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    "To diligent students of the Word, who are not satisfied with a superficial reading and seek divine wisdom in the sanctuary. To men and women who, with humility and effort, desire to handle the word of truth well in order to nourish the Church in these times of confusion".

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth". > — 2 Timothy 2:15
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​The issue is raised

The word "hermeneutics" sounds a little strange, but it is a convenient label (derived from the Greek word "hermeneuo," which means "to explain a text") to summarize the various considerations, principles, and rules that help us arrive at a proper interpretation of the Holy Scriptures. With the help of these rules, we can make a good exegesis of any biblical passage. This word is also a Greek word meaning "to make a text clear”.

To realize the importance of this study, we should consider two opposing points of view regarding the understanding of the sacred text. If we talk about hermeneutics, for example, to a simple but uneducated brother, he will respond:

“Why do I need rules to understand the Word of God? Didn’t God give it to us so that we could understand it? Doesn’t the apostle John say, “The anointing you received from him remains in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you” (1 Jn 2:27). Doesn't the prophet Isaiah say that the path is so clear that even the foolish do not err (Isaiah 35:8)?"

Of course, there is some truth in what this brother would say (and the attitude is very well known), but we must know how to distinguish the truth from the error contained in his answer. His interpretation of the biblical quotations is an example of what happens when one wants to understand texts in an individualistic way, without taking into account either the context or the whole of biblical teachings. It is a blessed truth that a simple soul who seeks the Lord's will through the Word will find it. There are countless cases of people who have been converted by simply reading the Word, without human teaching. We have also known cases of brothers who have come to a good understanding of the fundamental doctrines of Scripture through constant meditation on the Word alone when they have not had teachers on hand to guide them. No humble and eager soul, then, will be disappointed if it seeks God's will for itself in the Word, according to the principle of (John 7:17): "If anyone wills to do God's will, he shall know whether the teaching is from God”.

However, it is necessary to consider the other side of the coin, as many believers draw erroneous ideas from the Scriptures, and heresies are often based precisely on certain passages taken out of context and emphasized without reference to the perspective of the teachings of the Bible as a whole. The propagators of the terrible heresies of the "Jehovah's Witnesses" boast precisely because of their superior knowledge of the sacred writings. These facts have led others to a completely opposite position:

"It is so difficult to interpret the Scriptures that only specialized theologians can do so”.

Those who hold this position point to the many scholarly questions surrounding the text of the Bible, its transmission to us, its translation, etc., reminding us that scholars have spent their entire lives commenting on the meaning of biblical passages and still cannot agree among themselves. What, then, is the layman to do? He can only deceive himself, straying down some particularistic path, the result of his ignorance of the issues at hand!

Below we will outline some of the difficulties that truly exist in interpreting Scripture. But we must note that the latter position we have pointed out leaves out of consideration the fact that God wants to speak to his children through the Word. Without falling into the error of those who do not accept help, we are sure that He can fulfill His purpose, provided that His children, for their part, approach the Scriptures with a desire to know His will and are willing to make every effort to search for its treasures. We can summarize this middle position in this way:

The diligent and spiritual believer can come to interpret the Scriptures correctly, but he must be aware of the difficulties and be willing to use the means that God places at his disposal.

The brother who thinks he doesn't need help should consider a very simple and obvious fact. Since there is no universal language, God chose Hebrew (with some Aramaic) to express what He wanted to communicate in the old dispensation, and Greek as a means of making known the truths of the New Covenant. These are ancient and difficult languages, so people who already have a good cultural foundation, along with a gift for languages, need years of deep study before they can master these languages to the point of being able to convey their exact meaning into the modern languages we know. Every time a simple brother reads a passage from the Word in a Spanish version, he should pause to thank God for the efforts of the learned brothers who have made it possible for him, knowing only his mother tongue, to take advantage of the treasure of the divine Word. Similarly, we owe a great deal to those who have strived to clarify the historical and literary background of the books of the Bible so that we, in our day and generation, can understand their meaning more accurately.

To conclude this section, let us note different attitudes that the devil has used to prevent the divine Word from having its proper effect on the hearts, minds, lives, and service of men: The modernist mutilates the Word, the traditionalist adds to the Word, the lazy ignore the Word, and the ignorant twist the Word.

In a later lesson, we will note the postulates of the true evangelical when studying the Bible, so different from those of the modernist. We will only say here that, in one way or another, the modernist (or "liberal theologian") exalts human understanding above the written Word of God, choosing certain portions that, according to his own criteria, contain "spiritual and religious values," and qualifying the rest as the clumsy babblings of children who sought paths similar to those of other religions of the world. They mutilate the Word, and even in the case of moderates, who apparently accept much of the basics of the Christian faith, the tendency is disastrous and extremely dangerous.

Traditionalists accept as dogma of the faith advanced by the Church that the Bible is the inspired Word of God. But they must also heed oral tradition, the sayings of the Apostolic Fathers, the decisions of the Councils, and the "ex cathedra" declarations of the Pope, in the case of Roman Catholics.

