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Introduction





This book is a selection of distinctive essays on topics of theological and historical significance which, as the title suggests, I believe deserve serious consideration. Some of these chapters have been written specifically for inclusion in this book, others were written previously or delivered as papers at conferences and have been revised and updated. A few of them will ask readers to be willing to ‘think outside the square’ and consider objectively the arguments and the evidence. I do not expect that everyone who reads this book will agree with my conclusions. I do expect, or at least hope, that readers will be sufficiently open-minded to consider the evidence before reaching their own conclusions.


I am grateful once again to Adrian Brink and his colleagues for publishing what will, I think, be my last book. We have enjoyed a long and fruitful working relationship ever since James Clarke & Co. published The English Connection in 1981, followed by a second edition in 2014, The Soul Sleepers in 2008 and a new edition of The Seventh-Day Men in 2009.


Translations and versions of the Bible referred to at various points in the text are as follows:




ASV – The American Standard Version


AV – The Authorised or King James Version


ESV – The English Standard Version


GNB – The Good News Bible or Today’s English Version


KJV – The King James Version


NASB – The New American Standard Bible


NEB – The New English Bible


NET – The New English Translation (online)


NIV – The New International Version


NKJV – The New King James Version


NLT – The New Living Translation


NRSV – The New Revised Standard Version


RSV – The Revised Standard Version.





Reference works including The Interlinear Bible, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament and Robert Young’s older Analytical Concordance to the Holy Bible have been consulted as indicated in the footnotes where appropriate.


The titles of the chapters are straightforward and clearly indicate the contents of each chapter. As mentioned, they are all ‘stand-alone’ or distinctive essays dealing with specific topics which may be read in any order the reader chooses, although there are some cross references in the text which are self-explanatory and which give some cohesion to the book as a whole.


I would also like to acknowledge the help of my wife, Dawn, who has read every chapter. Her keen eye for grammatical and punctuation errors has been invaluable. I cannot recall one chapter which has not been improved by her careful scrutiny. Remaining errors and omissions are, of course, mine.


Bryan Ball


Cooranbong, New South Wales


Australia, November 2023















Chapter One

Basic Principles of Biblical Interpretation







There are three fundamental questions that have claimed the attention of thinking people for centuries: Is there a God? If there is, has he made himself known, has he spoken? If he has, what has he said? Conventional answers to these questions are that God does exist and that his existence is evident through what he has said, i.e. by how he has revealed himself. This he has done through the process of revelation, meaning that he has revealed himself through the ‘Word’, in biblical terms through Christ, the living Word (John 1:1, 14) and through the Bible, the written word. Since nearly all that is known about the living Word comes to us from the written word, it is self-evident that a correct understanding of that word and of the process of revelation itself is imperative. While a more thorough explanation of revelation will be found in a later chapter of this book, it may be noted here that the ultimate intention of revelation is to make known God’s purposes for mankind as revealed in Christ. This core belief has been fundamental to Christianity from the beginning and, it might be said, is central to the development of Western civilisation.


At a more practical level the question to be asked is not so much ‘Can we still believe the Bible, the written word?’,1 important though that is to contemporary society, but rather ‘Can we understand it?’ The answer to this basic question, which I shall attempt to explain in what follows, is that God’s revelation in Scripture can be understood, but that to be understood correctly the accepted principles of biblical interpretation must be followed. Without the application of these principles, the task of interpreting the Bible may well end in misunderstanding, confusion and error.


It should be remembered that the Bible itself makes it quite clear that correct interpretation is both necessary and possible. The apostle Paul’s injunction to Timothy to ‘rightly divide the word of truth’ is still good advice, since it clearly implies the possibility that the word can be incorrectly ‘divided’. The resulting chaos and division which Paul describes here as being the outcome of incorrect interpretation of the word is further argument for rightly dividing it in the first place (2 Timothy 2:15-18).


The New Testament records the experience of an important Ethiopian government official who, while on his way home to Jerusalem, was reading the book of Isaiah. As the journey progressed, he was joined by the apostle Philip, who enquired whether this man understood what he was reading. ‘How can I’, he replied, ‘unless someone explains it to me?’ (Acts 8:26-31, NIV). Commenting on this passage, Barclay says that, according to tradition, the man went home and evangelised Ethiopia. ‘We can at least be sure’, Barclay concludes, ‘that he who went on his way rejoicing would not be able to keep his new-found joy to himself.’2


We might also note the experience of two disillusioned disciples on the road to Damascus after the crucifixion of their leader. It is recorded that Christ himself caught up with them as they walked and talked, chiding them for their disbelief and lack of understanding. Luke’s account of the incident says, ‘He opened to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself’ (Luke 24:27). Barclay regards this as one of ‘the immortal short stories of the world’, describing the ‘bewildered regret of these two disciples … men whose hopes were dead and buried’, but then pointing out that when Christ joined them on the road to Damascus the truth became clear ‘and the darkness became light’.3 These biblical accounts underline the necessity for clear and competent explanation of Scripture and the application of basic principles of interpretation.


