Principles of Interpretation
In the previous chapter, we defined hermeneutics as “the science which delineates principles or methods for interpreting an individual author’s meaning.”
  The standard hermeneutic principles for interpreting any text, including Holy Scripture, are grouped under the title “the grammatico-historical method.”  In this chapter, we will detail the steps in this analysis, which will enable us to better discover the authorial intent of Scripture.

А. Defining the Text

The first step in the grammatico-historical method is defining or determining the limits of the text we want to study.  Here, there is one major rule to observe – not to choose a text less than one full paragraph in length.  One may examine a longer text consisting of several paragraphs, but not less than one.  The reason here is that a paragraph is usually devoted to one major theme.  Therefore, examination of the entire paragraph is imperative to maximally gain from its contents.

When one chooses a text for exegetical examination, one must be sure to properly determine where the paragraph(s) begins and ends.  This is determined by noting when the discussion of a topic begins and ends.  The chapter divisions in the Bible, though, are not always helpful.  Here are a few examples where a topic continues beyond the chapter division:

· 1 Jn 1:5-2:2 = how to deal with sin

· Mk 8:34-9:1 = call to discipleship

· 1 Cor 10:31-11:1 = imitating Paul’s example

Another factor to consider in defining the text is the presence of textual variants.  In order to properly analyze a text, one must know which words it originally contained.  We discussed this topic in detail in chapter 4. 

B. Preliminary Reading

Having determined the limits of the text, next one must carefully read the text and acquaint oneself with its contents.  Here it is important to remember that the goal of the preliminary reading is not do a detailed analysis or to gain some great insight into the text’s meaning, but simply to get better acquainted with what it says. 

While doing the preliminary reading, it is helpful to sort the text’s material into the following categories: historical, theological and ethical.  “Historical” material relates to recoded events.  “Theological” material addresses what we are to believe.  “Ethical” material addresses what we are to do or not do.  

In this step of the analysis, there are several pitfalls to avoid.  First, in categorizing material try not to omit material.  Second, do not add to your summary ideas not actually present in the text.  Even if we know more about the topic under discussion from other passages of Scripture, we must refrain from reading that material into our text.  At this point in the analysis, we must pretend that we know nothing except for what the text actually says.  

The third caution is related to the second.  One must read the text without preconceived notions as to its meaning.  It is difficult to read a text with pure objectivity, i.e., without reading into it our personal convictions.  Yet, without this caution, one might distort the text’s meaning.  At the outset, we must pretend that we are reading the text for the very first time.   

How does a preliminary reading of the text help us?  It clearly leads to a better acquaintance with the text.  In addition, an objective reading of the text will aid in ridding us of preconceived, possible errant ideas about its meaning.  This will put us in position to give the text a fair and honest analysis. 

C. Analysis of History and Culture 

The third step in a thorough exegetical study is examining the historical background: (1) which existed at the time the passage was written, and (2) of the events described in the passage itself.  The exegete must go back in time and enter into the world of the Bible to understand and faithfully interpret it.  Dodd agrees: 

The ideal interpreter would be one who has entered into that strange first-century world, has felt its whole strangeness, has sojourned in it until he has lived himself into it, thinking and feeling as one of those to whom the Gospel first came, and who will then return into our world, and give to the truth he has discerned a body out of the stuff of our own thought.

1. Background of the Book’s Composition

The first task in the analysis of history and culture is to discover (1) who wrote the passage under consideration, (2) to whom it was written, and (3) when it was written.  At the same time, we are interested only in the information that has bearing on the meaning of our passage.  All other details connected with these questions are irrelevant to our investigation.

We find a good example of how information about the author can affect a passage’s meaning in Philippians 4:4: “Rejoice in the Lord always.”  We know that the apostle Paul penned these words.  Yet, Paul wrote this verse from prison.  Therefore, if Paul could write about the joy of the Lord in the midst of personal suffering, how much more can we who live in comparable comfort rejoice in Him?   

Knowing something about the original recipients can also provide valuable insight.  For example, we observe in Matthew’s gospel an abundance of Old Testament quotations.  This is explained by recalling that Matthew wrote his Gospel primary for Jews, who needed to see from the Old Testament Scriptures that Jesus is the Messiah. 

Finally, how can knowing the date of composition affect interpretation?  We note a marked difference, for example, between the books of Kings and Chronicles as to how they describe the history of Israel – Kings puts it in a more negative light than Chronicles.  This is likely because of when the books were written.  Kings was written soon after the exile to Babylon, while Chronicles was written at the time of Israel’s restoration.  The purpose of Kings, likely, was to show God’s people the reason for their exile – their unfaithfulness to the covenant.  The purpose of Chronicles, however, was likely to inform the new generation of exiles returning to Palestine of their past history – both the bad and the good. 

2. Historical and Geographical Features of the Text

The next aspect of this analysis involves researching the historical and geographical data mentioned in the passage itself.  The historical data includes both people and events.  As far as the former, we find a fascinating example of historical insight in the study of Cyrus, king of Persia.  Ezra chapter 1 records his releasing the captive Jews to their homeland with a request for them to pray to the God of Israel for him.  Secular history reveals, though, that Cyrus released not only Israel, but also all the peoples in captivity, requesting prayer from each of them.  It appears that Cyrus was a pragmatist – willing to accept help from any deity.  

Our next example concerns interpretation of events recorded in the passage.  We read in 2 Chronicles 35 about Pharaoh Neco of Egypt, who was intercepted by Josiah, king of Judah, on his way to aid Assyria against Babylon at the battle of Carchemish.  Secular history informs us that Babylon ended up victorious in the battle and was confirmed as the next great world power.  Is it possible that Josiah’s interference helped tip the scales in favor of Babylon, the country that later exiled his people? 

3. Cultural Features of the Text

Along with historical data, studying cultural features apparent in the text can reap helpful insights as well.  First, we look for economic features.  For example, in Matthew chapter 18, Jesus told a story about a slave, whom his master forgave a sum of 10,000 talents, yet the slave refused to forgive his fellow slave who owed him a hundred denarii.  What does that mean in our money?  One talent was about 60 pounds and was used to measure either gold or silver.
  A denarius was only single day’s wage for a laborer.
  Now we can understand why the master in the parable was so incensed with the forgiven slave’s unwillingness to forgive another.  

Cultural features also include political issues.  For example, the woman from Samaria was amazed that Jesus spoke with her, since “Jews have no dealings with Samaritans” (Jn 4:9).  A little research reveals that the Jews and Samaritans had a very tense relationship and at one time actually warred with one other.  

Customs of the times must also be noted.  In Ephesians chapter 5, we note an interesting phenomenon.  In Paul’s instruction to married couples, he instructs the husband at length about loving his wife, but briefly and summarily directs the wife to submit to her husband.  Why this discrepancy?  Probing into the cultural values of the times, we discover that submission to the husband was already accepted in that culture, and therefore needed little elaboration.  On the other hand, sacrificial love for one’s wife was a radical departure from cultural norms, and therefore required more attention. 

Another prime example comes from the Old Testament.  In Genesis chapter 19, we read a bizarre story of angels who came to visit Lot and were threatened by the inhabitants of Sodom, who wanted sex with them.  In order to protect his guests, Lot offered the mob his daughters instead.  Although we cannot justify Lot’s actions, we can understand him better when we realize that, in the culture of that time, one felt obligated to protect one’s guests at any cost. 

Finally, one must consider the religious background of the passage under study.  For example, in Genesis chapter 1, we read about God’s creation of heaven and earth.  Usually, we see this as an explanation of the universe’s beginnings, and so it is.  On the other hand, in light of the fact that Israel struggled greatly with temptation to idolatry, we can take this narrative in still another way – it is an indirect refutation of polytheism, since one God is the Creator of all.

Another prime example of the value of considering the religious background of a passage is the account of the Last Supper in the Gospels.  What exactly did Jesus have in mind when He said, “This is My body,” and “This is My blood?”  Here Jesus and His disciples were celebrating the Jewish Passover.  The elements of bread and wine already had a symbolic meaning – a remembrance of Israel’s exodus from Egypt.  Yet, the Exodus itself serves as a symbol of a future, greater deliverance of God’s people from the penalty and power of sin through Messiah’s sacrificial death.  Therefore, when Jesus announces, “This is My body,” and “This is My blood,” He is simply replacing the original symbolic meaning of these elements with a new symbolic meaning – a prophetic proclamation of His work on Calvary.   

We may, then, paraphrase Jesus’ words as follows: “Jesus took some bread as if to say, ‘This bread, which each year you break in remembrance of the Exodus from Egypt, in reality symbolizes My body, which will be broken for you.’”  Similarly, “He took the cup, as if to say, ‘This cup, which each year you drink in remembrance of the Exodus from Egypt, in reality symbolizes My blood, which will be shed for you.’”  Thus, Jesus reveals the deeper meaning of Passover.
4. Literary Features of the Text

The last step in our analysis of history and culture is to consider literary features in the text.  By this we mean: does the author of our passage borrow material or ideas from previously written works?   Does he rely on outside sources?  First, we look for direct quotations.  If so, we must discover where the quotation was taken from and what role it plays in its original context, since this may have a bearing on the interpretation of the passage under study.  Sometimes, material in our passage may have been quoted in a later work.  If so, we must see how it was used by this other author in the new context.  

An example of a quotation taken from a previous work is Jesus’ words on the cross, “‘Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’ which is translated, ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’”  Here, the Lord is quoting Psalm 22, which prophetically describes the process of crucifixion.  Therefore, Jesus is indicating that He is the fulfillment of that prophetic Old Testament passage. 

One may also come across indirect quotations.  Here, earlier material is not cited verbatim, but ideas are taken from it.  In 1 Corinthians 13:2, for example, we read, “If I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.”  The idea of “removing mountains” is an indirect allusion to the words of Christ in Mark 11:23.  We may note the same in James’ use of Christ’s teaching in James 1:22 (cf. Matt 7:24-27).

We must also note that a biblical author may draw not only from earlier canonical books, but from other ancient literature as well.  One can find borrowing from intertestamental writings.  In addition, early Christian hymns are likely cited in Philippians 2:6-11, 1 Timothy 3:16, and Colossians 1:15-20.  At the same time, similarity between biblical and non-biblical material does not always necessarily mean that the former borrowed from the latter.  

D. Analysis of Genre

An important part of the exegetical process is the analysis of the genre in which a passage was written.  “Genre” refers to specific literary types.  We can illustrate this by a trip to the library.  There we find magazines, newspapers, fiction, poetry, biographies, scholarly works, etc.  Each literary type has its own unique features and is written in a certain recognizable style.  Consequently, when we read in a certain genre, we expect the material to follow certain standard patterns for that given genre.  Unconsciously, we take into consideration the features of that genre when we interpret the passage at hand.   

In reading the Bible, we encounter genres employed in antiquity, with which we may not be well acquainted.  This requires us to learn these genres and their unique features.  The biblical genres are as follows: narrative, law, epistle, proverb, prophecy, apocalypse, poetry, and wisdom.  We also note that a single biblical book may contain more than one genre, and this is often the case.  Interestingly, the apostle John wrote in three genres: narrative, epistle and apocalypse.
 

Vanhoozer rightly notes that the use of various genres is beneficial in that an author can thereby appeal to various aspects of the human personality: to reason, emotion, imagination, etc.  It is possible that the author of Hebrews speaks of the variety of genres when he writes, “God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many ways…” (Heb 1:1).
 

1. Narrative

The genre “narrative” is the retelling of historical events.  There are three aspects to its analysis: narrative as history, as literature, and as instruction.   

а. Narrative as History

In its most basic sense, narrative is history.  Biblical history is unique in that it is written from God’s perspective, since we often encounter commentary as to how God viewed events.  Yet, this “divine” commentary is not always present.  The author may simply describe the event and leave it to the reader to judge for himself/herself the appropriateness of people’s behavior in the story.

For example, were the early apostles correct in how they chose Judas Iscariot’s replacement (Acts 1:26)?  Did Paul act prudently when he ignored the advice of others not to go up to Jerusalem (Acts 21:11-14)?  How about the time when Jacob deceived his father in order to receive the latter’s blessing (Genesis 27), or when Joseph required the starving Egyptians to sell all they had, even themselves, to buy food from Pharaoh (Gen 47:13ff)?  In these and other cases, the text does not indicate how God felt about these actions.  The fact that Scripture records a certain deed does not necessarily mean that God endorses it.  One must evaluate such events in the light of the entire body of Scripture. 

Some errantly teach that the Bible does not relate true history.  They feel that biblical history, although based on true events, was elaborated with legendary elements in order to glorify the heroes of the Bible or to teach a theological or moral lesson.  We delve into this issue in chapter 14 of this volume.  The issue of verbatim recalling of biblical dialog was already discussed in chapter 5. 

b. Narrative as Literature

One must also analyze narrative as literature.  The authors of Scripture were not only historians, but also filled the role of composers of literature.  When they composed their books, they enjoyed a degree of freedom, under the direction of the Holy Spirit, to choose the historical material that suited their purposes and arrange it accordingly.  This is especially notable in parallel passages in the Four Gospels and in the books of Kings and Chronicles.  These books show variation in what material was used and how it was used.  This phenomenon is studied under the rubric of “redaction criticism,” which is discussed more in chapter 13.  

Liberal commentators misguidedly accept the literary aspect of narrative, while denying its historicity.  Yet, accepting narrative as literature in no way requires annulling its historical fidelity or value.  One can compose a creative literary piece that is nonetheless true to history.

In analyzing the genre “narrative” from a literary point of view, one must compare parallel passages and inquire why the biblical author included or excluded certain details, and why he arranged the material the way he did.  The answers to these questions may shed light on what theological or instructional goal the author was pursuing when he composed his history. 

