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HERMENEUTIC 'S 

GB-21 0 
(Biblical Interpretation) 

Syllabus 
Professor Mal Couch, Th.D., Ph.D. 

COURSE PURPOSE: 
The "science" of Bible interpretation is a process that must be learned in order to unlock the full meaning of 
God's Word. First for absolute truth, and then to apply that truth to our spiritual needs. Students will study 
how the Holy Spirit works with our "searching" the text and how to avoid inserting our own thoughts over 
what God wants us to know in a particular context. Important skills will be gained and supporting reference 
tools will be identified which deal with tough Biblical passages as well. 

COURSE APPROACH: 
The student will learn the science of Biblical Hermeneutics in order to establish a more systematic approach 
in understanding the inspired Scriptures. Practical guidelines will be presented in which the student will 
learn the proper application of these interpretative principles. 

TEXTBOOKS: 
• Classical Evangelical Henneneutics, Mal Couch, Kregel Press. 
• Basic Bible Interpretation, Roy Zuck, Cook Communications. 
• Protestant Biblical Inte1pretation, Bernard Ramm, Baker Book House. 

ADDITIONAL REFERENCES: 
• Things To Come, Dwight Pentecost, Zondervan Publishing (Chapters 1-4 are specifically addressed 

in this course.) 
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IV. COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 

1. ALL STUDENTS: Students are required to take reasonable notes from the 
lectures (may be hand-written) and to participate in classroom discussions. 
Students must read the textbook assigrunents before class each week (if required). 
Extension students must record all the check numbers given during each lecture 
(see page three). All notes taken from the taped lectures are to be submitted with 
the other course requirements and are not on style or neatness but simply 
to confirm the fact that the student interacted with the course material on tape. 

2. UNDERGRADUATE LEVEL: (1) Answer the first 75 of the 100 questions 
included in the syllabus. Responses must be typed, double-spaced with a 
minimum length of one-quarter page per question (excluding any quotes). Refer 
to an important note concerning answering the course questions in #5 below. 

3. GRADUATE LEVEL: (1) Answer all 100 questions included in the syllabus. 
Responses must be typed, double-spaced with a minimum length of one-quarter 
page per question (excluding any quotes). (2) A ten page summary on The 
History of Interpretation from Protestant Biblical Interpretation, pp. 1-92 and 
Basic Bible Interpretation, pp. 27-58. 

4. SEMINARY LEVEL: (1) Answer all 100 questions included in the syllabus. 
Responses must be typed, double-spaced with a minimum length of one-third 
page per question (excluding any quotes). (2) A ten page summary on The 
History of Interpretation from Protestant Biblical Interpretation, pp. 1-92 and 
Basic Bible Interpretation, pp. 27-58. 

5. The answers to the course questions are to be "reasonable and balanced". Some of 
the questions will be more elementary and require less space while others will 
involve more detailed answers and require additional space (especially multi-
numbered questions, e.g. 12-13, 28-29, 38-39). In either case, the professor 
expects a comprehensive and balanced approach to each question. For the course 
papers (if required), all references must be properly credited to the original author 
and publication source. Footnotes are the preferred reference method, but the use 
of endnotes is allowed. Any evidence of plagiarism will determine the basis for 
automatic dismissal from the course. 
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6. If you are a Seminary Level student (any Advanced diploma) and have a desire to 
research in a specific area of this course topic, you may contact Dr. Mal Couch or 
Dr. John Baze upon receiving this course to approve any course adjustments. 

(Record all check numbers stated on the audio tapes in each class. If a number is omitted, indicate 
"no in the appropriate column: first, middle, or end of that class) 

BffiLICAL INTERPRETATION (Hermeneutics) 
Course Questions 

(Review Course Requirement #5 in answering these questions in a proper manner. Otherwise, 
your final course grade could be affected.) 

1. 
2. 
3-4. 
5-6. 
7-8. 
9. 
10-11. 
12-13. 
14-lS. 
16-17. 
18-19. 
20-21. 
22. 
23. 
24-25. 
26-27. 
28-29. 
30-31. 
32-33. 
34. 
35-36. 
37. 
38-39. 
40-41. 

What is the primary necessity for Hermeneutics? 
How much do we possibly have of the New Testament as it was originally written? 
Summarize the difference between preaching and teaching. 
What are the importance of Bible tools in personal study? 
What is the importance ofknowing the original language ofthe text? 
Why is a good Bible version necessary to the present generation? 
Summarize Observation. 
Summarize Interpretation. 
Summarize Application. 
Explain in more detail the levels of application. 
Why are the elements of the setting important in understanding the book of Ephesians? 
List some important factors about the background of the apostle Paul. 
Why is it important to know an audience to whom a book is written? 
Why is it important to know the background of problems the author is addressing?. 
Explain what the "human drama" is about. 
Why is it important to look carefully at grammar and original language of the text? 
Why is important to outline a chapter or book out of which you are going to teach? 
What is the value of comparing books, such as Ephesians and Colossians? 
Explain the point of contact? 
How do you determine the social environment of an audience? 
Explain an allegory. 
Who is Origen? 
What did Origen do that had a negative impact in the interpretation of the Bible? 
How did they interpret the Bible during the Middle Ages? 
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42-43. 
44-45. 
46-47. 
48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 
52. 
53. 
54. 
55. 
56-57. 
58--59. 
60. 
61. 
62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66-67. 
68. 
69. 
70. 
71. 
72. 
73. 
74. 
75. 
76. 
77. 
78. 
79. 
80. 
81. 
82. 
83. 
84. 
85. 
86. 
87. 
88. 
89. 
90. 
91-92. 
93-94. 
95-96. 
97. 
98. 
99-100. 

What was the fourfold sense of Scripture? 
Explain Luther's method of interpretation? 
Explain Calvin's method of interpretation? 
In terms of the subject of interpretation, who is Spinoza? 
Who is Schleiermacher? 
Who is Kierkegaard? 
Who is Welhaunsen? 
Who is Bultmann? 
What does the Catholic Church believe about Scripture? 
Define the Doctrine of Revelation. 
Define Doctrine of Inspiration. 
Define and explain Bible unity. 
How does the cultural background of the Bible affect interpretation? 
What is a grammatical interpretation? 
Why is grammatical interpretation important? 
What is the importance of word forms? 
What is syntax? 
What is rhetorical interpretation? 
What is literary genre? 
What is the importance of structural analysis? 
What is a figure of speech? 
Do figures of speech oppose a literal interpretation? 
As Zuck explains it, what is synecdoche? 
Merism? 
Hendiadys? 
Personification? 
Anthropomorphism? 
Anthropopathism? 
Zoomorphism? 
Apostrophe? 
Euphemism? 
Ellipsis? 
Zeugma? 
Aposiopesis? 
Rhetorical question? 
Hyperbole? 
Litotes? 
Irony? 
Pleonasm? 
Oxymoron? 
Paradox? 
Paronomasia? 
Onomatopoeia? 
How does an Idiom differ from a Figure of Speech? 
Explain a Type. 
Explain valid Types. 
Explain Symbols. 
Explain Parables. 
Why did Jesus use parables? 
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CLASSICAL EVANGELICAL HERMENEUTICS, Mal Couch 

ADDITIONAL ASSIGNMENTS from CLASSICAL EVANGELICAL HERMENEUTICS: 
1. From chapter 15, how have critics misunderstood or misrepresented dispensationalism? 

Explain. 

2. Explain the "problem," or the difficulty of interpreting and understanding Romans 9-11 
chapter 19 in the book. 

3. In several long and detailed paragraphs, explain in your own words how we are to translate 
and then understand Matthew 16: 13-20. 

· 4. Having read chapter 21 dealing with Allegorical Interpretation and the Book of Revelation, 
summarize what you think are the main areas of inconsistency in allegorical interpretation. 

5. From chapter 23, come up with eight reasons that we believe prove Ezekiel's temple will by 
a literal, historical structure and not simply an allegory about the church. 



PRACTICING THE PROCESS 

(Refer to Section IX in the Class Notes) 
A. Matthew 3:1-3. 

Here are some of the interpretative questions you should be asking: 
1. Who wrote Matthew? 
2. What is the theme of the book? 
3. Who is John the Baptist? 
4. What does repent mean? 
5. What is "the kingdom of heaven?" 
6. How is the Isaiah quote used? 
7. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 

B. Matthew 24:1-20. 
Here are some of the interpretative questions you should be asking: 

1. From v. 3, what were the questions? 
2. What did the questions mean? 
3. Who asked the questions? 
4. What were the disciples thinking? 
5. From v. 4 on, what would make you think Jesus is NOT talking about the disciples 

but instead a "you" of a future generation? 
6. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 

C. John 3:1-10. 
Here are some of the interpretative questions you should be asking: 

1. Who is Nicodemus? 
2. What did he think of Jesus? 
3. In the OT, where would the phrase ''born again" come from? 
4. What does the phrase, ''kingdom of God," mean? 
5. What does "born of water and the Spirit" mean? 
6. In v. 10, what did Jesus mean? 
7. How does v. 16 tie in with vv. 1-10? 
8. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 

D. Titus 3:3-6. 
Here are some of the interpretative questions you should be asking: 

1. Who are the ''we"? 
2. Who made the difference, v. 4? 
3. What did God do? 
4. What is "the washing of regeneration?" 
5. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 

E. Deuteronomy 28:1-14, 64--68. 
Here are some of the interpretative questions you should be asking: 

1. Who is speaking? 
2. What is about to happen? 
3. Where will the blessing or curse take place? 
4. Upon whom? 
5. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 
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Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (CB 210) 

Biblical Interpretation 
(Hermeneutics) 

Class Notes-Expanded Outline 

I. Introduction 
A. What is Hermeneutics? 

I . Definition of the term hermeneutics. 
:2. The basic need of hermeneutics for the 

interpreter of the Bible. 
3. Can we be certain of our understanding of the Bible? 
4. Reasons we can know for certain the 

message of the Bible. 
5. Conclusion: A case for a proper hermeneutic. 

B. Why are there Different Interpretations of the Bible? 
C. Qualifications and Mental/Spiritual Preparations for Bible Study. 

II. Passing on the Truth: The Difference Between Preaching and Teaching 
A. The Greek words translated "preach" and "teach" 

in the New Testament. 
B. The main emphasis in the New Testament is on Teaching. 
C. The many passages that emphasize teaching 

in the Old & New Testament. 
Ill. Epistemological Approaches to the Bible 

A. Catholic Epistemology (HANDOUT #1 BY THE SAME NAME) 
B. Charismatic/Pentecostal Epistemology 

(HANDOUT #2 BY THE SAME NAME) 
C. Conservative Evangelical Epistemology 

(HANDOUT #3 BY THE SAME NAME} 
IV. Why Is Proper Bible Interpretation Important? 

A. Our personal spiritual growth. 
I . Spiritual Growth 
:2. Spiritual Maturity 
3. Spiritual Effectiveness 

B. The affect on our students' lives. 
V. The Goal of Interpretation 

(HANDOUT #4 - OBSERVATION AS A DETECTIVE} 
VI. Some Preliminary Gut-level Questions 

(HANDOUT #5- OBSERVE OBJECTIVELY) 
VII. A Helpful Example 
VIII. The Four Step Process of Bible Study 

A. Prayer for Illumination 
B. Observation: Observe, Observe, Observe!!! (What Does It Say?) 

I. Defining Observation 
a. A Definition And Description of Observation 
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Biblical Interpretation - Hermeneutics (C B 210) 

b. Key Observations g Key Rules 
(HANDOUT #6 - OBSERVE THE KEYS) 

c. What do we mean by "literal" or "normal" interpretation? 
I. Introduction to the Discussion 
2. literal Hermeneutics 

(HANDOUTS #8, 9, 10, 11 -
PREMILLENNIALISM, HISTORIC 

PREMILLENNIALISM, AMILLENPliALISM, 

POSTMILLENNIALISM) 

3. The Jews, Jesus and Apostles Speak [This entire section 
is taken from Pentecost: 16-20] 

a. The beginning of Interpretation 
b. Old Testament Jewish Interpretation 
c. literalism in the Time of Christ 

4. Concluding Remarks 
(HANDOUT #7 - LITERAL INTERPRETATION) 

2. The Process of Observation 
a. Read Repeatedly 
b. Ask Preliminary Questions 

I. Who is the author? 
2. What are the circumstances at the time of writing? 
3. Who are the recipients? 
4. What can you learn about them (Jew or Gentile, 

wealthy or poor, etc.)? 
5. Where was the book (letter) written? 
6. When was the book written? 
7. Are there any problems addressed? 

c. Outline the Book. Especially if it is the first time you 
have studied through the book. 

d. Study a particular passage. 
I. Who? 
2. What? 
3. When? 
4. Where? 
5. Why? 
6.How? 

C. Interpretation (What Does It Mean?) 
I . Defining Interpretation 
2. Ask Interpretive Questions. 

a. Defining important terms or phrases. ("What does this word or 
phrase mean?", or "What does the writer mean by this term?") 

b. Observe the context. How does the context help me understand 
the passage?' (HANDOUT #8 - OBSERVATION-CONTEXT & 
HANDOUT #9 - OBSERVE THE WHOLE PICTURE) 
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Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (GB 210) 

c. Probe cultural differences. (What cultural understanding assists 
me in this passage?) 

d. Discern the figurative language. (Is there figurative language in 
this passage?) 

3. Answer the interpretive Questions. 
4. Wrapping up the Interpretative Process. 

D. Application (How Does It Change The lives Of Myself And Others?) 
I . Defining Application 
2. Taking Care in Application (Direct, Indirect, Generic) 

a. What does this mean to those to whom it was written? (Direct) 
b. What does it mean to us today? (Indirect) 
c. Can the passage be applied to all, at any time? 

3. Personal Application. 
4. Teach Others How It Applies To Them. 

IX. Practicing the Process 
A. Matthew 3:1-3 
B. Matthew 24:1-20 
C. John 3: I -I 0 
D. Titus 3:3 -6 
E. Deut. 28 : 1-14, 64-68 

X. Preparing To Teach Your Passage (Sample Passage: Eph. 5:15-3 3) 
A. The Introduction 

I. Why is the study of this passage important? 
2. May contain illustrations, quoted articles, statistics, stories, etc. 
3. May show where the study is going and preview what you hope to 

accomplish through this material. 
4. The introduction will lead logically into the Body. 

B. The Body (Exegetical Content) 
I. Background 
2. Outline of passage. 
3. Develop the Body by key verses and key thoughts. 

C. The Conclusion/ Application 
D. Question and Answer Period 
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Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (CB uo) 

Class Notes 

I. Introduction 

Biblical Interpretation 
Hermeneutics 

A. What is Hermeneutics? 
I . Definition of the term hermeneutics. 

In Greek literature, Hermes was the messenger of the gods. Thus, hermeneutics 
came to be the term describing how one moves a message, or how thoughts are 
transmitted. Hermeneutics is indeed a science of interpretation applied to all linguistic 
studies. 

2. The basic need of hermeneutics for the 
interpreter of the Bible. 

Bernard Ramm points out, "That God has spoken in Holy Scripture is the very 
heart of our faith and without this certainty we should be left to the dubiousness of human 
knowledge. God has spoken! But what has He said?" He continues: 

This is the primary and basic need of hermeneutics: to ascertain what God has said in 
. . . Scripture; to determine the meaning of the Word of God. It is our responsibility to 
determine the meaning of what God has given to us in Sacred Scripture. Further, we need 
to know the correct method of biblical interpretation so that we do not confuse the voice of 
God with the voice of man. We need to know hermeneutics thoroughly if for no other 
reason than to preserve us from the folly and errors of faulty principles of understanding 
God's Word. 

The only way to clear the atmosphere and to determine what is right and wrong, 
proper and improper, orthodox and heretical, is to give one's self to a careful study of the 
science of biblical hermeneutics. Otherwise we deal with symptoms, not with causes; we 
debate about superstructure when we should be debating about foundations. 

Since God elected to work within the framework of common human language 
principles, knowing or observing those principles, gives us solid biblical knowledge as to 
the message ofthe Bible (Ramm: 1-4). 

3. Can we be certain of our understanding of the Bible? 

Some argue that since the Bible was written over 2,000 years ago, it's impossible 
to know exactly the message of Scripture. There are a few phrases, idioms and definitions 
we may not know perfectly. Yet we now know so much about the languages in which the 
Bible was written, that no major truth is damaged or destroyed, in our seeking to 
comprehend scriptural reality. 

4. Reasons we can know for certain the 
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Biblical Interpretation - Hermeneutics (G B 210) 

message of the Bible. 

