimely death and those who store up things for themselves but are
not rich toward God. The point of the parable, then, is that spiritual
wealth far exceeds material wealth in value. The point of the parable
is not that death may come at any time but rather that centering
one’s life on possessions and pleasures is not to be the focus of one’s
life. To allegorize the parts of the parable, including the crops, barns,
and goods, is to go beyond the clear purpose of the parable.

When Jesus told the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant, He
concluded, “this is how My Heavenly Father will treat each of you
unless you forgive your brother fkom  your heart? (Matt. 18:35).
Before giving the Parable of the Two Sons, Jesus challenged His
hearers with the question, ‘What do you think?” (21:28) Then by
asking, ‘Which of the two did what his father wanted?” (v. 31) He
got them to interact. When they answered “the fmt,” He then stated
the point of the parable in the second half of verse 3 1.

Want an interesting study project? Note the way each parable
is introduced and how it is concluded or the response expected. The
chart on pages 219-221 may be useful in making such a study. The
first three are already filled in to help get you started. This will be
helptil  in ascertaining the points Jesus made by means of His
parables.

Give attention to the cultural and historical setting, consider
the plain statements of the Scriptures, let the passage speak for itself
without reading something into it, and note the rhetorical-literary
quality and structure of the passage.

In interpreting the parables follow the same steps you use in
interpreting any portion of Scripture.”
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PaYa&

1. The Two Houses
(MatL  72427)

2. The New Cloth
and New Wine-
SkhlS

(MatL 9:16-v)
3. The Sower

(Ma&  13:3-8)

4.Theweeds
5. The Mustard

S&d
6. The Yeast
7. The Hidden

TreasUre
8. ‘IhePearlof

Great  Price
9JheFii

Net
10. The Unfbr-

giving
servant

11. ‘Ihe Workers
in tfie Viie-
yard

12. The Two
sons

13. The Wicked
vinegrowers

14. The Wed-
ding Banquet

15. The Two
servants

Wizy  It Wm
Intmdticed

(Part of the
Sermon  on the
Mount)

Hearer(s)

Jesus’
disciples

Question about John’s
f&g diSCipk!S

(Not stated) crowds

Action
Commanded
or Response
Expected

Amazement

(Not smed)

Disciples asked
why Jesus spoke
in parables (v. 10)
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Parable

16. The Ten Vii-
gifls

17. The Talents
18. The Seed

Growing
So=lY

19. The Door-
keeper

20. The Rude
Children

21. The Two
Debtors

22. The Good
Samarimn

23. The Friend
at Midnight

24. The Rich
Fool

25. The Barren
Fig Tree

26. The Great
Banquet

27. The Unfin-
ished  Tower
and the
Kin&  Rash
WX

28. The Lost
Sheep

29. The Lost Coii
30. The Prodigal

Son
31. The Shrewd

Manager
32. The Servant’s

Reward

Way It Was
Introduced

A&i#
Commanded
m Response

Hearer(s) Expected
Way It Was
Introduced

Action
Commanded
01 Response

Hearer(s) ExpectedParable

33. The Unjust
Judg-e

34. The Pharisee
and the
Tax Collector

35. The Pounds

An allegory is a narrative or word picture which may or may not be
true-to-life, with many parts pointing symbolically to spiritual reali-
ties. A parable usually has one major point of comparison, whereas
an allegory has several points of comparison. A parable records an
incident that is true-to-life, whereas an allegory may be either true to
life or fictitious. As we have seen, not all parables include an explicit-
ly stated interpretation, but if an interpretation is given it usually
occurs after the story. In an allegory, however, the interpretations of
the points of analogy are made throughout the story. Whereas a
parable is an extended simile, an allegory is an extended metaphor.
Like parables, allegories are designed to teach spiritual truths by
comparison. The following summarizes these points:

Parable Allegory
Has one major point of compar-
ison
True to life

Has many points of comparison

Interpretation, if given, usually
occurs after the story (or some-
times at the beginning)
Is an extended simile

May be true to life or fictitious
The interpretations of the
points are intertwined in
the story
Is an extended metaphor

Sometimes more than one element in a parable may be ex-
plained,  as in Jesus’ interpretation of the Parable of the Sower and
the Parable of the Weeds. However, even though several parts are
interpreted, each parable has one major point.‘” The point of the
sower is that many people reject the message of the Gospel, and the
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point of the weeds is that some people falsely profess faith in Christ’
but they will not be separated from true believers till the end of the age.

A fable, on the other hand, is a fictitious story in which
animals or inanimate objects are personified to teach a moral lesson.
Jotham told the Shechemites a fable about some trees that encour-
aged first an olive tree, then a fig tree, a vine, and a thornbush to be
their king (Jud. 9:7-15). Jotham then applied the fable in verses 16-
20, in which he rebuked the people for accepting Abimelech as their
king, much as the trees accepted a mere thornbush as their king.
Another biblical fable is King Jehoash’s story about a thistle that sent
a message to a cedar demanding that the cedar give its daughter in
marriage to the thistle’s son. But a wild beast trampled the thistle
(2 Kings 14:9). By hinting that the thistle was Arnaziah, king of
Judah, Jehoash was indicating that Amaziah could easily be defeated,
much as a wild beast could easily squash a thistle, even though
Amaziah was arrogant (v. 10).

The following chart lists 14 passages that are generally con-
sidered allegories.

Allegories in the Bible
1. Psalm 23:1-4 The Lord as the believer’s

Shepherd
2. Psalm 80:8-16 Israel as a destroyed vine
3. Proverbs 5:15-20 Marital fidelity as a cistern
4. Proverbs 9:1-6 Wisdom as a housewife
5. Isaiah 5:1-7 Israel as an unproductive vine
6. Ezekiel 13:8-16 Israel’s prophets as a collapsed wall
7. Ezekiel 16 Jerusalemites as a baby who grew

and then became a prostitute
8. Ezekiel 17 Nebuchadnezzar and Egypt as two

eagles, and Judah as a vine
9. Ezekiel 23 Samaria and Jerusalem as two pros-

titutes
10. John lO:l-16 Jesus as a Shepherd
11. John 15:1-6 Jesus as a Vine
12. 1 Corinthians Christian workers as builders

3: 10-15
13. Galatians 4:21-31 Hagar and Sarah as two covenants
14. Ephesians 6: 11-17 The Christian’s spiritual defense as

armor
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Some Bible teachers view the Song of Songs as an extended
allegory to depict God’s relationship to Israel or Christ’s relationship
to the church. However, since there is no indication in the book that
this is the case, it is preferable to view the book as extolling human
love and marriage. Some see Ecclesiastes 12:3-7 as an allegory,
though instead of explaining this passage as either the decline of an
estate or the gloom of the household after the death of its head it
seems better that Solomon used various figures to depict the declin-
ing physical and psychological abilities of old age.

In interpreting allegories three guidelines should be followed.

Note the Points of Comparison That Are
Explained or Inteqreted  in the Passage

In John lO:l-16 the Shepherd is Jesus for He calls Himself the Good
Shepherd (w. 11, 14)’ and though He never says the sheep are
believers it is clear that they are intended by the analogy because
Jesus said the good shepherd “lays down His life for the sheep” and
His sheep know Him. The thieves and robbers, who steal sheep, are
not explicitly identified but they are referred to as “all who ever came
before Me” (v. 8) and thus may be false religious leaders. Other
elements in the allegory are not explained, including the watchman
(v. 3), the stranger (v. 5)’ the hired hand and the wolf (v. 12)’ the
sheep pen and the flock (v. 16).

In 15 : 1 the Vine is obviously Jesus for He said, “1 am the
true Vine” and He identified God the Father as the Gardener. The
branches are believers (“you are the branches”’ v. 5).

Look up the passages following and answer the questions to
help you identify the elements in the allegories that are interpreted.

Psalm 80:8-l 6
Who is the vine brought “out of Egypt”?

Proyerbs  51 S-20
What is pictured by the cistern or well mentioned in verse

152 (See v. 18.)
In the context of marital fidelity what is meant by springs

that “overflow in the streets” mentioned in verse 16? (See v. 17.)

Proverbs 9: l-6
What is the meaning of the woman inviting the simple to

“eat her food,” mentioned in verse 52 (See v. 6.)
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Isaiah 5:1-7
What does the vineyard in verse 1 represent? (See v. 7.) -

What is the good fruit mentioned in verses 2 and 4? (See v.
7.)
Ezekiel 13:8-l 6

What do the wind, hail, and rain depict? (See v. 15.) -

Who are those who whitewashed the wall, as mentioned in
verse 142 (See w. 15-16.)
Ezekiel 16

Who is the abandoned baby who was found and cared for by
the Lord? (See v. 2.)

What is the meaning of her beauty, mentioned in verse 13?
(See v. 14.)

On whom were the Jerusalemites depending as a prostitute
depends on her lovers? (See w. 26, 28-29.)
Ezekiel 17

Who is identified as the first eagle in verses 3-42 (See v. 12.)

What is possibly suggested by the top shoot of the vine taken
to a land of merchants, as stated in verses 3-42 (See w. 12-13.)

Who is the second eagle referred to in verses 7-82 (See w.
15, 17.)

Ezekiel 23
What are the identities of the two prostitutes Oholah and

Oholibah? (See v. 4.)
What is the explanation of the Babylonians defiling the two

women? (See w. 23-24.)

John lO:l-16
Who
Who

John 15:1-6
Who
Who
Who

is the Shepherd? (See w. 11, 14.)
are the sheep? (See v. 14.)

is the Vine?
is the Gardener?
are the branches?
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1 Corinthians 3:10-15
Who is the Master-builder?
Who is the Foundation?
Who are the builders?
What are the materials?
Who do Hagar and her son Ishmael represent?

Galatians  4:21-31
Who do Sarah and her son Isaac represent? (See w. 26-28,

31.)
Epbesians  6:l l-l 7

What is the belt?
What is the breastplate?
With what are the Christian’s feet to be shod?

What is the shield?
What is the helmet?
What is the sword?

As is evident in these passages each allegory has a number of
points of comparison, though not every element (person, object, or
action) is interpreted. This leads to the second principle.

Do Not Attempt to Interpret Details
in Allegories That Are Not Explained

Some suggest that the hired hand in John lo:12 refers to religious
leaders in Jesus’ day, but since the hired hand is not interpreted in
the passage, we cannot be sure. This may simply be a detail that
completes the picture of the allegory. In the Parable of the Vine in
Psalm 808-16  the “boars from the forest” that are said to have
ravaged the vine are not identified, though other passages of Scrip-
ture would suggest this may be a subtle reference to the Assyrians
and the Babylonians who attacked Israel and Judah.

In the allegory of the house built by wisdom (Prov. 9:1-6),
we need not ask what the meat, wine, table, or maids resemble. They
simply add local color to complete the idea of a sumptuous meal
being prepared, which, of course, is likened to wisdom in verse 6.

Nor should each point in the allegory in the vineyard in
Isaiah 5: l-7 be compared to some spiritual truth. The fertile hillside,
stones, watchtower, winepress (w. l-2) and the hedge and the wall
(v. 5) are not explained in the text and therefore we ought not search
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for parallels. The same is true of the water, blood, ointments, cloth-
ing, jewelry, and food mentioned in the allegory in Ezekiel 16:9-13.
These details simply adorn the narrative to give the reader an impres-
sion of the extensive care of the Lord for the nation Israel which had
a lowly beginning.

Determine the Main Point of the Teaching
As in parables, so in allegories the interpreter should look for the
major point of analogy or resemblance. Though there are many
points of comparison, the reader should ask, what is the major truth
being taught by this allegory? The truth being taught in Psalm 80:8-
16 is indicated at the end of that passage in which the psalmist
prayed that God would watch over the vine (w. 14-15). The point
of Proverbs 9:1-6 is that people would heed the “invitation” of
wisdom and, by partaking in her banquet, become wise. The main
point of the lengthy allegory in Ezekiel 16 is indicated in the closing
verses: God will punish the Jerusalemites for their sin (v. 59), but
He will also restore them (w. 62-63).

The point of the allegory in John X:1-6 is clearly stated,
namely, that the branches (believers) are to abide with Christ in
order to bear fruit (v. 4).

The interpretation of allegories should not be confused with
“allegorizing” or the allegorical method of interpretation. Allegoriz-
ing is an approach that searches for deeper meanings than are appar-
ent in the text, ideas that differ from those clearly indicated in the
Bible passages. An example of allegorizing is Augustine’s attempt to
draw analogies from almost every element in the Parable of the
Good Samaritan (see p. 216). This is allegorizing since the biblical
text gives no basis for those farfetched explanations. Allegorizing is
discussed in more detail in chapter 2 on the history of interpretation.
Also discussed there is the question of whether Paul used allegoriz-
ing in Galatians 4:21-31.

C H A P T E

Interpretinfl

R  T E N

Prophecy

Most people are instinctively curious about the future. We have a
forward bent. Tomorrow somehow holds more intrigue and fascina-
tion than yesterday.

People use many ways to seek what lies ahead, to decipher
the future. They hire someone to “read” the lines in the palms of
their hands. They confer with crystal ball interpreters, and they
“read” tea leaves, interpret tarot cards, consult Ouija boards, attend
witches’ covens. Millions faithfully follow the advice of astrologers
whose counsel is based on the positions of the stars and planets.

On a less esoteric note many businessmen watch Wall Street
trends to determine the direction of their financial investments. Oth-
ers consult friends and counselors for guidance on decisions that will
affect their future. In ancient times people even consulted the lines in
the livers of sacrificed animals or “divined” the future based on the
flights of birds. The Pharaohs of Egypt and Nebuchadnezzar of Bab-
ylon had their astrologers and prognosticators. Obviously the un-
known future brings anxiety to many individuals. They scramble for
some sense of assurance regarding what lies ahead.

The only voice of certainty about the future is God Himself.
He planned the future and therefore He knows it. Prophecy is
unique in that only God can declare the future. As Isaiah wrote,
“Who foretold this long ago, who declared it from the distant past?
Was it not I, the Lord? And there is no God apart from Me” (Isa.
45 :2 1). The word prophecy comes from two Greek words meaning
“to speak for or before.” Thus prophecy is the speaking and writing
of events before they occurred. They could not have been foreseen by
human ingenuity. For this reason it is erroneous for some scholars to
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say that Bible writers wrote of events after they occurred, but record-
ed them as zf they were prophecies of events yet to come.

The prophecies of the Bible came from God Himself. “No
prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpreta-
tion” (2 Peter 1:20). The Greek word translated “interpretation” in
this verse is epdyse~s,  which literally is “unloosing.” The thought is
that no prophecy of Scripture has come about by a prophet’s own
origin. That is, the prophetic Scriptures did not stem from the
prophets themselves. As a divine book, the Bible contains predictions
of the future, which only God could provide. Many of the Bible’s
predictions of the future have been fulfilled, especially in the life of
Christ. And yet numerous prophecies, some of them in startling
detail, await fulfillment in connection with and following His return.

The range of prophetic subject matter in the Bible is wide.
The Scriptures include predictions about Gentile nations, the nation
Israel, individuals, the Messiah, Planet Earth, the Tribulation, the
Millennium, life after death, and the eternal state. Some predictions
pertain to events that were soon fulfilled, whereas others pertain to
events that were or will be fulfilled dozens or even hundreds of years
after the predictions. The former are sometimes called “near” proph-
ecies and the others are referred to as “far” prophecies. Examples of
“near” prophecies are these: Samuel prophesied the death of Saul
(1 Sam. 28:16-19),  Jeremiah prophesied the 70-year Captivity in
Babylon (Jer. 25:11),  Daniel predicted that Belshazzar’s kingdom
would be taken over by the Medes and Persians (Dan. 5:25-30),
Jesus predicted that Peter would deny Him (Matt. 26:34) and that
Judas would betray Him (w. 23-25), Agabus prophesied that Paul
would be arrested (Acts 21:10-11).

Perhaps in no other area of Bible interpretation do evangeli-
cals  differ so widely as in eschatology, the study of future events
(from the Greek word eschatos,  “last”).

why Stdy prophecy?

Though differences of opinion have prevailed for many years on how
to interpret the Bible’s prophetic statements, the Bible does give a
number of reasons for studying its prophetic literature.

Prophecy Com$Ms
After assuring the Thessalonian believers that their believing loved
ones who had already died would precede the Rapture of the living

saints, Paul wrote, “Therefore encourage j$arakaleo’]  each other with
these words” (1 Thes. 4: 18). This news provided comfort and en-
couragement (the Greek word parakalefi  has both shades of
meaning).

In the Upper Room Discourse, Jesus introduced His com-
ments about returning to heaven with the words, “Do not let your
hearts be troubled” (John 14: 1). No doubt the disciples were calmed
when hearing Jesus say He would return to “take you to be with Me
that you may also be where I am” (v. 3; cf. 17:24).

prophecy  Calms
Our age is characterized by immorality, violence, insecurity, hatred,
and increased disregard for spiritual things. And terrible days are yet
to come (2 Tim. 3:1-5). Even so, Christians rest in the fact that God
knows and controls the future. For this reason the second coming of
Christ is called a “blessed hope” (Titus 2: 13), an event that will
bring blessing to His own.

Prophecy  Converts
In the Book of Acts several sermons given by the apostles include
God’s plans for the future, and as a result a number of people be-
came believers in Christ. Much of Peter’s message in 3:12-26 spells
out how Jesus fulfilled a number of Old Testament prophecies.
“Many who heard the message believed” (4:4). In Athens Paul con-
cluded his message on Mars Hill (Areopagus) by affirming that God
“has set a day when He will judge the world with justice by the Man
He has appointed” (17: 31). As a result of Paul’s message a few
people believed in Christ (v. 34).

When Paul was under house arrest (28: 30), he preached the
kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ (v. 31).
And in this century many people have come to Christ as a result of
hearing sermons on prophetic events.

Prophecy Cleanses
Knowing that the Lord may come at any moment influences believ-
ers to lead lives pleasing to the Lord. Immediately after referring to
the “blessed hope” Paul referred to the Lord’s desire “to purify for
Himself a people that are His very own, eager to do what is good”
(Titus 2: 14). As believers look forward to the new heaven and the
new earth, they should “make every effort to be found spotless,
blameless and at peace with Him” (2 Peter 3 : 14). John affirmed that
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when Christ “appears, we shall be like Him,” and then he added,
“Everyone who has this hope in Him purifies himself, just as He is
pure” (1 John 3:2-3).