It must not be assumed, however, that the Bible can be understood just as it stands, although this is how it is often read. In his book Protestant Biblical Interpretation Bernard Ramm emphasises the necessity for interpreting the text rather than merely reading it. Ramm’s book begins with a strong apology for hermeneutics, which he calls ‘the science and art of biblical interpretation’, saying that it is a science because it is guided by certain rules and an art because the application of those rules requires skill.4 He further argues that there are two basic necessities for hermeneutics, the first being to ascertain what God has said in Scripture, i.e. ‘to determine the meaning of the Word of God’.5 The second pressing need for interpretation is ‘to bridge the gap between our minds and the minds of the biblical writers’.6


Ramm also warns of the consequences of incorrect interpretation, saying: ‘The result of erratic hermeneutics is that the Bible has been made the source of confusion rather than light.’ He cites Shakespeare’s comment in The Merchant of Venice, ‘In religion, what damned error but some sober brow will bless it, and approve it with a text, hiding the grossness with fair ornament.’7 It seems that the attempt to interpret the Bible and to do so without reference to basic principles both have a long and sometimes undistinguished history. Examples of incorrect biblical interpretation and their misleading consequences include:




	Because the Old Testament Patriarchs practised polygamy (Exodus 21:10; Deuteronomy 21:15-17), it may legitimately be practised today.


	
Because the Old Testament prohibited usury (Exodus 22:25; Deuteronomy 23:19), it is not permissible now to earn interest on financial investments.


	Because the Bible comments unfavourably on the suffering of women in childbirth (Genesis 3:16),8 it is not proper now for any woman to use medication or any medical procedure to alleviate the pain.





The message is clear, and Ramm says: ‘Sound hermeneutics would have prevented all this.’9




Presuppositions in Biblical Interpretation


There are at least four presuppositions that influence the Christian interpretation of the Bible: the belief that God exists, that he has revealed himself, that his purposes for mankind are good and redemptive, and that sin exists and that it has affected the ability of man to think clearly and objectively. Frank Hasel’s examination of presuppositions is essential reading for those who want to understand how preconceived ideas affect biblical interpretation. He has much to say that will help the would-be interpreter from the outset, saying ‘No one is able to approach the biblical text with a blank mind.’10 Whether we recognise it or not, we are all affected in one way or another by these inherent presuppositions. Hasel further states, ‘Interpreters of the Bible cannot divest themselves from their own past, their experiences, resident ideas and preconceived notions and opinions.’11 Simply being human prevents neutrality and objectivity, a limitation which is difficult for most of us to concede under any circumstances. Hasel’s arguments demonstrate that, in the task of what may be termed presuppositional interpretation, it is impossible to be completely detached from the text under consideration.


Another source of help in clarifying these issues is an article by Graham Stanton in Howard Marshall’s scholarly work, New Testament Interpretation. Marshall was formerly professor of New Testament exegesis at the University of Aberdeen and introduces his collection of works on interpretation with the following explanation:




The aim of this symposium is to establish the principles and methods involved in understanding the New Testament. The problem of interpreting a passage from the Bible is one to which we would all like to find the key, some simple and easy formula that will enable us to approach any text of Scripture and quickly establish its meaning. Alas, there is no such simple answer, but it is possible to indicate some general principles and types of approach which will enable us to wrestle with the text and come to an understanding of it.12





Stanton, professor of New Testament studies at the University of London, entitled his chapter ‘Presuppositions in New Testament Criticism’. It is a thorough examination of the existence and nature of presuppositions and acknowledges that they undergird ‘every aspect of the relationship of the interpreter to his text’, adding ‘An interpreter’s work is always affected by human foibles and fallibility.’13 Stanton is also justly critical of the way in which the Scriptures have often been interpreted in the past, particularly the older ‘proof text’ method of attempting to determine the meaning of the Bible. He complains that ‘interpretation of the Bible has often involved little more than production of proof texts to support an already existing doctrinal framework’,14 which frequently cites texts taken out of context, having no relationship to the wider text under consideration or to their relationship to each other. Unfortunately, as many older readers of this book will recall, traces of this now outdated method of interpretation still linger in some places and in some minds.


Stanton also has much to say about the necessity for correct exegesis of the biblical text, the word ‘exegesis’ being derived from the Greek exegeomai, literally meaning ‘to interpret’ or ‘to declare’ and commonly held to mean ‘to draw out’ or ‘to lead out’.15 Hence exegesis is the interpretive process of drawing out of the text its true meaning, which is already there, as opposed to eisegesis, reading into the text that which is not there. Obviously, there is no place in honest interpretation for eisegesis even though it is not difficult to find evidence of it, particularly among those who, in the interests of maintaining a preconceived view, want to make the Bible say what it does not say.


Presuppositions, then, cannot be avoided. Those wanting to know the true meaning of the biblical text must come to terms with this reality, bearing in mind that presuppositions are not the same as preconceived ideas, and that they are an aid rather than a hindrance to understanding the Bible. In light of what has been said above, we give the last word to Stanton:




The exegete cannot allow either his own personal bias or prejudice or his pre-understanding to dominate the text. They cannot be avoided completely, but they must be no more than a door through which the text is approached. The text is prior: the interpreter stands before it humbly and prays that through the scholarly methods and the questions with which he comes to the text, God’s word will be heard afresh. This is the exciting task to which the interpreter is called.16





This is good and relevant advice and without doubt will stand the tests of time and evaluation.









Understanding the Text


Gerhard Hasel maintains that, in attempting to understand individual words of the Bible, it is necessary to remember that words should not be considered in isolation. Speaking of ‘contextual priority’ he states: ‘The proper determinant for the meaning of a word is the immediate context in its clause or sentence.’17 While this is true, it remains a fact that words are the basic unit of information and communication. Without words, there can be no phrases, sentences, paragraphs or books. This applies to the biblical text as much as to the text of any other book, whether the word ‘text’ relates to an individual text or to the entire biblical text. The necessity to understand the words of the Bible is an indispensable principle of correct biblical interpretation.