Below is a list of reasons we can know for certain the message of the Bible: 

a. Although God has preserved His truth 1 00%, through the process of textual 
criticism, we have 99% or more of the New Testament text, as it was written 
by the apostles (Dr. Harold Hoehner, Director of Ph.D. Studies; Chairman and 
Professor ofNew Testament Studies, Dallas Seminary). 

b. We have probably 96% or more of the Old Testament text, as determined by 
textual criticism in examining the Dead Sea Scrolls and other manuscripts. 

c. Historical facts consistently do nothing but confirm the Bible and its historicity. 
d. Human custom, as reflected in historical studies, shed light on the Scriptures. 
e. Social custom, as reflected in the various civilizations surrounding Bible lands, 

throw light on the biblical text. 
f Studying very early Latin or Aramaic scriptural fragments give us, grammatical 

assurances of biblical meaning, as understood by the early church Fathers, 
(i.e., we can do cross-language studies on the Bible that tell us volumes about 
the meaning of the Word of God). 

g. Early church commentaries by the church Fathers, assure us of the meaning of a 
passage, as understood by men who were much closer to the original sources. 

h. Geography sheds light on Scripture. 
1. Archaeological studies as well, help us understand the Bible. 
J. Absolutely essential is the study of Hebrew (the Old Testament) and Greek 

(The New Testament) in determining what the Bible is saying. We have 2,000 
years of scholarship in these fields to help understand the biblical message. 

k. Essential also is an understanding concerning human feelings, emotions and 
expressions. As we study the grammar of Scripture, we need to learn how to 
"feel" the human drama, the pains, sorrows, and joys of the authors. We can 
identifY with these feelings no matter how many centuries have passed. God 
inspired the writings of the bible by working within the authors. These men 
transmitted what God sovereignly desired to be written: 

1. Through their times 
2. By their insights and feelings 
3. Within their own language framework 
4. Through their own pains and difficulties 

By the Spirit 's guidance, the prophets and apostles wrote far prophecy and near 
prophecy. They unknowingly, in some cases, gave us the incredible doctrine of the 
Trinity. They spoke without error or sin in their message (though they were sinners 
themselves). 
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Biblical Interpretation - Hermeneutics (C B 210) 

5. Conclusion: A case for a proper hermeneutic. 

Hermeneutics is the art and science of putting all the factors together, in gleaning 
from the Bible, the absolute truth for sound doctrine. If all students of the Bible would be 
diligent with the process, there would be few conflicts in understanding the Bible and a 
greater excitement over the message of Scripture to meet our spiritual needs. 

B. Why are there Different Interpretations of the Bible? 

1. Inability to read. Some have difficulty comprehending common 
thoughts as expressed in Scripture. 

2. Denominational bias. Being raised in a certain denomination will color 
how you look at scripture. 

3. Presuppositional study concepts. Going into passage with a 
preconception of what passage means without studying it. 

4. Misapplication. By poor study or no study, completely missing the 
point of a given verse or passage of Scripture. 

5. Spiritualizing the message. Many allegorize a passage, make it syrupy, 
or interpret it in an extremely cloudy way. 

6. Failure to study the context. One of the most common errors is not 
seeing the whole picture of where a certain thought is leading. 

7. Failure to use background resources and study helps. 
8. Lack of Comprehension of biblical language syntax. Syntax is the way 

that individual elements in a language relate to each other. Some just 
fail to understand how words and grammar go together. 

9. Lack of understanding of what "literal" interpretation means. 
10. Eisegesis. Telling the Bible what to say rather than listening to what it 

says. 
11. Believing Bible study is not a priority in life. 
12. Not being sensitive to the "human drama" within the Bible. Such as, 

the pains and sorrows ofDavid, etc. 
13 . Before study, failure to pray for spiritual insight. This reminds us that 

we need the illuminating work of the Spirit of God to properly 
understand and apply the Scriptures. 

14. Theological and/or emotional bias. We sometime are not honest and 
look for ways to make the Bible say what you want it to say. 

15. Failure to "rightly divide" the Word. This leads from a failure to see 
the dispensational distinctions within the Bible. 

16. Failure to see strong word descriptions. Not feeling the strong 
emotions of David when he said "Swam on my bed of tears." 

17. Presently interpreting the Bible through the Past. For example, 
childhood hurts may block one from seeing God as a loving heavenly 
Father. 
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Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (GB 210) 

C. Qualifications and Mental/Spiritual Preparations for Bible Study. 

I . Prayer for God to speak to him through Scripture. Before Bible study, 
the student should pray that the scripture alone will speak the Truth. 
The student should not be hindered by sin that distracts concentration 
on study 

2. Prayer for understanding of how to personally apply the truths he 
learns. The student should ask God to reveal personal Application ... 
what the Bible is saying first to him 

3. Make sure he will have undistracted, quiet study time. Proper 
undistracted and quiet study time is essential. There are no short cuts 
in research. Mental sweat must be invested in study. 

4. The student should be orderly and organized in his study. The student 
should gear up to becoming orderly and organized for Bible study. 
Don't study when you're tired. Think orderly and systematically 

5. Make sure study tools are available. The student needs proper 
available tools for in-depth study. This often means a financial 
investment. But reference books are tools that will last a life-time of 
study. 

6. Plan to be long on research and thinking and short on preaching. 
Create a thirst to truly know God's Word. Be long on research and 
thinking and short on preaching!!! 

7. Key spiritual qualifications: 
a. Interpreter must be born again. 
b. " ... .. .. .... "must have a spiritual passion to know God through 

His Word. 
c. " . . . ... . .. . "must have a deep reverence for God. 
d. " ... ....... "must have an utter dependence on the Holy Spirit. 

8. He must understand that matters of fact cannot be settled solely by 
spiritual means. "Matters of fact cannot be settled solely by spiritual 
means. One cannot pray to God for information about the authorship 
ofHebrews and expect a distinct reply. [So far, God has not answered 
that one yet]. Nor is it proper to pray for information with reference to 
other matters of Biblical introduction expecting a revelation about the 
revelation" (Ramm: 14). 

9. He must strive to understand the Biblical languages. To be a 
competent Biblical interpreter a knowledge of the original languages is 
indispensable. As Ramm notes, "It is a principle of Protestantism, the 
soundness of which has been confirmed by the experience of centuries, 
that there should always be in the churches a body of men able to go 
behind the current versions of the scripture to the original tongues from 
which these versions were executed" (Ramm: 15-16). 
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Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (G B no) 

For those who are willing to pay the price and rise to the challenge, it's essential 
(especially for the full-time professional) to learn the original languages of the Bible. The 
original languages form authority, not simply the English versions. The average Christian 
is capable, but the key to language study, is discipline. There is no substitute for a strong, 
spiritually mature linguist. 

This type of linguistic study is the only thing that can ultimately thwart doctrinal 
error. It's not an option for the serious, dedicated student to the Bible--it's imperative! 

II. Passing on the Truth: The Difference Between Preaching and Teaching 
A. The Greek words translated "preach" and "teach" 

in the New Testament. 

There are two main words for preach in the New Testament. Euangelizo means 

"to proclaim the good news of the Fathers" (Acts 13.32). Jesus was not called a 
"preacher'' ("proclaimer") though he did proclaim the good news of the Kingdom to come 
in the future. But he was often called a Teacher. 'We know you are a teacher come from 
God" (John 3.2) 

B. The main emphasis in the New Testament is on Teaching. 

The greater emphasis in the New Testament is teaching, though the two are not 
exclusive. They are inclusive and work together. Generally, proclaiming is done with the 
unsaved and teaching is for the saved. However, we must be careful. The greatest 
evangelism is often done when the Bible is clearly and systematically taught. 

The Greek word kerusso also means "to herald, publish or proclaim." Paul told 

Timothy, ''Proclaim (kerussO) the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, 

rebuke, exhort with great patience and instruction" (1 Tim. 4:2). 

C. The many passages that emphasize teaching 
in the Old & NewT estament. 

The Bible strongly and forcefully emphasizes teaching above proclaiming. 
There are many Old & New Testament'words that reveal this. 

I . You might know of a certainty, having been instructed and informed 
orally (Luke 1:4). 

2. Peter logically expounded and set forth a defense of the gospel in 
orderly fashion (Acts 11 :4). 

3. (Moses) Go, and I will be your mouth and teach (point a new path) 
with what you say (Ex. 4: 12). 

4. (Moses) you will teach (throw light) on my Laws (Ex. 18:20). 
5. . . . you teach (sharpen your children' minds, cut deep into their 

understanding) with these words (Deut. 6:7). 
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Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (GB no) 

6. With meekness instructing (guiding, correcting) those who oppose 
"themselves" (2 Tim. 2:25). 

7. Bring up the children in the admonition (mind-shaping) of the Lord, 
(Eph. 6:4). 

8. Go therefore, and teach (create learners) among all nations (Matt. 
28: 19). 

9. We do all for your edW;ing (building up) (2 Cor. 12: 19b). 
10. Another parable Jesus put forth (place in order so that they might 

mentally grasp it) (Mark 13:24). 
11. Jesus expounded (interpreted, · unfolded) the Scriptures concerning 

Himself(Luke 24:27). 
12. Paul opened (opening for the mind) that Christ needed to suffer (Acts 

17:3). 
13 . The Spirit guides (causes one to discover) spiritual truth (John 6: 13). 
14. (Moses), gather the people that they may hear and learn (become 

accustomed to, assimilate) the Word (Deut. 31: 12). 
15. Consider diligently (differentiate carefully) what is before you (Prov. 

23:1). 
16. (Job), hear me and I will teach (expose, make familiar) to you wisdom 

(Job 33:33). 
17. Teach a just man and he will increase in learning (experience at first 

hand), (Prov. 9:9). 
18. Go the ant, sluggard, and be wise (apply knowledge to daily 

experience) (Prov. 6:6). 

Ill. Epistemological Approaches to the Bible 
A. Catholic Epistemology (HANDOUT # 1 BY THE SAME NAME) 
B. Charismatic/Pentecostal Epistemology 

(HANDOUT #2 BY THE SAME NAME) 
C. Conservative Evangelical Epistemology 

(HANDOUT #3 BY THE SAME NAME) 

IV. Why Is Proper Bible Interpretation Important? 
A. Our personal spiritual growth. 

At first, proper Bible interpretation may seem like a very difficult task. Although it 
is not easy and does take some study and practice, becoming accomplished in Bible 
interpretation is very rewarding spiritually and very important for our spiritual growth. 

The Apostle Paul tells us the reason for Bible study in this passage from the book to 
the Roman believers. "I urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. 
And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that 
you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect" (Rom. 
12: 1-2). In this statement we can see the importance of daily Bible study. As a result of our 
sin nature (which desires to do that which is opposed to God) and the continual ungodly 
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message of our lost society on us, we have a need to have our minds renewed daily. Bible 
study is essential for at least three practical reasons. They include: (1) spiritual growth, (2) 
spiritual maturity, and (3) spiritual effectiveness (Hendricks & Hendricks: 18-21). 

I . Spiritual Growth 

'"Like newborn babes, long for the pure milk of the word, that by it you may grow 
in respect to salvation" (1 Pet. 2:2). To any of us, mothers or fathers, who have raised 
children, the comparison that Peter is making becomes very vivid. We have all been 
awaken at three in the morning by a 'newborn baby longing for pure milk.' At that point 
nothing else will satisfy that little guy except the ''the pure milk'' of his mother. The goal 
of his longing is to meet his immediate hunger but the end result of his longing is growth. 
He will grow physically as long as he is feeding on the pure milk of his mother and the 
same is true with us. In our spiritual hunger, our goal should be not just to grow in 

· biblical knowledge but ultimately to grow in spiritual stature (spiritual growth). You can 
grow in biblical knowledge without growing in spiritual maturity'' (Penney-IT: 56). As 
Hendricks questions, "Are you growing old, or growing up?" (Hendricks & Hendricks: 
19). Spiritual maturity can be defined as ''the depth of our knowledge of God" not the 
amount we know about God's word. We must seek to "know God" not just "know 
about" Him. 

2. Spiritual Maturity 

"Concerning him 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 not solid food. For everyone who partakes only of milk is not 
accustomed to the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. But solid food is for the 
mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil" (Heb. 
5: 11-14). "This passage makes it very clear that with time we are all to grow in our 
understanding of spiritual things. Just as a physical baby goes from milk to solid food in 
time we are to do the same in spiritual things. We are first to learn the 'elementary 
principles' (the basics) and then move on to solid food (Bible doctrine and ministry skills). 
No one ever became a man without being a boy first, the same is true of spiritual growth." 
(Penney-ll:56). As Hendricks and Hendricks state, " ... the writer says you are mature if 
you've trained yourself through constant use of Scripture to distinguish good and evil" 
(Hendricks & Hendricks: 20). 

3 . Spiritual Effectiveness 

"All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, for training in righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped 
for every good work" (2 Tim. 3:16-17). Hendricks and Hendricks tell us the importance 
ofknowing God's word as it relates to spiritual effectiveness. 
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Paul says all Scripture is profitable. But profitable for what? He 
mentions four things. First, for doctrine, or teaching. That is, it will structure 
your thinking. That's crucial, because if you are not thinking correctly, you are 
not living correctly. What you believe will determine how you behave [emphasis 
mine]. 

He also says the Bible is profitable for rebuke. That is, it will tell you 
where you are out-of-bounds. It's like an umpire who cries, "Out!" or "Safe!" It 
tells you what is sin. It tells you what God wants for your life. He provides you 
standards. 

Third, it is profitable for correction, Do you have a closet where you put 
all the junk you can't find room for anywhere else? You cram it in, and then one 
day you forget and open the door and-Whoosh!-it all comes out. "Good night," 
you say, "I'd better clean this thing up." The Bible is like that. It opens up the 
doors in your life and provides a purifying dynamic to help you clean out sin and 
learn to conform to God's will. 

A fourth advantage of the Bible is that it is profitable for training in 
righteous living. God uses it to show you how to live. Having corrected you on 
the negatives, He gives you positive guidelines to follow in life" (Hendricks & 
Hendricks: 21-22). 

B. The affect on our students' lives. 

Dr. Roy Zuck, in his book Basic Bible Interpretation, states the following about 
the importance of interpreting the Bible correctly: 

We are responsible then to seek to know the truth as presented in God's Word. This is 
essential for our own spiritual lives and for effectiveness in ministering to others. In 
sharing the Word of God, whether in personal counseling, teaching a Sunday School 
class or Bible study group, or preaching, the knowledge we impart, based on our 
understanding of the Scriptures, will definitely affect others. Their lives are in our hands. 
Without proper biblical interpretation, the theology of an individual or of an entire church 
may be misdirected or superficial and its ministry unbalanced (Zuck: 14-15) [italics mine]. 

V. The Goal of Interpretation 
(HANDOUT #4- OBSERVATION AS A DETECTIVE) 

As in any endeavor it is impossible for us to reach our goal if we are unclear of the 
goal. Thus, let us state very clearly that the goal of Bible interpretation is "to determine 
the original meaning of the text. This is called exegesis, reading the meaning out of the 
text, and is the opposite of eisegesis, reading a meaning into the text" (Zuck: 63) 
(emphasis mine). Exegesis is allowing the Bible to speak for itself, without carrying our 
preconceived ideas into it. John Calvin stated, "It is the first business of an interpreter to 
let his author say what he does, instead of attributing to him what we think he ought to 
say'' (Zuck: 99). We must approach the Bible text like a crime scene investigator looking 
for clues. Going in with preconceived ideas about what we will find will tend to cloud the 
evidence, or even worse, it could possibly allow us to totally miss some evidence all 
together. 
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Example: Anyone who has had the treat of watching the old Sherlock Holmes 
movies has in their mind a good analogy of the proper and improper way of 
approaching the biblical text. Each movie found the duo taking on some kind of 
mystery case that they would attempt to solve. Holmes and Watson would go to the 
crime scene and search for the evidence. Holmes was careful and meticulous and 
saved his judgment until all the evidence was gathered. He approached the scene 
objectively and carefully. Watson, on the other hand, would gather scant evidence 
and jump to quick conclusions about the solution of the mystery. He was not always 
wrong about pieces of evidence, but he was usually wrong about the ultimate 
interpretation of the mystery because he did not take into account all the facts and 
he jumped to quick conclusions. He also allowed bias toward the evidence to form in 
his mind early which "colored" the rest of the evidence. Holmes would, in the end, 
"interpret" correctly. Why? Because he would wait to gather all the facts, not allow 
bias to form in his mind early, and meticulously labor over the evidence to come to a 
final solution. 

This is what we must do with the inspired and inerrant "evidence" of God's Word 
Only then is it God speaking and not us! 

VI. Some Preliminary Gut-level Questions 
(HANDOUT #5 ·OBSERVE OBJECTIVELY) 

"As you approach a text, take a 'reality check' and ask yourself these questions. 

1) Am I willing to lay aside my denominational or preconceived theological filter 
in such a way, that if the evidence of the text weighs against my interpretation, 
I will yield to the clear teaching ofthe Word of God? 

2) Am I willing to lay aside my cultural filter in such a way, that if the evidence of 
the text weighs against the popularly held view, I will yield to the clear 
teaching of the Word of God? 

To be honest, unless we are willing to do these two things, our desire is not to know what 
God's Word has to say to our human condition, but to dictate to God how we think things 
ought to be" (Penney-124). 

VIII. A Helpful Example 

''Let us say you live in Texas and, you write a letter to your friend in Washington. 
In route, the letter is kicked out of the letter sorting machine in the central Post Office and 
lands in a crack between a filing cabinet and the wall. Shortly afterward, there is an 
earthquake and the Post Office is destroyed. Two thousand years later an archeological 
team is digging the site and is excited about finding a letter that is incredibly well 
preserved that the team dates at the late 20th century. The letter is given to three eminent 
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scholars, who interpret the letter three different ways. Obviously, you did not mean to 
communicate three different messages to your friend two thousand years before! 