Let us observe, for example, differences in the story of Jesus’ rejection at Nazareth (Matt 13:53-58; Mk 6:1-6; Lk 4:16-30).  Only Luke includes the fact that Jesus read in the synagogue about the descent of the Spirit on Messiah.  Luke, in fact, often highlights the role of the Spirit in the life and ministry of our Lord.  We encounter the same emphasis on the Spirit in Luke’s second volume, the Acts of the Apostles.  Furthermore, only Luke records our Lord’s words about Elijah going to the Gentiles.  Luke emphasizes the theme of the mission to the Gentiles in his writings in general.  Clearly, these topics, as well as others, were central in Luke’s theological agenda.    

The authors of Scripture, in their capacity as writers of literature, often include in their narrative some standard elements of literary composition.  We can note the following: (1) historical background of the event, (2) characters, (3) scenes, (4) plot, (5) dialog, (6) inner feelings of the characters, (7) narration, and (8) omission of certain details. 

The historical background concerns the geographical, chronological and historical circumstances, in which the events of the story took place.  Such information may aid in interpretation.  For example, in 1 Kings 13, we read of a prophet in the time of King Jeroboam who rebuked Israel for idolatry.  Yet, for violating God’s instruction not to spend the night in Samaria, the prophet was killed by a lion.  Why was God’s punishment of the otherwise obedient prophet so severe?  Learning the background of the account may help. 

We might speculate that the prophet’s message of rebuke consisted not only in words, but in actions as well.  By instructing the prophet not to remain in Samaria, God may have been symbolically indicating that Samaria was an unclean place because of its idolatry.  Therefore, by spending the night in Samaria against God’s direction, the prophet may have been contradicting his message of rebuke and thus failed in his prophetic mission. 

All literary works have characters than can be classified as follows.  The “round character” is the main player, often the hero of the story.  He/she is called “round” because we see all sides of this person’s character – his/her weaknesses as well as strengths.  Consequently, we cannot always predict how this individual will perform in different situations, which increases the drama of the account.  We also encounter “flat characters,” who consistently demonstrate only one character trait.  Therefore, his/her behavior is easily predictable.  The “agent” is a secondary character whose participation somehow enables the plot to proceed.  The “foil” is the character who displays the opposite traits of the main character and highlights the latter’s strengths or weaknesses. 

When analyzing the story’s characters, one must keep a couple rules in mind.  First, a group of people can fill the role of one character.  The Pharisees in the Gospels are a good example.  Rarely is one Pharisee mentioned in isolation, but all are grouped together – the “Pharisees came,” the “Pharisees said,” etc.  Second, although God is not always mentioned, one may assume His presence in every scene.  He is the discreet observer of every act.  

Let us look at an example.  In Judges, chapter 11, Jephthah is the main or “round” character.  We observe him from all angles.  Sometimes he acts wisely, sometime foolishly; sometimes her performs well, sometimes poorly.  It is difficult to predict how he will respond in a given situation.  The “flat” characters in the story are Jephthah’s brothers, who constantly give Jephthah trouble, the elders of Gilead, whose only goal is to try to convince Jephthah to be their leader, and the king of Ammon, whose only interest is to take land from Israel. 

There are many agents in Judges 11.  The parents of Jephthah are mentioned because their history explains why Jephthah’s brother are set against him.  The Ammonites enter the story because they support their king in his assault on Israel.  On the other side, “worthless fellows” come to aid Jephthah, as do the men of Israel.  Messengers enable communication between the opposing sides.  

The most interesting character is Jephthah’s daughter, who fills the role of the foil.  She is the opposite of her father: he is aggressive and ambitious; she is passive and submissive.  She is ready to obey her father even to death.  Thus, Jephthah’s aggressiveness and ambition are made even more manifest when compared to his daughter’s meekness. 

As in most literary works, the biblical narratives are segmented into specific scenes.  In Judges 11, the first scene is Israel’s conflict with Ammon.  Then, the scene shifts to the early history of Jephthah, who later becomes God’s instrument of victory.  The next three scenes depict negotiations between Jephthah and different parties.  His first negotiations take place with the elders of Gilead and yield a favorable result for Jephthah.  Next, he seeks to negotiate with the king of Ammon, but unsuccessfully.  Finally, he “negotiates” with God by making a vow in order to secure His help in battle. 

By comparing the final three scenes, we can observe a certain development.  In his negotiations with the elders of Gilead, Jephthah was successful in attaining his aims.  In the negotiations with the king of Ammon, however, things did no go so well.  The “negotiations” with God led to even a more negative, even tragic result.  As a result of his thoughtless vow, he apparently sacrificed his own daughter.  

The plot is the process by which the overall goal of the story is reached.  The standard order of a plot is as follows: (1) an introduction, in which we become acquainted with the elements of the story and its players, (2) the appearance of the issue to be resolved, and (3) the resolution of the issue, which is sometimes tragic, so that the readers learn not to copy the example of those who failed.  Another aspect of the plot is the tempo.  One should note when the events happen in quick succession, and when the plot slows.  The latter usually occurs during the more important segments of the plot.  A common ploy to slow the plot is to introduce dialog.

Let us examine the plot of Judges 11.  The problem is the conflict with Ammon.  How was the problem resolved?  Here we encounter a significant point.  A hurried reading of the passage may create the impression that the issue with Ammon was solved by Jephthah’s vow.  However, a more careful reading will reveal that God had already provided the means of victory before Jephthah made his vow, when He sent His Spirit upon him.  In the other accounts of the judges of Israel, the coming of the Spirit was the key to victory.  Jephthah’s apparent lack of trust in God’s enabling Spirit, though, led to him making his tragic, and unnecessary vow.  

Next, we investigate the narration himself.  Here we are interested to know who is telling the story.  Usually, a third-person narrator does this, that is, the author of the book.  Sometimes, though, one of the characters in the story relates the events from his point of view.  It can be helpful to discern from the tone of the narrative how the narrator feels about the story he is telling, which may aid in our evaluation of the characters’ actions.  In Judges 11, especially in verses 34 and 40, we can pick up a sense of grief, underscoring the tragic nature of the narrative.

When analyzing the dialog, one should ask the following.  First, who is leading the conversation?  Usually, the leader of the dialog considers himself/herself superior to the other.  It is also interesting to observe how the dialog partners respond to each other.  In addition, we must identify the theme of the discussion.  Each partner is attempting through the dialog to accomplish something.  What are they after, and why?  For example, in Jesus’ conversation with the woman of Samaria, she wanted to engage Him in a theoretical religious discussion, while Jesus wanted to delve into her personal life (Jn 4).  In Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus (Jn 3), the latter appealed to Jesus as a teacher, while Jesus pointed out his need not for more knowledge, but for a spiritual rebirth.  

Next, the text sometimes reveals the inner thoughts and feelings of a person in the story, which may aid us in evaluating his/her character.  Finally, one may note an omission of material when comparing parallel passages.  One must ask why one author included it, while another excluded it.  

c. Narrative as Instruction

The third aspect of biblical narrative is that it fulfills a teaching function as well.  The authors of Scripture are not only historians and writers, but theologians as well.  When we examine narrative as instruction, we must note that teaching takes place on two levels.  On the one hand, a person in the narrative may be teaching.  On the other hand, the author of the narrative is trying to get a theological point across as well in the way he uses the historical material.  Therefore, we must analyze both the teachings contained in the narrative, and the instructional goals of the narrator.  

The above-mentioned approach is well illustrated in Acts, chapter 7, where Steven, on trial before the Jewish leaders, addresses his accusers.  Stephen’s goal in his speech is to give a prophetic rebuke to his audience.  What, then, is Luke’s goal in recording his speech?  Most likely, Luke is hoping to inspire his audience by Stephen’s courage and strength.  Therefore, one speech accomplishes two instructional goals: one for Stephen, and the other for Luke. 

It is important to note that the teaching of the character in the narrative may or may not be totally accurate.  As far as the biblical author goes, the doctrine of inspiration guarantees that his teaching is true.  The content of the biblical character’s speech, though, we must evaluate in the light of the whole of Scripture.  

In Steven’s case, there seems to be no reason to doubt the correctness of his teaching per se, seeing that he was filled with the Spirit at that moment, and Luke makes no negative comment on it.
  On the other hand, God said about the friends of Job that they had “not spoken of Me what is right as My servant Job has” (Job 42:7).
  The author of the book of Job, however, included these teachings under the Spirit’s direction, albeit for a different pedagogic purpose.  As far a Job goes, sometimes his words are true (see Job 42:7), and sometimes they are not (see Job 38:2).
 

Another excellent example of teaching “on two levels” is the Synoptic Gospels.  There we encounter, of course, the words of Jesus, whose teachings are always true.  Besides that, all the Gospel writers selected material from the life and teaching of Jesus in such a way to present Him in a certain light for the sake of the audience they sought to reach.  The “first level” of teaching, then, is the actual teaching Jesus gave to the people of His day.  The “second level” of teaching is the attempt by the Gospel writers not only to pass the teachings of Christ on to their audience, but also to make a unique contribution to our overall understanding of the person of Christ. 

2. Law

The genre “Law” involves the giving of commandments.  There are two types of commandments: apodictic and casuistic.  Apodictic law lays down general moral principles, which the people of God must observe.  A good example is the Ten Commandments, one of which is “honor your father and your mother” (Ex 20:12).  Yet, sometimes a more specific application to life is needed.  In such cases a “casuistic law” comes into play, where the moral principle is put into practice.  For example, in the case of a disobedient child we read, “If any man has a stubborn and rebellious son who will not obey his father or his mother… then all the men of his city shall stone him to death; so you shall remove the evil from your midst, and all Israel will hear {of it} and fear” (Deut 21:18-21). 

When interpreting commandments one must gather and compare other commandments on the same topic, both apodictic and casuistic.  This will enlarge and sharpen one’s understanding of the passage under investigation.  Weeks comments on the value of having both types of commandments.  Apodictic law allows the condensing of material, since most cases will be decided on the basis of the general principles anyway.  On the other hand, having concrete examples helps to clarify those principles.

An important question arises as to how the Old Testament law applies to New Testament believers.  This will be our topic in the next chapter.

3. Epistle

Possibly, the most central literary genre found in Scripture is the epistle, since epistles contain the most substantial doctrinal content in the Bible.  We must study the special features of this important genre.  First, the epistle is a letter, written according to the standard custom of letter writing of that day.  As in all letters, the author begins with a greeting, goes on to the body of the letter, and ends with a farewell.

The epistles are not textbooks in systematic theology, written to explicate various Christian doctrines.  They are, rather, “applied theology,” written for practical purposes.  The biblical author applies his knowledge of Christian doctrine to resolve issues for the recipients.  At the same time, the epistle writer does not tell all that he knows about that doctrinal question.  In order to study Christian doctrine more thoroughly, one must look at the whole Bible.  The goal of the epistle writer is not to give a full exposition on a teaching, but rather to share enough knowledge of it to solve the problem at hand.  

As stated above, epistles were patterned according to the ordinary custom of letter writing of the day.
  In New Testament times, in fact, letters intending to teach, or “epistles,” were coming into vogue.  New Testament writers wrote according to this model.  Sometimes they address one individual, but more often a single church or group of churches.  

A typical letter would begin with a greeting, which we observe in New Testament epistles as well.  First, the author identifies himself and indicates his status in relation to the recipients.  New Testament authors often refer to their apostolic status and thereby emphasize their authority in the Church.  

After the author identifies himself, he gives a greeting.  The typical greeting among the Greeks was χαρεῖν (харэйн), i.e., “rejoice.”  The customary greeting among the Jews was שָׁלוֹם (шалом), i.е. “peace.”  In the epistles, we see the greeting “grace” (i.е. χάρις, similar to the word χαρεῖν) and “peace.”  It seems that the apostles were greeting both the Gentile and Jewish believers, highlighting thereby the unity of the Church.  In secular letters, after the greeting came an expression of gratitude to the recipient and words of blessing.  In New Testament epistles, though, the expression of gratitude is directed toward God, followed by a prayer for the recipient(s). 

When analyzing the opening of an epistle, one should be attentive to the following.  First, who is actually the author of the letter?  Sometimes the greeting comes from several individuals, but only one of them is the actual author.  Next, how does the author introduce himself?  Does he speak of himself as an apostle, emphasizing his authority over the Church, or as a “bondservant of Christ,” emphasizing Christ’s authority over him?  In addition, how does the author address the Church?  Does he praise it, or begin in a critical tone?  The author’s opening may reflect the spiritual condition of the given congregation.

Next, for what does the author express thanks to God?  What positive features of the church are mentioned?  Finally, for what does the author pray?  This may indicate what struggles or needs the congregation is facing.  What about the farewell at the end of the epistle?  Who is sending or receiving greetings?  Here we may gain some insight into the historical background of both the congregation and the author.  

Part of the analysis of this genre is unraveling the arguments the author uses to reinforce his claims.  Often, the epistle writer will give reasons or substantiation for his instructions, while at other times he simply makes assertions without confirming proofs.  In the latter case, the author simply relies on his apostolic authority and expects the recipient(s) to receive his exhortation as such.  In those cases, though, where he does appeal to argumentation, the interpreter must analyze the logic of his arguments.

We will draw a brief example from Romans, chapter 3, where Paul claims that people are justified before God by faith.  In this connection, he offers several proofs: (1) the Old Testament speaks of justification by faith, (2) a person cannot be justified by works, (3) God’s grace is expressed in justification by faith, and (4) the cross of Christ has satisfied God’s just punishment for humanity’s sin.

