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Preface


Most Bible readers could agree that faithful interpretation is desirable. So why this book? Why approach it this way? Over my forty-plus years of teaching, through trial and error in attempts to communicate clearly, I have developed certain brief, catchy phrases that embody important insights into biblical interpretation. Think of them as methodological “soundbites” that offer principles and guidelines. They do not offer a comprehensive or systematic approach to interpretation. Yet I believe they offer valuable insights that can steer us toward faithful interpretation. And that has been my goal in writing this book: to accumulate insights that may set a course for all who take the Bible seriously as we seek to become faithful interpreters.

It does this most importantly by helping us not to perpetuate unproductive habits. When our kids were young, my wife and I used to read a picture book to them titled Tootle by Gertrude Crampton, one of the bestselling kids’ books of all time. Tootle is a “baby train” learning the rules of being a train, two of which were to “stay on the rails no matter what” and to “stop for a red flag waving.” Unfortunately, the little train soon gets distracted and goes off the tracks to chase butterflies, play in the buttercups, and make daisy chains as he enjoys a day in the meadow. Such behavior is, of course, unacceptable, so the school engineers come up with a plan to teach him about staying on the tracks. They all hide in the meadow with red flags so that everywhere Tootle goes, a red flag pops up, spoiling his fun. The green flag is on the tracks.

Many of the guidelines presented in this book can serve as the red flags of the Tootle story. We go happily through the meadow of fun biblical interpretation without considering whether we are on the right track. The guidelines can serve as red flags to let us know that we are not “tracking with the biblical author,” as well as to show the green flag when we are going in a productive direction. I will discuss many red flags, but my intention is that in the end we will have a clearer understanding of the green flag as we pursue the message that God has given us in the text. Hopefully, this can help us “stay on the rails, no matter what.”

Lest the reader imagine that I am being guided by a toddler’s story book, a word from the world of scholarship is in order. Adele Berlin provided seven guidelines for seeking a new path in hermeneutics. One of them was the exhortation to take the historical and social context seriously. She first notes that for those who believe there is an “original stable meaning” (as I do), we should beware of interpreting the text anachronistically. She explains, “One’s interpretation should be as true as possible to the world from which the text emerged. This includes the meaning of words, the physical realia and historical events, and the world of ideas.” She ends with a statement of her commitment, one which I share: “I must proceed on the assumption that although the original meaning of the text may not in theory be retrievable, I must in practice work as if it were.”1

Using a variety of guidelines to frame this book offers the benefit of communicating core ideas concisely. The disadvantage is that they largely defy organization and, in their individuality, make it difficult to sustain continuity chapter by chapter. All the chapters reflect a common thread: to be faithful interpreters we need to hold ourselves accountable to the authors’ literary intentions. Despite that, I am not attempting to sustain an argument that will eventually lead to an overall thesis. The guidelines are not organized by a logic that leads inexorably from one to the next. They offer discrete concepts.

I have attempted to organize them loosely in categories, first those that pertain to the Bible generally, then those that pertain more particularly to the larger canonical categories of the Old Testament. There is nothing intrinsically essential to this organization; it is simply an attempt to provide a convenient organization (rather than settling for an utterly random one).

I did not write this book as a textbook—I wrote it to help academically-minded people in the church who are trying to improve and inform their reading of the Old Testament.2 I think that it will have its best use by people who have taken on the responsibility of communicating God’s Words to others. Whether you are simply reading it on your own or with a group, and whether you are participating in a group or leading a group, I hope that you will find this book useful. Students may find that the book gives them direction, but even pastors might find in it some helpful correctives. I hope that teachers will find in it a way to introduce their students to approaches to biblical interpretation. Moreover, it is my hope that pastors will see the need to instruct their congregations in sound methodology and then will model it well.

The last unit of the book does something a little different but no less important. I am committed to the idea that our reading of Scripture cannot stop with understanding the authors’ intentions, though it does need to start there. Interpretation alone can become sterile or pedantic. The power of Scripture is not just in the fact that it was given; it is in the reality of being lived. God has given us revelation of how he has been working out his plans and purposes in the world and invites us to become full-fledged, committed participants working alongside him for his honor and glory. We were created for this! Therefore, in the last unit, I have also offered some reflections on living out what we have learned from faithful interpretation of Scripture.

This book could be used in many ways. It could be used for a small group study or for an adult Sunday school class. It could be used in a Christian K-12 school curriculum. My hope is that in whatever context it is used, the result will be that readers will have a clearer idea of how they should think about the Old Testament and how it functions as God’s Word so that it can be reclaimed for the church, which has grown to neglect it.
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      1—One Quest

      The world looking in on Christianity has little understanding of the Bible. This is reflected in the questions skeptics pose interminably in the blogosphere. One permutation of it is reflected in the Peacock television adaptation of Dan Brown’s The Lost Symbol. In one scene, Dr. Peter Solomon talks about the Bible to his protégé, Harvard Symbology professor Robert Langdon: “It’s a bizarre book of stories filled with contradictions, with outdated beliefs, with outright absurdities. . . . People sense there is a power in them that we have yet to understand.”1 Christian insiders often do no better. It is not unusual for insiders to begin looking for a special code, just as Peter Solomon did. Many find it difficult to figure out what they should expect from the Old Testament and how what is purportedly the Word of God has relevance to their lives. They want to be faithful interpreters, but they don’t know how.

      Faithful interpretation—that is the essential quest for anyone who takes the Bible seriously. If we believe the Bible is God’s revelation, carrying God’s message, then we must receive it as a trust over which we have a certain stewardship. When we talk about being faithful, we are acknowledging that we must submit to the authority that is inherent in the Bible—because it was given by God. Submitting ourselves means that we recognize our accountability to God and the human instruments that he used. We are not free to pursue our own meanings and message. We cannot be content with “what this passage means to me” as we seek to appropriate the message that is inherent in the text itself. God’s message is in the text, so we are accountable to the text. Nevertheless, the message was communicated by Spirit-led authors, writing with purpose and intention. So our accountability to the text cannot be separated from our accountability to the literary intentions of its authors.