This inevitably raises the question of translation. A conservative estimate would be that about a hundred English translations have appeared since the 1800s, many of which are still available today, to say nothing of contemporary translations which continue to appear on a regular basis. Since reliable translating inevitably pays attention to the meaning of the individual words of the text, it will be helpful to understand that translators approach their work from different perspectives, a procedure which frequently leads to different renderings of the same text.


Hugh Dunton explains four types of translation, of which the two most frequently used are the ‘formal’ or ‘literal’ translation and the ‘dynamic equivalence’ approach.18 The formal or literal translation attempts to translate the original text on a word-for-word basis. Dunton says, however, that ‘literalness can be carried too far’,19 arguing that it is virtually impossible to make a literal translation due to the differences in the meaning of words in the original language and contemporary English. He points out that ancient and modern languages are differently structured and that in English a word sometimes has two or more different meanings. He also says that the use of pronouns can cause problems, citing as an example 1 Kings 13:27 as translated in the Authorised Version, ‘And he spake to his sons, saying “Saddle me the ass.” And they saddled him.’ Dunton legitimately asks: ‘Who got saddled?’20 On a more serious note Dunton explains that words or phrases which do not appear in the original are set it italics in some translations to show that they have been added by the translator to clarify the text or to make sense of a text which otherwise would be incoherent.21


The main intent of the dynamic equivalence approach to translation is to make the text read smoothly in English rather than adhere to the original language. Dunton uses Romans 8:28 as translated in the AV and RSV to show that different translations demonstrate that more than one meaning can often be derived from the original, concluding: ‘Bible translators recognise that there is a core of verses where alternatives seem equally admissible.’22 This is clearly a challenge for those who want to know the real meaning of a text, and another warning that a text cannot always be understood just as it reads.


In his book Understanding the Bible John Stott suggests three perspectives from which the meaning of a text can be derived: the ‘natural sense’, the ‘original sense’ and the ‘general sense’, which he regards as ‘sound principles of interpretation’. The ‘natural sense’ he describes as ‘the principle of simplicity’, arguing that God’s purpose in revelation was that ‘he wanted to communicate with ordinary people’.23 It is evident that for Stott this is basic to understanding the text, as he explains with surprising frankness:




The principle of simplicity strikes at the root of much popular interpretation. For example, the destructive criticism of radical Christians would limit the truth to a tiny minority of scholars who claim the competence to sift the wheat from the chaff in Scripture, while the fanciful reconstructions of some evangelical Christians would turn Scripture into a complicated jigsaw puzzle to which they alone claim to possess the key. Over against these distortions we must assert that God’s whole purpose in speaking and in causing his speech to be preserved is that he wanted to communicate to ordinary people and save them.24





Stott’s objective is that the biblical text be interpreted against the background of its original purpose, with nothing added or subtracted.


He calls the ‘original sense’ the ‘principle of history’, explaining that ‘the permanent and universal message of Scripture can be understood only in the light of the circumstances in which it was originally given’.25 This lays upon the interpreter an unavoidable obligation, which Stott again spells out with unmistakeable clarity: ‘So, as we read the Bible, we need to keep asking ourselves: What did the author intend to convey by this? What will his original hearers have understood him to have meant?’26 This approach to biblical interpretation is also known as the grammatico-historical method of interpretation and calls for recognition and understanding of the historical setting in which the text was first written, the style in which it was written, and the language which the author used.27


Thirdly, Stott argues that the ‘general sense’ from which perspective the biblical text can be approached is ‘the principle of harmony’. From this standpoint, the Bible is seen as an ‘organic unity’ expressing the mind of God, and requiring that the Scriptures be approached ‘with confidence that God has spoken and that in speaking he has not contradicted himself’.28 Stott concludes his illuminating explanation of biblical interpretation by stating that the three principles of simplicity, history and harmony ‘arise partly from the nature of God and partly from the nature of Scripture as a plain, historical, consistent communication from God to human beings’.29 That being so, it is hard to disagree with Stott’s injunction to remember the ‘solemn responsibility’ laid upon all Christians to understand and treat the Scriptures with the deference they deserve.


From a different perspective, Berkeley Mickelsen examines the various styles in which the original languages of the Bible were written, noting the difficulties that await those who are unfamiliar with them. Hebrew is particularly difficult to translate, let alone understand, since it has no vowels, no punctuation, no space between words or letters, and is written entirely in upper case script which reads from right to left in one continuous sentence or paragraph. He illustrates the challenges of reading the Hebrew by using Romans 3:23 as it would appear if written in English in the style of the original Hebrew:
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Reading this from right to left would make it virtually impossible to make sense of what appears to be an unintelligible jumble of letters. The Mickelsens say: ‘Those who translated from the earliest manuscripts had to decide where the word divisions came, where sentences began and ended, where to put periods (full stops) and commas, and what were direct quotations.’ Such decisions were often difficult, ‘and the differences of opinion show up among the translations’.30 It is hardly necessary to say that finding the right meaning of any biblical text or passage is both necessary and challenging.


