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PREFACE

In one of our lighter moments we toyed with the idea of calling this
book Not Just Another Book on How to Understand the Bible. Wisdom
prevailed, and the “title” lost out. But such a title would in fact
describe the kind of urgency that caused this book to be written.

How-to-understand-the-Bible books abound. Some are good;
others are not so good. Few are written by biblical scholars. Some of
these books approach the subject from the variety of methods one can
use in studying Scripture; others try to be basic primers in hermeneu-
tics (the science of interpretation) for the layperson. The latter usually
give a long section of general rules (rules that apply to all biblical texts)
and another section of specific rules (rules that govern special types of
problems: prophecy, typology, figures of speech, etc.).

Of the “basic primer” type books we recommend especially
Knowing Scripture, by R. C. Sproul (InterVarsity). For a heavier and
less readable, but very helpful, dose of the same one should see A.
Berkeley Mickelson’s Interpreting the Bible (Eerdmans). The closest
thing to the kind of book we have written is Better Bible Study, by
Berkeley and Alvera Mickelson (Regal).

But this is “not just another book” —we hope. The uniqueness
of what we have tried to do has several facets:

1. As one may note from a glance at the table of contents, the
basic concern of this book is with the understanding of the different
types of literature (the genres) that make up the Bible. Although we
do speak to other issues, this generic approach has controlled all that
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PREFACE

has been done. We affirm that there is a real difference between a
psalm, on the one hand, and an epistle on the other. Our concern is
to help the reader to read and study the Psalms as poems, and the
Epistles as letters. We hope to show that these differences are vital
and should affect both the way one reads them and how one is to
understand their message for today.

2. Even though throughout the book we have repeatedly given
guidelines for studying each genre of Scripture, we are equally con-
cerned with the intelligent 7eading of Scripture—since that is what
most of us do the most. Anyone who has tried, for example, to read
through Leviticus, Jeremiah, or Proverbs, as over against 1 Samuel
or Acts, knows full well that there are many differences. One can get
bogged down in Leviticus, and who has not felt the frustration of
completing the reading of Isaiah or Jeremiah and then wondering
what the “plot” was? In contrast, 1 Samuel and the Acts are espe-
cially readable. We hope to help the reader appreciate these differ-
ences so that he or she can read intelligently and profitably the
nonnarrative parts of the Bible.

3. This book was written by two seminary professors, those
sometimes dry and stodgy people that other books are written to get
around. It has often been said that one does not have to have a sem-
inary education in order to understand the Bible. That is true, and
we believe it with all our hearts. But we are also concerned about the
(sometimes) hidden agenda that suggests that a seminary education
or seminary professors are thereby a hindrance to understanding the
Bible. We are so bold as to think that even the “experts” may have
something to say.

Furthermore, these two seminary professors also happen to be
believers, who think we should obey the biblical texts, not merely
read or study them. It is precisely that concern that led us to become
scholars in the first place. We had a great desire to understand as
carefully and as fully as possible what it is that we are to know about
God and his will in the twentieth century.

These two seminary professors also regularly preach and teach
the Word in a variety of church settings. Thus we are regularly called
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PREFACE

upon not simply to be scholars but to wrestle with how the Bible
applies, and that leads to our fourth item.

4. The great urgency that gave birth to this book is hermeneu-
tics; we wrote especially to help believers wrestle with the questions
of application. Many of the urgent problems in the church today are
basically struggles with bridging the hermeneutical gap—with mov-
ing from the “then and there” of the original text to the “here and
now” of our own life settings. But this also means bridging the gap
between the scholar and layperson. The concern of the scholar is pri-
marily with what the text meant; the concern of the layperson is usu-
ally with what it means. The believing scholar insists that we must
have both. Reading the Bible with an eye only to its meaning for us
can lead to a great deal of nonsense as well as to every imaginable
kind of error—because it lacks controls. Fortunately, most believers
are blessed with at least a measure of that most important of all
hermeneutical skills—common sense.

On the other hand, nothing can be so dry and lifeless for the
church as making biblical study purely an academic exercise in his-
torical investigation. Even though the Word was originally given in
a concrete historical context, its uniqueness is that that historically
given and conditioned Word is ever a living Word.

Our concern, therefore, must be with both dimensions. The
believing scholar insists that the 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. Thus we have two tasks:
First, to find out what the text originally meant; this task is called
exegesis. Second, we must learn to hear that same meaning in the
variety of new or different contexts of our own day; we call this sec-
ond task hermeneuntics. In its classical usage, the term “hermeneu-
tics” covers both tasks, but in this book we consistently use it only
in this narrower sense. To do both tasks well should be the goal of
Bible study.

Thus in chapters 3 through 13, which deal in turn with ten dif-
terent kinds of literary genres, we have given attention to both
needs. Since exegesis is always the first task, we have spent much of
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our time emphasizing the uniqueness of each of the genres. What is
a biblical psalm? What are their different kinds? What is the nature
of Hebrew poetry? How does all this affect our understanding? But
we are also concerned with how the various Psalms function as the
Word of God. What is God trying to say? What are we to learn, or
how are we to obey? Here we have avoided giving rules. What we
have oftfered are guidelines, suggestions, helps.

We recognize that the first task—exegesis—is often considered
to be a matter for the expert. At times that is true. But one does not
have to be an expert to learn to do the basic tasks of exegesis well.
The secret lies in learning to ask the right questions of the text. We
hope, therefore, to guide the reader in learning to ask the right ques-
tions of each biblical genre. There will be times when one will finally
want to consult the experts as well. We shall also give some practical
guidelines in this matter.

Each author is responsible for those chapters that fall within his
area of specialty. Thus, Professor Fee wrote chapters 1-4, 6-8, and
13, and Professor Stuart wrote chapters 5 and 9-12. Although each
author had considerable input into the other’s chapters, and although
we consider the book to be a truly joint effort, the careful reader will
also observe that each author has his own style and manner of pres-
entation. Special thanks go to some friends and family who have read
several of the chapters and offered helpful advice: Frank DeRemer,
Bill Jackson, Judy Peace, and Maudine, Cherith, Craig, and Brian
Fee. Special thanks also to our secretaries, Carrie Powell and Holly
Greening, for typing both rough drafts and final copy.

In the words of the child that moved Augustine to read a passage
from Romans at his conversion experience, we say, “7Tolle, lege, Take
up and read.” The Bible is God’s eternal Word. Read it, understand
it, obey it.

Permission has been granted by Baker Book House, Grand Rapids,
Michigan, to use material in chapters 3, 4, and 6, that appeared ear-
lier in different form as “Hermeneutics and Common Sense: An
Exploratory Essay on the Hermeneutics of the Epistles,” in Inerrancy
and Common Sense (ed. J. R. Michaels and R. R. Nicole, 1980),
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pp- 161-86; and “Hermeneutics and Historical Precedent—A Major
Problem in Pentecostal Hermeneutics,” in Perspectives on the New
Pentecostalism (ed. R. P. Spittler, 1976), pp. 118-32.
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INTRODUCTION:
THE NEED TO
INTERPRET

Every so often we meet someone who says with great feeling, “You
don’t have to interpret the Bible; just read it and do what it says.”
Usually, such a remark reflects the layperson’s protest against the
“professional” scholar, pastor, teacher, or Sunday school teacher,
who, by “interpreting,” seems to be taking the Bible away from the
common man or woman. It is their way of saying that the Bible is
not an obscure book. “After all,” it is argued, “any person with half
a brain can read it and understand it. The problem with too many
preachers and teachers is that they dig around so much they tend to
muddy the waters. What was clear to us when we read it isn’t so clear
anymore.”

There is a lot of truth in that protest. We agree that Christians
should learn to read, believe, and obey the Bible. And we especially
agree that the Bible should not be an obscure book if studied and
read properly. In fact we are convinced that the single most serious
problem people have with the Bible is not with a /ack of under-
standing, but with the fact that they understand most things too
well! The problem with such a text as “Do everything without com-
plaining or arguing” (Phil. 2:14), for example, is not with under-
standing it, but with obeying it—putting it into practice.
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We are also agreed that the preacher or teacher is all too often
prone to dig first and look later, and thereby to cover up the plain
meaning of the text, which often lies on the surface. Let it be said at
the outset—and repeated throughout—that the aim of good inter-
pretation is not uniqueness; one is not trying to discover what no
one else has ever seen before.

Interpretation that aims at, or thrives on, uniqueness can usually
be attributed to pride (an attempt to “out clever” the rest of the
world), a false understanding of spirituality (wherein the Bible is full
of deep truths waiting to be mined by the spiritually sensitive person
with special insight), or vested interests (the need to support a the-
ological bias, especially in dealing with texts that seem to go against
that bias). Unique interpretations are usually wrong. This is not to
say that the correct understanding of a text may not often seem
unique to someone who hears it for the first time. But it is to say that
uniqueness is 7ot the aim of our task.

The aim of good interpretation is simple: to get at the “plain
meaning of the text.” And the most important ingredient one brings
to that task is enlightened common sense. The test of good inter-
pretation is that it makes good sense of the text. Correct interpreta-
tion, therefore, brings relief to the mind as well as a prick or prod to
the heart.

But if the plain meaning is what interpretation is all about, then
why interpret? Why not just read? Does not the plain meaning come
simply from reading? In a sense, yes. But in a truer sense, such an
argument is both naive and unrealistic because of two factors: the
nature of the reader and the nature of Scripture.

The Reader as an Interpreter

The first reason one needs to learn how to interpret is that,
whether one likes it or not, every reader is at the same time an
interpreter. That is, most of us assume as we read that we also
understand what we read. We also tend to think that our under-
standing is the same thing as the Holy Spirit’s or human author’s
intent. However, we invariably bring to the text all that we are, with
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INTRODUCTION: THE NEED TO INTERPRET

all of our experiences, culture, and prior understandings of words
and ideas. Sometimes what we bring to the text, unintentionally to
be sure, leads us astray, or else causes us to read all kinds of foreign
ideas into the text.

Thus, when a person in our culture hears the word “cross,” cen-
turies of Christian art and symbolism cause most people automati-
cally to think of a Roman cross (1), although there is little likelihood
that that was the shape of Jesus’ cross, which was probably shaped
like a “T.” Most Protestants, and Catholics as well, when they read
texts about the church at worship, automatically envision people sit-
ting in a building with “pews” much like their own. When Paul says
(in the KJV), “Make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts
thereof” (Rom. 13:14), people in most English-speaking cultures
are apt to think that “flesh” means the “body” and therefore that
Paul is speaking of “bodily appetites.”

But the word “flesh,” as Paul uses it, seldom refers to the body—
and in this text it almost certainly did not—but to a spiritual mal-
ady, a sickness of spiritual existence sometimes called “the sinful
nature.” Therefore, without intending to do so, the reader is inter-
preting as he or she reads, and unfortunately too often interprets
incorrectly.

This leads us to note further that in any case the reader of an
English Bible is already involved in interpretation. For translation is
in itself a (necessary) form of interpretation. Your Bible, whatever
translation you use, which is your beginning point, is in fact the end
result of much scholarly work. Translators are regularly called upon
to make choices regarding meanings, and #heir choices are going to
affect how yon understand.

Good translators, therefore, take the problem of our language
differences into consideration. But it is not an easy task. In Romans
13:14, for example, shall we translate “flesh” (as in KJV, RSV,
NRSV, NASB, etc.) because this is the word Paul used, and then
leave it to an interpreter to tell us that “flesh” here does not mean
“body”? Or shall we “help” the reader and translate “sinful nature”
(as in the NIV, GNB, etc.) because this is what Paul’s word really
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INTRODUCTION: THE NEED TO INTERPRET

means? We will take up this matter in greater detail in the next chap-
ter. For now it is sufficient to point out how the fact of translation
in itself has already involved one in the task of interpretation.

The need to interpret is also to be found by noting what goes on
around us all the time. A simple look at the contemporary church,
for example, makes it abundantly clear that not all “plain meanings”
are equally plain to all. It is of more than passing interest that most
of those in today’s church who argue that women should keep silent
in church on the basis of 1 Corinthians 14:34—-35 at the same time
deny the validity of speaking in tongues and prophecy, the very con-
text in which the “silence” passage occurs. And those who affirm
that women, as well as men, should pray and prophesy on the basis
of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 often deny that they should necessarily do
so with their heads covered. For some, the Bible “plainly teaches”
believers’ baptism by immersion; others believe they can make a bib-
lical case for infant baptism. Both “eternal security” and the possi-
bility of “losing one’s salvation” are preached in the church, but
never by the same person! Yet both are affirmed as the plain mean-
ing of biblical texts. Even the two authors of this book have some
disagreements as to what certain texts “plainly” mean. Yet all of us
are reading the same Bible and we all are trying to be obedient to
what the text “plainly” means.

Besides these recognizable differences among “Bible-believing
Christians,” there are also all kinds of strange things atloat. One can
usually recognize the cults, for example, because they have an author-
ity in addition to the Bible. But not all of them do; and in every case
they bend the truth by the way they select texts from the Bible itself.
Every imaginable heresy or practice, from the Arianism (denying
Christ’s deity) of the Jehovah’s Witnesses and The Way, to baptizing
for the dead among Mormons, to snake handling among Appalachian
sects, claims to be “supported” by a text.

Even among more theologically orthodox people, however,
many strange ideas manage to gain acceptance in various quarters.
For example, one of the current rages among American Protestants,
especially charismatics, is the so-called wealth and health gospel. The
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INTRODUCTION: THE NEED TO INTERPRET

“good news” is that God’s will for you is financial and material pros-
perity! One of the advocates of this “gospel” begins his book by
arguing for the “plain sense” of Scripture and claiming that he puts
the Word of God first and foremost throughout his study. He says
that it is not what we think it says but what it actually says that
counts. The “plain meaning” is what he is after. But one begins to
wonder what the “plain meaning” really is when financial prosperity
is argued as the will of God from such a text as 3 John 2, “Beloved,
I wish above all things that thou mayest prosper and be in health,
even as thy soul prospereth” (KJV)—a text that in fact has nothing
at all to do with financial prosperity. Another example takes the plain
meaning of the story of the rich young man (Mark 10:17-22) as
precisely the opposite of “what it actually says,” and attributes the
“interpretation” to the Holy Spirit. One may rightly question
whether the plain meaning is being sought at all; perhaps the plain
meaning is simply what such a writer wants the text to mean in order
to support his pet ideas.

Given all this diversity, both within and without the church, and
all the differences even among scholars, who supposedly know “the
rules,” it is no wonder that some argue for no interpretation, just
reading. But as we have seen, that is a false option. The antidote to
bad interpretation is not zo interpretation, but good interpretation,
based on common-sense guidelines.

The authors of this book labor under no illusions that by read-
ing and following our guidelines everyone will finally agree on the
“plain meaning,” oz meaning! What we do hope to achieve is to
heighten the reader’s sensitivity to specific problems inherent in each
genre, to help the reader know why ditferent options exist and how
to make common-sense judgments, and especially to enable the
reader to discern between good and not-so-good interpretations—
and to know what makes them one or the other.

The Nature of Scripture

A more significant reason for the need to interpret lies in the
nature of Scripture itself. Historically the church has understood the
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INTRODUCTION: THE NEED TO INTERPRET

nature of Scripture much the same as it has understood the person
of Christ—the Bible is at the same time both human and divine. As
Professor George Ladd once put it: “The Bible is the Word of God
given in the words of [people] in history.” It is this dual nature of
the Bible that demands of us the task of interpretation.

Because the Bible is God’s Word, it has eternal rvelevance; it speaks
to all humankind, in every age and in every culture. Because it is God’s
Word, we must listen—and obey. But because God chose to speak his
Word through human words in history, every book in the Bible also
has historical particularity; each document is conditioned by the lan-
guage, time, and culture in which it was originally written (and in
some cases also by the oral history it had before it was written down).
Interpretation of the Bible is demanded by the “tension” that exists
between its eternal relevance and its historical particularity.

There are some, of course, who believe that the Bible is merely
a human book, and that it contains only words of people in history.
For these people the task of interpreting is limited to historical
inquiry. Their interest, as with Cicero or Milton, is with the religious
ideas of the Jews, Jesus, or the early church. The task for them,
therefore, is purely a historical one. What did these words mean to
the people who wrote them? What did they think about God? How
did they understand themselves?

On the other hand, there are those who think of the Bible only
in terms of its eternal relevance. Because it is God’s Word, they tend
to think of it only as a collection of propositions to be believed and
imperatives to be obeyed—although invariably there is a great deal
of picking and choosing among the propositions and imperatives.
There are, for example, Christians who, on the basis of Deuteronomy
22:5 (“A woman must not wear men’s clothing,” NIV), argue liter-
ally that a woman should not wear slacks or shorts. But the same
people seldom take literally the other imperatives in that list, which
include building a parapet around the roof of one’s house (v. 8), not
planting two kinds of seeds in a vineyard (v. 9), and making tassels on
the four corners of one’s cloak (v. 12).

The Bible, however, is not a series of propositions and impera-
tives; it is not simply a collection of “Sayings from Chairman God,”
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INTRODUCTION: THE NEED TO INTERPRET

as though he looked down at us from heaven and said: “Hey you
down there, learn these truths. Number 1, There is no God but
One, and I am he. Number 2, I am the Creator of all things, includ-
ing humankind”—and so on, all the way through proposition num-
ber 7,777 and imperative number 777.

These propositions of course are true; and they are found in the
Bible (though not quite in that form). Indeed such a book might
have made many things easier for us. But, fortunately, that is zot how
God chose to speak to us. Rather he chose to speak his eternal truths
within the particular circumstances and events of human history.
This also is what gives us hope. Precisely because God chose to speak
in the context of real human history, we may take courage that these
same words will speak again and again in our own “real” history, as
they have throughout the history of the church.

The fact that the Bible has a human side is our encouragement;
it is also our challenge, and is the reason that we need to interpret.
Two things should be noted in this regard:

1. In speaking through real persons, in a variety of circumstances,
over a 1500-year period, God’s Word was expressed in the vocabu-
lary and thought patterns of those persons and conditioned by the
culture of those times and circumstances. That is to say, God’s Word
to us was first of all his Word to them. If they were going to hear it,
it could only have come through events and in language they could
have understood. Our problem is that we are so far removed from
them in time, and sometimes in thought. This is the major reason
one needs to learn to interpret the Bible. If God’s Word about
women wearing men’s clothing or people having parapets around
houses is to speak to us, we first need to know what it said to its orig-
inal hearers—and why.

Thus the task of interpreting involves the student/reader at two
levels. First, one has to hear the Word they heard; he or she must try
to understand what was said to them back then and there. Second,
one must learn to hear that same Word in the here and now. We will
say more about these two tasks below.

2. One of the most important aspects of the human side of the
Bible is that to communicate his Word to all human conditions, God
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chose to use almost every available kind of communication: narra-
tive history, genealogies, chronicles, laws of all kinds, poetry of all
kinds, proverbs, prophetic oracles, riddles, drama, biographical
sketches, parables, letters, sermons, and apocalypses.

To interpret properly the “then and there” of the biblical texts,
one must not only know some general rules that apply to all the
words of the Bible, but one needs to learn the special rules that apply
to each of these literary forms (genres). The way God communicates
his Word to us in the “here and now” will often differ from one form
to another. For example, we need to know how a psalm, a form that
was often addressed to God, functions as God’s Word o us, and how
psalms difter from the “laws,” which were often addressed to people
in cultural situations no longer in existence. How do such “laws”
speak to us, and how do they differ from the moral “laws,” which
are always valid in all circumstances? Such are the questions the dual
nature of the Bible forces upon us.