It may also prove helpful to analyze the style of the author’s arguments.  Aristotle provides us with helpful categories of argumentation.  If a person appeals to some authority in support of his/her position, we designate this by the Greek term ethos.  Paul uses this approach, among other places, in his letter to Philemon.  In an effort to urge Philemon to receive back his runaway slave, he writes, “Having confidence in your obedience, I write to you, since I know that you will do even more than what I say” (v. 21).  By mentioning Philemon’s “obedience,” Paul is appealing to his apostolic authority.  

If one appeals to emotion, we term this pathos.  Turning again to Paul’s letter to Philemon, we read in verse 9, “Yet for love's sake I rather appeal {to you}– since I am such a person as Paul, the aged, and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus.”  Clearly, Paul here is playing on Philemon’s emotions to secure his cooperation. 

An appeal to logic is called logos.  In Colossians 2:20-21, Paul employs this approach: “If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as, ‘Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!’”

4. Parable

The next genre for our investigation is “parable.”
  A parable is a fictitious story, told to teach a lesson.  Although the story is not real history, one may still analyze the parable from the point of view of history.  For example, the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10) makes sense when we are aware of the hostile relationship that existed between the Samaritans and the Jews.  We may also study a parable as literature, identifying in it literary features such as plot, background, character types, etc.   

We must also identify the goal of the parable.  Just as in our discussion of the “two levels” of teaching in narrative, the same exists in a parable.  The one teaching the parable is attempting to achieve a certain goal, as is the biblical writer who includes it in his book.   

Some practical suggestions when interpreting parables are as follows.  First, identify the main point or theme of the parable.  Sometimes the biblical text itself gives that away.  For example, prior to relating a parable of Jesus in Luke 18, Luke identifies for the reader the purpose of the parable: “Now He was telling them a parable to show that at all times they ought to pray and not to lose heart” (Lk 18:1).  It is also helpful to study other parables in that same context.  In Matthew chapters 24-25, Jesus tells several parables about His second coming.  Their messages complement one another. 

Next, one must identify the “points of correspondence” in the parable.  Here we are asking, “Which elements in the parable have symbolic meaning?”  Sometimes a parable has only one main point, as in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10) – aiding those in need, even an enemy.  Other details in the story likely have no significance, except for the mention of the priests and Levites, who may symbolize those who have religious devotion, but lack compassion for others.  

In other parables, however, there may be many points of correspondence.  The main point of the parable of the sower and the seeds (Matt 13) is how people receive God’s Word.  Yet, in distinction from the previous example, this parable has many symbolic elements.  The seed is the Word of God, the soils are people’s hearts, etc. 

Podnyuk cautions that improper application of details in a parable can lead to serious theological error.
  For example, some early commentators mistakenly felt that since Jesus is the vine (Jn 15), God must have created Him, since a vine is part of creation.  Besides this, Pelagius noted that the prodigal son returned to his father without the help of a mediator (Lk 16).  Does this imply that one can come to God directly, without the mediation of Christ?  Definitely not!

Thiselton draws our attention to another special feature of parables.
  In His preaching, Jesus sought common ground with His listeners.  He spoke of vineyards, wedding feasts, catches of fish, sowing seed, etc.  His listeners were well acquainted with these topics, since they related to their interests and needs.  Yet, Jesus arranges His parables in such a way as to introduce to the hearers a new and unexpected element.  For example, in Luke 18:9-17, contrary to expectations, the Pharisee is not justified before God, but the tax collector – the former was regarded as a religious hero, but the latter as a villain!  Other parables follow the same pattern.  David was in full agreement with Nathan’s parable of rebuke, until he discovered that it applied to him (2 Chr 12:1-10). 

Moreover, a parable can have multiple applications depending on the hearer.  When one hears a parable, he/she usually relates to one of the characters more than to the others.  In Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and tax collector (Lk 18), one hearer may identify more with the Pharisee, while others may see themselves in the role of the tax collector.  Each hearer, though, receives something from the Lord, whether rebuke or reassurance.  The genre “narrative” has the same effect, since the reader may identify more with one or another of the characters in the historical narrative.

5. Poetry

The genre “poetry” is widespread throughout Scripture.  We notice it especially in the Psalms, but it is present in wisdom literature, prophecy, apocalypse, and even in the epistles.  Unlike our poetry, Hebrew poetry is based not on rhyme, but on parallelism.  “Parallelism” means that neighboring lines in the poem are of approximately the same length and parallel each other in one of the following ways: synonymously, antithetically, or synthetically.  

The term “synonymous parallelism” refers to neighboring lines that advance the same idea, albeit expressed in different ways.  For example:

He ties {his} foal to the vine, 

And his donkey's colt to the choice vine; 

He washes his garments in wine, 

And his robes in the blood of grapes (Gen 49:11).

In this example, the phrases, “He ties {his} foal to the vine,” and, “His donkey's colt to the choice vine” are saying the same thing.  The same is true for “He washes his garments in wine,” and, “His robes in the blood of grapes.”  

In the following New Testament example, “first part” equals “root,” and “lump” parallels “branches”: 

If the first piece {of dough} is holy, the lump is also; 

and if the root is holy, the branches are too (Rom 11:16).

We take our final example of synonymous parallelism from Proverbs 29:18, where the words “vision” and “law” are synonyms:

Where there is no vision, the people are unrestrained, 

But happy is he who keeps the law.

The second type of parallelism is antithetical parallelism.  Here the second line of a pair expresses the contrast of the first.  In the following construction, a wise and foolish son are contrasted:

A wise son makes a father glad, 

But a foolish son is a grief to his mother (Prov 10:1) 

This verse also demonstrates synonymous parallelism.  The words “father” and “mother” are synonyms, indicating “parents.” 

Proverbs 3:33 also contains antithetical parallelism:

The curse of the LORD is on the house of the wicked, 

But He blesses the dwelling of the righteous.

Another example is from Psalm 20:7:

Some {boast} in chariots and some in horses, 

But we will boast in the name of the LORD, our God.

The final type of parallelism is synthetic parallelism.  Here we see a certain development between lines in a pair.  For example:

So I will send fire upon the wall of Gaza; 

And it will consume her citadels (Amos 1:7). 

As a result of God sending fire on the wall of Gaza, her citadels are consumed. 

Another instance:

I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised, 

And I am saved from my enemies (Ps 18:3).

Because David called upon the Lord, he is delivered from his enemies.  Synthetic parallelism implies not only result, but may also indicate intensification, culmination, or other relationships. 

Even though we encounter parallelism throughout Scripture, this poetic arrangement abounds in the Psalms.  The Psalms as a whole are often classified by types.  Hermann Gunkel’s classifications are as follows:

· Hymns of praise: example - Psalm 103 

· Community laments: example - Psalm 44

· Songs of individual thanksgivings: example - Psalm 18

· Songs of individual laments: example - Psalm 3

· Royal psalms: example - Psalm 4

· Spiritual songs: example - Psalm 50

· Mixed types: example - Psalm 100

· Others (entrance liturgies, Torah songs, blessings)

Let us look more closely at two types of psalms: psalms of praise and psalms of lament.  Psalms of praise glorify God, encourage reflection on Him, and inspire faith.  They also provide both the writer and reader a vehicle for expressing emotion connected to these themes.  

As far as psalms of lament, they also enable the expression of emotion, in this case, painful emotion.  Psalms of lament conventionally follow a certain pattern.  First, the psalmist appeals to God for help, bringing his petition before Him.  Then, he either acknowledges his sin as the cause of the trouble, or defends his innocence.  Next, the psalmist will invite God’s punishment on his enemies and express confidence in God’s intervention.  In conclusion, he thanks God in advance for His anticipated help. 

6. Wisdom

Next, we will examine the genre “wisdom.”  We find this genre primarily in the other poetic books of the Old Testament, namely in Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon.  The New Testament also boasts this literary type: the Epistle of James.  Yet, the classic example of wisdom literature is the Proverbs of Solomon.  

We can characterize the structure of a proverb as follows.  First, the theme is introduced, followed by a commentary on that theme, that is, an evaluation of a certain behavior or its results.  In Proverbs 28:19 we read, “He who tills his land will have plenty of food, but he who follows empty {pursuits} will have poverty in plenty.”  The theme here is diligence.  The commentary – it leads to prosperity.  Other features of proverbs are their brevity, parallel structure, and practicality.

How should one approach interpreting proverbs?  First, in this literature, the terms “understanding,” “discernment,” “wisdom,” and “knowledge” are synonyms, interchangeably employed for rhetorical effect.  When interpreting proverbs, focus on their main theme.  It is very helpful to compare the proverb under study with other proverbs touching on the same subject in order to broaden our understanding of that theme.  

A thorny question concerning proverbs is this: “Why do we not always see in our experience a proverb’s fulfillment?”  For example, Proverbs 28:19 promises that hard work leads to prosperity, and Proverbs 22:6 assures us that proper child raising ensures a child’s lifelong fidelity.  Yet, we do not always see this in real life.  We might respond that a proverb’s fulfillment depends on other factors as well.  A simple proverb cannot take into consideration all of life’s complex factors in determining the outcome in every individual case.  The goal of a proverb is merely to correlate one factor with another.  All other things being equal, the proverb will be fulfilled as written. 

Several categories exist for classifying proverbs.  We may list “fatherly instruction,” as in Proverbs 4:1: “Hear, {O} sons, the instruction of a father, and give attention that you may gain understanding.”  Some proverbs are classed as “speech with numbers,” as in Proverbs 30:18-19: “There are three things which are too wonderful for me, four which I do not understand: the way of an eagle in the sky, the way of a serpent on a rock, the way of a ship in the middle of the sea, and the way of a man with a maid.”  Other proverbs employ comparison: “For the churning of milk produces butter, and pressing the nose brings forth blood; so the churning of anger produces strife” (Prov 30:33).  Often these comparisons utilize the word “better”: “Better is the poor who walks in his integrity than he who is crooked though he be rich” (Prov 28:6).

Some proverbs identify things abominable to the Lord: “The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the LORD, But the prayer of the upright is His delight” (Prov 15:8).  Others show the path to happiness: “He who despises his neighbor sins, but happy is he who is gracious to the poor” (Prov 14:21).  A proverb taken from Judges 8:21 contains what we call a “proverbial saying”: “For as the man, so is his strength.”

An acrostic is when lines in a poetic saying begin with the successive letters of the alphabet.  Proverbs 31:10-31 is one of several fine examples.  Some proverbs are structured in contrasting “pairs”: “Poor is he who works with a negligent hand, but the hand of the diligent makes rich.  He who gathers in summer is a son who acts wisely, {but} he who sleeps in harvest is a son who acts shamefully” (Prov 10:4-5).  In Proverbs, one may find paradoxes: “Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will also be like him.  Answer a fool as his folly {deserves,} that he not be wise in his own eyes” (Prov 26:4-5).

Besides the Book of Proverbs, we may identify other examples of wisdom sayings – sometimes in short, other times in long forms.  One of the short forms is the riddle.  Sampson provides us with the following example: “Out of the eater came something to eat, and out of the strong came something sweet” (Judg 14:14).  Short forms also include allegories, such as in 2 Kings 14:9.  Allegories can be lengthy as well (see Ezekiel 17).  Other “long forms” include wisdom poetry (Job 28; Prov. 9), wisdom narrative (Prov 7:6-23; Ecclesiastes), and wisdom dialog (Job).  

All variations of wisdom literature pursue similar goals.  They summon people to seek wisdom and value it.  They also challenge traditional thinking.  Consequently, they may subject to criticism the way people usually think or solve problems.  They call people to rethink and reevaluate how they live. 

7. Prophecy

The genre “prophecy” encompasses two major thrusts: proclamation of salvation and announcement of judgment.  Prophecy either lifts the spirit of the suffering with the hope of deliverance, or reproves the haughty spirit in opposition to God.

The “proclamation of salvation” employs the following structure.  It begins with a word of assurance to the recipient, followed by a promise of God’s intervention into the situation.  Then, God gives His reasons for intervening.   

The following example will help illustrate this.  In Isaiah 43:5-7, the prophet gives this word of assurance: “Do not fear, for I am with you.”  Then, God promises His intervention: “I will bring your offspring from the east, and gather you from the west.  I will say to the north, ‘Give {them} up!’ and to the south, ‘Do not hold {them} back.’”  Finally, God explains why He will act: “Bring My sons from afar and My daughters from the ends of the earth, everyone who is called by My name, and whom I have created for My glory, whom I have formed, even whom I have made.”  Israel is His people, created for His glory.

Much discussed is the question of Old Testament prophecy’s fulfillment.  Some say these prophecies belong to Israel alone and anticipate their fulfillment during the coming messianic kingdom.  Others assign their fulfillment to the Church, since the Church is now the people of God.  We will discuss this issue at length in chapter 9.

The second main thrust in prophecy is the announcement of judgment.  This literary type also has its own unique structure.  First, God commissions the prophet to speak.  Then comes the formula, “Thus says Yahweh,” or something similar.  Next, through the prophet God rebukes His people.  Finally, He prescribes their punishment.        

We can view this structure in 1 Kings 21:17-19.  God commissions His prophet with the following words: “Then the word of the LORD came to Elijah the Tishbite, saying, ‘Arise, go down to meet Ahab king of Israel, who is in Samaria; behold, he is in the vineyard of Naboth where he has gone down to take possession of it. You shall speak to him, saying, “Thus says the LORD, ‘Have you murdered and also taken possession?’”’”  Then comes the formula, “Thus says Yahweh.”  Finally, his punishment is announced: “In the place where the dogs licked up the blood of Naboth the dogs will lick up your blood, even yours.”