Although Mickelsen and Stott approach the question of biblical interpretation from different perspectives, it is unsurprising that they come to very similar conclusions. Mickelsen concurs with Stott’s emphasis on the responsibility laid on those who understand the Scriptures, and affirms that believers who understand the Bible must account to God for their knowledge and use of it. He says, ‘How we understand the Bible influences not only our lives but also the lives of many around us’, since ‘God has given us the Scriptures for our growth and for our witness to Christ in the world.’31









The Contextual Principle


Context has been described as ‘The parts of something written or spoken that immediately precede and follow a word or passage and clarify its meaning.’32 Without exception, every biblical text and passage has a context that is crucial to its understanding. Moreover, if a text is taken out of context, it will nearly always result in a wrong meaning being given to the text, examples of which will be considered later. Bernard Ramm explains four types of context, the fourth being the materials immediately before and after the passage in question. He illustrates this process of contextualisation using a contemporary analogy: ‘The material before the passage is the radar which guides the approaching, and the following material is the radar of leaving. If we can track the material approaching and leaving the particular passage, we have the framework in which it is to be understood.’33


Virtually every source consulted in the preparation of this chapter emphasises the necessity of contextualisation. In fact, the contextual principle may be regarded as the most important single principle in biblical interpretation.


Gerhard Hasel uses the term ‘contextual priority’, explaining: ‘Individual words must not be torn out of their religio-cultural moorings and treated in isolation from the total context in which they are found.’34 Elsewhere Hasel states: ‘The significance of context is of great importance for interpretation’, saying ‘Words find their meaning in the sentence in relationship to each other and in the unit or paragraph to which the sentence belongs’, a relationship which ‘must remain normative’.35 Frank Hasel similarly argues, ‘A careful interpreter will take into consideration the immediate context before and after the passage under investigation, the context of the biblical book in which the passage is found, as well as the larger context of the entire Bible.’36


It is clear from the foregoing, not only that context is essential in the task of interpretation, but that it is much wider than the preceding and following words which surround the text under consideration, and that it can legitimately include the chapter, paragraph, book, and even the entire Bible. Gerhard Hasel refers to this process as ‘The hermeneutical circle of the entire witness of the scriptural canon … the fundamental structure of hermeneutical methodology’ in the interpretation of Scripture as the Word of God.37


Turning now to some examples of misinterpreted texts taken out of context, we note first Daniel 2:29. This text has been used as an instance of God’s guidance to individual people who seek his help and direction. While it is true that individuals can and do receive divine guidance, to use this text in support of such experiences is a clear case of taking a text out of context, using it in a way in which it was never intended to be used. In its own contextual setting, Daniel is speaking to Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon in the sixth century BC. Verses 28 and 29 relate specifically to him and can only be interpreted correctly in that context.


It is worth noting here comments made by Hans LaRondelle in a chapter on the interpretation of apocalyptic prophecy, in Hyde’s A Symposium on Biblical Hermeneutics. Against the historical background of the exposition of the book of Daniel, LaRondelle notes that many times current events have precipitated renewed focus on Daniel’s prophecies, and that ‘groundless speculations have brought the book of Daniel into ill repute’. LaRondelle calls for ‘careful consideration’ and says that the application of ‘apocalyptic hermeneutical principles’ is mandatory in the interpretation of Daniel’s prophecies.38


Galatians 3:28 has also been taken out of context and used as biblical authority for the ordination of women. While this is now an accepted practice in contemporary church culture across the denominational spectrum, it has no foundation in this text. There were, and still are, Jews and Gentiles, slaves and those who are free, and male and female believers. The truth is, as all commentators acknowledge, that in this chapter Paul was refuting the Galatian heresy of legalism, which had arisen from a misunderstanding of the purpose of God’s law as set out in the Old Testament. What Paul is saying in verse 28 is that all human beings, from whatever culture and background, Jews and Gentiles, men and women, slaves and those freed from slavery, are saved, not by works or obedience to the law, but by faith in Christ: ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave or free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’ The entire chapter is a vigorous attack on the ‘gospel’ of works and a compelling apology for the true gospel based on faith. It has nothing to do with ministry or church procedure then or at any other time. To use Galatians 3:28 as an argument in support of women’s ordination is a classic example of a text being torn from its religio-cultural moorings.39


Another well-known passage in the New Testament, Philippians 2:5-8 also illustrates out-of-context interpretation. This passage has long been regarded as a description of the nature and incarnation of Christ. While it clearly asserts that Christ became man, and in so doing became ‘obedient unto death, even the death of the cross’, the main intent of Paul’s argument here is not to expound Christology or soteriology, but to extol the virtue of humility and emphasise the necessity of unity in the life of the church, as verses 1-4 make clear. The NIV entitles this chapter ‘Imitating Christ’s Humility’ and translates verse 5 ‘Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ.’ Lenski in his commentary on Philippians regards this passage as the necessary preamble to what follows in verses five to eight, saying that it models Christ in his self-humiliation and is ‘essential for understanding what follows’.40 In other words, the primary purpose of verses 5-8 is to illustrate the extent of Christ’s condescension as an example of humility, rather than to present a theological discourse on the nature of the incarnate Christ. Again, context clarifies the true meaning and interpretation of the biblical text.







The Principle of Unity


The interpretive principle of unity can be considered from two perspectives, unity in the Church and unity in the Bible itself. The biblical teaching on both aspects of this important principle is compelling. Returning briefly to Philippians 2, and the passage beginning in verse five on the exemplary humility of Christ, Paul exhorts the Philippian believers to be ‘likeminded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind’ (2:2). The note on this text in the NIV says that it ‘emphasises the unity that should exist among Christians’.