    

    
    
      2—Two Caveats

      
        “FAITHFUL” RATHER THAN “RIGHT”

        Note that I frame this quest by the word faithful—not by the word right. People who take the Bible seriously have perhaps spent too much time and energy trying to insist that their interpretation is right and the interpretations of others are wrong. This is not to say that interpretations cannot be right or wrong. Nevertheless, in the cases of the most controversial issues, “right” is precisely what is under discussion. Everyone cannot be right, but we should recognize what commends one interpretation over another. That is why I have framed this as “faithful” interpretation. Our methodology should be faithful even though sometimes we might arrive at different answers.

        Simply put, an interpretation is the result of identifying evidence (for example, linguistic, literary, historical, theological, cultural) and assessing that evidence, then applying it to a base of presuppositions one holds. Such presuppositions may pertain to what readers believe about the Bible or to the theology they deduce from the Bible. They may be presuppositions held consciously, by choice, or subconsciously, adopted through long years of passive reception and tradition. In the process, interpreters prioritize and shape the various pieces of evidence to accord with their presuppositions and cultural locations to arrive at an interpretation. That interpretation, then, reflects what the interpreters consider having the strongest evidence in light of their governing presuppositions.

        Unfortunately, it is common for all of us to consider the interpretation that we prefer, given our perspectives and presuppositions, as simply “right.” It is logical to conclude that the interpretation with the strongest evidence carries the highest probability. But for another reader who has different presuppositions, or who prioritizes the evidence differently, or who is not persuaded that one piece of evidence is legitimate, a different interpretation will take pride of place and be considered as having the strongest evidence.

        Using the adjective “faithful” instead of “right” humbly recognizes that we all fall into the pitfalls of blind presuppositions and overlooked evidence. We can only seek to be as faithful as possible. No interpreter is infallible. Maybe sometimes we will even be right, but that is not our claim to make. Certain interpretations may be disproved by evidence, but interpretations cannot be proved true. Evidence supports an interpretation and therefore lends it a higher degree of probability.2 The greater the evidence that supports a particular interpretation, the higher the probability we are understanding God’s message, and the higher our confidence in our conclusions can be.

      

      
        COMMUNITY

        Even though individual scholars often introduce an interpretation, I would contend that interpretation is ultimately the responsibility of the community. Unquestionably, communities can be misguided and misled just as individuals can. The point I want to make is that we all need each other. No person alone can make every observation that is needed for a strong interpretation. No person alone can assess all the evidence well. No person alone can rise above his or her blind spots and prejudices. Everyone in the community can make observations that others might not make—or can contribute important insights. I have experienced this over the years as I have interacted with my students.

        The community should also be valued for vetting the results of a proposed interpretation, though consensus is not required. This is not to say that the community must approve all conclusions, because that would make the community the authority, not the evidence from the text.3 As a cautionary note, history has shown that at times the Christian community has been in general agreement on an interpretation that has later been recognized as inherently flawed.

        We need the entire worldwide community of faith to achieve the desired faithfulness most successfully. Still, we can proceed with some modicum of confidence if we are making every attempt to ground our interpretation with three essential commitments: accountability, consistency, and controls.

      

    

    
    
      3—Three Essential Commitments

      
        ACCOUNTABILITY

        First, and most importantly, readers of Scripture are accountable to God because we want to discern the message he intended to give, not our own message superimposed on his. But there is another link in the chain. God chose to use human instruments—including tradents, authors, editors, and compilers—through whom to communicate his message. For simplicity, I will group all these human instruments in the designation “author.”4 God vested his authority in these human instruments and therefore, since we wish to be accountable to God, we must be accountable to them. If we believe that their message was given and guided by God, our first line of accountability is to understand what those authors intended to communicate to their immediate audience. To turn that around, if the author cannot be shown to have a particular point in his message, then we should not have it in our interpretation.5 We are accountable to the author more than to our modern communities or traditions. One way to express this is to speak of being tethered to the author’s literary intentions. This wording recognizes that we can neither get “inside his head” and read his mind, nor do we attempt to do so. Instead, we assume that he is a competent, effective communicator and that we can receive the communication he intends.

      

      
        CONSISTENCY

        Once we adopt the author’s literary intention as the focus of our accountability, we must consistently and mercilessly engage in purging our interpretation of anything that cannot be defended as a part of his intention. This is arguably the most important statement in this book. For example, if there is no indication that the author would have been aware of a possible connection between Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac and the crucifixion of Jesus (see below, chap. 15), then consistency and accountability demand that we not make that part of our interpretation of Genesis. If the Old Testament authors show no awareness of the idea that the serpent is Satan (see below, chap. 6), consistency and accountability demand that we not make that part of our interpretation of the Old Testament. Whatever connection the New Testament author makes between the serpent and Satan (itself subject to variable interpretations) would become part of our interpretation of the New Testament texts, not superimposed on the Old Testament. In other words, we should do a contextual reading before we do a canonical reading.

      

      
        CONTROLS

        We therefore need to accept controls on our interpretation willingly. Such controls are found in the methodology that I am proposing throughout the book. Doing so does not mean that we are restraining the Bible; we need to restrain ourselves. Without controls, interpretation becomes more subjective than it inherently is, and we risk losing God’s message entirely. Christian history is filled with examples of when this happened with devastating results: consider the Crusades, the Inquisition, Manifest Destiny, antebellum slavery, and the Holocaust, just to name a few of the more prominent cases—all justified by biblical interpretation without adequate controls.