In the same way, when God inspired men to write down His Word, He did not 
have in mind communicating many hidden meanings to those to which He wrote. So how 
would the people of the year 4096 correctly interpret the letter, so that they might 
understand the meaning you wanted to communicate to your friend? God communicated 
to His people through the prophets and apostles in normal human language and within 
their cultural context, with the desire to communicate with them in a way they could 
clearly understand. 

The only way this could be certain is if the language of the letter held to its normal 
meaning in human communication, thus, no secret or hidden meanings. So this is the 
challenge of Bible interpretation. How do we come to the one correct interpretation of 
the Bible text, in some cases written 3400 years ago, today? Obviously, there is only one 
correct meaning to each passage, but how do we determine it? Amazingly enough, there 
are clear cut ways to do this" (Penney-II:25). 

Make a list of "hurdles" or "gaps" that you must overcome to interpret the 
letter properly. Now shut off the tape and read page 15-18 in your textbook Basic 
Bible Interpretation by Dr. Roy B. Zuck. 

VII. The Four Step Process of Bible Study 
A. Prayer fo r Illumination 

Illumination means ''to cast light on." At around AD 95, when the book of 
Revelation was penned, special revelation ceased. Since then no one has added one verse 
to Scripture. "In place of special revelation, however, a work of the Spirit has especially 
characterized the present age." (Chafer:33). That work is "illumination" wherein the Holy 
Spirit makes the teachings of the Bible clear and applies them to our individual lives and 
circumstances. Thus, it is essential for us to spend a few minutes before our Bible study 
clearing our mind and praying for the Holy Spirit to "cast His light" on His word. 

Howard Hendricks writes, 'We tend to think of Bible study and prayer as separate 
disciplines, but the fact is, they are integrally related. Prayer is really a key to effective 
Bible study. Learn to pray before, during, and after your reading of the Scriptures" 
(Hendricks & Hendricks:97). 

It is important here to not confuse inspiration and illumination. Ramm writes: 

It is often asserted by devout people that they can know the Bible competently 
without helps. . .. although the claim to by-pass human books and go right to the 
Bible itself sound devout and spiritual it is veiled egotism. Such a claim is the old 
confusion of the inspiration of the Spirit with the illumination of the Spirit. The 
function of the Spirit is not to communicate new truth or to instruct in matters 
unknown, but to illuminate what is revealed in Scripture (Ramm: 18). 

Luther said that the Bible student must be more than a philologist, he must 
be illumined by the Holy Spirit (Zuck:45). 
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Dr. Robert Lightner writes of the relationship between inspiration and 
illumination: 

illumination and interpretation are very closely related. They may be viewed 
as two ways, one divine and one human, to understand the recorded revelation 
from God. illumination is the Holy Spirit's work by the which he brings 
understanding and enables reception of the Scripture. It is his work of throwing 
light upon the reception ofthe Scripture. It is his work of throwing light upon the 
Word of God so that the believer can assent to the meaning intended and act on it. 
. . . apart from the Spirit's work of illumination there is no genuine assent to the 
Bible's true meaning or divine motivation, and no enablement to act upon it. . .. (1 
Cor. 2:14-3:3; John 16:7-11) (Lightner:22). 

Understanding what illumination is reminds us that Bible study is not just another 
academic exercise to discover interesting facts. It is spiritual work! We are dependent on 
the Spirit of God to clearly understand and apply the Scriptures. Prayer before our study, 
confessing this dependence, reminds us of the need for God's direction. It also allows us 
to enter study with the proper attitude, that of humility. 

B. Observation: Observe, Observe, Observet!! (What Does It Say?) 
I . Defining Observation 

a. A Definition And Description of Observation 

Observation asks the question, ''What does it say?" "[It] . . . involves digging out 
the facts. Just as digging gold nuggets out of a gold mine involves hard work and sweat, 
digging the spiritual "gold nuggets" out of Scripture involves the same. The gold mine of 
Scripture yields it treasures to those who are committed to dig deep. Although the Bible 
is one book in its continuity it is made up of sixty-six individual books all written by 
different men, in different situations, for different reasons and at different time periods. 
Thus, we should start out our study by dealing with one book at a time. One of the 
gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke or John) or an epistle would be the best to start with" 
(Penney-1:57). After you have picked a book, start to read it repeatedly to get an overall 
understanding of its content. 

b. Key Observations g. Key Rules 
(HANDOUT #6 - OBSERVE THE KEYS) 

As you read through the book start to take notes on Key Observations and remember 
the Key Rules. Key Observations include: (I) key words; (2) key dates; (3) key statements and 
words (especially those repeated frequently); (4) key themes; (5) key doctrines (truths); (6) key 
events; (7) comparative words; (8) conclusion or summary statements; (9) transitional words (1 0) 
the historical setting. Key Rules include: (I) Scripture will never contradict Scripture (the 
analogy offaith); (2) Interpret literally (see next section); (3) Do not base doctrine on an obscure 
or unclear passage; (4) Notice the author's intent; (5) Check your findings with godly, evangelical 
authors (At this point you should only do this on the introductory matters that you are observing 
in your initial reading of the book. You will repeat this "checking" process on your final product 
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as well after you have come to interpretive decisions); (6) Cross reference verses, words, 
doctrines, and thoughts. 

c. What do we mean by "literal" or "normal" interpretation? 
(HANDOUT #7 - LITERAL INTERPRETATION) 

I. Introduction to the discussion. 

The interpretive methods that is truest to Scripture is what we call "literal" or 
"normal" hermeneutics. Literal interpretation just makes sense. It is the most logical way 
to interpret the Bible. It is the "desert island" approach. In other words, if one was 
isolated on a desert island, and he read the Bible, he would understand on the basis of his 
understanding of normal written human communication. This is "literal" or "normal" 
interpretation. Dr. Zuck gives a logical defense of "normal" interpretation by presenting 
the following axiom and the logical corollaries from that axiom. He presents the following 
in his book Basic Bible Interpretation. 

Axiom: The Bible is a Human Book, thus: 

• Each biblical writing--that is, each word, sentence, and book- was recorded 
in a written language and followed normal, grammatical meanings, including 
figurative language. 

• Each biblical writing was written by someone to specific hearers or readers in 
a specific historical, geographical situation for a specific purpose. 

• The Bible is affected and influenced by the cultural environment from which 
each human writer wrote. 

• Each biblical writing was accepted or understood in the light of context. 
• Each biblical writing took on the nature of a specific literary form. 
• Each biblical writing was understood by its initial readers in accord with the 

basic principles of logic and communication. 

He continues, "These six corollaries suggest that in approaching the Bible we 
ask the following questions (which correspond the six corollaries in order). 

1. What did the words convey in the grammar of the original readers? 
2. What was being conveyed by those words to the initial readers? 
3. How did the cultural setting influence and affect what was written? 
4. In what literary form is the material written and how does that affect what is said. 
5. How do the principles of logic and normal communication affect the meaning? 

(Zuck: 61-75) 

2. literal Hermeneutics (This entire section is 
taken from Ryrie: 80-8 5) 

Dispensationalists claim that their principle of hermeneutics is that of literal 
interpretation. This means interpretation that gives to every word the same meaning it 
would have in normal usage, whether employed in writing, speaking, or thinking. It is 
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sometimes called the principle of grammatical-historical interpretation since the meaning 
of each word is determined by grammatical and historical considerations. The principle 
might also be called normal interpretation since the literal meaning of words is the normal 
approach to their understanding in all languages. It might also be designated plain 
interpretation so that no one receives the mistaken notion that the literal principle rules out 
figures of speech. Symbols, figures of speech, and types are all interpreted plainly in this 
method, and they are in no way contrary to literal interpretation. After all, the very 
existence of any meaning for a figure of speech depends on the reality of the literal 
meaning of the terms involved. Figures often make the meaning plainer, but it is the 
literal, normal, or plain meaning that they convey to the reader. 

The literal (so called) is not one who denies that figurative language, that 
symbols, are used in prophecy, nor does he deny that great spiritual truths are set 
forth therein; his position is, simply, that the prophecies are to be normally 
interpreted (i.e., according to the received laws of language) as any other 
utterances are interpreted-that which is manifestly figurative being so regarded. 
[J. P. Lange, Commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Revelation (New York: 
Charles Scribners, 1872), 98]. 

Many reasons are given by dispensationalists to support this hermeneutical 
principle of literal, normal, or plain interpretation. At least three are worthy of mention at 
this point. 

Philosophically, the purpose of language itself seems to require literal 
interpretation. Language was given by God for the purpose of being able to communicate 
with mankind. As Gordon Clark says, 

If God created man in His own rational image and endowed him with the power of 
speech, then a purpose of language, in fact the chief purpose of language, would 
naturally be the revelation of truth to man and the prayers of man to God. In a 
theistic philosophy one ought not to say that all language has been devised in order 
to describe and discuss the finite objects of our sense-experience.... On the 
contrary, language was devised by God, that is, God created man rational for the 
purpose of theological expression. (Gordon Clark, "Special Divine Revelation as 
Rational," in Revelation and the Bible, ed. C. F. H. Henry (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1958), 41] 

If God is the originator of language and if the chief purpose of originating it was to 
convey His message to humanity, then it must follow that He, being all-wise and all-
loving, originated sufficient language to convey all that was in His heart to tell mankind. 
Furthermore, it must also follow that He would use language and expect people to 
understand it in its literal, normal, and plain sense. The Scriptures, then, cannot be 
regarded as an illustration of some special use of language so that in the interpretation of 
these Scriptures some deeper meaning of the words must be sought. If language is the 
creation of God for the purpose of conveying His message, then a theist must view that 
language as sufficient in scope and in use to accomplish that purpose for which 
God originated it. 
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A second reason why dispensationalists believe in the literal principle is a biblical 
one: the prophecies in the Old Testament concerning the first coming of Christ-His birth, 
His rearing, His ministry, His death, His resurrection-were all ful:filled liter-ally. That 
argues strongly for the literal method. 

A third reason is a logical one. If one does not use the plain, normal, or literal 
method of interpretation, all objectivity is lost. What check would there be on the variety 
of interpretations that man's imagination could produce if there were not an objective 
standard, which the literal principle provides? To try to see meaning other than the normal 
one would result in as many interpretations as there are people interpreting. Literalism is a 
logical rationale. 

Of course, literal interpretation is not the exclusive property of dispensationalists. 
Most conservatives would agree with what has just been said. What, then, is the 
difference between the dispensationalist's use of this hermeneutical principle and the 
nondispensationalist's? The difference lies in the dispensationalist's claim to use the 
normal principle of interpretation consistently in all his study of the Bible. He further 
claims that the nondispensationalist does not use the principle everywhere. He admits that 
the nondispensationalist is a literalist in much of his interpretation of the Scriptures but 
charges him with allegorizing or spiritualizing when it comes to the interpretation of 
prophecy. The dispensationalist claims to be consistent in his use ofthis principle, and he 
accuses the nondispensationalist ofbeing inconsistent in his use of it. 

Notice, for instance, the predicament one writer gets himself into by not using the 
literal principle consistently. [A. Berkeley Mickelson, Interpreting The Bible (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963), 296-305] He recognizes that some insist on a literal fulfillment 
of prophecy whereas others see only a symbolic meaning. His suggestion is that prophecy 
should be approached "in terms of equivalents, analogy, or correspondence." [Ibid., 296] 
As an example of the application of this principle he mentions the weapons cited in Ezekiel 
39 and states that these will not be the exact weapons used in the future war; rather, 
equivalent weapons will be used. But suppose this principle of equivalents were applied to 
Micah 5:2. Then any small town in Palestine would have satisfactorily fulfilled the 
prophecy of where Christ were to be born. if the Bible says "like chariots" or "like 
Bethlehem" (which it does not), then there may b.e some latitude in interpretation. But if 
specific details are not interpreted literally when given as specific details, there can be no 
end to the variety of meanings of a text. 

Consistency. In theory the importance of the literal principle is not debated. Most 
agree that it involves some obvious procedures. For one thing, the meaning of each word 
must be studied. This involves etymology, use, history, and resultant meaning. For 
another thing, the grammar, or relationship of the words to each other, must be analyzed. 
For a third thing, the context, immediate and remote, must be considered. That means 
comparing Scripture with Scripture as well as the study of the immediate context. These 
principles are well known and can be studied in any standard text on hermeneutics. 

However, in practice the theory is often compromised or adjusted and, in effect, 
vitiated. The amillennialist does this in his entire approach to eschatology. For instance, 
Floyd Hamilton, an amillennialist, confessed, 
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Now we must frankly admit that a literal interpretation of the Old Testament 
prophecies gives us just such a picture of an earthly reign of the Messiah as the 
premillennialist pictures. That was the kind of Messianic kingdom that the Jews 
of the time of Christ were looking for, on the basis of a literal kingdom 
interpretation of the Old Testament promises. [Floyd E. Hamilton, The Basis of 
Millennia! Faith (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1942), 38] 

Having admitted this, he naturally arrives at a different picture of the kingdom on the basis 
of different hermeneutics. He feels, of course, that he has found justifiable reasons for 
spiritualizing the concept of the kingdom, but the important point is that his resultant 
picture stems from a principle of hermeneutics that is not literal (for, by his own 
admission, ifhe followed the literal principle, he would be a premillennialist). The change 
from a literal procedure is not difficult to see in amillennialism. (HANDOUTS #8, 9, 10, 
11 - PREMILLENNIALISM, HISTORIC PREMILLENNIALISM, AMILLENNIALISM, 

POSTMILLENNIALISM) 

More recently Vern Poythress, a covenant theologian, differentiates between 
eschatological and preeschatological fulfillments of prophecy, though he maintains that 
both are based on grammatical-historical interpretation: 

I claim that there is sound, solid, grammatical-historical ground for interpreting 
eschatological fulfillments of prophecy on a different basis than preeschatological 
fulfillments.... It is therefore a move away from grammatical-historical 
interpretation to insist that (say) the "house of Israel" and the ''house of Judah" of 
Jeremiah 31:31 must with dogmatic certainty be interpreted in the most prosaic 
biological sense, a sense that an Israelite might be likely to apply as a rule of 
thumb in short-term prediction. [Vern S. Poythress, Understanding 
Dispensationalists (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 105-6] 

But a few verses further on in that passage God links the certainty of His promises 
to the "nation" to the fixed order of the sun, moon, and stars. Does this not demand a 
literal or prosaic (which means "everyday" or "ordinary") interpretation of the meaning of 
the house of Israel and the house of Judah? Does not Poythress's distinction between 
preeschatological interpretation (which is literal) and eschatological interpretation (which 
is not) arise from his theological framework imposed on the text, rather than from the text 
itself 

The premillennialist who is nondispensational also compromises the literal 
principle. This is done by what Daniel Fuller, a representative of this group, calls 
"theological interpretation": "in Covenant Theology there is the tendency to impute to 
passages a meaning which would not be gained merely from their historical and 
grammatical associations. This phase of interpretation is called the 'theological' 
interpretation." [Daniel P. Fuller, "The Hermeneutics of Dispensationalism," Th.D. diss. , 
Northern Baptist Theological Seminary, Chicago, 1957), 147] 

This is quite an admission, for it means that the covenant premillennialist is not a 
consistent literalist by his own statement. If he were, he would have to be a 
dispensationalist, and he seems to know it! An example of this hybrid literal-theological 
principle in action is given by Fuller in connection with the promises made to Abraham. 
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He states (correctly) that the dispensationalist understands the promises to require two 
seeds, a physical and a spiritual seed for Abraham. He notes that the amillennialist 
"depreciates the physical aspect of the seed of Abraham so much that the promises made 
to Abraham's physical seed no longer mean what they say, but are interpreted stric;tly in 
spiritual terms. This mediating position [that of the covenant premillennialist] still asserts 
that a literalistic procedure, which also interprets theologically by regarding progressive 
revelation, is the basic hermeneutical approach. [Ibid., 238] 

Thus, the nondispensationalist is not a consistent literalist by his own admission but 
has to introduce another hermeneutical principle (the "theological" method) in order to 
have a hermeneutical basis for the system he holds. One suspects that the conclusions 
determined the means used to arrive at them-which is a charge usually hurled at 
dispensationalists. 

Fuller's problem is that apparently his concept of progressive revelation includes 
the possibility that subsequent revelation may completely change the meaning of 
something previously revealed. It is true that progressive revelation brings additional 
light, but does it completely reverse to the point of contradiction what has been previously 
revealed? Fuller's concept apparently allows for such, but the literal principle built upon a 
sound philosophy of the purpose of language does not. New revelation cannot mean 
contradictory revelation. Later revelation on a subject does not make the earlier 
revelation mean something different. It may add to it or even supersede it, but it does not 
contradict it. A word or concept cannot mean one thing in the Old Testament and take on 
opposite meaning in the New Testament. If this were so, the Bible would be filled with 
contradictions, and God would have to be conceived of as deceiving the Old Testament 
prophets when He revealed to them a nationalistic kingdom, since He would have known 
all the time that He would completely reverse the concept in later revelation. The true 
concept of progressive revelation is like a building and certainly the superstructure does 
not replace the foundation. 