Christ’s teaching on this matter is, of course, paramount. The ‘new commandment’ he gave to his disciples after the Last Supper shortly before his crucifixion, urged them to ‘love one another’ for by so doing ‘all will know that you are my disciples’ (John 13:34, 35). Commenting on these texts Lenski says that the love the disciples are urged to have for each other is ‘the tie that binds them together’. Furthermore, Lenski argues that, where this love exists, ‘it is bound to show itself, and although it is never ostentatious, those around will see it and thus realise its presence’.41


Paul’s extended analogy of the Church as a body in 1 Corinthians 12:12-17 is another powerful argument which illustrates unity within the Church. Paul argues: ‘The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts, and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ’ (1 Corinthians12:12, NIV). Reading through this passage on the interdependence of the human body, one has to conclude that it would be difficult to find a more apt illustration of the unity which characterises the Church. In Vocabulary of the Bible, edited by J.J. von Allmen, there is an entry on ‘Christ and the Church’ in which unity in the body of Christ is thoroughly explained:




The unity of believers among themselves, their brotherly fellowship, far from making them monotonously resemble each other as models cast in the same mould, is realised precisely through their diversity. The body of Christ has differentiated members and the differences not only do not compromise their unity, but are the condition for it.42





One further observation needs to be made regarding the unity in brotherly love emphasised by Christ in John 13:34-35. Not only is love the defining characteristic of authentic believers, it is also a powerful catalyst for Christian witness. The late Francis Schaeffer, widely known as one of the intellectual and spiritual giants of the twentieth century, speaks in his book The Church Before the Watching World of ‘an observable love and oneness among all true Christians’ and, commenting on John 13:34-35, declares: ‘The world has the right to decide whether we are true Christians, true disciples of Christ, on the basis of the love we show.’43


Finally, in 2 Peter 1:5-7, we find what has been called ‘the ladder of virtues’, eight in all, where Peter admonishes Christians to ‘add to godliness brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love’. That Peter is referring here to two different but related things appears from the fact that two different words are used in the original Greek, philadelphia for brotherly love and agape for the wider love that is for all. It would be superfluous to add philadelphia to agape if they meant the same thing. Barclay’s comment here is unambiguous:




The ladder of Christian virtue must end in Christian love. Not even affection for the brethren is enough; the Christian must end with a love that is as wide as that love of God which causes his sun to rise on the just and the unjust, and sends his rain on the evil and the good.44





To love those whose foibles and failings are known to us is often harder than to love those we have never seen. If we read Peter aright, Christians are to show compassion to all, regardless of their age, status, education, gender, ethnicity or religion.


The second perspective from which the principle of unity must be considered is the unity of the Bible. Biblical unity has been a matter of discussion for much of the twentieth century and remains so today. Without pursuing the history of this controversy, it is sufficient to say that there are many compelling reasons to support the traditional claim for biblical unity. A.H. Strong states: ‘The Bible is the work of one mind’, claiming that, despite the fact it has many authors, separated from each other by time and culture, ‘there is a unity of subject, spirit and aim throughout the whole’. He reminds us that the Bible is composed of 66 books and was written by 40 different authors from all walks of life, including shepherds, fishermen, priests and kings, over a period of seventeen centuries, saying ‘no collusion between them was possible’ and remarking ‘if unity in half a dozen writers is remarkable, in forty it is astounding’. The result is one book rather than a collection of books, as reflected in the Latin word ‘Biblia’, a plural noun from which the English word Bible is derived.45 Similarly, John Stott refers to ‘the astonishing unity of the Bible’, saying: ‘We should not hesitate to claim God himself as the ultimate author of both Testaments or to designate the whole of Scripture as the Word of God.’46


The concept of biblical unity has roots in the New Testament where Paul, in writing to Timothy, asserted what would become a fundamental belief of Christianity, when he wrote: ‘All Scripture is given by inspiration of God’ (2 Timothy 3:16). The NIV is more etymologically correct when it translates the older word ‘inspired’ as ‘God-breathed’. The note in the NIV points out that the ‘primary reference’ is to the Old Testament, since many of the New Testament books had not been written when Paul wrote his epistles to Timothy. The concept of the ‘God-breathed character’ of the Bible is supported, among others, by the Dutch theologian G.C. Berkouwer when he comments on the unity of the Bible and ‘the centrality of the one witness of Scripture’.47


Crucial to understanding the inherent unity of the Bible is Christ’s view of the Old Testament, notably the many references in the Gospels to the witness of the Old Testament to Christ himself. Frank Gaebelein discusses what he calls ‘The Integrating Christological Principle’, saying:




The key to biblical unity is not its consistency of literary phenomena, not its doctrine and theology, not its redemptive history, it is nothing less and none other than a Person … the moment we see this, we pass from a theoretical unity to an organic unity and see that Scripture, in the light of its Christological unity, is more than a combination of sixty-six sacred books.48





He can thus reaffirm, ‘Enough has been said to demonstrate that the integrating principle of the Bible is unquestionably Christological.’49


Among the many New Testament texts which demonstrate Christ’s recognition of Old Testament references to himself, Gaebelein cites the following:




	John 5:39: ‘You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; but these are they which testify of me.’


	John 5:46: ‘For if you believed Moses, you would believe Me; for he wrote about me.’