The First Task: Exegesis

The first task of the interpreter is called exegesis. Exegesis is the
careful, systematic study of the Scripture to discover the original,
intended meaning. This is basically a historical task. It is the attempt
to hear the Word as the original recipients were to have heard it, to
tind out what was the original intent of the words of the Bible. This is
the task that often calls for the help of the “expert,” that person
whose training has helped him or her to know well the language and
circumstances of the texts in their original setting. But one does 7ot
have to be an expert to do good exegesis.

In fact, everyone is an exegete of sorts. The only real question is
whether you will be a good one. How many times, for example, have
you heard or said, “What Jesus meant by that was ...” or “Back in
those days, they used to ...”? Those are exegetical expressions. Most
often they are employed to explain the differences between “them”
and “us”—why we do not build parapets around our houses, for
example—or to give a reason for our using a text in a new or differ-
ent way—why hand-shaking has often taken the place of the “holy
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kiss.” Even when such ideas are not articulated, they are in fact prac-
ticed all the time in a kind of common sense way.

The problem with much of this, however, is (1) that such exe-
gesis is often too selective, and (2) that often the sources consulted
are not written by true “experts,” that is, they are secondary sources
that also often use other secondary sources, rather than the primary
sources. A few words about each of these must be given:

1. Although everyone employs exegesis at times, and although
quite often such exegesis is well done, it nonetheless tends to be
employed only when there is an obvious problem between the bib-
lical texts and modern culture. Whereas it must indeed be employed
for such texts, we insist that it is the first step in reading EVERY text.
At first, this will not be easy to do, but learning to think exegetically
will pay rich dividends in understanding and will make even the read-
ing, not to mention the studying, of the Bible a much more excit-
ing experience. But note well: Learning to think exegetically is not
the only task; it is simply the first task.

The real problem with “selective” exegesis is that one will often
read one’s own, completely foreign, ideas into a text and thereby
make God’s Word something other than what God really said. For
example, one of the authors of this book recently received a letter
from a well-known evangelical, who argued that the author should
not appear in a conference with another well-known person, whose
orthodoxy was somewhat suspect. The biblical reason given for
avoiding the conference was 1 Thessalonians 5:22: “Abstain from all
appearance of evil” (KJV). But had our brother learned to read the
Bible exegetically, he would not have used the text in that way. For
that is Paul’s final word in a paragraph to the Thessalonians regard-
ing charismatic utterances in the community. “Don’t treat prophe-
cies with contempt,” Paul says. “Rather, test everything; and hold
fast to the good, but avoid every evil form.” The “avoidance of evil”
has to do with “prophecies,” which, when tested, are found not to
be of the Spirit. To make this text mean something God did not
intend is to abuse the text, not use it. To avoid making such mistakes
one needs to learn to think exegetically, that is, to begin back then
and there, and to do so with every text.
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2. As we will soon note, one does not begin by consulting the
“experts.” But when it is necessary to do so, one should try to use the
better sources. For example, in Mark 10:23 (Matt. 19:23; Luke
18:24), at the conclusion of the story of the rich young man, Jesus
says, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.” He
then adds: “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for a rich man to enter the kingdom.” It is often said that there
was a gate in Jerusalem known as the “Needle’s Eye,” which camels
could go through only by kneeling, and with great difficulty. The
point of this “interpretation” is that a camel could in fact go through
the “Needle’s Eye.” The trouble with this “exegesis,” however, is that
it is simply not true. There never was such a gate in Jerusalem at any
time in its history. The earliest known “evidence” for that idea is found
in the eleventh century (!) in a commentary by a Greek churchman
named Theophylact, who had the same difficulty with the text that we
do. After all, it is zmpossible for a camel to go through the eye of a nee-
dle, and that was precisely Jesus’ point. It is impossible for one who
trusts in riches to enter the kingdom. It takes a miracle for a rich per-
son to get saved, which is quite the point of what follows: “All things
are possible with God.”

Learning to Do Exegesis

How, then, do we learn to do good exegesis and at the same time
avoid the pitfalls along the way? The first part of most of the chap-
ters in this book will explain how one goes about this task for each
of the genres in particular. Here we simply want to overview what is
involved in the exegesis of any text.

At its highest level, of course, exegesis requires knowledge of
many things we do not necessarily expect the readers of this book to
know: the biblical languages; the Jewish, Semitic, and Hellenistic
backgrounds; how to determine the original text when the manu-
scripts have variant readings; the use of all kinds of primary sources
and tools. But you can learn to do good exegesis even if you do not
have access to all of these skills and tools. To do so, however, you
must learn first what you can do with your own skills, and second
you must learn to use the work of others.
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The key to good exegesis, and therefore to a more intelligent
reading of the Bible, is to learn to read the text carefully and to ask
the right questions of the text. One of the best things one could do in
this regard would be to read Mortimer J. Adler’s How to Read a
Book (1940, rev. ed. with Charles Van Doren, New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1972). Our experience over many years in college and sem-
inary teaching is that many people simply do not know how to read
well. To read or study the Bible intelligently demands careful read-
ing, and that includes learning to ask the right questions of the text.

There are two basic kinds of questions one should ask of every
biblical passage: those that relate to context and those that relate to
content. The questions of context are also of two kinds: historical and
literary. Let us briefly note each of these.

The Historical Context

The historical context, which will differ from book to book, has
to do with several things: the time and culture of the author and his
readers, that is, the geographical, topographical, and political factors
that are relevant to the author’s setting; and the occasion of the book,
letter, psalm, prophetic oracle, or other genre. All such matters are
especially important for understanding.

It simply makes a difference in understanding to know the per-
sonal background of Amos, Hosea, or Isaiah, or that Haggai proph-
esied after the exile, or to know the messianic expectations of Israel
when John the Baptist and Jesus appeared on the scene, or to under-
stand the differences between the cities of Corinth and Philippi and
how these affected the churches in each. One’s reading of Jesus’
parables is greatly enhanced by knowing something about the cus-
toms of Jesus’ day. Surely it makes a difference in understanding to
know that the “penny” (KJV), or denarius, offered to the workers
in Matthew 20:1-16 was the equivalent of a full day’s wage. Even
matters of topography are important. One who was raised in the
American West—or East for that matter—must be careful not to
think of “the mountains that surround Jerusalem” (Ps. 125:2) in
terms of his or her own experience of mountains!
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To answer most of these kinds of questions, one will need some
outside help. A good Bible dictionary, such as the four-volume
International Standard Bible Encyclopedina (ed. G. W. Bromiley,
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988) or the five-volume Zondervan
Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible (ed. Merrill C. Tenney, Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1975) or the one-volume New Bible Dictionary
(ed. J. D. Douglas, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962), will generally
supply the need here. If one wishes to pursue a matter further, the
bibliographies at the end of each article will be a good place to start.

The more important question of historical context, however, has
to do with the occasion and purpose of each biblical book and /or its
various parts. Here one wants to have an idea of what was going on
in Israel or the church that called forth such a document, or what
the situation of the author was that caused him to write. Again, this
will vary from book to book, and it is much less crucial for Proverbs,
for example, than for 1 Corinthians.

The answer to this question is usually to be found—when it can
be found—within the book itself. But you need to learn to read with
your eyes open for such matters. If you want to corroborate your
own findings on these questions, you might consult your Bible dic-
tionary again, or the introduction to a good commentary on the
book, or look at Eerdman’s Handbook to the Bible (ed. David
Alexander and Pat Alexander, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973). But
make your own observations first!

The Literary Context

This is what most people mean when they talk about reading
something in its context. Indeed this is zbe crucial task in exegesis,
and fortunately it is something one can do well without necessarily
having to consult the “experts.” Essentially, /iterary context means
that words only have meaning in sentences, and for the most part
biblical sentences only have meaning in relation to preceding and
succeeding sentences.

The most important contextual question you will ever ask, and
it must be asked over and over of every sentence and every paragraph
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is, “What’s the point?” We must try to trace the author’s train of
thought. What is the author saying and why does he or she say it
right here? Having made that point, what is he or she saying next,
and why?

This question will vary from genre to genre, but it is a/ways the
crucial question. The goal of exegesis, you remember, is to find out
what the original author intended. To do this task well, it is imper-
ative that one use a translation that recognizes poetry and para-
graphs. One of the major causes of inadequate exegesis by readers of
the King James Version, and to a lesser degree of the New American
Standard, is that every verse has been printed as a paragraph. Such
an arrangement tends to obscure the author’s own logic. Above all
else, therefore, one must learn to recognize units of thought,
whether they be paragraphs (for prose) or lines and sections (for
poetry). And, with the aid of an adequate translation, this is some-
thing the reader can do.

The Questions of Content

The second major category of questions one asks of any text has
to do with the author’s actual content. “Content” has to do with the
meanings of words, the grammatical relationships in sentences, and
the choice of the original text where the manuscripts have variant
readings. It also includes a number of the items mentioned above
under “historical context,” for example, the meaning of denarius, or
a Sabbath day’s journey, or “high places,” etc.

For the most part, these are the questions of meaning that one
ordinarily asks of the biblical text. When Paul says in 2 Corinthians
5:16, “Even though we have known Christ according to the flesh, yet
now we know Him thus no longer” (NASB), one should want to
know, Who is “according to the flesh,” Christ or the one knowing
him? It makes a considerable difference in meaning to learn that “we”
know Christ no longer “from a worldly point of view” is what Paul
intends, not that we know Christ no longer “in His earthly life.”

To answer these kinds of questions one will ordinarily need
to seek outside help. Again, the quality of one’s answers to such
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questions will usually depend on the quality of the sources one
uses. This is the place where you will finally want to consult a
good exegetical commentary. But please note that consulting a
commentary, as essential as that will be at times, is the /ast thing
one does.

The Tools

For the most part, then, you can do good exegesis with a mini-
mum amount of outside help, provided that that help is of the high-
est quality. We have mentioned four such tools: a good Bible
dictionary, a good Bible handbook, a good translation, and good
commentaries. There are other kinds of tools, of course, especially
for topical or thematic kinds of study. But for reading or studying
the Bible book by book, these are the essential ones.

Because a good translation (or better, several good translations)
is the absolutely basic tool for one who does not know the original
languages, the next chapter is devoted to this matter. Learning to
choose a good commentary is also important, but because that is the
last thing one does, an appendix on commentaries concludes the
book.

The Second Task: Hermeneutics

Although the word “hermeneutics” ordinarily covers the whole
tield of interpretation, including exegesis, it is also used in the nar-
rower sense of seeking the contemporary relevance of ancient texts.
In this book we will use it exclusively in this way, to ask the ques-
tions about the Bible’s meaning in the “here and now.”

It is this matter of the here and now, after all, that brings us to
the Bible in the first place. So why not start here? Why worry about
exegesis? Surely the same Spirit who inspired the writing of the Bible
can equally inspire one’s reading of it. In a sense this is true, and we
do not by this book intend to take from anyone the joy of devotional
reading of the Bible and the sense of direct communication involved
in such reading. But devotional reading is not the only kind one
should do. One must also read for learning and understanding. In
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short, one must also learn zo study the Bible, which in turn must
inform one’s devotional reading. And that brings us to our insistence
that proper “hermeneutics” begins with solid “exegesis.”

The reason one must not begin with the here and now is that #he
only proper control for hermeneutics is to be found in the original intent
of the biblical text. As noted earlier in this chapter, this is the “plain
meaning” one is after. Otherwise biblical texts can be made to mean
whatever they mean to any given reader. But such hermencutics
becomes pure subjectivity, and who then is to say that one person’s
interpretation is right, and another’s is wrong. Anything goes.

In contrast to such subjectivity, we insist that the original mean-
ing of the text—as much as it is in our power to discern it—is the
objective point of control. We are convinced that the Mormons’
baptizing for the dead on the basis of 1 Corinthians 15:29, or the
Jehovah’s Witnesses’ rejection of the deity of Christ, or the snake
handlers’ use of Mark 16:18, or the “prosperity evangelists’” advo-
cating the American dream as a Christian right on the basis of 3 John
2 are all improper interpretation. In each case the error is in their
hermeneutics, precisely because their hermeneutics is not controlled
by good exegesis. They have started with the here and now and have
read into the texts meanings that were not originally there. And what
is to keep one from killing one’s daughter because of a foolish vow,
as did Jephthah (Judg. 11:29-40), or to argue, as one preacher is
reported to have done, that women should never wear their hair up
in a top knot (“bun”) because the Bible says “topknot go down”
(“Let him who is on the housetop not go down,” Mark 13:15)?

It will be argued, of course, that common sense will keep one
from such foolishness. Unfortunately common sense is not so com-
mon. We want to know what the Bible means for us—legitimately
so. But we cannot make it mean anything that pleases us and then
give the Holy Spirit “credit” for it. The Holy Spirit cannot be called
in to contradict himself, and he is the one who inspired the original
intent. Therefore, his help for us will be in the discovering of that
original intent and in guiding us as we try faithfully to apply that
meaning to our own situations.
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The questions of hermeneutics are not at all easy, which is prob-
ably why so few books are written on this aspect of our subject. Nor
will all agree on how one goes about this task. But this is the crucial
area, and believers need to learn to talk to one another about these
questions—and to listen. On this one thing, however, there must
surely be agreement. A text cannot mean what it never meant. Or to
put that in a positive way, the true meaning of the biblical text for
us is what God originally intended it to mean when it was first spo-
ken. This is the starting point. How we work it out from that point
is what this book is basically all about.

Someone will surely ask, “But is it not possible for a text to have
an additional (or fuller, or deeper) meaning, beyond its original
intent? After all, this happens in the New Testament itself in the way
it sometimes uses the Old Testament.” In the case of prophecy, we
would not close the door to such a possibility, and would argue that,
with caretul controls, a second, or fuller, meaning is possible. But
how does one justify it at other points? Our problem is a simple one.
Who speaks for God? Roman Catholicism has less of a problem here;
the magisterium, the authority vested in the official teaching of the
church, determines for all the fuller sense of the text. Protestants,
however, have no magisterium, and we should be properly con-
cerned whenever anyone says he or she has God’s deeper meaning
to a text—especially so, if the text never meant what it is now made
to mean. Of such things are all the cults born, and innumerable
lesser heresies.

It is difficult to give rules for hermenecutics. What we ofter
throughout the following chapters, therefore, are guidelines. You
may not agree with our guidelines. We do hope that your disagree-
ments will be with Christian charity, and perhaps our guidelines will
serve to stimulate your own thinking on these matters.
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THE BASIC TOOL: A
GOOD TRANSLATION

The sixty-six books of the Protestant Bible were originally written
in three different languages: Hebrew (most of the Old Testament),
Aramaic (a sister language to Hebrew used in half of Daniel and two
passages in Ezra), and Greek (all of the New Testament). We assume
that most of the readers of this book do not know these languages.
That means, therefore, that for you the basic tool for reading and
studying the Bible is a good English translation, or, as will be argued
in this chapter, several good English translations.

As we noted in the last chapter, the very fact that you are read-
ing God’s Word in translation means that you are already involved
in interpretation—and this is so whether one likes it or not. But to
read in translation is not a bad thing; it is simply inevitable. What
this does mean, however, is that in a certain sense, the person who
reads the Bible only in English is at the mercy of the translator(s),
and translators have often had to make choices as to what in fact the
original Hebrew or Greek was really intending to say.

The trouble with using only one translation, be it ever so good,
is that one is thereby committed to the exegetical choices of that
translation as the Word of God. The translation you are using may
be correct, of course; but it also may be wrong.

Let’s take, for example, the following four translations of 1 Corin-
thians 7:36:
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KJV: “If a man think that he behaveth himself uncomely
toward his virgin . ..”

NASB:  “If a man think that he is acting unbecomingly
toward his virgin daughter . ..”

NIV: “If anyone thinks he is acting improperly toward
the virgin he is engaged to . ..”

NEB: “If a man has a partner in celebacy and feels that he
is not behaving properly towards her . ..”

The KJV is very literal, but not very helpful, since it leaves the term
“virgin” and the relationship between the “man” and “his virgin”
ambiguous. Of one thing, however, one may be absolutely certain: Paul
did not intend to be ambiguous. He intended one of the other three
options, and the Corinthians, who had raised the problem in their let-
ter, knew which one—indeed they knew nothing of the other two.

It should be noted here that none of these other three is a bad
translation, since any of them is a legitimate option as to Paul’s
intent. However, only one of them can be the correct translation.
The problem is, which one? For a number of reasons, the NIV
reflects the best exegetical option here. However, if you regularly
read only the NASB (which has the least likely option here) then you
are committed to an interpretation of the text that may not be the
right one. And this kind of thing can be illustrated a thousand times
over. So, what to do?

First, it is probably a good practice to use mainly one translation,
provided it really is a good one. This will aid in memorization, as
well as give you consistency. Also, if you are using one of the better
translations, it will have notes in the margin at many of the places
where there are difficulties. However, for the study of the Bible, you
should use several well-chosen translations. The best thing to do is
to use translations that one knows in advance will tend to differ. This
will highlight where many of the difficult exegetical problems lie. To
resolve these problems you will usually want to have recourse to your
commentary.
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But which translation should you use, and which of the several
should you study from? No one can necessarily speak for someone
else on this matter. But your choice should »ot be simply because “I
like it,” or “This one is so readable.” We want you to like your trans-
lation, and if it is a really good one, it will be readable. However, to
make an intelligent choice, you need to know some things both
about the science of translation itself as well as about some of the
various English translations.

The Science of Translation

There are two kinds of choices that a translator must make: textual
and linguistic. The first kind has to do with the actual wording of the
original text. The second has to do with one’s theory of translation.

The Question of Text

The translator’s first concern is to be sure that the Hebrew or
Greek text he or she is using is as close as possible to the original
wording as it left the author’s hands (or the hands of the scribe tak-
ing it down by dictation). Is this what the psalmist actually wrote?
Are these the very words of Mark or Paul? Indeed, why should any-
one think otherwise?

Although the details of the problem of text in the Old and New
Testaments differ, the basic concerns are the same: (1) no original
copies (manuscripts) exist; (2) what do exist are thousands of copies
(including copies of very early translations), produced by hand, and
copied by hand repeatedly over a period of about fourteen hundred
years; (3) although the vast majority of manuscripts, which for both
testaments come from the later medieval period, are very much
alike, these later manuscripts differ significantly from the earlier
copies and translations. In fact, there are over five thousand Greek
manuscripts of part or all of the New Testament, as well as thou-
sands in Latin, and no two of them anywhere in existence are
exactly alike.

The problem, therefore, is to sift through all the available mate-
rial, compare the places where the manuscripts differ (these are called
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“variants”), and determine which of the variants represent errors and
which one most likely represents the original text. Although this may
seem like an imposing task—and in some ways it is—the translator
does not despair, because he or she also knows something about tex-
tual criticism, the science that attempts to discover the original texts
of ancient documents.

It is not our purpose here to give the reader a primer in textual
criticism. This you may find in convenient form in the articles by
Bruce Waltke (Old Testament) and Gordon Fee (New Testament)
in Biblical Criticism: Historical, Literary and Textual (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1978). Our purpose here is to give some basic infor-
mation about textual criticism so that you will know why translators
must do it and so that you can make better sense of the marginal
notes in your translation that say, “Other ancient authorities add . ..”
or “Some manuscripts do not have ...”

For the purposes of this chapter, there are three things you
should be aware of:

1. Textual criticism is a science that works with careful controls.
There are two kinds of evidence that the translator considers in mak-
ing textual choices: external evidence (the character and quality of
the manuscripts) and the internal evidence (the kinds of mistakes
made by copyists). Scholars sometimes differ as to how much weight
they give either of these strands of evidence, but all are agreed that
the combination of strong external and strong internal evidence
together makes the vast majority of choices somewhat routine. But
for the remainder, where these two lines of evidence seem to collide,
the choices are more ditficult.