In spite of this fallacy, however, Fuller does plead for "the patience to pursue the 
inductive method of Bible study. The inductive method of Bible study, which is nothing 
more than the scientific method, seeks to gain all the facts before drawing some general 
conclusions from them." [Ibid., 372] This is a worthy plea, for such an approach to Bible 
study is the only safe one. But to do an induction on the basic words "Israel" and 
"church" would have been in order. He might then have seen more easily why the 
dispensationalist believes that God has two distinct purposes-one for Israel and one for 
the church. In the progress of revelation there has been no change in the meaning of these 
words, and they are kept distinct. The "theological" principle ofhermeneutics may allow a 
blending of the two, but true progressive revelation does not. After all, the same 
hermeneutical principles must be applied to all revelation, regardless of the time in which it 
was given. 

To pursue the illustration of Israel and the church further, the amillennialist's 
hermeneutics allow him to blur completely the meanings of the two words in the New 
Testament such that the church takes over the fulfillment of the promises to Israel. In that 
view true Israel is the church. The covenant premillennialist goes halfway. The church 
and Israel are somewhat blended, though not amalgamated in this age (they are kept 
distinct in the Millennium). The dispensationalist studies the words in the New Testament, 
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finds that they are kept distinct always, and therefore concludes that when the church was 
introduced God did not abrogate His Promises to Israel or enmesh them into the church. 
That is why the dispensationalist recognizes two purposes of God and insists on 
maintaining the distinction between Israel and the church. And all of this is built on an 
inductive study of the use of two words, not a scheme superimposed on the Bible. In 
other words, it is built on a consistent use of the literal, normal, or plain method of 
interpretation without the addition of any other principle that will attempt to give 
respectability to some preconceived conclusions. 

Classic dispensationalism is a result of consistent application of the basic 
hermeneutical principle of literal, normal, or plain interpretation. No other system of 
theology can claim this (Ryrie: 80-85). [The student can find further discussion on the 
issue of Covenant vs. Dispensational Theology in Appendix ll. Please stop the tape 
and read the chapter at this time]. 

3. The Jews, Jesus and Apostles Speak [This entire section 
is taken from Pentecost: 16-20] 

a. The beginning of Interpretation 

It is generally agreed by all students of the history of hermeneutics that 
interpretation began at the time of the return of Israel from the Babylonian exile under 
Ezra as recorded in Nehemiah 8:1-8. Such interpretation was necessary, first of all, 
because of the long period in Israel's history in which the Mosaic law was forgotten and 
neglected. The discovery of the forgotten "book of the law" by Hilkiah in the reign of 
Josiah brought it back into a position of prominence for a brief season, only to have it 
forgotten again during the years of the exile. [F. W. Farrar, History of Interpretation, 
(New York: E. P. Dutton and Company, 1886), 47-8] It was necessary, further, because 
the Jews had replaced their native tongue with Aramaic while in exile. Upon their return 
the Scriptures were unintelligible to them. [Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical 
Hermeneutics (Boston: W. A Wilde Company, 1950), 47-8] It was necessary for Ezra 
to explain the forgotten and unintelligible Scriptures to the people. It can hardly be 
questioned but that Ezra's interpretation was a literal interpretation of what had been 
written. 

b. Old Testament Jewish Interpretation 

This same literal interpretation was a marked feature of Old Testament 
interpretation. Jerome, in rejecting the strict literal method of interpretation, "calls the 
literal interpretation 'Jewish, implies that it may easily become heretical, and repeatedly 
says it is inferior to the 'spiritual.'" [Farrar, ibid., 232] It would seem that the literal 
method and Jewish interpretation were synonymous in Jerome's mind. 

Rabbinism came to have such a hold on the Jewish nation from the union of the 
authority of priest and king in one line. The method employed in Rabbinism by the scribes 
was not an allegorical method, but a literal method, which, in its literalism, circumvented 
all the spiritual requirements of the law. [ibid., 60-1] Although they arrived at false 
conclusions, it was not the fault of the literal method, but the misapplication of the method 
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by the exclusion of any more than the bare letter of what was written. Briggs, after 
summarizing the thirteen rules that governed Rabbinical interpretation, says: 

Some ofthe rules are excellent, and so far as the practical logic of the times went, 
cannot be disputed. The fault of Rabbinical exegesis was less in the rules than in 
their application, although latent fallacies are not difficult to discover in them, 
and they do not sufficiently guard against slips of argument [italics Pentecost's]. 
[Charles Augustus Briggs, General Introduction to the Study of Holy Scripture, 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1899), 431] 

It must be concluded, in spite of all the fallacies of the Rabbinism of the Jews, that 
they followed a literal method of interpretation. 

c. Literalism in the Time of Christ 

Literalism among the Jews. The prevailing method of interpretation among the 
Jews at the time of Christ was certainly the literal method of interpretation. Horne 
presents it thus: 

The allegorical interpretation of the sacred Scriptures cannot be historically 
proved to have prevailed among the Jews from the time of the captivity, or to have 
been common with the Jews of Palestine at the time of Christ and his apostles. 

Although the Sanhedrin and the hearers of Jesus often appealed to the Old 
Testament, yet they give no indication of the allegorical interpretation; even 
Josephus has nothing of it. The Platonic Jews of Egypt began in the first century, 
in imitation of the heathen Greeks, to interpret the Old Testament allegorically. 
Philo of Alexandria was distinguished among those Jews who practised this 
method; and he defends it as something new and before unheard of, and for that 
reason opposed by the other Jews. Jesus was not, therefore, in a situation in which 
he was compelled to comply with a prevailing custom of allegorical interpretation; 
for this method did not prevail at the time among the Jews, certainly not in 
Palestine, where Jesus taught. [Thomas Hartwell Horne, An Introduction to the 
Critical Study and Knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, I (New York: Robert 
Carter and Brothers, 1859), 324] 

With this position present day amillennialists are in essential agreement. [Cf Floyd 
Hamilton, The Basis of the Millennia/ Faith (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdman's 
Publishing Co., 1942), 38-9; Oswald T. Allis, Prophecy and the Church (Philadelphia: 
Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1945), 258] Case, an ardent advocate 
of amillennialism, concedes: 

Undoubtedly the ancient Hebrew prophets announced the advent of a terrible 
day of Jehovah when the old order of things would suddenly pass away. Later 
prophets foretold a day of restoration for the exiles when all nature would be 
miraculously changed and an ideal kingdom of David established. The seers of 
subsequent times portrayed the coming of a truly heavenly rule of God when the 
faithful would participate in millennial blessings. Early Christians expected soon 
to behold Christ returning upon the clouds even as they had seen: him in their 
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visions literally ascending into heaven. . . . So far as the use of this type of 
imagery is concerned, millenarianism may quite properly claim to be biblical. 
Unquestionably certain biblical writers expected a catastrophic end of the world. 
They depicted the days of sore distress immediately to precede the final 
catastrophe, they proclaimed the visible return of the heavenly Christ, and they 
eagerly awaited the revelation of the New Jerusalem. 

Any attempt to evade these literalistic features of biblical imagery is futile. 
Ever since Origen's day certain interpreters of Scripture have sought to refute 
millennia! expectations by affirming that even the most striking statements about 
Jesus' return are to be understood figuratively. It has also been said that Daniel 
and Revelation are highly mystical and allegorical works not intended to refer to 
actual events, whether past, present, or future, but have a purely spiritual 
significance like that of Milton's Paradise Lost or Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress. 
These are evasive devices designed to bring these Scriptures into harmony with 
present conditions, while ignoring the vivid expectancy of the ancients. The 
afflicted Jews of Maccabean times were demanding, not a figurative, but a literal, 
end of their troubles, nor did Daniel promise them anything less than the actual 
establishment of a new heavenly regime. In a similarly realistic vein an early 
Christian wrote, "You shall see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of power 
and coming with the clouds of heaven [Mark 14:62]," or again, "There are some 
here of them that stand by who shall in no wise taste of death till they see the 
kingdom of God come with power [Mark 9: 11." Imagine the shock to Mark had he 
been told that this expectation was already realized in the appearances of Jesus 
after the Resurrection, or in the ecstatic experiences of the disciples at Pentecost, 
or in the salvation of the individual Christians at death. And who can imagine 
Mark's feeling had he also been told, in certain modem fashion, that his prediction 
of Christ's return was to be fulfilled in the Lutheran Reformation, in the French 
Revolution, in the Wesleyan Revival, in the emancipation of the slaves, in the 
spread of foreign missions, in the democratization of Russia, or in the outcome of 
the present world-war? Premillennialists are thoroughly justified in their protest 
against those opponents who allegorize or spiritualize pertinent biblical passages, 
thus retaining scriptural phrases while utterly perverting their original 
significance. [Shirley Jackson Case, The Millennia! Hope (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1918), 214-16] 

No one would argue that the literalism of the Jewish interpreters was identical with 
present day grammatical-historical interpretation. A decadent literalism had warped 
Scripture of all meaning. Ramm well observes: 

. . . the net result of a good movement started by Ezra was a degenerative 
hyper-literalistic interpretation that was current among the Jews in the days of 
Jesus and Paul. The Jewish literalistic school is literalism at its worst. It is the 
exaltation of the letter to the point that all true sense is lost. It grossly exaggerates 
the incidental and accidental and ignores and misses the essential. [Ramm, ibid., 
28] 
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And yet it can not be denied that literalism was the accepted method. Misuse of the 
method does not militate against the method itself It was not the method that was at 
fault, but rather the misapplication of it. 

Literalism among the apostles. This literal method was the method of the 
apostles. Farrar says: 

The better Jewish theory, purified in Christianity, takes the teachings of the 
Old Dispensation literally, but sees in them, as did St. Paul, the shadow and germ 
of future developments . Allegory, though once used by St. Paul by way of passing 
illustration, is unknown to the other Apostles, and is never sanctioned by Christ. 
[Farrar, ibid., 217] 

As able a scholar as Girdlestone has written in confirmation: 

We are brought to the conclusion that there was one uniform method 
commonly adopted by all the New Testament writers in interpreting and applying 
the Hebrew Scriptures. It is as if they had all been to one school and had studied 
under one master. But was it the Rabbinical school to which they had been? Was 
it to Gamaliel, or to Hillel, or to any other Rabbinical leader that they were 
indebted? All attainable knowledge of the mode of teaching current in that time 
gives the negative to the suggestion. The Lord Jesus Christ, and no other, was the 
original source of the method. In this sense, as in many others, He had come a 
light into the world. [R. B. Girdlestone, The Grammar of Prophecy (London: Eyre 
and Spottiswoode, 1901), 86] 

Even as liberal as was Briggs, he recognized that Jesus did not use the methods of His 
day, nor follow the fallacies ofHis generation. He says: 

The apostles and their disciples in the New Testament use the methods of the 
Lord Jesus rather than those of the men of their time. The New Testament writers 
differed among themselves in the tendencies of their thought . . . in them all, the 
methods of the Lord Jesus prevail over the other methods and ennoble them. 
[Briggs, ibid., 443] 

It was not necessary for the apostles to adopt another method to rightly understand the 
Old Testament, but rather to purifY the existing method from its extremes. 

Since the only citation of the allegorical use of the Old Testament by New Testament 
writers is Paul's explanation of the allegory in Galatians 4:24, and since it has previously 
been shown that there is a difference between explaining an allegory and the use of the 
allegorical method of interpretation, it must be concluded that the New Testament writers 
interpreted the Old literally (Pentecost: 16-20). 

4. Concluding Remarks 

As the student can see, the literal approach to interpretation is the only logical 
approach to Scripture. It is philosophically sound, based on the fact that language was 

28 
Tyndale Theological Seminary & Biblical Institute 6/9/99 



Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (CB uo) 

given by God for the purpose of being able to communicate with mankind. The fact that 
the prophecies from the Old Testament about Christ's first coming were fulfilled literally, 
makes a strong case for a literal hermeneutic. And thirdly, if one does not use the plain, 
normal, literal method of interpretation, all objectivity is lost. 

In addition, the literal interpretative method was the one used by Ezra, the Jews, 
Christ, and the apostles. Thus, history speaks loud and clear that literal interpretation is 
the only approach that allows God to speak for Himself via His own written Word, the 
Bible! 

2. The Process of Observation 
a. Read Repeatedly 

As we have already mentioned the starting point is to read the book you have 
chosen through several times. If it is a shorter book, try to read it through each day for a 
week in one setting. You will be amazed at how quickly you understand the overall thrust 
of the book. Also, each time you will see something different that you didn't see before. 

b. Ask Preliminary Questions 

After you have read it through several times, start to record the answers to the 
following preliminary questions from the text. [It is good to keep a notebook in which you 
record all your observations.] 

I . Who is the author? 
2. What are the circumstances at the time of writing? 
3. Who are the recipients? 
4. What can you learn about them (Jew or Gentile, 

wealthy or poor, etc.)? 
5. Where was the book (letter) written? 
6. When was the book written? 
7. Are there any problems addressed? 

c. Outline the Book. Especially if it is the first time you 
have studied through the book. 

At this point you should try your hand at outlining the book. "There is no better 
method to push you to look at the context of the overall book than to outline that book. 
If you have a Bible that is already outlined you may want to purchase one without outlined 
divisions and try your hand at it before looking at the way the author of your Bible chose 
to outline the book. Be careful not to depend on the chapter divisions as these were not 
part ofthe original text but were added in the 14th century. Sometimes a single subject 
will cover two or three chapters" (Penney-I: 58). 

d. Study a particular passage. 
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Start now to focus in on the particular passage you have chosen to study. Study 
the passage (usually a paragraph), asking the questions: (LET's RETURN TO HANDOUT 
#4- OBSERVATION AS A DETECTIVE) 

I. Who? 
2. What? 
3. When? 
4. Where? 
5. Why? 
6.How? 

Record your observations. 

C. Interpretation (What Does It Mean?) 
I . Defining Interpretation 

Remember interpretation asks the question, ''What does it mean?'' Interpretation 
is the process of discovering the meaning intended by the author for his original audience 
and the significance of that meaning to them. Consequently, an accurate interpreter tries 
to recreate the meaning of the message as if he himself were the writer so that he will 
understand the passage's significance. 

2. Ask Interpretive Questions. 

Accurate interpretation depends on two things: 

• One's ability to ask interpretive questions about the text. 
• One's ability to research answers to these questions. 

The majority of your interpretive questions will deal with the following important 
elements: 

• Defining important terms. (What does the writer mean by this term?) 
• Observing the context of the surrounding verses, the chapter, the book, 

and the Bible as a whole. (What did the writer discuss before this 
passage and what does he discuss after it?) 

• Probing cultural differences. (What did a head-covering mean in this 
culture?) 

• Discerning figurative language in the passage. (Is there comparative 
language? or, Are there overstatements?) 

a. Defining important terms or phrases. ("What does this word or 
phrase mean?", or "What does the writer mean by this term?") 
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One of the basic presuppositions in interpreting the Bible correctly, is that "each 
biblical writing- that is, each word, sentence, and book- was recorded in a written 
language and followed normal, grammatical meanings, including figurative language." 
(Zuck: 62). Therefore, we should be able to clearly understand the meaning of each word, 
by understanding how the word was used in the first century, and then examining the 
context to see which meaning fits best (ifthe word has multiple meanings). 

There are several helpful resources that will aid us in this task. Probably, one of 
the most useful that every Bible student should have on his shelf is Vine 's Expository 
Dictionary of Biblical Words. This excellent resource allows you to look up the word in 
English. It supplies the Greek or Hebrew word corresponding to the English word, as 
well as the different ways it is used in the Bible as a whole. Another helpful resource is a 
concordance. Strong's Exhaustive Concordance is the most popular. It is based on the 
KN, but there are also concordances available for the NIV (New International Version) 
and the NASB (New American Standard Bible). Again, you can look up your word in 
English. The concordance will show you all the times that word is used in the Bible, and 
the number to the right of your word will correspond to a Hebrew or Greek word in the 
back, which contains a Hebrew and Greek dictionary. This will allow you to get some 
understanding of a more expanded definition of the word from the original languages" 
(Penney-II:26).. These resources are excellent for those who do not know the original 
languages. (An expanded list of Bible study resources are included at 
the back of these notes.) 

"The words that you research should be those words that appear to be keys in 
understanding the passage. For instance, if we were studying I John 2:15-16, 'Do not 
love the world, nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the 
Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the 
eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world,' the word 
'world' would be significant here. Therefore, we should do a word study to determine 
how John is defining 'world.' Does it mean the whole created universe, mankind, the 
system of earthly and social structures, or the beings in rebellion against God, together 
with the systems under their control, viewed as opposed to God? After a bit of research, 
you should be able to come to a conclusion" (Penney-II:26). 

Obviously those with a good understanding of the original languages can go even 
further in this area. 

Look at a words: (1) etymology; (2) usage; (3) synonyms and antonyms; and (4) 
context before deciding the meaning of the word (Zuck: 101): 

b. Observe the context. How does the context help me understand 
the passage?' (HANDOUT # 12 - OBSERVATION-CONTEXT 
& HANDOUT # 13 - OBSERVE THE WHOLE PICTURE) 
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One must always take care to observe the context of the surrounding verses, the 
chapter, the book, and the Bible as a whole. (What did the writer discuss before this 
passage and what does he discuss after it?) Much error and poor results from Bible study 
could be prevented, if only we would pay closer attention to the context. Too often, we 
try to determine the interpretation of a certain verse or a few verses by simply looking at 
those verses in an isolated fashion. How many false teachers would flourish in our day if 
the body of Christ as a whole understood this simple, interpretative rule? 