      

    

    
    
      4—Four Fundamental Concepts for Interpretation6


      
        CONTEXT IS EVERYTHING

        We all know that to understand a communication, we must take it in context. Most of us have experienced the discomfort of a situation where someone takes a few words that we have said and twists them into something that we never intended, with negative consequences. In the field of journalism, the journalistic ideal is that quoting someone will take account of the context. Words, phrases, and even paragraphs and narratives can be subject to misinterpretation if they are not considered in the context in which they are given.7 A classic example of taking a biblical phrase out of context is when Genesis 31:49 is used for a benediction. The familiar text reads, “May the LORD keep watch between you and me when we are away from each other.” When we consider the context, easily understood from the surrounding passage, this verse is an expression of distrust that calls on God to monitor Jacob’s behavior for treachery and betrayal. The words cannot be commandeered and used for a blessing. Consider how much more disastrous this is when a couple has it engraved on their wedding rings!

        Readers simply must consider contexts of various sorts. Here are summaries of the four most basic: linguistic, literary, cultural, and theological.

        1. The linguistic context pertains to the task of understanding what a Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek word meant to the person using that word and to the audience they addressed. Sometimes that cannot be reflected in a single English word. Moreover, sometimes there are particular nuances to its use in specific contexts, that is, authors and genres can each lend specialized meaning to particular words.

        
          
            Example A—Hesed: The Hebrew word hesed is translated in many different ways.8 The 1995 NASB renders it “lovingkindness” while the NIV uses a variety of English equivalents, such as “unfailing love,” “kindness,” “acts of devotion,” “favor,” and “mercy.”9 The problem here is a common one in translation. It is not that translators disagree over the meaning of the word. Rather, to our frustration, there is no true English equivalent to hesed. Consequently, no choice can be considered entirely accurate. To represent the word well, we would need a whole sentence, such as, “Hesed is an act that fulfills an obligation; whether formal or informal, stated and agreed upon or inherent in the normal expectations of human interaction or protocol. It involves conforming to an understood expectation and, as such, reflects commitment to propriety.” The closest English rendering may be “commitment,”10 but even that fails to do it justice. Any English word chosen to translate hesed adds nuances that are not in the Hebrew word and also loses nuances that are inherent in the Hebrew word. This cannot be helped—it is a hazard of translation (and, therefore, of interpretation). As faithful interpreters, we need to be aware of this variable.

             

            Example B—Torah: The Hebrew word Torah is often translated “law.” A detailed analysis, however, recognizes that cultures in the ancient Near East were regulated by custom rather than by written legislation. This, added to linguistic analysis, suggests that Torah has more affinity to instruction that leads to wisdom than to legislation.11 Again, the Hebrew word carries an array of nuances and connotations that are not present in any English word. These and many other examples that could be discussed demonstrate how important it is to understand the linguistic context of a text so that our understanding of the words coincides with what the ancient author and audience would have understood.12

          

        

        2. The literary context pertains to issues of genre (such as proverbs), of form (for example, poetry), of rhetorical devices (such as metaphors), of discourse analysis (how a section is arranged to make a point), and of rhetorical strategy (how a writer will string together individual narratives to develop his purpose across the book—for example, the cycles of the book of Judges). When we read English literature, we are correct to have different expectations of epic poetry, like Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade” versus a journal article on the Battle of Balaclava during the Crimean War, which Tennyson immortalized. Likewise, Longfellow’s “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere” must be evaluated differently than a college textbook’s account of the beginning of the Revolutionary War.

        
          
            Example—Job: Consider the story of Job. The first observation is that this is a piece of Wisdom literature. Wisdom literature can use a variety of genres, and by its nature is not tied to the use of historical report (note that the parables are a form of Wisdom literature). Likewise, however, Wisdom literature could potentially use a historical figure. At the first level, then, a commitment to read literally does not resolve the issue of whether Job is a historical figure or not. Wisdom literature could go either way. But this is already an important observation in that it demonstrates that literal reading does not demand a commitment to the idea that Job is a historical figure.

            Some have considered Job to be a parable, and that is not impossible, though it is not common for a parable to name its characters.13 An alternative is to consider the book of Job to be a “thought experiment.” Thought experiments engage a complicated discussion through the use of a hypothetical scenario. Parables are a form of thought experiment, but Job could be a thought experiment that is not a parable. Using a thought experiment is a legitimate rhetorical device for engaging in philosophical discussions.

          

        

        Beyond the question of genre, narrators make choices when telling a story—which details are important and how should the story be told? Furthermore, in a series of stories, such as those found in most narrative books of the Old Testament, the stories have been selected and recounted with a purpose in mind. Consequently, an individual narrative should be considered in relationship to those around it, not just as an independent story (see chap. 25). All of these considerations and more are essential to understanding the literary context.

        3. The cultural context pertains to the shared culture between the author and audience. It is particularly of significance when readers are not part of that culture and are not well-informed about it. Every communicative act between cultural insiders benefits from a multitude of “things that go without being said.”14 The problem is that when cultural outsiders attempt to step into that conversation, ignorance concerning those things that go without being said can undermine their ability to understand.

        
          
            Example A—The Tower of Babel: The story of the Tower of Babel is only nine verses long (Genesis 11:1-9). Interestingly, at one point, explanation is given to the original reading audience about building materials, presumably because that was important information that they did not intuitively know. Nevertheless, numerous other elements in the narrative are left unsaid, presumably because the original readers did not require explanations. Trouble arises when they are elements that we, as modern readers, do not know. Readers throughout the history of interpretation have, for example, been inclined to believe that the builders were constructing a tower to allow them to climb into heaven—that they were going to use the tower to go up. The author does not address this question of the function of the tower because his audience is well aware of its function—it is built for God to come down. Furthermore, outsiders have been inclined to think that “making a name” reflects an arrogant pride on the part of the builders. Here, however, the builders are guilty of greed more than of pride. If God comes down to dwell among them, the people believe that they will be able to take care of the God’s needs and that he will therefore shower them with blessing and prosperity.15

          

        

        Many passages in the Old Testament have been misinterpreted because we are outsiders to the ancient Israelite culture and therefore important cultural nuances are lost to us. In our ignorance, we are inclined to read into such texts our own understanding based on our own culture.