Pmpbecy  Compelr
In view of the brevity of life and the soon return of the Lord, which
Paul said would occur “in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor.
15:52), believers should “stand firm”’ letting nothing move them
and always giving themselves “fully to the work of the Lord” (v. 58).
Since each believer must “appear before the Judgment Seat of
Christ” (2 Cor. 5 : 10)) we should “try to persuade men” to come to
Christ for salvation (v. 11). “Christ’s love compels us” or motivates
us to action (v. 14).

Pmpbecy  Clarifies
Bible prophecy presents many details about what God will do in the
future. These facts, given in many parts of the Bible, present a har-
monized pattern of God’s future program for the church, the world,
unbelievers, nations, and Satan.

What Are the D@&nces betwew the Mibnnial  Vitws?

Interpreting Bible prophecy involves the serious Bible student in
many prophetic details. However, two issues are basic to the study of
eschatology. They are the millennial issue (does the Bible teach a
future millennial reign of Christ on the earth?), and the dispensation-
al issue (does the Bible teach different dispensations?).

What Lf Premillennialism?
The word millennium comes from the Latin words mille  (“thou-
sand”) and anvws (“year”). The prefer  “pre” before the word “millen-
nialism” means “before.” So the term c‘premillennialism”  means that
the Millennium or a l,OOO-year  period will be preceded by Christ’s
return to the earth. Sometimes premillenarians are referred to as
chiliasts, from the Greek word chilioi,  which means “one thousand.”

The basic tenets of premillennialism are these:
1. Christ will return in the Rapture at the end of this age and

will reign with His saints on the earth for 1,000 years as King.
(Premillenarians differ in their views on the relationship of the Rap-
ture to the Tribulation. See the footnote on p. 236.)

2. In the Millennium the nation Israel will experience the

blessings of God promised to Abraham and David pertaining to
Israel’s land, nationality (((seed”), and king (“throne”).

3. Therefore the church today is not mlfilling  these promises
made to Israel as a nation.

FVhat  Is Amillennialisml
The prefer  “a” means “‘no” or “none,”  and thus amillennialism is the
view that there will be no literal reign of Christ on earth for 1,000
years.

The basic teachings in amillennialism are these:
1. The kingdom is in existence now between Christ’s two

advents. Since Christ is ruling now fi-om  heaven, He will not reign
on the earth for 1,000 years. “We are in the Millennium now.“’

2. The kingdom is either the church on earth (Augustine’s
view now perpetuated by the Roman Catholic Church) or the saints
in heaven (the view of Benjamin Warfield). Thus there will be no
future reign of Christ on the earth, and 1,000 is a symbolic number
indicating a long period of time.

3. The promises to Israel about a land, nationality, and
throne are being fulfilled now in a spiritual way among believers in
the church.

4. God’s promises to Israel were conditional and have been
transferred to the church because the nation did not meet the condi-
tion of obedience to God.

5. Christ is ruling now in heaven where He is seated on the
throne of David’ and Satan is now bound between Christ’s two
advents.

What Is Posi2villennialism?
Since the prefer “post” means “after,” postmillennialism means that
Christ’s coming will occur after the Millennium. This view includes
the following points.

1. The church is not the kingdom but it will bring the king-
dom (a utopian, Christianized condition) to the earth by preaching
the Gospel. Or, as a number of liberal theologians believe, the Mil-
lennium will come about through human effort and natural
processes.

2. Christ will not be on the earth during the kingdom. He
will rule in the hearts of people, and He will return to the earth after
the Millennium.

3. The Millennium will not last for a literal 1,000 years.
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4. The church, not Israel, will receive the fulfiillment  of the
promises to Abraham and David in a spiritual sense.

The view one should hold on the millennial question is not
settled by appeals to historical references. But it is noteworthy that a
good number of leaders in the first several centuries of the early
church were clearly premillennial (see the following chart “Premillen-
nialism in the Early Church”).

Amillennialism  has its beginnings with Clement of Alexan-
dria (A.D. 155-216) and Origen (ca. 185-254). For more details on
their views see chapter 2 on the history of interpretation. Origen
“spiritualized” much of Scripture and taught that the present age
between the two advents of Christ is the Millennium. The Emperor
Constantine (272-337) helped pave the way for the development of
amillennialism by uniting the church and the state. This led the
theologian Augustine (354-430)  to teach that the church is the king-
dom on earth. Though he spiritualized much of biblical prophecy, he
taught that Christ would return around A.D. 1000. In the Middle
Ages the papacy taught that the Roman Catholic Church is the
kingdom of God on earth. It is easy to see why the church then
denied a future reign of Christ on the earth.

A number of the Reformers were amillennial. These included
John Wycliffe, Martin Luther, Philip Melancthon, John Calvin, and
Ulrich Zwingli. However, William Tyndale and many of the Ana-
baptists were premillennial. The Moravians and the Huguenots were
generally premillennial.

Postmillennialism was first taught by Daniel Whitby
(1638-1725) and was held by Jonathan Edwards, Charles Wesley,
Charles Hodge, A.A. Hodge, Augustus H. Strong, James Snowden,
and Lorraine Boettner.

Postmillennialism virtually died out a number of years ago.
The impact of two world wars led many to renounce postmillennial-
ism because of its optimistic view that the world is getting better.
But in recent years postmillennialism has been revived.

Present-day “dominion theology” is postmillennial. Domin-
ion theologians maintain that Christians should “take over” (have
dominion or leadership) in every aspect of society, including govern-
ment. In this sense they teach that the church should Christianize
society and thus “bring in the kingdom.” Proponents of this view
include Greg L. Bahnsen, David Chilton, Kenneth L. Gentry, Jr.,
James B. Jordan, Gary North, Rousas J. Rushdoony, and Douglas
Wilson.

Premillennialism in the Early Church

1. Clement of Rome (ca. 30-95)
“Of a truth, soon and suddenly shall His will be accom-
plished, as the Scriptures also bear witness, saying, ‘Speedi-
ly will He come, and will not tarry,’ and the Lord shall
suddenly come to His temple, even the Holy one, for
whom ye look” (r;irst Letter to the Corinthians, chap. 23).

“Let us then wait for the kingdom of God from hour to
hour in love and righteousness, seeing that we know not
the day of the appearing of God” (Second Letter to the
Corinthians, chap. 12).

2. The Didache  (ca. 105)
“‘And then shall appear the signs of the truth; first, the sign
of an outspreading in heaven; then the sign of the sound of
the trumpet; and the third, the resurrection of the dead;
yet not of all” (16:6-7).

3. The  Shepherd of Hemam (ca. 140-150)
“You have escaped from great tribulation on account of
your faith, and because you did not doubt the presence of
such a beast. Go, therefore, and tell the elect of the Lord
His mighty deeds, and say to them that this beast is a type
of the great tribulation that is coming” (Visions, 1. 4. 2).

4. Barnabas
Barnabas believed that after 6,000 years of history, Christ
would return to destroy the Antichrist and set up His king-
dom on the earth for the seventh “day” of a thousand years
(Epistle of Barnabas,  chap. 15).

5. PolyGarp  (70-155)
“If we please Him in this present age, we shall receive also
the age to come, according as He promised to us that He
will raise us from the dead, and that if we live worthily of
Him, ‘we shall also reign with Him.’ ”

6. &zatius  (ca. 35-107)
He refers in his writings to the last times and emphasized
the attitude of expectancy for Christ’s return.
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Premillennialism in the Early Church (Continued)

7. Papias (80-163)
He wrote that after the resurrection of the dead will come
the Mil.lennium  ‘(when the personal reign of Christ will be
established on the earth” (fragment VI, quoted by Irenaeus
and Eusebius).

8. Justin Martyr  (ca. 100-164)
“But I and whoever are on all points right-minded Chris-
tians know that there will be resurrection of the dead and a
thousand years in Jerusalem, which will then be built,
adorned, and enlarged as the prophets Ezekiel and Isaiah
and the others declare. . . . And John, one of the Apostles

. . . predicted by a revelation that was made to him that
those who believed in our Christ would spend a thousand
years in Jerusalem, and thereafter the general. . . the eternal
resurrection and judgment of all men would likewise take
place” (Diakgue with T-rypho,  chaps. 80-81).

9. Irenaeus  (ca. 130-202)
“But when this Antichrist shall have devastated all things in
this world, he will reign for three years and six months, and
sit in the temple at Jerusalem; and then the Lord will come
from heaven in the clouds, in the glory of the Father,
sending this man and those who followed him into the lake
of fire; but bringing in for the righteous the times of the
kingdom, that is, the rest, the hallowed seventh day; and
restoring to Abraham the promised inheritance, in which
kingdom the Lord declared, that many coming from the
east and from the west would sit down with Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. . . . The predicted blessing, therefore, be-
longs unquestionably to the times of the kingdom, when
the righteous shall bear rule upon their rising from the
dead” (Against Heresies, 5, 30-33).

10. Tertullian  (ca. 160-220)
Tertullian referred to Christ in His second advent as the
stone of Daniel 2, who would smash the Gentile kingdoms
and establish His everlasting reign (The Resurrection of the
Flesh, chap. 22).

Premillennialism  in the Early Church (Continued)

“We do confess that a kingdom is promised to us upon the
earth. . . it will be after the resurrection for a thousand
years in the divinely built city of Jerusalem” (Qainst
M&on, 3. 25).

11. Hi@polytus  (d. 236)
He expounded Daniel 2, 7, and 8 as teaching a literal reign
of Christ on the earth (A Treatise on Christ  and Antichrist).

12. Cyprian (195-258)
‘Why with frequently repeated prayers do we entreat and
beg that the day of His kingdom may hasten, if our greater
desires and stronger wishes are to obey the devil here, rath-
er than to reign with Christ?” (On Morality, chap. 18)

13. Comnodianus (third century)
‘They shall come also who overcame cruel martyrdom un-
der Antichrist, and they themselves live for the whole time.
But from the thousand years God will destroy all those
evils” (Instructions j&r the Christian L+, chap. 44).

14. Nepos (third century)
He wrote A Compilation of the Allegorists  in defense of pre-
millennialism after Origen had attacked it and sought to
explain it figuratively.

15. Lactantius (240-330)
“About the same time also the prince of the devils, who is
the contriver of all evils, shall be bound with chains, and
shall be imprisoned during the thousand years of the heav-
enly rule in which righteousness shall reign in the world, so
that he may contrive no evil against the people of God’
(Epitome of the Divine Institutes, 7, 24).

The three millennial systems may be illustrated as follows:
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Premillennialism
Rapture*

I

Second Coming

I

Church Age

t

v 7-year Earthly kingdom

t
Tribulation

I

of 1,000 years
on earth followed by eternity

Amillennialism
Second Coming

I

The church is the
kingdom on earth, 1 Eternity
and the church is
spiritual Israel

Postmillennialism
Second Coming

The church will
establish the kingdom I Eternity
on earth before
Christ returns

Hermeneutical Bases of Amillennialism
1. The kin&om  in the church. The interpretive system of

amillennialism  begins with the assumption that God’s kingdom is
being manifested today in the church, as first advocated by Augustine.

“This chart presents the premillennial pretribulational view. Other premillenarians
hold a postribulational view, in which they say the Rapture will occur after the
Tribulation in conjunction with the Second Coming. Others hold to a mid-
tribulational Rapture, the view that the Rapture will occur in the middle of the
seven-year Tribulation period.

2. The u&y  of the people of God. Since God has always ruled
in His kingdom and since His kingdom is now evident in the
church, amillennialists conclude that God has a single overall pro-
gram in all ages. That program is to provide salvation for the people
of God whether they were in the days of Moses or earlier or are in
the present age. This program is worked out in three covenants: the
covenant of works, an agreement between God and Adam in which
God promised him life if he obeyed and death if he disobeyed; the
covenant of redemption, an agreement among the Persons of the
Trinity in which They decided to provide redemption; and the cove-
nant of grace, an agreement between God and the elect sinner in
which God provides grace for salvation.

3. Israel and the church. Since there is one “program,” name-
ly, salvation, for a single “people of God” throughout all ages, Israel
and the church do not have distinct “programs” in God’s economy.
They share in one continuous program. Thus the promises to Israel
are applicable to the church. As Allis wrote, “The millennium is to
be interpreted spiritually as fulfiled in the Christian Church.“’

4. “spiritualizing” of prophecy. How can promises to Israel
(about a land, a nation, and a king-Gen. 12:2; 1518-20; 2 Sam.
7:12-16) and promises about God’s kingdom be relevant to the
church? Amillenarians “spiritualize” these prophecies. By this they
mean seeing a so-called “spiritual sense” in those passages. They state
that the promise in Isaiah 11:6-9  that ferocious animals will be tame
refers to a spiritual transformation as in Saul of Tarsus, who was
changed from a vicious wolflike  persecutor to a lamblike  follower of
Christ.” However, seeing a “spiritual,” church-related sense in pro-
phetic passages is viewing those passages in a way that is other than
the normal sense. “Spiritualizing? becomes almost synonymous with
allegorizing. Amillennialists argue, though, that the New Testament
takes Old Testament passages nonliterally, but prophecy can be spiri-
tualized because it contains much figurative and symbolic language,
and that the great teachings of the Bible are spiritual, not earthly.*
The first of these arguments, how the New Testament takes Old
Testament passages, is discussed in the following chapter. The other
points will be discussed later in this chapter.

Hermeneutical Bases of Premillennialism
1. Normal, grammatical  interpretation of Scripture. According to pre-
millenarians the normal approach to Scripture means that the prom-
ises about Christ returning to establish His millennial reign on earth
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of 1,000 years are to be taken literally. His kingdom is now in
existence in heaven (Acts 28:31; Rom. 14:17; 1 Cor. 4:20;  Col.
1: 13) but will be present on the earth during the Millennium follow-
ing the return of Christ to the earth. Believers are part of God’s
present kingdom or rule (John 3: 3, 5).

2. Israel in the land with the King. Since the promises to
Israel-about being a nation and being regathered to and having
possession of the land with their Messiah-Ring ruling over them-
are unconditional and have not yet been fulfilled, they therefore yet
remain to be fulfilled. This is seen in the nature of the three biblical
covenants -the Abrahamic, Davidic, and New.

Ryrie spells out the significance of this hermeneutical point:

(1) Does the Abrahamic Covenant promise Israel a permanent
existence as a nation? Ifit does, then the church is not fulfiilling
Israel’s promises, but rather Israel as a nation has a future yet in
prospect; and (2) Does the Abrahamic Covenant promise Isra-
el permanent possession of the promised land? If it does, then
Israel must yet come into possession of that land for she has
never fully possessed it in her history.5

3. Israel and the church. Since Israel is yet to possess the land
under her Messiah-King, the promises to the nation have not been
transferred to the church. Since the church began on the Day of
Pentecost, the church is separate from the nation Israel and therefore
is not inheriting Israel’s promises. Grammatical interpretation thus
makes a warranted distinction between Israel and the church. The
church does not now possess the land of Palestine, promised to
Israel. And in the New Testament Age, since the church began, there
is still a distinction between unsaved Jews, unsaved Gentiles, and the
church (1 Cor. 10: 32).

4. Consistency in interpretation. Premillennialism maintains
that its hermeneutic is consistent, for it does not approach nonpro-
phetic Scripture in the normal sense and approach prophetic passages
in a spiritualized, nonliteral sense.

What Are the Basic Direrences between
Covenant Theology and Dispensational Theology  ?

Covenant theology is a theological system that centers on the so-
called covenant of grace, an arrangement between God and the elect
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sinner in which God provides grace for salvation. Most covenant
theologians are also amillenarian, though some covenant theologians
are premillennial. The three major tenets of covenant theology are
these: (1) The CCchurch”  consists of God’s redeemed people of all
ages, not just those in the present age between the Day of Pentecost
and the Rapture. (2) The Abrahamic, Davidic, and New Covenants
are fulfilled in the present age. (Premillenarian theologians hold that
though there may be fulfillment in the present age of some aspects of
these three covenants, there will also be a future fulfillment.
Amillenarians, as covenant theologians, deny any future fulfillment
of these covenants.) (3) The purpose of God’s program is soterio-
logical, that is, for the purpose of bringing people to salvation.

Dispensational theology includes essentially two concepts:
(1) the church is distinct from Israel, and (2) the purpose of God’s
program is doxological, that is, to bring glory to Himself (Eph. 1:6,
12, 14). As for the first of these, the church is seen as distinct from
the nation Israel because the church has a distinct character. Paul
wrote of a dispensation in which God is making believing Jews and
Gentiles equal members of the body of Christ. This was unknown in
Old Testament times (35-6). In the Old Testament, since the days
of Moses, God was dealing mainly with the nation Israel, but today
the church consists of believing Jews and Gentiles in one body of
Christ, the church. First Corinthians 12:13  speaks of believers being
baptized into the body of Christ, and lo:32 speaks of the nation
Israel as distinct from the church. A future dispensation or adminis-
tration is the coming millennial kingdom (Eph. 1: 10). Romans 10: 1
also speaks of national Israel as a distinct entity.

The church is seen as distinct from Israel not only because of
its distinct character, but also because of its distinct time. The
Church Age began after Christ’s resurrection (Eph. 1:20-22)  and
ascension (4:7-12). Since all believers in this age are baptized into
the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13), the beginning of the Church Age
is to be identified with the event when the Holy Spirit began that
baptizing ministry. Gentile believers at Cornelius’ house “received
the Holy Spirit just as we have,” Peter said (Acts 10:47), and “the
Holy Spirit came on them as He had come on us at the beginning”
( 11: 15). Peter’s reference to the Jews’ already having received the
Holy Spirit and his reference to the Holy Spirit coming on them “as
He had come on us at the beginning” points back to the event on the
Day of Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2. This is clearly the event indi-
cated because just before that, as the Lord was ascending to heaven,
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He said they would receive the Holy Spirit (1: 8).
The church, begun on the Day of Pentecost, is a unique

program, which distinguishes the present age from the arrangement
introduced by the giving of the Law to the nation Israel. Special
promises were given to the nation Israel, and separate promises have
been given to the church, the body of Christ. Of course in each
dispensation, individuals are saved by faith, apart from works.