The external evidence has to do with the quality and age of the
manuscripts that support a given variant. For the Old Testament this
usually amounts to a choice between the Hebrew manuscripts,
nearly all of which are medieval copies, and manuscripts of the Greek
translations (the Septuagint [LXX]), which are much earlier.
Scholarship has demonstrated that the Hebrew manuscripts by and
large reflect a very ancient text; nonetheless, it often needs correct-
ing from the Septuagint. Sometimes neither the Hebrew nor Greek
yields a tolerable sense, at which times conjectures are necessary.

34



THE BASIC TOOL: A GOOD TRANSLATION

For the New Testament, the better external evidence was pre-
served in Egypt. When that early evidence is also supported by
equally early evidence from other sectors of the Roman Empire, such
evidence is usually seen to be conclusive.

The internal evidence has to do with the copyists and authors.
When translators are faced with a choice between two or more vari-
ants, they usually can detect which readings are the mistakes because
scribal habits and tendencies have been carefully analyzed by schol-
ars and are now well known. Usually the variant that best explains
how all the others came about is the one we presume to be the orig-
inal text. It is also important for the translator to know a given bib-
lical author’s style and vocabulary, because these, too, play a role in
making textual choices.

As already noted, for the vast majority of variants found among
the manuscripts, the best (or good) external evidence combines with
the best internal evidence to give us an extraordinarily high degree
of certainty about the original text. This may be illustrated thousands
of times over simply by comparing the KJV (which was based on
poor, late manuscripts) with a contemporary translation like the
NRSV or NIV. We will note three variants as illustrations of the
work of textual criticism:

1 Samuel 8:16
KJV: “your goodliest young men and your asses”
NIV: “the best of your cattle and donkeys”

The text of the NIV (“your cattle”) comes from the Septuagint, the
usually reliable Greek translation of the Old Testament made in
Egypt around 250-150 B.C. The KJV follows the medieval Hebrew
text, reading “young men,” a rather unlikely term to be used in par-
allel to “donkeys.” The origin of the miscopy in the Hebrew text,
which the KJV followed, is easy to understand. The word for “your
young men” in Hebrew was written &brykm, while “your cattle” was
bgrykm. The incorrect copying of a single letter by a scribe resulted
in a change of meaning. The Septuagint was translated some time
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before the miscopy was made, so it preserved the original “your cat-
tle.” The accidental change to “your young men” was made later,
affecting medieval Hebrew manuscripts, but too late to atfect the
premedieval Septuagint.

Mark 1:2
KJVv: “As it is written in the prophets . ..”
NIV: “It is written in Isaiah the prophet. . ..”

The text of the NIV is found in all the best early Greek manuscripts.
It is also the only text found in all early translations (Latin, Coptic,
and Syriac) and is the only text known among all the church fathers,
except one, before the ninth century. It is easy to see what happened
in the later Greek manuscripts. Since the citation that follows is a
combination of Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3, a later copyist “cor-
rected” Mark’s original text to make it more precise.

1 Corinthians 11:29

KJV: “he that eateth and drinketh unworthily”
NIV: “anyone who eats and drinks”

The word “unworthily” is not found in any of the earliest and best
Greek manuscripts. Its presence in the Latin translations and later
Greek manuscripts can easily be explained as an addition brought in
from verse 27, where a// known manuscripts have “unworthily.”
There is no good way to explain how it might have been dropped out
of verse 29 in all the early manuscripts had it been there originally.

It should be noted here that for the most part translators work
from Greek and Hebrew texts edited by careful, rigorous scholarship.
For the New Testament this means that the “best text” has already
been determined by scholars who are experts in this field. But it also
means, for both testaments, that the translators themselves have
access to an “apparatus” (textual information in footnotes) that
includes the significant variants with their manuscript support.

2. Although textual criticism is a science, it is not an exact science,
because it deals with too many human variables. Occasionally, especially
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when the translation is the work of a committee, the translators will
themselves be divided as to which variant represents the original text
and which is (are) the scribal error(s). Usually at such times the
majority choice will be found in the actual translation, while the
minority choice will be in the margin.

The reason for the uncertainty is either that the best manuscript
evidence conflicts with the best explanation of the corruption or that
the manuscript evidence is evenly divided and either variant can
explain how the other came to be. We can illustrate this from 1 Co-
rinthians 13:3:

NIV text: “surrender my body to the flames”
NIV margin: “surrender my body that I may boast”

In Greek the difference is only one letter: kauthemsommai/kanchem-
sommai. Both variants have good early support, and both have some
inherent difficulties in interpretation (1 Corinthians was written well
before Christians were martyred by burning; yet it is difficult to find
an appropriate meaning for “that I may boast”). Here is one of those
places where a good commentary will probably be necessary in order
for you to make up your own mind.

The preceding example is a good place for us also to refer you
back to the last chapter. You will note that the choice of the correct
text is one of the content questions. A good exegete must know, if it
is possible to know, which of these words is what Paul actually wrote.
On the other hand, it should be also noted that Paul’s point here
finally is little affected by that choice. In either case, he means that
if one gives the body over to some extreme sacrifice, or the like, but
lacks love, it is all for nothing.

This, then, is what it means to say that translators must make tex-
tual choices, and it also explains one of the reasons why translations
will sometimes differ—and also why translators are themselves inter-
preters. Before we go on to the second reason why translations dif-
fer, we need to make a note here about the King James Version.

3. The KJV is not only the most widely used translation in the
world, it is also a classic expression of the English language. Indeed,
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it coined phrases that will be forever embedded in our language.
However, for the New Testament, the only Greek text available to
the 1611 translators was based on late manuscripts, which had accu-
mulated the mistakes of over a thousand years of copying. Few of
these mistakes—and we must note that there are many of them—
make any difference to us doctrinally, but they often 4o make a dit-
ference in the meaning of certain specific texts.

This is why for study you should use almost any modern transla-
tion rather than the Kjv. How to choose between modern transla-
tions takes us to the next kinds of choices translators have to make.

The Questions of Language

The next two kinds of choices—verbal and grammatical —bring
us to the actual science of translation. The problem has to do with
the transferring of words and ideas from one language to another.
To understand what various theories underlie our modern transla-
tions, you will need to become acquainted with the following tech-
nical terms:

Original language: The language that one is translating from; in
our case, Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek.

Receptor language: The language that one is translating #zzo; in
our case, English.

Historical distance: This has to do with the differences that exist
between the original language and the receptor language, both in
matters of words, grammar, and idioms, as well as in matters of cul-
ture and history.

Theory of translation: This has to do with the degree to which
one is willing to go in order to bridge the gap between the two lan-
guages. For example, should /amp be translated “flashlight” or
“torch” in cultures where these serve the purpose a lamp once did?
Or should one translate it “lamp” and let the reader bridge the gap
for himself or herself? Should holy kiss be translated “the handshake
of Christian love” in cultures where public kissing is oftensive?

Notice how these three terms apply to the following basic theo-
ries of translation:
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Literal: The attempt to translate by keeping as close as possible
to the exact words and phrasing in the original language, yet still
make sense in the receptor language. A literal translation will keep
the historical distance intact at all points.

Free: The attempt to translate the zdeas from one language to
another, with less concern about using the exact words of the orig-
inal. A free translation, sometimes also called a paraphrase, tries to
eliminate as much of the historical distance as possible.

Dynamic equivalent: The attempt to translate words, idioms, and
grammatical constructions of the original language into precise
equivalents in the receptor language. Such a translation keeps his-
torical distance on all historical and most factual matters, but
“updates” matters of language, grammar, and style.

Translators are not always consistent, but one of these theories
will govern the translators’ basic approach to their task. At times the
literal or free translations can be excessive, so much so that Clarence
Jordan in his Cottonpatch Version can translate Paul’s letter to
Rome as to Washington (!), while Robert Young, in a literal transla-
tion published in 1862, can transform 1 Corinthians 5:1 into this
impossible English (?): “Whoredom is actually heard of among you,
and such whoredom as is not even named among the nations—as
that one hath the wife of the father [!]”

The several translations of the whole Bible that are currently eas-
ily accessible might be placed on a historical-distance scale in a some-
what arbitrary way, as shown on the next page.

Dynamic
Literal equivalence  Free
KJv RSV NRSV NIV GN  PHILLIPS LB
NASB NAB JB
NEB

The best translational theory is dynamic equivalence. A literal trans-
lation is often helpful as a second source; it will give you confidence as
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to what the Greek or Hebrew actually looked like. A free translation
also can be helpful—to stimulate your thinking about the possible
meaning of a text. But the basic translation for reading and studying
should be something like the NIV.

The problem with a literal translation is that it keeps distance at the
wrong places—in language and grammar. Thus the translator often
renders the Greek or Hebrew into English that is otherwise never writ-
ten or spoken that way. It is like translating maison blanc trom French
to English as “house white.” For example, no native English-speaking
person would ever have said “coals of fire” (KJV, Rom. 12:20). That
is a literal rendering of the Greek construction, but what it means in
English is “burning coals” (NIV) or “live coals” (NEB).

A second problem with a literal translation is that it often makes
the English ambiguous, where the Greek or Hebrew was quite clear
to the original recipients. For example, in 2 Corinthians 5:16 the
Greek phrase kata sarka can be translated literally “(to know)
according to the flesh” (as in the NASB). But this is not an ordinary
way of speaking in English. Furthermore the phrase is ambiguous.
Is it the person who is being known who is “according to the flesh,”
which seems to be implied in the NASB, and which in this case
would mean something like “by their outward appearance”? Or is
the person who is “knowing” doing so “according to the flesh,”
which would mean “from a worldly point of view”? In this case the
Greek is clear, and the NIV correctly translates: “So from now on
[since we have been raised to a new life, v. 15] we regard no one
from a worldly point of view.”

The problem with a free translation, on the other hand, especially
for study purposes, is that the translator updates the original author
too much. Furthermore, such a “translation” all too often comes
close to being a commentary. A free translation is a/ways done by a
single translator, and unless the translator is also a skilled exegete
who knows the various problems in a// of the biblical passages, there
is a danger that the reader will be misled. This is especially true of
the popular, but unfortunately not altogether accurate, Living Bible.
We can live with such translations as “flashlights” (Ps. 119:105), or
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“handshakes” (1 Peter 5:14), or “pancakes” (Gen. 18:6), but to
translate the Greek word charismata (“spiritual gifts”) as “special
abilities” in 1 Corinthians 12—14 is to take too much liberty. The
Living Bible translation of 1 Corinthians 11:10, “as a sign that she
is under man’s authority,” is especially misleading since the original
implies that she is the one who has the authority. In 1 Peter 5:13, the
biblical author deliberately used the cryptic designation Babylon tfor
Rome; it is surely better to have that explained somewhere than to
translate it “Rome” and destroy Peter’s purposefully cryptic usage.
As readable as The Living Bible is, it simply has too many inaccura-
cies and rewritings for it to be one’s only—or even primary—Bible.

The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) is much more accu-
rate than The Living Bible and is not a free translation, but it has
taken certain liberties with the text in order to be gender neutral
when speaking about people. This results in sometimes abnormal
English that is “politically correct” but not very idiomatic. Thus in
John 3:4 the NRSV has the awkward sentence “Can one enter a sec-
ond time into the mother’s womb and be born?” compared with the
more normal original RSV: “Can he enter a second time into his
mother’s womb and be born?” Likewise, for Psalm 1, whereas the
RSV helpfully preserves the intended contrast between the lone righ-
teous person (“Blessed is the man who .. .,” v. 1) and the many who
are wicked (“The wicked are not so .. .,” v. 4), this contrast is elim-
inated by the NRSV’s pluralizing of the entire psalm (“Happy are
those who ...,” etc.) in an effort to avoid the gender distinctions
that can occur with singular pronouns.

The way various translations handle the problem of “historical
distance” can best be noted by illustrating several of the kinds of
problems involved.

1. Weights, measures, money. This is a particularly difficult area.
Does one transliterate the Greek and Hebrew terms (“ephah,”
“homer,” etc.), or try to find their English equivalents? It one chooses
to go with equivalents in weights and measures, does one use the
standard “pounds” and “feet,” or does one look to the future and
translate “liters” and “meters”? Inflation can make mockery of
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monetary equivalents in a few years. The problem is further compli-
cated by the fact that measures or money are often used to suggest
contrasts or startling results, as in Matthew 18:24-28 or Isaiah 5:10.
To transliterate in these cases will likely cause an English reader to
miss the point of the passage.

The KJV, followed closely by the RSV and NRSV, was inconsis-
tent in these matters. For the most part they transliterated, so that
we got “baths” “ephahs,” “homers,” “shekels,” and “talents.” Yet
the Hebrew ’ammak was translated “cubit,” the zereth, a “span,”
and the Greek mna (mina) became the British pound, while the
denarius became a mere penny. For Americans all of these have the
effect of being meaningless or misleading.

The NASB uses “cubit” and “span,” but otherwise consistently
transliterates and then puts an English equivalent in the margin
(expect for John 2:6, where the transliteration is in the margin!).
This is also the way the NIV chose to go, except for “cubits,” which
are turned into feet, and all the marginal notes are given both in
English standards and in metric equivalents. Unfortunately they give
no note at all in Matthew 20:2, where the fact that the denarius was
a regular day’s wage is important to the parable; moreover, in Mark
14:5 they abandon this principle altogether by translating the three
hundred denarii into the equivalent, “more than a year’s wages.”

The Living Bible, as may be expected, turns everything into
equivalents, but often they are not precise, and the turning of denarii
into dollar amounts of the 1960s is a precarious procedure at best.

We would argue that either equivalents or transliterations with
marginal notes would be good procedure with most weights and
measurements. However, the use of equivalents is surely to be pre-
ferred in the passages like Isaiah 5:10 and Matthew 18:24-28. Note
how much more meaningtul the GNB renders these verses than does
the NASB:

Isaiakh 5:10

NASB “For ten acres of vineyard will yield only one bath of
wine. And a homer of seed will yield but an ephah of
grain.”
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GNB: “The grapevines growing on five acres of land will
yield only five gallons of wine. Ten bushels of seed will
produce only one bushel of grain.”

Matthew 18:24, 28

NASB:  “There was brought to him one who owed him ten
thousand talents. ... But that slave went out and
found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred
denarii.”

GNB: “One of them was brought in who owed him millions
of dollars. . . . Then the man went out and met one of
his fellow servants who owed him a few dollars.”

2. Euphemisms. Almost all languages have euphemisms for mat-
ters of sex and toilet. A translator has one of three choices in such
matters: (1) translate literally, but perhaps leave an English-speaking
reader bewildered or guessing, (2) translate the literal equivalent,
but perhaps offend or shock the reader, or (3) translate with an
equivalent euphemism.

Option 3 is probably the best, if there is an appropriate euphe-
mism. Otherwise it is better to go with option 2, especially for mat-
ters that generally no longer require euphemisms in English. Thus
to have Rachel say, “I’m having my period” (Gen. 31:35 NIV; cf.
GNB) is to be preferred to the literal “the manner of women is upon
me” (NASB, cf. KJV, RSV). For the same idiom in Genesis 18:11
the GNB is consistent (“Sarah had stopped having her monthly peri-
ods”), while the NIV is much freer (“Sarah was past the age of child-
bearing”). Similarly, “He forced her, and lay with her” (2 Sam.
13:14 KJV) becomes simply “He raped her” in the NIV and GNB.

There can be dangers in this, however, especially when transla-
tors themselves miss the meaning of the idiom, as can be seen in the
NIV, GNB, and LB translation of 1 Corinthians 7:1: “It is good for
a man not to marry.” The idiom “to touch a woman” in every other
case in antiquity means to have sexual intercourse with a woman, and
never means anything close to “marry.” Here the NAB, which has
found an equivalent euphemism, is much to be preferred: “A man is
better off having no relations with a woman.”
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3. Vocabulary. When most people think of translation, this is the
area they usually have in mind. It seems like such a simple task: find
the English word that means the same as the Hebrew or Greek
word. But finding precisely the right word is what makes translation
so difficult. Part of the difficulty is not only in the choosing of an
appropriate English word, but also in choosing a word that will not
already be filled with connotations that are foreign to the original
language.

The problem is further complicated by the fact that some
Hebrew or Greek words have ranges of meaning different from any-
thing in English. In addition, some words can have several shades of
meaning, as well as two or more considerably different meanings.
And a deliberate play on words is usually impossible to translate from
one language to another.

We have already noted how various translations have chosen to
interpret “virgin” in 1 Corinthians 7:36. In chapter 1 we also noted
the difficulty in rendering Paul’s use of the word sarx (“flesh”). In
most cases, almost anything is better than the literal “flesh.” The
NIV handles this word especially well: “sinful nature” when Paul is
contrasting “flesh” and “spirit,” “human nature” in Romans 1:3
where it refers to Jesus’ Davidic descent, “from a worldly point of
view” in 2 Corinthians 5:16 noted above (cf. 1 Cor. 1:26 “by human
standards”), and “body” when it means that (as in Col. 1:22).

This kind of thing can be illustrated many times over and is one
of the reasons why a translation by dynamic equivalent is much to
be preferred to a literal translation.

4. Grammar and Syntax. Even though most Indo-European lan-
guages have a great many similarities, each language has its own pre-
ferred structures as to how words and ideas are related to each other
in sentences. It is at these points especially where translation by
dynamic equivalent is to be preferred. A literal translation tends to
abuse or override the ordinary structures of the receptor language by
directly transferring into it the syntax and grammar of the original lan-
guage. Such direct transfers are usually possible in the receptor lan-
guage, but they are seldom preferable. From hundreds of examples,
we choose two as illustrations, one from Greek and one from Hebrew.
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a. One of the characteristics of Greek is its fondness for what are
known as genitive constructions. The genitive is the ordinary case of
possession, as in “my book.” Such a true possessive can also, but
only very awkwardly, be rendered “the book of me.” However other
“possessives” in English, such as “God’s grace,” do not so much
mean, for example, that God owns the grace as that he gives it, or
that it comes from him. Such “nontrue” possessives can always be
translated into English as “the grace of God.”

The Greek language has a great profusion of these latter kinds of
genitives, which are used, for example, as descriptive adjectives to
express source, to connote special relationships between two nouns,
etc. A literal translation almost invariably transfers these into English
with an “of” phrase, but frequently with strange results, such as the
“coals of fire” noted above, or “the word of his power” (Heb. 1:3
KJV). Both of these are clearly adjectival or descriptive genitives,
which in the NIV are more accurately rendered “burning coals” and
“his powerful word.” Similarly the NASB’s “steadfastness of hope”
(1 Thess. 1:3) and “joy of the Holy Spirit” (1:6) are translated in the
NIV “endurance inspired by hope” and “joy given by the Holy
Spirit.” These are not only to be preferred; they are in fact more
accurate because they give a genuine English equivalent rather than
a literal, Greek way of expressing things, which in English would be
nearly meaningless.

Interestingly enough, in one of the few places where the KJV
(followed by the RSV, but not the NASB) offered something of an
equivalent (1 Cor. 3:9), the translators missed the meaning of the
genitive altogether. Apparently they were led astray by the word fe/-
low-workers and thus translated, “For we are labourers together with
God: ye are God’s husbandry, ye are God’s building.” But in Paul’s
sentence ecach occurrence of God is clearly a possessive genitive, with
an emphasis on both we (Paul and Apollos) and yox (the church as
God’s field and building) as belonging to him. This is correctly
translated in the NIV as, “For we are God’s fellow workers; you are
God’s field, God’s building.” Paul’s point is made even more clearly
in the NAB: “We are God’s co-workers, while you are his cultiva-
tion, his building.”
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b. Thousands of times in the Old Testament the KJV translators
woodenly followed the Hebrew word order in a way that does not
produce normal, idiomatic English. Did you ever notice, for example,
how many verses (or sentences) in the KJV begin with the word and?
Read Genesis 1, and note that with the single exception of verse 1,
every verse of the chapter begins with and, a total of thirty times. Now
compare the NIV. It reduces the number of occurrences of and to
eleven, while at the same time improving the flow of the language so
that it sounds more natural to the ear.