        
          
            Example B—The Sun in Joshua: When we read Joshua 10:12-15, where the Israelite general requests that the sun and moon “stop” or “wait,” we are immediately inclined to interpret in terms of physics and the laws of motion. Moreover, we assume that they have reached the end of the day and Joshua requests more daylight to complete his victory. We have missed the detail that the sun is over Gibeon and the moon over Aijalon—thus, sun in the east and moon in the west. It is therefore morning, not approaching evening. If we read this in its cultural context, we will set aside issues of physics (heavenly bodies coming to a grinding halt) and read it in light of divination literature. Several omens from the ancient Near East describe the position of the heavenly bodies as “waiting” or “stopping” at particularly significant locations in the sky when observing conjunctions or oppositions. These omens were understood as a means by which the gods communicated their will and intention. Joshua 10:12-15 is describing an event that would have had the significance of a divine omen to its original audience.16 An insider audience would have recognized that; it did not need to be said.

          

        

        We must recognize how distant our modern culture is from the ancient culture of Israel. In the globalization that is now characterized by more frequent interactions between cultures, we have recognized how challenging it is to communicate across those cultural boundaries. Furthermore, cultural change is happening so rapidly that we would find ourselves culturally challenged if we were to go back to live fifty years ago.17 How much more should we then expect that reading literature from the ancient Israelite culture will present significant challenges that we must seek to overcome.

        4. The theological context pertains at this level not to the theology of the whole canon or to the theology of the interpreter, as important as they are. Neither does it refer to systematic theology (the collection of our modern theological conclusions). Rather, I am referring to the theological presuppositions in the mindset of the ancient human author that often need to be distinguished from modern or New Testament theological ideas.

        
          
            Example A—The Hope of Heaven: Though not all interpreters agree, many maintain that through most of the Old Testament, Israelites held no hope of salvation from sins or eternal life with God. If this is true, and I believe that it is, then Old Testament passages should not be interpreted with an assumption that Israelites had a hope of heaven (some individual passages will be addressed in chap. 29).

                 

            Example B—“The Devil”: Contrary to popular assumptions, Israelite theology had no knowledge of the figure that we refer to as the “devil.” The Hebrew term satan (“adversary”) eventually was adopted as a proper name for the devil, but that was not the case in the Old Testament. Consequently, the interloper in Job 1–2, called “the satan,” cannot be assumed to be the devil.18 Israelite theology had a different idea in mind. Furthermore, passages like Isaiah 14:12-15 cannot be interpreted as referring to the fall of the devil. The devil is not known to them and therefore there is no fall of such a being to discuss.19

          

        

      

      
        INTERPRETATION MATTERS

        Interpretation cannot be considered just a hobby or something that we can do without. Our translated versions had to be interpreted before they could be translated. Any reader is automatically and inevitably interpreting. Meaning can only be identified through an interpretive act. If we were just reading Shakespeare or Homer, it might not matter that different readers would arrive at different interpretations. But for those who consider the Bible to be God’s Word, interpretations of it can become the basis for life and faith, for action and belief, for values and priorities. Different interpretations and different methodologies can have significance not only for how an individual lives, but for how societies and movements take shape. The cost is high, and we cannot afford to treat interpretation lightly or to be nonchalant about it.

        
          
            Example—The Ten Commandments: One of the topics I often speak about is the Ten Commandments, and one of the first points I make is that the Bible never calls them that. They are the “Ten Words” (thus “Decalogue”). Does this mean that they are not “commandments”? If they are “words” instead of “commandments,” how are we supposed to respond to them? We understand that “commandments” should be obeyed—but what about “words”? And it gets even more complicated when we begin looking at each of the ten “words.” When the text says that no other gods are “before” me, does it refer to priority (“more important than me”), chronology (“existed earlier than me”), or location (“in my presence”)? Most modern popular interpretation follows the first; the Hebrew favors the last. When the text says not to take the Lord’s name in vain, does that mean that we should not treat it as having no real power (as people do when they use it in an exclamation, such as “Oh my God!”) or that we should not seek to exploit its real power (as people do when they seek to use it in magic or ritual)? Modern interpretation is inclined toward the former; Israelite context toward the latter. In these cases, we have vastly different interpretations of something as basic as the “Ten Commandments”—which arguably play a central role in our understanding of ethics and morality.20 Interpretation indeed matters!

          

        

      

      
        MIND THE GAPS

        Interpretation calls for us to fill in some sorts of gaps, while attempts to fill other sorts will only lead us astray. Some of the gaps that we must be aware of have already been mentioned. For example, as cultural outsiders, we will experience gaps that an insider would not. As interpreters, we need to be aware of such gaps and do our best to fill those gaps by research into the culture as we become aware of things that go without being said.

        Another type of gap is the result of the author’s focus. Authors are by necessity selective. They have chosen the story with a purpose, and they will tell it in such a way as to achieve their goal. That means that some elements of any reported event will be left out—with a reason. Interpreters may well be curious about some of those omitted details, but the interpretive task must focus on what the author did communicate. Trying to recover, or worse, speculatively provide that which the author has chosen not to communicate can mislead us. For example, we may be very interested in knowing how Abraham explained to Sarah what he was doing when he took Isaac to be sacrificed. But the author has not told us, and any ideas that we might have will not lead us to better interpretation.

        Finally, we will encounter some gaps that represent literary art. Narrators at times purposefully leave something unsaid because they are expecting the audience to connect the dots successfully and draw conclusions. It takes careful assessment of subtle nuances to know how to fill these gaps because we can easily engage arguments from silence. Nevertheless, we want to do everything that we can to track with the author. That means that some gaps we work hard to fill, while others we resolutely allow to stand so as not to follow our own tangents.

