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Chapter 1: The Challenge of Understanding the Bible
On the campus of Commoner College, Libbie Liberal has invited her friends together for a Bible discussion.
Libbie Liberal: I’m glad to see you here. The Bible is really a stimulating book for me. I hope you will experience the same thing as we look at it together. My favorite character is Jesus, and today we will be discussing a passage that talks about him. He is such an inspiring person, because he reminds me of how God loves everyone and accepts everyone as his child. He encourages me to believe in the preciousness of humanity and the ultimate goodness underneath even the most forbidding exterior. I hope you feel the same.
Is everyone here? Let’s see. Where is Heidi Hedonist?
Natalie Naturalist: She’s gone to the beach with her latest boyfriend.
Libbie Liberal: What about Ivan Indifferent?
Roland Relativist: He’s hanging out in the game room.
Liberal: Well, we’d better begin. The passage for today is Luke 4:31-37. Norma, would you read it for us?
Norma Narratologist:
Then he went down to Capernaum, a town in Galilee, and on the Sabbath began to teach the people. They were amazed at his teaching, because his message had authority. In the synagogue there was a man possessed by a demon, an evil spirit. He cried out at the top of his voice, “Ha! What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God!”
“Be quiet!” Jesus said sternly. “Come out of him!” Then the demon threw the man down before them all and came out without injuring him. All the people were amazed and said to each other, “What is this teaching? With authority and power he gives orders to evil spirits and they come out!” And the news about him spread throughout the surrounding area.
Liberal: Now let’s discuss it. What’s your reaction?
Natalie Naturalist: It shows what I’ve always suspected: the Bible comes from primitive, superstitious times. People attributed natural phenomena like mental illness to demons and occult forces. They used God and the supernatural to allay their fears. Then science came along and gave us the true explanation of how the world works. I would guess that Jesus had some kind of personal influence that helped those who were mentally ill, and then people exaggerated it into a stupid story about an evil spirit.
Liberal: Isn’t Jesus’ concern for the mentally ill inspiring!
Naturalist: Well, at least he tried to help them. But he was a person of his own times, and probably believed a lot of that superstitious garbage himself. I really don’t see what’s so exciting, Libbie. Everything of significance can be found in a much more enlightened form in our own modern scientific thinking.
Carol Critical-Method: It is still illuminating to apply modern historical methods to ancient documents. I’ve been doing some research. We can establish that this story was once transmitted as an oral tale during the period of the early church. It belongs to the category “Miracle Story,” and the subcategory “Exorcism.” The early church used it to reinforce its claim that Jesus had divine power and to confirm the authority of its teaching, which it claimed was derived from the Master. But as people passed on the story, they introduced changes and embellishments over time. There is probably some historical core to this story. But it is so typical of the genre that it would be impossible to be dogmatic. We really don’t know what happened.
Naturalist: So why should we bother to discuss this story?
Danny Demythologizer: Wait a minute. Don’t dismiss the story out of hand. Martin Heidegger and Rudolf Bultmann, two of our outstanding modern thinkers, showed us that mythical stories like this one can still have a hidden message for us today. The man possessed by a demon pictures every individual that is alienated from God, and therefore alienated from fellow human beings. He lives a confused, inauthentic life, in bondage to hidden psychic powers that he does not acknowledge. Then he meets Jesus. Jesus shows that authentic, free living can be achieved by communion with God. Jesus calls him out from the alienation that fears death and fears hidden powers. He moves him into joy of loving and respecting others. Through this call of Jesus, people can still experience an existential encounter with God today. The people in the ancient world expressed these truths in mythical form, because that was part of their culture. Our culture is different, but the fundamental human struggles are still the same.
Theo Therapist: I feel that Danny is onto something. But he is still too caught up with the religion thing. Sure, the culture back there was different. But what is the same is the need for self-esteem. This guy described as demon possessed must have had a case of low self-esteem. He was kind of weird, and so everybody despised him and called him names. They began to say that he was demon possessed. This accusation only made him worse. Because of the power of suggestion, he began to believe it himself, and acted more and more in the way that other people expected a demon-possessed man to act. Jesus broke the power of his psychic dysfunction by affirming him. Jesus distinguished between the man himself and the picture of low self-esteem that others had imposed (symbolized by the demonic voice).
Newton New-Ager: Theo, you’re right. In a sense, it all has to do with self esteem. But what is this self that we are supposed to esteem? Do most people really know? We rush around with trivial kinds of busyness. We never stop to meditate and discover who we really are. Psychotherapy can help people part of the way. But in my experience it does not touch the deepest recesses of the self. Those deepest recesses are spiritual.
When I started exploring my spiritual self, I began to see that mysterious spiritual forces are at work in a lot of areas. I’ve started trying to get into contact with spiritual force. I grew in self-esteem only when I really began to discover my inner divine self. I think Jesus knew something about this secret. Doesn’t the Bible say somewhere that Jesus was God? Well, we all have that divine spark within us. He manifested it much more fully. That gave him spiritual power. So I’m not so surprised that he had a deep spiritual influence on someone whose spiritual self was tangled up.
You know, if I studied the Bible some more, maybe Jesus could give me some tips about how to manifest my divine self.
Roland Relativist: This discussion is a perfect illustration of the need for everyone to react to ideas in his or her own way. Everyone of us has different ideas about this text. Each person sees the text against the background of previous views and experiences. So the ideas are inevitably different. Sometimes they are even opposite to another person’s. How much richer we are for appreciating everyone’s point of view! We can all benefit from the Bible, or from any other book, by letting it stimulate our ideas. Each of you must discover what is true for you. Whatever works for you is true for you.
Dick Deconstructionist: Roland, people’s reactions differ because language is always fluid, flexible, inherently ambiguous. No one can affix a meaning once-and-for-all to this passage. And any meaning, even if it could be fixed, couldn’t be passed on to someone else without changing it.
Marvin Marxist: But most of it is propaganda and power plays. Luke probably wrote this piece to buttress his authority and the authority of church leaders of his day. The church offered deliverance for the disenfranchised classes, as symbolized by the demonized man. But once people were in the church, they had to submit to the authority of the leaders, as symbolized by Jesus.
Libbie Liberal: Oh, my! Our time is already up. And we haven’t heard yet from Olivia Occultist, Norma Narratologist, Fay Feminist, or Susan Sociologist. Let’s continue the discussion next week.
Susan Sociologist: I’d like to hear from Chris Christian, too. Can we get him to come?
Liberal: Well, to tell you the truth, I didn’t invite him. He’s so, uh, narrow, you know. He actually believes that the Bible is what God says and is completely true.
(Laughter)
God is who he is, in all his power and mercy and majesty. He is supremely good and desirable (Pss. 16:11; 27:4; 34:8; 84:10-12).
So why do we not see everyone eagerly seeking him and honoring him? In the West numerous people are interested in spiritual things. The Bible is available in bookstores and hotel rooms. But people are largely bent on fleeing from him.
Why? In a sense, hostile responses are not new. Ever since sin entered the human race, people have been fleeing and hiding from God (Gen. 3:8!). They can do so even in religious practices (Judg. 2:11-13; Ezek. 8:9-18; Matt. 23). They can do so even when they are studying the Bible (Matt. 22:29).
But what is happening now in the West? What makes it possible for people to discuss the Bible as Libbie Liberal’s group did?
Christianity has been practiced in the West for hundreds of years. In the course of that long history, Christians have committed plenty of horrendous sins and made ghastly mistakes that discredit the faith. Moreover, those antagonistic to the God of the Bible have, over a period of several centuries, produced a whole marketplace of culturally fashionable stratagems for evading God. Some are incredibly sophisticated and awesomely complex.[1 ]They include ways of immunizing ourselves from the Bible and its message. So we have plenty of ways of hiding our spiritual nakedness.
Christians reading the Bible
Within this atmosphere we who are Christians can also be seduced. Like the naturalists we can begin to read the Bible as a merely human product. Or with secular psychotherapists we can read it merely as one more source for advice: we use it on our own terms to promote our self-esteem. Or with New Age religion we may read the Bible searching for titillating thoughts about angels, demons, and altered states of consciousness. Or with the hedonists we may simply go on our pleasure-seeking way and not take the time seriously to meditate on the word of God.
Maybe we have escaped these blatant distortions. But we may still carry into our study of the Bible more subtle distortions. As an illustration, let us break into the middle of another Bible discussion, this time among Christians.
In another room on the campus of Commoner College, Chris Christian is meeting with a group. The discussion happens to be focusing on the same passage, Luke 4:31-37.
Peter Pietist: The central purpose of the Bible, and of Christianity as a whole, is to promote a life of intimate personal devotion to the Lord. In Luke 4:31-37 the Lord speaks with authority to the sinful tendencies in my heart (v. 32). I react to him by acknowledging him, but also fearing him (v. 34). He says to my sin, “Be quiet,” and “Come out of him!” (v. 35a). The passage promises that as a result I will be delivered, (v. 35b) and that I should be amazed at Jesus’ work in my life (v. 36). I should be zealous to tell others about my deliverance (v. 37).
Dottie Doctrinalist: No, you are missing the point. The central purpose of the Bible, and of Christianity as a whole, is to promote doctrinal soundness. This passage teaches the deity of Christ by using the title, “the Holy One of God,” and by demonstrating Christ’s divine authority and power. It teaches that there is a realm of evil spirits, and that these spirits can take control of a person. But it also shows the sovereignty and the grace of God in saving and delivering people from these spirits.
Curt Cultural-Transformationist: You are both missing the point. The central purpose of the Bible is to promote a transformed approach to the whole world. The passage shows Christ transforming the world, so that we ourselves may engage in active transformation under the authority of Christ. The passage shows us the authority of Christ not as a doctrinal abstraction, but as an active, powerful authority engaging in world transformation. The overthrow of the demonic realm, and the entry of the Christ Holy One with his power, implies a reordering of political, social, aesthetic, and linguistic structures. The passage illustrates this reordering by the language of utter destruction of evil, by the sweeping, totalizing character of the change in the formerly demonized man, and by the obvious social consequences in the reaction of the crowd and the surrounding region. It energizes us to attack the demonized structures of evil in the institutions of our day.[2]
Laura Liturgist: The central purpose of the Bible is to restore true worship. Out of worship will flow healing that affects all of life. The passage sets forth a pattern for an order of worship: first, proclamation of the authority of God (v. 32); then, awe and fear at the holiness of God (v. 34); next, reception of the saving word of God (v. 35); next, response in amazement and gratitude (v. 36); finally, dismissal to go out to tell others (v. 37).