The NIV translators produced an improved translation by taking
seriously the fact that the vast majority of prose sentences in Old
Testament Hebrew begin with one of the two Hebrew forms for the
word and. The word for and appears even when there is absolutely
nothing preceding to which the sentence logically connects. In fact,
six books of the Old Testament (Joshua, Judges, 1 Samuel, Ezra,
Ruth, and Esther) begin in Hebrew with the word and, though they
obviously do not follow anything. Accordingly, it is now recognized
by Hebrew grammarians that and at the beginning of a sentence is
virtually the equivalent of the use of capitalization at the beginning
of English sentences. This does not mean that the Hebrew and
should never be translated by the English and; it simply means that
“and” is only sometimes, and certainly not a majority of the time, the
best translation in English. The simple English sentence beginning
with a capital letter will do nicely in most cases.

Another example is the KJV’s “and it came to pass.” This is not
used in normal English speech anymore, and it was rare even in the
seventeenth century when the KJV was undertaken. Because this
Hebrew narrative verb form was followed literally and woodenly, the
resulting translation was “and it came to pass,” which thereafter
occupied a prominent position in Old Testament style but nowhere
else in English speech. We once heard a sermon on the concept that
all things are temporary and shall eventually pass away (ct. 1 Cor.
13:8-10) based on the frequency of the clause “and it came to pass,”
which the preacher misunderstood to mean, “And it came iz order
to pass away.” In fact, the NIV translators rightly do not translate the
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Hebrew clause as such. Judiciously rendering Hebrew into English
requires an equivalent meaning, not an equivalent word or clause
pattern.

On Choosing a Translation

We have been trying to help you choose a translation. We shall
conclude with a few summary remarks about several translations.
First, it should be noted that we have not tried to be exhaustive.
There are still other translations of the whole Bible that we have not
included in our discussion, not to mention over seventy-five others
of the New Testament alone that have appeared in the twentieth cen-
tury. Several of those latter are excellent, and well worth using (e.g.,
Weymouth, 1903; Helen Montgomery, 1924; Williams, 1937).
Among these also are several free translations, two of which are much
to be preferred to The Living Bible because of their higher degree of
accuracy (Phillips, 1947; E. F. Bruce [epistles of Paul only], 1965).
Among the whole-Bible translations not discussed are some that
are theologically biased, such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ New World
Translation (1961). This is an extremely literal translation, filled with
the heretical doctrines of this cult. Others of these translations are
eccentric, such as that by George Lamsa (1940), who believed that
a Syriac translation from around A.D. 400 held the keys to every-
thing. One should probably also include here The Amplified Bible,
which has had a run of popularity far beyond its worth. It is far bet-
ter to use several translations, note where they differ, and then check
out those differences in another source, than to be led to believe that
a word can mean one of several things in any given sentence, with
the reader left to choose whatever best strikes his or her fancy.
Which translation, then, should you read? We would venture to
suggest that the NIV is as good a translation as you will get. The
GNB and NAB are also especially good. One would do well to have
two or all three of these. The NIV is a committee translation by the
best scholarship in the evangelical tradition; the NAB is a commit-
tee translation by the best scholarship in the American Catholic tra-
dition. The GNB is an outstanding translation by a single scholar,
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Robert G. Bratcher, who regularly consulted with others, and whose
expertise in linguistics has brought the concept of dynamic equiva-
lence to translation in a thoroughgoing way.

Along with one or more of these, you would also do well to use
one or more of the following: the NASB, the RSV, or the NRSV.
These are attempts to update the KJV. The translators used better
original texts and thereby eliminated most of the nonoriginal mat-
ter in the KJV. At the same time they tried to adhere as closely as
possible to the language of the KJV and yet still modernize it some.
The RSV and NRSV are by far the better translations; the NASB is
much more like the KJV and therefore far more literal—to the point
of being wooden.

Along with one or more of these, we recommend you also con-
sult either the NEB or JB—or both. Both of these are committee
translations. The NEB is the product of the best of British scholar-
ship, and is therefore filled with British idioms not always familiar to
American readers. The ]JB is an English translation from the French
Bible de Jerusalem. Both of these translations tend to be freer at
times than the others described here as dynamic equivalent. But both
of them have some outstanding features and are well worth using in
conjunction with the others.

In the following chapters we will follow the NIV, unless other-
wise noted. If you were regularly to read this translation, and then
consult at least one from three other categories (RSV/NRSV /NASB;
GNB/NAB; NEB/JB), you would be giving yourself the best possi-
ble start to an intelligent reading and study of the Bible.
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THE EPISTLES:
LEARNING
TO THINK

CONTEXTUALLY

We start our discussion of the various biblical genres by looking
at the New Testament Epistles. One of our reasons for starting here
is that they appear to be so easy to interpret. After all, who needs
special help to understand that “all have sinned” (Rom. 3:23), that
“the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23), and that “by grace you
have been saved, through faith” (Eph. 2:8), or the imperatives “live
by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16) and “live a life of love” (Eph. 5:2)?

On the other hand, the “ease” of interpreting the Epistles can be
quite deceptive. This is especially so at the level of hermeneutics.
One might try leading a group of Christians through 1 Corinthians,
for example, and see how many are the difficulties. “How is Paul’s
opinion (7:25) to be taken as God’s Word?” some will ask, especially
when they personally dislike some of the implications of that opin-
ion. And the questions continue. How does the excommunication
of the brother in chapter 5 relate to the contemporary church, espe-
cially when he can simply go down the street to another church?
What is the point of chapters 12—14 if one is in a local church where
charismatic gifts are not accepted as valid for the twentieth century?

49



THE EPISTLES: LEARNING TO THINK CONTEXTUALLY

How do we get around the clear implication in 11:2-16 that women
should wear a head covering when praying and prophesying—or the
clear implication that they are to pray and prophesy in the commu-
nity gathered to worship?

It becomes clear that the Epistles are not as easy to interpret as is
often thought. Thus, because of their importance to the Christian
faith and because so many of the important hermeneutical issues are
raised here, we are going to let them serve as models for the exeget-

ical and hermeneutical questions we want to raise throughout the
book.

The Nature of the Epistles

Before we look specifically at 1 Corinthians as a model for
exegeting the Epistles, some general words are in order about all the
Epistles (all the New Testament except the four Gospels, Acts, and
the Revelation).

First, it is necessary to note that the Epistles themselves are not
a homogeneous lot. Many years ago Adolf Deissmann, on the basis
of the vast papyrus discoveries, made a distinction between letters
and epistles. The former, the “real letters,” as he called them, were
nonliterary, that is, they were not written for the public and poster-
ity, but were intended only for the person or persons to whom they
were addressed. In contrast to the letter, the epistle was an artistic
literary form or a species of literature that was intended for the pub-
lic. Deissmann himself considered all the Pauline Epistles as well as
2 and 3 John to be “real letters.” Although some other scholars have
cautioned that one should not reduce all the letters of the New
Testament to one or other of these categories—in some instances it
seems to be a question of more or less—the distinction is neverthe-
less a valid one. Romans and Philemon differ from one another not
only in content but also to the degree that one is far more personal
than the other. And in contrast to any of Paul’s letters, 2 Peter and
1 John are far more like epistles.

The validity of this distinction may be seen by noting the form
of'ancient letters. Just as there is a standard form to our letters (date,
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salutation, body, closing, and signature), so there was for theirs.
Thousands of ancient letters have been found, and most of them
have a form exactly like those in the New Testament (cf. the letter
of the council in Acts 15:23-29). The form consists of six parts:

1. name of the writer (e.g., Paul)

2. name of the recipient (e.g., to the church of God in
Corinth)

3. greeting (e.g., Grace and peace to you from God our
Father . . .)

4. prayer wish or thanksgiving (e.g., I always thank God for

you ...)

body

6. final greeting and farewell (e.g., The grace of the Lord Jesus

Christ be with you . . .)

92}

The one variable element in this form is number 4, which in
most of the ancient letters takes the form of a prayer wish (almost
exactly like 3 John 2), or else is missing altogether (as in Galatians,
1 Timothy, Titus), although at times one finds a thanksgiving and
prayer (as often in Paul’s letters). In three of the New Testament
Epistles this thanksgiving turns into a doxology (2 Corinthians,
Ephesians, 1 Peter; cf. Rev. 1:5-0).

It will be noted that the New Testament Epistles that lack either
formal elements 1-3 or 6 are those that fail to be true letters,
although they are partially epistolary in form. Hebrews, for exam-
ple, which has been described as three parts tract and one part let-
ter, was indeed sent to a specific group of people, as 10:32—-34 and
13:1-25 make clear. Note especially the letter form of 13:22-25.
Yet chapters 1-10 are little like a letter and are in fact an eloquent
homily in which the argument as to Christ’s total superiority to all
that has preceded is interspersed with urgent words of exhortation
that the readers hold fast to their faith in Christ (2:1-4; 3:7-19;
5:11-6:20; 10:19-25). Indeed, the author himself calls it his “word
of exhortation” (13:22).

First John is similar in some ways, except that it has zone of the
formal elements of a letter. Nonetheless, it was clearly written for a
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specific group of people (see e.g., 2:7, 12-14, 19, 26) and looks very
much like the body of a letter with all the formal elements shorn oft.
The point is, it is not simply a theological treatise for the church at
large.

James and 2 Peter both are addressed as letters, but both lack the
familiar final greeting and farewell; both also lack specific addressees,
as well as any personal notations by the writers. These are the clos-
est things in the New Testament to “epistles,” that is, tracts for the
whole church, although 2 Peter seems to have been called forth by
some who were denying the Second Coming (3:1-7). James, on the
other hand, so completely lacks an overall argument that it looks
more like a collection of sermon notes on a variety of ethical topics
than a letter.

Despite this variety of kinds, however, there is one thing that all
of the Epistles have in common, and this is #/e crucial thing to note
in reading and interpreting them: they are all what are technically
called occasional documents (i.c., arising out of and intended for a
specific occasion), and they are from the first century. Although
inspired by the Holy Spirit and thus belonging to all time, they were
first written out of the context of the author to the context of the
original recipients. It is precisely these factors—that they are occa-
sional and that they belong to the first century—that make their
interpretation difficult at times.

Above all else, their occasional nature must be taken seriously.
This means that they were occasioned, or called forth, by some spe-
cial circumstance, cither from the reader’s side or the author’s.
Almost all of the New Testament letters were occasioned from the
reader’s side (Philemon and perhaps James and Romans are excep-
tions). Usually the occasion was some kind of behavior that needed
correcting, or a doctrinal error that needed setting right, or a mis-
understanding that needed further light.

Most of our problems in interpreting the Epistles are due to this
fact of their being occasional. We have the answers, but we do not
always know what the questions or problems were, or even if there
was a problem. It is much like listening to one end of a telephone
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conversation and trying to figure out who is on the other end and
what that unseen party is saying. Yet in many cases it is especially
important for us to try to hear “the other end” so that we know
what our passage is an answer to.

One further point here. The occasional nature of the Epistles also
means that they are not first of all theological treatises; they are not
compendia of Paul’s or Peter’s theology. There is theology implied,
but it is always “task theology,” theology being written for or
brought to bear on the task at hand. This is true even of Romans,
which is a fuller and more systematic statement of Paul’s theology
than one finds elsewhere. But it is only some of his theology, in this
case it is theology born out of his own special task as apostle to the
Gentiles. It is his special struggle for Gentile rights to God’s grace
and how this is related to the whole problem of “Law” that causes
the discussion to take the special form it does in Romans and that
causes justification to be used there as the primary metaphor for sal-
vation. After all, the word justify, which predominates in Romans
(15 times) and Galatians (8), occurs only two other times in all of
Paul’s other letters (1 Cor. 6:11; Titus 3:7).

Thus one will go to the Epistles again and again for Christian
theology; they are loaded with it. But one must always keep in mind
that they were not primarily written to expound Christian theology.
It is always theology at the service of a particular need. We will note
the implications of this for hermeneutics in our next chapter.

Given these important preliminaries, how then does one go about
the exegesis, or an informed exegetical reading, of the Epistles? From
here on, we will proceed with a case study of 1 Corinthians. We know
that not every epistle will be like this one, but nearly all the questions
one needs to ask of any epistle are raised here.

The Historical Context

The first thing one must try to do with any of the Epistles is to
form a tentative but informed reconstruction of the situation that
the author is speaking to. What was going on in Corinth that caused
Paul to write 1 Corinthians? How did he come to learn of their
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situation? What kind of relationship and former contacts has he had
with them? What attitudes do they and he reflect in this letter? These
are the kinds of questions you want answers to. So what do you do?

First, you need to consult your Bible dictionary or the introduc-
tion to your commentary to find out as much as possible about
Corinth and its people. Among other important things, you should
note that by ancient standards it was a relatively young city, only
ninety-four years old when Paul first visited it. Yet because of its
strategic location for commerce, it was cosmopolitan, wealthy, a
patron of the arts, religious (at least twenty-six temples and shrines),
and well known for its sensuality. With a little reading and imagina-
tion one can see that it was a bit of New York, Los Angeles, and Las
Vegas, all wrapped up in one place. Therefore, it will hardly be a let-
ter to the community church in Rural Corners, U.S.A. All of this will
need to be kept in mind as you read in order to note how it will
affect your understanding on nearly every page.

Second, and now especially for study purposes, you need to
develop the habit of reading the whole letter through in one sitting.
You will need to block out an hour or less to do this, but nothing can
ever substitute for this exercise. It is the way one reads every other
letter. A letter in the Bible should be no different. There are some
things you should be looking for as you read, but you are not now
trying to grasp the meaning of every word or sentence. It is the big
view that counts first.

We cannot stress enough the importance of reading and reread-
ing. Once you have divided the letter into its logical parts or sec-
tions, you will want to begin the study of every section precisely the
same way. Read and reread; and keep your eyes open!

As you read the whole letter through, it would be helpful to jot
down a few, very brief, notes with references. This is for the sake of
those who have a hard time making mental notes. What things
should you note as you read for the big picture? Remember, the pur-
pose here is first of all to reconstruct the problem. Thus we suggest
four kinds of notes:

54



THE EPISTLES: LEARNING TO THINK CONTEXTUALLY

1. what you notice about the recipients themselves; e.g.,
whether Jew or Greek, wealthy or slave, their problems, atti-
tudes, etc.;

2. Paul’s attitudes;

3. any specific things mentioned as to the specific occasion of
the letter;

4. the letter’s natural, logical divisions.

If all of this is too much at one sitting and causes you to lose the
value of reading it through, then read first, and afterwards go back
quickly through the letter with a skim reading to pick up these items.
Here are the kinds of things you might have noticed, grouped
according to the four suggested categories:

1. The Corinthian believers are chiefly Gentile, although there
are also some Jews (see 6:9-11; 8:10; 12:2, 13); they obviously love
wisdom and knowledge (1:18-2:5; 4:10; 8:1-13; hence the irony
in 6:5); they are proud and arrogant (4:18; 5:2, 6) even to the point
of judging Paul (4:1-5; 9:1-18); yet they have a large number of
internal problems.

2. Paul’s attitude toward all of this fluctuates between rebuke
(4:8-21;5:2; 6:1-8), appeal (4:14-17; 16:10-11), and exhorta-
tion (6:18-20; 16:12-14).

3. Concerning the occasion of the letter, you might have noted
that in 1:10—12 Paul says he has been informed by people from
Chloe’s household; 5:1 also refers to reported information. In 7:1
he says, “Now for the matters you wrote about,” which means he
has also received a letter from the church. Did you also notice the
repetition of “now about” in 7:25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1; and 16:12?
Probably these are all items from their letter that he is taking up one
at a time. One further thing: Did you notice the “arrival” of
Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus in 16:17? Since Stephanas is to
be “submitted to” (v. 16), it is certain that these men (or Stephanas,
at least) are leaders in the church. Probably they brought the letter
to Paul as a kind of official delegation.

If you did not catch all of these things, do not give up. We have
gone over this material a lot of times, and it is all familiar turf. The
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important thing is to learn to read with your eyes open to picking
up these kinds of clues.

4. We come now to the important matter of having a working
outline of the letter. This is especially important for 1 Corinthians
because it is easier to study or read this letter in convenient “pack-
ages.” Not all of Paul’s letters are made up of so many separate
items, but such a working outline is nonetheless always useful.

The place to begin is with the obvious major divisions. In this
case 7:1 is the big clue. Since here Paul first mentions their letter to
him, and since in 1:10—12 and 5:1 he mentions items reported to
him, we may initially assume that the matters in chapters 1-6 are all
responses to what has been reported to him. Introductory phrases
and subject matter are the clues to all other divisions in the letter.
There are four in the first six chapters:

the problem of division in the church (1:10-4:21);
the problem of the incestuous man (5:1-13);

the problem of lawsuits (6:1-11);

the problem of fornication (6:12-20).

We have already noted the clues to dividing most of chapters 7—
16 on the basis of the introductory formula “now about.” The items
not introduced by that formula are three, 11:2-16; 11:17-34, and
15:1-58. Probably the items in chapter 11 (at least 11:17-34) were
also reported to him but are included here because everything from
chapters 8 to 14 deals with worship in some way or another. It is dif-
ficult to know whether chapter 15 is a response to the report or to
the letter. The phrase “how can some of you say” in verse 12 does
not help that much because Paul could be quoting either a report or
their letter. In any case the rest of the letter can easily be outlined.

about behavior within marriage (7:1-24);

about virgins (7:25-40);

about food sacrificed to idols (8:1-11:1);

the covering of women’s heads in church (11:2-16);
the problem of abuse at the Lord’s Table (11:17-34);
about spiritual gifts (12—-14);
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the bodily resurrection of believers (15:1-58);
about the collection (16:1-11);

about the return of Apollos (16:12);

concluding exhortations and greetings (16:13-24).

It may be that by following the divisions in the NIV you failed
to note the division at 7:25, or that you divided chapters 1-4, 8-
10, and 12—-14 into smaller groupings. But do you also see that these
latter three are complete units? For example, note how thoroughly
chapter 13 belongs to the whole argument of 12 to 14 by the men-
tion of specific spiritual gifts in verses 1-2 and 8.

Before we go on, two things should be noted carefully. (1) The
only other place in Paul’s letters where he takes up a succession of
independent items like this is 1 Thessalonians 4—5. For the most
part, the other letters basically form one long argument—although
sometimes the argument has several clear parts to it. (2) This is only
a tentative outline. We know what occasioned the letter only at the
surface—a report and a letter. But what we really want to know is
the precise nature of each of the problems in Corinth that called forth
each specific response from Paul. For our purposes here, therefore,
we will spend the rest of our time zeroing in on only one item, the
problem of division in chapters 1-4.

The Historical Context of 1 Corinthians 1 -4

As you approach each of the smaller sections of the letter, you
need to repeat much of what we have just done. If we were giving
you an assignment for each lesson, it would go like this: (1) Read
1 Corinthians 1-4 through at least two times (preferably in two dif-
ferent translations). Again, you are reading to get the big picture, to
get a “feel” for the whole argument. After you have read it through
the second time (or even the third or fourth if you want to read it in
each of your translations), go back and (2) list in a notebook every-
thing you can that tells you something about the recipients and their
problem. Try to be thorough here and list everything, even if after
a closer look you want to go back and scratch some items off as not
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entirely relevant. (3) Then make another list of key words and
repeated phrases that indicate the subject matter of Paul’s answer.