      

      
        IT’S COMPLICATED

        Faithful interpretation is hard work because we cannot depend on our intuition. Interpretation of an ancient document written in another language and by those with a different culture is rarely straightforward. The task is complicated by many factors that must be considered, many of which this book addresses. Furthermore, many significant elements in interpretation depend on technical information. Some interpreters will be unaware of such technical issues and therefore not even know what they are leaving out of their consideration. Others will be aware of those elements but will find the details inaccessible to them. To some extent, this goes back to the idea of reading in community. Some members of a community may have more knowledge of technical issues than others will, but everyone will have something to contribute to the interpretation process. At the same time, we all have our own limitations.

        
          
            Example—Genesis 6:1-4: When we consider the brief passage in Genesis 6:1-4, we discover how complicated interpretation can be. Obvious questions arise: Who are these sons of God? Why does it call the women “daughters of men”? Who are the “Nephilim” in verse 4? Are they the sons of God referred to in verse 2? Are they their offspring? Who are the heroes? Other questions are less obvious. Most readers assume that the described events are taking place just before the flood and wonder how the flood is connected to them. Alternatively, the narrative style used in Genesis suggests that these verses take us all the way back to the time of Seth (“When human beings began to increase in number”).21 And it gets worse. In Yahweh’s short speech in verse 3, presumably indicating the explanation for what is happening, two of the key words are unknown to us.22 Furthermore, to what do the 120 years refer? Then we get to all the questions concerning the event itself. Are the sons of God heavenly beings who are marrying humans? Can that happen? Are we dealing with incubi? Are these heavenly council members? Are such beings real or mythological? The questions are unending and, for the most part, insoluble—and this is just a four-verse passage.23

          

        

        Interpretation is complicated, but that must be weighed against an important point: the message of the Bible as a whole is clear. Any reader at any level can grasp the essentials of who God is and be drawn to follow him. Thankfully, then, the most important message of the text regarding God’s plans and purposes, what he has done, and how we can become participants with him is all very clear for anyone who opens the Bible. The next section offers an introduction that focuses on what Scripture is doing and how it goes about doing it, which is developed in more detail throughout the book, and eventually revisited in the conclusions.

      

    

    
    
      5—Five Principles for Faithful Interpretation

      The basic ideas leading to faithful interpretation, which have been introduced in the preceding sections and will be developed in the remainder of the book, can be summarized as the following five principles.

      1. The author’s message carries the authority of Scripture, and of God. When we depart from his literary intentions, we are no longer submitting our interpretation to the authority of the text.

      2. The author’s message is couched in his language and culture. We therefore need to be alert to the dangers of reading Scripture through our contemporary language and culture. We may not be able to recover certain details of his language and culture, but we can often recognize when we are driven by our own language and culture.

      3. Our accountability in interpretation is to track with the author in the text that he has produced. It is what he says and what he means—his message—that matters because that comes with the authority of God.

      4. Our interpretation should be supported with evidence that can identify the author’s literary intentions. If an interpretation that we are considering cannot be defended as something the author could have meant, we should reconsider. As I have noted, that evidence is typically derived from analysis that is linguistic, literary, cultural, historical, and theological.

      5. Our task is to find our place in God’s story, which he has communicated so that we can know him and be in relationship with him, thereby becoming whole-hearted participants in his plans and purposes as he has revealed them in Scripture. Sometimes Christians wonder, “How can I know God?” We can find an answer to that if we think about how we come to know people in our lives. When you first meet someone, you introduce yourself—by telling a little part of your story. As you spend more time together, you each tell more of your story to each other. We know people through their stories—stories of their past, present, and future. The more of their story we know, and the more of ours we share, the deeper we grow in relationship. In the Bible, God has given us his story, and we come to know him and grow into deeper relationship with him as we encounter his story and share ours with him.

      To be clear, in this book I am differentiating between “interpretation”—the process of determining what the authors of Scripture intended to communicate—and “application”—what we do with the message that is actually in the text once we understand it. We need to engage in interpretation to the best of our ability, using all the evidence that we can garner. Once we have identified the message the author intended to communicate (interpretation), we then need to appropriate it for ourselves and prayerfully seek wisdom to apply it to our lives and our world. Such application derives specifically from the message of the text—it is tethered to the text.

      There is, however, a second type of application that is tangential to what the author was communicating rather than derived from it. Such untethered application may represent the Spirit’s leading and can have great benefit. Much about Christian belief and the Christian life of faith is not addressed in Scripture, but it is important and should be addressed. My intention, therefore, is not to cut off all the insightful or inspiring thoughts that people have about Scripture that may not track with the author. But those thoughts should not be mistaken for biblical interpretation. The danger is that they will take the place of biblical interpretation and lead us to neglect the messages that carry the authority of the author and text.

      If we neglect giving attention to the author’s intentions and seek application only based on our intuitive reading of our translations, we risk running off the tracks to wander in the beautiful meadows of our own imaginations (see the illustration of Tootle in the preface). We may enjoy the meadows, but they don’t get us where we need to go if we seek to understand the authoritative message of the Word of God (following the tracks). In contrast, so much stands to be gained when we follow the tracks laid down in the message of Scripture. Readers might understandably be interested in how we should go about doing application, but that is not what this book is about—I am going to focus my attention on doing interpretation.

    

    






  

  Section B

  General Bible
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    This unit will discuss a dozen phrases that all have to do with how we arrive at the meaning of the text. The introduction laid out the challenges of discerning meaning as well as the importance of doing so. It introduced the idea of tracking with the author’s intentions. What follows will unpack a variety of perspectives pertaining to this quest. These phrases are not intended to sustain a single line of argumentation. Instead, they offer perspectives on different aspects of interpretation, including diverse elements connected to cultural awareness, reading approaches, literary sensitivity, translation, literary production, the role of Jesus in the Old Testament text, and the role of the Holy Spirit in our reading. These guidelines are only loosely connected to one another but each offer insights that are essential for faithful interpretation.

