Introduction to Hermeneutics

А. The Goal and Task of Hermeneutics

God has revealed Himself through Holy Scripture.  Yet, in order to properly grasp that revelation, one must correctly interpret it.  Therefore, we must thoroughly investigate the question of biblical interpretation. 

When we discuss biblical interpretation, we encounter various terms that need clarification, for example, the word “interpretation” itself.  Interpretation is discovering the meaning of a text.  In other words, we want to capture the thoughts that the author expressed in his text.  We seek to discover what exactly he/she was trying to communicate to his/her readers.  In other words, we are searching for the author’s intent.  Words are signposts that point to the author’s meaning and intention. 

In some cases, the author’s meaning is straightforward.  In other cases, it requires more careful investigation.  Take, for example, this quotation from Ecclesiastes.  What is the author getting at?

Furthermore, men are afraid of a high place and of terrors on the road; the almond tree blossoms, the grasshopper drags himself along, and the caperberry is ineffective.  For man goes to his eternal home while mourners go about in the street (Ecc 12:5).

Another key term in biblical interpretation is “hermeneutics.”  Lewis Chafer offers this helpful definition: hermeneutics is “the art of interpreting literature, especially the Sacred Scriptures,” and includes “the recognition of the principles upon which a true analysis must proceed.”
  The key word in this definition is “principles.”  Hermeneutics involves identifying principles or methods that can be used to interpret any text and discover its meaning.  In his book The Hermeneutical spiral, Grant Osborn defends a similar definition: hermeneutics is “the science which delineates principles or methods for interpreting an individual author’s meaning.”
  

We will elaborate on these principles of interpretation in the following chapter, but we want to mention at the outset that these principles are not any shocking new discovery, but simply derive from common sense.  In the words of Kaiser, hermeneutics simply “collects these observed rules as already practiced by native speakers and arranges them in an orderly way for the purpose of study and reflection.”
 

The next term for discussion is “exegesis.”  Chafer defines it as “the application of the laws of interpretation” to a specific text.
  Here we highlight the word “application.”  Exegesis involves application of hermeneutical principles to the interpretation of a passage of Scripture in order to discover its meaning.

The term “exegesis” comes from the Greek word ἐξηγέομαι (exegeomai).  According to the etymology of the word, it contains two parts: the prefix ἐκ (ek), which means “out from,” and the verb ἄγω (ago), or “lead.”  These two thoughts, taken together, define well the essence of exegesis: “drawing out” the meaning of a text.
  The term ἐξηγέομαι (exegeomai) is found in the New Testament in the following passages: Lk 23:35; Jn 1:18; Acts 10:8; 15:12, 14; 21:19.  A key usage is in Jn 1:18, where Jesus is described as the one who reveals or, roughly speaking, “interprets” the Father: “No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained (ἐξηγέομαι) {Him}.” 

The final term to acquaint ourselves with is “theology.”  Theology involves combining various passages in order to define a specific biblical theme or teaching.  In order to define a biblical doctrine, we must consider the biblical passages that concern that topic.  In this way, theology differs from exegesis.  Exegesis involves interpretation of a single passage, while theology concerns the entire biblical witness on a topic of interest.  

In summary, hermeneutics teaches us principles, by which the task of interpretation should proceed.  Exegesis employs these principles to discover the meaning of a specific text.  Theology combines various passages that have gone through the exegetical process in order to derive the biblical teaching on any topic of interest. 

B. More on “Authorial Intent”

We have already asserted that the intent of the author determines a text’s meaning.  We must “unpack” this definition still more.  There are four elements in a text’s meaning: sense, referent, perlocution, and illocution.  Beyond that, the text’s significance must also be considered. 

The “sense” of a text is the combination of the dictionary definitions of each word in the passage taken together, considering also the context, in which is it found.
  That is, after discovering the definition of each word, we look at the grammatical connections between them and discern the influence of the given context on their meanings.  Cotterell rightly emphasizes the importance of context: “Like an utterance, the letter can only be understood aright by reference to the one context from which and in which it has its meaning.”
  He also comments that the meaning of a text is influenced not only by what is said, but also by what is not said.