One of the reasons for choosing this section as a model is not
only that it is so crucial to much of 1 Corinthians, but also, frankly,
because it is a difficult one. If you have read the whole section with
care with an eye for the problem, you may have noted, or even were
frustrated by, the fact that although Paul begins by specifically
spelling out the problem (1:10-12), the beginning of his answer
(1:18-3:4) does not seem to speak to the problem at all. In fact, one
might initially think 1:18-3:4 to be a digression except that Paul
does not argue as a man off on a tangent and that in the conclusion
in 3:18-23 “wisdom” and “foolishness” (key ideas in 1:18-3:4) are
joined with “boasting about men” and references to Paul, Apollos,
and Cephas. The crucial matter for discovering the problem, then,
is to see how all this might fit together.

The place to begin is by making note of what Paul specifically
says. In 1:10—-12 he says they are divided in the name of their lead-
ers (cf. 3:4-9; 3:21-22; 4:6). But did you also notice that the divi-
sion is not merely a matter of differences of opinion among them?
They are in fact quarreling (1:12; 3:3) and “taking pride in one man
over against another” (4:6; cf. 3:21).

All of this seems clear enough. But a careful reading with an eye
for the problem should cause two other things to surface.

1. There appears to be some “bad blood” between the church
and Paul himself. This becomes especially clear in 4:1-5 and 4:18—
21. With that in mind, one might legitimately see the quarreling and
division to be not simply a matter of some of them preferring
Apollos to Paul, but of their actually being opposed to Paul.

2. One of the key words in this section is wisdom or wise (26
times in chapters 1-3, and only 18 more times in all of Paul’s let-
ters). And it is clear that this is more often a pejorative term than a
favorable one. God is out to set aside the wisdom of this world
(1:18-22,27-28; 3:18-20). He has done so by the cross (1:18—
25), by his choice of the Corinthian believers (1:26—31), and by the
weakness of Paul’s preaching (2:1-5). Christ, through the cross, has
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“become for us wisdom from God” (1:30), and #his wisdom is
revealed &y the Spirit to those who have the Spirit (2:10-16). The
use of wisdom in this way in Paul’s argument makes it almost certain
that this, too, is a part of the problem of division. But how? At the
least, we can guess that they are carrying on their division over lead-
ers and their opposition to Paul in the name of wisdom.

Anything we say beyond that will lie in the area of speculation,
or educated guessing. Since the term wisdom is a semitechnical one
for philosophy as well, and since itinerant philosophers of all kinds
abounded in the Greek world of Paul’s time, we suggest that the
Corinthian believers were beginning to think of their new Christian
faith as a new “divine wisdom,” which in turn caused them to eval-
uate their leaders in merely human terms as they might any of the
itinerant philosophers. But note, as helpful as this “guess” might be,
it goes beyond what can be said on the basis of the text itself.

From Paul’s answer three important things can be said for sure:
(1) On the basis of 3:5-23 it is clear that they have seriously mis-
understood the nature and function of leadership in the church. (2)
Similarly, on the basis of 1:18-3:4 they seem to have misunderstood
the basic nature of the Gospel. (3) On the basis of 4:1-21 they also
are wrong in their judgments on Paul and need to reevaluate their
relationship to him. You will notice that with this we have now
begun to move to an analysis of Paul’s answer.

The Literary Context

The next step in studying the Epistles is to learn to trace Paul’s
argument as an answer to the problem tentatively set out above. You
will recall from chapter 1 that this, too, is something you can do
without initial dependence on the scholars.

If we were to give you an assignment for this part of the “les-
son,” it would go like this: Trace the argument of 1 Corinthians
1:10-4:21, paragraph by paragraph, and in a sentence or two
explain the point of each paragraph for the argument as a whole—
or explain how it functions as a part of Paul’s answer to the prob-
lem of division.
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We simply cannot stress enough the importance of your learn-
ing to THINK PARAGRAPHS, and not just as natural units of
thought, but as the absolutely necessary key to understanding the
argument in the various epistles. You will recall that the one ques-
tion you need to learn to ask over and again is, What’s the point?
Therefore, you want to be able to do #woe things: (1) In a compact
way state the content of each paragraph. What does Paul say in this
paragraph? (2) In another sentence or two try to explain why you
think Paul says this right at this point. How does this content con-
tribute to the argument?

Since we cannot here do this for all of 1 Corinthians 14, let us
go into some detail with the three crucial paragraphs in the second
part of Paul’s answer: 3:5—-16. Up to this point Paul, under inspira-
tion of the Spirit, has responded to their inadequate understanding
of the Gospel by pointing out that the heart of the Gospel—a cru-
cified Messiah—stands in contradiction to human wisdom (1:18—
25), as does God’s choice of those who make up the new people of
God (1:26-31)—as though Paul had said to them, “So you think
the gospel is a new kind of wisdom, do you? How can that be so?
Who in the name of wisdom would have chosen you to become the
new people of God?” Paul’s own preaching also serves as an illus-
tration of the divine contradiction (2:1-5). Now all of this is indeed
wisdom, Paul assures them in 1:6-16, but it is wisdom revealed by
the Spirit to God’s new people—those who have the Spirit. Since
the Corinthians do have the Spirit, he continues now by way of tran-
sition, they should stop acting like those who do ot (3:1-4). That
they are still acting “like mere men” is evidenced by their quarreling
over Paul and Apollos.

How, then, do the next three paragraphs function in this argu-
ment? For 3:5-9, the content deals with the nature and function of
the leaders over whom they are quarreling. Paul emphasizes that
they are merely servants, not lords, as the Corinthian slogans seem
to be making them. In verses 6—9, by means of an analogy from agri-
culture, he makes two points about their servant status, both of
which are crucial to the Corinthian misunderstanding: (1) Both Paul
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and Apollos are one in a common cause, even though their tasks dif-
fer and each will receive his own “pay.” (2) Everything and every-
one belongs to God—the church, the servants, the growth.

Notice how crucial to the problem these two points are. They
are dividing the church on the basis of its leaders. But these leaders
are not Jords to whom one belongs. They are servants, who, even
though they have differing ministries, are one in the same cause. And
these servants belong to God, just as the Corinthians themselves do.

Another text that has often been wrongly interpreted because of
the failure to think paragraphs is 3:10-15. Note two things: (1) At
the end of verse 9 Paul shifts the metaphor from agriculture to archi-
tecture, which will be the metaphor used throughout this paragraph.
(2) The particulars in both metaphors are the same (Paul plants/lays
the foundation; Apollos waters/builds on the foundation; the
Corinthian church is the field /building; God owns the field /build-
ing). However, the point of each paragraph difters. The point of
3:10-15 is clearly expressed in verse 10, “But each one should be
careful how he or she builds.” And it is clear from Paul’s elaboration
of the metaphor that one can build well or poorly, with differing final
results. Note that what is being built throughout is the church; there
is not even a hint that Paul is referring to how each individual
Christian builds his or her life on Christ, which in fact is totally irrel-
evant to the argument. What Paul does here is to turn the argument
slightly to warn those who lead the church that they must do so with
great care, because a day of testing is coming. Building the church
with human wisdom or eloquent speech that circumvents the Cross
is building with wood, hay, and stubble.

The text that follows, 3:16—17, has also frequently been misap-
plied, partly because it is well known that a little later (6:19) Paul
calls the Christian’s body “the temple of the Holy Spirit.” Thus the
present verses, too, have been individualized to refer to one’s abuse
of the body or to the neglect of one’s spiritual life. Elsewhere, how-
ever, Paul uses the temple metaphor in a collective sense to refer to
the church as God’s temple (2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:19-22). That is
surely his intention here, which the NIV tries to bring out by trans-
lating “you yourselves are God’s temple.”
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What, then, is Paul’s point in this context? The Corinthian
church was to be God’s temple in Corinth—over against all the other
temples in the city. To put that in our words, they were God’s option
in Corinth, his alternative to the Corinthian lifestyle. What made
them God’s temple was the presence of the Spirit in their midst. But
by their divisions they were destroying God’s temple. Those respon-
sible for it, Paul says, will themselves be destroyed by God, because
the church in Corinth was precious (i.e., sacred) to him.

Paul’s inspired argument has now come full turn. He began by
exposing their inadequate understanding of the Gospel, a Gospel
that is not only 7ot based on human wisdom but in every way stands
as the contradiction to it. Then he turns to expose their inadequate
understanding of leadership in the church, and at the same time
warns both the leaders and the church itself of God’s judgment on
those who promote division. In 3:18-23 he brings these two themes
together in a concluding statement. Human wisdom is folly; there-
fore, “no more boasting about men!”

Notice as we summarize this analysis: (1) the exegesis is self-con-
tained; that is, we have not had to go outside the text once to under-
stand the point; (2) there is nothing in the text that does not fit into
the argument; and (3) all of this makes perfectly good sense of every-
thing. This, then, is what exegesis is all about. This was God’s Word to
them. You may have further questions about specific points of content,
tfor which you can consult your commentary. But all of what we have
done here, you can do. It may take practice—in some cases even some
hard work of thinking; but you can do it, and the rewards are great.

One More Time

Before we conclude this chapter, let us go through the process
of exegesis one more time for practice, and this time in a somewhat
casier passage outside of 1 Corinthians, but a passage that also deals
with disunity in the church.

Read Philippians 1:27-2:13 several times. Note that Paul’s argu-
ment to here has gone something like this. The occasion is that Paul
is in prison (1:13, 17) and the Philippian church has sent a gift
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through a member named Epaphroditus (4:14-18). Apparently
Epaphroditus became sick and the church heard of it and was sad-
dened (2:26); but God spared him, so now Paul is sending him back
(2:25-30) with this letter in order to (1) tell them how things are
with him (1:12-26), (2) thank them for their gift (4:10, 14-19),
and (3) exhort them on a couple of matters: to live in harmony
(1:27-2:17; 4:2-3) and to avoid the Judaizing heresy (3:1-4:1).

Paul has just completed the section by telling them how he is
getting along in his imprisonment. This new section is a part of the
exhortation. Notice, for example, how he is no longer talking about
himself as in verses 12-26. Did you notice this clear shift from
IFNT#my to you/your in verse 27?

What then is the point of each paragraph in this section?

The first paragraph, 1:27-30, begins the exhortation. The point
seems to be what we read in verse 27, they should “stand firm in one
Spirit.” This is an exhortation to unity, especially because they are
facing opposition. (Note: If we decide that v. 27 is really the point
of the paragraph, then we have to ask, “What’s the point of vv. 28—
30 and the emphasis on opposition and suffering?” Notice how he
tried to answer this.)

How does 2:1-4 relate to unity? First, he repeats the exhorta-
tion (vv. 1-2, which now makes us sure we were right about the first
paragraph). But the point now is that humility is the proper attitude
for the believers to have unity.

Now you try it with 2:5-11. What is the point? Why this appeal
to the humiliation and exaltation of Christ? Your answer does not
have to be in our words, but surely should include the following:
Jesus in his incarnation and death is the supreme example of the
humility Paul wants them to have. (You will notice that when you
ask the questions this way, the point of the paragraph is zot to teach
us something new about Christ. He is appealing to these great truths
about Christ to get the Philippians to &e like him, not simply to know
about him.)

Go on to 2:12-13. Now what is the point? This is clearly the
conclusion. Notice the word therefore. Given Christ’s example, they
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are now to obey Paul. In what? Surely in having unity, which also
requires humility.

Finally, you might note from the way Paul here deals with the
problem of disunity that the similar problem in Corinth was surely
of a much more serious and complex nature. This should further
help to confirm our reconstruction of the problem there.

The Problem Passages

We have purposely led you through two passages where we are
convinced you could have done most of this kind of exegesis on your
own, given that you have learned to think paragraphs and to ask the
right historical and contextual questions. But we are well aware that
there are all those other texts, the kinds of texts we are repeatedly
asked about—the meaning of “because of the angels” in 1 Corin-
thians 11:10, or “baptism for the dead” in 1 Corinthians 15:29, or
Christ’s preaching to the “spirits in prison” in 1 Peter 3:18, or “the
man of lawlessness” in 2 Thessalonians 2:3. In short, how do we go
about finding the meaning of the problem passages?

Here are some guidelines:

1. In many cases the reason the texts are so difficult for us is that,
frankly, they were not written to us. That is, the original author and
his readers are on a similar wavelength that allows the inspired
author to assume a great deal on the part of his readers. Thus, for
example, when Paul tells the Thessalonians that they are to recall
that he “used to tell [them ] these things,” and therefore “you know
what is holding him back” (2 Thess. 2:5-6), we may need to learn
to be content with our /ack of knowledge. What he had told them
orally they could now fit into what he was saying by letter. Our lack
of the oral communication makes the written one especially difficult.
But we take it as a truism: what God wants us to know he has com-
municated to us; what he has not told us may still hold our interest,
but our uncertainty at these points should make us hesitant about
being dogmatic.

2. Nonetheless, as we have suggested before, even if one cannot
have full certainty about some of the details, very often the point of
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the whole passage is still within one’s grasp. Whatever it was the
Corinthians were doing in “baptizing for the dead,” we do know
why Paul referred to this practice of theirs. Their own action was a
kind of “proof from experience” that they were not consistent in
rejecting a future resurrection of believers.

3. Despite some uncertainty as to some of the precise details, one
needs to learn to ask what can be said for certain about a text and
what is possible but not certain. Look at 1 Corinthians 15:29 again
as an example. What can be said for certain? Some of the Corinthians
really were being “baptized for the dead,” whether we like to admit
that or not. Moreover, Paul neither condemns nor condones their
practice; he simply refers to it—for a totally different reason from
the actual practice itself. But we do not know and probably never
will know who was doing it, for whom they were doing it, and why
they were doing it. The details and the meaning of the practice,
therefore, are probably forever lost to us.

4. On such passages one needs to consult a good commentary.
As we point out in the appendix, it is the handling of just such a pas-
sage that separates the good commentaries from all the others. The
good ones will list and at least briefly discuss the various options that
have been suggested as solutions, with reasons for and against. You
may not always go along with the individual commentator’s choices,
but you do need to be informed about the variety of options, and
good commentaries will do that for you.

Finally, we suggest that even scholars do not have all the answers.
You can more or less count on it that where there are four to four-
teen viable options as to what a text meant, even the scholars are
guessing! Texts like 1 Corinthians 15:29 (on which there are at least
forty different guesses) should serve to give us proper humility.

What we have done in this chapter, however, is only half'the task.
It is the essential first half, but now we want to go on to ask how
these various texts apply to us. We have learned to hear God’s Word
to them. What about his Word to us? That is the concern of the next
chapter.
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THE EPISTLES: THE
HERMENEUTICAL
QUESTIONS

\M come now to what we referred to previously as hermeneuti-
cal questions. What do these texts mean to #s? This is the crux of
everything, and compared with this task, exegesis is relatively easy.
At least in exegesis, even if there are disagreements at particular
points, most people are agreed upon the parameters of meaning;
there are limitations of possibilities set by the historical and literary
contexts. Paul, for example, cannot have meant something that he
and his readers had never heard of; his meaning at least has to have
been a first-century possibility.

However, no such consensus of parameters seems to exist for
hermeneutics (learning to hear the meaning in the contexts of our
own day). A/l people “do” hermeneutics, even if they know noth-
ing about exegesis. It is no wonder that there are so many differences
among Christians; what is more amazing is that there are not far
more differences than actually exist. The reason for this is that there
ssin fact a common ground of hermeneutics among us, even if we
have not always articulated it.

What we want to do in this chapter is first of all to delineate the
common hermeneutics of most believers, show its strengths and
weaknesses, and then discuss and offer guidelines for several areas
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where this common hermeneutics seems inadequate. The big issue
among Christians committed to Scripture as God’s Word has to do
with the problems of cultural relativity, what is cultural and there-
tfore belongs to the first century alone and what transcends culture
and is thus a Word for all seasons. That problem will therefore
receive a considerable amount of attention.

Our Common Hermeneutics

Even if you are among those who may have asked, “Herman
who?” when confronted with the word hermeneuntics, you are in fact
involved in hermeneutics all the time. What is it that all of us do as
we read the Epistles? Very simply, we bring our enlightened com-
mon sense to the text and apply what we can to our own situation.
What does not seem to apply is simply left in the first century.

None of us, for example, has ever felt called by the Holy Spirit
to take a pilgrimage to Troas in order to carry Paul’s cloak from
Carpus’s house to his Roman prison (2 Tim. 4:13), even though the
passage is clearly a command to do that. Yet from that same letter
most Christians believe that God tells them in times of stress that
they are to “endure hardship . . . like a good soldier of Christ Jesus”
(2:3). None of us would ever think to question what has been done
with either of these passages—although many of us may have
moments of struggle in graciously obeying the latter.

Let it be emphasized here that most of the matters in the Epistles
fit very nicely into this common-sense hermeneutics. For most texts
it is not a matter of whether one should or not; it is more a matter of
“to stir you up by putting you in remembrance” (2 Peter 1:13, KJV).

Our problems—and differences—are generated by those texts
that lie somewhere in between these two, where some of us think we
should obey exactly what is stated and others of us are not so sure.
Our hermenecutical difficulties here are several, but they are all
related to one thing—our lack of consistency. This is the great flaw
in our common hermeneutics. Without necessarily intending to, we
bring our theological heritage, our ecclesiastical traditions, our cul-
tural norms, or our existential concerns to the Epistles as we read
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them. And this results in all kinds of selectivity or “getting around”
certain texts.

It is interesting to note, for example, that everybody in American
evangelicalism or fundamentalism would agree with our common
stance on 2 Timothy 2:3 and 4:13. However, the cultural milieu of
most of the same Christians causes them to argue against obedience
to 1 Timothy 5:23: “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine
because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.” That had only
to do with Timothy, not with us, we are told, because water was
unsafe to drink back then. Or else, it is even argued that wine really
meant “grape juice” —although one wonders how that could have
happened when Welch’s processing and refrigeration were not avail-
able! But why is this personal word limited to Timothy while the
exhortation to continue in the Word (2 Tim. 3:14-16), which is also
an imperative addressed only to Timothy, becomes an imperative for
all people at all times? Mind you, one might well be right in bypass-
ing 1 Timothy 5:23 as not having present personal application, but
on what hermeneutical grounds?

Or take the problems that many traditional churchgoers had with
the “Jesus people” in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Long hair on
boys had already become the symbol of a new era in the hippie cul-
ture of the 1960s. For Christians to wear that symbol, especially in
light of 1 Corinthians 11:14, “Does not nature itself teach you that
for a man to wear long hair is degrading to him” (RSV), seemed like
an open defiance of God himself. Yet most of those who quoted that
text against the youth culture allowed for Christian women to cut
their hair short (despite v. 15), did not insist on women’s heads
being covered in worship, and never considered that “nature” came
about by a very #znatural means—a haircut.

These two examples simply illustrate how culture dictates what
is common sense for any one of us. But other things also dictate
common sense—ecclesiastical traditions, for example. How is it that
in many evangelical churches women are forbidden to speak in
church on the basis of 1 Corinthians 14:34—35, yet in many of the
same churches everything else in chapter 14 is argued against as not
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belonging to the twentieth century? How is it that verses 34—35
belong to all times and cultures, while verses 1-5, or 26-33, and
39-40, which give regulations for prophesying and speaking in
tongues, belong only to the first-century church?

Notice further how easy it is for twentieth-century Christians to
read their own tradition of church order into 1 Timothy and Titus.
Yet very few churches have the plural leadership that seems clearly
to be in view there (1 Tim. 5:17; Titus 1:5; Timothy was ot the pas-
tor; he was a temporary delegate of Paul’s to set things in order and
to correct abuses). And still fewer churches actually “enroll widows”
under the guidelines of 1 Timothy 5:3—-15.