	Matthew 21:42: ‘Have you never read in the Scriptures, the stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone …?’


	Mark 14:27, in conjunction with Zechariah 13:7: ‘I will strike the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered.’


	Luke 24:27: ‘And beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, he expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself.’





Gaebelein concludes, ‘Christ made clear the fact that Scripture finds its unity in his person, for it is beyond dispute that he knew that the Old Testament Scriptures were centred in him.’50


Christ’s witness to the veracity and authority of the Old Testament is further evident in the way in which he quoted and interpreted its characters and events. The following again are typical of many which could be cited:




	Adam, Matthew 19:4, 5: The Genesis creation record, the existence of Adam and Eve, and the institution of marriage.


	Noah, Matthew 24:37-39: The reality of the Flood as prefiguring Christ’s second coming and the end of the age.


	Abraham, John 8:56-58: An affirmation of Christ’s divinity and pre-existence.


	Moses, John 5:45-47: Moses as an authoritative witness to Christ.


	Elijah, Luke 1:17: Elijah as the forerunner of John the Baptist.


	Jonah, Matthew 12:39-41: The deliverance of Nineveh as a type of Christ and his resurrection.





It would hardly be an overstatement to say that the Gospels are saturated with references and allusions to Christ, to what he said and believed, and that many of the patriarchs and events of the Old Testament foreshadowed himself, his coming and his life. The French theologian Pierre Marcel wrote, ‘From the manner in which Christ quotes Scripture we find that he recognises and accepts the Old Testament in its entirety as possessing a normative authority as the true word of God, valid for all time.’51


The interrelationship of the Old and New Testaments and Christ’s use of the Old Testament has given rise to the principle of intertextual reading of the Bible, which has been described as ‘The science and art of making associations and connections between texts within the setting of the biblical canon.’52 This procedure has also been called ‘Innerbiblical Interpretation’ since it recognises the unity of the whole Bible as being necessary to fully understand God’s revelation, thus further demonstrating the ‘organic unity of all Scripture’.53 Intertextual interpretation recognises the legitimacy of interpreting the Old Testament in the light of the New Testament, and vice versa. Ganoune Diop argues that Christ was ‘foremost among the New Testament interpreters of the Old Testament’ citing, among other instances, the Sermon on the Mount in which Jesus consistently refers to the Old Testament by using expressions such as ‘You have heard that it was said to those of old …’, followed by a reference to an Old Testament incident. Diop claims that here, as elsewhere in the Old Testament, Christ’s teachings are ‘incomprehensible without the Old Testament background’.54 He again asserts: ‘Intertextuality is part of the very fabric of Scripture’, reminding us that: ‘The Scriptures are an indivisible and united whole’, the Old Testament providing the matrix for New Testament language, and thus informing its doctrine and theology.55







Linguistic and Literary Principles


Linguistics is the study of languages and their structures, which includes grammar, syntax and morphology. Syntax refers to the grammatical arrangement of words, semantics means meaning, and morphology relates to the forms and structure of individual words. It may sound daunting to those who are not linguists but, when we consider that the Bible contains up to 783,137 words, depending on which version is used in the calculation, it readily becomes clear that linguistics is critical in biblical interpretation. This becomes further apparent when we remember that the Bible was originally written in Hebrew and Greek, with a little Aramaic, and that words often have different meanings both in the original and in contemporary translations, and that the meaning of words can change through time. John Stott says: ‘All human language is a living, changing thing. The meaning of words alters from century to century and from culture to culture.’ He explains that the word ‘love’ in the New Testament is translated from four different Greek words, adding that the word in contemporary English also has more than one meaning.56


Bernard Ramm points out that languages are structurally different, meaning that in some languages the order of the words in a phrase or sentence is different from that in other languages, and saying that to formulate rules to bridge the gap between our minds and the minds of the biblical writers is ‘one of the most important tasks of biblical hermeneutics’.57 He states, ‘Any serious study of Holy Scripture must engage in the study of words’, explaining in detail that they can be studied etymologically, comparatively, culturally, and in cognate languages and ancient translations.58 It is abundantly clear that linguistics, however challenging they may be, are essential to biblical interpretation.


In order to understand the real meaning of biblical words it is imperative to read the text or passage in several different versions. Some say that at least three versions should be consulted. It is certainly a mistake to use only one translation, perhaps one that has become a favourite, as it may not accurately reflect the real meaning of the original. This is particularly true of older versions in which the English word does not represent the true meaning of the original. A case in point is the KJV translation of 1 Thessalonians 4:15 in which Paul, speaking to those who will be alive at Christ’s second coming, says it ‘will not prevent those who are asleep’. The NKJV translation says that those who are alive when Christ returns ‘will not precede’ those who are asleep. This is a better translation since it more accurately represents the meaning of the original and shows what a difference one word can make to the meaning of a text.


There are other aids to understanding the words of the Bible. A good concordance which gives the meaning or meanings of both Hebrew and Greek words is indispensable. Robert Young’s Analytical Concordance to the Holy Bible, although first published in 1879, with seven further editions and eighteen reprints, is still as good as any. Young explains: ‘The predominating feature of this work is the analytical arrangement of each English word under its own proper original in Hebrew or Greek, with the literal meaning of the same.’59 An interlinear Bible can also be of great help in understanding the meaning of the original words, and the fact that they are almost always placed in an order which differs from the order in which they appear in contemporary English Bibles.