The reason we start our study, by repeatedly reading through a book, is to start to 
get a handle on the overall message (or context) of that book. The better we understand 
the overall context of the book, the chances of our coming up with an aberrant 
interpretation diminish. Our interpretation must always hold up in light of the immediate 
context, the context of the surrounding passages, the context of the book, and the context 
of the testament and Bible as a whole. Before coming to your final interpretative 
conclusions, meditate on the context. Does your interpretation fit the context? 

c. Probe cultural differences. (What cultural understanding assists 
me in this passage?) 

''Webster defines 'culture' as 'the total pattern of human behavior [that includes] 
thought, speech, action, and artifacts,' and as 'the customary beliefs, social reforms, and 
material traits .... of racial, religious, or social groups.' Thus culture includes what people 
think, and believe, say, do, and make" (Zuck:79). Dr. Zuck gives these examples of how 
important it is to probe the text for cultural differences. 

"Why did Boaz go to the city gate to talk with the town elders about Naomi's land [Ruth 
4: 1]? The city gate was the place where legal business was conducted and court cases were 
heard (Deut. 21:18-21; 22:13-15; Josh. 20:4; Job 29:7)" (Zuck:81). 

''What is meant by the command, 'Gird up your loins ' in Job 38:3; 40:7; and 1 Peter I: 13? 
(NASB) When a man ran, worked, or was in battle, he would tuck his robe under a wide 
sash at his waist so that he could move about more easily. The command thus means to be 
alert and capable of responding quickly" (Zuck:87). 

d. Discern the figu rative language. (Is there figurative language in 
this passage?) 

Discerning figurative language in the passage. (Is there comparative language? or 
Are there overstatements?, etc.). "A figure of speech is a word or phrase that is used to 
communicate something other than its literal, natural meaning."(Zuck: 144). Dr. Zuck 
gives us some helpful rules in determining if a word or phrase is figurative or not. They 
include: 

1. Always take a passage in its literal sense unless there is good reason for doing 
otherwise. For example, when John wrote that 144,000 will be sealed, with 12,000 
from each of the 12 tribes of Israel, there is no reason not to take those numbers in 
their normal, literal sense (Rev. 7:4-8). And yet in the following verse John referred to 
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"the Lamb" (v. 9), clearly a reference to Jesus Christ, not an animal, as indicated by 
John 1:29. 

2. The figurative sense is intended if the literal would involve an impossibility. The 
Lord told Jeremiah that He had made him "an iron pillar and a bronze wall" (Jer. 
1:18). And John wrote that Jesus held seven stars in His right hand (Rev. 1:16). The 
Lord does not have wings (Ps. 57:1) nor does the earth have ears ("Listen, 0 earth," 
Micah 1:2). 

3. The figurative is intended if the literal meaning is an absurdity, as in trees clapping 
their hands (Isa. 55: 12). 

4. Take the figurative sense if the literal would demand immoral action. Since it would 
be cannibalistic to eat the flesh of Jesus and to drink His blood, He obviously was 
speaking figuratively (John 6:53-58). 

5. Note whether a figurative expression is followed by an explanatory literal statement. 
Those who "fall asleep" (I Thess. 4:13-15) are then spoken of as those who have died 
(v. 16). When Paul wrote that the Ephesians "were dead" (Eph. 2: 1), he did not mean 
that they had physically died. He immediately explained that they were dead in 
"transgressions and sins." 

6. Sometimes a figure is marked by a qualifying adjective, as in "Heavenly Father" 
(Matt. 6:14), "the true Bread" (John 6:32), "living Stone" (I Peter 2:4). Or sometimes 
a prepositional phrase hints that the preceding noun is not to be understood literally. 
In the words "the sword of the Spirit" (Eph. 6: 17), the phrase "of the Spirit" shows 
that the sword is to be understood figuratively, not literally. A similar example is "the 
good fight ofthe faith" (1 Tim. 6: 12) (Zuck: .146). 

These helpful rules from Dr. Zuck should help us answer our interpretative 
questions about figurative language. Additional help is found in your textbook Basic 
Bible Interpretation. 

3. Answer the interpretive Questions. 

After we record a list of questions dealing with those things we do not understand, 
we need to search for answers. We should always start with the Bible text itself since the 
Bible is its own best interpreter. For instance, sometimes word meaning can be 
determined by looking at the context of how the same author used the word in different 
passages and books. Also, look at how the word is used in other Bible books by different 
authors. The same procedure can be used in searching out an understanding of cultural 
practices (by looking at other places the same practice may be mentioned). 

If the text doesn't yield the answers to your questions, look m some good 
reference works such as: 

1) Bible Dictionaries 

33 
Tyndale Theological Seminary & Biblical Institute 6/9/99 



Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (GB uo) 

2) Bible Handbooks 
3) Bible Atlases 
4) Bible Concordances 
5) Bible Commentaries 

A list of good resources is provided at the end of these course notes. Look in 
the commentaries as a last resort and then only to check your own work (Tyndale 
Reference Book List). You are capable of doing the study yourself and coming to 
conclusions. As you do, you will experience the thrill of discovery as hard work and the 
illumination of the Holy Spirit produce the spiritual "gold nuggets" of the Word. Answer 
all the interpretive questions that you can and record your answers in your notebook. 

4. Wrapping up the Interpretative Process. 

To conclude the interpretive process review the context along with all your 
observations. Now write down what the author is saying in a few short paragraphs in 
your own words. 

D. Application (How Does It Change The lives Of Myself And Others?) 
I . Defining Application 

Application asks and answers the question, ''How does it apply to me?," or ''How 
does it change my life and the lives of others?" It involves drawing life principles out of 
the Word of God and applying them to your life. "The Bible was not written to satisfy 
your curiosity; it was written to transform your life. The ultimate goal of Bible study then, 
is not to do something to the Bible, but to allow the Bible to do something to you, so 
truth becomes tangent to life" (Hendricks & Hendricks: 284). At this point, Bible study 
becomes life-transforming if we have "presented our bodies as living sacrifices" (Rom. 
12: 1 ). As Zuck puts it, ''We must have a responsive heart, a willingness to appropriate the 
truths ofthe Scriptures into our experience." (Zuck: 279). 

2. Taking Care in Application (Direct, Indirect, Generic) 

As a passage is studied one must take care to be asking these question in relation 
to the passage's application. 

a. What does this mean to those to whom it was written? (Direct) 
b. What does it mean to us today? (Indirect) 
c. Can the passage be applied to all, at any time? (Generic) 

For instance, there are portions of Scripture which obviously contains "generic" 
instruction. In other words, the instruction is not directly written to anyone (i.e. Jews, 
Gentiles, Church, etc.). The Proverbs are an excellent example of this type of Scripture. 
When the writer of Proverbs states, "Go to the ant, 0 sluggard, Observe her ways and be 
wise (Prov. 6:6), there is no particular audience to whom he is addressing the wise words. 
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This would be wise instruction for anyone (although admittedly the writer desired for 
fathers in general to instruct their sons in this wisdom, i.e. 1:1, 8;10; 2:1, etc.). The point 
is, this is general wisdom directed to all. 

On the other hand, there is an abundance of passages, especially in the Old 
Testament which are directed strictly to the nation of Israel, although there are definitely 
spiritual lessons for us to learn from that instruction (Rom. 15:4). The Mosiac Law, for 
instance, was given to a specific nation by God and was not binding on any other nation. 
At the same time since it reflects in many ways the very nature of God, much spiritual 
application can be indirectly gleaned from it. 

As well, in the epistles the letters were directly addressed to specific churches. 
Thus, we must determine if the instruction is restricted to that body of believers, or if it is 
applicable to the body of Christ as a whole and thus directly applicable to us. For 
instance, when Paul wrote to the Colossians, "Greet the brethren who are in Laodicea and 
also Nympha and the church that is in her house" (Col. 4:15), the instruction was directed 
specifically to that historically bound church in Colossae. In the same epistle Paul states, 
"Children be obedient to your parents in all things, for this is well-pleasing to the Lord" 
(Col. 3 :20). It is clear that this is general instruction to the church in Colossae about the 
family and, thus it can be directly applied to our family situation. 

Care in paying attention to whose being addressed in a passage and how, if at all, 
that instruction can be applied to us is crucial in guarding one from mis-application and 
thus confusion in the Christian life. 

Let us practice on a particular passage for an example? The passage will be 2 
Timothy 3: 16-17. Some helpful questions to ask are: 

• To whom is the passage addressed? 
• What is the passage about? 
• To whom is the direct application addressed? 
• How would it be indirectly applied? 
• If it is generic, how can I determine that? 

To practice determining whether the application from a particular passage is direct, 
indirect, or generic, consider the following passages and record your results on a separate 
sheet of paper. Determine: 1) whether the instruction is directly to others and is not 
applicable to us, or 2) if the instruction is directly to others yet the application can also be 
direct to us, or 3) whether the instruction is generic and thus can also be generally applied 
to us, or 4) if the passage is directly to others yet the application can be indirectly to us 
(i.e. it presents a spiritual truth that is applicable). 

1. 2 Timothy 4:1-2. 
2. 2 Timothy 2:24-26. 
3. Philippians 4:5-7. 
4. Philippians 4:18. 
5. Philippians 4: 19. 
6. Philippians 3:20. 
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7. 1Peterl:l;2:1-12. 
8. Matthew 6:31-33. 
9. Joel2: 18-19, 25-27. 
10. Deuteronomy 25:1-3 
11. Deuteronomy 28: 1-8; 28:15-18. 

3. Personal Application. 

Hendricks and Hendricks suggest nine application questions to help us in applying 
the Word to our lives. They include: 

• Is there an example for me to follow? 
• Is there a sin to avoid? 
• Is there a promise to claim? 
• Is there a prayer to repeat? 
• Is there a command to obey? 
• Is there a condition to meet? 
• Is there a verse to memorize? 
• Is there an error to mark? 
• Is there a challenge to face? (Hendricks & Hendricks: 308). 

Record your answers in a notebook. 

Zuck gives us these hints about application: 

Think of application in terms of relationships: your relationship to God, to Satan, to 
others (at home, church, work, school), to the world, and to yourself .... Recognize that 
application can be in the form of improved attitudes as well as in improved actions. 
Attitudinal responses may take longer to develop .... Make application personal. Use the 
words L me, my, mine, not we, us, our. Application statements that remain in the "we" 
category are too general .... Also, be specific. . .. . Rather than saying, "I should love my 
wife more," be specific by saying something like this: "I will take my wife out to dinner 
this Friday evening." Or, "On my way home from work Thursday I will buy my wife 
flowers." Or, I will not criticize my wife any time this week (Zuck: 290). 

Write out an application statement that is specific to you. Let the Word of God 
change your life first, then preach and teach the principles to others. 

4. Teach Others How It Applies To Them. 

All the rules of personal application apply in a teaching situation. In other words, 
you take the principles that you have applied to your life and suggest them to your 
listeners for application to their lives. People receive such application much better when 
we identifY with them as much as possible. For instance, instead of saying you need to 
"love your wives as Christ loved the church and gave Himself for it." We say, we need to 
love our wives as Christ loved the church and give Himself for it." 
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IX. Practicing the Process (Complete before listening to tape-use sheet provided in 
syllabus. 

Below are several passages on which to exercise the process of Bible 
interpretation. In addition, there are several extra questions provided with each passage 
which will be helpful in determining what the passage is saying. 

A. Matthew 3:1-3 

Here are some of the interpretive questions you should be asking. 

I. Who wrote Matthew? 
2. What is the theme of the book? 
3. Who is John the Baptist? 
4. What does repent mean? 
5. What is "the kingdom of heaven?" 
6. How is the Isaiah quote used? 
7. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 

B. Matthew 24:1-20 

Here are some of the interpretive questions you should be asking. 

I. From v. 3, what were the questions? 
2. What did the questions mean? 
3. Who asked the questions? 
4. What were the disciples thinking? 
5. From v. 4 on, what would make you think Jesus is not talking about 

the disciples but instead about a "you" of a future generation? 
6. Therefore how would you interpret this passage? 

C. John 3: 1-1 0 

Here are some of the interpretive questions you should be asking. 

I. Who is Nicodemus? 
2. What did he think of Jesus? 
3. In the OT, where would the phrase "born again" come from? 
4. What does the phrase "kingdom of God" mean? 
5. What does "born of water and the Spirit" mean? 
6. In v. I 0, what does Jesus mean? 
7. How does v. 16 tie in with vv. 1-1 0? 
8. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 
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D. Titus 3:3-6 

Here are some of the interpretive questions you should be asking. 

I. Who are the "we"? 
:2. Who made the difference, v.4? 
3. What did God do? 
4. What is "the washing of regeneration"? 
5. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 

E. Deut. 28:1-14, 64-68 

Here are some of the interpretive questions you should be asking. 

I. Who is speaking? 
:2 .. What is about to happen? 
3. Where will the blessing or curse take place? 
4. Upon whom? 
5. Therefore, how would you interpret this passage? 

X. Preparing ToT each Your Passage (Sample Passage: Eph. 5:15-3 3) 

How the Bible passage is presented is extremely important. A teacher should not 
wander through the text. When the study is completed, people need to go away fed with 
God's Word, knowing how to make it work on the personal application level (HANDOUT 
# 14 - PUTTING SHOE LEATHER ON GoD'S TRUTH & # 15 - POINT OF 
CONTACT). 

TEACHING MODEL 
(EPHESIANS 5: 15-33) 

Below is a teaching model of what an ideal class will have. A good suggestion is 
to provide a teaching outline to your students or congregation. The outline should 
provide the proper headings and then leave room for the person to take personal notes. 

A. The Introduction 
B. The Body (Exegetical Content) 
C. The Conclusion/ Application 

A. The Introduction 

I. Why is the study of this passage important? 
:2. May contain illustrations, quoted articles, statistics, stories, etc. 
3. May show where the study is going and preview what you hope to 

accomplish through this material. 
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4. The introduction will lead logically into the Body. 

B. The Body (Exegetical Content) 

This is the section where you can share the richness of the text and the "nuggets" 
of truth that you have discovered. 

I. Background. 

Be careful not to "swamp" your students with all the background material. 
Background material should at least give the key elements that are important in the 
understand proper interpretation of the passage. This information may include 
background notes on geography, history, cultural and social, and religious. It might also 
include who is writing, who is receiving the letter or book, problems discussed in other 
portions of the book, purpose of writing, issues addressed, and the human drama. 

2. Outline of passage. 

Many times an outline of the book should be provided. This is especially true of 
expository book studies since it helps the student get a bearing on where the writer has 
been and where the writer is going. 

3. Develop the Body by key verses and key thoughts. 

For example, in our passage the need for the filling ofthe Spirit (or, control ofthe 
Spirit) is the overarching principle Paul is trying to expound. Some key thoughts tied to 
that in the text are: 

a. The principle of mutual submission. 
b. The responsibility ofthe Wife. 
c. The responsibility of the Husband. 

Based on that ... 

d. Christ's Responsibility to us. 

C. The Conclusion/ Application 

1. Each person has a responsibility to submit. Thus, I should humbly 
submit to others 

2. The Husband is to have a way oflife. That being to love his wife. 
Which means I am to: 

a. Leave and cleave (v. 31) 
b. Love with a sacrificial love (v. 25) 
c. Love with a sanctifying love (vv. 26-27) 
d. Love with a nourishing and cherishing love (vv. 28-30) 
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3. The Wife must have a way oflife: To Respect. Which means she is to 
respect and thus submit to her husband. 

D. Question and Answer Period. 
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TITLE AUTHOR PUBLISHER 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

• English Grammar for Language Students, Frank X. Braun., Ulrich's Books, Inc. 

GREEK LANGUAGE 

Greek Manuscripts 
• Novum Testamentum Graece, Nestle, Aland, Deutsche Bibelgesellschajt, Stuttgart 

Greek Grammars 
• Using New Testament Greek in Ministry, David Alan Black, Baker 
• A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament, Dana & Mantey, Prentice Hall 
• New Testament Greek for Beginners, J. Gresham Machen, MacMillan 
• Morphology of the Biblical Greek, William D. Mouce, Zondervan 
• A Grammar of New Testament Greek (4 Volumes), J.H. Moulton, W.F. Howard & N. 

Turner, T. & T. Clark 
• New Testament Greek Syntax, Wesley J. Perschbacher, Moody 
• Grammar of Greek New Testament in the Light ofHistorical Research, AT. 

Robertson, Broadman & Holman 
• A New Short Grammar of the Greek Testament, AT. Robertson, W Hersey Davis 
• Essentials of New Testament Greek, revised, Ray Summers, Broadman & Holman 
• Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, Daniel B. Wallace, Zondervan 

Greek Specialty 
• Greek Accents, a student's manual, D.A Carson. Baker 
• Granville Sharp's Remarks on the uses of the Definite Article in the Greek Text of 

the NT Containing Many New Proofs of the Divinity of Christ, Ed., W.D. McBrayer, 
The Original Word, Inc. 