And have you noticed how our prior theological commitments
cause many of us to read that commitment into some texts while we
read around others? It comes as a total surprise to some Christians
when they find out that other Christians find support for infant bap-
tism in such texts as 1 Corinthians 1:16; 7:14, or Colossians 2:11—
12, or that others find evidence for a two-stage Second Coming in
2 Thessalonians 2:1, or that still others find evidence for sanctifica-
tion as a second work of grace in Titus 3:5. For many in the Arminian
tradition, who emphasize the believer’s free will and responsibility,
texts like Romans 8:30; 9:18-24; Galatians 1:15; and Ephesians 1:4—
5 are something of an embarrassment. Likewise many Calvinists have
their own ways of getting around 1 Corinthians 10:1-13; 2 Peter
2:20-22; and Hebrews 6:4—6. Indeed our experience as teachers is
that students from these traditions seldom ask what these texts mean;
they want to know “how to answer” these texts!

After the last few paragraphs, we have probably lost a lot of
friends but we are trying to illustrate how thoroughgoing the prob-
lem is, and how Christians need to talk to one another in this cru-
cial area. What kinds of guidelines, then, are needed in order to
establish more consistent hermeneutics for the Epistles?

The Basic Rule

You will recall from chapter 1 that we set out as a basic rule the
premise that a text cannot mean what it never conld have meant to its
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author or bis or her readers. This is why exegesis must always come
first. It is especially important that we repeat this premise here, for
this at least establishes some parameters of meaning. This rule does
not always help one find out what a text means, but it does help to
set limits as to what it cannot mean.

For example, the most frequent justification for disregarding the
imperatives about seeking spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 14 is a par-
ticular interpretation of 1 Corinthians 13:10, which states that
“when the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away” (RSV). We
are told that the perfect has come, in the form of the New
Testament, and therefore the imperfect (prophecy and tongues) have
ceased to function in the church. But this is one thing the text cannot
mean because good exegesis totally disallows it. There is no possible
way Paul could have meant that—after all, his readers did not know
there was going to be a New Testament, and the Holy Spirit would
not have allowed Paul to write something totally incomprehensible
to them.

The Second Rule

The second basic rule is actually a different way of expressing our
common hermenecutics. It says this: Whenever we share comparable
parvticulars (i.e., similar specific life situations) with the first-century
hearers, God’s Word to us is the same as his Word to them. 1t is this rule
that causes most of the theological texts and the community-directed
cthical imperatives in the Epistles to give modern-day Christians a
sense of immediacy with the first century. It is still true that “all have
sinned” and that “by grace we are saved through faith.” Clothing
ourselves with “compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and
patience” (Col. 3:12) is still God’s Word to those who are believers.

The two longer texts we exegeted in the preceding chapter seem
to be of this kind. Once we have done our exegesis and have discov-
ered God’s Word to them, we have immediately brought ourselves
under that same Word. We still have local churches, which still have
leaders who need to hear the Word and take care how they build the
church. It appears that the church has too often been built with
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wood, hay, and stubble, rather than with gold, silver, and precious
stones, and such work when tried by fire has been found wanting. We
would argue that 1 Corinthians 3:16-17 is still God’s address to us
as to our responsibilities to the local church. It must be a place where
God’s Spirit is known to dwell, and which therefore stands as God’s
alternative to the sin and alienation of worldly society.

The great caution here is that we do our exegesis well so that we
have confidence that our situations and particulars are genuinely
comparable to theirs. This is why the careful reconstruction of their
problem is so important. For example, it is significant for our
hermeneutics to note that the lawsuit in 1 Corinthians 6:1-11 was
between two Christian brothers before a pagan judge out in the
open marketplace in Corinth. We would argue that the point of the
text does not change if the judge happens to be a Christian or
because the trial takes place in a courthouse. The wrong is for two
brothers to go to law outside the church, as verses 6—11 make per-
tectly clear. On the other hand, one might rightly ask whether this
would still apply to a Christian suing a corporation in modern
America, for in this case not all the particulars would remain the
same—although one’s decision should surely take Paul’s appeal to
the nonretaliation ethic of Jesus (v. 7) into account.

All of what has been said thus far seems easy enough. But the
question as to how a text such as 1 Corinthians 6:1-11 might apply
beyond its specific particulars is but one of the several kinds of ques-
tions that need to be discussed. The rest of this chapter addresses
four such problems.

The Problem of Extended Application

The first problem is the one just mentioned. When there are
comparable particulars and comparable contexts in today’s church,
is it legitimate to extend the application of the text to other contexts,
or to make a text apply to a context totally foreign to its first-cen-
tury setting?

For example, it might be argued that even though 1 Corinthians
3:16-17 addresses the local church, it also presents the principle that
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what God has set aside for himself by the indwelling of his Spirit is
sacred and whoever destroys that will come under God’s awtul judg-
ment. May not this principle now be applied to the individual
Christian to teach that God will judge the person who abuses his or
her body? Similarly, 1 Corinthians 3:10-15 is addressing those with
building responsibilities in the church, and warns of the loss they will
suffer who build poorly. Since the text speaks of judgment and sal-
vation “as by fire,” is it legitimate to use this text to illustrate the
security of the believer?

If these are deemed legitimate applications, then we would seem
to have good reason to be concerned. For inherent in such application
is the bypassing of exegesis altogether. After all, to apply 1 Corinthi-
ans 3:16-17 to the individual believer is precisely what many in the
church have erroneously done for centuries. Why do exegesis at all?
Why not simply begin with the here and now and fall heir to centuries
of error?

We would argue, therefore, that when there are comparable sit-
uations and comparable particulars, God’s Word #o us in such texts
must always be limited to its original intent. Furthermore, it should
be noted that the extended application is usually seen to be legiti-
mate because it is true, that is, it is clearly spelled out in other pas-
sages where that is the ntent of the passage. If that be the case, then
one should ask whether what one learns only by extended applica-
tion can truly be the Word of God.

A more difficult case is presented by a text such as 2 Corinthians
6:14, “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers.” Traditionally
this text has been interpreted as forbidding marriage between a
Christian and non-Christian. However, the metaphor of a yoke is
rarely used in antiquity to refer to marriage, and there is nothing
whatever in the context that remotely allows marriage to be in view
here.

Our problem is that we cannot be certain as to what the original
text is forbidding. Most likely it has something to do with idolatry,
perhaps as a further prohibition of attendance at the idol feasts (cf.
1 Cor. 10:14-22). Can we not, therefore, legitimately “extend” the
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principle of this text, since we cannot be sure of its original mean-
ing? Probably so, but again, only because it is indeed a biblical prin-
ciple that can be sustained apart from this single text.

The Problem of Particulars That Are Not
Comparable

The problem here has to do with two kinds of texts in the
Epistles: those that speak to first-century issues that for the most part
are without any twentieth-century counterparts, and those texts that
speak to problems that could possibly happen also in the twentieth
century but are highly unlikely to do so. What does one do with
such texts, and how do they address us? Or do they?

An example of the first kind of text is to be found in 1 Corinthi-
ans 8—10, where Paul speaks to three kinds of issues: (1) Christians
who are arguing for the privilege of continuing to join their pagan
neighbors at their feasts in the idol temples (see 8:10; 10:14-22),
(2) the Corinthians’ calling into question Paul’s apostolic authority
(see 9:1-23), (3) food sacrificed to idols that was sold in the open
market (10:23-11:1).

Sound exegesis of these passages indicates that Paul answers these
problems as follows: (1) They are absolutely forbidden to attend the
idol feasts because of the stumbling-block principle (8:7-13),
because such eating is incompatible with life in Christ as it is expe-
rienced at his table (10:16-17), and because it means to participate
in the demonic (10:19-22). (2) Paul defends his right to financial
support as an apostle, even though he has given it up; he also
defends his actions (9:19-23) in matters of indifference. (3) Idol
food sold in the marketplace may be purchased and eaten; and it may
also be freely eaten in someone else’s home. In the latter context it
may also be refused if it might create a problem for someone else.
One may ecat anything to the glory of God; but one should not do
something that deliberately offends.

Our problem is that this kind of idolatry is simply unknown in
Western cultures, so that problems (1) and (3) simply do not exist.
Moreover, we no longer have apostles in Paul’s sense of those who
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have actually encountered the Risen Lord (9:1; cf. 15:8) and who
have founded and have authority over new churches (9:1-2; cf.
2 Cor. 10:16).

The second kind of text may be illustrated by the incestuous man
in 1 Corinthians 5:1-11, or by people getting drunk at a meal in con-
junction with the Lord’s Table (1 Cor. 11:17-22), or by people want-
ing to force circumcision on noncircumcised Christians (Gal. 5:2).
These things could happen but are highly improbable in our culture.

The question is, how do the answers to these nontwentieth-cen-
tury problems speak to twentieth-century Christians? We suggest
that proper hermeneutics here must take two steps.

First, we must do our exegesis with particular care so that we
hear what God’s Word to them really was. In most cases a clear prin-
ciple has been articulated, which usually will transcend the historical
particularity to which it was being applied.

Second, and here is the important point, the “principle” does not
now become timeless to be applied at random or whim to any and
every kind of situation. We would argue that it must be applied to
genuinely comparable situations.

To illustrate both of these points: First, Paul forbids participation
in the temple meals on the basis of the stumbling-block principle.
But note that this does not refer to something that merely offends
another believer. The stumbling-block principle refers to something
one believer feels he can do in good conscience and which, by his
action or persuasion, he induces another believer to do, who cannot
do so in good conscience. After all, the brother or sister is
“destroyed” by emulating another’s action; he or she is not merely
offended by it. The principle would seem to apply, therefore, only to
truly comparable situations.

Second, Paul finally absolutely forbids participation in the tem-
ple meals because it means to participate in the demonic. Christians
have often been confused as to what constitutes demonic activity.
Nonetheless this seems to be a normative prohibition for Christians
against all forms of spiritism, witchcraft, astrology, etc.

Again, we may not have apostles, and most Protestants do not
think of their ministers as standing in the apostolic succession. But
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the principle that “those who preach the gospel should receive their
living from the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:14) certainly seems applicable to
contemporary ministries, since it is corroborated elsewhere in
Scripture (e.g., 1 Tim. 5:17-18).

The problem of eating marketplace idol food (1 Cor. 10:23-
11:1) presents an especially difficult dimension of this hermeneuti-
cal problem. Such food was a matter of indifference—both to God
and to Paul. But it was zot so to others. The same was true of food
and drink and the observance of days in Romans 14, and various
similar matters in Colossians 2:16-23.

The problem for us is how to distinguish matters of indifference
from matters that count, a problem that is especially intensified
because these things change from culture to culture and from one
Christian group to another, just as they appear to have done in the
first century. In twentieth-century America alone the list of such
matters has included clothing (length of dresses, ties, women’s
slacks), cosmetics, jewelry, entertainment and recreation (movies,
TV, cards, dancing, mixed swimming), athletics, food, and drink. As
with those who judged Paul’s freedom on the matter of idol food,
so it always is that those who think abstinence from any one of these
constitutes holiness before God do not think of them as matters of
indifference.

What, then, makes something a matter of indifference? We sug-
gest the following as guidelines:

1. What the Epistles specifically indicate as matters of indifference
may still be regarded as such: food, drink, observance of days, etc.

2. Matters of indifference are not inherently moral, but are cul-
tural—even if they stem from 7eligious culture. Matters that tend to
differ from culture to culture, therefore, even among genuine believ-
ers, may usually be considered to be matters of indifference (wine
and nonwine cultures, ¢.g.).

3. The sin lists in the Epistles (e.g., Rom. 1:29-30; 1 Cor. 5:11;
6:9-10; 2 Tim. 3:2—-4) never include the first-century equivalents
of the items we have listed above. Moreover, such equivalents are
never included among the various lists of Christian imperatives (e.g,

Rom. 12; Eph. 5; Col. 3; etc.).
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We know that not all will agree with our assessment. However,
according to Romans 14, people on both sides of any of these mat-
ters are neither to judge nor disparage one another. The free person
is not to flaunt his or her freedom; the person for whom such mat-
ters are a deep personal conviction is not to condemn someone else.

The Problem of Cultural Relativity

This is the area where most present-day difficulties—and differ-
ences—Ilie. It is the place where the problem of God’s eternal Word
having been given in historical particularity comes most sharply into
focus. The problem has the following steps: (1) The Epistles are
occasional documents of the first century, conditioned by the lan-
guage and culture of the first century, which spoke to specific situa-
tions in the first-century church. (2) Many of the specific situations
in the Epistles are so completely conditioned by their first-century
setting that all recognize that they have little or no personal appli-
cation as a Word for today, except perhaps in the most distant sense
of one’s deriving some principle from them (e.g., bringing Paul’s
cloak from Carpus’s house in Troas). (3) Other texts are also thor-
oughly conditioned by their first-century settings, but the Word con-
tained in them may be translated into new, but comparable settings.
(4) It is not possible, therefore, that still others of the texts, although
they appear to have comparable particulars, are also conditioned by
their first-century setting and need to be translated into new settings
or simply left in the first century?

Nearly all Christians, at least to a limited degree, do translate
Bible texts into new settings. Without articulating it in precisely this
way, twentieth-century evangelicals use this principle to leave “a lit-
tle wine for thy stomach’s sake” in the first century, to not insist on
head-coverings or long hair for women today, and to not practice
the “holy kiss.” Many of the same evangelicals, however, wince when
a woman’s teaching in the church (when men are present) is also
defended on these grounds, and they become downright indignant
when homosexuality is defended on the same grounds.

Frequently there have been some who have tried to reject the
idea of cultural relativity altogether, which has led them more or less
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to argue for a wholesale adoption of first-century culture as the
divine norm. But such a rejection is usually only moderately suc-
cessful. They may keep their daughters home, deny them an educa-
tion, and have the father arrange for their marriage, but they usually
allow them to learn to read and go out in public without a veil. The
point is that it is extremely difficult to be consistent here, precisely
because there is no such thing as a divinely ordained culture; cultures
are in fact different, not only from the first to the twentieth century,
but in every conceivable way in the twentieth century itself.

Rather than rejection, we suggest that the recognition of a
degree of cultural relativity is a valid hermeneutical procedure and is
an inevitable corollary of the occasional nature of the Epistles. But
we also believe that to be valid, one’s hermeneutics must operate
within recognizable guidelines.

We would suggest the following guidelines, therefore, for dis-
tinguishing between items that are culturally relative, on the one
hand, and those that transcend their original setting, on the other
hand, and are normative for all Christians of all times. We do not
contend for these guidelines as “once for all given to the saints,” but
they do reflect our current thinking, and we would encourage fur-
ther discussion and interaction (many of these have been worked out
in conjunction with our former colleague, David M. Scholer).

1. One should first distinguish between the central core of the
message of the Bible and what is dependent upon or peripheral to
it. This is not to argue for a canon within the canon (i.e., to elevate
certain parts of the New Testament as normative for other parts); it
is to safeguard the Gospel from being turned into law through cul-
ture or religious custom, on the one hand, and to keep the Gospel
itselt from changing to reflect every conceivable cultural expression,
on the other hand.

Thus the fallenness of all humanity, redemption from that fall-
enness as God’s gracious activity through Christ’s death and resur-
rection, the consummation of that redemptive work by the return of
Christ, etc., are clearly part of that central core. But the holy Kkiss,
women’s head coverings, and charismatic ministries and gifts seem
to be more peripheral.
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2. Similarly, one should be prepared to distinguish between what
the New Testament itself sees as inherently moral and what is not.
Those items that are inherently moral are therefore absolute and
abide for every culture; those that are not inherently moral are there-
fore cultural expressions and may change from culture to culture.

Paul’s sin lists, for example, never contain cultural items. Some
of the sins may indeed be more prevalent in one culture than
another, but there are never situations in which they may be con-
sidered Christian attitudes or actions. Thus adultery, idolatry, drunk-
enness, homosexual activity, thievery, greed, etc. (1 Cor. 6:9-10) are
always wrong. This does not mean that Christians have not from
time to time been guilty of any of these. But they are not viable
moral choices. Paul, by inspiration of the Spirit, says, “And that is
what some of you were. But you were washed, . ..”

On the other hand, footwashing, exchanging the holy kiss, eat-
ing marketplace idol food, women having a head covering when
praying or prophesying, Paul’s personal preference for celibacy, or a
woman’s teaching in the church are not inberently moral matters.
They become so only by their use or abuse in given contexts, when
such use or abuse involves disobedience or lack of love.

3. One must make special note of items where the New
Testament itself has a uniform and consistent witness and where it
reflects differences. The following are examples of matters on which
the New Testament bears uniform witness: love as the Christian’s
basic ethical response, a nonretaliation personal ethic, the wrongness
of strife, hatred, murder, stealing, practicing homosexuality, drunk-
enness, and sexual immorality of all kinds.

On the other hand, the New Testament does not appear to be
uniform on such matters as women’s ministries in the church (see
Rom. 16:1-2, where Phoebe is a “deacon” in Cenchrea; Rom. 16:7,
where Junia—not Junias, which is an unknown masculine name—is
named among the apostles; Rom. 16:3, where Priscilla is Paul’s fel-
low worker—the same word used of Apollos in 1 Cor. 3:9; Phil.
4:2-3;and 1 Cor. 11:5 over against 1 Tim. 2:12 [and 1 Cor. 14:34—
35, which is suspect textually]), the political evaluation of Rome (see
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Rom. 13:1-5 and 1 Peter 2:13-14 over against Rev. 13-18), the
retention of one’s wealth (Luke 12:33; 18:22 over against 1 Tim.
6:17-19), or eating food oftered to idols (1 Cor. 10:23-29 over
against Acts 15:29; Rev. 2:14, 20). By the way, if any of these sug-
gestions caused an emotional reaction on your part, you might ask
yourself why.

Sound exegesis may cause us to see greater uniformity than
appears to be the case now. For example, in the matter of food
offered to idols, one can make a good exegetical case for the Greek
word in Acts and Revelation to refer to going to the temples to eat
such food. In this case the attitude would be consistent with Paul’s
in 1 Corinthians 10:14-22. However, precisely because these other
matters appear to be more cultural than moral, one should not be
disturbed by a lack of uniformity. Likewise, one should not pursue
exegesis only as a means of finding uniformity, even at the cost of
common sense or the plain meaning of the text.

4. It is important to be able to distinguish within the New
Testament itself between principle and specific application. It is pos-
sible for a New Testament writer to support a relative application by
an absolute principle and in so doing not make the application
absolute. Thus in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16, for example, Paul appeals
to the divine order of creation (v. 3) and establishes the principle that
one should do nothing to distract from the glory of God (especially
by breaking convention) when the community is at worship (vv. 7,
10). The specific application, however, seems to be relative, since
Paul repeatedly appeals to “custom” or “nature” (vv. 6, 13-14, 16).

This leads us to suggest that one may legitimately ask at such spe-
cific applications, “Would this have been an issue for us had we never
encountered it in the New Testament documents?” In Western cul-
tures the failure to cover a woman’s head (especially her hair) with
a full-length veil would probably create no difficulties at all. In fact,
it she were literally to obey the text in most American churches, she
would thereby almost certainly abuse the “spirit” of the text. But
with a little thinking one can imagine some kinds of dress—both
male and female—that would be so out of place as to create the
same kind of disruption of worship.
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5. It might also be important, as much as one is able to do this
with care, to determine the cultural options open to any New
Testament writer. The degree to which a New Testament writer
agrees with a cultural situation in which there is only one option
increases the possibility of the cultural relativity of such a position.
Thus, for example, homosexuality was both affirmed and con-
demned by writers in antiquity, yet the New Testament takes a sin-
gular position against it. On the other hand, attitudes toward slavery
as a system or toward the status and role of women were basically
singular; no one denounced slavery as an evil, and women were held
to be basically inferior to men. The New Testament writers also do
not denounce slavery as an evil; on the other hand, they generally
move well beyond the attitudes toward women held by their con-
temporaries. But in either case, to the degree to which they reflect
the prevalent cultural attitudes in these matters they are thereby
reflecting the only cultural option in the world around them.