Among so many additions, there is much that contradicts both the letter and the spirit of the Bible. In the immense and powerful sphere of Roman Catholicism, for example, the Word is hidden under the straw of countless traditions, rites, and customs that deny the value of the Word that is theoretically accepted.

The lazy person is found in all congregations, but abounds more where the thesis is accepted that the interpretation of the Bible should be left to the specialized theologian.

They listen to a sermon from time to time, but they do not meditate at home, so their soul is in a stunted state, lacking spiritual nourishment and vitamins.

The ignorant person is one who believes himself capable of giving meaning to any text by an inner light, without wanting to be taught, interpreting at will the precious promises of the help that the Spirit will give to the humble and diligent soul. His favorite phrases are: "It seems to me," or "the Lord has told me"; but in fact he uses the text only to hang his own thoughts on such a "hook," sadly twisting the true meaning of the passage as given by God's inspired servant.

The following lessons are intended for Christians who love the Word, who realize their own inadequacy in the face of such divine riches, but who, diligent and eager, desire to appreciate as accurately and deeply as possible the things revealed to us and our children (Deut. 29:29).

​Exercise


1. Try to explain (1 Jn 2:27) in light of the context and the following passages: (2 Tim 3:14-17) (2 Tim 2:2,15) (1 Tim 4:11-16) (Eph 4:10-16) (Acts 8:31) (Acts 18:24-28) (especially verse 26), noting the means used by the Holy Spirit to make divine truth known.
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​Origin of difficulties
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​General considerations

If we receive a long letter from a friend with whom we used to live, describing the incidents of a trip he is making to visit relatives who are also acquaintances of ours, we will have no difficulty in understanding it all, even the passing allusions, because we know his style of writing, we are familiar with his circumstances and those of his relatives, and we have a common background of memories that we share as a general heritage. If we pass the letter without comment to another friend who has just arrived from Canada, who does not know the writer and has no idea who his relatives and family members are, he will get only a very vague idea of the substance of the letter, and certain paragraphs and phrases will be a mystery to him.

This simple illustration serves to highlight an obvious fact: an author's writings will be all the more incomprehensible to us the more their era and circumstances differ from our own, and the difficulty will be compounded if their manner of speaking and expressing themselves is unfamiliar to us. We will now see the application of this principle to the study of the Bible. We reiterate, however, that no one should be frightened by the consideration of these difficulties, because behind the human authors is our God, who wants to reveal himself to souls eager to know him, and who gives us the help of his Spirit in this difficult task.

	God has given us the Bible in the form of a library of 66 books, each very different from the other.


The Bible is a book insofar as it is the written revelation that God has given of himself, being at the same time the history of redemption. But each book, or group of books, has its own characteristics and needs its own special study, related to that of all the others in view of its divine origin and spiritual unity.

	The books arise from the religious and spiritual conditions of peoples, men, and women who lived in that part of the world we now call the Middle East.


Not only do we find great diversity in the spiritual conditions of the thousands of protagonists, but the whole setting is very different from that of our Western life in the 21st century. It is obvious that we must study this background very carefully if we want to see the incidents and understand the writings in the right perspective.

	The antiquity of the writings. Moses wrote around 1500 BC, but he undoubtedly collected ancient chronicles of his people written in patriarchal times. All ancient documents require special study, not only because of the language, which is now a dead language accessible only to scholars in the field, but also because of the remoteness of the era, which is evident in the concepts and ideas. Libraries have facsimiles of the first edition of Don Quixote, which were easily read by our ancestors in the 17th century, but which require a great deal of effort on the part of the "average" reader today. Even if the book is presented in modern print and with today's spelling, we encounter many problems if we want to understand its exact meaning, which is why endless commentaries are published on this famous Spanish classic. And Don Quixote was written in our language, only a few centuries ago.


Four centuries! If difficulties arise after a period of four hundred years, how many more will arise in writings from other lands, from different civilizations, after a period of millennia!

	The Scriptures were written in Hebrew, Aramaic (Syriac), and Greek.


A few years ago, we would have said that all these languages were already dead because they were no longer spoken. We must now modify this concept in view of the great effort being made by the Israelites to revive their ancient language, Hebrew, adapting it to the demands of modern life. For the first time since the Babylonian captivity (sixth century BC), many Jews in Israel converse normally in Hebrew, which is one of the "signs of our times”. This has renewed their interest in the sacred writings of the Old Testament, which are much more accessible to them than before. But few gentiles (apart from the scribes) know how to read Hebrew, let alone speak it.

Some chapters of Daniel and Ezra (mostly official documents) were written in Aramaic, the language of Syria at that time. Aramaic, during the centuries preceding the conquests of Alexander the Great, was used as a lingua franca in the Middle East, becoming the normal language of the Jews during and after the Exile, and surely the one that the Lord himself learned from his mother's lips. It has disappeared as a spoken language.