Missy Missiologist: The story ends with the news spreading “throughout the surrounding area.” It’s reminding us that our task is spreading the news of the gospel throughout the world. In some areas of the world the Christians have to deal with spiritual warfare against evil spirits and against demon-possessed people. This passage is a basis for casting out demons when the missionary church comes up against the powers of darkness. We in the West tend to have too narrow a horizon. If we don’t see demons in our own situation, we imagine that they don’t exist. We imagine that our problems with personal piety or with modern corrupt institutions are the only ones. We have to hear what’s going on in other parts of the world and in other cultures in order to see the full force of this passage.
Fatima Factualist: I think that we are letting our imaginations run away with us. The message is simple and obvious. The passage is just saying that these things happened when Jesus was on earth. The evidence of miracles shows that Jesus is who he claimed to be, and that the Bible is what it claims to be. It furnishes us with historical evidence with which to confront unbelievers.
Amy Affirmationist: You are all saying such wonderful things! I think everyone is right. The Holy Spirit can bring different messages to different people. Maybe the Spirit intends to minister in different ways to each person’s need. He is speaking to each of us according to our needs. We don’t need to be upset when people see different ideas in the same passage.
Oliver Objectivist: Amy, affirming everything is no solution at all. Look. We’re in a pickle because we haven’t got a clear objective when we read. Everybody is being swept along by his own prejudices. To have a clear objective, and for agreement even to be possible, there must be only one meaning to the passage. The meaning is the intention of Luke the author. That meaning is there objectively, for all time, before we start our discussion. Our task is to locate that meaning. Everything else belongs to what E. D. Hirsch calls “significances,” that is, the relation between the one meaning and our outside interests. These outside interests naturally differ from individual to individual. So there are many possible significances; but there is only one meaning.
We have had a problem up to now because all of us have gone and looked for significances instead of one meaning. We have brought in our own personal agenda prematurely. First, we must look at the one meaning.[3]
Herman Hermeneut: Oliver, you want all of us to agree to use your theory. But how do we know that your theory is right? Or is it only one more instance of the “prejudices” that you abhor?
Oliver Objectivist: It is right. It has to be right. It is the only way that we can hope to move beyond the prejudices that personal interests introduce.
Herman Hermeneut: Your theory advocates focusing on the single, objective meaning. Peter Pietist would object that your theory intrinsically distorts interpretation by ignoring the essence of the matter, namely subjective, personal, devotional fellowship with God. Cultural-Transformationist would object that you distort interpretation by exalting theoretical knowledge over cultural action. Liturgist would object that you wrongly prefer theoretical knowledge to worship. Missiologist would object that your approach is monocultural. Affirmationist would object that you have misjudged the work of the Spirit.
You have a preference for theoretical, objective meaning. They have preferences for various other things. So how is your preference any less “subjective” than theirs? What gives it any special claim to be free from all “prejudice”?
Objectivist: But we must study the Bible objectively first. Only after that, as a second step, can we decide whether the Bible promotes primarily piety, or doctrine, or worship, or what not. Whichever way the Bible points, we will follow. We will then adopt a life in conformity with its direction.
Hermeneut: I think that you do not yet understand deeply enough the others’ viewpoints. From their viewpoints, the theory you propose involves not minor errors, but fundamental misjudgments that are bound to corrupt the entire process of interpretation. You think of your theory as a reliable vehicle for arriving at any destination whatsoever to which the text may steer us. But we see your theory as a preprogrammed, computerized vehicle. It may frustrate anybody who tries to steer it over terrain that it does not recognize.
You want your theory to be a neutral arbiter among opinions. But to us, it represents one more opinion, one more point of view about the manner in which we understand the Bible. It seems to me to be just one more view alongside the others. So why should we adopt your point of view?
Objectivist: Because I am right and the rest are wrong!
Hermeneut: But can you show us so in an objective manner?
Objectivist: My approach is necessary if we are to decide among competing interpretations and attain the truth. If we pursue 10 or 100 different goals, we obviously get chaos. How do we get unity? We must observe that the author provides our control. He has one meaning that he expressed. This meaning is then the goal that all can pursue. We then argue from the textual data in order methodically to test our ideas of what this one meaning is.
Missiologist: People from non-Western cultures often do not agree you. Not all cultures prize methodological control. They may not even see why you treasure a theory of objective meaning. For example, Oriental cultures are more concerned for practice and life, not mere theoretical agreement.
Affirmationist: Objectivist, why not just trust that the Spirit will lead us all? Is your method superior to the Spirit? I will admit that your method may be something into which the Spirit has led you. But he may lead others in other ways.
Objectivist: The scholars agree that we must have objective control.
Hermeneut: Do they, now, all of them?
Objectivist: Well, scholarship these days is degenerating seriously around the edges. But scholars used to know that interpretation should be objective.
Hermeneut: Yes, the historical-critical school desired scientific objectivity. Did they achieve it?
Objectivist: No, they had a prejudice against miracles and the supernatural. We certainly have to free ourselves from this prejudice. We do so precisely in order to be objective. Many conservative scholars, and not just antisupernaturalist critics, agree that objective meaning and objective methods are necessary.
Hermeneut: Maybe scholars like your theory because it fits the inclinations of their profession. Scholars are occupied with issues of intellectual content and intellectual control. So they are occupationally comfortable with a theory that promotes these same class interests.
Objectivist: I admit that the full-blown theory originates primarily from the scholarly world. But it is designed to describe in principle what everyone should be doing.
Hermeneut: But maybe your theory of meaning has hidden prejudices against the nonscholarly origins of the views of Pietist and Affirmationist? Or are you prejudiced against Missiologist’s non-Western cultures?
Objectivist: No, no, it’s not prejudice, it’s the truth.
Hermeneut: But according to your own desire to be objective, you must ground your claim in something deeper than your own preferences, or the preferences of a select group of scholars.
Objectivist (desperate): I will show you from the Bible.
Hermeneut: Very well. You will show us how your theory of meaning derives from the Bible?
Objectivist: Yes.
Hermeneut: And what principles of interpretation shall we use as we proceed to study the Bible?
Objectivist: Mine, of course.
Hermeneut: But we do not yet agree to yours.
Objectivist: Well, I admit that is a problem.
Hermeneut: It’s called the hermeneutical circle. We all have assumptions before we start. We must critically examine those assumptions. In order to appreciate our problem, let’s read some advanced twentieth century hermeneutical literature together.
Doctrinalist: Wait, Herman. I admit that you have given Objectivist a lot to think about. In fact, you have given us all something to think about. Much of what you have said applies not only to Objectivist but to all of us, including you. We are all making assumptions, and we do not agree about what assumptions are most fitting. We do not agree about how to interpret the Bible. But neither could we agree about how to interpret the hermeneutical writings that you are so keen on. So how could those writings guarantee a resolution to our problem?
Pietist: Aren’t unbelievers producing most of the “advanced hermeneutical literature”? If we read that stuff, we will probably fall victim to the spirit of false philosophies, as Hermeneut suspects Objectivist has done already. If we cut loose from the Bible in order to do hermeneutical self-examination, we are just staring at our navels. We are no better than the Hindu gurus. I agree with Objectivist that we had better go to the Bible.
Hermeneut: But we don’t agree on how to interpret it!
Doctrinalist: So what? The Bible itself will make itself clear. The Bible is “self-interpreting.” God has put within it sufficient directions to guide us in its interpretation, even if our first attempts are biased.
Affirmationist: And the Spirit will be with us.
Strengthening the Foundations
People can do all kinds of crazy things with the Bible. But if we would profit spiritually, we must reckon with what God himself requires. Some ways of reading are right, and other ways are wrong. God himself speaks to us to indicate the difference.
Teach me, O Lord, to follow your decrees; then I will keep them to the end. Give me understanding, and I will keep your law and obey it with all my heart. (Ps. 119:33-34)
The Bible itself is our primary resource. But we also receive some help through other channels. We use our own previous experience in interpretation. Our fellowship in the church nourishes us spiritually. Those around us with gifts of teaching set an example. Any number of books give guidance on improving our practical skills.[4] But these secondary channels are all fallible. To some extent, they rely on an unsure foundation, namely various popular theories and unexamined assumptions about language, meaning, history, and human nature. These assumptions may or may not be fully in accord with biblical truth. In fact, as we shall see in the course of this book, present-day thinking on the Bible needs radical reform.
It is thus worthwhile to reexamine foundational questions. Who is God? What is his relation to the Bible? What sort of thing are the human languages in which the Bible is written? What is meaning? How does God expect us to respond to the Bible? What interpretive procedures do justice to the character of the Bible and our responsibility? In this book we reevaluate these foundations. We leave it to other books to focus more on step-by-step development of detailed skills. The skills are significant. But it is equally significant that practical skills should operate within a framework and controlling direction set by a sure biblical foundation. Otherwise, we may find ourselves like the foolish man in Jesus’ parable, the man who built without a foundation on rock (Matt. 7:24-27).
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Chapter 2: God and Biblical Interpretation
Chris Christian’s Bible discussion group has decided to learn more about interpreting the Bible by studying the Gospel of John.
Chris Christian: We’re beginning with John 1.
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of men.
This passage sounds pretty foundational in character. What do you think are the implications of beginning the Gospel in this way?
Peter Pietist: God is showing me how important Jesus is, and how fellowship with him should be central in my life. My devotion to him is of utmost importance. My fellowship with Jesus means communion with God himself, the Creator.
Dottie Doctrinalist: I agree with what you say, Peter. But that is not the main point. The passage indicates that God is bigger than your devotional life or mine. God is who he is forever. He was always there, before we were born, before the world was made. He isn’t just there to serve our devotional needs. Rather, we are here to serve him.
The passage is a passage of doctrine. It makes a propositional statement to teach us about the doctrine of the Trinity. It asserts that Jesus is the eternal God, with the Father. From other passages we learn about the Spirit as the Third Person of the Trinity.