In addition, before the Mosaic Law God was dealing with
the world in a way that differed from His dealings after the giving of
the Law. And a different arrangement was in existence before the fall
of man in Genesis 3. Thus at least five dispensations are distin-
guished in the Scriptures.

Dispensationalists begin with a consistent approach to
hermeneutics, in which they see normal, grammatical interpretation
as the essential foundation to their system of hermeneutics. This base
then leads to the dispensational distinction between Israel and the
church. As Radmacher wrote, “Literal interpretation . . . is the ‘bot-
tom-line’ of dispensationalism. . . . Undoubtedly, the most signifi-
cant of these [tenets] is the maintaining of the distinction between
Israel and the church.‘%  Ryrie also speaks to this point: “If plain or
normal interpretation is the only valid hermeneutical principle and if
it is consistently applied, it will cause one to be a dispensationalist.
As basic as one believes normal interpretation to be, to that extent he
will of necessity become a dispensationalist.“’  Accepting the terms
Awe2 and the church in their normal, literal sense results in keeping
them distinct entities. Israel always means ethnic Israel and is never
switched with the term church, nor is the term church ever used in
Scripture interchangeably with or as a synonym of Israel.

As stated earlier, a second concept of dispensational theology
is God’s doxological program. While covenant theologians do not
deny that God’s program is to bring glory to Himself (through the
present covenant of grace), they seem to give more emphasis to the
Lord’s soteriological purpose. For example Hoekema wrote that the
purpose of the kingdom of God “is to redeem God’s people from
sin.J’H Dispensational& also emphasize that God’s plan of salvation
through faith unifies all the dispensations, while at the same time
elevating the glory of God as theptimary  principle that unifies all the
dispensations. In other words God’s program in each dispensation or
divine stewardship is designed to bring glory to Himself. While both
covenant theologians and dispensationalists stress the glory of God
(doxology) and salvation (soteriology), dispensationlists teach that

the overriding purpose of God in each dispensation is to glorif)
Himself. One major way He does this is through salvation by faith
(in every age), but the ultimatedoa2  is His glory.

What G!&Mines Should Be Followed
in Interpretirtg  prophecy?

As suggested in chapter 3, two axioms form the basis for a number
of interpretive corollaries. Those same two axioms -the Bible is a
book, and the Bible is a divine book- give a framework for princi-
ples to follow in interpreting prophecy. The first three principles
build on the axiom that the Bible is a book, and the next five princi-
ples build on the axiom that the Bible is a divine book.

Follow the Normal Principles of the Hermeneutical  System
Kiunvn as Historical, Grammatical, Literary Interpretation

Considering the historical element in prophetic interpretation means
that the cultural background and circumstances of the prophets are
considered. The prophets spoke on behalf of another, namely, God.
They were responsible to communicate the messages they received
from God. The prophets often spoke of circumstances contemporary
with their generation, sometimes pointing up what God was doing
in the immediate future and other times projecting events to be
Willed  in the distant future. God’s words, in other words, were not
isolated from the stream of history. Even the words of Paul regard-
ing the Rapture of the church (1 Thes. 4: 13-18) were addressed to a
problem the Thessalonian believers faced. The Apostle John wrote
the Book of Revelation to believers when they were undergoing
persecution in the reign of the Roman Emperor Domitian (A.D.
51-96). Reading that God’s program would include the establishing
of Christ’s reign on earth with the accompanying destruction of His
enemies, would have given the first-century Christians great comfort,
just as it has done for every generation of believers since that time.

Moses, Samuel, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and each of
the 12 prophets from Hosea through Malachi, as well as New Testa-
ment prophets, spoke God’s prophetic word in their cultural settings.

Take Words of Prophecy in Their
Normal, Grammatical Sense

Nowhere does Scripture indicate that when we come to prophetic
portions of Scripture we should ignore the normal sense of the
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words and overlook the meanings of words and sentences. The
norms of grammatical interpretation should be applied to prophetic
as well as to nonprophetic literature.

Fulfillment should be seen in accord with the words of the
prediction. In speaking of the Millennium, Isaiah wrote that many
people will live well beyond 100 years of age (Isa. 6520).  There is
no reason to take this in any sense other than its normal, grammati-
cal meaning. The following verse (v. 21) states, ‘They will build
houses and dwell in them; they will plant vineyards and eat their
fruit.” Again no hint is given in this passage that the building of
houses is to be taken figuratively.

Of course figurative language and symbolic language is used
extensively in prophetic passages, but this does not mean that all
prophecy is figurative or symbolic. We should begin with the assump-
tion that the words are to be taken in their normal sense unless a figure
of speech or symbol is indicated. (See chap. 7 for more discussion on
this subject.) Deeper and mystical senses should not be sought.

While it is true that some prophecies are conditioned on the
response of the persons addressed, other prophecies are uncondition-
al. When God made His covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15, He
alone contracted the obligation, passing between the pieces of the
animals He had cut in two (w. 12-20). No condition was attached
to the Lord’s words that He would give Abraham’s descendants that
land. Reaffirmations of this Abrahamic Covenant indicate that it was
“an everlasting covenant” in which “the whole land of Canaan,,
would be theirs “as an everlasting possession,, (17:7-S). Also note
the references to the everlasting nature of the covenant in verses 13,
19; 26:2-4; 28:13-15; 1 Chronicles 16:16-17; Psalm 105:9-10.

Therefore since Israel has not yet possessed the land to the
boundaries specified in Genesis 15:18-21, we should take the prom-
ise of the Abrahamic Covenant pertaining to Israel’s land as being
unconditional and yet future.

Consider the Literavy Element, which  Recognizes
the Place of Fz@wative  and Symbolic LanpaJe

As discussed in chapter 7, language includes the use of figures of
speech. The first prophecy in the Bible, Genesis 3:15, includes figu-
rative language. The prediction, “You will strike His heel,” indicates
that Satan would cripple the offspring of Eve, which would include
humanity at large and then Christ in His crucifixion. Then Christ as
the Seed would “crush your [Satan’s] head,” that is, defeat him. This

latter statement may be a synecdoche, in which the part, Satan’s
“head,” represents him completely. Christ will accomplish this at His
second coming.

John’s description of the glorified Christ, recorded in Revela-
tion 1:13-16, uses several similes, each introduced by the word Z&e.
Numerous other figures of speech occur in Revelation, including
metaphors, metonymies, personifications, hyperboles, and rhetorical
questions. An example of a hyperbole is in 18:5, ((For  her sins are
piled up to heaven.” Revelation 13:4 includes the rhetorical ques-
tion, “Who is like the beast?,, Another rhetorical question is seen in
1818: ‘Was there ever a city like this great city?”

A large portion of the prophetic literature of the Bible
records what the prophets saw in visions. These portions are often
referred to as “apocalyptic.” Portions of Ezekiel, Daniel, Zechariah,
and much of Revelation are apocalyptic. (Apocalyptic comes from the
Greek word apoka&sis translated “revelation” in Revelation 1: 1. An
apocalypse then is a disclosure from God.) Most apocalyptic litera-
ture was written by prophets when they were out of the land of
Israel. Ezekiel and Daniel were in Babylon, and the Apostle John was
on the Island of Patmos. Though Zechariah was in Jerusalem, having
returned from Babylon, he was still writing in a time when Israel was
under Gentile domination. He gave the prophecies in his first six
chapters in the second year of Darius, which was 520 B.C. He gave
his later prophecies (Zech.  7-14) in the fourth year of King Darius,
518 B.C. The apocalyptic writings would have challenged and en-
couraged God’s oppressed people.’

Besides being given in times of exile or Gentile oppression,
apocalyptic literature has four other characteristics: (1) It consists of
prophecies given in elaborate visions, (2) it includes many symbols,
(3) an angel was often seen in the visions and frequently gave inter-
pretations, and (4) it includes messages regarding the distant future.

The heavy symbolic content of much of prophetic literature
makes interpreting prophecy difficult. It also has caused many Bible
students to assume that because some things in prophecy are symbol-
ic, everything in prophetic passages is to be taken symbolically. This,
however, is an error. If we follow the basic hermeneutical principle
of normal, grammatical interpretation, then we should understand
prophetic literature, as well as other forms of biblical literature, in
their normal, ordinary-literal sense, unless there is reason for taking
the material figuratively or symbolically.

For example no reason exists for not taking literally the refer-
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ence  to silence in heaven “for about half an hour” (Rev. 8: l), nor is
there any reason for not taking literally the references to “‘hail and
fire mixed with blood” (v. 7). And when John wrote in that same
verse that “a third of the earth was burned up, a third of the trees
were burned up, and all the green grass was burned up,” again there
is nothing in the immediate context to indicate that those words
should not be taken in their ordinary sense. However, in verse 8 of
that same chapter we read that “something like a huge mountain, all
ablaze, was thrown into the sea.” The wording suggests that John
was not referring to a literal mountain.

Figurative language is present if the statement taken in its
normal sense would be impossible or illogical (see the discussion in
chap. 7). Therefore the star referred to in verse 10 which “fell from
the sky on a third of the rivers,” probably was not a literal star, since
it is known that all stars are larger than the earth. Some have sug-
gested that this “star” will be a meteor. Again verse 12 speaks of a
literal angel sounding a literal trumpet and there seems to be no
reason for not understanding that a third of the sun was literally
struck, as well as a third of the moon, and a third of the stars. And
yet the very next verse (v. 13) speaks of an eagle that called out in a
loud voice. Since eagles do not speak, obviously this is to be under-
stood symbolically. A prostitute obviously cannot sit on seven hills at
once (17:9) and so we conclude that the hills are symbols. In fact in
that same verse the interpretation is given: the seven hills are (rep-
resent) seven kings. This suggests that she will dominate seven kings.
According to verse 14, 10 kings Ywill make war against the Lamb.”
From other Scripture we note that the Lamb refers to Jesus Christ
(John 1:29;  Rev. 56-13)  and thus is a figure of speech, and yet war
(17: 14) is to be understood literally.

What about numbers in prophetic literature? One writer sug-
gests, “in a book where almost all the numbers seem to have symbol-
ic value (7 seals, trumpets, bowls, etc.; 144,000 Israelites; 42
months/l,260 days/3 l/2 years) should not 1,000 years indicate a
long period of time rather than a number of calendar years?“‘O But
are all the numbers he mentions to be taken as symbols? Do they not
have meaning as ordinary, literal numbers? If 7,42, 1,260 are not to
be taken literally, then what about the reference to the 2 witnesses in
11:3? And if 1,000 means simply a large number, then what about
the reference to 7,000 people in verse 132 On what basis do we say
that 7,000 does not mean a literal 7,000)  And if 1,000 is a large
indefinite number, do the references to 4 angels (7: 1) and 7 angels

(8:6) mean simply small numbers? If these numbers in the Book of
Revelation have no normal, literal numerical value, then what has
happened to the principle of normal, grammatical interpretation?
How can we say that 144,000 is a symbolic number, when 7:5-8
refers specifically to 12,000 from each of 12 tribes in Israel?

Neopostmillennialists also tend to take numbers in Revelation
symbolically. For instance Chilton writes that 1,000 years in 20:4-6
means “a large, rounded number . . . standing ‘for manyness.“‘ll

Many amillennialists reason that since Revelation is a highly
symbolical book, most if not all prophetic literature is to be taken
nonliterally, that is, in a “spiritual” sense. Allis seeks to support this
approach by saying, “God is a Spirit; the most precious teachings in
the Bible are spiritual.“” True, the Bible deals with many spiritual
facts and truths. And yet this is no basis for taking prophetic litera-
ture in an allegorical sense, reading into the passages what is not
there as understood by normal, grammatical interpretation, with its
figurative language. For example there is no basis for taking the
daughter of Zion (Zech.  9:9) to refer to the church. The rest of the
verse is to be understood literally, with its reference to Christ the
King “riding on a donkey.” Therefore to be consistent, the reference
to the daughter of Zion and the daughter of Jerusalem should also
be understood as referring to Jews, not to the church.

Sometimes, however, amillenarians argue that the promises
made to Abraham are to be understood as fulfilled in a spiritual sense
in the church because believers today are called children of Abraham
(Gal. 3:7, 29; cf. Rom. 4:ll; Gal. 3:9, 14). These verses teach that
all believers since Abraham may be considered his “children” in the
sense that they are saved by faith, just as he was (Rom. 4: 1-3, 9-13,
16-17). The fact that our salvation is by faith, just as was Abraham’s,
and that we therefore are related spiritually to him, in no way dissi-
pates the promises made to Abraham about his physical descendants
possessing the Promised Land as an eternal possession.

Vkw prophecy  as Focusing Ptiwtatily  on the Messiah
and the Establishing of His Ret&n

This and the following four guidelines relate to the axiom that the
Bible is a divine book. Since the divine Author of the book is God, it
is not surprising that prophecy focuses on Christ in His first and
second advents. As an angel said to the Apostle John, “The testimo-
ny of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy” (Rev. 19: 10). The purpose of
prophecy is to testify of Jesus Christ and to bring Him glory. His
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first coming was for the purpose of establishing His reign on the
earth, but the nation Israel rejected Him (John 1: 11) so He said the
kingdom would be taken from them and given to a future generation
(Matt. 21:43). As Jesus said to His disciples, “He must suffer many
things and be rejected by this generation” (Luke 17:25).

Scripture makes it clear that Jesus will return to establish His
reign on the earth. He is reigning now from heaven, but the earthly
manifestation of His reign when He comes in person is yet future.
The Book of Psalms presents Him as “the Ring of glory,” who will
enter the gates of Jerusalem (I%. 24:7-10). According to Isaiah 9:6-7
He is the Son on whose shoulders will rest the government of the
world and He will reign on David’s throne and over His kingdom.
As a righteous Branch of David He will serve as “a King who will
reign wisely and do what is just and right in the hnd” (Jer. 23:5,
italics added). Jesus, born in Bethlehem, “will be Ruler over Israel”
(Micah 5:2), and “the Lord will rule over them in Mount Zion”
(4:7). As Zechariah wrote, the Lord ‘kill stand on the Mount of
Olives” and the Lord “will come” and ‘will  be Ring over the whole
earth” (Zech.  14:4-5, 9).

History is going somewhere; it is moving according to God’s
divine plan, which will culminate in the return of Christ, followed by
His l,OOO-year  reign on the earth, which in turn will be followed by
the eternal state in the new heaven and the new earth. Obviously it is
incorrect to reduce the kingdom of God to the Lord’s reign within
an individual’s soul or to think of His kingdom as only the individual
believer’s immortality.

Recognize the Principle of ccForeshortening”
Looking ahead, the prophets often envisioned the two advents of
Christ as two mountain peaks, with a valley in between. They could
see the peaks but not the valleys. From our perspective, however, as
we look back we see the time gap between the First and Second
Advents. Often the Old Testament blends the two comings of Christ
in one passage. An example is Isaiah 61:1-2. The Lord read from
this chapter in the synagogue of Nazareth (Luke 4: 16-21),  and
stopped in the middle of verse 2 with the words “to proclaim the
year of the Lord’s favor.” He did not add the words “and the day of
vengeance of our God,” obviously a reference to the Lord’s return
when He will take vengeance on His enemies. Isaiah 9:6-7 is another
example. The first part of verse 6 refers to Jesus’ birth, but the
middle part of verse 6 along with verse 7 point to His second advent

by speaking of the government being on His shoulders and His
reigning on David’s throne.

Seeing events related to the two advents of Christ together,
the Old Testament prophets often did not understand how it would
all unfold. As Peter wrote, “‘The prophets, who spoke of the grace
that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care,
trying to find  out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of
Christ in them was pointing when He predicted the sufferings of
Christ and the glories that would follow” (1 Peter 1: 10-l 1).

“‘The prophets were often unaware that in the same series
there were a whole host of other parts that had only begun to show
up in their vision. As a result of prophetic foreshortening, the proph-
et may have seen only events A, B, and Z, and have had no idea of
what intervened.“la In Joel’s prophecy of the Day of the Lord (Joel
2:28-32) he stated that the Holy Spirit would be poured out on
Israelites. When Peter stood up on the Day of Pentecost, he indicat-
ed that the coming of the Holy Spirit then was “what was spoken by
the Prophet Joel” (Acts 2:16). However, this was only a partial
fulfillment, because Joel predicted not only the pouring out of the
Holy Spirit but also that people would dream dreams and see vi-
sions, and that unusual “wonders in the heavens and on the earth’
.would  occur. Obviously “blood and fire and billows of smoke” and
the sun turning “to darkness and the moon to blood” (Joel 2:30-31)
did not occur on the Day of Pentecost. Those events are yet to be
fulfilled. So we have here a partial fulfillment on Pentecost of some
of Joel’s prophecies, but the final fulfillment awaits the future. It is
better to think of this as a partial-final fXfillment  rather than a
“double meaning” or multiple fulfillment. One event is the harbinger
of the other, greater climactic event.

Look for God’s Built-in Interpretations
Sometimes the prophetic Scriptures themselves include interpreta-
tions. An angel often gave interpretations of events seen in the
prophets’ visions recorded as apocalyptic literature. In Daniel 2 the
head of gold in Nebuchadnezzar’s image represents Nebuchadnezzar
(w. 37-38), the silver arms and chest represent the Medo-Persian
kingdom, which followed the Babylonian Empire (v. 39), and the
kingdom of bronze represents the next kingdom, namely, Greece (v.
39). The rock cut out of a mountain represents God’s kingdom (w.
44-45).

An angel explained to Daniel that the 10 horns on the fourth
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beast or fourth kingdom represent 10 kings (7:24).  The two-horned
ram represents the kings of Media and Persia, the shaggy goat repre-
sents the king of Greece, and the horn between the eyes of the
shaggy goat represents the first king of Greece (820-21). The wom-
an in a basket, seen by Zechariah in a vision, represents the iniquity
of the Israelites (Zech.  5:6).

Tenney points out that several symbols in the Book of Reve-
lation are explained. These include the seven stars, which are angels
of the churches (1:20); the seven lampstands, which are the seven
churches of Asia Minor (v. 20); the seven blazing lamps, which are
the seven spirits of God (4:5); the bowls of incense, which are ‘the
prayers of the saints (5:8); the great dragon, who is Satan (12:9);
the seven heads of the beast, which are seven kings (17:9); the ten
horns of the beast, which are ten kings (v. 12); the waters on which
the prostitute was sitting, which represent “peoples, multitudes, na-
tions and languages” (v. 15); and the woman who is the great city
(v. IS), which is identified in 18:2 as Babylon.”