    
      6—A Text Cannot Mean What It Never Meant

      I originally encountered this caution in the classic volume by Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth: “Biblical texts first of all mean what they meant. That is, we believe that God’s Word for us today is first of all precisely what his Word was to them.”1 Fee and Stuart then present the inverse of that statement as what they call the “basic rule”: “a text cannot mean what it never could have meant to its author or his readers.”2 As Fee and Stuart clarified decades ago, this phrase refers to the first step in interpretation. It does not deny that there are other steps to be taken as we then appropriate the Bible’s message for ourselves and seek application. Nevertheless, the success and effectiveness of all the other steps depends on and is controlled by that first step. To the extent that the other steps diverge from the first step is the extent to which the authority of the text is potentially compromised.

      These “other” steps are variably labeled re-appropriation, reception, relevance, application, or contemporary significance. (Note that the kind of appropriation I will address throughout this book is distinct from “cultural appropriation,” which can arise when there is power differential between a dominant and an oppressed culture, as in colonial or imperial systems.) These steps, however, are more accurately understood as dealing with “significance” for our lives rather than “meaning.” The confusion between the two is reflected in the question so often posed in modern Bible studies, “What does this verse mean to me?” This expression is unfortunate because it could imply that “meaning” is purely subjective. In contrast, the “meaning” that we seek in faithful interpretation attempts to avoid subjectivity as much as possible. It is well recognized that subjectivity cannot be avoided entirely, or, to put it another way, that total objectivity is impossible. Nevertheless, we strive for something approaching objectivity, not by successfully erasing all aspects of our culture and presuppositions, or by eliminating our personal biases, but by basing our interpretations on evidence rather than impressions or feelings.

      Evidence is the foundation for faithful interpretation. As indicated in the introduction, the strongest interpretation is going to be the one with the strongest evidence. If the authors carry the authority vested in them by God and we are therefore accountable to them, the “meaning” that is of most interest to us is the author’s meaning, not what it means to us. To put it another way, the meaning for those to whom it was originally written has significance for those of us interested readers in other times, places, and cultures (see next chapter).

      This phrase also conveys another important implication: the meaning does not change, even though the application and contemporary significance might. When we understand the meaning as located in the intentions of the authors, we realize that it therefore does not take a new shape for every reader or every era. It is always worthwhile to explore ever-new significances that a text might have, but any assertion of significance must be rooted in that one, original meaning. Otherwise, the identified significance would forfeit its claim to represent the Word of God.

      This concept remains true as the New Testament authors work with Old Testament texts, even prophecies. The New Testament authors are indicating a contemporary significance to the Old Testament texts; they rarely seek to unpack the meaning of those texts from their original contexts. Nevertheless, when the New Testament authors do this, their words carry authority as they have new inspired messages to offer—new affirmations. Consequently, as we will discuss in detail later (chap. 34), the fulfillments identified by New Testament authors constitute identification of significance of the prophecies, not identification of the meaning of the prophecies. As the New Testament authors unfold the fulfillments of prophecies in ways that the Old Testament authors could not have imagined or intended, they are not changing the meaning. Consequently, when we are interpreting Old Testament texts that are later addressed in the New Testament, our first level of commitment is to the intentions of the Old Testament authors and the meaning that they intended. What the New Testament authors did with them will become the focus at later stages of studying the passage.

      We are now able to expand on this guideline. The text can never mean what it never meant, yet its significance can transcend that original meaning. If the meaning is discovered by seeking out and weighing evidence, how is a proposed significance of a text validated? When the significance is presented in the New Testament, it is validated by virtue of the authority recognized for the New Testament authors. When other interpreters who do not possess an innate authority (such as any of us who are not New Testament authors!) present a new significance, the proposed significance does not carry the authority attributed to the biblical text, yet it still may be deemed true based on any number of criteria.
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          Figure 6.1. Truth and authority

        

      

      This statement suggests yet another distinction to be made: When we recognize the authority of the text, one of the implications is that we accept it as true. But when we accept something as true, that is not the same thing as considering it authoritative. Truth is a larger concept than authority, but authority is totally encompassed in truth.3

      Our applications may reflect keen insight and ring true in every respect, but that does not mean that they have authority. In fact, even our interpretations do not carry authority—they represent only our best attempts to discern the authoritative meaning of the author. They are based on evidence, but they are subject to any number of possible misconceptions and are undermined by the imperfect degree of our evidence. We are not native speakers of the language; we are not members of the culture; we are often hampered by unrecognized preconceptions. Consequently, we may have good reason to consider a given interpretation true, but that does not mean that our interpretation carries authority.

      By now the reader has recognized the problem: How then can we ever claim to understand or speak the authority of the text? If any reference we make to the text reflects an interpretation of the text, then we can never make unqualified statements concerning its authoritative message. This is not as hopeless as it sounds. It calls for humility, rather than despair; for an attitude of open-mindedness, rather than an unrelenting fanaticism on minutia. We can be committed to orthodoxy, sound doctrine, and the innate authority of Scripture while at the same time recognizing that we may occasionally have to change our mind about the interpretation of a particular passage. Another way to say this is that we ought always to be in a frame of mind in which we welcome being surprised by the text and maintain a willingness to see new evidence to factor into our interpretations. We make every attempt to track with the author and to gather all available evidence and weigh it carefully. Hopefully the basic theory is clear, but a few examples can illustrate the potential pitfalls.