Curt Cultural-Transformationist: Yes, this passage has teaching. But it presents God as Someone who is not just a teacher. God made the world. He acted. He is the source of life, and of our empowerment to act in order to change the world.
Missy Missiologist: Yes, Jesus brings life for the whole world, not just our circle. So we should take the message to everyone all over the world.
Laura Liturgist: The passage does not just talk about action, but about God. God does not just exist when he acts in the world. He exists eternally. The passage speaks of his eternal existence as Father and as the Word. Here is the mystery of the Trinity. None of us really fathoms this mystery. God’s greatness is more than we can imagine. We are to stand in awe of him, not just analyze him. We worship. The passage has propositional content, what Doctrinalist calls “doctrine.” But it goes deeper than that. It introduces the Word. The Second Person of the Trinity is not just a proposition but a Person whom we worship and adore.
Doctrinalist: Well, I admit I hadn’t thought of things this way. I believe that the doctrine of the Trinity is important. But it is also sound doctrine to insist that God is incomprehensible—he is infinitely greater than my propositional summary.
Missy Missiologist: Yes. Maybe there is more to this passage in the Bible than what I thought. I can see that the picture includes reckoning with who God is, and not just with the pragmatic process of missionary growth. Maybe the Gospel of John is going to enlarge my horizons, just as interaction with contemporary Christians from another culture would.
Fatima Factualist: I thought that the Bible was a book of rock-hard facts. And here are the rockiest facts of all: the Word is God, and he is with God. But somehow it is not what I expected. These are “facts” unlike anything else I have examined. Clearly, they are the most basic facts of all. But I can’t just manipulate them. Liturgist is right. I don’t fathom God. I can’t manipulate him. And he made everything. Maybe, then, I don’t comprehend fully the facts about what he is doing in what he made. It is rather upsetting. If God is this way, maybe he has other ideas in the Bible that don’t simply match my expectations.
Amy Affirmationist: Maybe we can all learn something. I admit that this passage does not exactly fit my expectations either. I am beginning to realize that the eternal Word is the ultimate measuring rod or standard for ourwords. And, looking ahead, I can see that pretty soon the Gospel of John is going to point out that there is darkness in human understanding. Maybe I have been a little too optimistic in thinking that everyone’s ideas are Spiritual.
Oliver Objectivist: We can all gain insight as we approach more and more to the one meaning of the human author.
Herman Hermeneut: Doesn’t this passage locate ultimate meaning in the Word? Doesn’t John point beyond himself to the Word? So how could we stop with John’s comprehension? Don’t we have to reckon with God’s comprehension?
Objectivist: God knows perfectly what John the human author means.
Hermeneut: Undoubtedly. My point is that both God and the human author seem to push us beyond the finiteness of the human author, to reflect on the infinitude of the Word. The language “Word” identifies the Second Person of the Trinity as in some way the transcendent Source of meaning that is embodied in the text.
Objectivist: But we must stick with what the text says.
Hermeneut: Would you be willing to add, “And with what God the Author means by it?”
From this conversation we may a simple but basic lesson: knowing God can shake up what we think we know about the Bible. Let us then consider the implications of knowing God.
Knowing the Father and knowing Jesus Christ is at the heart of salvation: “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17:3). As a summary of his work, Jesus declares, “I have made you [God the Father] known to them, and will continue to make you known” (John 17:26). The Bible gives us not merely information, but a knowledge of God. This knowledge in turn influences how we read and understand the Bible. How can we expect to understand the Bible without understanding its Author?
If we reckon with who God is, we can immediately exclude certain kinds of interpretation. Natalie Naturalist is wrong in her naturalistic worldview. Carol Critical-Method is wrong to exclude the possibility of miracles. Roland Relativist also comes to grief. He wants everyone’s opinion to be equally right. But in doing so he does not reckon with the fact that God too might have an “opinion.” God’s “opinion,” that is, what he knows, is the standard that measures all human opinions. Moreover, salvation comes not in whatever way we invent in our minds, but by the one way that God endorses: salvation comes only through Jesus the Son of God.
We can head off other misunderstandings on the basis of what the Bible says about God.
God is able to speak to human beings. Hence, the Bible can indeed be God’s word Libbie Liberal’s friends are mistaken in thinking that they are dealing merely with human words that they may accept or reject as they please..
God the Creator is distinct from human beings, the creatures of God. Thus, unlike the New Age religion of Newton New Ager, we do not simply look deep within ourselves to hear our own inmost being, and treat it as if it were divine.
God is the ultimate authority, not human beings. Hence, proper interpretation does not merely involve imposing our own ideas on a text, as Danny Demythologizer and Theo Therapist might. We are listening to God. We ought to be willing to be surprised or have our minds changed.
Human beings are made in the image of God, with the capacity to have fellowship with God. Hence, it is possible for us, with God’s help, to understand. We do not give way to skepticism or despair, as Dick Deconstructionist might.
God demands our worship. Hence, our goal is not merely to fill our minds with correct information from the Bible, but to worship and obey God.
Such implications as these are elementary. But in our day they are worth saying. They exclude the approaches to interpretation in Libbie Liberal’s Bible discussion. Further reflection on the character of God would suggest ways in which each of the people in Chris Christian’s group has limitations. Sometimes, because of limited vision, they make claims that are false or only partially true. Even when they are at their best, they represent a one-sided, partial approach.
The Trinity and the word of God
To move beyond the limited vision in Chris’s group, let us consider another passage, John 17. John 17 is an important passage for us to reckon with, because it includes several key topics together: God, the word of God, and the accomplishment of salvation. It includes explicitly two Persons of the Trinity conversing with one another, and so is important for our understanding of language and communication.
In John 17 Jesus presents himself in both his human and his divine nature. The opening verse presupposes the human nature of Jesus: “After Jesus said this, he looked toward heaven and prayed.” The expression “He looked toward heaven” describes Jesus as he was physically present before his disciples. Jesus the man, Jesus whom his disciples could see and handle, speaks the entirety of John 17. John 17 is frequently called Jesus’ “high-priestly prayer,” and rightly so. Just before sacrificing himself on the cross, Jesus prays for his disciples (verse 11) and for all believers (verse 20). He is our human representative and intercessor before God, just as the high priest of Israel was to intercede for the Israelites whom he represented (Heb. 7:23-28; Num. 17:1-18:7; Ex. 28:29-30).
But Jesus’ speech proceeds from his divine nature as well. In John 17:5 he speaks of “the glory I had with you before the world began.” Who is the “I” who speaks here? The Son of God became man at the moment of his incarnation. But, as this verse insists, this “I” had glory before the world began. The verse speaks of an eternal existence in the past. Such existence applies only to Jesus’ divine nature. We must conclude that Jesus is here speaking not merely from his human nature alone, but from his divine nature also. Such speaking continues throughout the chapter. The chapter contains repeated references to “glory,” alluding back to verse 5. And near the conclusion it contains another reference to eternal existence: “to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world” (verse 24). It says, “You loved me.” Here again “me” refers to one who existed “before the foundation of the world.” It thus affirms Christ’s divine nature.
Verse 5 and verse 24 stand like two bookends, enclosing almost the entire passage. Together they indicate that the whole passage is a conversation between the Word (the Second Person of the Trinity) and the Father (the First Person).[1]
How shall we understand Jesus’ relation to the Father in this passage? Clearly, we are confronted with the mystery of the Trinity. God is Three in One. The Father and the Son are eternal Persons, distinct from one another, who converse meaningfully with one another. They also indwell one another, so that they are in unity (17:20). The Father is God, and the Son also is God (John 1:1; 20:28). Yet there is only one God (Deut. 6:4). The Holy Spirit is “another Counselor,” distinct from the Father and the Son (John 14:16). Yet in the Spirit’s action of indwelling, the Father and the Son also are present (John 14:23).
John 17 does not explicitly mention the Holy Spirit. But elsewhere the Bible shows a close correlation between the Spirit and the glory of God.[2] 1 Peter 4:14 says that “the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you,” by analogy with the cloud of glory that rested on the OT tabernacle.[3] Romans 6:4 and 8:11 assign parallel functions to “glory” and “Spirit.” “Glory” is closely related to the Spirit. Apparently, it is a manifestation of the Spirit or an effect of the Spirit. Hence, we may infer that the Spirit is still indirectly represented in John 17 through the mention of “glory.”
The word of God
What is the word of God?
John 17 ties the knowledge of God to the word of God. Words pass between the Father and the Son. John 17 exhibits the Son speaking to the Father. But in this speech he also refers to the “word” or “words” that the Father has given him (17:8, 14, 17). Jesus in turn has “words” that he has given to the disciples (verse 8), “these things” that he is speaking (verse 13). His words to the disciples are the very “words you gave me” (verse 8; cf. 14).
We can distinguish several levels of speech in John 17. First, the Father speaks to the Son. He gives him his “word” or “words.” Second, the Son speaks to the Father, in the whole of John 17. In particular, he acknowledges having received the Father’s words. Third, the Son speaks to the disciples during his earthly life. When the Son speaks, the Father also speaks: “The words that I say to you are not just my own. Rather, it is the Father, living in me, who is doing his work” (John 14:10).
In these statements the New Testament as a collection of written documents is not directly in view. But there are hints. Jesus’ concern extends to “those who will believe in me” (verse 20). They will believe “through their message (word).” In this process the divine word is present. Jesus says, “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth” (verse 17). His request clearly hints that the word of the Father, as delivered through the Son, remains accessible among the disciples, in order to sanctify them. Moreover, the Holy Spirit is present as the divine Teacher (John 14:26-27; 15:26-27; 16:12-15, 25-28). The Father, the Son, and the Spirit, by virtue of mutual indwelling, have a deep unity in their speech. Jesus says that
he [the Spirit] will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears; and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you. All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine and make it known to you. (John 16:13-15)
John 17 by itself does not become explicit about the role of the Bible. But elsewhere Jesus confirms the divine truthfulness of the Old Testament (John 10:35; Matt. 5:17-20; John 5:45-47). And he commissions the apostles with his authority (John 20:21-23). It only remains for the New Testament in various ways to confirm that it has the same divine origin and authority as the Old (for example, 1 Cor. 14:37; 15:2-3; 1 Thess. 2:13; 2 Peter 3:16; Rev. 1:1; 22:18-20).[4] John 17 itself is an example of the inspiration of the New Testament. The beloved disciple, under the inspiration of the Spirit, writes the words of Jesus for the benefit of “those who believe in me through their message” (John 17:20).