Reading Greek 
• A Graded Reader of Biblical Greek, William D. Mouce, Zondervan 
• Refreshing Your Greek, Wesley Perschbacher, Moody 

Greek Lexicons 
• A Greek-English Lexicon of the NT and other Early Christian Literature, Walter 

Bauer, Chicago 
• Greek English Lexicon of the New Testament (2 Volumes), Louw & Nida, United 

Bible Societies 
• The New Analytical Greek Lexicon, Wesley J. Perschbacher, Hendrickson 

Call 1-800-886-1415 to order today! 
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TITLE AUTHOR PUBLISHER 

NT Greek Commentaries 
• Alford's Greek Testament, An Exegetical and Critical Commentary (4 Volumes), 

Alford, Guardian Press 
• Exposition of the New Testament (Volumes 7-9), John Gill, The Baptist Standard 

Bearer 
• R.C.H. Lenski (12 Volumes), Nelson 
• The Expositor's Greek Testament (5 Volumes), W. Robertson Nicoll, Eerdmans 
• Word Pictures in the New Testament (6 Volumes), AT. Robertson, Broadman & 

Holman 
• Vincent Word Studies ofthe New Testament (3 Volumes), Vincent, MacDonald 

Preaching from the Greek 
• Using New Testament Greek in Ministry, David Alan Black, Baker 

HEBREW LANGUAGE 

Hebrew Manuscripts 
• Biblia Hebraica Stutt Gartensia, Kittel 

Hebrew Grammars 
• Biblical Hebrew, An Introductory Grammar, Page H. Kelley, Eerdmans 
• A Grammar for Biblical Hebrew, C.L. Seow, Abingdon Press 
• Biblical Hebrew Syntax, Bruce Waltke, M. O'Connor, Eisenbraun's 
• Hebrew Grammar, J. Weingreen, Oxford 

Hebrew Lexicons 
• Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament, Francis Brown, S.R. Driver, C. A 

Briggs, Oxford 
• The Secrets of Hebrew Words, Rabbi Benjamin Blech, Aronson 
• More Secrets of Hebrew Words, Rabbi Benjamin Blech, Aronson 
• The Analytical Hebrew & Chaldee Lexicon, Benjamin Davidson, Zondervan 
• A Concise Hebrew & Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, WM. L. Holladay, 

Eerdmans 
• A Hebrew and English Lexicon to the Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old 

Testament, William Osburn, Jr, Zondervan 

Hebrew Specialty 
• Hebrew Paradigm of the Strong Verb, Mal Couch, Tyndale/Seminary Publishers 

Lists of Words Occurring Frequently in the Hebrew Bible, John D. W. Watts, 
(available through Tyndale) 

Call 1-800-886-1415 to order today! 
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TITLE AUTHOR PUBLISHER 

LATIN LANGUAGE 

Latin Grammars 
• Wheelock's Latin, Frederick M. Wheelock, Harper-Collins 

Latin Lexicons 
• Cassell's Latin Dictionary, Latin-Engish, English-Latin, D.P. Simpson, MacMillan 

THEOLOGY 

Basic 
• The Life of Christ with a Harmony of the Four Gospels, Dr. Jim Anderson, Anderson 

Evangelic Enterprises 
• Practical Christian Theology, Floyd H. Barackman, Kregel 
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• The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination, Loraine Beottner, Presbyterian & Reformed 
Publishing Co. 

• Lordship Salvation, Charles C. Bing, Ph.d. Dissertation, DTS- 1991 
• Systematic Theology, Lewis Sperry Chafer, Kregel 
• Major Bible Themes, Chafer/Walvoord, Zonden,an 
• Fundamentals, Torry, Feinberg ,Weirs, Kregel 
• A Body of Doctrinal and Practical Divinity, John Gill, The Baptist Standard Bearer 
• Systematic Theology, Charles Hodge, Eerdmans 
• The Moody Handbook of Evangelical Theology, Robert Lightner, Kregel 
• Sin, The Savior, & Salvation, Robert Lightner, Kregel 
• Protestant Biblical Interpretation, Bernard Ramm, Baker 
• Basic Theology, Charles C. Ryrie, Victor 
• Southern Baptists and the Doctrine of Election, Robert Selph, Sprinkle Publications 
• The Five Points of Calvinism, Steele/Thomas, Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing Co. 
• Basic Bible Interpretation, Roy Zuck, Victor 

The Godhead 
• The Holy Spirit, His Person and Work, Edward Bickersteth, Kregel 
• The Trinity, Edward Bickersteth, Kregel 
• The Existence & Attributes of God, Steven Charnock, Baker 
• The Biblical Doctrine of the Holy Spirit, Mal Couch, Tyndale/Seminary Publishers 
• Words and Words of Jesus Christ, J. Dwight Pentecost, Academic 
• Sovereignty of God, Arthur Pink, Baker 
• The Holy Spirit, John Walvoord, Zondervan 
• Jesus Christ Our Lord, John Walvoord, Moody 
• The Eternal Sonship of Christ, George W. Zeliev, Renald E . Showers, Loizeaux 

Call 1-800-886-1415 to order today! 
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Dispensationalism 
• A Comparison of Covenant and Dispensational Theology, The Friends of Israel 

Gospel Ministry, Inc. 
• Dispensationalism, Charles C. Ryrie, Moody 
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• There Really is a Difference, Renald F. Showers, The Friends of Israel Gospel Ministry, 
Inc. 

• Dispensationalism, Wesley R. Willis, John R. Master (General Editors), Charles C. Ryrie 
(Consulting Editor), Moody 

HERMENEUTICS 

• Talk Thru the Bible, Bruce Wilkinson & Kenneth Boa, Nelson 
• Major Bible themes, Lewis Sperry Chafer, Zondervan 
• A General Introduction to the Bible, Geisler/Nix, Moody 
• Inerrancy, Norman L. Geisler, Zondervan 
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APPENDIX I 

DISPENSATIONAL HERMENEUTICS AND 
THE DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH 

INTRODUCTION 

If there are no covenants of works and grace, how does God bring about 
salvation? And what is the true nature of the Church? Is there as seen in Scripture just 
one people of God that runs as a thread from the Old Testament into the New Testament? 
Is there one (or two) covenants that determine the salvation for this one people of God? 
Is the Church the Israel of God? When did the Church begin? 

Is the church simply the New Testament version of the Israel of the Old 
Testament? Which system best explains ecclesiology and the doctrine of the Church, 
covenant theology or dispensational theology? 

These and other similar questions hinge on how one interprets the Bible, and 
interpretation is formulated under the term hermeneutics. By the science of hermeneutics 
the entire Bible, all specific Scriptures, and each doctrine should be interpreted with the 
same consistent, linguistic approach. The laws of interpretation should be applied equally 
in every part of the Bible. 

One's view of the Church should be determined by this scientific method of 
linguistic study. But is it possible to be bias, unscientific, inconsistent, and subjective 
when trying to understand God's Word? The answer of course is Yes! Every interpreter 
must put aside his preconceived notions about a specific passage or particular truth when 
attempting to know the will of God from the Bible! 

Dispensationalists and covenant theologians agree on many aspects of the 
scientific approach to interpretation. Covenant theologians would claim they are 
consistent, but the proof will be in what they write. To begin, it is important to examine 
the basic definitions concerning hermeneutics. Then, it will be equally important to see 
how, from the two systems of hermeneutics, the Church is set forth and viewed by both 
covenant and dispensational theologies. 

DEFINITION OF HERMENEUTICS 

Ramm writes: 
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The word hermeneutics is ultimately derived from Hermes the Greek god who 
brought the messages of the gods to the mortals, and was the god of science, 
invention, eloquence, speech, writing, and art. As a theological discipline 
hermeneutics is the science of the correct intetpretation of the Bible. It is a 
special application ofthe general science of linguistics and meaning. It seeks to 
formulate those particular rules which pertain to the special factors connected 
with the Bible. It stands in the same relationship to exegesis that a rule-book 
stands to a game .... Hermeneutics proper is not exegesis, but exegesis is applied 
hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is a science in that it can determine certain 
principles for discovering the meaning of a document. 1 

Zuck points out that Hermes was responsible for transmitting what is beyond 
human understanding. ''Thus the verb hermeneuo came to refer to bringing someone to 

an understanding of something in his language (thus explanation) or in another language 
(thus translation). The English word interpret is used at times to mean 'explain' and at 
other times 'translate.' "2 A. A. Hodge adds: 

Hermeneutics, or the scientific determination of the principles and rules of 
Biblical Intetpretation, including (1) the logical and grammatical and rhetorical 
principles determining the intetpretation of human language in general, (2) the 
modification ofthese principles appropriate to the intetpretation ofthe specific 
forms of human discourse, e. g. , history, poetry, prophecy, parable, symbol, 

3 etc., 

At the heart of the rules for interpretation is what is termed the literal method. 
This is the starting point for explaining a passage of Scripture, unless there are guidelines 
by word usage or context that would indicate a verse or sentence should be taken 
figuratively or as an illustration. Tan notes: 

The literal method ofintetpreting God's Word is a true and honest method. It is 
based on the assumption that the words of Scripture can be trusted. It assumes 
that since God intends His revelation to be understood, divine revelation must be 
written based on regular rules of human communication. To "intetpret" means 
to explain the original sense of a speaker or writer according to the normal, 
customary, and proper usages of words and language. Literal intetpretation of 
the Bible simply means to explain the original sense of the Bible according to 
the normal and customary usages of its language. 4 

Summary. " ... hermeneutics is this: It is the science (principles) and art (task) by 
which the meaning of the biblical text is determined. "5 Hermeneutics is a science in that it 
has a scientific method for unlocking the meaning of any language, particularly for this 
study as already pointed out, the Scriptures. At the heart of that method is literal 
interpretation or normal meaning. Hermeneutics is also an art in that the interpreter must 
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acquire experience and skill in order to use the scientific method. It is not an art in the 
sense that it would by governed by the subjectivity of that individual. Biblical truth is not 
to be found in the personal "taste" of a specific pastor or teacher. As much as is humanly 
possible, all bias and prejudice must be put aside when interpreting the Word of God. In 
understanding the nature and function of New Testament ecclesiology, one must begin 
with orderly and consistent interpretation ofkey passages. 

PRINCIPLES OF HERMENEUTICS 

Though not meant as an exhaustive list nor detailed explanation, the principles 
below are accepted by most Bible scholars as the laws for governing sound hermeneutics. 
Buswell lists some of the most important principles for interpretation (More on these 
principles in Chapter Six ''Principles ofHermeneutics"): 6 

1. Scripture interprets Scripture. The Bible is a closed volume of literature. It has 
historical settings which stand together, and, as a whole, are obviously differentiated 
from all other writings. In interpreting the Bible we do not ask any favors which we do 
not believe are proper rules for the reading of any serious literature. 

2. The meaning of words is to be established by their usage. The Holy Spirit chose to use 
known human languages to convey to us the Word of God. Clearly then, these 
languages convey to us what God wants us to know. 

3. Context must be taken into accoturt. Words and thoughts must be understood within 
the setting, the time frame, the mood of the moment, the culture, etc. 

4. Grammatico-historical interpretation. A mastery of the historical setting and of the 
grammar used is imperative to comprehending the sense of a given sentence or 
paragraph. Thus an understanding of the biblical languages is urgent for the 
interpreter. 

Other important rules and principles follow: 

5. The interpreter must begin assuming literal or normal interpretation in a passage unless 
otherwise indicated by common linguistic sense. To read ''the hills skipped like lambs" 
is obviously poetic. From a literal picture of a frisky lamb playfully jumping about, 
one can imagine the joy of creation expressing itself in worship to God! In other 
words, behind the poetry are literal concepts that then in tum give meaning to the 
poetic language. 

6. Thus, as in all languages, the Bible interpreter must use common sense in noting 
poetry, figures of speech, metaphors, similes, illustrations, etc. But again, even these 
literary devices are attempting to get across very actual, even literal concepts. 
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7. As well, the ''human drama" must be allowed to come forth, and the intetpreter needs 
to avoid "wooden-headed literalism" that is so stiff and rigid in meaning that all nonnal 
human expression is destroyed. 

8. As part of context, factors such as culture, historical background, social setting, 
geography, all play a part in intetpretation. 

9. The Bible must be studied dispensationally in order to see how God dealt with people 
and nations differently at different time periods. This really means that the student of 
Scripture must observe carefully the context of a specific period in Bible history to 
ascertain how God worked in different ways. For example, the Lord dealt with 
Abraham differently then He did with Moses and the Jews as they came out of Egypt. 
He now deals with the nations by grace but someday, He will pour forth His wrath 
upon the world in the period known as the tribulation. The Jews under the Law did not 
know of the full revelation of the death, burial and resurrection of their Messiah. The 
object oftheir faith was simply "do you believe in God?" Now the object of :faith in 
this grace dispensation is "do you believe that Jesus is your Savior and that He died for 
your sins?" To see this difference is to study context carefully and also to "observe" 
the different message for a different period. 

10. Progressive revelation is also important in dispensational hermeneutics. Not 
everything is given at the first of the Bible. Not only does each successive book in the 
time in which it was written pre-suppose the biblical books which went before, but the 
earlier books in many passages were clearly intended to point forward to Scriptures 
which were to come later. God progressively, and generation through generation, 
revealed new truth. Some things, such as the church, were mysteries and not 
previously revealed in the Old Testament. That God would save Gentiles was 
prophesied in the older testament, but how, when, and by what means was not 
revealed. Thus the Church, its nature and structure was revealed from Pentecost (Acts 
2) and forward. And that revelation too was progressive. It began with the principal 
apostle Peter. He observed through the unfolding of the book of Acts how the Holy 
Spirit was operating and building the Church. But the full and complete revelation was 
given exclusively to the apostle Paul. 

" ... you have heard of the [dispensation] of God's grace which was given to me for you; 
that by revelation there was made known to me the mystery, ... to be specific, that the 
Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the 
gospel" (Eph. 3:2-6). 

Kaiser adds: 

11. "Under the strong impetus of the Reformation there was a renewed emphasis that 
there is only one sense or meaning to be gleaned from every passage if the intetpreter 
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is true to his mission."7 There are a few cases when the New Testament writers quote 
an Old Testament passage as an illustration. But the original meaning of the passage 
is still honored and this rule still remains applicable. 

12. The process ofhermeneutics is threefold: (I) The student of the Word is to observe 
everything he can about a given passage, using all the tools available. (2) The student 
is then to interpret all the data collected as to the meaning and message of the verses 
under study. (3) Finally there must be application of the truths and doctrines 
discovered in the material. That application is twofold: (a) What did the passage 
mean to those to whom it was written? (b) What does the passage mean now to 
present day believers? 

REQUIREMENTS FOR THE INTERPRETER 

Ramm lists some of the important spiritual and intellectual qualifications necessary 
for the student of the Word of God. Though the qualifications he lists are essential, one 
can have them and yet have a blind spot as to how to properly interpret or apply 
hermeneutics. But again, these are essential to start with. 8 

1. The interpreter must be born again. 

2. The interpreter must have a passion for God's Word. 

3. The interpreter must depend on the direction of the Holy Spirit. 

4. The interpreter should have a basic, solid educational background. He must lmow 
something ofhistory, literature, logic, geography. 

5. The interpreter should be competent in the biblical languages. 

6. The interpreter must have adequate tools to work with: Lexicons, grammars, language 
commentaries, an atlas, volumes on biblical background, geography texts. 

7. Though this has already been stated, the interpreter must come to the Bible as open as 
possible, without any theological bias or presuppositions. 

The Bible student must also approach the Scriptures with sound judgment 
and reason, seeking to be as objective in his approach to the Bible as 
possible, without coming to the Scriptures with prejudice or preconceived 
notions .9 

8. It is the interpreter's job to represent the text, " ... not the prejudices, feelings, judgments, 
or concerns of the exegete. To indulge in the latter is to engage in eisegesis, 'a reading 
into' a text what the reader wants it to say."10 
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In conclusion, Ramm notes: 

Matters of fact cannot be settled solely by spiritual means. One cannot pray to 
God for information about the authorship of Hebrews and expect a distinct 
reply. Nor is it proper to pray for information with reference to other matters of 
biblical introduction expecting a revelation about the revelation. 11 

DISPENSATIONALISM DEFINED 

In a certain technical sense, there is no such thing as dispensational hermeneutics. 
Dispensationalists hold strongly to the hermeneutical principles given above and argue, if 
they are consistently followed, one will arrive at dispensationalism. Concerning the 
doctrine of ecclesiology, the Church and Israel will be clearly seen in Scripture as separate 
bodies. It will be clearly seen as well, the Lord has two distinct plans for the Church and 
Israel. 