      
        
          Example A—Genesis 3: In Genesis 3 we are introduced to the serpent in the garden. When we read that text through Israelite eyes and in the context of the Old Testament, we find no evidence that they considered the serpent associated in any way with Satan. It is neither identified as Satan nor understood as somehow empowered by Satan. Since this is true, our interpretation of this passage should not be based on the idea that Satan is the serpent or behind the serpent’s actions. The text can never mean what it never meant. That does not mean that the New Testament references that draw associations between Satan and the serpent (Revelation 12:9; 20:2) are misguided. There Satan is portrayed with the metaphor of a dragon (by definition, as a serpent). It is likely that John is drawing a parallel to Genesis 3 as he builds his apocalyptic imagery, but this hardly offers interpretation of that passage. Whatever we are able to draw from John’s imagery, it does not change the meaning of Genesis 3. Discerning what an Israelite reader would have inferred about the serpent is not a matter of consensus among interpreters. One recent option has suggested that they would have viewed it as a chaos creature.4 Regardless, its role as a catalyst is clear in the passage. Its comments instigate the decision of Eve, then Adam, to eat the fruit in order to be like God. This stops short of accusing the serpent of being the cause of sin, which in turn can fine-tune some of our theological discussions about the origin of evil.

               

          Example B—Genesis 3:15: Genesis 3:15 has traditionally been interpreted as a Messianic prophecy,5 so we might explore the evidence for such an interpretation, first in the Old Testament, then in the New Testament. In the context of Genesis, one of the first questions that is typically asked concerns the use of the singular with regard to the seed. It is a complicated question, since the Hebrew term translated “seed” is a collective term, which means that it can legitimately use singular grammatical forms even if it refers to a large group. Interpreters have been divided on this issue.

          More important for our current discussion is the question of the verbs that are used to convey the conflict between the two parties at the end of the verse. The NIV translates them as “crush” and “strike” respectively. The ESV and NASB render both as “bruise” and NLT and NRSV render both as “strike.” Those translations that render both verbs the same are reflecting the Hebrew, which also uses the same verb in both clauses. Presumably, the NIV has chosen to use different translations to account for the combination of the verb with different nouns (head, heel) in the context. For our purposes, it should be noted that not only are the verbs the same, but both attacks constitute potentially mortal blows; the serpent may be killed when someone steps on its head, and a person may be killed when a poisonous serpent bites their heel. What is important about this is that the text does not indicate who will win. Consequently, when we consider what the verse meant to the author and audience, we find no reason to think that it indicates an act of deliverance from the power of Satan. Recall from our last example that the Old Testament audience would not have considered the serpent to represent Satan anyway. The conclusion of all of this is that there is nothing here that would indicate that the Old Testament author or audience would have understood this verse as messianic, or even hopeful. It expresses instead that the conflict that has now begun will be ongoing.

          But what about the New Testament? Readers may find it odd to learn that this verse is never referred to directly in the New Testament. If Genesis 3:15 were to be considered the first proclamation of the gospel in the Bible (as has been often claimed), it might seem curious that the New Testament did not draw attention to it in some way. A verse that is sometimes offered as a possible reference to Genesis 3:15 in the New Testament is Romans 16:20. There, in his final greetings (and therefore not in a teaching passage), Paul indicates that “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.” Given this translation, it is no surprise that some have drawn a connection to Genesis 3:15, but important qualifications are called for. First, if it is a reference to Genesis 3:15, it actually refutes the idea that Genesis 3:15 is messianic. In Romans 16:20, the foot that crushes Satan is the church at Rome (empowered by “the God of peace”), not Jesus. But second, and more importantly, the connection to Genesis 3:15 is not as clear as it may seem on two counts. First, the Greek word Paul uses for the verb “crush” in Romans 16:20 is not the same one that his Greek translation of the Old Testament used in Genesis 3:15. If Paul wanted to make the connection, it would have been logical that he would use the Greek verb familiar from that passage. Second, Paul does not speak of crushing under the heel as Genesis 3:15 does, but under the foot. That is actually an important distinction because the idea of placing enemies under one’s feet is a widespread idiom throughout the ancient and classical worlds (see Psalm 110:1). Consequently, Paul may not be referring to Genesis 3:15, but if he is, he is not interpreting it in a messianic way. But even if someone might still believe he is, the Old Testament text can never mean what it never meant. Consequently, when we read Genesis 3:15 as a messianic prophecy, we are not tracking with the author’s intentions, and we may not even be reflecting a New Testament interpretation.

        

      

    

    
    
      7—The Bible Is Written for Us but Not to Us

      Most Bible readers know that when they are reading the Bible, they are reading a translation from ancient Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek. That reality, however, does not always lead to the recognition that therefore the Bible was not written to us. That is, the audience assumed by the author is one that shared his language and culture. Nevertheless, since we believe that the Bible is God’s revelation to all people everywhere, we can affirm that it is written for us—for everyone.

      Consequently, however, a significant gap exists between that original audience (to them) and all the thousands of other audiences (for us) who have received it. An author may hope that his work will have an audience that extends beyond his initial target group. For example, many of my books are translated into other languages, so I anticipate that my reading audience may extend beyond those in my own culture. Even with that in mind, however, I cannot write to those audiences. I cannot write in their language, and I cannot tailor my content to all of those cultures. Furthermore, should any of my work last into future generations, I likewise cannot anticipate the issues and concerns of those future generations. In this regard, the biblical authors were no different. Ancient Hebrew authors would not be expected to include content that might address social networks, climate change, party politics, capitalism, individualism, evolutionary biology, an expanding universe, nihilism, communism, consumerism, and so on—all the varied aspects of our modern world. They could not anticipate Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, or any other religious system. We could not expect them to address modern values, philosophy, medicine, economics, or politics, or to understand how we think about history, science, or law, let alone our views about reality or existence. Our values and sensibilities, even our categories of thinking, would be as foreign to them as theirs would be to us.

      It is important to accept that God did not somehow mystically bridge this gap and implant culture-specific messages to “outsider” readers without the awareness of the authors. The authoritative message of God was understood by the author who was communicating it and he expected his audience to be able to understand it and respond to it.6 We can therefore say that even though the message was culturally bound in some ways, it also has the capacity to transcend culture. If we desire to receive the full impact of the message that transcends its cultural context, we cannot expect the author and text to traverse the distance to us; we must make every attempt to approach the text through the language and culture of the author.