Thus, through the text of the Gospel of John, we also, modern readers, become recipients of the word of Christ. Our final list therefore includes the following kinds of speech. First, the Father speaks to the Son (John 17:8). Second, the Son speaks to the Father (John 17:1-26). Third, the Son speaks to the disciples while on earth (John 17:13). Fourth, the Spirit hears from the Father and the Son (John 16:13). Fifth, the Spirit speaks to the apostles and other inspired writers (John 16:14-15). Sixth, the Spirit speaks to us through the inspired writings (John 20:31).
Communication in the Trinity
The first, second, and fourth levels are particularly significant, because they all involve communication among the Persons of the Trinity. As we have already seen, the Son’s words to the Father, recorded in John 17, involve Christ’s divine nature. God the Son speaks to God the Father. In like manner, the words of the Father to the Son are divine words to a divine Person. For example, “the words you gave me” in John 17:6 are those to which God the Son responds in the rest of the passage. God the Son must first have heard the Father in order to respond. Moreover, the “me” in 17:6, like the “I”, “me”, and “mine” throughout John 17, is most naturally understood as referring to the whole Person, divine and human. Only with great artificiality could we try to excise a purely human “me” from a context filled with indications of exalted knowledge and unprecedented intimacy with the Father. The whole Person of Christ, divine and human, is involved in the speech in John 17.
We must still deal with one possible objection. John 17 has a focus on redemption. So someone might argue that it is wholly limited to redemption in time. Does the passage have implications for divine action, as we have argued? Let us reflect again on “the words you gave me” (John 17:8). The language of “giving” is closely associated with the language of “sending,” as in the expression “you sent me into the world” (verse 18). The focal purpose of the giving and the sending is for Christ to come into the world with the message of salvation and the presence of salvation. The giving and the sending are oriented to the specific task of redemption. This redemption takes place at a specific time and place in history. It involves the incarnation and Christ in his human nature. But “sending into the world” already presupposes existence before he is sent. In the case of Christ, this existence is eternal preexistence, as John 1:1 declares explicitly. The specific redemptive task, far from excluding thoughts of Christ’s deity, presupposes it. Likewise, any “giving” of instruction to Christ’s human nature presupposes a giving of the entirety of knowledge to the divine Son (Matt. 11:27).
The Father’s and the Son’s communication to the Spirit is also fully divine. The Spirit’s hearing, as mentioned in John 16:13, involves hearing from God the Father and God the Son. In the neighboring verse 15, “all that belongs to the Father is mine” is comprehensive. God the Father and God the Son speak to the Spirit.
Theologians immersed in the atmosphere of modernity have often supposed that the language concerning God speaking must be a sort of oblique and inadequate way of talking about something that in reality is beyond all speech, a “Wholly Other.”[5] Speech would be a garbled manifestation of a wordless Beyond. But John 17 clearly has something quite definite in view. These specific utterances, recorded in John 17, are utterances spoken by God to God. They are divine discourse.
Infinite meaning
When we reckon with the divinity of Speaker and Hearer, the discourse has a most extraordinary depth. How can we as finite creatures understand speech and communication with this depth?
A husband and wife, after years of marriage, may have developed certain “code phrases” that evoke rich memories of shared knowledge. “The pink rose” may allude to a long period of working through forgiveness and healing. “The upside-down diaper” evokes sweet laughter of common memories.
Or consider a humorous story. A new inmate came to a grim prison with few amenities. He joined the group of prisoners sitting together. One said, “14,” and the group responded with chuckles. Another said, “29,” and the group burst out with uproarious laughter. “55,” and there were hee-haws.
The new inmate said, “What’s going on?” His companion explained, “In the whole prison we have only one book of jokes. Everyone has heard the jokes so many times that we know them by heart. So all we need to do is mention the number of the joke, and everyone knows what it is.
The inmate, eager to experiment, said, “17.” Utter silence. “Why didn’t they laugh?”
“That one isn’t funny at all.”
Now Jesus says, “And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began” (John 17:5). Every phrase, as well as the whole taken together, evokes depths of common knowledge between the Father and the Son. “The glory” gestures toward the eternal divine richness of splendor and majesty. “I had with you” speaks of the indwelling and sharing among Persons of the Trinity. “I” and “you” of course refer to the fullness of the divine Persons, known fully only to one another. “Father” evokes the intimacy of love between Father and Son. “Glorify me” encapsulates the crowning action of the entire plan of redemption, as played out in the crucifixion, resurrection, ascension, sitting at God’s right hand, and even the Second Coming (John 17:24-26). Though some aspects may be more in focus than others, the whole must be included. “In your presence,” bears the freight of the distinct experience of presence with the Father that only the Son has (John 1:1b).
The communication, then, has infinite content. But this conclusion might seem paradoxical to some. How can words belonging to human language carry infinite content? One possible response is to say that the content communicated to human readers of John 17 is still finite. But that still leaves infinite content in the communication from divine Person to divine Person. So the paradox is still there.
Should we say that the sense, the meaning, is finite while the referent is infinite? The sense remains confined to the finite function of the words, while the reality to which the words refer has infinite content. We might produce some analogy to this situation in human communication. Suppose I tell you, “Wellington defeated a French general at the battle of Waterloo in 1815.” My statement provides only limited information about Napoleon, whereas much more information could come from an encyclopedia article on Napoleon. We can then distinguish linguistic meaning from encyclopedic information. By analogy, God has complete encyclopedic knowledge of all facts. But he does not necessarily put that knowledge into words when he speaks to someone else.
Things are not quite so simple, however. The expression “glorify me” in John 17:5 evokes the complete plan of God concerning the climax of salvation—all events and all their significance, in general and in detail. We are still dealing with an infinitude. Can we escape by using the analogy with Napoleon? Let us see. My limited statement about Napoleon evokes in an expert a host of memories about Napoleon. The memories concerning Napoleon are not actually implied by what I say. Indeed, I might not even know what the expert knows. The memories are a secondary effect that I did not even intend.
Is John 17:5 operating in the same way? I do not think so. Jesus’ request to the Father is not merely a statement that evokes the Father’s memories. It relies on the knowledge shared between the Father and the Son. The Son requests the Father to act, to do everything within the scope of the plan. The Son requests the Father to do A, B, C, D., and so on, all in their relations to one another and in their total significance. He requests an infinitude of actions and purposes. Or, if you will, in the one overall request he includes by implication an infinite number of subordinate requests. The Son does not simply allude to an infinity that resides elsewhere. He includes the infinity in his act of requesting. The Son intends to convey that infinitude of implications to the Father, and the Father understands this infinitude. As finite human beings we do not possess the infinitude, but in the context of the mutual knowledge of the Father and the Son, the Son requests an infinite content through a single sentence.
Similarly, consider the statement in John 17:4, “I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do.” “The work you gave me to do” encompasses an infinity of implications. The Son declares, by implication, that he has accomplished A, B, C, D, and so on, everything that belongs to “the work.”
I conclude, then, that at least some of the divine speech in John 17 has infinitely rich content, infinite meaning. What about the rest of John 17? Much of the time the Son speaks to the Father concerning events and facts “within the world,” we might say. Aren’t these merely finite? The world, the created things, are finite. But the key redemptive events within the world take place through the providential actions of the Triunity of Persons in their interaction with one another. Events and facts within the world imply certain grounding divine acts, undergirding them. God plans, ordains, and powerfully orders whatever happens (Lam. 3:37-38; Eph. 1:11). God’s acts are infinitely rich and incomprehensible to us. Hence, it seems reasonable to conclude that the other utterances in John 17, in their context of divine knowledge, imply an infinitude of meaning within the divine interpersonal mutual commitment, as request, assertion, and compliance take place.
But how can this be? The words, we may tell ourselves, are words belonging to human language. They are simply finite, creational, nothing more. I think that there is a permanent mystery here. And we would wander too far from the main point if we undertook here an extensive analysis of language. We must be content with several observations.
First, God fits together the words in John 17 into sentences and discourse. He says something new, something different, though he uses words that occur also in other contexts. The speech in John 17 is something quite different from mechanically mashing together a heap of words, without regard to order. The meaning of the whole does not consist merely in the sum of the meanings of the individual words. It has its own unique character.
Second, discourses make sense only within a context of speaker, addressee, and situation. The speech in John 17 is loaded with infinite meaning because it is a particular speech by the Son to the Father, within the context of the knowledge that the Father and the Son have of one another. Similarly, the husband and wife can share rich knowledge using a few words. The human declaration “Guilty!” pronounced by a judge in the context of his official authority has momentous consequences.[6]
Third, words themselves do not have a merely human origin. It is customary in our materialist Western culture to think that they do. But that is because the West is in flight from God, trying to forget about the presence of God. The Bible reminds us, precisely in John 17, that the languages that we call “human” languages are not merely human, but shared with God who speaks and listens.
So it was from the beginning. Even before human beings existed, God spoke to create the world and what is in it. “Let there be light,” and there was light (Gen. 1:3). Before creating man, he discoursed with himself, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness” (Gen. 1:26). “Us” and “our” indicate a plurality. God confirms that this plurality is genuine by saying in Genesis 3:22, “The man has now become like one of us.” Interpreters debate whether the immediate reference is purely to God or to the court of angels that minister to him (as in Job 1:6; 2:1; 1 Kings 22:19-22; Ps. 89:5-7; and other passages). But the court of angels is a created shadow or reflection of God’s self-consultation with his wisdom (cf. Prov. 8:22-31). Thus the deepest root for his speech in creation is his speech with himself.
The speech between the Son and the Father in John 17 is thus not an isolated peculiarity. It is an instance of the same kind of divine speaking that has gone on from the beginning.
