Hermeneutics



Hermeneutics is the art and science of how to correctly interpret the word of God (the Bible as preserved for us in the original languages of Scripture).  It is an art because every language has its own particular idiomatic expressions that often do not translate well literally into other languages.  It is a science because there are strict rules governing how that interpretation should be done.  The art of interpretation comes with years and years of practicing the application of the rules of interpretation as idioms and word usage changes in one’s native language.  The science of interpretation does not change, but must be diligently applied every time a passage is studied.   There are no short cuts in this process.  The rules must be learned and remembered, so they may be applied correctly, objectively, and honestly.  Without hermeneutics people make the Bible say what they want it to say, or wish that it said, without taking into consideration what it actually says.  Therefore, the first step in hermeneutics is to understand exactly what the Bible says in the original languages.  What did the author really mean by what he wrote, and is what he wrote consistent with all the other statements in Scripture?  Charles Ryrie (who served as professor of systematic theology and dean of doctoral studies at Dallas Theological Seminary) gives a perfect explanation of the importance of hermeneutics:

Hermeneutics is the study of the principles of interpretation. Exegesis consists of the actual interpretation of the Bible, bringing out its meaning, whereas hermeneutics establishes the principles by which interpretation is practiced. Every interpreter of the Bible has a system of hermeneutics, whether consciously or not. Hermeneutics forces the interpreter to examine the basis of his interpretation and the consistency of his interpretive practices.

There are five rules of interpretation:

Rule 1: Get an Accurate Translation of the Greek.

Without an accurate translation of the Greek, you can word-smith or make the Bible say almost anything you want it to—the process of twisting scripture.  (The best book on techniques people use to twist scripture to make it say what they want it to say is the book Scripture Twisting: 20 Ways The Cults Misread the Bible by James W. Sire $4 used on Amazon.com).  Daniel B. Wallace, professor of New Testament Greek at Dallas Theological Seminary says the following in an article on hermeneutics:
“When Paul wrote to the Galatians, he wrote a coherent, holistic message.  He never intended for someone a couple millennia later to rip verses out of their context and wield them any way they so chose!  Certainly we have a right to quote verses of Scripture; but we do not have a right to ignore the context, or to make them say what the language cannot say.  Otherwise, someone could come along and say ‘Judas hanged himself’; ‘Go and do likewise’!

The hardest thing for any communicator of the word of God is to get an accurate translation.  There are two ways to do this: (First, learn the original languages of Scripture.  I’ve been studying Greek for 45 years and I’m still amazed at the things I learn, remember, or finally understand that never made sense before.)  Learning Greek is a lifelong effort, and it takes effort to get it right.  Second, if you don’t know Greek or don’t want to learn Greek, depend on someone who has a solid, objective, and trustworthy understanding of Greek.  That doesn’t mean they will always be right.  None of us are, but to a certain extent you have to trust the understanding of someone else.  Peter made this very clear, when he said, “And consider the patience of our Lord to be deliverance, just as our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given to him wrote to you, as also in all the letters, he has spoken in them concerning these things, in which some things are hard to understand, which things the ignorant and unstable distort, as also the other Scriptures resulting in their own ruin” (2 Pet 3:15-15).

Rule 2:  Interpret the Verse in Its Context, because Context Determines Meaning.

Words only have their true meaning in the context in which they are used.  I grew up in the inner-city of Detroit, Michigan, where the teenagers have a language all their own.  When someone said, “That’s cool man,” they weren’t talking about the temperature, but using an American idiom or slang that meant something was O.K., good, nice, etc.  Take that same remark to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan near the Canadian border in late fall and the words have a whole different meaning.  The same is true not only with our English idioms, but the Greeks had their idioms too.  Therefore, we have to understand the meanings of words used in a certain context of Scripture based upon how they are being used by the author in that context.  This often requires comparing those words with the previous usage of that word by the same author or comparing how it is used by another writer of Scripture.  For example, in Jesus’ speech to Nicodemus in John 3, Jesus talks about being born again and Nicodemus thinks it refers to literal birth.  Nicodemus doesn’t understand the concept because he is not thinking in terms of the spiritual life of Israel—the context of Jesus’ speech.  Nicodemus is thinking in terms of the physical life of Israel—salvation through being in the genetic line of Abraham.  Without the context, the meaning of a passage or word can be lost and thus misinterpreted.

Rule 3: Compare Scripture with Scripture, because Scripture Interprets Scripture.

The Bible frequently interprets itself.  In order for the Bible to do this it requires looking up cross-references to other verses in the Bible that help explain the verse you are trying to interpret.  For example, Rev 1:13-15 (“and in the middle of the lampstands [I saw] one like the Son of Man, being dressed in a robe reaching to His feet, and being girded around His chest with a golden sash.  Moreover, His head and hair [were] white like white wool, like snow and His eyes [were] like a flame of fire; and His feet [were] like bronze when in the thoroughly hot furnace, and His voice [was] like the sound of many waters,”) is easily interpreted, when we compare it to Ezek 1:26-28; Ezek 40:1-4; and, Ezek 43:1, where the same characteristics of the same Man are given. Comparing one Scripture with another Scripture is essential in getting a right theology.  The Bible is the complete revelation of God; it is not the partial revelation of God in one verse.
Rule 4: Compare Your Interpretation with Orthodox Theology.