Some symbols in the Book of Revelation are not explained,
including the white stone (2:17), the pillar (3:12), the 24 elders
(4:4), the two witnesses (11:3), the woman clothed with the sun
(12: 1-2, 14), and the winepress (14:19-20; 19:15). Some of these
symbols are explainable by local custom, however.

For example, the white stone may well be explained as the
ballot used in a voting urn or as a pebble which was handed out
as a ticket for free entertainment. It also may have functioned as
the pebble cast by a juryman  in acquitting a prisoner. Likewise,
the pillar has reference to the colonnades which supported the
roofs and graced the porches of the Roman temples. Therefore,
each believer is being likened to a stately pillar; only here it is in
God’s house and not in some Roman temple.15

Compare Parallel Passafles
Since so much (about one fourth) of the Bible was prophetic at the
time it was written and since all of it was given under the inspiration
of the Holy Spirit, we should not be surprised to see that all the
prophecies of Scripture can be put together for a consistent pattern
of the future. In all the numerous details of forthcoming events no
contradictions exist. Revelation 13 needs to be studied in correlation
with Daniel 9, and the closing verses of Joel 2 need to be studied in
relation to Revelation 19. The numerous passages on the Millenni-

um in Isaiah 9; 24; Joel 2; Zechariah 14; and Revelation 20: l-10 all
need to be studied together. Chafer pointed out that the Old Testa-
ment includes seven major prophetic themes: prophecies regarding
the Gentiles, the nation Israel, the dispersions and regatherings of
Israel, the advent of the Messiah, the Great Tribulation, the Day of
the Lord, and the messianic kingdom. He adds that New Testament
themes of prophecy pertain to the new Church Age, the new divine
purpose, the nation Israel, the Gentiles, the Great Tribulation, Satan
and the forces of evil, the second coming of Christ, the messianic
kingdom, and the eternal state. l6 All these events are noncontradic-
tory and fit together under divine inspiration in a consistent pattern
of the future.

Look jw Pmphecies That Are Fulfilled
and Prophecies That Are Yet to Be Fulfilled

As discussed earlier, it is important to recognize that only a portion
of the closing verses of Joel 2 were fulfilled in any sense on the Day
of Pentecost. The final mlfillment  of Joel 2:18-32 awaits the millen-
nial reign of Christ.

Since the Bible is a divine book, we expect to see consistency
in the Bible. This means, for one thing, that since certain predictions
have been fulfilled  literally, we can expect that unfilled prophecies
will be carried out in the same way, literally. ‘The fact that so many
prophecies have already been literally fulfilled lends support for the
expectation that prophecies yet to be fulfilled will have the same
literal fulfillment.J’17

In summary, the following questions should be asked when
studying the prophecies of the Bible.

1. What is conditional and what is unconditional?
2. What is figurative or symbolic, and what is nonfigurative?
3. What is fulfilled, and what, as a “far” fulfillment, remains

to be fulfilled?
4. What is interpreted by God in the passage?
5. What is interpreted in parallel passages?
As stated at the beginning of this chapter the study of proph-

ecy, though difficult  in some respects, can bring great spiritual bless-
ing. Each believer should love “His appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8), that is,
long for His return. As the Apostle John ‘wrote in the next-to-last
verse of the Bible, “Come, Lord Jesus” (Rev. 22:20).
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

The Use of the Old Testament
in theJIViw  Testament

The use of the Old Testament in the New Testament is one of the
most difficult  aspects of Bible interpretation. As you read the New
Testament, you are no doubt struck by the numerous times it quotes
or alludes to the Old Testament. Examining the quotations closely,
you notice they are not always exact word-for-word quotations.
Does this overturn all we have said about the principles of normal
interpretation? As the New Testament writers exercised freedom in
the way they quoted the Old Testament, were they abandoning nor-
mal, grammatical, historical interpretation?

How does this relate to the doctrine of verbal inspiration and
biblical inerrancy? If there are disparities between the Old Testament
and their New Testament quotations, can we still hold to the iner-
rancy of the Bible?

Were the New Testament writers interpreting the Old Testa-
ment by a different standard as they quoted from it? And if so, does
that give us liberty today to do the same?

A related problem is this: Were the New Testament writers
bringing out meanings in Old Testament passages not seen by the
Old Testament writers? Were the New Testament writers then taking
undue freedom in their “reinterpretations”? How much did the Old
Testament writers intend and know? Did they know all the meanings
brought out later in the New Testament? Or did they write more
than they knew? Did God have more in mind than the human au-
thors of the Old Testament were aware of? If so, can a verse or
passage have more than one meaning? And does that New Testa-
ment meaning ever conflict with the meaning of that passage in the
Old Testament? How can controls be placed on our understanding

of those meanings so that we are not abandoning principles of nor-
mal interpretation? Are we at liberty to look for hidden meanings in
the Old Testament, meanings that have no basis in the text itself? To
what extent, if at all, did the New Testament writers give a “fuller”
sense to some Old Testament passages?

We will look first at the extent of the New Testament quota-
tions from the Old. Then we will consider the wording in those
quotations and variations in them, also noting how the quotations
were introduced and the source from which they quoted (whether
from the Hebrew or from the Greek translation of the Old Testa-
ment, known as the Septuagint). Following that, we will note vari-
ous purposes followed in the quotations. Then procedures for inter-
preting New Testament quotations of the Old will be suggested.

The &tent of Nets T&ment Qu~tatimwfim
and&h&w  to the Old Testament

Though scholars differ in the number of Old Testament quotations
they see in the New, most agree that the number is somewhere
between 250 and 300. Why is it di&ult  to know the exact number?
Since the citations are not always exact in wording, we can’t always be
sure we have a quotation. Also sometimes quotations are strung
together, thus making it dif&ult to know how many to count as
quotations. Other times an Old Testament passage may be summarized
and this raises the question of whether to count it as a quotation.

Many evangelicals would probably agree with Nicole’s count
of 295 separate quotations1  Of that number, 224, he observes, are
direct citations prefured  by an introductory formula such as, “‘As it is
written.” Several others use “and” to connect a second quotation to
the one before it. In 19 passages, the writers gave a paraphrase or
summary of an Old Testament passage rather than a direct quota-
tion. In 45 quotations the length (e.g., 1 Peter 3:10-12) or the
specific nature of the quotation (e.g., Matt. 27:46) are given without
being introduced by words that say an Old Testament passage is
being quoted?

Nicole also observes that the 295 quotations occupy 352
New Testament verses. According to Bratcher, 23 of the 27 New
Testament books cite the Old Testament -all except Philemon and
1, 2, and 3 John.” The books with the highest concentrations of Old
Testament citations are Matthew, Acts, Romans, and Hebrews, with
each book having several dozen.

250.., ,”
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Of the Old Testament, 278 verses are cited, some several
times. The Old Testament verse most frequently quoted in the New
is Psalm 110: 1, “‘The Lord says to my Lord: ‘Sit at My right hand
until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.“’ It is cited in
Matthew 2244;  Mark 12:36; Luke 20:42-43; Acts 2:34-35; He-
brews 1:13; and 10:13.

Ninety-four of the 278 Old Testament verses cited are from
the Pentateuch, 99 from the Prophets, and 85 from the Writings,
according to Nicole. These include all the Old Testament books
except Ruth, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs
(and others would add 1 and 2 Chron., Lam., and Obad.).

Allusions are far more numerous. Since these are even more
difficult  to ascertain, the list varies from 442 to 4,105. All the New
Testament books, however, allude to the Old Testament, and proba-
bly to all Old Testament books. Allusions include references to Old
Testament terminology or phrases, and to Old Testament historical
events and people. For example Romans 5:12-14 obviously alludes
to but does not quote the fall of Adam and Eve into sin, recorded in
Genesis 2 and 3. In 1 Corinthians lO:l-15 Paul made reference to
events in Israel’s wilderness wanderings, obviously alluding to events
recorded in Exodus 32, and in Numbers 11, 14, 21, and 25.

The Book of Revelation alludes to the Old Testament about
331 times, according to Atkinson.* And yet the Book of Revelation,
with its many allusions has no direct quotations from the Old Testa-
ment at all.

“More  than 10 percent of the New Testament text is made
up of citations or direct allusions to the Old Testament.“5  Such an
extensive use of the Old Testament clearly indicates that the two
Testaments are organically related. This is to be expected because of
the single divine Author. It also indicates that in interpreting the
New Testament, Bible students cannot neglect the Old Testament.

By quoting the Old Testament so frequently, the New Testa-
ment writers demonstrated their trust in the authority of the Old
Testament. Nowhere does a New Testament writer question or repu-
diate the truth of an Old Testament passage he cited. Fifty-six times
the New Testament writers said their Old Testament citations were
from God. When the writer to the Hebrews quoted Psalm 95:7-11
in Hebrews 3 : 11, he began by saying, “So, as the Holy Spirit says”
(v. 7). A number of statements made by God in the Old Testament
are called Scripture by the New Testament writers, thereby demon-
strating that they identified the Old Testament with God’s words. In
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Romans 9:17, Paul wrote, cCFor  the Scripture says to Pharaoh,” and
yet the rest of the verse quotes Exodus 9:16, in which the Lord was
speaking to Pharaoh. In Galatians 3:8 Paul wrote, ‘The Scripture

announced the Gospel,” and the remainder of the verse then
quotes  Genesis 12:3 in which God is speaking.

Other times the New Testament writers referred to an Old
Testament writer by name and also referred to the divine Author,
thus demonstrating that the New Testament writers believed in the
Bible’s dual authorship. A few examples are these: “All this took
place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet” (Matt.
1:22).  “David himself, speaking by the Holy Spirit, declared” (Mark
12:36). “Brothers, the Scripture had to be fulfilled which the Holy
Spirit spoke long ago through the mouth of David” (Acts 1: 16). “As
He [God] says in Hosea”  (Rom. 9:25).

Moses, David, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Joel, and Hosea are
referred to by name in New Testament quotations.

Ways the Qptations  Are Introduced

The New Testament writers introduced their quotations in various
ways. The following are some examples.

“It is written”

“Is it not written?”
“Haven’t you read this Scrip-
ture”?
“Have you not read in the
Book of Moses?”
“You have heard that it was
said’
“This is what the prophet has
written”
“All this took place to fulfill’
“And so was fulfilled”
“Then what was said by
Jeremiah . . . was fUlfilled’
“So was fulfilled”
“To fulfill what was said”
“This was to fulfill what was
spoken”

Mark 716; 14:27;
Luke 22:37; John 6:45
Mark 11:17; John lo:34
Mark 12:lO

Mark 12126

Matthew 5:21, 27, 33, 38,43

Matthew 2:5

Matthew 1:22;  21:4
Matthew 2: 15
Matthew 2719

Matthew 2:23; 13:35
Matthew 4: 14
Matthew 8: 17; 12:17
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“If the Law had not said”
“It is said”
“The Scripture says”
‘The Scripture has said”
“For Moses said”
“David himself. . . declared”
“He [God] says”

“He says”
“The Holy Spirit. . . . says”
“For this is what the Lord has
commanded us”

Romans 7:7
Ephesians 514
1 Timothy 518
John 238
Mark 7:lO
Mark 12~36
Hebrews 1:6; 2:12 (also note
“again” in Heb. 15-6; 2:13)
Hebrews 1:7-8,  10; 2:12-13
Hebrews 10: 16
Acts 13:47

Many times Old Testament passages are quoted without in-
troductory phrases or formulas. Examples are Matthew 9: 13; 12:7;
1816; 19:19; 23:39;  Mark 9:48; 10:6-8,19;  12:26,29,31;  1534;
Luke 23:30.

Sometimes several quotations are strung together, as in Mark
1:2-3; John 12:38-40; Romans 3:10-18; 9:25-29;  10:18-21; 11:8;
15:9-12;  2 Corinthians 6:16-18;  Hebrews 1:5-13;  and 1 Peter 2:6-
9. If you have a study Bible that indicates the sources of these
quotations, it would be an interesting exercise to note the many Old
Testament references cited together in each of these passages.

Variations irz the Ward& of the Qptatiom

When citing the Old Testament, the New Testament writers often
changed the wording or omitted words. They used freedom in
changing points of grammar, in paraphrasing, omitting selected por-
tions, giving partial quotations, using synonyms, and recognizing
new aspects of truth. We will look at a number of these kinds of
changes and then note various purposes the writers had in quoting
the Old Testament.

Making Variations in Grammar
1. The New Testament writers sometimes substituted a pronoun for
a noun. When Matthew quoted Isaiah 40:3, “make straight in the
wilderness a highway for our God,” he wrote, “Make straight paths
for Him” (Matt. 3:3), substituting “Him” for “our God.”

Isaiah wrote, “All your sons will be taught by the Lord” (Isa.
54: 13). When Jesus quoted that verse, He said, “They will all be

&u&t by God”  (John 6:45).  Obviously in His remarks “They” suit-
ed H~J purposed  better than “Ali your sons.” In quoting Jeremiah
31:33, @Ihi’s  is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel,”
the writer to the Hebrews used the words “with them” (Heb. 10: 16)
rather than “with  the house of Israel.”

2. Nouns were sometimes used in place of pronouns.
“Blessed is the Ring who comes in the name of the Lord” (Luke
19:38)  makes more specific the words of Psalm 118:26,  “Blessed is
He who comes in the name of the Lord.”

3. A plural noun is sometimes used in place of a singular
noun. Matthew refmed to Jesus speaking in “parables” (Matt.
13:35),  but the verse he quoted (Ps. 78:2) has the singular “parable”
in the Hebrew. The words “his mouth” (Ps. 10:7) are changed to
the plural form “their mouths” when this verse is quoted in Romans
3:14.

4. Sometimes the writers changed a pronoun. Isaiah said,
Csnevirgin... will call Him Immanuel” (Isa. 7: 14). When Matthew
quoted this verse, he said, ‘They will call Him Immanuel” (Matt.
1:23). Both were obviously true. The virgin named Him Immanuel
and others will call Him by the same name. Zechariah  12:lO states,
“They will look on Me, the One they have pierced”’ but when John
quoted the verse he wrote’ ‘They will look on the One they have
pierced” (John 19:37). Moses told the people that God said, “I will
make them envious by those who are not a people” (Deut. 32:21).
When Paul quoted this verse, he made it more pointed by changing
“them” to “you’? Y will make you envious by those who are not a
nation” (Rom. 10:19).

5. Occasionally the speaker is identified in the quotation.
John the Baptist quoted Isaiah 40:3, but included in it the fact that
he was the one Isaiah referred to. Isaiah spoke of “A voice of one
calling: ‘In the desert prepare the way for the Lord,“’ whereas John
said in response to a question by the religious leaders about his
identity, “1 am the voice of one calling in the desert” (John 1:23).
Obviously he needed to alter the quotation slightly to answer their
question.

6. Sometimes direct discourse is changed to indirect dis-
course. This is seen in Hosea 2:23, “1 will say to those called ‘Not
My people” ‘You are My people,“’ which is quoted in Romans 9:25
as follows: “I will call them ‘My people’ who are not My people.”

7. Other times an indirect discourse is changed to direct
discourse.  “He” in Isaiah 29:16 (“He did not make me”) is changed
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to “You” in Romans 9:20 (“Why did You make me like this?“). In
addition the affirmative sentence is changed to a question.

8. The verbal form is sometimes altered slightly. The com-
mands beginning with the words “You shall not” in Exodus 20:13-
16 are changed to the imperative “Do not” in Mark 10:19.  Regard-
ing the Passover lambs the Lord instructed the people, CCD~  not
break any of the bones” (Ex. 12:46). When John applied this to
Jesus, he changed the imperative to an indicative statement, ‘Not
one of His bones will be broken” (John 19:36). Isaiah’s words in
Isaiah 6:9 are in the imperative mood: “Be ever hearing, but never
understanding.” But when Jesus quoted this verse in Matthew 13:14
He changed it to the future  tense, indicative mood: “You will be
ever hearing but never understanding.”

9. A general reference is occasionally made more specific in
the New Testament quotations. Amos 526 refers to “the shrine of
your king. . . the star of your god.” When Stephen quoted this in
Acts 7:43, he referred to “the shrine- of Moloch  and the star of your
god Rephan”  (Acts 7:43).

10. Sometimes the extent of the reference is changed. Amos
5:27 referred to “exile beyond Damascus”’ but Stephen extended it
to refer to “exile beyond Babylon” (Acts 7:43).

11. The order of the clauses is sometimes rearranged. When
Jesus quoted five of the Ten Commandments in Luke 18:20, He
gave them in an order that differs slightly from the order in Exodus
20: 12-16.

12. Sometimes two quotations are combined and assigned
to the more prominent of the two Old Testament authors. This is
the case in Mark 1:2-3. Verse 2 quotes Malachi 31 and verse 3
quotes Isaiah 40:3, and yet Mark introduced the verses with the
words, “It is written in Isaiah the prophet.” Isaiah obviously is the
more prominent of the two authors, and his book begins the section
in the Hebrew Old Testament known as the Prophets, which con-
cludes with Malachi.

13. Sometimes the New Testament writers rendered the
sense of an Old Testament passage loosely as a paraphrase. An exam-
ple is Matthew 13:35,  “I will utter things hidden since the Creation
of the world,” which paraphrases Psalm 78:2, “1 will utter things
hidden from of old.” Isaiah wrote, “In that day the Root of Jesse will
stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to Him” (Isa.
11: 10). Paul rendered this loosely when he wrote, “The Root of
Jesse will spring up, One who will arise to rule over the nations; the

Gentiles will hope in Him” (Rom. 15: 12). Though not a word-for-
word quotation, the thought is basically the same. Paul could be
faulted if he had claimed to make it an exact word-for-word quota-
tion, but since he did not make that claim, it seems logical to allow
him the freedom, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, to para-
phrase the thought in Isaiah 11: 10.

Other examples are these: Jeremiah 31: 34, “For I will forgive
their wickedness and will remember their sins no more,” becomes
‘Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more” in Hebrews
10:17.  The last two lines of Isaiah 29: 13, ‘Their worship of Me is
made up only of rules taught by men” becomes “They worship Me
in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men” in Jesus’ words
in Matthew 15 :9. Amos referred to idols “which you made for your-
selves” (Amos 5:26), but Stephen renders it loosely by referring to
“the idols you made to worship” (Acts 7143).