Now let us look again at the speech in the beginning of Genesis. The speech in Genesis 1:26 is a foundation for the speech that God will conduct with the human beings that he has created. Right after the act of creating man, God speaks to them: “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.” (Gen. 1:28). As God gave names to created things, so Adam engages in naming the animals (Gen. 2:19-20). Human speech is possible because God made man in his image, in his likeness. Human speech is imitates divine speech and is analogous to it. Not only so, but speech in human language can be used and is actually used by both God and man to speak to one another (note the interchanges in Gen. 3:9-19). In fact, language is a principal mode through which God and human beings bring to expression and promote the personal, spiritual, and responsible relation that they enjoy with one another.
The phrase “human language” is thus a one-sided and potentially misleading label. God “is not far from each one of us.” (Acts 17:27). “In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Every “human” language on the face of the earth is also divine language, superintended and fashioned by God’s providence and wisdom to be an instrument through which he speaks.
“But,” the objector still sputters, “it is all impossible. Human language involves human vocal chords, human ears, human brains, and air waves. These elements are creatures, not divine.”
So they are. So is the human nature of Jesus Christ. In his incarnate state on earth, Christ has vocal chords, ears, brain, and all. God uses these created means to speak. The created means are not thereby magically divinized. But neither does divine speech lose its divinity.
It may help us to realize that the medium of speech can be transformed without evacuating speech of its meaning. Among human beings, substantially the same speech can be delivered through air waves alone, or aided by a microphone, or over the radio, or through a tape recording. Or we may develop written media, CD-ROMs, sign language, and so on. The speech may remain in human memories even when all other physical copies have disappeared.
Jesus says, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away” (Matt. 24:35). What does he mean? He is not claiming that copies of the Bible do not burn up or wear out. But the message and the speech remain in other copies. If, hypothetically, all copies were destroyed, the whole could still be reproduced from God’s mind (Jer. 36:28-32).
Even human words do not simply evaporate or vanish into nothingness over time: “But I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken. For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned” (Matt. 12:36-37). A particular human speech is not a mere dumb created thing, like a rock, that unconsciously sits there. Human speech is personal action before the face of God. A human being speaks the truth of God, truth that remains for ever; or perhaps he fails so to speak, and violates that truth. A human being commands in a manner attuned to the divine authority of divine command; or he fails so to command, but rather issues unrighteous commands violating divine norms. Thus human speech sits, as it were, within the web of context formed by divine speech and divine knowledge and divine norms. The idea that its context is purely human is an artifact of modern spiritual blindness.
We conclude that God can speak to human beings in language. But does he? Genesis 1:28 and subsequent passages indicate that he does. God speaks to the disciples when Jesus speaks to the disciples while he was on earth. God spoke the Ten Commandments to the Israelites in a loud voice at Mount Sinai (Ex. 20:1-19; Deut. 6:22).
We hear in the Bible about the fact that God speaks. Is the Bible only a later report, a merely human report, of these speeches? Or is it also the word of God?
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Chapter 3: What Is the Bible?
Let us consider the nature of the Bible. Chris Christian’s Bible study confronts the subject.
Herman Hermeneut: Before getting into the text any further, shouldn’t we first determine what sort of object and what sort of communication the Bible is?
Dottie Doctrinalist: That’s easy, Herman. The Bible is the word of God.
Hermeneut: But nowadays lots of people don’t accept that.
Doctrinalist: You’re right. Non-Christians and liberals don’t. But if we attend to Jesus’ teaching and other teachings in the Bible itself, we become convinced. We can go study the texts on inspiration and biblical authority.
Peter Pietist: No, let’s not. Among ourselves, at least, I think that we are all convinced that the Bible is God’s word. So all we have to do is to listen to what God says.
Oliver Objectivist: Not so fast. You should have said that we have to listen to the human authors. If we try to go around the human authors, we get subjective. We attribute to God whatever we think he should say, or whatever nice thoughts come into our heads.
Curt Cultural-Transformationist: But wait. Doesn’t the Bible itself say that God’s word governs the whole of creation? How could his word be sewed up within the confines of a book?
Doctrinalist: Maybe we do need to study what the Bible teaches about the word of God.
Fatima Factualist: Maybe we should find out the facts about how the Bible came to be. Won’t these facts give us an understanding of what sort of book the Bible is?
The word of God
The Bible teaches that it is the very word of God addressed to human beings. What the Bible says, God says. Various human beings participated in producing the Bible. But God bore them along and controlled them in such a way that the written product is not only the production of human beings, but a communication breathed out by God.
The classic texts putting forth this claim are 2 Peter 1:21 and 2 Timothy 3:16. 2 Peter 1:21 is particularly pointed: “For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 2 Timothy 3:16 reinforces the point by using the key word “God-breathed” (“inspired”, ). It thereby indicates that the Scripture is breathed out by God. We need not rehearse here the details of these passages, which are discussed at length in classic works on inspiration.[1]
Jesus also confirmed the authority of the Bible. He lived his whole earthly life with the understanding that in his actions the Scriptures were being fulfilled (e.g., Matt. 26:54; Luke 24:24-27, 44-49). He explicitly affirmed the authority of the Old Testament (Matt. 5:17-20; John 10:35). He quoted Genesis 2:24, an ordinary part of Old Testament narrative, as what God said (Matt. 19:5).
If the Bible is what God says, it has God’s own truthfulness, righteousness, and purity. We are to believe its assertions, trust its promises, obeys its commands, and respond to its entreaties in the way that we respond to God himself. In particular, since God does not lie (Num. 23:19), neither does the Bible. It is completely true in what it affirms. It is without error (inerrant).[2]
The Bible as covenantal
Key communications from God to human beings have taken the form of covenants.
Then God said to Noah and his sons with him: “I now establish my covenant with you and with your descendants after you ….” (Gen. 9:8)
The Lord made a covenant with Abram and said, “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates ….” (Gen. 15:18)
Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read it to the people. They responded, “We will do everything the Lord has said; we will obey.” (Ex. 24:7)
This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. (Matt. 26:28)
He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit. (2 Cor. 3:6)
For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance. (Heb. 9:15)[3]
The covenant through Moses at Mount Sinai is particularly significant, because it takes the form of a written document, “the Book of the Covenant” (Ex. 24:7). This “Book” probably contained the material in Exodus 20-23. The Ten Commandments are the core of this covenant. They are called the “words of the covenant” (Ex. 34:27-28) or simply “the covenant” (Deut. 4:13; see 5:2). God instructs Moses to put the “tablets of the covenant” (Deut. 9:9-11), containing the Ten Commands (Deut. 5:22), into the “ark of the covenant” (Deut. 10:2, 5. 8). To this core of Ten Commandments, other words are added from time to time. “These [words in Deuteronomy] are the terms of the covenant the Lord commanded Moses to make with the Israelites in Moab, in addition to the covenant he had made with them at Horeb [Sinai]” (Deut. 29:1). Moses tells the Levites to deposit the later material beside the ark (Deut. 31:24-26).
The procedures of depositing the words are most significant. Meredith G. Kline rightly sees here the first steps in the formation of a canon, a body of holy writings that God produces, sets aside, and consecrates as a “witness against you” (Deut. 29:26).[4] We cannot go into the details of Kline’s extended argument. It is enough for us to observe the covenantal structure of canon. Earlier in history God had spoken orally to human beings. But now the Bible draws attention for the first time to a written word, namely the tablets of stone containing the Ten Commandments. This written word is a covenant. Later words are added in the form of “this Book of the Law” (Deut 31:25-26), and they too are a “covenant” (Deut 29:1). All this material is placed in the most holy place in tabernacle, because it is itself holy. God also indicates that further words are coming through prophets (Deut 18:15-22). These later words will be “my words” (18:18), as indeed the later prophets claim with the expression “Thus says the Lord.” In effect, this arrangement instructs Israel to see the later words as supplements to and reinforcements of the earlier covenantal words. The whole canon, as it grows through the addition of later words, is firmly covenantal in character.
Hence, the particular covenants that God makes with human beings offer a window or perspective on what God is doing with the Bible as a whole.
What then is a covenant? God’s covenants with human beings are agreements between two parties, the LORD God and the people who are his servants. God makes commitments to us in the form of promises. We have obligations to him in the form of his commandments. In the Ancient Near East, covenant treaties typically had other elements as well. A covenant included (a) identification of the covenant Lord or suzerain, (b) a history of his past benefits, (c) the “stipulations” concerning the people’s obligations, (d) blessings and curses for obedience and disobedience, and (e) provisions for passing on the covenant: storage, public reading, provision for the next generation.[5] One can see these elements illustrated in Exodus 20 and the Book of Deuteronomy.[6] But more broadly, the picture in Deuteronomy 31 invites us to see the Bible as a whole from the same perspective. The whole Bible is about God—it identifies the suzerain. The Bible records the history of God’s past dealings for our benefit. It speaks God’s promises and our obligations. It blesses and curses. It looks forward to all generations.
In addition, through covenants God establishes a relation of personal intimacy with his people: I will “be your God, and you will be my people” (Lev. 26:12; cf. Ex. 6:7).
A similar combination of speech, intimacy, and action appears in John 17. The Father gives words to the Son (John 17:8). He is in personal intimacy with the Son in their mutual indwelling (verses 21-22). They act in that they give glory to one another (verses 4-5, 24). They share possessions (verse 10).
In Chris Christian’s Bible discussion, Peter Pietist had an eye only for personal intimacy. Doctrinalist had an eye only for verbal content (teaching). Cultural-Transformationist had an eye only for pragmatic action that transforms the world. Liturgist had an eye for the ceremonies in making and renewing covenant with God. Factualist had an eye only for the record of past events. In fact, all these aspects form a unity in a covenantal relationship.
What are the implications for interpreting the Bible? We need the combined attentions of Pietist, Doctrinalist, Cultural-Transformationist, Liturgist, and Factualist. Understanding the Bible involves understanding God’s covenant with us. And that understanding is inexhaustible. To begin with, there are many important particular covenants: covenants with Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and David. But because of its centrality, covenant is also a way by which we can view the entirety of God’s relations with human beings.[7]
Thus, the entire record of God’s relations to human beings colors our understanding of the covenant, and this understanding in turn controls our use of the Bible. Or, to put it another way, we must enter into relation with God and his word with our entire being. Our response as a whole influences the individualities of interpretation, since our covenantal relation to God affects all. The individual passages in turn teach about God and his covenants, and these then influence the total character of our covenantal response.