We take another instance from 2 Kings 1:3-4.  The prophet is commissioned: “But the angel of the LORD said to Elijah the Tishbite, ‘Arise, go up to meet the messengers of the king of Samaria and say to them.’”  Next, instead of the formula comes the rebuke: “Is it because there is no God in Israel {that} you are going to inquire of Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron?”  Then comes the formula, “Now therefore thus says Yahweh,” and the anticipated judgement: “You shall not come down from the bed where you have gone up, but you shall surely die.”

Clearly, by means of the “announcement of judgment” God calls the sinner to repentance and warns of coming consequences.  This type of prophecy makes clear that sin has consequences.  However, upon repentance God’s punishment is withdrawn.

We must make mention of the important concept “prophetic perspective.”  This phenomenon is encountered when a prophecy is fulfilled progressively or in stages.  For example, a prophet may predict the coming of Messiah, but the fulfillment may come partially during His first coming, and partially during His second coming.  We can compare this phenomenon with a man standing before a mountain range where it appears to him that the peaks are very near to one another, when in reality there is a great distance between them.  Similarly, a prophet may describe certain events as if they will occur simultaneously, when in fact a long period of time separates their fulfillment.  This is “prophetic perspective.” 

Isaiah 42:1-4 demonstrates this phenomenon.  The words in italics relate to Messiah’s first coming, while the non-italic text awaits fulfillment at His second coming and the establishment of His earthly kingdom:

Behold, My Servant, whom I uphold; My chosen one {in whom} My soul delights.  I have put My Spirit upon Him; He will bring forth justice to the nations.  He will not cry out or raise {His voice,} nor make His voice heard in the street.  A bruised reed He will not break and a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish; He will faithfully bring forth justice.  He will not be disheartened or crushed Until He has established justice in the earth; And the coastlands will wait expectantly for His law.

Zechariah 9:9-10 follows a similar structure:

Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!  Shout {in triumph,} O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you; He is just and endowed with salvation, humble, and mounted on a donkey, even on a colt, the foal of a donkey.  I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the horse from Jerusalem; and the bow of war will be cut off.  And He will speak peace to the nations; and His dominion will be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth.

Daniel chapter 11 illustrates our point as well.  In the first part of the chapter, we see a precise description of the Seleucid emperor Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who invaded Israel in the second century BC and subsequently oppressed God’s people.  From verse 36 on, though, the prophet describes another individual, who will do greater abominations than Antiochus did.  The accepted idea is that Antichrist is in view.  Daniel does not distinguish the two, however, but speaks of them as a single individual.  

Prophetic perspective also appears in Isaiah, chapter 19.  Verses 1-17 predict God’s judgment on Egypt, which has already occurred in history.  From verse 18 on, though, we read of Egypt’s coming restoration during the messianic kingdom.  Similarly, Zechariah chapter 8 tells of Israel’s blessing and prosperity, both at Zechariah’s time, and in the end times.

In the above examples of prophetic perspective, the successive fulfillments occur over a long period of time.  Some instances, however, require only a short period.  For example, Samuel’s prophecies to Saul in 1 Kings 10:2-8 were fulfilled sequentially, yet only in the course of several years. 

Passages in Isaiah 14:3-20 and Ezekiel 28:1-19 demonstrate prophetic perspective of a different type.  On the one hand, they address God’s rebuke of the king of Babylon and the leader of Tyre respectively.  On the other hand, some verses better relate to Satan’s fall.  This case differs from the previous ones in that two future events are not in view, but judgements on pagan leaders of that day symbolically representing God’s judgment in the past on a rebellious cherubim.  The “fulfillments” also take place in different spheres: on earth and in heaven. 

Just as some prophecies can be fulfilled in stages, there also exist occurrences where a single prophecy is fulfilled twice in its entirety.  If we hold that in some way the prophet Elijah will yet return before Christ’s second coming (see Mal 3:1), then this prophecy has two fulfillments: one at the time of John the Baptist (see Matt 11:10), and one in the future.  Moreover, David’s son Solomon built a temple in his day (1 Kin 8:20), yet this prediction also applies to David’s son, the Messiah (see 1 Kin 5:5).  Finally, many feel that the prediction in Isaiah 7:14-16 has two fulfillments: one in a young woman during Isaiah’s time, and another in Mary, the mother of the Lord.
  This last case is discussed in detail in our third volume in the chapter on the humanity of Christ. 

8. Apocalypse

The final biblical genre for our examination is “apocalypse.”  Like prophecy, apocalypse concerns future events, yet it differs in several respects.  The following traits characterize apocalyptic literature.  In apocalypse, God typically reveals Himself in a vision.  Often, an angel accompanies the prophet and explains to him the elements in the vison.  Naturally, the prophet will see many symbols in the vision that are often difficult for us to interpret.  Symbols occur not only objects, but in numbers as well.  

Apocalypse is often written in poetical style.  Unlike prophecy, which addresses pressing questions facing God’s people of the time and shows the path to their resolution, apocalypse concerns the ultimate resolution of the cosmic conflict between God and Satan.  Since God emerges victorious in the end, this genre stresses God’s sovereignty.
  

Apocalypse differs from prophecy in yet another way.  In prophetic utterances, God attempts to introduce reform.  In apocalypse, however, there is no hope for reform.  The old order is passing away and all will be made new.  Apocalyptic literature usually appears during a time of crisis among the people of God.  This is to be expected, since especially during crisis God’s people need a word of comfort and hope for the future.

Finally, apocalypse emphasizes God’s transcendence.  That is, God directly intervenes in human history in supernatural ways in order to accomplish His plan.  Here we note still another distinction from prophecy, where God works in a more immanent fashion by means of natural processes and the participation of people.  

In general, we encounter the genre “apocalypse” in the book of Revelation, the last part of Daniel, Zechariah chapters 1-6, and Ezekiel chapters 37-48.   

What value is apocalypse?  First, since this genre is usually employed during times of crisis, it can serve to answer objections as to God’s apparent lack of intervention in a time of trial.  When people are in crisis, they typically ask, “Where is God?”  “Why does He not act?”  Apocalyptic literature reminds us that, in the end, God will deliver His people from all evil.  Second, since biblical apocalypse promises God’s people a glorious future, it can inspire perseverance, so that the people of God might stay faithful to Him in tough times. 

E. Analysis of Context

We will continue our description of the grammatico-historical approach to interpretation with an analysis of context.  The analysis of context enables us to define how the material surrounding our passage affects its interpretation.  The text under investigation is located in a certain section of the entire work and plays a definite role in the development of that section’s flow of thought and in accomplishing the aim of the book as well.  The thematic features of the book and its sections, in turn, affect the meaning our text.  Therefore, it is imperative to delineate the relationships between our text and the material surrounding it.  

We conduct the contextual analysis in the following manner.  First, one must construct or obtain an overall outline of the entire book.  This will enable us to identify the main theme of the book and where our passage fits in the development of that theme.  Next, we narrow our analysis to the relationship between our text and the section of the book containing it.  Next, how does our passage relate to what comes immediately before and after it?  Finally, we outline our passage under study. 

Let us apply this technique to the passage Philippians 2:1-11.  We begin by formulating an outline for the epistle as a whole and defining its main theme.  We may propose the theme of Philippians as “Living out the Gospel.”  The main sections of the epistle are as follows: 

1. Greeting (1:1-2)

2. The effect of the gospel (1:3-11)

3. The spread of the gospel (1:12-26)

4. Our response to the gospel (1:27-2:18)

5. Coworkers for the gospel (2:19-30)

6. Threats to the gospel (3:1-19)

7. The hope of the gospel (3:20-4:9)

8. Supporting the gospel (4:10-20)

9. Farewell (4:21-23)

Next, what is the relationship between our passage and the general theme of the book?  The main theme of our text is “humility in service.”  We conclude, then, that humility in service is an integral part of “living out the gospel.”  

We then examine the relationship of out text to the section that contains it.  We locate our text in the section: “Our response to the gospel.”  First, we note the importance of humility in service – it makes up part of our appropriate response to the Good News!  

Second, how does our subsection, Philippians 2:1-11, relate to other subsections in the section: “Our response to the gospel?”  The subsection prior to ours one could name: “Perseverance in suffering” (1:27-30).  The subsection following ours is “Progress in sanctification” (2:12-18).  Notable here is that subsection #1 highlights our relationship to the unbelieving world: we suffer for Christ with perseverance.  Our subsection highlights our relationship within the Church: we serve one another in humility.  The final subsection highlights our relationship with the Lord: we grow in holiness.  Our response to the gospel thus goes in all directions, affecting all our relationships.  

Third, we note a Christocentric focus in all the subsections: we suffer for Him (1:29); we follow His example of humility (2:5); and we grow in holiness in anticipation of His coming (2:16).  Thus, Jesus is the source of inspiration in all these areas of spiritual life.  

Finally, how do we define the relationship between our text and the surrounding context?  Earlier, Paul urged the Philippian church to “conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (1:27).  This exhortation likely applies to our passage as well (compare similar exhortations in 1:27 and 2:2).  The call to humility in service, then, is part of a lifestyle “worthy of the gospel of Christ.” 

Furthermore, in the previous context, Paul mentions his suffering for the gospel.  As chapter 2 begins, Paul invites the Philippians to relieve his suffering and become sources of comfort for him by relating to one another in humility and self-sacrifice.   

After our passage, Paul exhorts the congregation to submit to Christ (2:12-14).  Note that in verses 9-11, Paul speaks of the exaltation of Christ – every knee will someday bow to Him.  In 2:12-14, then, Paul is inviting believers to submit to the exalted Christ voluntarily at the present time. 

The last part of an analysis of context is to outline thepassage under study in detail.  This will allow us to follow the author’s train of thought.  Philippians 2:1-11 is broken down as follows: 

1. Call to unity and unselfishness (2:1-4)

2. The example of Jesus (2:5-8)


а. His divine status (2:5-6)


b. His voluntary humiliation (2:7-8)

3. Jesus rewarded for humility in service (2:9-11)

F. Analysis of Key Words

Our next task in the exegetical process is to define key words in the text.  Defining key terms is crucial to a proper interpretation of the text before us, since a word may have more than one meaning or shade of meaning.  

1. Terminology

Words that have several meanings are called “polysemantic,” in distinction from homonyms, which are separate words with separate meanings, but spelled and pronounced identically.  An example of homonyms in the Hebrew language is found in the term אָוָה (ava).  One word of this spelling and pronunciation means “desire,” while another means “sign.”
  Another instance isמָשַׁל  (mashal).  One term of this type means “rule,” while another designates a “proverb,” and still another means “to be similar.”
  Homonyms are distinguished from polysemantic words in that the meanings of the latter are interrelated, while the former are unrelated to one another.  

The Greek term σάρξ (sarks) is a polysemantic word.  It has several meanings, all related to the physical state of man (meat, human being, inheritance, human judgment, human weakness) with one metaphorical meaning (human sinfulness).  These related meanings, taken together, form what we call a “semantic field” of meaning.   The literary device “field” is used because often word meanings can partially overlap, creating different shades of meaning between themselves.  The definition of the term σάρξ (sarks) in any specific New Testament text, then, will be located somewhere on this “field” of meaning. 

Another example of polysemantism is the Greek term κόσμος (kosmos), i.e., “world.”  It has three meanings in the New Testament: (1) the physical planet Earth; (2) people who live on the earth; and (3) the “world” as the sinful way people live on the earth.  All these meanings are related to the earth or its inhabitants. 

2. Word Meaning

а. Which Words to Study 

Since a text has many words, and not all of them present difficulty for interpretation, one must choose which key words to investigate.  One makes this choice based on the following criteria, listed in approximate order of importance.  Words preferred for detailed study are those that: (1) greatly affect the meaning of the text; (2) do not have a clear meaning; (3) have meanings that substantially differ from one another; (4) are repeated in the passage; (5) are frequently used by the given author; (6) are rarely found in the Bible; or (7) have many synonyms.
  

b. Appeal to the Original Languages

The second step for defining key words involves uncovering the Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek word behind the translation.  God revealed Himself in the ancient languages of the Mediterranean and Near East.  Therefore, to capture the meaning of His words, one must look behind the translation to the original biblical languages.

c. Determining the “Semantic Field” of a Word

Having discovered the Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek original, we determine the limits of its “semantic field,” that is, all of its possible definitions.  Specialized dictionaries of biblical languages exist to aid us in determining a word’s semantic field.  The standard works employed for defining New Testament words are: BDAG (Bauer, Danker, Arndt, Gingrich), TDNT (Theological Dictionary of the New Testament), and DNTT (Dictionary of New Testament Theology). 

These works are especially helpful because they examine a word’s usage not only in the New Testament, but also in the Septuagint, classical Greek, and in the works of the Church Fathers.  This is important because a biblical word’s meaning is primarily determined by the way it was used about the time of the New Testament, since word meanings may change over time.  Investigating the Septuagint and the Church Fathers is especially helpful, since they were written close to the time of the composition of the New Testament.  Word usage in the earlier classical period, though, is less helpful.  

Along with using standard texts, one may employ a concordance of Greek terms in the New Testament to identify all the passages containing that word and reach one’s own conclusions as to its New Testament usage. 

The standard works for Old Testament word studies are: BDB (Brown, Driver, Briggs)
, NIDOTT (New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology), and TWOT (Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament).  These works may also provide information on how the Septuagint translated the term in question, and on the meanings of related words in kindred languages to Hebrew.  One may also use a Hebrew concordance to do an independent analysis of word usage in the Old Testament.

Once we have determined the semantic field of a given word, we then seek somewhere on that “field” the appropriate usage of the term in the text we are studying.  If we are aware of all the possible meanings for a term, that is, if we have “covered the field,” we are in a position to pick up on subtle nuances intended by the author in employing that term.  We will show an example. 