6. One must keep alert to possible cultural differences between the
first and twentieth centuries that are sometimes not immediately obvi-
ous. For example, to determine the role of women in the twentieth-
century church, one should take into account that there were few
educational opportunities for women in the first century, whereas such
education is the expected norm in our society. This may affect our
understanding of such texts as 1 Timothy 2:9-15. Likewise, a partic-
ipatory democracy is a radically different thing from the government
of which Paul speaks in Romans 13:1-7. It is expected in a participa-
tory democracy that bad laws are to be changed and bad officials are
to be ousted. That has to affect how one brings Romans 13 into
twentieth-century America.

7. One must finally exercise Christian charity at this point.
Christians need to recognize the ditficulties, open the line of com-
munication with one another, start by trying to define some princi-
ples, and finally have love for and a willingness to ask forgiveness
from those with whom they differ.

Before we conclude this discussion, it may be helpful for us to
see how these guidelines apply to two current issues: the ministry of
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women and homosexuality—especially since some who are arguing
for women’s ministries are using some of the same arguments to sup-
port homosexuality as a valid Christian alternative.

The question of women’s role in the church as a teacher or pro-
claimer of the Word basically focuses on two texts: 1 Corinthians
14:34-35 and 1 Timothy 2:11-12. In both cases “silence” and
“submission” are enjoined—although in neither case is the submis-
sion necessarily to her husband—and in 1 Timothy 2 she is not per-
mitted to teach or to “have authority over” a man. Full compliance
with this text in the twentieth century would seem to rule out not
only a woman’s preaching and teaching in the local church, but it
also would seem to forbid her writing books on biblical subjects that
men might read, teaching Bible or related subjects (including reli-
gious education) in Christian colleges or Bible institutes where men
are in her classes, and teaching men in missionary situations. But
those who argue against women teaching in the contemporary
church seldom carry the interpretation this far. And almost always
they make the matters about clothing in the preceding verse (1 Tim.
2:9) to be culturally relative.

On the other hand, that 1 Timothy 2:11-12 might be culturally
relative can be supported first of all by exegesis of all three of the
Pastoral Epistles. Certain women were troublesome in the church at
Ephesus (1 Tim. 5:11-15; 2 Tim. 3:6-9) and they appear to have
been a major part of the cause of the false teachers” making headway
there. Since women are found teaching (Acts 18:26) and prophesy-
ing (Acts 21:9; 1 Cor. 11:5) elsewhere in the New Testament, it is
altogether likely that 1 Timothy 2:11-12 speaks to a local problem.
In any case, the guidelines above support the possibility that the pro-
hibition in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 is culturally relative.

The question of homosexuality, however, is considerably differ-
ent. In this case the guidelines stand against its being culturally rel-
ative. The whole Bible has a consistent witness against homosexual
activity as being morally wrong.

In recent years some people have argued that the homosexuality
that the New Testament speaks against is that in which people abuse
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others and that private monogamous homosexuality between con-
senting adults is a different matter. They argue that on exegetical
grounds it cannot be proved that such homosexuality is forbidden.
It is also argued that these are twentieth-century cultural options not
available in the first century. Therefore, they would argue that some
of our guidelines (e.g., 5, 6) open the possibility that the New
Testament prohibitions against homosexuality are also culturally rel-
ative, and they would further argue that some of the guidelines are
not true or are irrelevant.

The problem with this argument, however, is that it does not
hold up exegetically or historically. The homosexuality Paul had in
view in Romans 1:24-28 is clearly not of the “abusive” type; it is
homosexuality of choice between men and women. Furthermore,
Paul’s word homosexnalin 1 Corinthians 6:9 literally means genital
homosexuality between males. Since the Bible as a whole witnesses
against homosexuality, and invariably includes it in moral contexts,
and since it simply has not been proved that the options for homo-
sexuality differ today from those of the first century, there seem to
be no valid grounds for seeing it as a culturally relative matter.

The Problem of Task Theology

We noted in the last chapter that much of the theology in the
Epistles is task oriented and therefore is not systematically presented.
However, this must not be taken to mean that one cannot in fact sys-
tematically present the theology that is either expressed in or derived
from statements in the Epistles. To the contrary, this is one of the
mandatory tasks of the Bible student. He or she must always be
forming—and “reforming”—a biblical theology on the basis of
sound exegesis. And very often, we readily acknowledge, a given
writer’s theology is found in his presuppositions and implications as
well as in his explicit statements.

All we want to do here is to raise some cautions as one goes
about the task of theology, cautions that are the direct result of the
occasional nature of the Epistles.

1. Because of the Epistles’ occasional nature, we must be content
at times with some limitations to our theological understanding. For
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example, to get the Corinthians to see how absurd it was for them
to have two brothers going to the pagan court for a judgment, Paul
states that Christians will someday judge both the world and angels
(1 Cor. 6:2-3). But beyond that the texts say nothing. Thus we may
affirm as a part of Christian eschatology (our understanding of the
final consummation) that Christians will in fact exercise judgments
at the Eschaton. But we simply do not know what that means or
how it is going to be worked out. Beyond the affirmation itself; every-
thing else is mere speculation.

Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 10:16-17 Paul argues from the nature
of the Corinthians’ own participation in the Lord’s Supper that they
may not likewise participate in the meals at the idol temple. What
Paul says about that participation seems indeed to go beyond the
theology of the Supper found in most of evangelical Protestantism.
Here is not mere remembrance, but actual participation in the Lord
himself. From other New Testament texts we may further argue that
the participation was by means of the Spirit and the benefits came
by faith. But even here we are going outside the immediate texts to
express Paul’s understanding in a theological way, and many would
not agree with our choice of outside texts. Our point is that we sim-
ply are not told what the precise nature of that participation is nor
how the benefits come to the believer. We all want to know, but our
knowledge is defective precisely because of the occasional nature of
the statements. What is said beyond what the texts themselves reveal
cannot have the same biblical or hermeneutical import as what can
be said on the basis of solid exegesis. We are merely affirming, there-
fore, that in Scripture God has given us all we need, but not neces-
sarily all that we want.

2. Sometimes our theological problems with the Epistles derive
from the fact that we are asking ou7 questions of texts that by their
occasional nature are answering only zheir questions. When we ask
them to speak directly to the question of abortion, or of remarriage,
or of infant baptism, we want them to answer the questions of a later
time. Sometimes they may do that, but often they will not because
the question had not been raised back then.
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There is a clear example of this within the New Testament itself.
On the question of divorce Paul says, “not I, but the Lord” (1 Cor.
7:10), meaning Jesus himself spoke to that question. But to the
question raised in a Greek environment as to whether a believer
should divorce a pagan partner, Jesus apparently had no occasion to
speak. The problem simply lay outside his own Jewish culture. But
Paul did have to speak to it, so he said “I, not the Lord” (v. 12). One
of the problems, of course, is that we ourselves do not possess Paul’s
apostolic authority nor his inspiration. The only way we can there-
fore speak to such questions is on the basis of a whole biblical the-
ology that includes our understanding of Creation, the Fall,
redemption, and the final consummation. That is, we must attempt
to bring a biblical worldview to the problem. But no proof-texting,
when there are no immediately relevant texts!

These, then, are some of our hermeneutical suggestions for read-
ing and interpreting the Epistles. Our immediate aim is for greater
precision and consistency; our greater aim is to call us all to greater
obedience to what we do hear and understand.
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THE OLD TESTAMENT
NARRATIVES:
THEIR PROPER USE

The Bible contains more of the type of literature called “narrative”
than it does of any other literary type. For example, over 40 percent
of the Old Testament is narrative. Since the Old Testament itself
constitutes three-quarters of the bulk of the Bible, it is not surpris-
ing that the single most common type of literature in the entire Bible
is narrative. The following Old Testament books are largely or
entirely composed of narrative material: Genesis, Joshua, Judges,
Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra,
Nehemiah, Daniel, Jonah, and Haggai. Moreover, Exodus,
Numbers, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Job also contain substan-
tial narrative portions. In the New Testament, large portions of the
four Gospels and almost all of the Acts are also narrative.

It is our presupposition that the Holy Spirit knew what he was
doing when he inspired so much of the Bible in the form of narra-
tive. We think it is obvious that this type of literature serves God’s
revelatory purpose well. How it serves his purposes and how we are
to make good and proper use of it in our service to God is what this
chapter is about.

85



THE OLD TESTAMENT NARRATIVES: THEIR PROPER USE

The Nature of Narratives
What Narratives Are

Narratives are stories. Although from time to time we use the
word story to describe them, we prefer the word narrative because
story has come to mean something that is fictional, as in “bedtime
story” or “a likely story.” It also tends to mean a single story with a
single set of characters and a single plot. The Bible, on the other
hand, contains what we often hear called God’s story—a story that is
utterly true, crucially important, and often complex. It is a magnif-
icent story, grander than the greatest epic, richer in plot and more
significant in its characters and descriptions than any humanly com-
posed story could ever be. So for those portions of this great divine
story that have a story form, the term narrative is preferred in tech-
nical usage since it is a more objective, less prejudicial term.

Bible narratives tell us about things that happened—but not just
any things. Their purpose is to show God at work in his creation and
among his people. The narratives glorify him, help us to understand
and appreciate him, and give us a picture of his providence and pro-
tection. At the same time, they also provide illustrations of many
other lessons important to our lives.

All narratives have a plot and characters (whether divine, human,
animal, vegetable, or whatever). The Old Testament narratives, how-
ever, have plots that are part of a special overall plot, and have a spe-
cial cast of characters, the most special of whom is God himself.

Three Levels of Narratives

It will help you as you read and study Old Testament narratives
to realize that the story is being told, in effect, on three levels. The
top level is that of the whole universal plan of God worked out
through his creation. Key aspects of the plot at this top level are the
initial creation itself; the fall of humanity; the power and ubiquity of
sin; the need for redemption; and Christ’s incarnation and sacrifice.
This top level is often referred to as the “story of redemption” or
“redemptive history.”
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Key aspects of the middle level center on Israel: the call of
Abraham; the establishment of an Abrahamic lineage through the
patriarchs; the enslaving of Israel in Egypt; God’s deliverance from
bondage and the conquest of the promised land of Canaan; Israel’s
frequent sins and increasing disloyalty; God’s patient protection and
pleading with them; the ultimate destruction of northern Israel and
then of Judah; and the restoration of the holy people after the Exile.

Then there is the bottom level. Here are found all the hundreds of
individual narratives that make up the other two levels: the narrative
of how Joseph’s brothers sell him to Arab caravaneers heading for
Egypt; the narrative of Gideon’s doubting God and testing him via
the fleece; the narrative of David’s adultery with Bathsheba; et al.

Note this carefully: every individual Old Testament narrative
(bottom level) is at least a part of the greater narrative of Israel’s his-
tory in the world (the middle level), which in turn is a part of the
ultimate narrative of God’s creation and his redemption of it (the
top level). This ultimate narrative goes beyond the Old Testament
through the New Testament. You will not fully do justice to any
individual narrative without recognizing its part within the other
two. Sometimes a narrative is made up of a group of shorter, indi-
vidual narratives. Such a narrative may be referred to as a “com-
pound narrative.” For all practical purposes, what we say about the
three levels of narratives is not affected by the recognition that com-
pound narratives exist throughout the Bible.

We hope that an awareness of this hierarchy of narratives will help
you to be more Christian in your application of Old Testament nar-
ratives in your own life and in your service to others. When Jesus
taught that the Scriptures “. .. bear witness to me” (John 5:27-29),
he was obviously not speaking about every short individual passage
of the Old Testament. Those individual passages, including narra-
tives, that are messianic or otherwise identified in the New
Testament as typological of Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 10:4) are an important
part of the Old Testament, but they constitute only a small portion
of'its total revelation. However, Jesus spoke of the ultimate, top level
of the narrative, in which his atonement was the central act, and the
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subjection of all creation to him was the climax of its plot. Thus he
taught that the Scriptures in their entirety bear witness to him and
focus toward his loving lordship.

What we have, then, are individual narratives (sometimes of a
compound nature) within a major narrative within an ultimate nar-
rative. Some of the compound narratives are composed of a large
number of shorter individual narratives. This is typical of all stories
that have subplots and therefore is not surprising. In the New
Testament we have individual narratives (Luke-Acts), within the ulti-
mate narrative of God’s whole story as it is told in the Bible. The
Old Testament is similar. For example, the large compound narra-
tive that we call the “Joseph narrative” (Gen. 37-50) contains many
shorter individual narratives about Joseph, such as the narrative of
his first dreams (Gen. 37:5-11), the narrative of his rise and fall as
a slave of Potiphar (Gen. 39), the narrative of his burial of Jacob in
Canaan (Gen. 50:1-14), etc. Yet all are part of the great, entire Bible
narrative.

There is nothing wrong with studying any individual narrative all
by itself. Indeed, that is highly desirable. But for the fullest sense, you
must finally see that individual narrative within its larger contexts.

What Narratives Are Not

1. Old Testament narratives are not just stories about people who
lived in Old Testament times. They are first and foremost stories
about what God did to and through those people. In contrast to
human narratives, the Bible is composed especially of divine narra-
tives. God is the hero of the story—if it is in the Bible. Characters,
events, developments, plot and story climaxes all occur, but behind
these, God is the supreme “protagonist” or decisive leading charac-
ter in all narratives.

2. Old Testament narratives are not allegories or stories filled
with hidden meanings. But there may be aspects of narratives that
are not casy to understand. The ways that God works in history and
the ways he influences human actions and implements his own will
via human beings (sometimes contrary to people’s own desire; cf.
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Gen. 50:20) are not always comprehensible to us. We are often not
told precisely all that God did in a certain situation that caused it to
happen the way the Old Testament reports it. And even when we are
told what he did, we are not always told sow or why he did it.

In other words, narratives do not answer all our questions about
a given issue. They are limited in their focus, and give us only one
part of the overall picture of what God is doing in history. We have
to learn to be satisfied with that limited understanding and restrain
our curiosity at many points, or else we will end up trying to read
between the lines so much that we end up reading znto stories things
that are not there, making allegories of what are in fact historical
accounts. As is the case with parables (chap. 8), narratives can be
abused in this manner.

Reading znto stories is what happens when people identify super-
natural events in the biblical narratives as the result of such things as
the intervention of unidentified flying objects, or time machines
from centuries future to our own, or supposed ancient secret scien-
tific discoveries since lost to human knowledge. It is true that the
Bible itself does not say how God did most of the miraculous things
he brought to pass. But insatiable curiosity and desire to understand
what the Bible has excluded, that is, exactly how such things
occurred, can drive some people to accept absurd and farfetched
explanations. A fascination with and awe of pseudoscience leads
them to posit pseudoscientific explanations for the miraculous events
of Scripture. God simply has not told us in the Bible how he did all
that he did. A lust for an understanding of the process can result in
explanations so wild and incompatible with the Bible narratives that
they are in fact no explanations at all.

3. Old Testament narratives do not always teach directly. They
emphasize God’s nature and revelation, in special ways that legal or
doctrinal portions of the Bible never can, by allowing us vicariously
to live through events and experiences rather than simply learning
about the issues involved in those events and experiences. Modern
clichés like “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it,” or “To really
understand something you have to experience it,” are not always

89



THE OLD TESTAMENT NARRATIVES: THEIR PROPER USE

accurate. But they do contain a kernel of truth: knowledge some-
times comes better and affects behavior more permanently when it
results from being involved 7z something. As you follow closely the
action of Old Testament narratives, you naturally become involved
vicariously, as you do in reading any story, no matter how much its
participants differ from you and no matter how different their cir-
cumstances are. Narratives thus give you a kind of “hands on”
knowledge of God’s work in his world, and though this knowledge
is secondary rather than primary, it is nevertheless a real knowledge
that can help shape your behavior.

If you are a Christian, the Old Testament is your spiritual history.
The promises and calling of God to Israel are your historical prom-
ises and calling (Gal. 3:29). In the best, most useful and practical
sense, God allows you to follow the events he brought to pass in
those past times by his having inspired men and women to record
them in the way that he wanted them recorded.

Although the Old Testament narratives do not necessarily teach
directly, they often #llustrate what is taught directly and categorically
elsewhere. This represents an zmplicit kind of teaching, which in
cooperation with the corresponding explicit teachings of Scripture,
is highly effective in generating the sort of learning experience that
the Holy Spirit can use positively. For example, in the narrative of
David’s adultery with Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11) you will not find any
such statement as, “In committing adultery David did wrong.” You
are expected to know that adultery is wrong, because this is taught
explicitly already in the Bible (Exod. 20:14). The narrative illustrates
its harm to the personal life of King David and to his ability to rule.
The narrative does not systematically teach about adultery and could
not be used as the sole basis for such teaching. But as one illustra-
tion of the effects of adultery in a particular case, it conveys a pow-
erful message that can imprint itself on the mind of the careful reader
in a way that direct, categorical teaching might not do.

4. Each individual narrative or episode within a narrative does not
necessarily have a moral all its own. Narratives cannot be interpreted
atomistically, as if every statement, every event, every description
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could, independently of the others, have a special message for the
reader. In fact, even in fairly lengthy narratives all the component
parts of the narrative can work together to impress upon the reader
a single major point. There is an overall drift or movement to a nar-
rative, a kind of superstructure that makes the point, usually a single
point.

In this way, narratives are analogous to parables (see chap. 8) in
that the whole unit gives the message, not the separate individual
parts. The punch, the effect, the impact, the persuasiveness—they
all come from the entire sequence of the events related. Many indi-
vidual elements combine to constitute the narrative and to provide
God’s revelation via the narrative. To try to find a significance for
each single bit of data or each single event in the narrative will not
work. You have to evaluate the narrative as a unit, not atomistically.

Principles for Interpreting Narratives

To illustrate the points made in the discussion above we have
selected two major Old Testament narratives for analysis in this chap-
ter. But first, the following ten principles should help you to avoid
obvious errors in interpretation whenever you seek to exegete these
and other stories.

1. An Old Testament narrative usually does not directly teach a
doctrine.

2. An OIld Testament narrative usually illustrates a doctrine or
doctrines taught propositionally elsewhere.

3. Narratives record what happened—not necessarily what
should have happened or what ought to happen every time.
Therefore, not every narrative has an individual identifiable
moral of the story.

4. What people do in narratives is not necessarily a good exam-
ple for us. Frequently, it is just the opposite.

5. Most of the characters in Old Testament narratives are far from
perfect and their actions are, too.

6. We are not always told at the end of a narrative whether what
happened was good or bad. We are expected to be able to
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judge that on the basis of what God has taught us directly and
categorically elsewhere in Scripture.

7. Allnarratives are selective and incomplete. Not all the relevant
details are always given (cf. John 21:25). What does appear in
the narrative is everything that the inspired author thought
important for us to know.

8. Narratives are not written to answer all our theological ques-
tions. They have particular, specific, limited purposes and deal
with certain issues, leaving others to be dealt with elsewhere,
in other ways.

9. Narratives may teach either explicitly (by clearly stating some-
thing) or implicitly (by clearly implying something without
actually stating it).