Moreover, in covenant with God, we either receive blessing for obedience or curse for disobedience. Since, our obedience is inadequate and imperfect, we always need Christ for atonement and substitution. The atoning work of Christ must operate in order that we may be blessed and not cursed in responding to the Bible.[8]
God’s speaking in other ways
We have seen that divine speaking can take different forms: God can address people in oral speech at Mount Sinai. Or he gives written speech in the Ten Commandments recorded on stone. We need to consider how the Bible in particular is related to other forms of God’s speech.
God spoke the words that brought the universe into being. “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light’ ” (Gen. 1:3). The word said indicates that God used genuine speech, though God was not at that point speaking to human beings. Subsequent to creation God continues to rule the world by speaking. He rules all things by the power of his word: “Is it not from the mouth of the Most High that both calamities and good things come?” (Lam. 3:38). The Son sustains “all things by his powerful word” (Heb. 1:3).
God has also addressed human beings. He spoke orally to the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Gen. 12:1-3, 15:1, 4-5, 7, etc.). He spoke audibly to the people of Israel at Mount Sinai (Ex. 20:1, 19, 22; Deut. 5:33; 6:22-27). He spoke at the mount of transfiguration (Matt. 17:5).[9]
At other times, instead of direct address from heaven, God used human beings such as the prophets and apostles as his spokesmen. They spoke his word orally, in preaching and teaching, as well as the writings that make up the books of the Bible.[10] God spoke through the words of Jesus Christ while he was on earth, including some words that have not been included in the Bible (John 21:25).
Finally, Jesus Christ himself, as the Second Person of the Trinity, is called the Word in John 1 and Rev. 19:13.[11]
In sum, God speaks in a variety of ways, through a variety of media. Within the Bible he speaks about a variety of subjects through a variety of types of literature, such as history, song, teaching, and prophecy.
How do we understand this variety? How is the diversity compatible with the fact that all these varieties can be equally described as God’s word or God speaking? In order to answer this question at a fundamental level, we must first reflect on the divine character of all God’s words.
The divinity of the word of God
All the forms of the word of God are God speaking. What God says has his own authority, power, righteousness, and truth. For example, it is clear that God’s words of creation, such as “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3), resulted in creative acts. Only God’s power can bring about such acts. Hence, the word that God speaks has divine power. Likewise, since God is righteous, all his utterances and judgments are righteous: “Righteous are you, O Lord, and your laws are right” (Ps. 119:137). Because God is true, his word is true (Num. 23:19; John 17:17).
The same conclusions that hold for God’s creative words in Genesis 1 hold also for his address to human beings. Note first the close relation between God’s creative words and his words to human beings. In the psalms people revere, praise, and honor the covenantal word through Moses, right along side of words pertaining to the creation and providential sustenance of the universe (Pss. 19:1-11; 119:89-96; 119:48, 120, 129, 137, 144, 152, 160). Just as God’s creative words had divine power and righteousness, so do his words to human beings. The law is perfect, eternal, and life-giving (Pss. 19:7; 119:89; 119:50; 1 Peter 1:25; Luke 21:33). To God’s word Jesus ascribes divine authority to judge (John 12:48). If God’s word did not display the attributes of God, it would not in fact be God’s word, but something else.
We may therefore make the same fundamental affirmations concerning all forms of God’s word. In particular, the word of God is eternal; it endures forever (Ps. 119:89; Matt. 24:35). The word of God endures forever into the future, in the sense that it never passes away and its truth never alters. It endures forever into the past, in the sense that, even before it was first uttered to human beings, it was hidden in God’s wisdom from the very foundation of the world (Matt. 13:35).
When God first utters a particular word to a human being, his act is no more incredible than that most incredible act, the incarnation. Let us consider the incarnation for a moment. In the incarnation, God the Son, the Word, became man. He remains God forever. In becoming man, he became what he was not at any earlier time. This incarnation is ultimately mysterious. We believe that Christ became incarnate, not because we can fathom it, but because God says so in the Bible.
Now consider the analogous events with respect to God writing the Bible. The eternal Word is the Truth. He is forever God and is with God. This Truth, remaining what it was as an expression of God’s inscrutable wisdom from all eternity, becomes what it was not, a particular utterance in a particular human language to particular human beings.
Let us return to the point. All of God’s words have divine attributes. Therefore, God’s words are themselves divine.
Many people think that since the Bible consists in human words, it quite obviously cannot be divine. But, as we have seen from John 17, this argument is fallacious. Since the time of his incarnation, Jesus is fully human (Heb. 2:14). The words that Jesus spoke on earth are obviously human. But Jesus is also divine and the words that he spoke are therefore divine. If Jesus Christ is God, as the Bible teaches, he must be obeyed absolutely. We cannot separate obeying him from obeying his words (John 12:48-50). His words have the authority of the speaker, that is, divine authority. The same divine authority attaches to the words of the Bible.
Since twentieth century pride resists this truth, it is worthwhile to underscore it. According to Deuteronomy 5:27-33, the mediation of Moses was “good.” The people were obligated to obey the word through Moses just as they were to obey the voice of God speaking directly from Mount Sinai (verse 22). Moses’ writings had the same authority as the tablets written by the finger of God (Deut. 31:24-29). There is no suggestion of diminution, but rather faithful continuation of the same fundamental character of divine speaking. Now Moses is the model for the later prophets (Deut. 18:16-22), and the Ten Commandments are the model for later Scripture (Deut. 31:24-29). Hence the same truths hold for the later inspired speakers and inspired writings.
An objector may say, “To worship a book would be idolatry.” But one must avoid the fallacy of equating the word of God with paper and ink. We have already noted that the message remains even when the media change or copies are destroyed.
The analogy with the incarnation of Christ also shows that there is no contradiction between the eternality of the word of God and its inscripturation. The Second Person of the Trinity exists as God for all eternity. In his deity, he does not change (Mal. 3:6). In accordance with the unchanging eternality of his plan, he becomes man. He acts and speaks and accomplishes miracles at particular moments of time. Analogously, the word of God, remaining divine, becomes human words communicated to particular people at particular times.[12]
The Bible endorses the analogy in another way, through the language of the covenant. The entire Bible is covenantal, as we have seen. But at the heart of the covenants is God’s saving commitment to his people, and the final expression of this commitment is Christ himself. “For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Cor. 1:20). He is the “one mediator between God and men” (1 Tim. 2:5). Only through Christ are we fit for fellowship with God (Acts 4:12; Heb. 10:14). Since all God’s covenantal words establish at least some degree of fellowship, they all tacitly presuppose the undergirding work of Christ. Through him alone we can draw near to God. The covenants unite God with human beings in a way that prefigures the final unity of God and man in the divine-human person of Christ. In Isaiah Christ as the coming Servant of the Lord is actually identified as the covenant: Isaiah 42:6; 49:8.
John 1 underlines the analogy between the Second Person of the Trinity and the particular words of God spoken at particular times. To begin with, John uses the term word to designate God the Son, already suggesting a connection. But there is more.
John 1:1-3 alludes to Genesis 1.[13] In Genesis 1 God created by speaking. “Let there be light” inaugurates the first specific act of creation, and uses a verbal utterance to do it. Creation continues with the repeated command, “let there be …” (1:6, 9, 11, etc.). The narrative includes instances where God names created things: “God called the light ‘day,’ and the darkness he called ‘night’ ” (1:5). Psalm 33:6 sums it up by saying, “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath of his mouth.” John says in a parallel manner, “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made” (John 1:3).
At the very least, these connections might mean that the words spoken in Genesis 1 are analogous to the eternal Word, the second Person of the Trinity. But closer reflection shows that John makes a much more startling claim. The utterances of God spoken in Genesis are themselves the manifestation and expression of God in his triunity. John 1:3 implies as much by asserting that the Second Person of the Trinity, in his capacity as Word, was the means through which creation came to be. The Word is the means, whereas in Genesis 1 the particular words are the means. Clearly, the particular words are expressions of the one Word. They are the manifestation and action of the second Person of the Trinity. None of the utterances in its particularity and specificity exhausts the eternal Word, since other utterances occur besides. But each utterance is an operation of the eternal Word, through whom all things came to be (John 1:3; Col. 1:16; 1 Cor. 8:6; Heb. 1:2). According to the analogy, God the Father is the speaker in both cases. From all eternity, God speaks the eternal Word. In creating the world, God the Father spoke the particular words recorded in Genesis 1.
We must include here not only the utterances directed to the subhuman world but the verbal communications with human beings in Gen. 1:28-30. For one thing, these verbal communications, no less than all the rest, are what God speaks. In addition, they function specifically to light the path of human service and endeavor. They are thus an aspect of the life that “was the light of men” (John 1:4). Jesus speaks similarly of his own words, “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life” (John 6:63).
Moreover, the word of God is closely correlated with the name of God. Both involve the use of language. In John 17 Jesus speaks of the “name you gave me” (verses 11-12) in close relation to “the words you gave me” (verse 8). The name of God is an expression of his very character, as in Ex. 34:5-7.. The presence of God’s name involves the presence of God himself (Ex. 23:21; Deut. 12:5; 1 Kings 8:29). The name of God is thus undoubtedly divine. The phrase “word of God” is not synonymous with “name of God,” but designates God’s speech about any subject whatsoever. God’s speech about himself, including his utterance of his name, is in one sense only one part of the totality of God’s speech. Yet in a broader sense all of God’s speech shows something about who God is, and is thus an expression of his character. It is only a short step from acknowledging the divinity of the name of God to acknowledging the divinity of the word more broadly.[14]
How can we possibly understand this situation? If there is only one God, if the Word of God is God, how can there yet be a great diversity of distinct and different divine words? If the Word of God is divine, if he is himself God, how can he speak of the particulars of history? After all these particulars not themselves a necessary aspect of God’s being. God exists before creation began. The Second Person of the Trinity exists eternally. God exists necessarily with his Word, the Second Person of the Trinity. But it was not necessary for God to create in time, nor was it necessary that he speak the words calling light into being.