Ezra 7:10 informs us that Ezra diligently studied God’s Word: “For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the LORD and to practice {it,} and to teach {His} statutes and ordinances in Israel.”  The word “study” is a translation of the Hebrew verb דָּרַשׁ (darash).  The basic definition of this word is “to seek.”
  Possibly, the author wanted to communicate that Ezra understood the study of Scripture as a long process of perfecting one’s knowledge of God and His truth.  Ezra not only “studied” the Word, he “sought out” its meaning.  This assumption is supported by the fact that the author could have used more conventional words for “study,” like לָמַד (lamad) or בִין (bin). 
Let’s take another example.  The term עָוֹן (aon) appears 316 times in the Old Testament and is translated “lawlessness,” “sin,” “unrighteousness,” or “guilt.”
  However, its basic idea is “to distort,” as in Psalm 38:6: “I am bent over (עָוֹן) and greatly bowed down; I go mourning all day long.”  David experienced a physical “distortion” due to the psychological state he was in.  Could this imply that sin can be characterized, among other things, as a “distortion” in human nature? 

d. Criterion of Context

In our search for the appropriate meaning of the term under investigation, the most important factor to consider is context, that is, which definition best preserves the sense of the other words surrounding it.  For example, in John 15:2 we read, “Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away.”  The term translated “take away,” that is αἴρω (айро), also means “lift up.”  What does John mean here?  Does God “lift up,” that is, give extra support to those branches not bearing fruit, or does He cut them off?  Judging from the context where fruit-bearing branches are contrasted with non-fruit bearing ones, the meaning “cut off” seems correct.  

Biblical interpreters have long noticed the thorny issue of the relationship between text and context.  On the one hand, we claim that the meaning of a word (i.e., “text”) depends on the context in which it is located.  On the other hand, the context is nothing more than an accumulation of words (i.e., “texts”).  Therefore, the meaning of a context depends on the meanings of the words it contains.  This mutual interdependence is known as the “hermeneutical circle,” and forces the question, “Where do we begin?”  “Do we derive the meaning of the text from the context, or vice versa?”  

To escape this “vicious circle,” many propose the following.  It is best to begin by defining text from context.  This is because it is likely that within the context, we find enough words whose meanings are already clear to aid us in defining the less clear terms.  The parts of the context we do understand create a “preliminary context” to shed light on other parts.  When we thereby arrive at a definition of an unclear word, it increases our understanding of the context as well, since there is now one less unclear word in it.  Understanding the context better will then aid us in clarifying other unclear words.  Going from text to context and back again, we progressively grow in our understanding of both.  Such an approach is known as the “hermeneutical spiral,” and gives us an exit from the “hermeneutical circle.”

e. Criterion of Authorial Usage

Along with context, we also consider how an author conventionally uses our term in question.  This can be accomplished with the aid of a concordance by discovering where the author uses the term and which meaning he prefers for it.  We may also discover that the author assigns to this term a definition unique to him alone.  

One clear example of the importance of authorial usage is the New Testament use of the word “receive” in relation to the Holy Spirit.  Sometimes this word relates to the new birth, and sometimes to the baptism in the Spirit.  Viewing this case in light of authorial usage, though, helps clarify the issue.  When Paul or John use “receive” in relation to the Spirit, they are speaking of the new birth.  When Luke uses it, though, he has Spirit baptism in view.  So then, awareness of authorial usage can clarify a term’s meaning.  

Another example is the usage of the phrase “eternal life.”  In the Synoptic Gospels, these words designate length of life, that is, life without end.  The apostle John, though, adds another usage to this – not only quantity of life, but an excellent quality of life, abundant life, life in God.  

f. Criterion of Theological Consistency

After determining the appropriate meaning for our term in question based on context and authorial usage, we must complete our analysis by examining the theological context of our passage.  We ask ourselves, “Is the interpretation of our text with this word meaning supported by the entire body of Scripture?”  If not, we have most likely erred in our choice of word meaning.

For example, Romans 8:8 states, “Those who are in the flesh (σάρξ) cannot please God.”  The term σάρξ (sarks) has many meanings, two of which are “body” and “sinful nature.”  Logically, both meanings make sense.  Yet, what did Paul have in mind: living in the body or living by one’s morally defective humanity?  In light of the whole Bible, the second option is clearly preferred, since the Bible does not speak of the body as the source of sin (see Mk 7:20-23).

So then, with the aid of the above-mentioned criteria – context, authorial usage, and theological consistency – we can determine the meaning of key words in our text.   

g. Additional Approaches to Analysis

If one wishes to probe deeper, other techniques are available for specifying word meanings.  First, we can compare synonyms.  We ask, “Why did the biblical author choose this word instead of a synonym that has nearly the same meaning?”  For example, in Matthew 14:2, Matthew chooses the word παῖς (paic) to describe Herod’s servant.  In the Greek language, though, there are other terms for “servant,” like δοῦλος (dulos) and σώμα (soma).  What was unique about παῖς (paic) that led Matthew to employ it?  

We can also cite James 5:13.  He writes, “Is anyone among you suffering? {Then} he must pray. Is anyone cheerful? He is to sing praises.”  The word “sing” is ψάλλω (psallo).  Why did James choose this word instead of ἄδω (ado) or ὑμνέω (humneo)?  Possibly, James preferred ψάλλω (psallo) because it is related to the word “psalm.”  His readers may have recalled David the psalmist, whose life demonstrated the point James was trying to make in this passage.  When David suffered, he prayed.  When things went well, he sang praises to the Lord.  David’s example could inspire James’ audience to turn to the Lord in all situations of life: the good and the bad. 

Nonetheless, although the biblical author may well have had a special nuance in mind when he chooses one synonym over another, his choice may simply be stylistic as well.  If so, then we must not seek a special meaning in his choice of synonyms.  Good sources for biblical synonyms are dictionaries by Vine and Louw/Nida. 

Next, we can compare the meaning of our word under study with words sharing the same root.  Each word has corresponding words sharing the same root, but in different parts of speech, such as nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc.  Yet, here one must use caution, since the meaning of words having the same root do not always exactly correlate.  This technique, though, is helpful for rarely occurring terms, where it is difficult to identify a meaning based on how the word is used. 

Some final approaches.  One can investigate how the word under study was translated in ancient translations of the Old or New Testaments.  In this way, we can discover how the translators understood the word.  In addition, for Old Testament terms, one can compare Hebrew word meanings with corresponding words in languages related to Hebrew.  This, again, is helpful if the word we seek to define is rarely used.  

3. Common Errors in Analysis

In our search for word meaning, we must avoid several commonly committed mistakes.  First, the most common definition of a word is not necessarily the most appropriate meaning for the term under consideration in our text.  Of course, chances are that the most common meaning is the correct meaning, but we must not assume that it is always so.
  

Second, we should avoid appealing to a word’s etymology.  The etymological meaning is the original meaning of the word when it was first coined.  However, meanings of words change over time.  An example from New Testament Greek is the word γλωσσόκομον (glossokomon).  It was originally used to denote a case for holding the mouthpiece of a musical instrument.  In the New Testament, however, it could refer to any case, even a purse (see Jn 13:29).
  Another instance is the word ὑπηρέτης (huperetes), originally a “rower.”  By New Testament times, however, the meaning had changed to “servant.”

Third, the meaning of a word does not always correspond to its constituent parts.  For example, the word ἐγκαλέω (enkaleo) consists of two parts: the preposition ἐγ (a form of the preposition ἐν), which means “in,” and the verb καλέω (kaleo), or “call/summon.”  Yet, the verb ἐγκαλέω (enkaleo) does not mean “call in,” but “reprove.”
  Nevertheless, we must make a qualification here.  Some words are so rarely encountered that it is difficult to define their meaning the preferred way – by how it was used in biblical times.  In such cases, we may be forced to appeal to etymology or constituent parts to approximate its meaning.

In addition, we must refrain from assigning to a word a contemporary meaning.  For example, the Greek word δύναμις (dunamis) means “power.”  Our word “dynamite” derives from this term.  Yet, the New Testament writers knew nothing of dynamite when they employed this word.  The term simply means “power.”  Moreover, in Ephesians 1:14, we read that the Holy Spirit is the “pledge” (ἀρραβών - arrabon) of our inheritance.  Yet, we cannot assign to this Greek term its contemporary meaning – an engagement ring.  Finally, in 1 Corinthians 12:28, we must not translate κυβέρνησις (kubernesis, i.е. “administration”) with its modern equivalent “pilot.”
 

Another common mistake is when an interpreter assigns to a word more than one meaning.  As a rule, only one meaning is fitting for each word.  There may be exceptions, though, especially in poetic passages.  In John 1:5 we read, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it.”  The term “comprehend” is καταλαβάνω (katalambano), which can mean “comprehend” or “overcome.”  It is possible that John meant both: that the darkness cannot comprehend the light, nor can it overcome it.
   

Finally, one must be careful with biblical terms that also have a separate technical, theological meaning, since the two may differ.  For example, the word “holy” in relation to people is usually employed in theological discussions to refer to the present condition of a person’s spiritual life.  Yet in the Bible, the word “holy” can refer not only to one’s spiritual condition, but also to his/her position before God in Christ.  Therefore, whenever in the Scriptures one encounters the word “holy” in relation to people, the term does not necessarily refer to a person’s spiritual walk.

4. Symbolic Meanings

Until now, we have been discussing cases when words are being used with their literal meanings.  Yet, the Word of God contains many examples where words are used symbolically.  There are, in fact, many types of symbolic usage of words.
  

One of simplest of these types is comparison.  Here we see characteristics of one object or person represented in another.  Such comparisons are often introduced by the words “like” or “as.”  Jeremiah 23:29 will serve as an example: “‘Is not My word like fire?’ declares the LORD, ‘and like a hammer which shatters a rock?’”  Next is the parable, which is merely an extended comparison.  The parables of Jesus are clear examples and are often introduced by the phrase: “The kingdom of God is like…”   

Related to the above is the metaphor.  This is also a comparison, but without the introductory words “like” or “as.”  Nonetheless, even without these key words, we can typically discern the non-literal use of such terms.  For example, when Jesus said, “I am the door of the sheep” (Jn 10:7), he was speaking symbolically.  However, sometimes the symbolism may not seem so obvious.  Many feel, in fact, that Jesus’ words at the Last Supper, “This is My body” and, “This is My blood” are not metaphorical, but literally true.  We can only resolve this issue by appealing not to linguistic, but to theological considerations.  

Metaphors are composed of several parts: the theme, image and points of correspondence.  The theme is the item being compared, while the image is the symbolic element to which the comparison is made.  The points of correspondence are an especially important feature.  One must discern which aspects of the image actually relate to the theme.  In Jesus’ saying, “I am the door of the sheep,” He is the theme, while the door is the image.  Which, then, characteristics of a door apply to Him?  Certainly, not all of them.  Again, such questions are answered by theological, not exegetical inquiry.  

Sometimes, one or more elements of a metaphorical expression are omitted.  In Colossians 1:18 we read, “He is also the head of the body, the church.”  There are two themes here: Jesus and the church, and two images: the head and the body.  However, the points of correspondence are not elucidated.  In which way is Jesus like a head, or the church like a body?  In Mark 8:15 it is written, “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.”  Here, two elements are missing.  The theme is missing – we are not told explicitly what the “leaven” refers to, but we may assume it is their teaching.  In addition, points of correspondence are missing – how is their teaching like leaven?

The allegory is an extended metaphor.  An entire episode can be written in metaphorical style with many symbolic elements.  Judges 9:8-15 is an example. 

Our next figure of speech is anthropomorphism.  This is when human features are assigned to God.  For example, Psalm 8:3 reads, “When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers.”  We know from Christ’s teaching that God is a spirit (Jn 4:24), and therefore He does not have physical body parts.  We must take the word “fingers,” then, in a symbolic sense.    

Personification is when human features are applied to inanimate objects.  We interpret Isaiah 55:12 in this light: “For you will go out with joy and be led forth with peace; the mountains and the hills will break forth into shouts of joy before you, and all the trees of the field will clap {their} hands.”  The shouting of hills and clapping of trees represent joy in the kingdom of God.

Irony is a type of sarcasm.  The speaker implies the opposite of what he/she actually says.  When Michal, David’s wife, said to him, “How the king of Israel distinguished himself today” (2 Sam 6:20), she really meant that he disgraced himself.  Some feel the following words of Paul to the Corinthians were also meant sarcastically, as a veiled rebuke: “You are already filled, you have already become rich, you have become kings without us; and indeed, {I} wish that you had become kings so that we also might reign with you” (1 Cor 4:8).

Synecdoche is when one part represents the whole.  1 Chronicles 17:12 is a good example: “I will establish his throne forever.”  The “throne” represents the entire kingdom.  In the New Testament, the word “Law” often refers to the entire Old Testament.  For example, in Jn 12:34 we read, “The crowd then answered Him, ‘We have heard out of the Law that the Christ is to remain forever.’”  Yet, nowhere in the Pentateuch is it indicated that Messiah remains forever, only later in the prophets.  Another example of synecdoche: “But on the contrary, seeing that I had been entrusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised, just as Peter {had been} to the circumcised” (Gal 2:7).  The word “circumcised” refers to the Jewish people, while the “uncircumcised” are the Gentiles.