Omitting Certain Portions of Verses
Writers of New Testament books occasionally shortened Old Testa-
ment verses they quoted. An example is seen in the last line of Mark
4:12, where Jesus said, “Otherwise they might turn and be forgiv-
en.” This is a condensed rendering of the last half of Isaiah 6:lO:
“Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears,
understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.” In addition to
the condensing, the synonym “forgiven” replaces the word “healed.”

Zechariah wrote regarding the Lord’s triumphal entry, “Re-
joice greatly, 0 Daughter of Zion! Shout, daughter of Jerusalem!”
When John cited this passage he changed the imperative to a nega-
tive, “Do not be afraid, 0 Daughter of Zion” (John 12:15). Also it
is interesting to note that Zechariah 9:9 has six lines, but John
selected only three to quote. Matthew, however, cited four of the
lines (Matt. 21:5).

Matthew 15:8, “These people honor Me with their lips, but
their hearts are far from Me”’ purposefully selects part of Isaiah
29: 13: “These people come near to Me with their mouth and honor
Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me.”

Giving Partial Qtiotations
When Jesus read from Isaiah 6 1:2, as recorded in Luke 4: 18- 19, He
stopped in the middle of verse 2 of Isaiah 61, not reading the words,
“and the day of vengeance of our God.” This was because His carry-
ing out the day of vengeance is yet future and was not relevant to
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His first advent. The last part of Isaiah 56:7 reads, “For My house
will be called a house of prayer for all nations.” However, when Jesus
quoted that verse He said, “My house will be called a house of
prayer” (Matt. 21: 13). He omitted the words “for all nations.” Why?
Because in His earthly ministry the temple was only for the Jews. It
was not for all nations then, as it will be during the Millennium.

When Matthew quoted Zechariah  9:9 in Matthew 21:5, he
omitted the words “having salvation” (NASB). This is because Jesus
was not bringing national salvation or deliverance to the nation at
that time, knowing that He was rejected by the nation and would be
crucified within a few days.

Using Synonyms
The word “highway” in Isaiah 40:3 is replaced by the word “paths”
in Matthew 3:3. Apparently John the Baptist felt this word was more
appropriate as he quoted this passage to his audience in the desert of
Judea.

A more difficult  use of synonyms is seen in Hebrews 10:5,
“A body You prepared for Me.” This is also the wording in the
Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, from which
many Old Testament writers quoted. However, the Hebrew has,
“My ears You have pierced” (Ps. 40:6).  When a slave had his ear
pierced, he was symbolizing his giving himself over to his master for
lifelong service (Ex. 2 1:6). The idea of having one’s ears pierced is
closely connected to the fact that Jesus had a body prepared for Him
by God the Father. As Westcott wrote, “The ‘body’ is the instrument
for fulfilling the divine command, just as the ‘eati  is the instrument
for receiving it.“” The Septuagint obviously gave a free translation of
the Hebrew, using the words “body” and “prepared” in place of
“ears” and “pierced.”

There was nothing wrong in quoting from the Septuagint,
for the writers did so under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. The
common translation available to people in Jesus’ day and in the days
of the early church was, of course, the Septuagint. Therefore it was
natural for them to quote from it. On the other hand many of the
citations of the Old Testament in the New are from the Hebrew,
with which the Septuagint often agrees.

Giving New Aspects of Truth
When Paul quoted Psalm 68: 18 in Ephesians 4:8, he changed the
words “received gifts from men” to “gave gifts to men.” Paul was

simply building on the fact that since the ascended Lord received
gifts fim men, He was then able to give gifts to men. Also Paul
applied the statement in Psalm 6818  to spiritual gifts, whereas its
Old Testament use referred to a victorious general sharing the spoils
of warfare with his soldiers.

When Paul quoted Hosea  2:23 in Romans 9:25, he altered the
wording slightly so that it referred to the Lord calling Gentiles “My
people” (Rom. 9:24), rather than limiting it, as Hosea  did, to Jews.

Paul made a meaningful adjustment in the wording of the
command in Deuteronomy 5:16. The Old Testament verse reads,
“Honor your father and your mother, as the Lord your God has
commanded you, so that you may live long and that it may go well
with you in the land the Lord your God is giving you.” When Paul
quoted the verse in Ephesians 6:2-3, he did not say, “that it may go
well with you in the land the Lord your God has given you.” Instead
he wrote, “that you may enjoy long life on the earth.” The difference
is a dispensational one. The promise in Deuteronomy held true for
Israel to whom the Lord was promising life in the land of Israel in
return for their obeying this command. However, since Paul was
addressing believers in the Church Age he did not refer to the land
the Lord was giving; instead he referred to “life on the earth.”

All this above material illustrates that the New Testament
writers often preserved the thought of the Old Testament passages
cited, rather than always giving verbatim quotations (though they
often did that as well). We should not conclude that verbal variations
we have noted are inaccurate. They do not affect the doctrine of the
verbal inspiration of Scripture, because the Holy Spirit, being God,
had the freedom to modify the wording of the Old Testament as He
desired. The end product is the inspired Word of God whether the
quotation is complete and exact or partial and varied.

The Septuagint is the translation of the Hebrew Old Testa-
ment into Greek. It was made by Jewish scholars residing in Alexan-
dria, Egypt approximately 200 years before Christ. Obviously this
was not inspired by the Holy Spirit. As we have seen, it varies in
many places from the Hebrew. If then it is not always accurate, how
can the New Testament writers have quoted from it? Actually this is
no problem when we realize that even today our quoting from a
book does not mean we approve of it in its entirety. Evangelical
scholars have pointed up that no New Testament quotation from the
Septuagint differs in any substantive way from the Hebrew Old
Testament.
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About 150 years ago Home classified the New Testament
quotations of the Old into these 11 categories: Quotations that agree
exactly with the Hebrew; quotations nearly agreeing with the He-
brew; quotations agreeing with the Hebrew in sense but not in
words; quotations that give the general sense but that abridge the
material or add to it; quotations taken from several passages of Scrip-
ture; quotations differing from the Hebrew but agreeing with the
Septuagint; quotations agreeing verbatim with the Septuagint or
changing the number of persons; quotations taken from the Septua-
gint but with some variation; quotations agreeing with the Septua-
gint in sense but not in words; quotations differing from the Septua-
gint but agreeing exactly or nearly so with the Hebrew; quotations
differing from both the Septuagint and the Hebrew which were
probably taken from some other translation or paraphrase.’

Pqposes  of Old Testament  Qptations

People who write books or magazine articles often quote other writ-
ings. They do it to support what they themselves are saying, to give
an example or illustration of their viewpoint’ to summarize their
points, or to make comparisons or parallels between their material
and that of someone else. For similar reasons -though in some cases
slightly different-the human writers of the New Testament books
quoted from the Old Testament. The following are 10 ways the New
Testament quotes the Old.

To Point Up the Acwmplishnent  or
Realization of an Old Testament Prediction

According to Matthew 1:22-23  Jesus’ virgin birth was in fulfillment
of the prophecy in Isaiah 7:14.  Matthew wrote, “All this took place
to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin
shall be with Child and will give birth to a Son, and they will call
Him Immanuel’-  which means, ‘God with us.“’ Matthew also re-
ferred to Jesus’ birthplace in Bethlehem as being in fulfillment of the
prophecy in Micah 5:2.

Another example is Matthew 8:17 in which Matthew wrote
that Jesus’ ministry of healing the sick was in fulfillment of words in
Isaiah 53:4, “He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases.”
This makes it clear that Jesus bearing our infirmities was fulfilled in
His earthly ministry of healing and is not related, as some suggest, to
“healing in the Atonement.” Also Matthew 4: 14-16 was in fulfill-

ment of the prophecy in Isaiah 9:1-2. According to Matthew 21:4,
Jesus’ riding on a donkey in His triumphal entry into Jerusalem was
in fulfiillment  of the prophet’s words in Zechariah 9:9.

Antitypes, which fulfill the prefigurings  or types, also come
under this rubric of the New Testament usage of the Old. An exam-
ple is 1 Corinthians 5:7, ‘For Christ, our Passover Lamb, has been
sacrificed.”

To Conjhn  That a New Testament Incident Is in
&v+eement  with an Old Testament Principle

At the Jerusalem Council, after much discussion, including words by
Peter and then by Barnabas and Saul, James spoke up, saying that
the salvation of Gentiles does not conflict with the Old Testament.
He stated, ‘The words of the prophets are in agreement with, as it is
written” (Acts 15:15), and then in the following three verses he
quoted Amos 9:11-12.

Another example of a New Testament truth being in accord
with an Old Testament principle is Romans 2:23-24.  Paul comment-
ed that though the Jews bragged about the Law, they dishonored
God by breaking it. This is confirmed, Paul said, by a statement in
Isaiah 52:5 that God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles be-
cause of the Jews breaking the Law.

To Explain a Point Gven in the Old Testament
On the Day of Pentecost when Peter quoted from Joel 2:28-32 in
Acts 2:16-21 he began (v. 17) with the words, “In the last days.”
However, Joel 2:28 begins, “And afterward.” Peter, then, guided by
the Holy Spirit’ was explaining that the ccafterward”  referred to the
last days.

To Support a Point Being Made in the N&v Testament
A good number of Old Testament citations are used to give support
to the points being made in the New Testament. In Matthew 22:32
Jesus quoted Exodus 3:6, “I am the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” to support His point that God is the
God of the living and that the resurrection will therefore be a reality.

In speaking against divorce Jesus emphasized that a husband
and wife “are no longer two, but one” (Mark 10:8).  In support of
this statement He quoted Genesis 2:24, “For this reason a man will
leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will
become one flesh.”
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Paul supported his point that righteousness is by faith (Rom.
1:17) by quoting Habakkuk 2:4, “The righteous will live by faith.”
And his point that God justifies the wicked (Rom. 4:5) is verified by
his quotation of Psalm 32:1-2 in Romans 4:7-8.

God “blesses all who call on Him,” Paul wrote (Rom.
10:12), and this is verified by Paul’s stating in the next verse (v. 13)
the words of Joel 2:32, “Everyone who calls on the name of the
Lord will be saved.”

That every Christian will ‘<stand  before God’s judgment seat”
(Rom. 14: 10) is verified in the next verse by Paul’s quotation of
Isaiah 45:23.

In addressing the question of whether believers should eat
meat sacrificed to idols, Paul advised the Corinthian believers to “eat
anything sold in the meat market” (1 Cor. 10:25). Support for this
instruction was added in the following verse (v. 26) by his citing
Psalm 24:1, “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it.”

The writer to the Hebrews encouraged his readers “to perse-
vere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive
what He has promised” (Heb. 10:36). The writer then quoted from
Habakkuk 2:3, to underscore the truth that God’s promises would
soon be fulfilled. However, in quoting from Habakkuk he altered the
wording slightly to adapt it to his purpose. Habakkuk 2:3 indicates
that the revelation from the Lord to the prophet would be forthcom-
ing. As Habakkuk wrote, ‘Though it linger, wait for it; it will cer-
tainly come and will not delay.” In Hebrews lo:37 the words “it will
certainly come” are changed to refer to the Lord, so that the quota-
tion, with its slight adjustment to the purpose of the writer, reads
“He who is coming will come and will not delay.”

The fact that God “gives us more grace” (James 4:6) is veri-
fied by the citation of Proverbs 3:34, “God opposes the proud but
gives grace to the humble.”

To Illustrate a New Testament Truth
Paul wrote that many Israelites did not accept the good news of the
Gospel (Rom. 10: 16). This is illustrated by the same situation in
Isaiah’s day. Isaiah wrote, “Who has believed our message?” (Isa.
53: 1)

The truth that “the message of the Cross is foolishness to
those who are perishing” (1 Cor. 1:lS) is illustrated by the Old
Testament verse, Isaiah 29: 14, which is cited in 1 Corinthians 1: 19:
“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise.”

To Apply the Old Testament to a
Nay Testament Incident OY Truth

In Romans 9: 15 Paul quoted Exodus 33:19: “I will have mercy on
whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have
compassion.” In Exodus God spoke these words to Moses to assure
him of His presence and blessing (see Ex. 33: 14-20). But in Remans
9 Paul applied these words to a different situation, namely, God’s
election of Jacob rather than Esau (Rom. 9:11-13). Paul was point-
ing up the fact that those whom God chooses are based not on their
efforts but on God’s mercy (v. 16).

In 1 Corinthians 9:9 Paul quoted Deuteronomy 25:4, “Do
not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” Paul was apply-
ing that Old Testament verse, set in the context of kindness and
justice to the poor and the needy, to his argument that those who
serve the Lord have a right to be supported by those they serve.

Soldiers, vinedressers, and shepherds all benefit from their
work (1 Cor. 9:7). A soldier is paid for his service, a vinedresser eats
of the grapes from the vine, and a shepherd drinks of the milk of the
flock. In verse 10 Paul stated that those who plow and thresh also
share in the harvest. So Paul gave his punch line by asking two
rhetorical questions in verses 11 and 12: “If we have sown spiritual
seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from
you? If others have this right of support from you, shouldn’t we have
it all the more.j” Paul then added an additional illustration to make
his point. Temple workers get food from the temple, and priests
“share in what is offered on the altar” (v. 13). Again Paul made his
point: “In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who
preach the Gospel should receive their living from the Gospel” (v.
14).

In quoting Deuteronomy 25:4, regarding the fact that farm-
ers allow oxen to eat from the grain when they are treading it, Paul
was using another of several agricultural illustrations to make his
point. However, immediately after quoting verse 4 from Deuterono-
my 25, the apostle wrote, “Is it about oxen that God is concerned?
Surely He says this for us, doesn’t He? Yes, this was written for us”
(1 Cor. 9:9-10). This poses a problem because it seems that Paul was
misunderstanding Moses. How could he say that God was not talk-
ing about oxen in Deuteronomy 25:4?

To get at an answer to this question, it is important to note
the context in Deuteronomy 24-25. In dealing with matters of jus-
tice and concern for the needy, God discussed exemption from mili-
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tary service for the first year of one’s marriage (24:5), the prohibi-
tion against taking millstones as a debt security (v. 6), capital punish-
ment for kidnapping a fellow Israelite and selling him (v. 7), follow-
ing instructions regarding leprosy (w. S-9), returning cloaks taken as
pledges against loans (w. lo-13), prompt payment of wages of poor
laborers (w. 14-E),  individual responsibility for sin (v. 16), giving
justice to aliens, orphans, and widows (w. 17-18),  being gracious to
the needy by allowing them to pick up “1eftovers”  from the harvest-
ing of wheat, picking olives, or gathering grapes (w. 19-22)’ and
limiting punishment of the guilty to no more than 40 lashes (25:1-
3). Then verse 4 gives the command to be kind to oxen when they
are treading grain. Not putting a muzzle on them means they would
be allowed to eat some of the grain. The chapter then continues with
directives about fairness in human relations. Deuteronomy 25:5-10
spells out the levlrate  regulation, in which the brother of a man who
dies without children was required to marry the widow to perpetuate
his family name. Verses 11-12 address the punishment of a wife who
is unfair and inconsiderate in treating an assailant of her husband,
and verses 13-16 address the subject of justice in weights and mea-
sures used in buying and selling.

All these regulations in Deuteronomy 24: 5-25 : 16 refer to
the rights of human beings, except for the one verse prohibiting the
muzzling of an ox. Did Paul misunderstand the verse when he wrote
that the verse referred to Christian workers? (1 Cor. 9:9-10) One
explanation is that the “ox” refers to Cccreatures  who serve” and that
these creatures “could imply oxen, donkeys, or human beings.‘”
However, does the word “ox” in Deuteronomy 25:4 suggest other
animals, or humans? What other animals would be muzzled? And
obviously humans would not be muzzled in grain-treading.

A better explanation is to understand that verse 4 includes a
proverb, much like the modern-day maxim, “Don’t look a gift horse
in the mouth.” When we use this proverb we seldom use it to refer
to a literal horse, though that was its original meaning. The original
thought was that if someone gave you a horse, you ought not exam-
ine the condition of its mouth (which would tell something of the
horse’s health). This came to mean, figuratively, don’t carefully ex-
amine or question what someone may give you as a gift.

Seen as a proverb, verse 4 expresses the principle of justice
and fairness to laborers. They should be given opportunity to benefit
materially from the work they perform. Seen in this light, Moses was
in fact speaking of people, not animals. Therefore Paul was correct in

using the verse to refer to laborers. Paul was applying the Old  Tcsta-
ment principle of Israelites being kind to their laborers to New
Testament congregations who were to be kind to Christian workers.
In each case the kindness was to be expressed by giving of their
material possessions.

The paragraphs in Deuteronomy 24:5-25:16 have an inter-
esting pattern, as the following chart shows.

1. Kindness-to newlyweds (24:5)
2. Debts (24:6)
3. Punishment (24: 7-9)

a. Debts (24:10-13)
b. Kindness - to poor laborers (24: 14- 15)
c. Punishment (24: 16)
a’ Debts (24:17-18)
b’ Kindness-to gleaners (24: 19-22)
c’ Punishment (25: l-3)

1’ Kindness -to oxen, proverbially representing laborers
(25:4)

2’ Debts (obligation to a widowed, childless sister-in-law;
25:5-10)

3’ Punishment (for harsh treatment, and for dishonest buy-
ing and selling; 25:11-16).

To Summatize  an Old Testament Concept
Twice Matthew wrote quotations that are not to be found in the Old
Testament. It seems he was summarizing Old Testament concepts
rather than quoting specific verses. One occasion is Matthew 2:23, in
which he wrote that Jesus’ living in Nazareth “fulfilled what was said
through the prophets: ‘He will be called a Nazarene.“’ Since no Old
Testament verse says, “He will be called a Nazarene” (the Greek is
Nazoraios),  it may be that Matthew was making a play on words
based on Judges 13:5,  which refers to a Nazirite  and/or, more likely,
Isaiah 11: 1, which indicates that from the “roots” of Jesse will come
a branch (Heb., nezer).

