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Introduction

The Equip Institute exists to equip members of Taylors
First Baptist Church to think rightly about God and His
Word for the sake of living rightly before God in His
world. Our theme for this fall is Christian Story. Tonight is
the first of two sessions on biblical interpretation.

Biblical Inspiration, Authority, and Truthfulness

As Christians, we believe that the Bible is inspired: it is
literally God's words in written form. We also acknowledge
that the Bible was written by dozens of different authors
over a period of about a thousand years. Unlike every
other book that has ever been written, the Bible is both a
thoroughly divine book and a truly human book. God
inspired the very words of every part of Scripture, not just
the concepts conveyed by those words. Inspiration is thus
verbal and plenary.

We further believe that the Bible is authoritative: when
the Scripture speaks, God speaks, and thus those written
words carry His divine authority. As such, we should
submit ourselves to the teaching of Scripture as our
supreme authority in all matters. When we obey the
Scriptures, we are obeying God. When we disobey the
Scriptures, we are disobeying God.

Because the words are God's words, they also reflect God
perfectly holy character. God does not lie, so the
Scriptures he inspired are trustworthy. The final form of
the OT and the original manuscripts of the NT are without
error in matters of fact. Modern translations are thus also
without error to the degree they accurately convey the
earliest and best available manuscripts. English Bibles are
virtually inerrant and should be treated as fully trustworthy.

The Baptist Faith & Message (2000), Article I: The
Scriptures

The Holy Bible was written by men divinely inspired and is
God's revelation of Himself to man. It is a perfect treasure
of divine instruction. It has God for its author, salvation for
its end, and truth, without any mixture of error, for its
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matter. Therefore, all Scripture is totally true and
trustworthy. [t reveals the principles by which God judges
us, and therefore is, and will remain to the end of the
world, the true center of Christian union, and the supreme
standard by which all human conduct, creeds, and
religious opinions should be tried. All Scripture is a
testimony to Christ, who is Himself the focus of divine
revelation.

Introduction to Biblical Interpretation

Hermeneutics is the interpretation of language in both its
oral and written forms. It is from the Greek word
hermeneuo, which means to translate or interpret. When
Christians talk about hermeneutics, they are referring to
the interpretation of the Bible.

Different Christian groups have various understandings of
what the Bible teaches about all sorts of topics such as
baptism, miraculous spiritual gifts, female pastors, the
millennium, and eternal security (among others). These
are hermeneutical differences because they are matters of
how to rightly interpret the Bible. These differing
interpretations are the cause of different confessional and
denominational traditions.

Christians do not believe that all interpretations of the
Scriptures are equally valid. The Bible is not an infinite
"babel” of differing interpretations that are at times
incompatible with each other. While some biblical texts
lend themselves to multiple layers of meaning, the Bible’s
meaning is determined by the original human authors
and, most importantly, the Lord who inspired them to
write those words.

That word “faithfully” is important. When we interpret the
Scriptures correctly, we glorify the Lord who is the divine
Author of those words, which are a lamp to our feet and a
light to our path (Psa. 119:105).

Our goal as interpreters is not to invent the meaning of
the biblical text. Rather, our goal is to grasp the meaning
God has intended for the text. We are seeking to find the
meaning that is already there in the text. Like Timothy,
each of us should “Do your best to present yourself to
God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be
ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).
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Meaning and Interpretation

In the field of biblical hermeneutics, there is a debate
about who determines the meaning of the text. Some
argue that the author or authors decide what the text
means. We call this view authorial intention. Others argue
that the reader decides what the text means. We call this
view reader response. Authorial intent is the default view
of the average “man on the street” who is asked about
meaning, while reader response is the most popular view
among literary scholars.

Christians believe that every word of Scripture is dually
authored. Furthermore, the purpose of the Bible is to
communicate God’s truth to human readers in written
form. For these reasons, most Christians reject reader
response and affirm authorial intention. Our ultimate goal
as interpreters is to understand what the divine Author is
communicating through the human authors whom He
inspired to write the Scriptures.

Throughout history, Christians have debated whether a
text can have more than one meaning. There are two
extreme positions. One extreme claims that every text has
one literal meaning and that there is no place for any
additional layers of meaning. This treats all of Scripture as
if it is historical narrative and can undermine prophetic
and poetic language that is meant to point us to Jesus.
The other extreme claims that a text can mean many
different things, with some meanings more literal and
some more spiritual. This treats all of Scripture as if there
is some deeper meaning hidden away that only the really
holy readers can find. This latter extreme was common
throughout the Middle Ages, when various allegorical
interpretations were often considered far more important
than what the text actually said.

Our goal as interpreters is to find whatever meaning is
already present in the text. Often, there is only one
straightforward meaning. But at times, there are layers of
meaning. For example, a few OT passages are intended
to be read allegorically. A good study Bible can help us to
figure out when this is the case. However, far more
common than allegory is typology, when an OT passage
is intended by the author to foreshadow realities that are
only fully understood in light of Jesus. In a broader sense,
all of the OT is typological because all of it foreshadows
Jesus. As Augustine said, “The new is in the old
concealed, while the old is in the new revealed.”
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Here is a good rule of thumb: allegory tries too hard to
find hidden meanings in mundane details, while typology
focuses on understanding intended meanings in biblical
concepts ultimately fulfilled in Christ. Remember: as
interpreters, we are not looking for hidden truths in the
Bible intended only for the really spiritual readers, but
rather are asking the Holy Spirit to reveal truths that have
always been there and are intended to be known by all
believers.

Application and Interpretation

It is one thing to know what the Bible meant to its original
readers. It is another thing to know how to apply the
meaning of the Bible to our contemporary contexts.
Effective preachers and Bible teachers not only explain
what the text means, but they show you various ways to
apply that text to your life. Meaning without application
can lead to “head knowledge” divorced from “heart
knowledge.” Application divorced from meaning is just
spiritual self-help advice or religious “life hacks.”

Six principles about the role of application in
interpretation:

1. Atext can only mean what the author intended
(this is a review of the above)

2. Though a text can only mean what the author
intended, there might be any number of
applications that can be drawn from the text

3. While some applications apply to all people (e.g.
obeying God's moral commands), other
applications might vary from person to person
depending upon their circumstance

4. The text’s meaning plus our particular context
provides the boundaries for the potential range
of appropriate applications

5. We should never confuse our applications of the
text with the meaning of the text, or we make the
Bible primarily about our felt needs rather than
God's written revelation of Himself to humanity

6. Our application should always aim toward our
faithfully obeying the Cultural Mandate (Gen.
1:26-28; 9:1), the First and Second Greatest
Commandments (Matt. 22:34-40; Mark 12:28-31)
and the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20; John
20:21-23; Acts 1:8)
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