The term ellipsis refers to a sentence lacking all its component parts.  The Greek text of Ephesians 5:22, for example, lacks a verb: “Wives, to your own husbands, as to the Lord.”  We assume that the verb “submit yourselves” is implied from verse 21.  Hendiadys is a repetition for poetic, rhetorical effect.  The expression in Genesis 19:24, “fire and brimstone,” serves as an example.  Paul employs poetic repetition in the expression: “the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory…” (Tit 2:13).  Our next figure of speech is the apostrophe, which is speech directed to someone not present.  David called out to his departed son Absalom, “O my son Absalom, O Absalom, my son, my son!” (2 Sam 19:4).  

Aposiopesis is an unfinished sentence expressing deep emotion.  We see this phenomenon in Genesis 3:22: “Then the LORD God said, ‘Behold, the man has become like one of Us, knowing good and evil; and now, he might stretch out his hand, and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever…’”.  Clearly, God felt strongly about Adam and Eve not having access to the tree of life in their fallen condition. 

When one exchanges a potentially offensive saying with a more polite one, he/she is employing a euphemism.  The sexual relations between Adam and Eve are expressed this way: “Now the man knew his wife Eve” (Gen 4:1, literal translation).  A curious example is found in Job 2:9: “Do you still hold fast your integrity?  Curse God and die!”  In the Hebrew text stands the word בָּרַךְ (barak), which means not “curse,” but “bless.”
  Possibly, the author of the book of Job used a euphemism in substituting the wife’s word “curse” with “bless.”
  

Next is litota.  Here, the speaker intentionally minimizes self or others to maximize another in comparison.  For example, Abraham said of himself before the Lord, “I am {but} dust and ashes” (Gen 18:27).  He underrates himself to exalt the Lord in comparison.  Another example from Abraham’s life: Ephron undervalued his property when selling it to Abraham as a mark of respect (Gen 23:10-11), but most likely was speaking figuratively.  Abraham understood the gesture and offered him the expected sum.

Hyperboles are exaggerated statements made to produce a strong impression.  They are not to be taken literally.  For example, Jesus used exaggeration when He said, “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life crippled, than, having your two hands, to go into hell, into the unquenchable fire” (Mk 9:43).  Here, Jesus intended to impress on His audience the seriousness of sin. 

The final figure of speech for our investigation is the epizeuxis, which is the repetition of a key word for emphasis.  Jesus’ famous expression: “Truly, truly I say to you” (Jn 1:51 and others) is one such instance.  An Old Testament example is Isaiah 6:3: “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of hosts.”

How are figures of speech helpful?  When we use a term in an unorthodox fashion, it may stir the hearer/reader to look at a familiar situation from a different point of view, which can lead to insight and action.  

In our discussion of figures of speech, we can include a mention of idioms.  Every people group has its own unique idioms that people outside that group will likely not understand.  Biblical idioms are hard to pick up without help from specialized literature, like scholarly commentaries.  The Hebrew expression גִבּוֹר חַיִל (gibor hayil) literally refers to a strong warrior, and sometime denotes the armies of Israel (2 Chr 13:3; 25:6; 17:16-17) or the army chief Naaman (2 Kin. 5:1).  In its idiomatic use, however, it can refer to a rich man, like Boaz (Ruth 2:1) or a very capable man, such as Jeroboam (1 Kin 11:28).  Another Hebrew idiom is אֲנָשִׁים רִיקִים (anashim rikim), which literally translates, “empty men.”  Its idiomatic denotation, though, is a hooligan or a terrorist (Judg 9:4; 11:3). 

Finally, symbolism is expressed not only in words, but in other ways as well.  We know of symbolic numbers (Rev 13:18), names (Isa 8), colors (Rev 6), metals (Dan 2), jewels (Rev 21), etc. 

G. Analysis of Syntax

An irreplaceable part of the analysis of any passage is to examine its syntactical features.  We must include in our study not only word meanings, but also the relationships between words in the text. 

1. Morphology

The first step in a syntactical analysis concerns morphology, that is, the study of parts of speech.  We are familiar with such morphological terms as “noun,” “verb,” adjective,” “article,” etc.  These parts of speech decline and occupy different cases, which adds to variation in their meaning.  This is especially true in the original biblical languages, which, in distinction from English, regularly employ declensions and cases to vary meaning.  Let us briefly look at 2 Chronicles 18:18 in the original Hebrew: 

רָאִיתִי אֶת־יהוה יוֹשֵׁב עַל־כִּסְאוֹ וְכָל־צְבָא הַשָּׁמַיִם עֹמְדִים עַל־יְמִינוֹ וּשְׂמֹאלוֹ

I saw the LORD sitting on His throne, and all the host of heaven standing on His right and on His left.

Let us highlight just a few of the nearly innumerable morphological features of this verse: 

רָאִיתִי = verb in Hebrew perfect tense 

יוֹשֵׁב = anarthrous participle

הַשָּׁמַיִם = noun with the article

הַשָּׁמַיִם = plural noun

הַשָּׁמַיִם = noun in the genitive case

For a thorough analysis of this verse, one must define the usage of tense, article, number, case, etc. for each term to which they apply.  The options in the original biblical languages are nearly endless, far beyond our ability to treat them here. 

2. Relationship between Words

Along with studying morphology, one should survey the relationship between the words in a text.  This involves identifying the members and grammatical structure of each sentence.  Each word plays a role in the expression of the intended sense.  Such an analysis will oblige the interpreter to give proper attention to details in sentence structure and its effect on meaning. 

Let us identify in 2 Chronicles 18:18 the members of the sentence:

· I = subject
· saw = predicate
· LORD = direct object
· sitting = adjectival participle, answering the question: “Which Lord?”

· on throne = adverbial (prepositional) phrase, answering the question: “Where?”

· His = adjective, answering the question: “Whose throne?”

· and = connecting conjunction 
· all = adjective, answering the question: “Which host, or how many?”

· host = subject
· of heaven = adjectival (prepositional) phrase, answering the question: “Which host?” 

· standing = predicate
· on the right and on the left = adverbial (prepositional) phrase, answering the question: “Where?” 

· His = adjective, answering the question: “Whose hands?” 

3. Word Order

A third aspect of syntactical analysis involves study of word order, which is the means by which biblical languages indicate emphasis.  In oral speech, we indicate emphasis by intonation.  Note how the following sentences communicate a different sense depending on voice intonation, indicated by italics.  

· “Is he walking to church?” focuses attention on who is going. 

· “Is he walking to church?” focuses attention on how he is going.

· “Is he walking to church?” focuses attention on where he is going.

As noted, in biblical languages, emphasis is indicated by word order.  Special rules are employed to define word order, which require a knowledge of the biblical languages, as does syntactical study in general.  

4. Relationship between Sentences

The final element in a syntactical analysis is the determining the relationship between sentences in a passage.  Since this analysis does not depend as much on knowledge of biblical languages, we can devote more attention to it.  Sentences are related to one another in various ways, and the interpreter must search out these interactions.  This information will aid in discovering the author’s flow of thought and logic in the passage. 

The method for doing this analysis is as follows.
  First, we must break up the passage into its component parts, that is, sentences or phrases that contain a subject and predicate (stated or implied).  Second, we must determine which sentences are syntactically connected to which others.  Finally, exactly how are these syntactically connected sentences related to one another?

Our example will be from Hebrews 5:11-12.  It can be divided into the following segments:

· Concerning him (Melchizedek) we have much to say, 

· and {it is} hard to explain, 

· since you have become dull of hearing. 

· For though by this time you ought to be teachers, 

· you have need again for someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, 

· and you have come to need milk 

· and (have) not (come to need) solid food.

Next, we must compose a list of the possible syntactical connections between sentences in Scripture, from which we will define the relationships in our text.   

1. Sequence: one sentence describes some type of continuation, chronological or logical, of what is stated in the other sentence.  The sentences are usually connected by the conjunction “and” (see 2 Kin 21:3-4). 

2. Alternative: one sentence provides an alternative option compared to the other sentence.  The sentences are usually connected by the conjunction “or” (see 1 Cor 4:21). 

3. Development: one sentence continues a progression or development mentioned in the other sentence (see Rom 8:30). 

4. Contrast: one sentence somehow stands in opposition to the other sentence.  The sentences are usually connected by the conjunction “but” (see Gal 1:12; Gen 17:5; Gen 48:19). 

5. Repetition: one sentence repeats the sense of the other sentence (see Rom 9:1; Ps 1:1; Rev 19:7). 

6. Explanation: one sentence provides more detail about a specific word in the other sentence (see 1 Jn 5:1; 1 Cor 10:4), or about the other sentence in its entirety (see Gen 27:36). 

7. Time: one sentence indicates the time when the action of the other sentence takes place (see Mk 15:20; Mk 1:32; Gen 24:19). 

8. Place: one sentence indicates the place where the action of the other sentence occurs (see 2 Cor 3:17; Matt 18:20; Ruth 1:16). 

9. Comparison: the two sentences provide a comparison of people or things (see Jn 3:14; Gen 41:13; Judg 7:12). 

10. Result: one sentence describes the consequence of the action performed in the other sentence (see Rom 12:20; 1 Kin 21:13; Rom 6:18). 

11. Means: one sentence describes in what way or manner the action of the other sentence was accomplished (see Col 1:29; 1 Cor 2:13). 

12. Reason: one sentence explains why the action described in the other sentence was performed (see Gal 2:12; Gen 6:13).  

13. Goal: one sentence describes the goal to which the action of the other sentence is directed (see 1 Cor 9:23; 2 Sam 21:3; 1 Kin 18:42; Mk 4:11-12; Lk 5:32; 1 Cor 1:27-28; Heb 12:10). 

14. Basis-Conclusion: one sentence arrives at a conclusion based on reasons stated in the other sentence (see Acts 2:15; Lk 7:47). 

15. Basis-Exhortation: one sentence gives a call to action based on reasons stated in the other sentence (see 1 Cor 9:24; Ex 12:11; Matt 1:20; Rev 22:10). 

16. Concession: one sentence presents a scenario that unexpectedly is not realized, as described in the other sentence (see Ex 3:5; Ps 95:8-9; Job 10:6-7; 2 Cor 8:9; 10:3, 10). 

17. Question-Answer: one sentence poses an inquiry, to which the other sentence replies (see Rom 4:3; Rom 6:1). 

18. Exception: one sentence describes the exclusion to the rule or statement made in the other sentence (see Gen 43:3). 

19. Limitation: one sentence describes what may prevent the action of the other sentence from happening (see Num 13:28-29; 1 Sam 18:17). 

20. Introduction: a sentence introduces a new topic or marks a transition in the narrative or argument (see 1 Cor 7:1; 12:1; Jer 51:14; Matt 22:2ff; Mk 12:26). 

21. Background: the sentence describes the surrounding conditions in which the action described in the subsequent material takes place (see Gen 1:2-3; 1 Sam 17:41; Acts 13:5; Col 3:4).

22. Response: one sentence describes the response certain parties make to finding themselves in the conditions described in the other sentence (see Jn 2:11; Matt 23:37).

23. Nominal sentence: a conditional sentence may fill the role of a member of the main sentence, such as its subject, direct object or another member (see 1 Cor 2:9; 1 Sam 23:13) 

24. Condition: one sentence describes the conditions to be fulfilled to attain the results described in the other sentence.  The construction “if…then” is often used (see Lk 16:31; Ex 40:37; Judg 8:19; Mk 8:34; 8:38; 2 Cor 11:20; Col 3:1). 

Let us comment more on the last listed item, the conditional sentence.  Several rules apply to its interpretation.  First, the converse of a conditional sentence is not necessarily true.  That is, if we exchange the protasis for the apodosis and vice versa, the claim may be false.  For example, the statement: “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's descendants,” does not imply the converse: “if you are Abraham's descendants, then you belong to Christ.” 

Second, negating the protasis does not necessarily negate the apodosis.  For example, the fact that “if any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires,” does not mean, “if any man does not aspire to the office of overseer, he does not desire a fine work.”  James 2:9 serves as another instance: “If you show partiality, you are committing sin,” does not necessarily mean, “If you do not show partiality, you are not committing sin.”

Finally, we must comment on how one chooses the appropriate variant from the twenty-four syntactical options listed above.  First, the presence of conjunctions may determine the choice.  If the conjunction γάρ (gar), that is “because,” introduces a statement, then the relation is likely “reason.”  The conjunction δε (de), i.e., “but,” usually indicates contrast, etc.  Second, one must examine the context and inquire, “Which of the options for syntactical connections best fits the context?”  Third, we look at theological considerations.  Does the option we chose produce a sense that is theologically correct?  

Now that we are acquainted with the tools for syntactical analysis, we can proceed with our examination of Hebrews 5:11-12.

· Concerning him (Melchizedek) we have much to say, 

· and {it is} hard to explain, 

· since you have become dull of hearing. 

· For though by this time you ought to be teachers, 

· you have need again for someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, 

· and you have come to need milk 

· and (have) not (come to need) solid food.

The sentence, “Concerning him we have much to say,” relates to the previous sentence (not shown).  It provides additional information about Melchizedek, that is, it explains who Melchizedek is.  The sentence, “It is hard to explain,” correlates with the sentence preceding in the sense of limitation.  The sense here is that we could say much more about Melchizedek, but the difficulty of the topic limits our inquiry.  The sentence, “Since you have become dull of hearing” connects to the previous sentence as the reason for the limitation. 

The next sentences, “For though by this time you ought to be teachers” and, “You have need again for someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God,” are related to one another as concession.  It is unexpected that after all this time the church should still be spiritually immature.  Between the statements, “You have need again for someone to teach you” and, “Since you have become dull of hearing,” we again see reason.  The next sentences, “You have come to need milk” and, “You have) not (come to need) solid food,” are in contrast to one another.  The statement “You have come to need milk” also connects to “you have need again for someone to teach you the elementary principles” in the sense of repetition – they are saying the same thing. 

