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How do we read and understand the Bible?
How do we apply what we read in the Bible?
 
 
Suggested Reading:
 
‘How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth’. Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart.
‘How to Read the Bible as Literature’. Leland Rykin
‘The New Lion Handbook to the Bible’


















Introduction:
In relation to the Bible, ‘hermeneutics’ is the study of how we understand, interpret and apply the plain meaning of scripture.
We do not have to be an intellectual to be able to do this! Paul wrote a letter to the church in Corinth and expected them to understand and apply what he was saying. 1 Corinthians 1:26. “….not many of you were wise…..”.
Understanding, interpreting and applying the scriptures is not a new concept either.
Nehemiah 8:8 says that Ezra and the Levites.
 ‘….. read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people understood what was being read.’
How do we do that today?
We have to see the Bible as a whole with one overall story that is woven together through different periods of history and in different cultures by different people.
What is that story? It is a love story. God’s love relationship with humanity that was broken by us through sin and restored by God through Jesus Christ so that we can enjoy a relationship with Him forever.
With this ‘big story’ in mind, when we read the Bible, we consider:
- the type of literature we are reading
- the context it was written in at the time so we can understand 
- what it meant at that time 
- to consider how we can apply it to our context and lives now. 
The aim is to get to the plain meaning of the passage and what God wants to say to us through it.
‘Hermeneutics’ gives the principles by which we do that.


1. Why is it important?

We all interpret what we read in the Bible whether we realise our bias or not. We need guidelines to keep us on the right track. ‘Hermeneutics’ helps stop wrong interpretations of the Bible and misapplication.
Even the translation we have of the Bible has needed an interpretation to translate from another language to our own, often when there is not an equivalent word.
We must realise that when we read the Bible there are a number of factors to consider:
a. The experience and personality of the reader/us. We all bring our own interpretation that is shaped by our character, life experience, traditions, desires and prejudices. 

What we think may be obvious and plain, others don’t find easy or plain or interpret very differently. It is why different church streams and traditions have different views on topics such as baptism, communion, church structures and leadership, whether women should be church leaders or marriage and sexuality.

b. Protection from doctrinal error and recognising what is false in sects and cults such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormonism.

c. The nature of scripture. “The Bible is the word of God given in the words of people in history”. (George Ladd). 

We recognise that God has deliberately used many people, over many centuries, in many cultures, through different types of literature, through real events and history by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, to impart eternal truths.

d. If hermeneutic principles are applied properly, it should bring Christians together in mutual respect with a common mission.

2. History of hermeneutics:

a. Jesus used the Old Testament record in His teaching as historical fact eg quoting from the books of Jonah and Daniel. 


b. He rejected a complicated system of interpretation and application that was governed by tradition. eg Mark 7:1-13
The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus 2 and saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed. 3 (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders. 4 When they come from the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.)
5 So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with defiled hands?”
6 He replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written:
“‘These people honour me with their lips,
    but their hearts are far from me.
7 They worship me in vain;
    their teachings are merely human rules.’
8 You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to human traditions.”
9 And he continued, “You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honour your father and mother,’ and, ‘Anyone who curses their father or mother is to be put to death.’ 11 But you say that if anyone declares that what might have been used to help their father or mother is Corban (that is, devoted to God)— 12 then you no longer let them do anything for their father or mother. 13 Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many things like that.”
c.  Jesus did not ‘allegorise’, (a method of understanding the Bible that seeks hidden, spiritual meanings beyond the literal text). He took the Old Testament as a description of what had actually happened. 

However, despite Jesus not interpreting the Bible in an allegorical way this approach was often adopted among early Christian "Fathers" and continued through the Middle Ages. 

For example, in the story of the Good Samaritan, the ‘allegorical’ interpretation saw:

· The man as Adam
· Jerusalem as the heavenly city
· The robber as the devil.
· The oil as the comfort of hope.
· The inn as the church
· The innkeeper as the apostle Paul.