There are further potential difficulties which become apparent as the linguistic principle is applied to the interpretative process. One such challenge is that sometimes words have non-literal meanings. The biblical text includes metaphors, similes, idioms, hyperbole, symbolism, personification and types. Gerhard Hasel says, ‘Words in biblical languages as well as in other languages have meanings assigned to them that are very different from a primary literal one.’60 To attempt discussing these aspects of the biblical text is beyond the scope of this consideration of linguistics. It is clear, however, that their very existence calls for diligence in reading the Bible, further illustrating the necessity of linguistics as an important principle of biblical interpretation.


Turning now to the literary principle of interpretation, we are reminded that the Bible has long been regarded as being among the world’s great literature, both in character and influence. W. Graham Scroggie asks the question, ‘What if there had never been a Bible?’; and answers it by recounting the Bible’s influence on art, music, language and social reform. He points out that the Bible has influenced many of the most well-known and respected writers in English history, including Milton, Shakespeare, Bunyan, Dickens, Ruskin, Longfellow, Wordsworth and Tennyson.61 He refers to an index of Bible references in Ruskin’s writings amounting to more than 300 pages, and says:




For over 1200 years the Bible has been an active force in English literature, and during that whole period it has been moulding the diction of representative thinkers and literary artists. With the obliteration of the Bible, all that would go, with the result that we would not have a literature at all.62





It is literally impossible to imagine a world in which the Bible had never existed.


Referring to the many types of biblical literature – literary genre, to use the term which frequently appears in the discussion of hermeneutics – Bernard Ramm is quite specific in his estimation of their significance and the need to understand what they are and how pervasive they are throughout the Bible. He says, ‘Every book of Holy Scripture is cast in some sort of literary genre’, adding ‘An appreciation of literary genre is indisputable for the understanding of Scripture.’63


John Stott similarly emphasises the necessity of understanding the nature of each book in the Bible, saying, ‘It is important to take note of the literary genre of each biblical book’, and asking a series of questions intended to focus the mind of the reader on what precisely is involved:




Is it prose or poetry, historical narrative or wisdom literature? Is it law, psalm or apocalyptic? Is it a drama or a letter, or that distinctively Christian form called a ‘Gospel’, a collection of the words and deeds of Jesus which bear witness to him? How we interpret what we read, not least whether we take it literally or figuratively, will depend largely on its form and style.64





There are many types of biblical literature which the would-be interpreter must be aware of and take into consideration in seeking to understand what he or she is reading:




	Historical literature, as in the books of Kings and Chronicles.


	Poetry, as in the Psalms.


	
Wisdom literature, as in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes.


	Prophecy, both predictive and symbolic, as in Daniel and Revelation.


	Letters, as in the New Testament Epistles.


	Biography, as in the Gospels and Acts.





It is readily apparent that Scripture cannot be interpreted without reference to its literary genres.


There are further aspects of biblical literature that should be mentioned. Within the various types listed above there are parables, eyewitness accounts of events and conversations, and the expression of personal viewpoints, all of which the interpreter should recognise and take into account as necessary. Concerning parables, for example, one writer considers a parable as an extended simile, explaining that parables may be based on nature, political or social events, or simply the surroundings of everyday life.65


Reflection on the foregoing can only lead to the conclusion that biblical literature as a whole is more complex than a cursory reading conveys, and that it demands careful and thoughtful interpretation. This does not mean that the Bible is untrue or unreliable. On the contrary, all biblical genres, including parables, enrich the language and literature of the Bible just as they do in our speaking and writing today.


Finally, Ramm reminds us of the ever-present necessity for adequate interpretation of the central teachings of the Bible and the preservation and communication of truth. He says, ‘Upon the correct interpretation of Scripture rests our doctrine of salvation, of sanctification, of eschatology, and of Christian living’, emphasising the inescapable responsibility of Christians ‘to determine the meaning of what God has given to us in sacred Scripture’.66 Few would disagree with that.
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Chapter Two

Key Concepts in Biblical Theology 1







It might be thought unnecessary to explain the word ‘God’. It is the most used word in the Bible, occurring more than 8,000 times and is the basic concept in Christian thought. It might also be thought presumptuous to think that we could ever fully understand what ‘God’ means and what he is like. There is some truth in that, although it should not deter us from seeking to know as much as has been revealed.




Understanding God


It might be said that our idea of God is the acid-test of our religion. How we think about God, consciously or unconsciously, affects everything else we believe. If our understanding of God is incorrect, it is quite likely that we shall also get much else wrong.


The possibility of having an incorrect understanding of God is very real. Some years ago, J.B. Phillips wrote the Christian classic Your God Is Too Small. There he examines various commonly held ideas of God, i.e. an indulgent grandfather, the celestial policeman, a cosmic Santa Claus, a managing director, the unsleeping controller of the universe, pulling levers and pushing buttons all day and all night to keep things going.1 Phillips’ message was, and still is, that God actually is much bigger and much greater than many people think. D.M. Baillie identified the problem when he wrote, ‘It is astonishing how lightly many people assume that they know what the word “God” means.’2


Two issues confront us in trying to understand who God is and what he is like. Firstly, God cannot be discovered or described by reason or philosophical reflection. He is completely different from any other known or perceived being. As P.J. Wiseman perceptively notes when commenting on the first words of the Bible, ‘God is before all time and all material … and is other than his universe and is beyond it.’3 He can only be understood and known by his own self-revelation, disclosed at times and in ways and places of his own choosing.