Finally, we will acquaint ourselves with some supplement rules for analyzing sentences.  First, there can be more than one correct option for defining relationships between statements.  For example, between the sentences: “After the sun had set” and, “they {began} bringing to Him all who were ill,” the relationships “time” and “background” both apply.

In the following example, however, we must observe a certain nuance.  When we read the passage: “If children, (then) heirs also” (Rom 8:17), the construction “if…then” reminds us of the relation “condition.”  Yet, the relation “basis-conclusion” also applies.  On the basis that we are children, we can conclude that we are also heirs.  In fact, we prefer the second variant for the following reason.  It is unlikely that Paul doubts the status of his audience as children of God.  Therefore, his goal is not to state a condition for their being heirs, but to make a logical connection between their sonship and inheritance.  Therefore, “basis-conclusion” is actually the preferred option.

Second, at times, one sentence can relate to a group of sentences, as in 1 Cor 2:6, 13): 

· We do speak wisdom among those who are mature…

· …which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual {thoughts} with spiritual {words.} 

The statement: “We do speak wisdom among those who are mature,” relates to these three sentences taken together in the sense of “means.”  That is, the following sentences describe just how Paul speaks wisdom.  

H. Rhetorical Features of the Text

A writer can communicate ideas not only by means of words, but also by the way he/she arranges the material.  We call this feature of syntactical analysis the “rhetorical features” of the text. 

1. Repetition

The first feature to consider is repetition.  A biblical author may repeat certain elements in his text to communicate emphasis or create some other effect.  He may repeat words.  Chapter 13 of Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians illustrates this, where he repeatedly employs the word “love.”  This chapter is appropriately named the “love chapter.”  In Ephesians 1:3, Paul repeats the term “blessed” in three different forms: as an adjective, participle and noun: “Blessed {be} the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly {places} in Christ.” 

Repetition can occur in the structure of a passage.
  A striking example is the messages of Jesus to the churches in Asia Minor (Rev 2-3), which follow the following pattern:

1. address to the “angel” of the church

2. greeting
3. commendation of the church
4. correction of the church
5. warning to the church
6. summons to hear the Spirit
7. promise
It is interesting to note that to the congregations in Sardis and Laodicia a word of commendation is absent.  On the other hand, Jesus gives no correction to the congregations at Philadelphia or Smyrna.  

We may encounter repetition of a saying.  Twice in the book of Judges we read, “Every man did what was right in his own eyes” (17:6; 21:25), which stresses the pitiful spiritual condition of Israel at that time and what factor likely led to it.  Mention of certain objects can be repeated, like “fire” in the history of Moses, or “stones” in the narrative of Jacob.  However, repetition in some cases may just be incidental and not have any deeper meaning.  

Themes may also be repeated.  In the book of Genesis, three times we come across the theme of the barren woman (chps. 16, 25, 30).  Four times, the firstborn loses his inheritance (chps. 21, 25-27, 37-42, 48).  Events are repeated.  Three times the Balaam’s donkey halts (Num 22), and three times solders approach Elijah to seize him (2 Kin 1). 

In this discussion, we must not fail to mention the technique of “chiasm.”  This term describes the phenomenon when themes are repeated according to a “crisscross” pattern.  The themes progress in the following order, with the first and second themes appearing again toward the end:

А 

B

C

B1

А1

The entire eleventh chapter of Numbers is arranged according to this structure.  In the beginning, people complain about the lack of meat (11:4–10а).  Then Moses complains about too much work (11:10b–15).  In the middle of the chiasm, God responds and promises help (11:16–24a).  First, He will respond to Moses’ appeal for support, that is, we return to theme “B” (11:24б–30).  In the end, God promises meat to the people – theme “А” (11:31–34).

А = meat

B = work

C = God’s response

B1 = work

А1 = meat

A variation on the chiastic structure is seen in Isaiah 6:10:
 

А: Render hearts of this people insensitive, 

B: their ears dull,

C: and their eyes dim.

C1: Otherwise, they might see with their eyes,

B1: hear with their ears,

А1: understand with their hearts…

The chiasm in Genesis 4:2 has only two elements:

А: Abel was a keeper of flocks,

B: Cain was a tiller of the ground,

B1: Cain brought an offering to the Lord,

А1: Abel brought an offering to the Lord.

As far as analyzing a chiasm, it possesses certain special features.  First, one must study the chiasm in its entirety.  Generally speaking, it would be improper to break it up and study its constituent parts in isolation.  Second, frequently the central theme of the chiasm receives more emphasis than the others do.  

The last type of repetition to consider is the “inclusio.”  This refers to instances where a passage begins and ends with the same words or expression. In Isaiah 11:1-10, for example, the passage begins and ends with a reference to the “root of Jesse”: 

Then a shoot will spring from the stem of Jesse, and a branch from his roots will bear fruit…. Then in that day, the nations will resort to the root of Jesse, who will stand as a signal for the peoples; and His resting place will be glorious.

As in the case of the chiasm, it is best to study the inclusio in its entirety and not sections of it in isolation. 

2. Comparison

Comparison is another rhetorical device used in Scripture.  A straightforward example is Philippians 2:5, where Paul compares the attitude of Christ to that of the Church: “Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus.”

We find a more sophisticated instance of comparison in 1 Kings 22:10-23.  In verses 10-18, we observe Ahab conversing with his “prophets,” while in verses 19-23 – God with His angels.  When we compare these passages, we notice some interesting similarities.  First, both Ahab and God are seated on their thrones.  Next, Ahab’ prophets are surrounding him, while the angels surround the Lord.  Third, in both instances mention is made of Ramoth-gilead.  Fourth, both times the counsel of one participant differs from that of the majority – in contrast to the other “prophets,” Micah advises Ahab not to go to war, while a “spirit” in heaven volunteers to deceive Ahab through his “prophets.” 

Discerning the rhetorical device of “comparison” here may solve a difficult theological problem in this passage.  Micah is the only true prophet among the “prophets” assembled.  Might we not also assume that the “spirit” who will deceive Ahab is the only evil spirit present among God’s angels?  We know that God’s angels are holy and would not practice deception.  It seems, then, that God simply allowed an evil spirit to give Ahab the answer he was looking for. 

3. Contrast

Next, we investigate instances of contrast in the text.  From a theological perspective, the most important example of contrast is in Romans chapter 5.  Here, Paul contrasts the curse we inherit from Adam with the blessing we receive in Christ.  In Adam is death and condemnation, but in Christ – life and justification. 

The passage in Philippians 2:6-11 presents us with another dramatic instance of contrast.  Here we learn that the Son of God descended from the highest place in heaven to the earth, and then humbled Himself further by death on a cross.  In other words, he went from the highest place to the lowest place, and then back to the highest place again when the Father exalted Him above all. 

The writings of John abound with examples of this approach.  He contrasts heavenly with earthly, light with darkness, children of God with children of the devil, truth with error, etc.
  In 1 Corinthians 2:6-3:4, Paul contrasts various stages of development in spiritual life.  There are mature and babies in Christ; spiritual, natural, and carnal people; those who are ready for meat, and those who can only tolerate milk.  

Our final example will be how Peter’s behavior contrasts with Jesus’ in John chapter 18.  Unlike the courage Jesus displayed on trial before the Jewish leaders, Peter showed cowardice in denying His Lord.
 

4. Poetic Parallelism 

The fourth type of rhetoric embellishing is the use of poetic parallelism.  We have already discussed this in our section on the genre of poetry, so the reader is directed to that section. 

5. Development

The fifth step in this process involves discovering development in the passage.  This approach differs from synthetic parallelism in that the development goes beyond a pair of lines to include larger blocks of material.  A classic example is Romans 5:3-5, where Paul talks about the resultant progress that believers make when going through trials: 

· tribulation brings about perseverance; 

· perseverance, proven character; 

· proven character, hope; 

· hope does not disappoint… 

One may note development in the eleventh through the fourteenth chapters of Leviticus as well.  In chapter 11, for a certain violation of ceremonial purity an individual is excluded from the assembly of Israel for one day.  In chapter 12, – for one week.  In chapters 13-14, – for life.

The entire book of Judges demonstrates development in a very creative manner.  First, we must outline the cyclical nature of Israeli history at that time, delineated by the following repeating events:

1. The sons of Israel begin to do evil in the eyes of the Lord.

2. God delivers them into the hands of their enemies.

3. Israel serves their enemies for so many years.

4. Israel cries out to the Lord.

5. God answers and raises up judges. 

6. The Spirit of God comes upon the judges.

7. It the power of the Spirit, the judge delivers the people. 

8. The land has peace for a time.

Next, we recall the histories of the main six judges recorded in that book: Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Sampson.  We note that, with the exception of Othniel, not all of these events are mentioned in their accounts.  In Ehud’s history – only seven; for Deborah and Gideon, – only six with a passing mention of a seventh; for Jephthah, – five; for Sampson, – four with a passing mention of a fifth.

Block suggests that the structure of Judges itself, where mention of these stages in the cycle becomes briefer and briefer, pictorially reflects the spiritual decline of God’s people at this time.
  The content of the book depicts this as well.  Possibly, the author adds this rhetorical devise to further stress this spiritual decline. 

6. Play on Words

Let us glance at “play on words.”  An author may employ similar sounding words or words with similar spelling for poetic effect.  In Isaiah 5:7 we note the similar sounding words מִשְׁפָּט (mishpat), that is, “judgment,” and  מִשְׂפָּה(mispah), i.e., “bloodshed,” and also the pair צְדָקָה (tsedaka), “righteousness,” and צְדָעָה (tsedah), “cry.”  Also, in Jeremiah 1:11-12, note the following: שָׁקֵד (shaker), “almond tree,” and שֹׁקֵד (shoker), “to be attentive.”  Sometimes this feature is evident even in translation, as in 2 Corinthians 9:8, where the Greek terms παντί (panti), πάντοτε (pantote), and πᾶσαν (pasan) are translated, “all,” “all,” and “everything.” An acrostic is also a play on words, where each line of a passage begins with consecutive letters of the alphabet, such as in Psalm 119 and Provers 31:10-31.
 

7. Diatribe

The phenomenon of “diatribe” is when debate ensues with an imaginary opponent.  Paul uses this technique to anticipate questions that might arise among his readers.
  For example:
· Then what advantage has the Jew?  Or what is the benefit of circumcision? (Rom 3:1)

· What shall we say then?  Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? (Rom 6:1)
I. Analysis of Theological Context

In this section, we will deal with the topic “theological context.”  This refers to the analysis of the theology of our passage in light of the wider teaching of Scripture.  We seek to discover what the Bible as a whole says about the topics addressed in our text.

This approach has common features with Brevard Childs’ idea of “canon criticism.”  Yet, the weakness in Childs’ approach is that he bypasses the historical value of the text and contents himself to study Scripture in its canonical context without reference to its historicity.    

The analysis of theological context closely coincides with a time-tested theological tool called the “analogy of faith” used by the Reformers of the Church.  This principle teaches that the Bible is best interpreted when we compare Scripture with Scripture.
  We also take into consideration Dyck’s advise that the Bible is not an anthology of books, but a book in itself with an inner cohesiveness.
 

How is the examination of the theological context helpful?  First, such an enterprise can expand our understanding of the topics in question.  The better we know what other passages say about the themes in our text, the better we understand our text.  Second, it is valuable as a check on our preliminary interpretation of the passage.  If the teaching we derive from it does not line up with the whole-Bible witness, then we must adjust our interpretation.   

The investigation of the theological context involves several steps.  First, we identify the theological and ethical themes in our passage.  Since we already performed this task when doing our preliminary reading of the text (see above), we may borrow material from that analysis. 

We will take a simple example to illustrate this step in the exegetical process.  In Luke 2:36-38, we read of the prophetess Anna, who met the infant Jesus in the temple.  These few verses touch on several biblical themes: the ministry of a prophetess, the life of a widow, wholehearted dedication to the Lord, and the announcement that Messiah has come.  Next, we delineate what is the primary and which are the secondary themes in this passage.  It seems that Anna’s announcement of the coming Messiah takes priority over the rest.  Delineation of primary from secondary themes is important in that it allows us to focus more attention on the primary one.  

Giving attention to topics that may easily mislead the reader is also vital.  For example, in Philippians 2:10-11 we read, “…so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  If we compare this with Romans 10:13: “Whoever will call on the name of the Lord will be saved,” it creates the impressions that all will someday confess Christ and be saved.  However, a whole-Bible analysis on that theme will reveal that this is not so.  Therefore, when studying Philippians 2:9-10, one must take into consideration the entire teaching of the Bible on salvation.

Our next step is to discover what the author of our passage teaches on these topics, especially the primary one, in his other writings.  If we are studying the theme of Jesus’ messiahship from Luke 2:36-38, we will expand our search to see what else Luke writes about Messiah in his Gospel and in the book of Acts.  Then, we want to know what the New Testament and the Bible as a whole says on the topic.  Thus, we form “circles” of context for our passage: the author, the Testament, and the Bible as a whole. 

We must also take into consideration the concept of “progressive revelation.”  This refers to the fact that many biblical themes or doctrines undergo development or clarification in the course of time in the context of the biblical canon.  In other words, God did not reveal everything He intended to reveal immediately to Moses in the Pentateuch.  He revealed His truth progressively over the entire canon.

Therefore, we must discover exactly where our passage is located in this progressive revelation.  What did God already reveal about the themes in our text before it was written, and what did He reveal subsequently?  At the same time, we reject the claim that later revelation contradicts earlier revelation.  We allow only clarification, specification or development of earlier biblical themes.

