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Introduction to Hermeneutics

1. Why Study Hermeneutics?

A. Interpretation happens (even if you aren’t aware of it).

B. Interpretation matters to God. 

Luke 11:52-3  “‘Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge. You did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering." As he went away from there, the scribes and the Pharisees began to press him hard and to provoke him to speak about many things …”  
2.
What is Hermeneutics?

A.
Definition: Hermeneutics (from the Greek hermeneia—interpretation) is the craft of interpretation.
B.
Definition: Biblical hermeneutics is the craft of interpreting Scripture.

C.
Definition: Exegesis (from the Greek ex—out, and hegeisthai—lead or guide) is the act of interpreting or applying hermeneutical principles to Scripture. 


D.
Goal: The interpretive process is designed to move through two steps:

1.   Exegesis


2. Application

3.
Obstacles to Effective Hermeneutics

A.
Unbiblical assumptions

1.
Common Presuppositions Today:

a.   Man is the measure of all things; human reason is therefore autonomous.


b.
The scientific method is the only valid means for ascertaining truth.


c. There is no absolute truth (at least that is knowable); therefore, truth is relative to the knower.

2.
The Bible is incompatible with this idea.  It teaches that:

a.
God measures and is the measure of all things. 


b.
Human reason cannot penetrate to the very bottom of things.


c.
Ultimate Truth is knowable only through knowing Jesus Christ.  

3.
When it comes to discovering the meaning of a text, I don’t start with myself.  

a.
I start with an assumption that God the creator is communicating through His word.


b.
I use my powers of reason to determine what God is saying in His word, not whether what He says is true.

B.
Sin 

1.
Sin is the central problem addressed by the Bible. 

1 Tim. 1:15  “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.”

“The New Testament writers frequently state that the ability to understand Scripture rightly is more a moral and spiritual than intellectual ability.”








Wayne Grudem

2.
How does sin affect Bible interpretation?

a. Sin darkens our minds so that we can miss the point or impact of Scripture.

Ephesians 4:17-18  “Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart.”


b. We will be tempted to interpret Scripture in a way that justifies (sinful) behavior in our lives.

c. Scripture touches on questions of truth; false interpretations run the danger of calling truth lies or lies truth.

John 8:44  “You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father's desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”

“In other words, recognition of the problem of sin in interpretation should result in a deep humility about our own interpretations, and a recognition of our need continually to repent of the sinfulness which we may not even recognize in our interpretive endeavors.”

d. Remember: People who saw and touched Jesus never knew who he was.

C.
Gaps
1. Historical gaps 


2. Cultural gaps 


3. Linguistic gaps


4. Geographic gaps 


5. Biological gaps 


6. Philosophical gaps 

4.
Five Presuppositions about the Bible 

A. The canon of Scripture (66 books) is inspired by God.

B. The words of Scripture come to us with the authority of the very words of God.

C. Scripture is without error and truthful in all it affirms.

D. The Bible is fundamentally clear and can be understood by all kinds of people.

E. The Bible is sufficient in that it contains all that is necessary for any Christian to know salvation and sanctification.

5.
Eleven Implications of the Inspiration of Scripture for the practice of hermeneutics

Because Scripture is inspired by God:

A. we come to its words with the confident expectation that God may be encountered there.

B. we recognize our dependence upon the Holy Spirit to be our teacher and guide.

C. we bring unique presuppositions and a unique hermeneutic to our interpretation of it.

D. no one and nothing can be set above it; therefore the best interpreter of Scripture is Scripture.

E. we anticipate finding the Bible to be a unified whole and are thus justified in seeking to harmonize discrepancies and tensions.

F. and because Scripture emerges out of history, recording real historical events and becoming itself an historical event, we are required to engage in historical exegesis of the text.

G. we are not exclusively concerned with historical questions but also recognize that the words of Scripture speak to us and our contemporary situation.

H. the faith of the interpreter is significant and essential.  There is no possibility of neutral interaction with Scripture since it, as God's word, lays claim on the whole life of the interpreter.

I. we seek to apply it to our present circumstances, understanding it to be the eternal and living word of the unchanging God.  Scripture is universally applicable and thus preaching, as well as serious Bible study, is universally required.