The other difficulty is that of thinking of God anthropomorphically, that is in human terms. This is perhaps unsurprising as the Bible refers to him repeatedly in such language. It tells us of his hand (Exodus 3:20), his outstretched arm (1 Kings 8:42), his eyes (Jeremiah 32:19), his ears (Daniel 9:18), his fingers (Luke 11:20). These and similar allusions found throughout the Bible are ingrained into our thinking because we have heard them countless times, perhaps to the point that we no longer stop to ask ourselves if such language is literal or figurative.


No work of art has influenced Western civilisation more than Michelangelo’s magnificent ceiling in the Sistine Chapel in Rome, in which God is portrayed as an elderly man with a flowing white beard, languidly stretching out an arm to touch the finger of Adam. It is wonderful art, but not very good theology. At some time or another we may have thought of God in similar terms. Maybe that is the mental picture we have when we pray. If so, we have created God in our image and must make the effort to return to reality.




The Revealed God


There has been a long-running debate in Christianity as to what is the most fundamental attribute of God. Many say ‘love’, some say ‘wisdom’, others ‘power’, and still others argue strongly that it is ‘holiness’. The Bible reveals many other defining characteristics, some relating to God’s existence, others describing his nature. It would be well to remember that God is ‘The Incomprehensible One’, to quote Louis Berkhof. He also says that although we can know God so far as he has been revealed, ‘even so our knowledge is subject to human limitations’.4 Among the characteristics describing him are ‘glorious’, ‘infinite’, ‘immutable’, ‘infallible’, ‘impeccable’, ‘transcendent’, ‘immanent’, ‘omnipotent’ and ‘omnipresent’. Those attributes describing his nature include ‘compassionate’, ‘holy’, ‘righteous’, ‘sinless’, ‘gracious’, ‘merciful’, ‘just’, ‘long-suffering’ and the seemingly contradictory ‘jealous’ and ‘wrathful’. It is a staggering description of a being who is obviously quite ‘other’. The names given to God in the Bible are also enlightening: Jehovah, Creator, Father, Redeemer, Shepherd, Judge, the Ancient of Days, Lord of Hosts, the Most High, King of Kings and Lord of Lords. All this is included in coming to a correct understanding of God.


In trying to comprehend the truth about God, it would be hard to find a better summary than that of Augustine, the late fourth-century and early fifth-century theologian, whose writings have enlightened many ever since. In one translation of his celebrated Confessions, he writes of the God he came to believe in after a dissolute early life:




Most mighty, most omnipotent, most merciful and most just; most secret and most present; most beautiful and most strong; constant and incomprehensible; immutable, yet changing all things; never new and never old; renewing all things, ever active and ever quiet; … upholding, filling, and protecting, creating, nourishing and perfecting all things.5





We find ourselves asking: What kind of being is this? Who can be present everywhere at the same time? Who can be near and distant simultaneously? Who can be within the hearts and minds of millions of people at the same time?


The answer is found in the words of Jesus. When speaking to the woman at the well about himself and about worship, he said, ‘God is Spirit’ (John 4:24). The Greek word for ‘Spirit’ is pneuma, a word with many shades of meaning, used frequently in the New Testament. It is here best understood as a real being with a non-corporeal existence. Commenting on this text, Barclay says, ‘Immediately a man grasps this, a new flood-light breaks over him’, adding, ‘If God is Spirit, God is not confined to places.’6 Perhaps those who framed the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England during the Reformation understood that when they drafted the First Article concerning ‘The one living and true God … everlasting, without body, parts or passions.’







God in Christ


The account in Matthew’s gospel of Christ’s birth records that he was to be called ‘Emmanuel’, a Hebrew name meaning ‘God with us’ (Matthew 1:23). In the Gospel of John, his coming is recorded in terms of the ‘Word’ who was God and who ‘became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1:1, 14). This astounding event has become known as the ‘Incarnation’, from the Latin in carnis, ‘in flesh’. In these two texts we meet the real Jesus and the real purpose of his coming to earth from a previous existence in heaven. It is the heart, the very core, of Christianity and the Christian message.


Baillie says that the Bible reveals a God ‘who takes the initiative, a prevenient God who seeks his creatures before they seek him’, adding ‘Christ came to earth not to reveal to us that He was like God, but that God was like Him.’7 It reminds us of Christ’s own words: ‘I and my Father are one’ (John 10:30); ‘He who has seen me has seen the Father’ (John 14:9); and ‘I am in the Father, and the Father in me’ (v. 11). There was not the slightest doubt in Jesus’ own mind, or in John’s mind, that he was God and that he had come to Earth to show us what God is like.


Many have thought about the Incarnation and written about it, sometimes at great length, sensing its great importance. John Walvoord, formerly president of Dallas Theological Seminary and author of more than thirty books, declares: ‘The Incarnation of the Lord Jesus Christ is the central fact of Christianity. Upon it the whole superstructure of Christian theology depends.’8 Edward Heppenstall, theologian and author, says in The Man Who Is God: ‘There is no way to get rid of the Incarnation without getting rid of Christianity. In the Incarnation, the very God of heaven invades our world in disguise. If one does not believe in the Incarnation, then it is impossible to understand what the Christian faith stands for.’9


God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, taking the initiative, seeking for the lost sheep of the universe before they knew who they were or that they were lost: ‘Emmanuel’, God with us, born in a stable, crucified on a cross, risen and always God.
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