The biblical teaching on the Messiah undergoes a definite development.  In earlier biblical books, such as Samuel and Kings, the Messiah is simply the king of Israel.  Saul and David were called God’s anointed, or “messiah.”  Later, though, God made known that a future Messiah would be king not only of Israel, but also of the entire world.  Jesus later revealed, to everyone’s surprise, that Messiah was not only a political figure, but also a Savior from sin.  Finally, in John’s writings and the Epistles, we see Messiah presented as God Himself in the flesh.  

The biblical teaching on Satan and demons serves as another example of this phenomenon.  In the beginning of the canon, all that God revealed about the powers of evil was the existence of a sly serpent.  Later, in the historical books, we encounter the phrase “an evil spirit from the Lord,” which informs us that, although evil powers exist in the world, they are not equal to God, but rather under His ultimate authority.  In the prophetic books of Isaiah and Ezekiel, we learn that Satan is a fallen cherub.  Daniel informs us of the existence of an entire hierarchy of demons.  In the book of Zechariah and the book of Job (which entered the canon late), we encounter for the first time the name “Satan.”  In the New Testament, of course, we gain much more insight into the forces of evil. 

If God revealed His truths progressively and the fullest versions are found at the end of the canon, then why is it needful to study His earlier revelations?  We may well have cases where later biblical authors omit details in God’s plan that were covered in earlier revelation, which the later author expects his audience to already know.  Therefore, the best plan is to study out biblical themes and doctrines from beginning to end.

Let us look at an example of we have just claimed.  The Old Testament presents a wholistic picture of the human being.  We do not see there a clear demarcation of the human spirit, soul, and body.  Yet, the New Testament clearly points out these distinctions.  On the one hand, we accept the New Testament picture as the more theologically developed.  Nonetheless, we should not minimize the Old Testament contribution to this question.  Although humans do indeed possess component parts (spirit, soul, body), they are so closely intertwined and interdependent that the idea of humanity’s “wholeness” remains relevant.  A human being without one of these components is not a whole person.

In conclusion, we may briefly mention a variation on the theme of progressive revelation advanced by Walter Kaiser.  He agrees that later revelation never contradicts earlier revelation, but also rejects the idea that anything fundamentally new is added in the course of canonical revelation.  He feels that the entirely of God’s revelation, at least in seminal form, can be found in the Pentateuch.  Nonetheless, it is difficult to see the entirely of Christian doctrine in the Pentateuch alone.  

J. Application of the Text

One of the most challenging questions in hermeneutics is how to apply a Scriptural text in modern times.  What does the Bible have to say to us today?  We recognize that the Bible was not originally addressed to us, but to people living in the ancient world.  Gordon Fee comments, 

God did not choose to give us a series of timeless, non-culture-bound theological propositions to be believed and imperatives to be obeyed.  Rather he chose to speak his eternal word this way, in historically particular circumstances in every kind of literary genre.

When we do an exegetical analysis of a text, we uncover what the text meant to the people of that day.  What does it mean, though, for us now?  Should we observe the Sabbath (Ex 20:8), refrain from eating pork (Lev 11:7), sell all our possessions (Matt 19:21), or wash one another’s feet (Jn 13:14)?  

The question of Scripture application was problematic in the Early Church as well.  The apostles deliberated on the issue of Gentile believers keeping the Law of Moses.  They decided, “For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials…” (Acts 15:28).  The same task stands before the Church today – how does the Bible relate to us in our day?  The question of application typically arises in three areas: who can claim certain promises of Scripture, who must obey certain commands of Scripture, and who must follow certain examples set in Scripture? 

A vital aspect of this analysis is discovering the general principles that underlie the text under examination.  Specific promises, commands, and examples are based on general biblical principles.  Although specific verses may apply just to their original intended audience, general principles tend to have a wider application. 

For example, God’s will for His people throughout the ages has been holiness.  Yet, that principle can find different expressions at different times.  In the Old Testament, in the context of “holiness,” much emphasis was placed on observing ceremonial purity as prescribed in the Law of Moses, as well as certain external behaviors.  Yet, in the New Testament, ceremonial purity is no longer required, and equal if not more emphasis is placed on inner attitude than external behavior.  Therefore, the principle of holiness can find expression in various ways at various times.

In order to define the general principle underlying a text, one must ask the question, “Why did God promise or require this?”  Sometimes, the text itself indicates this.  For example, in Malachi 3:10 we read, “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse,” and the reason is immediately given, “So that there may be food in My house.”  So then, God required the tithe to support the temple ministry.  The principle, then, is that the ministry should be supported by offerings from the people.  In addition, the Bible’s teaching as a whole may aid in uncovering the general principle.  Concerning support for the ministry, the New Testament confirms that God supplies through the gifts of His people (see Matt 10:10-11; 1 Tim 5:17-18; 1 Cor 9:6-14).

Having determined the principle standing behind the text, we must learn how that principle finds expression in different parts of the canon and under differing conditions.
  We ask ourselves the question, “Is there only one proper expression of that principle throughout Scripture, or is there some flexibility in its application?   Concerning the tithe, this system existed before the Law of Moses (Gen 28:22), was confirmed by the Law (Lev 27:30), remained in force during the time of the prophets (Mal 3:10) and the Lord Jesus (Matt 23:23).  

Yet, in the epistles, although the topic of support for the ministry is often mentioned, there is no instruction on tithing.  We get the impression that in the apostolic times, the principle of support for the ministry had a different expression: a freewill offering according to the disposition of one’s heart (2 Cor 9:6-8)
.  We see this same idea of voluntary offerings when gifts were brought for building the tabernacle in the wilderness (Ex 25:2). 

On the other hand, when we look at the principle underlying Leviticus 18:22: “You shall not lie with a male as one lies with a female; it is an abomination,” we receive a different impression.  The Bible from beginning to end condemns homosexuality (Rom 1:26-27; 1 Cor 6:9).  In this case, the principle of proper sexual relations is stable in its application.  

The instructions on marriage are illuminating here.  The Old Testament allowed polygamy, but the New Testament does not.  Here we have a case not with “flexibility” in the application of a general principle, but a new development in God’s plan.  In Old Testament times, it was more difficult for a man to find contentment in one wife.  The New Testament, however, raises the standard because of the presence of the Holy Spirit in the believer’s heart.  The same is true for divorce.  Jesus and the apostles imposed more restrictions in this matter, since the old order (Deut 24:1), which made allowances for people’s hardness of heart (Matt 19:8), was passing away.  Therefore, we must not mistake “flexibility” in application with a new direction or development in God’s overall plan.

Finally, one must consider the historical conditions in which God gave the promise or command.  For example, Jesus commanded His disciples to wash each other’s feet (Jn 13:14-15).  In that day, foot washing was a necessary part of good hygiene, since people walked in sandals.  In our day, we wear shoes.  Therefore, that act serves no practical goal today.  Most likely, we should seek a more meaningful expression of the principle of humility and respect for others. 

Paul’s “command” to Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:23 merits comment: “No longer drink water {exclusively,} but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments.”  Clearly, the issue was Timothy’s health, and the wine was meant as a medicinal treatment.  This is not to be understood as a general exhortation to drink alcohol.  

Another key element in this analysis is to ascertain whether or not the biblical practice differed from the societal norms of that day.  In Deuteronomy 18:14, God forbids His people to practice the occult.  Yet, at that time, its practice was widespread outside of Israel.  If the biblical practice differs from the societal norm, then it would be hard to claim that it was simply a concession to avoid offending those outside the fellowship of God’s people.  Therefore, chances are, this is a practice with universal application.  

On the other hand, if a biblical practice and societal norms overlap, this does not necessarily mean that the practice is simple a concession for the sake of outsiders.  For example, Scripture teaches, Old Testament and New, that children should obey their parents.  Yet, this was the accepted practice in society as well.  Nonetheless, this biblical practice is not culturally determined, but universal in scope.  It just happens to coincide with societal order. 

Some also recommend that we consider how a certain practice found in Scripture might be perceived in modern society.  Possibly, a practice well accepted in antiquity may have the opposite effect today.
  How would people today, for example, react to believers giving one another a “holy kiss” (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12)?  Nonetheless, one must exercise caution here, as Podnyuk warns,

It is very dangerous to adapt a biblical command to modern societal norms.  There are times when God’s principles will markedly differ from the behavior of unbelievers (see Rom 12:2), although that is not necessarily the intended effect.  The criteria for adapting prescribed behavior to modern culture is not conformity to contemporary standards, but whether or not the application correctly expresses the principle established by God.

In summary, the following questions may aid us in finding the proper application for issues raised in our text under study: 

1. What principle stands behind the promise, command or example set in Scripture?  In other words, why was this necessary?
2. Is this principle applied the same way throughout Scripture, or is there some flexibility in its expression?

3. Is the practice altered because of a new development introduced into God’s plan?

4. Were there some special historical circumstances that determined how that principle was applied in that particular case?

5. Does the biblical practice differ from the social norm of that time?

6. Will people in our day misunderstand or misinterpret this biblical practice?

We will propose several examples of how these questions might illuminate the application of Scripture, citing one biblical promise, one biblical command, one example set by people in biblical times.

Joshua 1:3

Does the promise of God, made to Joshua in Joshua 1:3, have any application to New Testament believers today?  We read, “Every place on which the sole of your foot treads, I have given it to you, just as I spoke to Moses.” 

First, we ask the question, “Why did God give this promise?”  Israel was preparing to advance on Canaan, and God was promising them victory in battle.  As far as the general principle implied here, God has consistently promised His people victory in different endeavors depending on the situation.  His victory, though, comes in different ways at different times.  In the Old Testament, “victory” usually meant success in war, while the New Testament stresses spiritual triumphs (see 2 Cor 2:14).  Only when Christ returns in glory will the Church have political dominion (see Rev 19).  Therefore, this promise/principle is realized in different ways at different times. 

Special historical conditions play a role in our interpretation as well.  God originally promised the inheritance of Canaan to Abraham, and the promise was passed on to Isaac and Jacob.  Therefore, God’s promise of victory to Joshua was simply the fulfillment of the promise He earlier made to Abraham, and its direct application concerns only national Israel of that time.  

Summing up, we conclude that the promise of victory in a general sense applies to God’s people of all time.  This particular promise, though, applies only to Joshua in his capacity as leader of God’s people, Israel.  Ultimate political victory awaits the Church at Christ’s coming.  

Psalm 150:4

In Psalm 105:4, we read the following exhortation: “Praise Him with timbrel and dancing; praise Him with stringed instruments and pipe.”  Should (or must) believers dance before the Lord?

If we seek to know the reason for this exhortation, we find it in verses 2 of this psalm, where believers are urged to exalt God “according to His excellent greatness.”  God is great, and therefore greatly to be praised.  Verse 6 continues this thought: “Let everything that has breath praise the LORD.”  So then, it is appropriate for the praises of God to find fullest expression, even with one’s feet.

As far as the whole-Bible testimony on that topic, Scripture enjoins God’s people to praise Him by various means: voice, hands, bowing, dance, musical instruments.  Dancing is mentioned elsewhere as well (Ps 149:3; 2 Sam 6:14; Ex 15:20; Acts 3:8).  At the same time, our Lord gave us the overall guiding principle for the worship of God – that it should be done in Spirit and truth (Jn 4:24), that is under the direction and inspiration of the Spirit.  We also note that the apostles do not mention the worship dance in their epistles, yet they rarely touch on the subject of worship in general.   

From a historical perspective, we know that dancing was a usual expression of joy and celebration in ancient Jewish culture.  Concerning its perception in modern culture, though, people today perceive dancing not so much as an act of celebration, but as a romantic gesture. 

In summary, we affirm the general principle that God should be praised with enthusiasm.  Since in Scripture dancing is included among the appropriate expressions of praise to God, it should be welcomed (but not required) in the Church today on the condition that it is done in the Spirit, not in the flesh.

Acts 4:32

In Acts 4:32, we gain insight as to how the Early Church in Jerusalem conducted its affairs: “Not one {of them} claimed that anything belonging to him was his own, but all things were common property to them.”  Should believers today imitate this practice and hold all things in common?  

Why did the Early Church do this?  First, the love of Christ in them certainly motivated them to a shared life, which included sharing their possessions.  They also prayed together, shared meals together, that is, enjoyed close fellowship among themselves.  Sharing possessions was simply one more expression of their common life in Christ.   

At the same time, although the themes of “fellowship” and “mutual love” are dominant throughout the New Testament, only here are they expressed in financial equality.  In other New Testament passages, we see both poor and rich participating in the life of the Church.  There is no specific command to distribute property, although rich members are urged to be generous to the poor.  If we look at the question from a historical perspective, it seems that the Jerusalem saints were, in general, financially challenged, and so, such a system was of practical value.  

In summary, we affirm the biblical principles of “fellowship,” “mutual love,” and “care for the poor.”  However, in light of the fact that the New Testament nowhere requires the distribution of property, we cannot legislate this practice for all generations of believers in all places.  At the same time, nothing should prevent believers who voluntarily wish to adopt this system from doing so. 

K. Conclusions

Our main goal in the study of any biblical text is to uncover and express as best we can the author’s intention.  We want to know what exactly the author intended to communicate to his audience through the text he composed.  To accomplish this task, we employ the grammatico-historical method of analysis.  We delve into the world of the biblical author, studying its history, culture and language, giving attention to key word meanings, syntactical features, etc. 

Through such an investigation, we obtain information that assists us in identifying the author’s intended meaning in the text.  Since, in general, the authorial intent of both human author and divine author overlap, discovering the human author’s intent uncovers the meaning God intended to communicate by means of the text as well.  However, discovering what the text meant for its original audience alone is not adequate.  We must discover in it universal principles that apply to all and seek their application to believers today. 
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