Let us take for an example of the idea of “sense” a short passage in Jeremiah 52:7a: “Then the city was broken into, and all the men of war fled.”  The definition of the word “city” is a group of people living together in a certain location.  The phrase “was broken into” refers to the destruction of the defenses of the city, supposedly by an enemy force.  “All the men of war” are the soldiers guarding the city, while “fled” means rapid movement away from danger.  Combining these thoughts, we arrive at the sense of the text: a certain enemy entered a guarded city by force, which caused its guardians to flee.

Yet, the sense of the text is simply an abstraction.  It only relates the definitions of the words in the text.  It does not refer to any actual situation in real life.  We must then define the referents of these words.  The “referent” is that object, individual, idea, etc., to which these words refer.  The “sense” of a text is connected to the connotation of the words, while the “referents” relate to their denotation.  In our example (Jer 52:7), the referent of the word “city” is Jerusalem, “the men of war” are the Israeli army, and those who broke into the city are the Babylonians.  Knowing the referents of the text supplies us with concrete information from the passage.

Walhout delineates four types of referents.
  A “concrete” referent is a specific object in reality, such as “dog,” “house,” “man,” etc.  An “ideal” referent refers to a concept, such as “friendship,” “quality,” “unselfishness,” etc.  “Self-referents,” such as “and,” “but,” “for,” etc., connect other words in the text.  Finally, “descriptive referents” refers to objects that exist only in the mind of the author.  For example, when someone relates a fictitious story, his/her words describe the fictitious world that he/she is creating. 

In our search for the meaning of a text, it is important to keep in mind common assumptions between the author and his/her readers.  Sometimes the author and reader have a common history or experience that enables the author to omit certain details, since the reader is already aware of them.  Therefore, it is always helpful to study the historical context of a passage to discover these common elements.
  

The discussion of “perlocutions” and “illocutions” remains.  An author seeks not only to pass on information, but also to produce a psychological effect on his/her audience.  The technical term for this is a “perlocution.”  In other words, the author attempts to make a certain impression on the reader, arouse a certain feeling, or motivate to a certain action.  By means of his/her text, the author is making a “speech-act,” that is, he/she wants to accomplish something.
 

In our example from Jeremiah 52:7, the prophet is likely attempting to do more than just pass on historical information.  He also is demonstrating that God will back up his warnings about forsaking the covenant by chastising His people.  Therefore, one can assign to this passage the perlocution “shame, leading to repentance.” 

In order to achieve the desired perlocution, the author utilizes the appropriate “illocution.”  This term refers to a specific type of speech, such as a warning, announcement, claim, invitation, etc.  If the writer wishes to produce alarm in the reader (perlocution), he/she may employ a warning (illocution).  If the author wants to stir excitement (perlocution), he/she might use an exclamation (illocution). 

Finally, we must explain the “significance” of a text.  This term denotes how the passage is received or applied in a given situation.  In his volume Validity in Interpretation, E. D. Hirsch did groundbreaking work in this area, where he makes a clear distinction between meaning and significance.  He writes, “Meaning is that which is represented by the text; it is what the author meant by his use of a particular sign sequence; it is what the signs represent.  Significance, on the other hand, names a relationship between that meaning and a person, or a conception or a situation.”
  Concerning “significance” he writes, “There is literally no limit to the significance of the shortest and most banal text.  Not only can its verbal meaning be related to all conceivable states of affairs… but it can also be related at different times to changing conditions in all conceivable states of affairs.”

Let us look again at Jeremiah 52:7 from the vantage point of “significance.”  If the reader of this passage happened to live at the time of the Roman invasion of Jerusalem, he may find in it a different, but related significance than the original readers did.  Just as God punished Israel through Babylon, He may be doing a similar thing through Rome.  The reader may discover in a text a principle that applies to his/her situation.  At the same time, when a reader applies a passage to his/her situation, he/she must be certain that the application is, as Cotterell states, “in conformity with that determined meaning.”

In our search for authorial intent, we encounter still another obstacle.  According to the doctrine of inspiration, the Bible has two authors: a human one and a divine one (the Holy Spirit).  Therefore, we must seek to understand the relationship between these two authors and their respective authorial intents. 