To Use Old Testament Terminology
Occasionally individuals in the New Testament quoted Old Testa-
ment passages simply to make their point by quoting the words of
the Old Testament. Psalm 19:4 reads, “Their voice goes out into all
the earth, their words to the ends of the world.” This is referring to
the declaration the heavens give of “the glory of God” (v. l), in what
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we call “natural revelation.” Paul used this terminology in Romans
10: 18, but he was not referring to the communication of the heavens
at all. Instead he was pointing up the fact that the Israelites (v. 16)
had heard the message of the Gospel “through the word of Christ”
which resulted in faith (v. 17). Paul found it convenient to quote
Psalm 19:4,  not to apply that verse to the point he was making, and
not to discuss natural revelation, as some have suggested, but rather
to use Old Testament wording to get across his point that the Israel-
ites had heard the message because it had been spread abroad by
believers. Since the Israelites had heard the good news of the Gospel,
they should have responded to it in faith, calling on the name of the
Lord in order to be saved (Rom. 10: 13).

When Simeon took the Baby Jesus in his arms and praised
God and blessed Mary and Joseph, Simeon said to Mary, “And a
sword will pierce your own soul too” (Luke 2:35). In saying those
words, Simeon may have had in mind the words of Psalm 37:15,
“But their swords will pierce their own hearts.” If he did, then he
was saying the psalmist spoke directly of Mary, because the psalmist
was referring to retribution on the wicked, and David’s words had
nothing to do with the birth of Jesus. But Simeon was simply using
the words of Psalm 37: 15 to express his point.

This may also be the way in which Jesus used the Old Testa-
ment when He shouted on the cross, “My God, My God, why have
You forsaken Me?” (Matt. 27:46) These words are taken from Psalm
22: 1, a psalm that has immediate reference to David, as verses l-2
make clear. In addition to Jesus’ using the words of Psalm 22:1, He
was also relating David’s situation to Himself. This is discussed fur-
ther under the tenth way in which the New Testament uses the Old.

To Draw a Parallel with an Old Testament Incident
In speaking of “a remnant chosen by grace” (Rom. 11:5), that is, a
remnant of believing Jews, Paul said this was redolent of Elijah’s day
when a remnant of 7,000 people did not worship Baa1 (v. 4, quoting
1 Kings 19: 18). The situation in Paul’s day paralleled the Old Testa-
ment incident.

In the same chapter Paul drew a parallel between the harden-
ing in the nation Israel in the present Church Age (Rom 11:7-8)
and a similar hardening in Israel in Isaiah’s day, as indicated by Paul’s
quotation of Isaiah 29:lO. Paul then expressed a desire for punish-
ment on sinning Israelites, by quoting a prayer of David for punish-
ment on his enemies (Rom. 11:9-10,  quoting Ps. 69:22-23).
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In Romans 8:36 Paul again drew a parallel with an Old
Testament incident. In speaking of believers being subject to pa-se-
cution,  he quoted Psalm 44:22,  “For your sake we face death all day
long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” This psalm
spoke of Israelites facing defeat before their enemies (w. 10, 19).

To Relate an Old Testament Situation to Christ
On a number of occasions the New Testament writers referred to
statements in the Old Testament and then enlarged or extended
those statements beyond their original historical setting to refer to
Christ. Though the passages in the two Testaments refer to entirely
different historical situations, parallels or analogies were seen by the
New Testament writers in reference to Christ. The Old Testament
situations were “heightened” in the New Testament to speak of
Christ. The New Testament references did not contradict the pas-
sages quoted from the Old Testament. Nor were they unrelated.
Instead, they were expansions of related truths.

In Matthew 2: 15, Matthew quoted Hosea 11: 1, “Out of
Egypt I called My son”’ introducing this quotation with the words,
“And so was fulfilled what the Lord had spoken through the proph-
et.” A problem arises when we note the context of Hosea 11: 1. That
verse is clearly speaking of Israel (which is also called God’s “son” in
Ex. 4:22).  Since the “son” in Hosea 11: 1 is Israel and the “Son” in
Matthew 2:15 is Christ, how can Matthew have said that Jesus’
being in Egypt as a Child till the death of Herod  was a fulfillment of
Hosea 11: l? One answer is to recognize that the word filjlled does
not always mean the realization of a prediction. This has already been
seen in Matthew 2:23. The Greek words translated “that it might be
fulfilled” do indicate accomplishment of prophecy, as in Matthew
1:22; 4:14;  8:17; 12:17; and 21:4. On the other hand “fulfilled” in
2:15, 17, 23; 13:14, 35; and 27:9 points to an enlarging or a
heightening of the Old Testament statements to refer to Christ. In
these verses the Old Testament incidents or statements were “ful-
filled” not in the sense of prophecies being realized but in the sense
that they were “filled with more (a higher) meaning.”

When God the Father “called” His Son “out of Egypt,” it
was analogous to His calling Israel out of Egypt at the time of the
Exodus. What was in one sense incomplete is now filled up or
brought to a climax.9  Several analogies are evident between Jesus and
Israel: both were in “exile” in Egypt; both, being the objects of
God’s love, were delivered; both came out of Egypt; both passed
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through the waters (Ex. 13:17-14:31; Matt. 3:13-17); both were
tested in the wilderness (Ex. 15:22-17:15; Matt. 4:1-11); in both
cases the multitudes were fed with “manna” from heaven (Ex. 16;
Matt. 14:13-21; 15:29-39).  From these parallels it is evident that
Jesus was seen as the ideal Israel. His experience was an enlargement
of the experience of the nation.

Matthew 2:17-18 presents Herod’s  slaughter of the children
of Bethlehem (v. 16) as a fulfillment of Jeremiah 31:15: However,
that verse in Jeremiah describes the mothers in Ramah, not Bethle-
hem, weeping as their children were carried into Assyrian exile in
722 B.C. Obviously, then, Jeremiah 3 1: 15 was not a direct prediction
of Herod’s  act. But a pattern between the two events is clear. The
slaughter of the infant boys of Bethlehem corresponded to or was
analogous to the Old Testament event, but was not identical to it.
Both speak of God’s people suffering under a cruel ruler. When
Matthew said Herod’s  oppression ?ulfilled” what Jeremiah wrote, he
was saying it was analogous to the earlier event. And since Christ
was involved, it was a heightening of the earlier event.

The following are other examples of this kind of usage of the
Old Testament in the New.

Nat7 Testament Passag
and Incident

1. Matthew 13:13-14-
When Jesus spoke in parables,
Israel’s spiritual blindness kept
them from understanding His
words.

2. Matthew 13:35-36-
Jesus spoke in parables.

3. Matthew 27:9-10-
Jesus was betrayed by Judas in
return for 30 pieces of silver,
and when the chief priests re-
trieved the money they bought
the potter’s field (w. 5-8).

4. John 13: 18-Jesus
said that Judas’ betrayal would
“fulfill,, the Old Testament verse,
“He who shares My bread has
lifted up his heel against Me.”

Old Testament Passage Qtioted

1. Isaiah  6:9-IO-When
Isaiah spoke to Judah, spiritual
blindness kept her from under-
standing His message.

2. Psalm 78:2-Asaph
spoke in parables.

3. Zechariah 11:12-13-
Zechariah was paid 30 pieces of
silver, which he then threw into
the house of the Lord to the
potter.

4. Psalm 41:9-In this
psalm David referred to “my
close friend, whom I trusted.”
Obviously David had in mind a
contemporary, not Judas.
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5. John 15:25-Jesus
told His disciples that the ha-
tred of unbelievers for Him
“fulfilled what is written in
their Law: ‘They hated Me
without reason.’ ”

6. John 19:24-When
the soldiers gambled for Jesus’
seamless undergarment, this “ful-
filled”  the words, ‘They divided
My garments among them and
cast lots for My clothing.,,

7. John 19:36-The
soldiers did not break Jesus’ legs
when He was on the cross (w.
32-33) “so that the Scripture
would be fulfilled: ‘not one of
His bones will be broken.’ ”

8. Romans 9:25-26-
Paul stated (v. 24) that Gentiles
who were not God’s people
would become so.

5. Psalm 35: 19 -David
prayed that “those who hate
me” not be allowed by God to
continue acting maliciously.

6. Psalm 22:18-In  this
psalm David spoke of his ene-
mies, referring figuratively to
them as bulls, lions, and dogs
(w. 12-13, 16) and as people
who “cast lots  for  [His]
clothing.,,

7. Psalm 32:20-David
wrote that “a righteous man,”
though having “many  troubles,,,
is delivered by the Lord and his
bones are protected and ‘<not
one of them will be broken.,,

8 .  Hosea 2:23; l:lO-
Hosea wrote that Israel, reject-
ed by God and therefore “not
My people,” would become
God’s “people.”

It is clear that these eight Old Testament passages were not
written as direct predictions of Jesus Christ or related events. The
contexts in each case show that the Old Testament verses had no
initial reference to Jesus. Yet, as the passages were quoted in the
New Testament, we can now see that the Old Testament passages
were looked on in the New Testament as being “heightened.” They
were “fulfilled,, in the sense that they were filled  with more meaning.
Seen from the vantage point of the New Testament, we see that the
statements, though having local significance in the Old Testament,
were heightened by New Testament writers to refer to Jesus.

This is not to suggest that the New Testament writers saw
“hidden” meanings in the Old Testament passages. They were not
changing the meanings of the statements in the Old Testament. For
example Matthew did not write in 2:17-18 that “Ramah means
Bethlehem” or that when Jeremiah referred to Rachel in Jeremiah
3 1: 15 he was using a word that was to be understood as meaning
the mothers in Bethlehem. Nor did Matthew, in quoting Zechariah
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11: 12-13, suggest in any way that he was reinterpreting the passage
so that Zechariah did not actually write about himself, but instead
was writing only of Judas. When Jesus quoted Psalm 41:9 in John
13 : 18 He did not deny the literal, historical reference in that psalm
to a friend of David’s.

When the New Testament authors, writing under the inspira-
tion of the Holy Spirit, quoted the Old Testament, they had legiti-
mate purposes in mind; they were not playing loose with the Scrip-
tures and denying the historical validity of the Old Testament.

For an interesting exercise look up each of the following
New Testament verses and see which 1 of the above 10 purposes in
quoting the Old Testament is followed in each case.

Matthew 11:lO
John 13:18
Acts 4:24
Acts 13:40-41
Romans lo:18
Galatians 5 : 14
Hebrews 1: 13

Did the Old Testament Authors
Understand A& Thy Wrote?

The preceding discussion on the tenth way in which some New
Testament passages use the Old raises a problem. Did God intend
more in some Old Testament passages than the human authors un-
derstood or intended?

Several observations may be made concerning the under-
standing of the authors.

I. The human authors of the Bible books apparently did not
always  filZy comprehend all they wrote. Some things were hidden from
their understanding, which suggests that God had in mind some
facts not fully revealed to the human authors. For example Daniel
wrote, “I heard, but I did not understand. So I asked, ‘My lord, what
will the outcome of all this be?’ He replied, ‘Go your way, Daniel,
because the words are closed up and sealed until the time of the
end”’ (Dan. 12:8-9).  Even the high priest Caiaphas said, “It is better
for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation
perish” (John 11:50).  He unknowingly spoke of the substitutionary
death of Christ (18:14; cf. 1 Peter 3:18).

Peter wrote that the Old Testament prophets “searched in-

tently and with the greatest care, trying to find out the time and
circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing
when He predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that
would follow” (1: 10-l 1). God “revealed to them” that they were
writing about future events; they “spoke of the grace that was to
come to you” (v. lo), and “they were not serving themselves but
you” (v. 12).

Not all agree with this view, however. Kaiser, for example,
indicates that the human authors were aware of all the events they
prophesied, but that they did not know the time when their prophe-
cies would be finally fulfilled. Kaiser writes, ‘Theirs was not a search
for the mean&  of what they wrote; it was an inquiry into the
temporal aspects of the subject, which went beyond what they
wrote.“‘O

Kaiser then holds that whatever God intended in an Old
Testament passage, the human authors fully understood. However,
did David understand he was writing about Judas (I%. 41:9), or did
Asaph know he was referring to Jesus’ teaching in parables when he,
Asaph, said he was speaking in parables? (I%. 78:2) Was Hosea
consciously thinking of Jesus Christ when he wrote that God called
Israel His son “out of Egypt”? (Hosea 11:l) Other passages also
suggest that the writers did not always know what was being re-
vealed to them until God or a messenger of His explained the mean-
ing to them. Examples are Daniel 7:15-16, 19-20; 8:15-16; 10:12-
14; Zechariah 4: 5.

It seems that the human authors of the Scriptures did not
comprehend the full significance of all they wrote. Certainly God had
in mind implications that would then be drawn out in the New
Testament, ways in which Old Testament passages would be applied
to New Testament situations or truths and/or heightened or escalat-
ed to refer to Christ.

2. PpoJress  of revelation must be achxnvledged.  As the books of
the Bible were written, God progressively revealed more truths about
many subjects. This does not mean that what was given earlier was in
error; it means it may have been incomplete. What was partial was
added to. An example is the serpent in Genesis 3. In that chapter the
serpent is not called Satan. Later the serpent is specifically identified
as “the devil or Satan” (Rev. 12:9). And yet the serpent was more
than a mere animal, as seen in the fact that he spoke to Eve (Gen.
3:1-5) and God spoke to the serpent (w. 14-15).

Man’s condition after death is presented in the Old Testa
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ment as a vague kind of existence in which man knows little (Job
14:20-21;  Etc. 95-6).  In the New Testament more facts are given
about life after death (see, e.g., Luke 16:19-31).

Even in Jesus’ ministry the apostles did not fully understand
all He was doing and teaching. But as they looked back after His
resurrection (John 2:22) and ascension (12: 16), they understood
what the Scriptures taught. There was progress in their under-
standing.

The progress of revelation certainly suggests that God may
have had in mind certain facts that some of the human authors did
not fully comprehend, but that others may have known with addi-
tional revelation given later. If Moses did not understand that the
serpent in Genesis 3 referred to Satan, certainly the Apostle John’s
statement in Revelation 12 makes that clear to all readers since the
apostle’s time.

3. Some passages may not have been recoflnized as prophetic until
thy were fi@Zed. “So one must distinguish’ then, between what the
passage initially declared and what one comes to realize later was
ultimately meant by the passage.JJ11  If readers did not realize certain
passages were prophetic until they were fulfiied, the human authors
of those passages may not have understood them in that way either.
For example many of the prophets wrote of events in the first and
second advents of Christ as if those events would occur together.
Only now do we, looking back, know that two separate comings of
Christ were spoken of. In other words they did not always under-
stand that the Messiah would be the Suffering  Servant in His first
advent and the reigning King in His second advent.

On the other hand the human authors no doubt understood
much of what they predicted. Surely Micah knew that the Messiah,
the “Ruler over Israel” would be born in Bethlehem’ as he wrote in
Micah 5:2. And certainly Isaiah knew that the Messiah, on whose
shoulders would rest “the government” of Israel is the one who is
the Mighty God, and who will reign on David’s throne (Isa. 9:6-7).
But did David consciously have in mind Jesus Christ when he wrote
about his own enemies dividing his garments and casting lots for his
clothing? (Ps. 22: 18)

4. As discussed earlier, the enlarg-in8  or heaghtening  ofpassa&es  in
relation to Chriit  is another factor that suggests that God bad in mind
more than the authors knew. This enlarging or heightening is not
contradictory to the Old Testament meaning nor is it unrelated; it
instead is a related expansion.

Do the Sctip~m  Have Sin&e  Meanings
w Mzcltiple  Miwnbtgsl

This question flows naturally from the previous question on whether
God intended more in some passages than the human authors under-
stood. If it is agreed that God intended more, then what limits can
be placed on those meanings? And does this suggest that passages
have multiple meanings? If so, how does this relate to the emphasis
in hermeneutics on the single, grammatical meaning of each text?
This obviously is a crucial question in interpreting the Bible.

Four views are held by Bible scholars.
1. One view is that each passage has a single meaning, and

only one meaning, and this meaning was understood by the human
author. As indicated’ this view is held by Kaiser.

2. A second view is that readers may find in any given pas-
sage of Scripture a number of meanings that are unrelated. Or one
reader may find in a passage one meaning and another reader may
find  in the same passage an entirely dif%erent  and unrelated meaning.
This view, of course, provides no sense of controls in interpretation.
How does one, for example, demonstrate which of two conflicting
meanings of a passage is correct.> Also if one sentence can mean
many things, how can one know if he has ever arrived at the correct
meaning? If a Bible passage can mean numerous things, depending
on the moods and ideas of the readers, then Bible study becomes an
exercise in hunting for the deepest “spiritual” meanings hidden in the
text. This disregard for the clear, grammatical statements of Scripture
makes it impossible to have any objective approach to the Bible.
Looking for multiple’ esoteric meanings in the text nullifies the fact
that the Bible is God’s revehztion  to man, His written Word that
communicates His truth to mankind.

3. A third view, a view that needs to be considered in some
detail, is called senses  plenior.  This term was coined by a Roman
Catholic writer, Andrea Fernandez,  in 1925, and has been more fully
developed by other Roman Catholic scholars in recent years, notably
by Raymond E. Brown. Sensus plenior  means “fuller sense.” The idea
is that some scriptural passages may have a “fuller sense” than
intended or understood by the human author, a sense that was,
however, intended by God. Brown defines sensus plenior as “that
additional deeper meaning, intended by God but not clearly
intended by the human author, which is seen to exist in the words of
the biblical text (or group of texts, or even a whole book) when they
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are studied in the light of further revelation or development in the
understanding of revelation.“12

As discussed earlier, I would agree that God may intend
more than was clearly intended by the human authors. It is also
commendable that Brown speaks of the meaning “which is seen to
exist in the words of a biblical text.” However, several elements in his
understanding of sensus pleniw  pose problems. He writes, “In the
long history of exegesis . . . texts of Scripture have been interpreted
in a way that goes beyond their literal sense.“13 Also it is unclear what
he means by the sentence, “Individual passages of a biblical book
have greater meaning when seen in the context of the whole Bible.“”
What deeper meanings is he suggesting?

Another problem with the Roman Catholic view of sensus
plenior  is that authorative interpretation becomes “authorative in the
sense that it comes from one of the guides to revelation, e.g., the
NT, the Church Fathers, Church pronouncements, etc.“15  This leaves
the interpretation of Scripture open to fallible church dogma. This
apparently is what Brown means in his definition by “development
in the understanding of revelation.” However, we cannot accept all
the views of the church fathers because many of those statements
conflict with Scripture itself and conflict with each other. Church
pronouncements also are guilty of reading into Scripture what is not
there. In this view the connection between the human author’s sense
and what God intended becomes blurred if not lost.