10. In the final analysis, God is the hero of all biblical narratives.

Examples of Narrative Interpretation
The Joseph Narrative

The large block of narrative material that we call the “Joseph nar-
rative” occupies chapters 37 and 39-50 of the book of Genesis.
Read through those chapters and you will see that Joseph is the cen-
tral suman character at nearly every point. Indeed, he dominates the
story.

We read of Joseph’s rather haughty, critical style (chap. 37),
stemming in part, perhaps, from his father’s favoritism (37:3).
Joseph’s insistence on telling his arrogant dreams of superiority does
not help his situation within the family (37:10, 11). The brothers
sell Joseph into slavery and trick their father Jacob into thinking that
Joseph is dead. Sold as a slave in Egypt, Joseph becomes a success-
tul administrator for Potiphar (chap. 39). Why? Was it because of his
innate administrative skills? Hardly. The Bible very clearly identifies
the reason: “The Lord was with Joseph. . .. The Lord was with him,
and . .. the Lord caused all that he did to prosper. ... The Lord
blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake; the blessing of the
Lord was upon all that he had” (Gen. 39:2-5 RSV). Whatever
Joseph’s managerial skills may have been, they clearly played a sec-
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ondary role to God’s intervention in his life. Unfairly jailed, Joseph
rose to inmate-administrator. Why? The Bible again leaves no doubt:
“The Lord was with Joseph, and showed him loyalty, and gave him
tavor” (39:21; cf. v. 23).

The inspired narrator is leaving no room for doubt as to the hero
of the story or the moral of the story. God is the hero. And the moral
is that God was with Joseph. If you seek to learn from this Joseph
narrative, and you try to find a hero other than God, who will it be?
Will it be Jacob, who shows favoritism among his own children? Will
it be Potiphar or his wife, both unfair to Joseph? Will it be the
unnamed Egyptian jailer? Will it be Joseph himself, the overconfident,
self-centered young man who seems to get into trouble so easily? If
you choose any of these, you are sure to misplace the emphasis of the
narrative, thus drawing attention away from God’s sovereign guid-
ance and manipulation of events.

And what of the moral of the story? Will you make the mistake,
as so many preachers and teachers do, of looking for a self-contained
lesson for living in each event in Joseph’s lite? If so, you may con-
clude that this narrative teaches, “Don’t tell your dreams to others,
lest you get in big trouble for it,” or “Even slaves can get ahead if
they pay attention to their administrative skills,” or “You’ll be bet-
ter off in jail if you get some business experience before being
arrested,” or “Foreigners rise faster in positions of authority than
natives do.”

In other words, if you look for something that Joseph was or did
that Christians today are supposed to copy to get a blessing, you will
not find any such thing in the narrative. The narrative is telling you
what God did with an #n/ikely candidate for success. It does not con-
tain any rules for getting ahead in business or life in general. Joseph
goes from bad to worse and is in jail for many years before God (not
Joseph) arranges his release.

Joseph’s release from prison, because of his God-given dream
interpretation skills (Gen. 40—41), his exaltation to power and the
opportunity to help his family during the famine (Gen. 41-50), and
the various details of the smaller narratives that make up the Joseph
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narrative as a whole, do not, in fact, point to anything intrinsic about
Joseph or anything exemplary about his actions. You will look in vain
for any other moral than the one the Bible itself supplies: “God was
with Joseph.” The entire process of Joseph’s fall and rise to power
was God’s doing. Even his brothers’ evil intent toward him was used
in God’s strategy. As Joseph himself says to his brothers: “Am I in
the place of God? As for you, you meant evil against me; but God
meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept
alive, as they are today” (50:19-20 RSV).

The entire chain of events and smaller narratives making up the
larger compound Joseph narrative were part of a greater narrative still:
God’s plan for Israel as a nation and for the preservation of Canaanites,
Egyptians, and others with them during this time of famine. Egypt was
the place where God built up and multiplied his people, preparing them
for the exodus and conquest that he, God, would use to give them the
land of Canaan as he had promised to Abraham.

Joseph’s lifestyle, personal qualities, or actions do not tell us any-
thing from which general moral principles may be derived. If you
think you have found any, you are finding what yoz want to find in
the text; you are not interpreting the text.

Joseph himself is eventually granted the ability to recognize that
God has brought all the events of the Joseph narrative to pass for a
greater purpose. Late in life he says to his brothers: “I am about to
die; but God will visit you and bring you up out of this land to the
land which he swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”

The focus is on God. He can accomplish what he wills. Using
such unlikely vehicles as Joseph, his family, and the Pharaoh, God
preserved many people and began to create for himself a special
people. That is where we find the moral of the story, focusing on
God’s graciousness and providence, and leading us to be respectful
of his ways and confident in his provision.

The Ruth Narrative

The book of Ruth is brief and self-contained, its plot is easy to
tollow, and its main characters are not hard to get to know. This

94



THE OLD TESTAMENT NARRATIVES: THEIR PROPER USE

makes it a good candidate to illustrate the principles learned above,
with a special emphasis on point 9 (above) of the list of principles:
we want here to help you see that the Holy Spirit’s teaching through
narrative can be either explicit or implicit. Explicit teaching is that
which the inspired narrator actually says (“God was with Joseph”).
Implicit teaching is that which is clearly present in the story, but not
stated in so many words. You must see it implied in the story, rather
than just being able to read it right off the page.

Being able to distinguish what is explicitly taught can be fairly
casy. Being able to distinguish what is implicitly taught can be ditfi-
cult. It requires skill, hard work, caution, and a prayerful respect for
the Holy Spirit’s care in inspiring the text. After all, you want to read
things out of the narrative, rather than inzo it.

Ruth’s story may be summarized as follows. The widow Ruth, a
Moabite, emigrates from Moab to Bethlehem with her Israelite
mother-in-law, Naomi, who is also a widow (Ruth 1). Ruth gleans
leftover grain in the field of Boaz, who befriends her, having heard
of her faith and her kindness to Naomi, who is a relative of his (Ruth
2). At Naomi’s suggestion, Ruth lets Boaz know that she loves him
and hopes he would be willing to marry her (Ruth 3). Boaz under-
takes the legal procedures necessary to marry Ruth and to protect
the family property rights of her late husband, Mahlon. The birth of
Ruth and Boaz’s first son, Obed, is a great consolation to Naomi.
Eventually, Obed’s grandson turned out to be King David (Ruth 4).

If you are not familiar with the Ruth narrative, we suggest that
you read the book through at least twice. Then, go back and take
particular note of the following implicit points that the narrative
makes.

1. The narrative tells us that Ruth converted to faith in the Lord,
the God of Israel. It does this by reporting Ruth’s words to Naomi,
“Your people will be my people and your God my God” (1:17),
rather than by telling us “Ruth was converted.” We are expected to
be able to recognize that because she took the Lord as her God, she
was converted. The narrative also implicitly confirms Ruth’s con-
version as genuine and not just lip service by reporting these words
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of Ruth: “May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if . ..”
(1:17). These words clearly imply, though they do not state outright,
that Ruth, a Moabite who once worshiped the gods of the Moabites,
now believes in and lives by the standards of Yahweh, the Lord,
Israel’s God. There is no doubt that the narrative tells us that Ruth
converted to faith in the true God, even though this is nowhere
explicitly stated.

2. The narrative tells us implicitly that Boaz was a righteous
Israelite who kept the Mosaic Law, though many other Israelites did
not. Where does it say that? Look carefully at 2:3-13,22; 3:10-12;
and 4:9-10. These portions of the narrative make clear that Boaz,
by his speech, sees himself as loyal to and under the authority of the
Lord, that Boaz is keeping the law of gleaning promulgated in
Leviticus 19:9-10 (Ruth fits both categories of that law—she is poor
and an alien), that he is keeping the law of redemption as promul-
gated in Leviticus 25:23-24, and that not all Israelites were so loyal
to the law—indeed it was dangerous to glean in the fields of people
who did not obey the law’s gleaning obligations (2:22).

Again, we get a lot of important information zmplicitly from
the narrative. This information is valuable to us, and helps us fol-
low the narrative and interpret it. And yet it is information that is
not made available to us explicitly.

3. The narrative tells us implicitly that this story is part of the
background to the ancestry of King David—and by extension, there-
fore, to Jesus Christ. Look at 4:17—-21. The brief genealogy in verse
17 and the fuller genealogy in verses 18—21 both end with the name
David. This David is obviously the focus, the endpoint of this por-
tion of the narrative. We know from several other genealogical lists
in the Bible that this David is King David, the first great Israelite
king. We also know from the New Testament genealogies that Jesus,
humanly speaking, was descended from David. Ruth, then, was
David’s great-grandmother and an ancestor of Jesus! This is an
important part of the teaching of the entire narrative. It is a story
not just about Ruth and Boaz in terms of their faithfulness to the
Lord, but also in terms of their place in Israel’s history. They had no
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way of knowing it, but these were people whom the Lord would use
in the ancestry of David and “David’s son,” Jesus.

4. The narrative tells us implicitly that Bethlehem was an excep-
tional town during the Judges period by reason of the faithfulness
of'its citizenry. To spot this implicit thrust in the narrative is not easy
or automatic. It requires a careful reading of the whole narrative,
with special attention to the words and actions of a// the participants
in the story. It also requires a knowledge of what things were gen-
erally like in other parts of Israel in those days in contrast to what
they were like specifically in Bethlehem. The latter knowledge
depends upon a familiarity with the main events and themes of the
book of Judges, since Ruth is directly related to that time period by
the narrator (1:1). If you have had the opportunity to read Judges
carefully, you will have noticed that the Judges period (about 1240—
1030 B.C.) was generally marked by such practices as widespread
idolatry, syncretism (mixing features of pagan religions with those of
Israel’s true faith), social injustice, social turmoil, intertribal rivalries,
sexual immorality, and other indications of unfaithfulness. The pic-
ture presented to us in the book of Judges is hardly a happy one,
though there are individual cases where God, in his mercy, benefits
Israel, or tribes within Israel, in spite of the general pattern of rebel-
lion against him.

What in Ruth tells us that Bethlehem is an exception to the gen-
eral picture of unfaithfulness? Practically everything except 2:22,
which implies that not all Bethlehemites practice the gleaning laws
as they should. Otherwise, the picture is remarkably consistent. The
words of the characters themselves show just how consciously the
people of this town manifest their allegiance to the Lord.

Remember that all the characters mentioned in the narrative,
except for Ruth and her sister Orpah, are citizens of Bethlehem.
Consider Naomi: whether in times of great bitterness (1:8-9, 13,
20-21) or in times of happiness (1:6; 2:19-20) she recognizes and
submits to the Lord’s will. Moreover, Boaz consistently shows him-
self by his words to be a worshiper and follower of the Lord (2:11-
12; 3:10, 13), and his actions throughout confirm his words.
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Even the way people greet one another shows a high degree of
conscious allegiance to the Lord (2:4). Likewise, the elders of the
town in their blessings on the marriage and its offspring (4:11-12)
and the women of the town in their blessing on Naomi (4:14) show
their faith. Their acceptance of the converted Moabite, Ruth, is fur-
ther implicit testimony to their faith.

Finally, the inspired narrator attributes significant events to the
Lord (1:6; 4:13)—though we have no way of knowing for sure if the
narrator was a Bethlehemite or not, and it is not unexpected that the
narrator would stand apart from the general unfaithfulness of the day.

The point is that one cannot read the narrative carefully (and in
comparison with Judges) and not see again and again how excep-
tional Bethlehem was! Nowhere does the narrative actually say,
“Bethlehem was a town remarkable for its piety in those days.” But
that is exactly what the narrative tells us—in ways just as forceful and
convincing as the outright words could ever be.

These examples, we hope, will demonstrate that careful attention
to details and to the overall movement of a narrative and its context
are necessary if its full meaning is to be obtained. What is implicit
can be every bit as significant as what is explicit.

Warning

Implicit does not mean secret! You will get into all sorts of trou-
ble if you try to find meanings in the text that you think God has
“hidden” in the narrative. That is not at all what is meant by mplicit.
Implicit means that the message is capable of being understood from
what is said, though it is not stated in so many words. Your task is
not to ferret out things that cannot be understood by everyone.
Your task is to take note of 2/l that the narrative actually tells you—
directly and indirectly, but never mystically or privately. If you are
not able confidently to express to others something taught implic-
itly, so that they can understand it and get the point, too, you prob-
ably are misreading the text. What the Holy Spirit has inspired is of
benefit for a/l believers. Discern and relay what the story recogniz-
ably has in it—do not make up a new story (2 Peter 2:3)!
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Some Final Cautions

Why is it that people so often find things in Bible narratives that
are not really there—read into the Bible their own notions rather
than read out of the Bible what God wants them to know? There are
three main reasons. First, they are desperate—desperate for infor-
mation that will help them, that will be of personal value, that will
apply to their own situation. Second, they are impatient; they want
their answers now, from this book, from this chapter. Third, they
wrongly expect that everything in the Bible applies directly as
instruction for their own individual lives. The Bible is a great
resource. It contains all that a Christian really needs in terms of guid-
ance from God for living. But it does not a/ways contain answers as
specific and personal as some people would wish, and it does not
contain all its information in every chapter of every book! Too impa-
tient to find God’s will from the Bible as a whole, people make mis-
takes—they allow themselves to misinterpret individual parts of the
Scriptures.

So that you might avoid this tendency, we list here eight of the
most common errors of interpretation that people commit in look-
ing for answers from parts of the Bible. While all of these apply to
narratives, they are not limited to them.

1. Allegorizing. Instead of concentrating on the clear meaning,
people relegate the text to merely reflecting another meaning
beyond the text. There are allegorical portions of Scripture
(e.g., Ezekiel 23 or parts of Revelation) but none of the scrip-
tural allegories is simple narrative.

2. Decontextunlizing. Ignoring the full historical and literary con-
texts, and often the individual narrative, people concentrate on
small units only and thus miss interpretational clues. If you
decontextualize enough, you can make almost any part of
Scripture say anything you want it to.

3. Selectivity. This is analogous to decontextualizing. It involves
picking and choosing specific words and phrases to concen-
trate on, ignoring the others, and ignoring the overall sweep
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of the passage being studied. Instead of balancing the parts
and the whole, it ignores some of the parts and the whole
entirely.
4. False combination. This approach combines elements from
here and there in a passage and makes a point out of their
combination, even though the elements themselves are not
directly connected in the passage itself. An extreme example
of this all too common interpretational error would be the

conclusion that one’s real enemies are in the church rather

than outside the church because in Psalm 23 David says that
he will dwell in God’s house forever and that God has pre-
pared him a table in the presence of his enemies. (The enemies
must therefore be in God’s house along with David, or else he
could not be in their presence.)
5. Redefinition. When the plain meaning of the text leaves people
cold, producing no immediate spiritual delight or saying some-
thing they do not want to hear, they are often tempted to
redefine it to mean something else. For example, they take
Jesus’ words, “Woe to you who are rich . . .” and “Woe to you
when all people speak well of you. ..” (Luke 6:24, 26) and
redefine them from their plain meaning to “Woe to you who
love money so much you have renounced your faith in God”
and “Woe to you who have become atheists in order to have
cheap praise from worldly infidels.” That is, these sayings are
redefined in such a way that they are narrow enough no longer
to be a threat to the people doing the redefinition.
6. Extracanonical authority. By using some sort of special exter-
nal key to the Scriptures, usually a set of doctrines or a book
that claims to reveal scriptural truths not otherwise knowable,
people suppose that they can unlock the mysteries of the Bible.
Cults usually operate on the basis of an extracanonical author-
ity, treating the Bible somewhat like a series of riddles needing
a special knowledge to solve.
7. Moralizing. This is the assumption that principles for living can
be derived from all passages. The moralizing reader in effect
asks the question, “What is the moral of this story?” at the end
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of every individual narrative. An example would be, “What can
we learn about handling adversity from how the Israelites
endured their years as slaves in Egypt?” The fallacy of this
approach is that it ignores the fact that the narratives were
written to show the progress of God’s history of redemption,
not to illustrate principles. They are historical narratives, not
illustrative narratives.

8. Personalizing. Also known as individualizing, this is reading
Scripture in a way that supposes that any or all parts apply to
you or your group in a way that they do not apply to everyone
else. People tend to be self-centered, even when reading the
Bible. When the big picture of God’s redemptive history fails
to satisfy, they may fall prey to the temptation to look for
something that will satisfy their personal needs, cravings, or
problems. They can forget that all parts of the Bible are
intended for everyone, not just them. Examples of personaliz-
ing would be, “The story of Balaam’s talking donkey reminds
me that I talk too much.” Or, “The story of the building of
the temple is God’s way of telling us that we have to construct
a new church building.”

Perhaps the single most useful bit of caution we can give you
about reading and learning from narratives is this: Do not be a mon-
key-see-monkey-do reader of the Bible. No Bible narrative was writ-
ten specifically about you. The Joseph narrative is about Joseph,
specifically how God did things through him—it is not a narrative
directly about you. The Ruth narrative glorifies God’s protection
and benefit for Ruth and the Bethlehemites—not you. Yo can
always learn a great deal from these narratives, and from all the
Bible’s narratives, but you can never assume that God expects you
to do exactly the same thing that Bible characters did, or to have the
same things happen to you that happened to them. For further dis-
cussion on this point, see chapter 6.

Bible characters are sometimes good, sometimes evil, sometimes
wise, and sometimes foolish. They are sometimes punished, some-
times shown mercy, sometimes well oft, and sometimes miserable.
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Your task is to learn God’s word from the narratives about them,
not to try to do everything that was done in the Bible. Just because
someone in a Bible story did something, that does not mean that
you have either permission or obligation to do it too.

What you can and should do is to obey what God actually calls
you to do in the Scripture. Narratives are precious to us because they
so vividly demonstrate God’s involvement in the world and z/lustrate
his principles and calling. They thus teach us a lot—but what they
directly teach us does not systematically include personal ethics. For
that area of life, we must turn elsewhere in the Scriptures, to the var-
ious places where personal ethics are actually taught categorically and
explicitly. The richness and variety of the Scriptures must be under-
stood as our ally—a welcome resource, never a complicated burden.
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6

ACTS:
THE QUESTION
OF HISTORICAL
PRECEDENT

In one sense a separate chapter on the Acts of the Apostles is
redundant, for almost everything that was said in the last chapter
applies here as well. However, for a very practical, hermeneutical rea-
son Acts requires a chapter of its own. The reason is simple; most
Christians do not read Acts in the same way they read Judges or
2 Samuel, even if they are not fully aware of it.

When we read the Old Testament narratives we tend to do the
things mentioned in the last chapter—moralize, allegorize, read
between the lines, and so on. Seldom do we think of these narratives
as serving as patterns for Christian behavior or church life. Even in
the case of those few we do treat that way—tfor example, putting out
a fleece to find God’s will—we never do exactly what they did. That
is, we never put out an actual fleece for God to make wet or dry.
Rather we “fleece God” by setting up a set, or sets, of circumstances.
“If someone from California calls us this week, then we’ll let that be
God’s way of telling us that the move to California is the one he
wants us to make.” And never once, in using this “pattern,” do we
consider that Gideon’s action was really not a good one, inasmuch
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as it showed his lack of trust in God’s word that had already been
given to him.

Thus we seldom think of the Old Testament histories as setting
biblical precedents for our own lives. On the other hand, this is the
normal way for Christians to read Acts. It not only tells us the his-
tory of the early church, but it also serves as the normative model
for the church of all times. And this is precisely our hermeneutical
difficulty.

By and large, most sectors of evangelical Protestantism have a
“restoration movement” mentality. We regularly look back to the
church and Christian experience in the first century either as the
norm to be restored or the ideal to be approximated. Thus we often
say things like, “Acts plainly teaches us that. . ..” However, it scems
obvious that not all of the “plain teaching” is equally plain to all.

In fact it is o