We will never be able to exhaust this mystery. But we obtain help in understanding it through the starting point provided in John 1. John 1 presents us with the reality of eternal divine speaking in the being of the Trinity. This eternal speaking is the Original. Our own language and speech is derivative. Man was made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-30). But, as Col. 1:15 indicates, Christ, the Second Person of the Trinity, is the original Image, on whom all of creation depends. We are images by analogy with his original imaging. The Second Person is the Original Word. He is the archetype, the original model on which all else is based. All other words are analogous and derivative. They are ectypes, that is, they are copies imitating the original, the archetype.
This Trinitarian Original provides the ultimate basis for the fact that the word of God is both one and many. First, there is unity. The Word is the Word of the Father. As such, he presents the plan, will, mind, and attributes of the Father. He is one with the Father (John 10:30). But there is also diversity. The Word is eternally distinct from the Father. The Father utters the Word that is distinct from himself.
The unity and diversity in the Trinity is the archetype or Original. The unity and diversity in God’s speaking to us is analogous to this original. We may speak of the ontological unity diversity in the Trinity as the archetype, while the unity and diversity in God’s word to us is an ectype. But we must note that God’s words to us are still divine. As we noted above, they have divine power, authority, and purity. The words to us, as ectype, are still divine, along with the archetype. Thus, “ectype” as we are using it includes not only created ectypes, such as man made in the image of God, but divine ectypes, particular words that imitate the archetypal unity and diversity in the Trinity. Everything that God says is divine, a manifestation of the one Word who is one with God, in unity. Everything God says has distinctness, in analogy with the distinctness of the Son from the Father.
Coinherence: God’s dwelling in his word
We can understand God’s presence in his word still better by considering the role of the Holy Spirit.
John 3:34 provides one way of understanding the role of the Spirit. “God gives the Spirit without limit” to the Son. That is, the Spirit is the Father’s gift to the Son. As such, he is the expression of the Father’s love: “the Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands” (John 3:35). We know that the Spirit is given to us to express the Father’s love for us (John 14:23-27). Through the Spirit, both the Father and the Son dwell in us (John 14:23). The Son’s dwelling in us is analogous to the Father’s dwelling in the Son (John 17:21-23). In other words, God’s dwelling in us is an ectype, an image, of God’s dwelling in God. The Father dwells in the Son and the Son in the Father. This indwelling takes place through their mutual love, which is the gift of the Spirit. Indwelling does not confuse the Persons of the Godhead. Each Person remains distinct from the others, while they dwell in one another.
Through the Spirit, then, the Persons of the Godhead dwell in one another. Each is present in the works of all the others. Each shares the attributes of the others. This relation of Persons is termed coinherence, because each Person “inheres” in the other Persons; each belongs to the others and is in the others.[15]
The coinherence of the Persons of the Trinity provides a background for understanding the character of God’s word. The Persons of the Trinity are present to one another. The Word is “with God” according to John 1:1. He is “at the Father’s side” (NIV) or “in the bosom of the Father” (RSV, KJV) according to John 1:18. This coinherence provides the archetype. In an ectypal way, God is present in all his words with respect to creation. The Father is “in” the Son (John 14:10) without being identical with the Son (the two are distinct Persons). Similarly, the Father is present in his words without being identical with those words. Since the Son is in the Father, the Son also is present in all the words of God. The eternal Word of John 1:1 is present in the particular words. Thus, there is a unity of being to all the words. All the words of God are not only words from God as speaker. They are words that manifest the presence of the eternal Word. They are expressions and manifestations of that one Word.
Now we can see the significance of the speaking and hearing of different Persons in John 14-17. We saw many different instances of speaking from one Person to another. The differences cohere in a unity guaranteed by the fact that the Persons dwell in their words and in one another. For example, the words that the Son receives from the Father he gives in turn to the disciples (John 8). Thereby, the disciples hear the Father and the Son. The Father dwells in the Son and so is speaking when the Son speaks. “The words that I say to you are not just my own. Rather, it is the Father, living in me, who is doing his work” (John 14:10). The Spirit speaks what he hears in John 16:13. This speaking is then also the speaking of the Father and the Son.
We can summarize our results in terms of three aspects or perspectives on the word of God, namely originary, manifestational, and concurrent aspects. First, we have an originary aspect. God speaks in accordance with who he is, and in accordance with the permanent truths of his original plan. In the originary perspective, we look at how God’s word makes known the Father’s plan.
Second, God speaks in particular ways in particular manifestations. In the manifestational perspective, we look at the particular expression of the word in its particular form. For example, Jesus speaks the particular words of John 15:7 to his disciples, indicating the consequences of abiding in him.
Third, God is present through all the manifestations. He dwells in the manifestations, so that any one manifestation is a manifestation of who he is. We can grasp the original plan of God through its manifestation. The original dwells in the manifestation, and the manifestation dwells in the original. The two are concurrent with one another. In the concurrent perspective, we focus on the relation of the other two aspects. The originary aspect is concurrent with the manifestational aspect, in that the two are present in one another. The original plan is in the particular manifestation and is expressed in the manifestation. For example, God the Father makes known his plan for the disciples through the words of John 15:7. The Father’s plan is concurrent with the particular expression in the words of John 15:7.
Let us consider another illustration. The words that the Father gives to the Son are originary. As John 17:8 says, “For I gave them the words you gave me and they have obeyed your word.” “The words you gave me,” that is, the words of the Father, are originary. The words that the Son gives to the disciples are manifestational. Since the Father dwells in the Son, what the disciples hear is not only the Son speaking but the Father speaking. In the act of speaking to the disciples, the speaking of the Father and of the Son are concurrent. The two speakers are concurrent in the bond of the Holy Spirit. Hence, three aspects, originary, manifestational, and concurrent, correspond respectively to the interactive roles of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
Each of the three aspects coheres with the others. Of course they do, because the three are ultimately derived from the triunity of the coinherence of the Persons. Because of coinherence, any one aspect provides aperspective on knowing God. Through hearing the Son, in the manifestational aspect, the disciples know God the Son. Through hearing the Son, they hear the words of the Father, and thereby know the Father. They hear the Father speaking. This speaking gives the originary perspective. They also know the coinherence of the Father in the Son, thereby knowing the Spirit who performs this coinherence.
Each of these perspectives presupposes the others. The manifestational aspect, the Son speaking, presupposes something that he makes known, namely the originary aspect, the words of the Father. The originary aspect, the words of the Father, come to the disciples only by being made known in concrete and specific form, thus presupposing the work of the Son. The concurrent aspect concerns the relation of the speech of the Father to the speech of the Son. The two are concurrent in that each is in harmony with the other. The concurrent aspect must be presupposed so that the manifestational is truly a manifestation of the originary. Conversely, the concurrent aspect presupposes the existence of the other two aspects. Concurrence can operate only if there are aspects on which it can operate. There must be two items that can be concurrent to one another. Thus concurrence presupposes the originary and the manifestational.
Since we will use the idea of perspectives in our later reflections, let us illustrate it now. Through Jesus Christ, we know the Father as well as the Son (John 14:7, 9; Matt. 11:27). There is no other way to know the Father (John 14:6). Thus we may say that knowing Christ provides the perspective or window on knowing the Father. In fact, each of the Persons of the Trinity is indispensable in knowing God. Only through the Father do we know the Son: “No one knows the Son except the Father” (Matt. 11:27), and “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him” (John 6:4). Only through the Spirit do we know the Father and the Son: “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them” (1 Cor. 2:14). Each Person of the Trinity has a distinct role. The Father is the source of knowledge, the Son the channel, and the Holy Spirit the one changing our hearts to be receptive to the truth.
At the same time, each Person points to the work of the others and presupposes the work of the others. The Son is the bearer of knowledge because of the commission of the Father who sent him. The Son’s work is explicable only if we see him not merely as a human being, but the unique Son. Thus the Son presupposes the Father. Conversely, the Father’s revelation presupposes the Son. Since he is holy, the Father makes himself known savingly to sinners only through the Savior and Mediator (1 Tim. 2:5). And finally, the Holy Spirit works only as one sent by the Father and the Son. He presupposes their activity. At the same time, God becomes savingly known to us only if we have a change of heart, and this change takes place only through the Holy Spirit: “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit” (John 3:5). Thus, knowing the Father and the Son presupposes the work of the Spirit.
In sum, the three Persons of the Trinity coinhere in the work of making God known. This coinherence is only one instance of coinherence that God expresses in all his works. He manifests coinherence in each particular kind of work, because he is himself eternally coinherent in the being of the Trinity. He acts toward us in a way that manifests who he is in himself.
The most fundamental coinherence is the coinherence of the Persons of the Trinity. But we see derivative coinherence in the perspectives in which he manifests himself. One such triad consists in the originary, manifestational, and concurrent perspectives given above.
We do well to note that the three perspectives are always involved in one another and cannot be neatly separated. We can illustrate this fact by looking more closely at the work of the Holy Spirit in John 16:13-14. The Holy Spirit “will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.” The Holy Spirit as hearer receives words from the Father and the Son. His own speech is manifestational in relation to the originaryword of the Father. The Spirit himself can thus be viewed from the manifestational aspect. And in relation to human words about him, the Spirit is originary. The Spirit’s relation to the Father who speaks is a relation in harmony. Thus the Spirit has a concurrent relation to the Father. Depending on our point of view, we can view the Spirit as originary, manifestational, or concurrent. Earlier, we correlated each aspect out of the three with only one Person of the Trinity. The originary aspect derived from the Father, the manifestational aspect from the Son, and the concurrent aspect from the Holy Spirit. But we oversimplify if we say that therefore the aspect correlate exclusively with only one Person. The aspects are inseparable, and in fact belong to all three Persons of the Trinity. Precisely because the Persons dwell in one another, we cannot penetrate this ultimate mystery.
Imaging
We may reexpress these truths using the language of imaging. The Son is the exact Image of the Father, according to Colossians 1:15 and Hebrews 1:3. So he is able to present the Father to the world: “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). In the next verse, John 14:10, Jesus explains that the Father is present through indwelling: “Don’t you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me?” The Son’s images the Father and presents the Father to the disciples because the two Persons dwell in one another. As we have seen, the dwelling of the Father in the Son and the Son in the Father is closely associated with the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is their bond of union. The Son is the Image of the Father through the Spirit. The Spirit represents the concurrent aspect, the relation between the Father and the Son. Because of the close relation of the three aspects to imaging, let us then call the triad consisting in originary, manifestational, and concurrent perspectives the triad of imaging.
