The Spiritual Dimension of Interpretation

By the expression “the spiritual side of interpretation,” we mean that the interpretation of Scripture is not just an academic exercise.  There are spiritual factors that affect it as well.  One does not fully comprehend God’s truth by means of human reasoning alone.  There are unfortunately many examples, both in church history and in modern times, of capable, intelligent, highly educated individuals who distorted the truth of God’s Word.  There exist other important elements in the exegetical task besides intellectual prowess. 

1. Diligence in Study

The quest for truth requires diligence.  A proper execution of the exegetical process requires much time and great effort.  The thorough study of syntax, word meanings, context, etc. can be very painstaking work.  Therefore, one must apply oneself to one’s work.  Jesus Himself said that if we continue in His Word, then we would know the truth (Jn 8:31-32).  Knowledge of the truth does not come through a quick glance at the Bible, but a constant application to its study.  Therefore, diligence, being a spiritual virtue, is one of the necessary elements in the spiritual side of interpretation. 

The early apostles took Jesus’ instruction about abiding in the Word seriously.  In the Book of Acts, we read that they devoted themselves “to prayer and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4).  Similarly, Paul charges Timothy to apply all diligence in handling the Word: “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth” (2 Tim 2:15).  Paul also praises Christian workers who work hard in teaching (1 Tim 5:17).

In 1 Timothy 5:17, Paul describes the work of teachers with the term κοπιάω (kopiao).  This Greek word has two primary meanings.  First, it means, “work hard, toil, strive, struggle.”  Second, it means, “become weary, tired.”
  Clearly, this term implies applying maximal effort.  Additionally, Paul directs the Thessalonian church to honor preachers and teachers who labor among them (1 Thes 5:12).  Again, we encounter the term κοπιάω (kopiao) describing their labor in the Lord for the Church.

Diligence is a necessary element for success in any endeavor.  People in secular society strive to make new breakthroughs that will bring them personal success.  Ministers of God’s Word, though, who are aiming at a higher goal, should apply themselves even more.  Such devotion will, of course, take its toil on one’s lifestyle.  There will be less time for rest and relaxation, but this is the price for attaining excellence in ministry. 

A classic example of devotion to the Word is Ezra, a teacher in Israel in the fifth century BC.  It is written of him that he “set his heart to: (1) study the law of the LORD, (2) and to practice {it}, and (3) to teach {His} statutes and ordinances in Israel” (Ezra 7:10).

First, we note Ezra’s diligence in regard to his work.  The word translated “set heart to” is הֵכִין (hehin), which means, “establish, set up, fix.”
  In other words, Ezra made a firm decision to study, observe, and teach God’s Word.  He was determined to accomplish his goal.  Likely, he spent much time studying the Old Testament.  At the same time, he was a “doer of the word, and not merely a hearer” (Jam 1:22).  Besides that, he served God’s people as a teacher, not only by word, but by example as well.

We may cite another fine example of devotion to God’s Word.  In Psalm 119, the psalmist expresses his love for God’s Word and his desire to observe it.  We read: “I have rejoiced in the way of Your testimonies, as much as in all riches.  I will meditate on Your precepts and regard Your ways.  I shall delight in Your statutes; I shall not forget Your word” (14-16); “I will also speak of Your testimonies before kings and shall not be ashamed.  I shall delight in Your commandments, which I love.  And I shall lift up my hands to Your commandments, which I love; and I will meditate on Your statutes” (46-48); “O how I love Your law!  It is my meditation all the day.  Your commandments make me wiser than my enemies, for they are ever mine” (97-98).

2. Assistance of the Holy Spirit

The second irreplaceable element for effective interpretation of the Bible is the assistance of the Holy Spirit.  Why is the Spirit’s help so vital?  First, the Bible reveals that we are fallen creatures with depraved minds (Eph 4:17-18; Rom 12:2).  Although we are now in Christ, our minds are not yet fully renewed, but are still undergoing that process.  Second, the Bible reveals that God’s Word is spiritual in nature (1 Cor 2:12-13; Jn 6:63; Lk 24:45).  This means that the individual who studies the Word without the direction of the Spirit will never fully capture its meaning and may fall into error.  

In both Old and New Testaments, God promises the aid of the Spirit of truth as a guide to truth (Jer 33:3; Jn 14:26; 16:13; 1 Jn 2:27).  The Spirit enlightens our minds to understand the Scriptures.  One must have spiritual sensitivity to handle the Word properly.  This is what Jesus meant by the words “He who has ears, let him hear” (Matt 13:9; 11:15; Rev 2 and 3). 

It is important to note that the Spirit does not reveal to us new truths that are not already in Scripture.  He opens our eyes, rather, to appreciate the truths that are already there.  Erickson correctly comments: 

There is an understanding of the text that cannot be obtained simply through intellectual study, but which the Holy Spirit gives in illumination… The role of the Holy Spirit is not to convey new information that is not in the biblical text.  Rather, the Spirit gives insight or understanding of the meaning that is in the biblical text, although it may not always be possible to unpack that meaning fully using exegetical methodology.”
 

In this regard, Goldingay writes, “Interwoven with the active analytic work of my mind is a periodic receiving of a spark of insight on the actual subject matter of the text I am wrestling with.”
  Fram concurs, “Nor does the Spirit give us power to transcend reason altogether.”
 

How can we engage with the Spirit in this endeavor?  First, the Bible urges us to pray and request guidance (Ps 119:18; Eph 1:16-19).  Second, upon completion of our exegetical research, we must reflect or mediate on the Word, relying on the Spirit to give insight.  Scripture speaks of the value of meditation on the Word: 

This book of the law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it… (Josh 1:8).