4. A fourth view is that each text of Scripture has a single
meaning, though some may have related implications or, as Johnson
puts it, “related submeanings.“‘” In this view Psalm 78:2 has a single
meaning (the writer said he “‘will open [his] mouth in parables”) but
it has two referents, that is, it refers to two people- Asaph, the
author of the psalm, and Jesus, who applied it to Himself in Mat-
thew 13: 35. Johnson calls this view refemnces  phzior. l7 This seems a
commendable way to express this view, for Psalm 78:2 and Matthew
13:35  refer to more than one item, while still having a single
meaning.

This fourth view seems preferable to the others for these
reasons:

(a) Historical, grammatical interpretation requires seeing a
single meaning, not multiple meanings in each biblical text. As stated
in the Chicado Statement on Biblical Hemeneutics,  “We afirm that the
meaning expressed in each biblical text is single, definite, and
fixed. . . . What a passage means is futed  by the author and is not

subject to change by readers. This does not imply that further revela-
tion on the subject cannot help one come to a fuller understanding,
but simply that the meaning given in a text is not changed because
additional truth is revealed subsequently.“LS

(b) The idea that a single meaning may have more than
one referent is consistent, as seen earlier, with the way the New
Testament uses the Old.

(c) This view is consistent with the progress of revelation.
For example Eve’s “seed)’ (NASB; “offspring” in the NIV) in Genesis
3:15 most likely refers initially to her children including Cain and
Abel, and then to all other descendants of hers. But ultimately the
Seed, who would be in conflict with the serpent, is Jesus Christ, as
Paul clearly specified in Galatians 3 : 16. While “seed”  has one single
meaning, it refers to several individuals or groups of individuals, but
ultimately to Christ.

(d) The related meanings are not bases for approaching the
Scriptures allegorically, in which the interpreter looks for hidden
meanings. As Packer states, any one of these related submeanings or
referents “remains an extrapolation on the grammatico-historical
plane, not a new projection on to the plane of allegory.“” Speaking
of instances in which the Old Testament is said to be fulfilled in the
New, Caird writes, “In all such cases it is legitimate to transfer an
utterance to a fresh referent without violence to the principle that its
sense is determined by the intention of the original speaker.““O

(e) This view seems to be the best way to understand the
use of Psalms 8, 16, and 22 in the New Testament. Hebrews 2:6
quotes Psalm 8:4-6, and explains that this refers to Christ (Heb. 2%
9). Did David have Christ in mind when he wrote Psalm 8:4-62
When David said, “You made him a little lower than the heavenly
beings and crowned him with glory and honor,” did he not refer to
man, beginning with Adam, as indicated in verse 43 When David
wrote in verse 6, “You made him ruler over the works of Your
hands; You put everything under his feet”’ was he not again refer-
ring to man?

How then can this be used by the writer to the Hebrews to
refer to Christ? Was he failing to follow normal, literal interpreta-
tion? No, he was seeing Christ as the “last Adam” (1 Cor. 15:45), in
contrast to “the first man Adam.” Christ then is viewed as the “per-
fect Man.” “The ideal not realized by Adam [is] now embodied in
the ‘last Adam.’ . . . The psalm itself gives no indication that any-
thing other than man in his ideal, created state is in view; but in the
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light of the New Testament, it can now be seen that none other than
Christ fulfills this role of the ideal man.“21  In appealing to Psalm 8,
the writer to the Hebrews did not make “an appeal to a meaning
deliberately hidden in the text by God but to the meaning that that
text can now be seen to have in the light of the significance of
Christ.“” The same thought holds true for Paul’s quotation of Psalm
8:6 (He has “put everything under His feet”) in 1 Corinthians
15:27.

On the Day of Pentecost, Peter stated that Jesus had risen
from the dead, and he supported this affirmation by quoting Psalm
16:8-11  in Acts 2:28. Peter stated that David was referring to Jesus’
resurrection. Peter explained that since “the patriarch David died and
was buried” (v. 29) “he spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that
He was not abandoned to the grave, nor did His body see decay” (v.
31). Paul affirmed the same truth by quoting Psalm 16:lO in Acts
13: 35. Paul said that David’s “body decayed”’ but that “the One
whom God raised from the dead did not see decay” (w. 36-37).

In Psalm 16, David praised the Lord for His counsel and His
presence at David’s “right  hand” so that David therefore sensed secu-
rity (w. 7-S). He then added that he felt joyful and secure (v. 9) and
confident that God would ccnot  abandon” him to the grave nor let
him “see decay” (v. 10). He would continue to enjoy God’s presence
at the Lord’s “right hand” (v. 11; cf. the reference to David’s “right
hand” in v. 8).

In verse 10 David was stating not that he would be resurrect-
ed but that he would be protected from a premature death at the
hands of his enemies. The word decay may be understood in the
sense of “pit,” which often refers in the Old Testament to death or
the grave (30:3; 88:3-4). It is a good synonym of “grave” in the first
line of 16: 10. The “Holy One” in the second half of verse 10 may be
a reference by David to himself, as indicated in the NIV footnote:
“Your faithful one.”

Though David had himself in mind, Peter and Paul pointed
out that from the New Testament perspective the psalm refers to
Christ. Like David, Christ suffered at the hands of His enemies, but
He went further and actually faced death- but was resurrected. This
seems to be a case of the Old Testament being expanded or height-
ened to refer to Christ. Psalm 16: 10 still retains a single meaning-
not being “abandoned to the grave”- but with two referents, name-
ly, David and ultimately, in the fullest sense, Christ. If Psalm 16 is
taken to refer only to Christ, then one is still faced with the question

of what that psalm meant to David. This does not mean “that Psalm
16 takes on added meaning in the light of further revelation but that
further revelation enables us to understand the ultimate significance
of David’s words.“23

A similar situation is evident in Psalm 22. David spoke of
himself when he wrote, “Many bulls surround me; strong bulls of
Bashan encircle me. Roaring lions tearing their prey open their
mouths wide against me. I am poured out like water, and all my
bones are out of joint. My heart has turned to wax; it has melted
away within me. . . . Dogs have surrounded me; a band of evil men
has encircled me, they have pierced my hands and my feet” (w. l2-
14, 16). He prayed that the Lord would deliver him “from the
sword,” “from the power of the dogs,” “from the mouth of the
lions”’ and “from the horns of the wild oxen” (w. 20-21).

A number of verses from Psalm 22 are applied to Christ in
the New Testament. Matthew 27:35 and John 19:24, on the divid-
ing of garments and the casting of lots for clothing, relate Psalm
22:18 to Jesus. Matthew 27:46 records Jesus’ quotation of Psalm
22:1, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” and He-
brews 2: 12 quotes Psalm 22:22  in connection with Christ’s declaring
the Father’s “name to My brothers.” As in Psalms 8 and 16, this
psalm too has more than one referent; in its immediate referent the
single meaning refers to David, but in its ultimate New Testament
sense the referent is Christ. David spoke of evil men who “have
pierced my hands and my feet” (22:16). This is likely a figurative
reference to their oppression of him, but in the case of Christ, it is
understood literally. David figuratively referred to his enemies as
bulls, lions, dogs, and oxen (w. 12-13, 16,20-21).  These statements
also  figuratively suggest the vicious attacks of Jesus’ enemies against
Him.

Some writers suggest that some passages of biblical poetry,
such as Psalm 23, take on multiple meaning. They see these passages
in conflict with the idea that each passage of Scripture has a single
meaning. For example Ryken writes, “Psalm 23 is on one level a
description of the shepherd’s relationship to his sheep, but through-
out the poem there is a second, human set of meanings.“24  However,
it seems that Psalm 23 has a single meaning- the relationship of the
Lord to His people-which is presented in a figurative way, namely,
the figure of a shepherd caring for his sheep. The meaning of Psalm
23:3, “He restores my soul,” is single. Just as a shepherd restores a
sheep, so the Lord restores David (and by application, other believ-
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ers). Verse 2, “He makes me lie down in green pastures,” might
seem to have two meanings: (a) a shepherd causing a sheep to rest in
good pastureland, and (b) the Lord helping David (and by applica-
tion other believers) experience spiritual rest. However, the second
idea (b) is the single meaning, which is presented in the figurative
language of a shepherd and his sheep. Of course, the ways in which
believers experience that rest, or the ways they experience the Lord’s
restoring of their souls may be multiple. But these experiences of rest
and restoration are in the realm of application, not in the initial
interpretation.

What Procedures Should Be Followed in Interpreting
Niw Testament Quotations of the Old Testament?

Based on the discussions above, the following procedures may be
suggested in summary.

1. Investigate the New Testament context in which the quo-
tation of or allusion to the Old Testament occurs.

2. Investigate the Old Testament context of the passage to
which the quotation or allusion refers. Be sure not to read back into
the Old Testament for the original readers what is now known only
by New Testament revelation. In other words, note what the passage
would have conveyed to the Old Testament readers before the New
Testament quoted it, and then note separately how it is understood
in the New Testament.

3. Note the differences, if any, between the Old Testament
passage and its New Testament quotation or allusion.

4. Determine how the New Testament passage is using the
Old Testament passage. Which of the 10 purposes discussed in this
chapter seem to be used? Is the New Testament passage citing the
Hebrew text or the Septuagint or neither? Is it paraphrasing the
passage or using synonyms? Does it include an introductory formu-
la?

5. Relate these conclusions to the interpretation of the New
Testament passage.

C H A P T E R  T W E L V E

Applying God3 Word Today
Christians tend to make one of two errors in applying the Bible.
Either they give too little attention to application or they give too
much attention to it.

In the first error some feel interpretation is enough, that
Bible study is complete when a passage has been interpreted. In the
second error others tend to move toward application before fully and
accurately interpreting the passage. However, application without
interpretation leaves us open to applying the Bible improperly.

Neglecting to apply the Scriptures reduces Bible study to an
academic exercise in which we are concerned only for interpretation
with little or no regard for its relevance for and impact on our lives.
It is wrong to think of the Scriptures as only a sourcebook of infor-
mation, as a book to be examined merely for the knowledge we can
gain from it.

Of course knowledge of the contents of the Bible and correct
interpretation of it are essential. But more is needed. We must have a
responsive heart, a willingness to appropriate the truths of the Scrip-
tures into our experience. As James wrote, we are to “not merely
listen to the Word”; we are also to do what it says (James 1:22).  In
verse 25 James said that listening to the Word is like looking at it:
“The man who looks intently into the perfect Law that gives free-
dom” should be “doing it.” Merely listening to what the Bible says
and looking into its contents without doing what it says, that is,
studying the Bible without obeying it, is deceptive (v. 22). We de-
ceive ourselves into thinking we have fulfilled our obligations before
God when actually we have not.

Martin Luther wrote that the Bible “is not merely to be

370
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repeated or known, but to be lived and felt.“’
Interestingly one of the classic passages on the inspiration of

the Scriptures, which states that “All Scripture is God-breathed”
(2 Tim. 3:16), also speaks pointedly to the fact that the Scriptures
are to be applied. The Bible “is useful for teaching” (showing us
God’s ways), for “rebuking” (calling our attention to those times we
fail to heed what the Scriptures have taught us), for “correcting’
(restoring us back to an obedient path), and for “training in righ-
teousness” (continuing to nurture us in righteous living). As a result
of these four ways in which the Word of God works, “the man of
God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (v. 17). The
words “thoroughly equipped” translate two Greek words with similar
meanings. They could be rendered “adequate and equipped.” The first
word, artios,  means “‘in  fit shape or condition” and the second word.,
exertismenos,  means “all together fit.“”

These two words occur only here in the New Testament. The
idea in these words is that God wants each believer to be so influenced
by the Scriptures that he is ready to live for and serve the Lord effec-
tively, in a Christ-honoring way.

Many statements in Scripture indicate that the Bible is given
to us for more than satisfying our curiosity about what God is like,

_ what He has done in the past, or what He will do in the future. Its
intended impact on lives is seen in that the Bible convicts (Heb.
4:12-13), regenerates (2 Tim. 3:15; 1 Peter 1:23), nurtures (2:2),
cleanses (Ps. 119:9; John 15:3; 17:17; Eph. 5:25-26), counsels and
guides (Ps. 119:24, 105), prevents sin (v. ll),  renews (w. 50, 93,
107, 149, 154, 156), strengthens (v. 28), sustains (w. 116, 175),
gives wisdom (w. 98, 130, 169), and delivers (v. 170).

The Scriptures are called a fire, to consume false teaching
(Jer. 23 :29); a hammer, to shatter people’s hard hearts (v. 29); food,
to sustain one’s soul (Ps. 119:103; Jer. 15:16; 1 Cor. 3:2; Heb.
5:13-14; 1 Peter 2:2); a light, to guide our paths (Ps. 119:105); and
a sword, for offense against Satan (Eph. 6:17; cf. Luke 4:4, 8, 12).
In Psalm 119 the psalmist used many verbs to speak of his response
to God’s Word: walk according to, keep, obey, fohnv,  trust in, seek out,
delight in, meditate on, consider, rejhice  in, see, understand, hope in,
teach, speak of; remember, not for&et, not forsake, not depart porn,  not
stray  from,  not turn porn, believe in, consider, long fiw, love, stand in awe
oj tremble at, sin8 o$ and choose.

Having been born again by the Word of God (1 Peter 1:23),
believers are to grow in the Lord by the same means -God’s Word

(2:2). In application, then, we are concerned about relating
the Bible to life today. This involves seeing how the Bible, written to
initial audiences thousands of years ago, relates to audiences today-
and how we should respond to it. Do the Scriptures have relevance
for today, and if so how is that relevance determined? What is the
significance of the Bible to us? How do we determine how we
should respond?

Problems in Bible Applicatimt

In chapter 1 we discussed several gaps that exist between Bible times
and the present day. One such gap is the historical distance between
the original biblical writings and the present day. How do God’s
words given to Abraham 4,000 years ago relate to us now? Are all
the stipulations of the Old Testament Law to be imposed on Chris-
tians today?

If not, what relevance, if any, does the Law have for the
present age? Another gap that poses problems in applying the Scrip-
tures to the present day is the cultural settings of the Bible, which
often differ from those of Bible interpreters today.

Each human writer of the books of the Bible wrote for par-
ticular audiences in their times. How then do their words relate to
present-day audiences? Do their messages relate to us in the same
way they related to those original audiences?

The New Testament makes it clear that the Old Testament
does have current relevance. For example Paul wrote that the words,
God “credited it to him [Abraham] as righteousness” (Gen. 15:6)
“were written not for him alone, but also for us” (Rom. 4:23-24). In
the same epistle Paul stated, “For everything that was written in the
past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (15:4).  Sever-
al events in Israel’s wilderness wanderings “occurred as examples, to
keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did” (I Cor.
10:6) and “these things happened to them as examples and were
written down as warnings for us” (v. 11).

Surely the Bible is relevant, since it is God’s Word, and “is
living and active,” penetrating the soul and judging the “thoughts
and attitudes of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). Determining how God’s
Word relates to us and how we ought to respond to it is the task of
application. Application is a bridge between the biblical meaning and
present-day life situations.
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G%dehes fm Rdevance-and-Response  Application

The following nine steps are suggested as ways to apply the Bible
properly to our lives.

Build Application on Intepetation
Be sure the application stems directly out of proper interpretation.
As I have written elsewhere,

Unfortunately many people go to the Bible for a “blessing” or
for guidance for the day, ignoring the interpretive process alto-
gether. In their intense desire to find  something devotional or
practical, Christians sometimes distort the original meaning of
some passages of Scripture. To bypass the purpose and original
meaning of the passage, looking for a subjective impression, can
lead to a serious misuse of the Bible. Without proper interpre-
tive controls, people can attempt to make the Bible mean al-
most anything they want it to mean3

Our applications should be based directly on the meaning
and relevance of the text to its original audience in light of the
purpose of the book. “Sound interpretation is the only adequate
basis for relevant application.“*

If a text is interpreted wrongly, then the application may be
faulty as well. Interpretation asks, What does this passage mean?
Application asks, What does this passage mean to me? If we have not
accurately determined the meaning of the passage for the initial hear-
ers, we may not accurately apply that meaning to today.

For example if we say in our interpretation that mev refer-
ence to oil in the Bible refers to the Holy Spirit, then we end up
interpreting the story of the widow’s lack of oil in 2 Kings 4:1-7 as
meaning that she lacked the Holy Spirit. In turn this wrong interpre-
tation would then lead to a faulty application if we said that believers
today are not indwelt by the Holy Spirit.

In God’s wrestling with Jacob (Gen. 32:24-30), He was
seeking to gain Jacob’s submission to His will. It would be a faulty
interpretation to say this passage teaches that Jacob wrestled in his
prayer life with God until he got God to give him what he desired.
That faulty interpretation in turn would lead to an inaccurate appli-
cation if we said that we, like Jacob, must wrestle with God in our
prayer life to free Him to answer our prayers.

Determine What Was Expected of the original Audience
Since the human authors of the Bible wrote to particular audiences
regarding particular situations (see chap. 3), they had certain expec-
tations from their readers. It is important then as a first step in
application to ask what application(s) the writers expected from their
initial readers.

Sometimes commands are given in the New Testament that
are clearly indicated as for all Church-Age believers. In Ephesus the
Christians to whom Paul wrote Ephesians were members of the
body of Christ, just as are believers today. Therefore much of what
Paul wrote in that epistle is directly applicable to present-day Chris-
tians. The commands, admonitions, and exhortations for the Ephe-
sians are also directives for all generations of believers since then.

Richard points out that the New Testament includes several
forms of discourse: commands and prohibitions, exhortations (“let
us”), wishes (e.g., 2 Thes. 3:5; 1 Peter 1:2), permissions (e.g.,
1 Cor. 7:15; Matt. 8:32), examples (e.g., 1 Cor. 4:16; ll:l), narra-
tives (Rom. X:4; 1 Cor. 10:6, ll), parables, and themes.5  The
commands, prohibitions, exhortations, wishes, and permissions give
instruction for direct application, whereas the others are more indi-
rect. For example many of the verses in Proverbs tell of the benefits
of following certain actions or the undesirable consequences of fol-
lowing other actions. Not direct commands, they nevertheless give
commands indirectly or implicitly. The many verses that state the
consequences of not controlling one’s temper imply the command,
“control  your temper.” These passages then in$mn the reader where-
as others basically direct the reader.