      For the language, we have gotten used to closing the distance through the act of translation. Though translation will always be an imperfect instrument, it bridges the linguistic gulf adequately. Our efforts, however, cannot stop there—we also need to bridge the gap culturally. Just as the ancient Israelites would have been ignorant of our culture, so we are not able to penetrate their culture intuitively. Bridging the language barrier requires a translator; bridging the culture barrier requires a cultural broker. A cultural broker has familiarity with both cultures engaged in crosscultural communication.

      The conceptual world of the Israelites would have been more similar to that of the ancient Babylonians or Egyptians than to ours. Consequently, it is ineffective to begin with our modern culture as the default and try to adjust to the ways an ancient Israelite culture would be similar or different. It is more prudent to start with those ancient cultures as the default for Israel and then make adjustments for the ways in which God’s revelation transformed them. In other words, we should proceed by assuming that Israelites would think more like those around them instead of assuming that they would think more like us. We can then identify differences between Israelites and their neighbors based on the revelation that God gives them.

      
        
          Example A—Equality: Modern Western readers feel very strongly about equality—equal rights and equal status (race, gender, etc.). It is a value to which we give high priority, and it intuitively strikes us as proper. We maintain that order can only be achieved when prejudices and inequalities are eliminated. But this is not how people in the ancient world thought. For them, hierarchy brought order. Ruling structures in the nation, village, and family were desired and represented normality. Attitudes that we may consider misogynous they would consider as representing legitimate roles. What we decry as slavery they would defend as essential to a functioning agro-pastoral economic system. Not only must we avoid imposing our values on them, we should be slow to criticize them for the values that they hold in high esteem. Though we may find much to critique about human institutions, we dare not allow our interpretation to become a form of cultural imperialism. If we can agree that the Bible is not written to us, we recognize that we must discern as clearly as possible what it meant to them before we can understand what it means for us.

               

          Example B—Samuel’s Call: When we read the story of Samuel’s call in the night (1 Samuel 3), we can easily miss an important aspect of the narrative. God’s call to Samuel is not a general call to be a faithful follower that any of us might experience. This is Samuel’s call to a prophetic ministry, evident from the fact that he is given a prophetic message to give to Eli. The word of the Lord was rare in those days (1 Samuel 3:1), and Samuel is being called to fill that void. Consequently, the message for us cannot be construed as reflecting on how important it is to listen to God when he calls. True as that might be, that is not the message to them. The incident is critical to the case that is being made by the narrator of 1–2 Samuel, that David is God’s chosen king. Any king would claim that he is chosen of God, so how can an observer reach such a conclusion? For the narrator, the evidence that David is God’s chosen king is that he was anointed by Samuel, and Samuel is a legitimate prophet. Samuel’s credentials also include his unlikely birth and his priestly training.

          The message to them concerns Samuel’s impeccable credentials as a bona fide prophet whose anointing of David came at the command of the Lord (and against Samuel’s intuitive judgment), thus validating David’s claim to being Yahweh’s sanctioned king. The message for us must therefore be based on that understanding. As we track with the narrator of the books of Samuel, we acknowledge Samuel’s prophetic credentials, accept therefore that it is truly God’s leading for him to anoint David, and accept that, despite David’s lack of credentials and various shortcomings that will eventually become all too clear, he is God’s choice for king. We therefore should not find in the message some exhortation that we should all listen for God’s voice in the night. The authoritative lesson is that God is working out his plans and purposes through Samuel and David. We discover that God is able to do his work even through confused or flawed people.

            

          Example C—Job 19:25: Consider the well-known passage Job 19:25, where the suffering Job declares, “I know that my redeemer lives!” Many English translations through the centuries have capitalized Redeemer, as they have interpreted the term to refer to Jesus. Christian readers, seeing the capital letter, can therefore be excused for understanding the text to refer to Job’s hope, anticipating the redeeming work of Christ. Nevertheless, if we are accountable to the author’s intentions, such an interpretation cannot be sustained. The Hebrew term Job uses, go’el, refers to a particular social role within Israel. When someone in the family was wronged (generally in legal matters, but not limited to that), the go’el would work to set things right, usually by recovering that which had been taken.

          
          Job cannot possibly have Jesus in mind, nor would his immediate audience have any knowledge of Jesus. We cannot broaden out further and suggest that this is a general reference to Messiah as redeemer, because that role of Messiah is not easily identified in the Old Testament. We cannot even say that Job is expressing the need for someone like Jesus. In contrast, when we attend to the words and culture of the author, we recognize that Job is not looking for someone to take the punishment for his offenses. He has steadfastly insisted on his innocence. He is looking for someone who will vindicate him—to demonstrate that he is righteous, not to impute righteousness on him. He is looking for vindication, not justification, and the work of Christ is not designed to bring about vindication for people.7

          The message for us cannot focus on the role of Jesus because that is not the message to them and, in fact, goes an entirely different direction. The message to them concerns the complex issue of Job’s vindication. In one sense, Job is vindicated already in the opening lines of the book, both by the narrator and by God. In like manner, Job’s restoration at the end of the book could stand as vindication. Nevertheless, Job’s quest for vindication in the midst of his suffering is not commended, because the vindication that he imagines would come at God’s expense. Job demands a hearing with God to prove that Job’s suffering was undeserved and that therefore God was in the wrong. That is what his go’el was supposed to demonstrate. Job’s insistence then reflects a flawed view of God. The ultimate message is that we should not follow Job’s example and press claims against God when we feel that he has treated us unfairly. We cannot domesticate God to conform to our unfounded beliefs about what he owes us. In this interpretation we can see that not only is the message not about Jesus; it warns us against acting like Job by pitting our own self-righteousness against God. Job 40:8 makes it clear that Job is not commended for this behavior, and we should beware of it in ourselves.
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