I have more insight than all my teachers, For Your testimonies are my meditation (Ps 119:99).

Consider what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything (2 Tim 2:7). 

When students of Scripture sincerely seek the Spirit’s help, He will guide them in their understanding.  When the Spirit gives special insight, the interpreter may experience an inner confirmation that the Spirit is speaking.  We observe an example of this in Luke 24:32: “Were not our hearts burning within us while He was speaking to us on the road, while He was explaining the Scriptures to us?”  It is important to note, though, that such an inner conviction is not the best indicator of true spiritual illumination from the Spirit, but the correspondence of one’s interpretation with the total witness of Scripture on the topic.  Henry rightly comments, 

Yet unless priority is given to the objectively inspired content of Scripture, Spirit-illumination readily gives way to private fantasy and mysticism.  The Spirit illumines persons by reiterating the truth of the scriptural revelation and bearing witness to Jesus Christ.  Spirit-illumination centers in the interpretation of the literal grammatical sense of Spirit-breathed Scripture.

When an interpreter, who has truly heard from the Spirit, gives out his/her teaching, others in the Body of Christ will be able to recognize and confirm that truth as well.  It is curious to note that, although the enemies of Jesus and the disciples opposed their teaching, they were not able to refute it, thereby indirectly confirming its validity (see Matt 22:46; Lk 2:46-47; 20:26, 39-40; 21:14-15; Acts 4:13; 6:8-10).  Packer agrees that one can verify the insights given by the Spirit: “This Spirit-given understanding comes by a rational process that can be stated, analyzed, and tested at each point.”
 

3. Purity of Heart

Another necessary element in “spiritual” hermeneutics is the proper condition of the interpreter’s heart.  He/she must be pure of heart.  One hindrance to purity of heart is pride.  The Bible cautions us that God does not reveal His mysteries to those who rely on their intellect (Matt 11:25-26; 1 Pet 5:5; 1 Cor 3:18-20).  The development of our mental capabilities is necessary and good, but to rely on our unaided intelligence to discover God’s truth is futile and even dangerous.  God “is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (1 Pet 5:5) in the understanding of His ways.  

A pure heart is also characterized by obedience.  God does not reveal His mysteries to the disobedient (Jn 7:17; 14:21).  Podnyuk correctly notes that, according to Scripture, “knowledge” includes not only possessing information, but also how one lives in the light of that knowledge.  The Word must become “incarnate” in our lives.
 

The Bible abounds in examples of how sin can lead to a distortion of God’s revelation.  Even in the first century, many departed from sound doctrine (1 Tim 1:4-7; 4:7; 6:3-5, 20-21; 2 Tim 2:14-18, 23; Tit 3:8-9).  We may summarize Paul’s characterization of false teachers as follows.  They are motivated by pride (1 Tim 1:7; 6:4) and greed (1 Tim 6:5), they are diverted by trivial doctrines and unbiblical legends (1 Tim 1:4; 4:7; 6:4, 20; 2 Tim 2:14, 16, 23; Tit 3:9), they speak little of more essential matters, like personal faith, obedience, and practical Christian living (1 Tim 1:4-6; 4:7; Tit 3:8).  Such teachers produce little fruit (1 Tim 1:6; Tit 3:9), stir up disputes (2 Tim 2:23), confuse their audience (2 Tim 2:14), and often end up in error (1 Tim 6:20-21; 2 Tim 2:16-18). 

Furthermore, Peter states that the “untaught and unstable” distort the Word to their own destruction (2 Pet 3:16).  The religious teachers of Jesus’ day rejected Him, not understanding the Scriptures, even though they studied them diligently, due to the darkened condition of their hearts (Jn 5:39-40; Acts 13:27).  For the same reasons God rebuked Old Testament leaders (Jer 8:8) and the Israeli people in general (Ezek 12:2).  In the Church, the “meat” of the Word is reserved for the spiritually mature, while the immature get only “milk” (Heb 5:11-14; 1 Cor 3:1-3). 

Moreover, the one who gives insight to the human interpreter is the Holy Spirit.  Yet, the same Spirit also corrects our path.  If one is not open to correction by the Spirit, he/she is also not open to receive his tutorage in the Word.  James leaves us with this counsel: “Therefore, putting aside all filthiness and {all} that remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted” (Jam 1:21).

4. Corporate Effort of the Church

The interpretation of Scripture is most effective when done corporately in the context of the Church.  God does not give all His revelation to one person, but to the Body of Christ in general.  The Bible itself was not written by one individual, but by about forty authors.  God delights in unity among His people, and one means of attaining that unity is by the corporate effort of the Church in interpreting God’s Word.  Each student of the Word should include in his/her research the opinion of other scholars and commentators.  In this way, the interpretive work of one can be sharpened and enhanced by the work of others. 

The work of interpretation can include not only Church leaders, but the so-called “laity” as well.  On the one hand, we recognize that God has appointed specially gifted individuals in the Church to teach (1 Cor 12:20-28; Acts 13:1-2).  Yet, on the other hand, all believers, by virtue of the Spirit’s presence in them, are able to teach.  Paul, in fact, encourages all believers to teach one another (Col 3:16). 

We also recognize that, although the work of interpretation is a corporate effort, every believer is responsible for what he/she believes.  Each of us must know the Word for ourselves and be able to test every teaching, if it is of God or not (1 Thes 5:21-22; Acts 17:11).
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