The Greek of the New Testament is Hellenistic Greek, or "Koine" (common language). When Alexander the Great carried out his rapid and victorious military campaigns in the East, bringing down the power of Persia, the Greeks under his command brought with them their beautiful language, which, in a somewhat modified and simplified form, was learned by every moderately educated person, or those engaged in commerce, in the centuries preceding and following the birth of the Savior, both in the Middle East and on the shores of the Mediterranean. The Jews of the Diaspora normally understood Greek, as did most of the Jews in Israel, so that the evangelists and apostles, under the guidance of the Spirit, used Koine Greek. As we noted in passing in the first chapter, we cannot do without scholars if we want to arrive as accurately as possible at the meaning of the writings as given by the inspired authors.

	In the Bible we find different literary genres and modes of expression. In detailing the rules for the correct interpretation of Scripture, we will need to reconsider the different literary genres and linguistic expressions found in Scripture, which must be taken into account if we are to arrive at the true meaning of the passages. Suffice it to note here that the Bible contains historical books, biographical sections, books of poetry, prophetic books, books of wisdom, aspects of the Lord's life in the Gospels, apostolic epistles, apocalyptic genre, etc.


Obviously, the detailed expressions of a poem should not be read as if they were part of a historical narrative, and we must pay special attention to both literary figures (metaphors, similes, paradoxes, etc.) and sections full of symbolism.

The parables (almost all of which are part of the Master's teaching) are a genre apart, and if we are to avoid erroneous and fantastical interpretations, we will have to pay attention to certain rules of interpretation that are specific to the case.

In this chapter, we wanted to take a broad look at the field in order to understand the work to be done. Before embarking on a laborious and tiring journey through difficult jungles, the explorer would be happy to be able to climb up to the

top of a nearby hill from where he could observe the course of rivers and streams, noting the position of clearings in the jungle, ascents and descents, etc.; his observation serving as valuable guidance for his journey. Encouraged by the goal ahead of him, he would not retreat when he encountered obstacles, but would take the necessary measures to overcome them, while taking advantage of every favorable circumstance. We hope that the student has approached this chapter with the same spirit and intention as he enters the fertile fields of written Revelation.

​Exercise


1.  Read chapter 28 of Job. Taking verse 28 as the key to the entire passage, consider how the whole passage relates to this text, and how the illustration detailed in verses 1 through 11 is expanded upon.
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​Fundamental Postulates
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​The Need for Standards

The most exact branch of knowledge known to man is mathematics, and thanks to its application to physics and other disciplines, man has greatly increased his mastery over nature over the last century and a half. Mathematics is so fundamental to scientific research that some believe it to be a kind of law that exists on its own. This is a mistake, however, because even mathematics needs axioms that form the basis of the entire system of reasoning that is then developed. That "a straight line is the shortest distance between two points" cannot be proven, but rather "assumed”. In practice, there is no such thing as an absolutely straight line, nor a point that does not occupy space, nor a perfect triangle, etc.; but the mathematician must believe that they can exist, and that the principles he illustrates on a piece of paper are universally valid, that is, that they can be applied equally to very small dimensions and to the study of the stars.

Materialists laugh at Christians because (according to them) they assume that there is a God, without being able to prove it; they assume that the Bible is the Word of God, when it is ancient literature like any other. This cheap mockery is ridiculous, for in fact every thinking person assumes many things that he cannot prove, and what he then believes he is proving is based on these assumptions. Absolute proof does not exist in the realm of human thought.

Christians are humble enough not to trust their own reasoning, which can only work within certain limits based on uncertain facts, and prefer to wait for God to reveal himself. There are several considerations that are necessary as a basis for our study of the correct interpretation of the Bible, and if they were not true, it would not be worth studying it. At the very least, we would study it only out of mere curiosity to know what men like us have thought about religion at different times in history.

The fact that the liberal or modernist theologian does not accept the postulates we are about to present makes his work very different from that of the orthodox student. Since he does not confess the special and fully inspired character of the Bible, nor is he willing to understand that there is an overall plan that determines the structure of the Scriptures, he sets out to examine the layers of human thought about God, man, sin, salvation, etc., which they find in these writings, without relating everything to the God who speaks to man through the Word. That is why they use phrases such as the following: "In the primitive layers of the Gospels, the ideas about X are thus..”.; "Paul's contribution to the concept of Y is such and such..”.. It is always the religious man of this or that era who reasons about God or receives inspirations such as those that Goethe or Shakespeare might receive, being of more or less value according to the criteria of the scholar who analyzes them. Of course, such scholars may be right, and they have sometimes shed much light on the background of the various eras covered by the Scriptures, but this is far from what the true minister of the Word extracts and teaches, who first listens and then proclaims that God has spoken. We are not to approach the Scriptures in search of religious concepts, but to perceive the Voice of God. We believe in a doctrine of real revelation, the fruit of a Christology that cannot admit limitations on the incarnate Word, who, if he is truly God the Savior, must also be the perfect Teacher. In this way we can take into account all parts of Scripture, bringing together all
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