Etymology of the word dispensation. The word is oikonomia in Greek and is a 
compound of two words, oilws meaning "house," and nomia meaning "law." The word 
implies how one manages and organizes the affairs of a household. The English word 
"economy" comes from this Greek term. On the biblical usage of the word Ryrie states: 

The various forms of the word dispensation appears in the New Testament 
twenty times. the very oikonomeo is used once in Luke 16:2, where it is 
translated "to be a steward." The noun oikonomos appears ten times (Luke 
12:42; 16:1, 3, 8; Rom. 16:23; 1 Cor. 4:1, 2; Gal. 4:2; Titus 1:7; 1 Peter 4:10) 
and is usually translated "steward" or "manager" (but "treasurer" in Rom. 
16:23). The noun oikonomia is used nine times (Luke 16:2, 3, 4; 1 Cor. 9:17; 
Eph. 1:10; 3:2, 9; Col. 1:25; 1 Tim. 1:4). In these instances it is translated 
variously ("stewardship," "dispensation," "administration," "job," 
"commission. "12 

"A concise definition of a dispensation is this: A dispensation is a distinguishable 
economy in the outworking of God's purpose." 13 Mason defines a dispensation as: 

. . . a divinely established stewardship of a particular revelation of God's mind 
and will which is instituted in the first instance with a new age, and which brings 
added responsibility to the whole race of men or that portion of the race to 
whom the revelation is particularly given by God. 14 

Couch adds: 

A dispensation is an obvious historical division in Scripture in which God deals 
in a specific way with mankind on earth during a specified period. Rather than 
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controlling history, dispensations reflect how God sees human beings by 
mirroring His view and testing man . ... All dispensations end in moral failure ... . 
To see the overall thrust of the Scriptures in a literal and consistent sense, leads 
to a dispensational approach to the Word of God. This is the only way to study 
the Bible that allows it to make sense in its message to us. A dispensation is not 
a way of salvation nor is it ironclad with rigid walls . It is simply a way of 
evaluating God's dealing in a period of history. 15 

The dispensations that most traditional dispensationalists would probably agree upon 
today are: 

• Dispensation oflnnocence. Genesis 1:28-3:6. 
• Dispensation of Conscience. Genesis 3:7-8:14. 
• Dispensation ofGovernment. Genesis 8:15-11 :32. 
• Dispensation ofPromise. Genesis 12:1-Exodus 18:27. 
• Dispensation of Law. Exodus 19: 1-Acts 1:26. 
• Dispensation of the Church (or, Grace). Acts 2:1-1 Thessalonians 4:18. 
• Dispensation of the Kingdom. Matthew 24-25; Revelation 19:11-22:21. 

For the purpose of this chapter, only the dispensations of Law and the Church will be 
compared: 

Dispensation of Law. Will the people of Israel be faithful to their God with a moral 
and judicial legal code to follow? Will they obey the Ten Commandments and other 
laws that govern their relationship with God and man? 

The People's Response: ''All that the Lord has spoken we will do. And Moses 
returned the words of the people unto the Lord" (Ex. 19:8). 

The Failure: As a nation and as individuals, the Jews could never keep the Law. 
In time, even in their failure, many of the Jews began to see the Law as a wcry of 
salvation-something it was never intended to be! By the time of Christ the people of 
Israel were hypocritically fooling themselves concerning their ability to be law keepers. 

''If you are called Jews, and take comfort in the Law, and make your boast of 
God ... do you dishonor your God by breaking the Law? You teach others, do 
you teach yourself?" (Rom. 2: 17-23). 

'We conclude that a man is justified by trust apart from the works of the Law . ... 
Seeing it is one God, who shall justifY the circumcision [the Jews] by trust, and 
uncircumcision [the Gentile] through trust" (Rom. 3:28, 30). 
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Dispensation of the Church. The Promise: By the message of personal salvation 
through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God graciously offers personal 
forgiveness of sins, the indwelling of His Spirit, and eternal life. The Dispensation of the 
Church is made possible because of the new covenant. 

The Problem: lhe heart of men will grow cold and, in time, will even reject the 
personal offer of salvation. 

The Failure: This period will end with the apostasy, the outright personal 
rejection by men of the offer of salvation. But as well, there will be a great company 
who appear to be Christian and outwardly religious, but they will be apostate. The 
dispensation of the Church closes with the rapture of the Church from earth just prior to 
the coming seven year period of world tribulation! 

WHAT ARE THE ESSENTIALS? 

Benware points out that there are three indispensable elements (Sine Qua Non) of 
dispensational theology. "These three essentials are (1) a consistent literal approach to 
interpreting the Scriptures, (2) a clear distinction between the church and the nation of 
Israel in God's dealings, and (3) the glory of God as God's ultimate purpose ofhistory. 16 

Enns shows that dispensationalism will always lead the student of Scripture to 
premillennialism. He notes that dispensational premillennialism has two important 
features: 

(1) Literal hermeneutic. Literal interpretation refers to "normal" 
interpretation--understanding words and statements in their normal, 
customary way. Because prophecies concerning Christ's first coming were 
fulfilled literary, it makes good sense to expect the prophecies concerning 
His second coming to be interpreted literally. Furthermore, if prophecy 
can be spiritualized, all objectivity is lost. Dispensational premillennialists 
emphasize consistency in interpretation by interpreting prophecy literary. 

(2) Distinction between Israel and the church. The term Israel always refers 
to the physical posterity of Jacob; nowhere does it refer to the church. 
Although nondispensationalists frequently refer to the church as the "new 
Israel," there is no biblical warrant for doing so .... Israel was given 
unconditional promises (covenants) in the Old Testament that must be 
fulfilled with Israel in the millennial kingdom. The church on the other 
hand, is a distinct New Testament entity born at Pentecost (1 Cor. 12: 13) 
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and not existing in the Old Testament, nor prophesied m the Old 
Testament (Eph. 3:9). 17 

Theologically speaking, the word oikonomia is used four times in a specific, 
interpretative way to (1) show that a new dispensation of grace (or the church) has come 
and (2) to make a distinction between the dispensation of Law and the dispensation of 
grace. The four references are: Ephesians 1:9-10; 3:2-3, 9; Colossians 1:25. By using all 
the interpretative principles cited above, it can be demonstrated that there are other 
dispensations in Scripture besides law and grace. Note carefully the main verses: 

Ephesians 1:9-10. 

He made known to us the mystery of His will, . . . with a view to an 
administration [dispensation] suitable to the fullness of the times, that is, the 
summing up of all things in Christ. 

Mystery means something not previously revealed "which He purposed in Him 
[Christ]" (v. 9) [with the result] "that we who were the first to hope in Christ should be to 
the praise ofHis glory" (v. 12). In Christ, we who heard the gospel and believed "were 
sealed in Him [Christ] with the Holy Spirit [who was] promise[ d)" that we would be "to 
the praise ofHis glory" (vv. 13-14). Nicoll writes extensively on Ephesians 1:10: 

God had His reason for the long delay in the revelation of the "mystery." That 
reason lay in the fact that the world was not ripe for the dispensation of grace 
which formed the contents of the mystery. In classical Greek the word 
oikonomia had the two meanings of (a) administration, the management of a 
house or ofproperty, and (b) the office of administrator or steward. It was used · 
of such things as the arrangement of the parts of a building ... , the disposition of 
the parts of speech ... ,and more particularly of the financial administration of a 
city. . . . . It has the same twofold sense in the NT -an arrangement or 
administration of things (in the passages in the present Epistle and in I Tim. I. 
4), and the office of administrator--in particular the stewardship with which 
Paul was entrusted by God (I Cor. ix. 17; Col. i.25). 

The idea at the basis of the statement here, therefore, as also in the somewhat 
analogous passage in Gal. iv. 1-11, is that of a great household of which God is 
the Master and which has a certain system of management wisely ordered by 
Him. . . . God has His household, ... with its special disposition of affairs, its 
oikonomos or steward (who is Christ), its own proper method of administration, 
and its gifts and privileges could not be dispensed in their fullness while those 
for whom they were meant were under age (Gal. iv. 1-3) and unprepared for 
them. A period of waiting had to elapse, and when the process of training was 
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finished and the time of maturity was reached, the gifts could be bestowed in 
their completeness. God, the Master of the House, had this fit time in view as 
the hidden purpose of His grace. When that time came He disclosed His secret 
in the incarnation of Christ and introduced the new disposition of things which 
explained His former dealings with men and the long delay in the revelation of 
the complete purpose of His grace. . . . This "economy of the fullness of the 
seasons," therefore, is that stewardship of the Divine grace which was to be the 
trust of Christ, in other words, the dispensation of the Gospel, and that 
dispensation as fulfilling itself in the whole period from the first advent of Christ 
to the second. 18 

How different this dispensation is over against the dispensation of Law with all its 
heavy demands of legal requirements. The writer of Hebrews points out so well how 
weak and useless the dispensation of the Law had become: 

Now ifperfection [completeness] was through the Levitical priesthood ... ,what 
further need was there for another priest to arise according to the order of 
Melchizedek? (7: 11). 

For, on the one hand, there is a setting aside of a former commandment because 
of its weakness and uselessness (for the Law made nothing perfect), and on the 
other hand there is a bringing in of a better hope, through which we draw near to 
God (7:18-19). 

But now He [Christ] has obtained a more excellent ministry, by as much as He 
is also the mediator of a better covenant [the new covenant], which has been 
enacted on better promises. For if that first covenant [the Law] had been 
faultless, there would have been no occasion sought for a second [covenant] 
(8:6-7). 

When He [God in Jeremiah 31:31-34] said, 'A new covenant,' He has made the 
first [the Law] obsolete. But whatever is becoming obsolete and growing old is 
ready to disappear (8:13). 

Ephesians 3:2-3 

" ... if indeed you have heard of the stewardship [dispensation] of God's grace 
which was given to me for you; that by revelation there was made known to me 
the mystery." 
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This "mystery" is concerning Christ (v. 4) and was not revealed previously to the 
sons of men as now revealed by the Spirit to God's holy apostles (v. 5), specifically, that 
Gentiles are fellow heirs "of the body" and fellow partakers "of the promise in Christ Jesus 
through the gospel" (v. 6). To Paul this grace was granted "to preach to the Gentiles the 
unfathomable riches ofChrist." (v. 8). 

How much more clear could Paul get? Without question he is referring to the 
church Age or dispensation of grace! The larger context goes back to 2: 11-22. There 
Paul writes of the Gentiles "now in Christ" (v. 13) brought near by His blood. Jesus is the 
peace who has united Jew and Gentile "into one new man" (v. 15) and reconciled "them 
both in one body [body of Christ] to God, and together "we both [Jew and Gentile] have 
our access in one Spirit to the Father (v. 18) and are now in Christ, "God's household" (v. 
19). 

Ephesians 3:9 

" ... to bring to light what is the administration [dispensation] of the mystery 
which for ages has been hidden in God, who created all things." 

Paul wraps up his great dispensational teaching by pointing out that the church 
shows forth the "manifold wisdom of God" (v. 10) and how He had "eternal purpose[s] 
which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord" (v. 11), whereby we have "access through 
faith in Him" (v. 12). Paul's final verses constitute an anthem to what God is doing in this 
new church dispensation! " ... to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all 
the generations forever and ever. Amen" (v. 21). 

Colossians 1:25 

"Of this church I was made a mm1ster according to the stewardship 
[dispensation] from God bestowed on me for your benefit, that I might fully 
carry out the preaching ofthe word of God." 

This Colossian verse is similar to what Paul writes in Ephesians. He speaks of the 
Church as a mystery (v. 26) "hidden from the past ages and generations." But to the 
saints, "God willed to make known what is the riches ofthe glory of this mystery among 
the Gentiles, which is Christ in_you, the hope of glory" (v. 27). Out of this Paul wishes to 
present "every man complete in Christ" (v. 28). 

Ryrie summarizes: 

Though emphasizing the distinctiveQ.ess of the church, the dispensationalist also 
recognizes certain relationships that the church sustains. . .. He recognizes 
believers in this age as the [spiritual] seed of Abraham but not the only seed. He 
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seeks to be a realist concerning the course of this age and the church's program 
in the midst of increasing apostasy. All his viewpoints stem from what he feels 
to be a consistent application of the literal principle of interpretation of 
Scripture. 19 

Dispensational Hermeneutics 

Though "hermeneutics" should be hermeneutics, this study has focused on the 
phrase, dispensational hermeneutics, to call attention to the need for consistency in 
interpretation. Dispensationalists believe covenant theologians fail at this point. They call 
Israel the church and the church Israel without any objective, biblical evidence. Enns 
helps sum up the most important principles that help make up dispensational 
hermeneutics: 

Dispensationalists use a consistent, literal, normal system of interpretation. 
This approach is applied to all the disciplines of theology. By using literal 
interpretation on Old Testament prophecies about Christ's first and second 
coming, dispensationalists anticipate His literal return just as His first advent 
was historic and actual, not spiritualized! Dispensationalists hold to the fact 
that God has made unconditional promises to Israel through the Abrahamic 
Covenant (Gen. 12:1-3). These promises are both physical fulfillments as well 
as having to do with a spiritual revival for the Jewish people. 
Nondispensationalists "spiritualize" or allegorize most of these prophecies and 
relegate them to the church. 

Dispensationalists never confuse Israel with the church nor call the church "the 
new Israel." Dispensationalists can show that God has distinct programs for 
future Israel with the coming Messianic Kingdom but He also has a specific 
program now for the body of Christ, the church. Dispensationalists emphasize 
the unifying theme of the Bible is God's glory, where in covenant theology, 
salvation is the unifying theme. fu every dispensation God has shown His glory. 
This is the unifying theme of all of the Bible. 20 

THE GREEK WORD EKKLESIA 

Ekklesia is the common Greek word for church. Often it is translated as assembly 

and congregation. Generally, it is referring to a religious or even a political gathering. 
Technically, the word means ''the called out ones." Ekklesia is many times used in the 

Greek Septuagint (LXX) to refer to different assemblies within the Old Testament. In 
Acts (7:38; 19:32) the word can simply mean a crowd or gathering. However, most often 
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in the New Testament, the word ekklesia is used to describe the entire body of believers, 
the universal Church, or the assembly of Christians in the local church. 

THE CHURCH: UNIVERSAL SPIRITUAL BODY OF CHRIST 

Many seeing the word ''universal" think this is advocating the heresy of 
''universalism," when instead the word is simply referring to a world-wide fraternity of 
true believers. Certain words trigger strong reactions but the one reacting must read 
on! There is a universal spiritual body of Christ! A person in India who has trusted 
Christ as Savior is a spiritual brother, though one may not speak the same language 
nor belong to the same local church. 

''You are the Christ, the Son ofthe living God," (Matt. I6:I6). Upon these 
confinning, rock solid words of the apostle Peter, Jesus says He will build His church; 
and the gates ofHades shall not overpower it (v. I8). Note, it is a single church! But 
this would not be a single denomination with a governmental hierarchy. It would not 
be an outward, overwhelming, exclusive system such as the Roman Catholic Church. 

This church would encompass a period of time in which, all who place 
personal faith in Christ, would constitute a spiritual unity. Christ is the Head of this 
body. In fact, this is the body of Christ (I Cor. I2: I2, 13). But there will also be a local 
church, a localized cell or community of believers who are just a part of those who 
have trusted Jesus. As well, it would have a visible leadership, a distinct purpose for 
local fellowship, and a moral mandate for individual discipline. The New Testament 
church letters reflects both this spiritual body and the local cell of Christians. 

The apostle Paul speaks of the whole body of Christ when he writes, ''with all 
who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus" (I Cor. I :2). He likens all 
believers in Christ, who are many, to the one body, Christ's (I2: I2). The apostle adds, 
''whether Jews or Greeks, whether slave or free," all were made to drink from one 
Spirit. "For the body is not one member, but many," (I2:I4). Though most ofPaul's 
letters are addressed to local churches, for the most part what he says is applicable to 
all those in Christ. 

For example he writes "do you not know that all of us who have been baptized 
into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His death?" (Rom. 6:3). He adds, "by one Spirit 
we were all baptized into one body'' (I Cor. I2: 13). And, "He saved us, not on the basis 
of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the 'again-
birthing' of regeneration and the 'remaking' of the Holy Spirit" (Titus 3:5, Greek). This 
universal body of believers Paul calls the ''household" (Eph. 2: I9), the building growing 
into a holy temple (2:2I), "in whom you [believers in the local church at Ephesus] also are 
being build together into a dwelling of God [by] the Spirit" (2:22). 
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Paul writes further in Ephesians that Christ is the head and Savior of the 
church (5:23), that He loved it and gave Himself for it (5:25). In an almost anthem-like 
verse, Paul summarizes: "And He (God) put all things in subjection under His feet 
(Christ's), and gave Him as head over all things [relating] to the church, which is His 
body, ... " (1:22). The New Testament continually emphasizes the singularity of the 
church. While Peter was in prison, prayer for him was "being made fervently by the 
[whole] church of God" (Acts 12:5). Overseers (plural) are to "shepherd the [whole] 
church of God which He purchased with His own blood" (20:28). ''I [Paul] persecuted 
the [whole] church ofGod" (1 Cor. 15:9). 