Usually narratives are teaching by illustration, thus informing
the reader, rather than teaching by explicit command or other
directives. Fee and Stuart speak of explicit and implicit teachings. “Ex-
plicit teaching is that which the inspired narrator actually says, ‘God
was with Joseph.’ Implicit teaching is that which is clearly present in
the story, but not stated in so many words. You must see it implied in
the story, rather than just being able to read it right off the page?
McQuilkin  suggests God reveals His will in Scripture by both “ex-
plicit declarations” and “generic principles.”

Base Applications on Elements Present-day Readers
Share with the Or&haul  Audience

The commonality between the original audiences and people today is
the basis for valid applications. “The relationship between the
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present and the early church is one of direct theological heritage?
Both belong to the universal church, and both depend on apostolic
authority for guidance in faith and practice. The command in Colos-
sians 3:2, ‘<set  your minds on things above,” and the command in
verse 9, “do not lie to each other,” are as relevant and authoritative
for Christians today as for believers in Colosse 2,000 years ago. The
two audiences have much in common, though separated by time and
geography.

However, God’s command to Israel in the wilderness to pick
up manna six days each week is obviously a specific historical in-
stance in which Israel and the church have little in common other
than the fact that they both are people of God.

Similarly God’s instruction to Noah to build an ark is hardly
a directive for the twentieth century. Though Christians today, like
Noah, trust in the true God, the Lord’s directive to Noah to con-
struct an ark was addressed individually without any parallel instruc-
tion being given later to other believers. This leads to the fourth
guideline.

Recognize Hm God’s Workin8  Varies in Dayrent  &es
Since God’s dealings with mankind have differed from one dispensa-
tion to another, we need to be aware of those differences as we seek
to apply the Bible. Of course some matters never change. For exam-
ple the command to love one’s neighbor is given not only in the Old
Testament Law but also in the New Testament. This command was
first given in Leviticus 19:18,  and is repeated in Matthew 5:43;
19:19; 22:39; Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; and James 2% In
addition nine of the Ten Commandments are repeated in the New
Testament, and yet when repeated they are given with higher stan-
dards. The Mosaic Law commanded, “You shall not murder” (Ex.
20:13),  but the New Testament Church-Age command prohibits
not only murder (Matt. 5:21) but even hatred (“Anyone who hates
his brother is a murderer,” 1 John 3: 15).

Of course some regulations in the Old Testament Law have
been annulled for believers in the present age. An example is the
prohibition against eating certain foods (Lev. ll), which Peter
learned is no longer valid (Acts 10:9-16;  cf. 1 Tim. 4:4).

Determine What Is Nornative  fbr Today
We must be careful not to generalize for today everything that hap-
pened in Bible times. This is especially true in narrative passages of

the Bible, which report experiences peculiar to individuals in their
isolated cases. Because God has done something in the past for an
individual does not mean we can expect Him to do the same for us.
As Mayhue  writes,

We are not expecting a trip to the third heaven like Paul’s
(2 Cor. 12: l-10). Nor do we believe that God restocks the food
supply of those who feed traveling preachers as He did for the
widow of Zarephath in 1 Kings 17:8-16.  Leprosy patients do
not dip seven times in a river to be cured (2 Kings 5 : 1-14). Nor
do we throw sticks on the ground and expect them to turn into
serpents (Ex. 4:2-3).9

We must see if the principle in the passage is taught else-
where. If what happened to someone in Bible times is considered
normative for all believers, it must be in harmony with what is
taught elsewhere in Scripture. The fact that God used Elijah and
Elisha each to raise a young man from death to life (1 Kings 17: 17-
23; 2 Rings 4:17-37) and used Peter to restore Dorcas to life (Acts
9:36-43) does not mean God intends for believers today to raise
others from the dead. This is never indicated in Scripture as norma-
tive for all believers. Jesus’ command to the Twelve to raise the dead
(Matt. 10:8)  was given only to the Twelve on their special mission
to announce the message of the kingdom to Israel. This command
was never given to anyone else. Furthermore if this command were
for today, then those who seek to raise the dead should also follow
Jesus’ instructions in the following verses: “Do not take along any
gold or silver or copper in your belts; take no bag for the journey, or
extra tunic, or sandals or a staff’ (w. 9-10). One reason we know
Matthew 10:9-10  is not telling present-day Christians to travel with-
out money is that later Christ changed that instruction (Luke
22:36).

As McQuilkin  has written, “To be authoritative as a model
for behavior- a God-given norm for all people of all time-any
historic event must be so designated by an authorized spokesman for
God. That an event was reported to have truly happened does not
necessarily make it a revelation of God’s universal will.“‘”

A Nazarite in the Old Testament was not to cut his hair; this
was to be a sign of his dedication to and holiness before the Lord
(Jud. 13: 5; 1 Sam. 1: 11). This practice has been rescinded because
the entire Old Testament Law, as a unit, has been done away with
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(Gal. 3:25; Eph. 2:15; Heb. 7:12) and because the regulation is
nowhere repeated in the New Testament. In addition Paul indicated
that long hair was not normal for men (1 Cor. 11:4).

Abraham, Jacob, David, and others had more than one wife.
Does this mean polygamy is acceptable, as some believe? No, this is
not an acceptable practice. Even though God did not specifically
condemn them individually for such a practice, as far as the scriptural
record is concerned, we know polygamy is wrong because God gave
Adam one wife and He said, “For this reason a man will leave his
father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become
one flesh” (Gen. 2:24) and because numerous passages in the New
Testament speak of marital fidelity to one’s wife (e.g., Matt. 5:27,
31-32; 1 Car. 7:2-3; Eph. 5:22-33; Col. 3:18-19; 1 Thes. 4:3-7).

We must look to the Scriptures themselves to determine
what God would have us follow today. The Scriptures may give a
specific statement limiting the relevance of the situation to that his-
toric incident. Or if it does not make that clear, other passages need
to be consulted. McQuilkin’s  maxim is commendable: “Since the
Bible is God’s revelation of His will for all mankind, any teaching of
Scripture should be taken as normative for contemporary faith and
living unless Sctipture  itself indicates otherwise?

Bestiality is prohibited by Old Testament command (Lev.
18:23), but it is not specified in the New Testament as a sinful act.
However, this silence does not mean it is acceptable now. Certainly
the many statements about sexual purity in the New Testament
would imply that bestiality is considered sinful.

See the principle Inherent in the Text
Sometimes the Scriptures give specific commands, directives speci-
fied for all believers, as discussed earlier. However, other times such
declarations are not explicit. Therefore we look for principles inher-
ent within the text.12 These principles stem directly from the Scrip-
tures; they are not something imposed on the biblical text. “When
Jesus said, ‘If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two
miles’ (Matt. 5:41), He was putting a general principle into concrete
terms. The application goes far beyond the particular situation.“‘3
What if someone were to force us to travel with him trvo miles?
Would Jesus’ words then no longer apply? No, the point is that
when we are forced in this way we ought not retaliate but should do
the opposite.

When Jesus said we should not call anyone “Rata,”  an Ara-
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maic term of contempt (v. 22)’ the implied principle is that we
ought not call others by any words of contempt.

The principle “‘is a generalized statement deduced from the
specific original situation then and applicable to different though
specific, similar situations now.“14 Principles, to be valid, must be
affirmed  elsewhere in Scripture. How does God’s sending ravens to
feed Elijah during a drought (1 Kings 17:6)  apply to us today?
Obviously this does not mean God desires to feed Christians by
means of birds. Instead the principle is that God sometimes meets
human needs by unusual means. The application of this principle is
that believers can trust the Lord to supply their needs.

We must exercise caution in drawing principles from narra-
tives of Scriptures. It would be wrong to say that the way to obtain a
bride is to pray she will appear and do some kind deed for the
prospective groom or a friend of the groom, as in the case of Rebek-
ah and Abraham’s servant (Gen. 24). Instead one principle that
could be drawn from the chapter is that God guides us as we depend
on Him. Nor does Genesis 22 teach fathers to sacrifice their sons.
Instead the principle is that, like Abraham, believers ought to obey
the Lord even when His commands call for personal sacrifice.

The incident in Genesis 24 is an illustration of a truth or
principle stated elsewhere in Scripture, as in, for example, Proverbs
3:5-6. The principle in Genesis 22 is also clearly confirmed elsewhere
in Scripture. From these examples two points become clear. First, we
should derive principles directly from the text. No hint is given in
Genesis 22 that the intention of the story is to teach fathers to
sacrifice their sons as God commanded Abraham, nor is there any
hint at all in Genesis 24 that the chapter is written to inform us how
to obtain a bride. Those points simply are not in the biblical text.

Second, we should be sure the principle is consistent with
Scripture elsewhere. Abraham’s taking Hagar to bear him a son does
not suggest that childless married couples today should commit adul-
tery in order to have children. Such a principle flies in the face of all
the Bible says about marital purity. In fact the difficulties Abraham
experienced with Hagar and Ishmael, and the ensuing conflict be-
tween Isaac and Ishmael (and the conflict between their descendants
even to today, as seen in the ongoing conflicts between the Jews and
the Arabs) suggest just the opposite, namely, that Abraham was
disobeying God rather than trusting Him. A principle then that can
be derived from this narrative is this: we ought not take things in
our own hands as a way of “helping” God fulfill His plans for us.
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Think of the Principle as an Implication (m Extrapolatky)
of the Text, and as a Bridg-e  to Application

Seeing the principle in a text is an essential step in drawing out what
is legitimately intended or implied in the Scriptures, and in formulat-
ing a bridge by which to relate the Scriptures to present-day contexts
or situations.

For example Christians in Antioch took an offering for poor
believers in Judea  (Acts 11:27-30). What does that situation almost
2,000 years ago have to do with us? A principle that can be seen in
this action on the part of the believers in Antioch is this: Christians
in one locale should help meet the needs of Christians in other areas.
Obviously this thought is not explicitly stated in Acts 11, but it is
certainly implied. Therefore the principle serves as a bridge between
interpretation and application. The application for today could be
stated as follows: I will send money this week to help poor believers
in Haiti (or some other needy country or area).

When Elizabeth was pregnant with John the Baptist, Mary
went to see her. “When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby
leaped in her womb” (Luke 1:41). We may extrapolate from this
statement the principle or implication that the unborn have life and
that therefore abortion is wrong. Again the text does not specifically
state that the unborn have life, nor does it say anything about abor-
tion. But these points, though not explicit~  stated, seem to be there
implicdy.  The application could then be, I will not support abortion.
The same can be seen in Jeremiah 1: 5.

Take another example. Second Samuel 16:5-14  tells that Da-
vid did not retaliate when Shimei cursed him and called him names.
A principle that may be drawn from this incident is that believers
should not retaliate against those who do them harm. This principle
may serve as a bridge to the application, I will not seek to get even
with [you may supply the name] who has wronged me.

For another example, we read in 1 Thessalonians 4:7, “For
God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life.” A principle
that may be drawn from this statement, as well as from Philippians
4:8, is that viewing pornographic literature or films is wrong. Obvi-
ously such media is not explicitly condemned in Scripture, but sexual
purity in thought and action is a principle clearly seen in these and
other passages. A personal application of this principle would be, I
will not view pornographic literature or films.

Principles drawn from narrative passages seem to be more in
the nature of extrapolations than clear implications. Also narratives

do not teach directly as do other portions of Scripture. Narratives
illustrate what is taught directly elsewhere. How then do we deter-
mine which narratives may have principles for today and which ones
do not? As stated earlier, obviously Peter’s walking on the water or
Timothy’s  taking a cloak and scrolls to Paul have little relevance to
us.

McQuilkin suggests that “a historic event always has some
implication. Otherwise, it would not be included in Holy Writ.“‘”
He adds:

Scripture leaves many historic events uninterpreted, but of
many it renders a judgment: the behavior is either commended
or condemned. In some of those instances Scripture goes even
further; it gives a reason for the commendation or condemna-
tion. Such interpreted events are the legitimate raw material for
refining general principles. For example, if Abraham is held up
as an example of faith in the sacrifice of Isaac, then we are safe
in considering his act commendatory, although we may not
have thought so on our own.16

McQuilkin points up that Paul’s policy of not preaching the
Gospel where it had already been done (Rom. 15:20)  does not
suggest a principle for missionaries to follow today; it was Paul’s
specific “job description.” Then McQuilkin writes,

But when [Paul] said that the Gentile churches had a duty to
help materially the Christians at Jerusalem because they had
benefited spiritually those Christians (Rom. 15:26-27), he
seemed to imply a general principle. Why? Not only because
that teaching is given explicitly elsewhere, but also because Paul
gave, in the passage, the reason for the duty. And that reason is
given as a basic principle: they should give because they had
benefited spiritually.”

Write Out Specafk Action-Responses
As you study the Scriptures, drawing principles or implications from
your interpretation, then you are ready to take the next step of
applying the Scriptures to your life. This is the ultimate goal of Bible
study.

As you study the Bible, note ways you can apply the truth.
Be sensitive to the Holy Spirit’s leading as He seeks to show you
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areas in your life where you may need to improve spiritually. For
example as you read Colossians 1:4-5 ask yourself, Do I have some
of these needs-to have more faith or trust in Christ; to show more
love to other Christians; to have more confidence in the Lord’s
control over my future?

Hall suggests application can be done by writing answers to
five questions, the first letters of which form the acronym “SPECS”:
Does the passage speak of any Sin to be forsaken, Promise to be
claimed, Example to be followed, Command to be obeyed, or Stum-
bling block or hindrance to be avoided?18

Think of application in terms of relationships: your relation-
ship to God, to Satan, to others (at home, church, work, school), to
the world, and to yourself.

Recognize that application can be in the form of improved
attitudes as well as in improved actions. Attitudinal responses may
take longer to develop.

Make your applications personal. Use the words & me, my,
mine, not we, us, our. Application statements that remain in the “we”
category are too general.

Also be specific. Saying, “I should be more like Jesus,” or “1
should love my wife more,” or “1 will try to control my anger better”
are inadequate. Rather than saying, “I should love my wife more,”
be specific, by saying something like this: “1 will take my wife out to
dinner this Friday evening.” Or, “On my way home from work
Thursday I will buy my wife some flowers.” Or “1 will not criticize
my wife any time this weekend.”

Adding a time element, such as Friday evening, Thursday, or
this weekend helps insure that the application is not delayed indefi-
nitely. On the other hand some applications may take longer to carry
out. You may have a month-long goal of being more patient with
your children, or of avoiding pornography, or of controlling your
anger. But even these can be broken down into shorter time seg-
ments. For example the goal, “I will seek to control my temper this
month,” may include the more specific application-goal, “1 will not
get angry when I am driving each morning in heavy, slow traffic.”

Healing a broken relationship may involve the specific
action/response of apologizing to a friend. Developing the attitude
of goodness may mean helping a friend move his furniture.

It is also important to be selective. “Stockpiling” your appli-
cations, that is, writing numerous applications for every Bible pas-
sage you study, may give you far more applications than you can

possibly implement in a reasonable amount of time. Rather than
having numerous activities or attitudes to perform each day, and
thus developing a burdensome attitude toward the Christian life, it is
better to have fewer and more specific applications. As Henrichsen
wrote,

Sometimes your application will require one specific thing like
returning a book you borrowed months before, or apologizing
to someone for a wrong you did. At other times your applica-
tion will require time. It may be a habit God wants you to
break, or a series of steps you may have to take like paying
installments on a large overdue bill. Then too there will be
times when the Holy Spirit will give you a long-range project
to work on, such as working on an attitude or a virtue.‘9

Some Bible students record the progress they make on their
applications. If your application includes a time limit, as suggested,
then record at the end of that period whether you completed that
application-response, and if not, what remains to be done.

In writing “1 will . . .” application sentences you may want to
choose from the following list of 90 action verbs for completing
those sentences.

Accept
Admit
Analyze
Ask
Ask myself
Avoid
Be sensitive
Be willing
Build
Buy
Choose
Claim
Collect
Commit
Compliment
Comply
Confess
Control

count
Create
Decide
Develop
Direct
Discuss
Do
Eliminate
Encourage
Enjoy
Evaluate
Exemplify
Experiment
Find
Follow
Give
Go
Guard

Help
Invite
Isolate
Keep
List
Listen
Look for
Look up
Love
Meet with
Memorize
Organize
Plan out
Pray
Pray about
Pray to
Pray with
Prefer
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Pursue
Read
Realize
Record
Rejoice
Repair
Respond
Sacrifice
Save
Schedule
Select
Send

Share
Show
Sing
Spend time
Stay away
stop
Study
Substitute
Take
Talk with
Teach
Telephone

Thank
Think about
Value
Visit
Wait
Wake up
Walk
Watch
Witness
Work on
Write down
Write to

Rely on the Holy Spitit
Make a firm decision to follow through with the application. Ask the
Lord to give you the desire and determination to carry out the
application. Ask for the Lord’s enabling. Applying the Scriptures
should not be attempted in our own strength. The Christian life
must be lived in the power of the Holy Spirit.

We must be sure that in the entire process of studying, inter-
preting, and applying the Bible, we are relying on the Holy Spirit to
guide us. We need to ask the Holy Spirit to show us areas in our
lives where application is needed, and then to make us sensitive to
that need, and to give us the desire to change by appropriating the
truth. In applying God’s Word we need to ask the Holy Spirit to
work in us to bring about changes in our lives that will make us
more Christlike. It is not enough to perceive the truth; we must also
receive it, by responding as God would have us to do. As Klooster
wrote, “Understanding Scripture requires more than an intellectual
grasp of the historical setting of the text or the literary structure of
the passage. . . . Heart-understanding demands the heart response in
the totality of one’s being to the living, Triune God.y’20

Application, the crowning step in Bible study, can be exciting
as you see the Scriptures working in your own life. As the Word of
God penetrates our souls, it enables us to see areas where improve-
ment is needed and enables us also to overcome weaknesses by the
Holy Spirit’s enabling and to “grow thereby” (1 Peter 2:2,  KJV).

Knowing the truth of God is essential, but blessing comes from
d&z8 it. As Johann Bengel  wrote in 1742, “Apply yourself wholly to
the text and apply the text wholly to yourself.”
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Rhetorical questions in, 203
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Phrases, 117-18
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Renaissance, 44
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Rhetorical interpretation, 77,
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