All Scripture comes from the mind of God, and therefore, it is immutable truth.  It doesn’t change from one page to the next.  God is consistent and what He says is consistent.  If your translation/interpretation says the opposite of known, correct theology, then something is wrong with your translation or interpretation.  (I can’t tell you the number of times I thought I had it so right only to discover that I had it so wrong, because I made a small mistake in translation, which affected my thinking on the interpretation.  Fortunately, God the Holy Spirit has a nice way of slapping the back of our head and making us see the error of our ways.  For example, Acts 1:25 says, “to take the place of this service and apostleship from which Judas turned aside to go to his own place.’”  What place is that?  Heaven or Hades?  If you believe Judas was a believer, then you believe he went to heaven.  If you believe Judas was an unbeliever, then you believe he went to Hades.  Orthodox theology has always maintained that Judas went to Hades.  Why?  Because Jn 13:2 says, “And while the supper is occurring, the devil, having already put into the heart, that Judas, [the son] of Simon Iscariot, might deliver Him up.”  Judas was already under the influence of Satan, when he plotted the betrayal and arrest of Jesus.  Compared with Mk 14:11b, “And then he [Judas] began seeking how he might conveniently betray Him.”  And the ultimate passage is Jn 13:27, “And after the bit of bread, then Satan entered into him.  Therefore Jesus said to him, ‘What you intend to do, do without delay.’”  Satan cannot enter a believer.  However, those who believe in Judas’ salvation cite Mt 27:3, “Then when Judas, who had betrayed Him, saw that He had been condemned, he felt remorse and returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders,”
  But then the counter argument of orthodox theology is that Esau wasn’t saved because of his remorse (he sought salvation with tears and it did him no good, because he still would not believe in the Lord).  And if Esau was not saved based on his remorse, then likewise Judas is not saved by his remorse.

So you see, not only must the verses be translated correctly, but then Scripture must be compared with Scripture, and the interpretation must be compared with orthodox theology.
Rule 5: Don’t Read Your Theology Into the Passage.

Theology is based upon the accurate translation and interpretation of Scripture.  Too often pastors, people, clergy, T.V. personalities, and politicians want the Scripture to say what they want it to say instead of allowing the Scripture to speak for itself.  We all have preconceived notions about what the correct theology is.  This often gets us into deep trouble, as it did the Jewish leaders of the First Advent.  They firmly believed that salvation was through the genetic lineage of Abraham and had nothing to do with believing that the Messiah would die for their sins.  They believed in a political Messiah rather than a spiritual Messiah.  They wanted Jesus to be the Messiah of their preconceived theology.  Let the passage dictate your theology.  If the passage says X and it conflicts with your theology, then your theology is wrong and must be changed.  Develop the correct translation of the passage and then compare it to orthodox theology.  If there is no conflict, you have a correct interpretation.  Does this require you to learn theology?  You bet it does.  And there are too many pastors/preachers saying what they want the Bible to say without knowing correct, orthodox theology.
Charles Ryrie’s Basic Theology gives the basic principles of literal hermeneutics as follows:

“1. The purpose of language. The purpose of language itself seems to require literal interpretation. That is, God gave man language for the purpose of being able to communicate with him. God created man in His image, which included the power of speech, in order that God might reveal His truth to man and that man might in turn offer worship and prayer to God.  If God originated language for the purpose of communication, and if God is all-wise, then we may believe that He saw to it that the means (language) was sufficient to sustain the purpose (communication). It follows that God would Himself use and expect man to use language in its normal sense. The Scriptures do not call for some special use of language, implying that they communicate on some ‘deeper’ or special level unknown to other avenues of communication.

2. The need for objectivity. If one does not employ normal interpretation, then objectivity is lost. Switching the hermeneutical base from literal to allegorical or to semi-allegorical or to theological inevitably results in different, inconsistent, and often contradictory interpretations.

3. The example of the Bible. The prophecies of the first advent of Christ were all fulfilled literally. This obvious but extremely significant fact argues for the validity and use of the literal hermeneutics in all biblical interpretation.

Principles of Normal Hermeneutics:
1. Interpret grammatically. Since words are the vehicles of thoughts, … determining the grammatical sense of the text must be the starting point of normal interpretation.

2. Interpret contextually. Words and sentences do not stand in isolation; therefore, the context must be studied in order to see the relation that each verse sustains to that which precedes and to that which follows. We must consider the immediate context and the theme and scope of the whole book.

3. Compare Scripture with Scripture. The dual authorship of the Bible makes it necessary not only to know the human author’s meaning but also God’s. God’s meaning may not be fully revealed in the original human author’s writing but is revealed when Scripture is compared with Scripture. We must allow for a fuller meaning in the mind of the divine Author of Scripture. We cannot say that the human authors of Scripture always understood the full implications of their own words. When we compare Scripture with Scripture, we can discover the fuller intention of the divine Author.  The work of the biblical interpreter is not necessarily finished when he has come to the meaning intended by the original human author.  The total context of a passage is necessary for its correct understanding and, therefore, the intention of the secondary author must be subordinated to the intention of the primary Author, God Himself.  
4. Recognize the progressiveness of revelation. It is imperative to recognize that revelation was given progressively. This means that in the process of revealing His message to man, God may add or even change in one era what He gave in another.  Obviously the New Testament adds much that was not revealed in the Old. What God revealed as obligatory at one time may be rescinded at another (as the prohibition of eating pork and other unclean meats, once binding on God’s people, now rescinded, 1 Tim 4:3). To fail to recognize this progressiveness in revelation will raise unresolvable contradictions between passages if taken literally. Those who will not consistently apply this principle of progressive revelation in interpretation are forced to resort to figurative interpretation or sometimes simply to ignore the evidence.”
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