The principle emphasis in the New Testament is on the church as an organism, 
a living union of all true believers in Christ. This is the distinctive truth that is presented 
beginning with the day ofPentecost, with the advent of the Spirit, and concluding with 
the coming of Christ for His church, in which it will be caught up out of the world and 
taken to heaven?1 

THE CHURCH: THE LOCAL CONGREGATION 

The church, the living organism and the organized cell of believers, is God's 
way of doing business in local communities, in this dispensation. This is a unique 
period in divine time. In terms of the local church, believers of a given age must see 
themselves as having a special calling to serve the Lord in their own generation. As 
much as this may shock some, the local church itself is never instructed in Scripture to 
evangelize. That is the job of the individual believer. The purpose of the local cell is to 
arm, equip, train the Christian to speak out and witness to his circle of influence. But 
more on this issue later. Chafer further notes: 

It is obviously true that a person may be a Christian and not be a member of a 
local organized church. In fact, all should be saved before they join a church; 
and, if saved, it is normal for the individual to choose the fellowship of the 
people of God in one form or another. On the earth, the church is seen to be a 
pilgrim band of witnesses. They are not of this world even as Christ is not of 
this world (John 17:16), and as the Father has sent the Son into the world, so 
has the Son sent these witnesses into the world. 22 

In his letters, Paul continually addresses the local congregations, the body of 
believers who are struggling in a given city or region. Almost all he writes is applicable 
for today. 

In 1 Corinthians (1:2), the apostle makes a separation between the entire 
church of the Lord and the local body. He writes "to the church of God which is at 
Corinth." He then adds "with all who in every place call upon the name of our Lord 
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Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours." At the end of this Corinthian letter, Paul says 
churches of Asia greet you" (16:19), and then also mentions the local church that 
meets in the house of Aquila and Prisca (v. 19). In 2 Corinthians he writes about the 
regional churches 'lhroughout Achaia" and the church there in Corinth (1 : 1). 

THE DISPENSATIONAL NATURE OF THE CHURCH 

God had a distinct dispensational purpose for the nation of Israel in the Old 
Testament. Through that people the Lord's perfect and righteous demands would be 
displayed through the Law. The temple and all its ceremonies would reflect and 
foretell the coming of the Redeemer, Jesus the Messiah. And through this nation, Jesus 
would Himself be born. But as a whole, the Jews would reject their King. God would 
temporarily set aside His work with the Jewish people as a nation. He would create a 
new era called the age of grace, or the Church age. And in this new period both 
individual Jews and Gentiles would be saved world-wide and placed into this new 
body called the church. 

Both Jew and Gentile now have a common ground. Both are said to be under 
sin (Rom. 3:9) and needing a common Savior. When the Holy Spirit came at 
Pentecost, the Lord began a new divine program, away from the recognition of a 
specific people, to an appeal to individuals, Jews and Gentiles alike. The Jews had 
trouble understanding that their covenants were set aside for a time but would 
someday still be fulfilled. The writer, Luke, shows this struggle in the book of Acts. 

As a people, and as a nation, the Jews will remain blind in part until the Church 
is called home (Rom. 11 :25). Then the Deliverer, the Messiah, will return and restore 
the Jews to their land. Ungodliness will be turned away from the this people when He 
removes their sins (Rom. 11 :26-27). Yet now, individual Jews and Gentiles who 
respond to the proclamation of the Gospel are being added to this new 'lhing," the 
Church. 

God is now forming this one new body (Eph. 2: 15). This was a mystery not 
previously revealed. That God had purposes for the Jewish people distinctly, and that He 
would someday touch the Gentiles, was no secret. The Old Testament prophesied that 
Gentiles would someday find Jehovah! But how the Lord would accomplish this was "hid 
in God." 

55 
Tyndale Theological Seminary & Biblical Institute 6/9/99 



Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (G B 210) 

ENDNOTES 

1 Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1982), 
11. 

2 Roy Zuck, Basic Bible Interpretation (Wheaton, IT.-: Victor Books, 1991), 19. 
3 A A Hodge, Outlines of Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 1957), 21. 
4 Paul Lee Tan, The Interpretation of Prophecy (Rockville, MA: Assurance Publishers, 1988), 

29. 
5 Zuck, ibid 
6 James Oliver Buswell, A Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan Publishing Company, 1977), 24-26. 

44-45. 

19. 

7 Walter C. Kaiser, Toward An Exegetical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1981), 

8 Ramm, ibid, 12-16. 
9 Zuck, ibid, 25. 
10 Kaiser, ibid, 45. 
II Ramm, ibid., 14. 
12 Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), 25. 
13 Ibid., 28. 
14 Clarence E. Mason, Dispensationalism Made Simple (Arnold, MO: Shield Press, 1976), 

15 Mal Couch, God's Plan of the Ages (Ft. Worth: Seminary Publishers, n.d.), 17. 
16 Paul N. Benware, Understanding End Times Prophecy (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), 84. 
17 Paul Enns, The Moody Handbook ofTheology (Chicago: Moody Press, 1989), 389. 
18 W. Robert Nicoll, The Expositor's Greek Testament, 5 Vols. (Grand Rapids: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1988), 3:259-60. 
19 Ryrie, ibid., 142. 
20 Enns, ibid., 520-521. 
21 Lewis S. Chafer, Major Bible Themes, rev. John F. Walvoord (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 

Publishing Co., 1974), 236. 
22 lbid., 240-41. 

56 
Tyndale Theological Seminary & Biblical Institute 619199 



Biblical Interpretation- Hermeneutics (GB 2ro) 

APPENDIX II 

COVENANT THEOLOGY AND THE DOCTRINE 
OF THE CHURCH 

INTRODUCTION 

It is surprising that covenant theologians are not more critical of their own 
system of theology. A closer examination by a serious student of the Bible will reveal 
the fact that the covenant approach to the Word of God is greatly lacking and terribly 
flawed. It is one thing to realize that some of the covenant theorists may have 
overlooked a point or two in the development of the system. But it is another issue 
that the system is so inept from the beginning, to properly explain the way the Word 
of God is structured. To start off, as James Orr writes, the system of covenant 
theology is deeply flawed hermeneutically: 

It failed to seize the true idea of development, and by an artificial system of 
typology, and allegorizing interpretation, sought to read back practically the 
whole of the New Testament into the Old. But its most obvious defect was 
that, in using the idea of the Covenant as an exhaustive category, and 
attempting to force into it the whole material of theology, it created an 
artificial scheme which could only repel minds of simple and natural notions. 
It is impossible, e.g., to justify by Scriptural proof the detailed elaboration of 
the idea of a covenant of works in Eden, with its parties, conditions, 
promises, threatenings, sacraments, etc. 1 

What bothers dispensationalists is that covenant theology so plays down the 
most important and obvious biblical covenants that are clearly outlined in the Word 
of God: The Abrahamic covenant, and coming out :from this, the Palestinian (Land) 
covenant, Davidic covenant and New covenant. Though to be fair, some Covenant 
theologians sometimes refer to the New covenant but generally in such a New 
Testament context that its Abrahamic covenant origin is almost missed. Also, it is 
important to note that most dispensationalists and covenant theologians would also 
hold to the Noahic covenant and to the Mosaic covenant, or the covenant of Law. 

What makes covenant theology so disturbing is that the outstanding 
proponents of the system admit that there is no direct scriptural evidence for the two 
most important covenants in their system, the covenant of works and the covenant of 
redemption (and/or grace). It is admitted that these covenants must have been 
revealed in time, but more specifically, they were made in eternity past and outside of 

57 

Tyndale Theological Seminary & Biblical Institute 6/9/99 



Biblical Interpretation - Hermeneutics (G B 2ro) 

the framework of Scripture. Though the claim is that there is substantial evidence 
that they indeed are legitimate biblical covenants! 

A case in point is with the outstanding and well-known covenant theologian 
Berkof who admits throughout his covenant discussion that the system is based on 
weak biblical evidence. He writes in regard to the covenant of works: "It must be 
admitted that the term 'covenant' is not found in the first three chapters of Genesis, 
but this is not tantamount to saying that they do not contain the necessary data for 
the construction of a doctrine of the covenant. "2 "It may still be objected that we do 
not read of the two parties as coming to an agreement, nor of Adam as accepting the 
terms laid down [for a covenant], but this is not an insuperable objection. "3"Some 
deny that there is any Scripture evidence for such a promise. Now it is perfectly true 
that no such promise [as the covenant ofworks] is explicitly recorded."4 "There may 
still be some doubt as to the propriety of the name 'Covenant of Works,' but there can 
be no valid objection to the covenant [of works] idea."5 "They who deny the 
covenant of works generally base their denial in part on the fact that there is no 
record of such a promise in the Bible. And it is perfectly true that Scripture contains 
no explicit promise of eternal life to Adam. "6 "We have no definite information in 
Scripture respecting the sacrament(s) or seal(s) of this covenant [of works]. "7 

Berkof admits that some Reformed teachers "question whether, and in how 
far, the covenant of works can be considered as a thing of the past; or whether and in 
how far, it must be regarded as still in force. "8 In reference to the covenant of 
redemption, which some have labeled the "counsel of peace," Berkof further notes 
"The Scriptural character of the name cannot be maintained, but this, of course, does 
not detract from the reality of the counsel of peace. "9 

And Charles Hodge further agrees concerning the issue of God entering into 
this covenant of works with Adam that "This statement does not rest upon any 
express declaration of the Scriptures. "10 And "Although the word covenant [as in 
works] is not used in Genesis, and does not elsewhere, in any clear passage, occur in 
reference to the transaction there recorded, ... it is plain that the Bible does represent 
the arrangements made with Adam as a truly federal transaction."11 

THE IDSTORY OF COVENANT THEOLOGY 

Buswell points out that covenant theology can be traced from Heinrich 
Bullinger (1504-1575) to Johannes Cocceius (1603-1669), a German theologian who 
taught at Bremen, Franeker and Leiden. Many regard him as the founder of covenant 
theology. 12 From Cocceius the system was refined by Hermann Witsius (1636-1708), 
through whom it reached its final development. These men saw the Bible develop 
along the lines of two main covenants, that of works and grace. Some say there are 
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three covenants and hold to a covenant of redemption as well. Yet there is a split 
opinion as to whether the covenant of redemption is really also the covenant of grace 
or whether it is a separate covenant. 

THE COVENANT OF WORKS 

By the candid statements made by Berkof and quoted above, it can be shown 
that this covenant rests on suppositions. It can be stated however like this: 

The covenant is an agreement between God and Adam that he would obey 
the Lord in regard to not eating of the tree of good and evil. This obedience 
incumbent upon Adam shows that it is a covenant, though sovereignly 
initiated by God alone. In a sense, this was a salvation by works. Covenant 
theologians argue as to whether this covenant has been revoked and annulled 
or not. When Adam sinned "Spiritual death entered instantly, and the seeds 
of death also began to operate in the body. The full execution of the 
sentence, however, did not follow at once, but was arrested, because God 
immediately introduced an economy of grace and restoration." 13 

Dispensationalists answer that nowhere does the Bible call Adam's obedience 
as a kind of covenant. Nor would they agree that this was a form of works salvation. 
Going by all the biblical evidence from the limited verses about Adam in Genesis, 
dispensationalists would say this is the period of innocence in which Adam was 
sinless and commanded not to eat of a certain tree. God was relating to him in this 
innocent condition. But in no way, in the normal sense, can this be called a covenant 
relationship. Dispensationalists have far more evidence to call the period the 
dispensation of innocence than covenant theologians have for calling it the covenant 
of works. 

About the covenants of works and grace, Benware well notes: 

. . . they are ideas that are not systematized, formalized, and stated by 
Scripture as covenants. At least the dispensationalist finds the word 
dispensation used of one or two of his specific dispensations (Eph. 1: 1 0; 
3 :9); the covenant theologian never finds in the Bible the terms Covenant of 
Works and Covenant of Grace. 

Benware further writes: 

The existence of the covenants is not found by an inductive examination of 
passages; ... Now, if it is permissible for the covenant theologian to base his 
entire system on a deduction rather than on a clear statement of Scripture, 
why can he not permit the dispensationalist to deduce the existence of 
various dispensations, especially when certain of the dispensations are 
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specifically named in Scripture? The dispensationalists has more inductive 
evidence for the existence of the specific dispensations than does the 
covenant theologian for his covenants of works and grace. 14 

THE COVENANT OF GRACE 

In presenting the covenant of grace, there is an immediate conflict between 
the various covenant theologians. Charles Hodge says there are two distinct 
covenants, of grace and redemption. But Berkof insists: 

Though this distinction (between the covenant of redemption and the 
covenant of grace) is favored by Scripture statements, it does not follow that 
there are two separate and independent covenants .... The covenpnt of grace 
and redemption are two modes or phases of the one evangelical covenant of 
mercy. 15 

Hodge argues, 

Both [covenants] are so clearly presented in the Bible that they should not be 
confounded. The latter, the covenant of grace, is founded on the former, the 
covenant of redemption. Ofthe one Christ is the mediator and surety; ofthe 
other He is one of the contracting parties. 16 

Hodge also admits "The Westminster standards seem to adopt sometimes the 
one and sometimes the other mode of representation." 17 The Larger Catechism 
would also say that the covenant of grace was signed and sealed by Christ as the 
second Adam. He is the second Adam and in Him are all the seed of those who are 
elected to salvation. Hodge would say that the covenant of redemption was made 
between the Father and the Son concerning man's salvation. 18 The gospel is the offer 
of salvation to all men. "In this sense, the covenant of grace is formed with all 
mankind." 19 Through this covenant 

. . . salvation is offered to all men on the condition of faith in Christ. And 
therefore to that extent, or, in a sense which accounts for that fact, the 
covenant of grace is made with all men. The great sin of those who hear the 
gospel is that they refuse to accept of that covenant, and therefore place 
themselves without its pale. 20 

R yrie points out: 

... there is not one reference from Scripture . . . that deals directly with the 
establishment of the covenant of grace or its characteristics. There are 
references concerning the blessings of salvation but none to support the 
covenant of grace. What is missing is rather significant and revealing.21 
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Dispensationalists would say that salvation comes through the new covenant 
that was ratified by the shed blood of Jesus. The Lord told His disciples before His 
arrest and ultimate death, "This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant 
in My blood" (Luke 22:20). This new covenant was in seed germ form when God 
prophesied through Abraham that all the nations would be blessed through him (Gen. 
12:3). This new covenant was meant first for Israel, but the Gentiles would benefit 
by it during the dispensation of the church. Gentiles who now accept Christ as 
Savior become spiritual sons of Abraham (Gal. 3:7), and with the believing Jew, . 
become the spiritual body of Christ, the Church. Throughout Paul's presentation of 
the gospel, he does not refer to the covenant of grace, but instead he makes reference 
to the Abrahamic covenant. He writes, 

... be sure that it is those who are of faith who are the sons of Abraham. And 
the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, 
preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, "All the nations shall be 
blessed in you." So then those who are of faith are blessed with Abraham the 
believer. (Gal. 3:7-9) 

Paul sees believers now as responsible for sharing the new covenant. He says 
that God "made us adequate as servants of a new covenant, not of the letter, but of 
the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life" (II Cor. 3:6). The new 
covenant is the key factor for the dispensation of the church. And in 2 Corinthians 3, 
Paul makes a contrast between this dispensation and that of Law which he goes on 
and says was "the ministry of death, in letters engraved on stones, . . . so that the sons 
of Israel could not look intently at the face of Moses, because of the glory of his 
face." (v. 7). 

Paul is showing the difference between the dispensations of Law and church 
or grace. He nowhere refers to a man-made covenant of grace or redemption. He 
clearly saw the Law as done away with and yet he points out it had a moment of 
glory. Now this dispensation would be hailed as the period of "the ministry of 
righteousness." "For if the ministry of condemnation [Law] has glory, much more 
does the ministry of righteousness [new covenant] abound in glory. For indeed what 
had glory [the Law], in this case has no glory on account of the glory that surpasses it 
[new covenant]" (vv. 9-10). 

SUMMARY 

No one concludes the issues better than Ryrie when he writes: 

... if it is permissible for the covenant theologian to base his entire system on 
a deduction rather than on a clear statement of Scripture, why can he not 
permit the dispensationalist to deduce the existence of various dispensations, 
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especially when certain of the dispensations are specifically named in 
Scripture? The dispensationalist has more inductive evidence for the 
existence of the specific dispensations than does the covenant theologian for 
his covenants of works and grace; and the dispensationalist has as much, if 
not more, right to deduce his dispensational scheme as does the covenant 
theologian his covenant scheme. 

What the covenant theologian does to make up for the lack of specific 
scriptural support for the covenants of works and grace is to project the 
general idea of covenant in the Bible and the specific covenants (like the 
covenant with Abraham) into these covenants of works and grace. . . . But 
there remains still the reality that nowhere does Scripture speak of a 
covenant of works or a covenant of grace as it does speak of a covenant with 
Abraham or a covenant with David or a new covenant. 

Allis calls the revelation of this important covenant in Genesis 3 : 15 cryptic. 
This is all very strange and hard to swallow, especially when the biblical 
covenants with Abraham, Israel, David, and others are so clearly and 
specifically revealed. Abraham had no doubt that a covenant was being 
made when God Himself passed between the pieces of the sacrifice (Gen. 
15:17-21). 

And yet we are asked to believe in the existence of a covenant of grace that 
was scarcely revealed, although it is the fountainhead out of which even the 
Abrahamic covenant came!22 

If the covenant of grace is not biblical, then what does this mean in regard to the 
doctrines of salvation and the Church? 
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