According to conservative evangelical hermeneutics, in the great majority of cases, the authorial intent of both the human and divine authors overlap.  This means that the Spirit acted on the human writers in such a way, that what the latter consciously intended to communicate to their audiences is precisely what the Spirit sought to communicate as well.  In other words, God did not bypass the human authors of Scripture, but truly spoke through them, imparting to their minds and hearts the message He meant to speak.  So then, if we discover the human author’s intent, we uncover the divine author’s intent as well. 

To the above rule of thumb, however, we must note certain exceptions.  First, there are instances when it appears that only God knew the full meaning of the text penned by the human author.  A clear example is prophecy.  It is unlikely that the prophets fully understood how their predictions would be fulfilled (see 1 Pet 1:10-12; Jer 23:20; Dan 12:8-9).  At the same time, the prophets likely did have some idea of who or what they were referring to, but simply did not know about their referents in full detail.  That becomes clear only when the prophecy is fulfilled.
  In addition, we have no assurance that the human author always perceived the symbolic element in typological personages in Scripture.  This issue is discussed in greater detail in a later chapter.  

The question also arises whether the meaning of a passage can change over time.  Not infrequently, a later biblical writer will see in a certain passage more meaning than the original author apparently perceived.  This often occurs in how New Testament writers treat the Old Testament.  Has the New Testament author discovered a “fuller” meaning of the original text that lies outside the boundaries of original authorial intent? 

In answer to this quandary, we must recall our previous discussion of the distinction between “meaning” and “significance.”  When a later biblical writer apparently assigns more “meaning” to an earlier text, we are dealing not with the original passage’s “sense” or “referents,” but with the significance of the text for the later author.  The original meaning, which the original author assigned to the text (i.e., its sense, referents, perlocution, and illocution) remains unchanged.  What changes is the passage’s significance in the light of further revelation.
 

In a similar way, some may claim that a biblical text may obtain a “fuller” meaning when it is examined in the light of the entire biblical canon.
  New information, obtained from other passages of Scripture, can shed new light on an earlier text.  On the other hand, we must not confuse exegesis with theology.  Every passage of Scripture that touches on a certain topic will contribute to the formation of the corresponding doctrine.  The process of doctrinal formation, though, does not affect the meaning of the texts employed – they maintain their original meanings.  When we combine various texts to form doctrine, we are creating something entirely new – the whole-Bible teaching on that subject, or “theology.”  Riggs, citing Kaiser, wisely counsels:

Once the exegetical work has been completed, then the interpreter can proceed to set the doctrinal content of a particular passage in its total biblical context by way of gathering together what God has said on the topic.  This is the analogy of faith of the whole of Scripture.  But the analogy of faith should not be used to extricate meaning from or import meaning to texts that appeared earlier than the passage where the teaching is set forth either most clearly or perhaps for the first time.  Such an exercise is eisegesis, not exegesis.

When dealing with authorial intent, one must also be wary of “tunnel-vision.”  Although the biblical author had a primary goal or intent in writing his text, he may also provide valuable “incidental” material that must be considered as well.
  For example, in Philippians 2:5-11, Paul speaks much of the divinity and humanity of Christ.  Yet, his main topic is humility and Christian unity.  Yet, the fact that Christology is not the main thrust of this passage in no way minimizes the value of the Christological material it contains. 

 Our last item for clarification is as follows.  If all we know about the biblical author’s intention is what he wrote in his text, then how can we “get behind” his words to discover his thoughts and intentions?
  In this connection, some claim that we have access not to the actual author of the text, but the “implicit” author.  This term describes the actual author at the time, and only at the time, of writing.  Consequently, all that we can know about the “implicit” author is the contents of the given passage.
  How, then, can we discover the real author and his intention?

In response, we note that for this very reason we conduct a thorough exegetical analysis of the text.  By studying history, culture, language, genre, etc. we can better our understanding both of the actual biblical author and his text.  This will certainly aid us in discovering the actual author’s intention. 

We conclude that the proper approach to interpreting a text lies in identifying authorial intent, which includes the sense, referents, perlocution and illocution of the passage in question.  After discovering the author’s intent, the interpreter’s task then becomes applying the passage to his/her situation, respecting the original meaning of the text (i.e., the author’s intent) without distortion. 
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