However, the simple plain meaning message in this parable is: ‘Love Your Neighbour’!
 
d. The apostles knew and quoted the Old Testament (but not always word for word). It seems that they were not caught up in a word-to-word analysis but wanted to convey the meaning of what had been written.

e. The Reformation brought much needed change. Martin Luther (1483 to1546) emphasised the literal understanding of scripture (when it was written in that literary ‘type’) and that the church should teach what scripture alone teaches. He emphasised that we need faith and the help of the Holy Spirit to understand the plain meaning of scripture. 


Calvin (1509 - 1564), another leader in the Reformation, reminded us of how scripture should be used to interpret scripture. ie ‘What does the whole counsel (all the Bible) of God teach?’
f. Twentieth century onwards. 

· Rationalism. Human reason became a major tool in liberal theology eg doing away with miracles as what could not be explained scientifically at the time.
· ‘Existential hermeneutics’. “If it is true for you, then it is true.” Absolute truth was rejected leading to liberal theology and practice.

3. Principles of hermeneutics

a. Be aware of your own personal presuppositions. 

The assumptions we make about what is true and how we apply that to scripture. We can see through the lens of a particular theological view we have adopted. eg Calvinism, Arminianism. We must rather let the Bible read us and speak for itself.
b. Acceptance of the divine inspiration of scripture.
 
It is ‘God breathed’ and ‘nothing but the truth’. 

c. The Bible is not written in deliberately ambiguous language.

God is the one who brings revelation. He wants us all to understand the gift of salvation through Jesus Christ and His will for our lives.

d. Use the studies of others.

· Commentaries
· Bible Dictionary
· Bible handbook.
· Concordance (words in the Bible)
· Good translations. Literal to Dynamic Equivalent to Paraphrase

e. Ask questions

Relating to context:
· Who is the author?
· Who is speaking to who?
· Who is this written for?
· When was it written?
· What was happening when it was written?
· Why was it written?

Relating to content:
· What type of literature is it? Eg. Poetry; prophecy; history; a letter; a song; parable; law; prayer.
· What do I know about this type of literature?
· What is the big idea?
· What is the author’s train of thought? How does each sentence relate to the other sentences and the overall theme?
· What is the obvious meaning of a word in a passage if there are two possible meanings? How is the word used elsewhere?
· How does it fit into the big story of salvation?

We call this ‘exegesis’ – the careful systematic study to discover the original intended meaning of the words.

Relating to interpretation and application:

· What is being said about God, us, others, what is true, how we should live?
· What response from you is required now by what you read?
Expect God to speak and change you. The word is like a, ‘two-edged sword that cuts between soul and spirit’.

· How do I interpret my personal experience in the light of scripture?.... and not the other way around.

· If there is a promise, does it have conditions? ie faith or repentance.

· Is it prescriptive or descriptive? Biblical examples are authoritative only when supported by a command.  The danger is that we could fall into legalism. Eg We must get up early to pray because that is what Jesus did. (It may be helpful, but we are not sinning if we don’t!)
Even if there is no command, principles drawn from examples can be confidently followed eg prioritising prayer.

· Does doing what I think the Bible says honour God? Does it build me up? Is it pure? Is it helpful to others or could it make them stumble in their faith?
A Christian is free to do anything that the Bible does not prohibit but moderated by clear biblical principles 

For discussion:
1. Who has heard the scripture, ‘Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts’ (Colossians 3:15) as a way of deciding God’s guidance in a decision you have to make? Perhaps you have used it yourself in making a decision.

Look up the context of the verse. Start at the beginning of Colossians chapter 3.
What is the context of the verse? What is the main teaching in verses 1 to 17? What does the second bit of the verse say? 
So, what does it actually mean? How would you now apply it?
2. Who has heard the scripture, ‘Be utterly amazed. For I am going to do something in your days that you would not believe.’ (Habakkuk 1:5) It is often quoted as a promise of revival in the church and the nation?

Look up the verse. Read from verse 1 to 11. What is the main message to this passage? So instead of a promise of revival, what does it actually mean?
How would you apply it to your own life? How might it shape your prayers?
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