J. we never judge it but are always judged by it.  Scripture is our only authoritative standard for all we think, say and do.

K. we recognize that it tells one story, that of God and his dealings with man; therefore, all Scripture converges on the person and work of Jesus Christ.

5.
A Short History of Hermeneutics

A.
The Reformation brought a revolution to the church in how Scripture was interpreted. Luther, Calvin, and others opposed the prevailing practices in the Roman Catholic church in several key areas.

1. Luther insisted that the Scriptures were fundamentally clear. 

“Let it suffice for now to have laid down, by way of introduction, that the Scriptures are perfectly clear in their teaching, and that by their help such a defense of our position may be made that our adversaries cannot resist …”Any who cannot see the aforementioned clarity, and blindly stumble in the sunlight of Scripture, thereby reveal, if they are godless, how mighty is the dominion and power of Satan over the sons of men, which prevents them hearing and grasping the plainest words of God, and makes them like men whom an illusionist has mesmerised into thinking that the sun is a cold cinder, or believing that a stone is gold.”



2. They claimed that Scripture alone (Sola Scriptura) was authoritative to determine questions of faith and practice. 


3. In applying these two principles, that Scripture is both authoritative and clear, they emphasized that the primary rule for interpreting Scripture is that Scripture is to interpret Scripture.  (Analogy of Faith)


“This means, quite simply, that no part of Scripture can be interpreted in such a way as to render it in conflict with what is clearly taught elsewhere in Scripture.” 







R. C. Sproul


“The infallible standard for the interpretation of the Bible is the Bible itself. And so any question about the true and complete sense of a passage in the Bible (which is a unified whole) can be answered by referring to other passages which speak more clearly.” 







Westminster Confession

6.
Seven Implications of the Unity of Scripture for Hermeneutics

A.
There is one, unified, harmonious system of truth in Scripture.

“Since it is assumed that God would never contradict himself, it is thought slanderous to the Holy Spirit to choose an alternative interpretation that would unnecessarily bring the Bible in conflict with itself.” 







R. C. Sproul
B.
The best interpreter of Scripture is Scripture.

1.


4. Example: Job 1:7

“The Lord said to Satan, `From where have you come?’ Satan answered the Lord and said, `From going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it.’” 

Proverbs 15:3 “The eyes of the Lord are in every place, keeping watch on the evil and the good.”

C.
The greater the grasp one has of the whole of Scripture, the more effective he will be in interpreting any particular verse. 

1.
This is called the “hermeneutical spiral.” 

2.
Read the whole Bible.

3.   Develop a biblical theology.

4.
Study systematic theology.

D.
Obscure passages should be interpreted by clear ones.

1.
Examples:

a.
Saul’s encounter with the witch at Endor in 1 Samuel 28.

b.
Paul’s reference to baptizing for the dead (1 Cor. 15:29.

E.
What is explicit should interpret what is implicit.

1.
Examples:

a.
Christ as fully God and fully Man.

b.
The Trinity

F.
Revelation is progressive.

1.
Not all revelation came at once; rather, God made a sequence of revelations, each of which added to earlier revelations. 

2.
We can see in Scripture a process by God’s people of learning, understanding and  receiving increased light.

3.
No one could have anticipated the way God did things. 
Eph. 1:9-10  “… making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ  as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.”

4.
Progressive revelation doesn’t mean that there was no revelation in the Old Testament nor that the Old Testament should be ignored or set aside.

5.
Progressive revelation doesn’t mean that God evolved or changed over time. Rather, it means that He gradually amplified or made more clear His person and His purposes.

Matt. 5:17  “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.”

Acts 10:10-16  God commands Peter to kill and eat animals which were specifically forbidden in the Old Testament. This is not a contradiction but a result of Christ’s fulfilling this part of the law.

a.
God’s way of dealing with people has never changed; it has always been through grace. But it is more clearly understood now than before Christ.

G.
The new covenant should interpret but not obscure the old covenant.

1.
The New Testament shows us which things have been set aside or modified so that we don’t carry Judaism over into Christianity.

Gal. 5:2-3  “Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you.  I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the whole law.”

2.
The New Testament sheds light on what was only seen in the shadows previously.

H.
Scripture converges on the person and work of Jesus Christ.
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