In a unique sense the Son is the exact Image of the Father. But the Bible uses the language of image with respect to man. “God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him” (Gen. 1:27). Man is the image of God (1 Cor. 11:7). Moreover, the idea of imaging does not simply stop with the creation of the first man. Genesis 5:1-3 goes on to say:
This is the written account of Adam’s line. When God created man, he made him in the likeness of God. He created them male and female and blessed them. And when they were created, he called them “man.” When Adam had lived 130 years, he had a son in his own likeness, in his own image; and he named him Seth.
God made man in his image and named them “man.” Adam had a son in his image and named his son “Seth.” Adam imitated God in these actions. He was “imaging” God in the process of producing another image. Seth is the image of Adam. Adam in the image of God. And God has an imaging relation within himself, in the relation of the Father to the Son. Each derivative imaging relation is itself an image of a higher imaging relation.
Imaging, apparently, is all over the place in the description of man. And no wonder! If the Father loves the Son (John 3:34!) it is fitting for him to act out of his love when he creates, and to celebrate that love by producing pictures of it within creation.
We can reexpress this situation using the triad of terms that we already introduced: originary, manifestational, and concurrent aspects or perspectives. Start with the Son imaging the Father. The Father is Originary; the Son is Manifestational; the Spirit who represents the relation between them is Concurrent. When God made man, God was originary, man was manifestational, and the permanent relation of imaging, brought about through inbreathing (Gen. 2:7), was concurrent.
Now consider further the concurrent aspect, that is, the imaging relation between God and man. The imaging relation is the model for Adam having a son in his image. In this context given by Gen. 5:1-3, the relation between God and man is originary, whereas the relation between Adam and Seth is manifestational. The imitating relation between the two is concurrent.
Similarly, the imaging relation between the Father and the Son is originary in comparison to the manifestational imaging relation between God and man. The presence of the Spirit is the bond, by which these two kinds of imaging are concurrent. Note how a renewed imaging relation between God and man is expressed in John 17:21-23 in terms of indwelling:
… that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.
Consider the three terms, originary, manifestational, and concurrent. As we have already seen, these three terms describe aspects that derive originally from the distinct roles of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit in revelatory operations. Since revelatory operations reveal something of who God actually is, the three terms are an “image” or mirror of the Trinitarian relations. They tell us something of who God is in his Trinitarian Being. In every case, what is permanently true about who God really is (that is, the originary) is manifested in a particular way in revealed form. The manifestation relates to the originary by way of concurrence: each dwells in the other. God is Trinity. And his manifestations are necessarily manifestations through Trinitarian operations.
Ontological and “economic” Trinity
We should recognize that much of the Bible focuses on God’s relations to us and the historical outworking of redemption. God’s Trinitarian character stands forth most fully and eloquently in the redemptive events where the Persons of the Trinity have a distinct role (e.g., Matt. 3:16-17; Acts 2:33; Rom. 8:11; 1:4; John 16:13-15). God reveals himself to us through his action in the world. We observe the relations of the Persons of the Trinity in their functions in creation, redemption, and consummation. The manifestation of the Trinity in action in the world is traditionally called the “economic” Trinity. (“Economic” here bears the older sense, having to do with managing household affairs; it does not deal with material production and distribution.)
In John 1:1 and elsewhere, the Bible does sometimes focus more directly on aspects of the ontological Trinity, that is, on God as he is in his own existence before creation and independent of creation. But even here we recognize that the language of the Bible is crafted for the purposes of nourishing our faith, enlarging our understanding, and promoting our redemption. Hence the language as a whole is tied in with “functional” purposes.
Since God is our standard and his word is our standard, there is nothing more ultimate than this revelation of himself. We believe that God is true. He truly reveals himself, not a substitute or a mirage. We believe it because God says so. Hence we believe that God is in conformity with what he reveals. Moreover, in John 17 what God says is said to himself and not merely to us. What he says is then in full conformity with who he is. The Trinity in functional operations reveals the ontological Trinity. Hence, I have not tried to separate in any strict or exhaustive way functional (economic) and ontological statements. Such separation on the part of a creature would itself be a repudiation of creaturehood.
Awe in the study of the Bible
What do we conclude concerning the study of the Bible? When we study the Bible, we study the word of God. We also know that God speaks words to creation (Ps. 147:15, 18). The Second Person of the Trinity is the Word. The word of God occurs in all these forms. The Bible, as one form, coinheres with other forms. Christ himself dwells in the biblical word. Thus, the particular word always comes in a context, the context of coinherence in God. That context is inexhaustible, and so there is an inexhaustibility to God’s word. Because we are focusing on the Bible, we shall, through the rest of the book, have the Bible in focus when we speak of God’s word. But the larger picture remains an indispensable background.[16]
Since the word of God is divine, it is in the technical sense of the term incomprehensible. We do not mean that the word is unintelligible or meaningless to us. Rather, the word of God is accessible, “near you” (Rom. 10:8), as Paul says. But it is near you in the same way that God is near you. We know God truly, and know many truths about him. But God remains mysterious, unfathomable in the depth of his wisdom. Similarly, we know what the word of God says, and simultaneously it remains mysterious to us; we do not fully fathom it or exhaust it.
Let us consider a particular example. John 2:16 says, “And he told those who sold the pigeons, ‘Take these things away; you shall not make my Father’s house a house of trade’ ” (RSV). We claim that this verse is incomprehensible. But its meaning is intelligible. Jesus told the pigeon sellers to remove their goods from the temple area. Jesus gave a direct instruction and expected a direct response. We can easily understand the verse to this extent. But we have not yet exhausted its import.
On the surface, the meaning may seem to be straightforward. But Jesus’ explicit instruction also points indirectly to depths that are more complex. Behind the explicit instruction lie motives. The instruction reveals Jesus’ zeal, as the next verse notes, “Zeal for your house will consume me.” The verse itself include a reason, “You shall not make my Father’s house a house of trade.” With this negative statement Jesus indicates that the temple is not for “trade.” But he hints thereby that it has a positive purpose, a purpose indicated by the whole Old Testament. It is house honoring God. It is the place where God has put his name (1 Kings 8:29). it displays God’s majesty, and provides access to God for sinful people. In the last days, as Isaiah says, “My house will be called a house of prayer for all nations” (Isa. 56:7; cf. Mark 11:17).
In fact, through this statement Jesus points to the full meaning of the temple, as that meaning is developed in extensive instruction through the Old Testament. The text in John 2:16 thus invites us not only to look at what it says on its surface, but what it implies as it calls to mind the teaching of the Old Testament.
Now some people may say at this point that we are no longer dealing with John 2:16, but with other passages, all of which have meanings of their own. They may claim that John 2:16 in and of itself does not have all these implications. And there is some truth in their concern. Certainly we have to be aware of the differences between what different passages say, as well as their connections. Yet do we really know what we mean when we talk about John 2:16 “in and of itself”? At a fundamental level, there is no such thing. John 2: 16 is part of the Bible, and God intends that we read it and understand it in relation to all the other parts of the Bible. When he caused the words to be written in the Gospel of John, he already intended that they should be seen as we are seeing them, namely in connection to other passages which together unfold the purpose of God.
Moreover, in John 2:16 Jesus calls the temple “my Father’s house.” Jesus claims a special relation to God, who is his Father. Because of his relation to his Father, he has a special concern and zeal for the temple. And, in spite of the Jews’ demands and objections in the dialogue in John 2:18-20, Jesus has authority over the temple, as the Son. Jesus’ statements and demands about the temple arise out of his zeal for the temple and his zeal for the honor of God his Father. This zeal in turn arises from the special understanding and love that Jesus has for his Father. Jesus out of his knowledge of his Father knows the Father’s purposes. He knows that the Father’s purposes are violated by trading in the temple. He acts confidently against the violation because he is confident in his knowledge of the Father. The particular statement in John 2:16 presupposes this knowledge and communion of the Son with the Father. It even expresses the communion explicitly when Jesus calls God his Father. The passage invokes this communion between the Father and the Son, a communion that is infinitely deep. Thus the passage reveals depths that we cannot fathom.
In addition, we should have learned something from John 17. God, as well as human beings, can hear what he says. The Son addresses the Father in John 17. Similarly, the utterance “you shall not make my Father’s house a house of trade” not only means something to us; it means something to God. God the Father hears the Son speaking. God the Father knows the intimacy that the Son expresses with the words “my Father’s house.” He also knows the zeal that the Son expresses in the words, “Take these things away.” The Father, knowing the Son, knows depths of nuance and shared knowledge that we cannot fully see. In hearing the words that Jesus speaks in John 2:16, he understands in depth, because he brings prior understanding of the Son, and this prior understanding enriches the understanding of the words themselves. The Father sees implications that we do not see. There is an infinite fullness of meaning here, just as we began to find in John 17.
The name of God, as a concentrated form of the word of God, shows similar features. First of all, the name of God genuinely reveals God. It describes the character of God. Thus:
[God] proclaimed his name, the LORD. And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.” (Ex. 34:5-6)
To “proclaim God’s name” is expounded by a description of God’s character, including his attributes, “compassionate,” “gracious,” and so on.
The name of God says something definite about God. It makes it clear who God really is and what our responsibilities are. The name of God brings God near to us, as is clear from the key character of the dwelling of God’s “name” in Jerusalem (Deut. 12:5; 1 Kings 8:29). But God’s name is simultaneously mysterious, awesome, and transcendent. God’s name indicates all that God is, and we cannot exhaustively comprehend or penetrate that “all.” For instance, the messenger of the Lord who wrestles with Jacob brings him face to face with God (Gen. 32:30, 28). The messenger refuses to reveal a name (Gen. 32:29). The messenger who comes to Manoah is later recognized as divine (Judg. 13:22). He indicates only that his name is “wonderful,” or, as the NIV has it, “beyond understanding” (Judg. 13:18). The psalms praise the name of God and celebrate its excellence (Pss. 8:1, 9; 9:2; 34:3; 44:8; 54:6; 72:19; 86:12; etc.). His name is glorious, exalted, holy, and awesome (Pss. 72:19; 103:1; 148:13; 145:21; 99:3; 111:9). God’s name transcends human analysis and knowledge. Similarly, the word of God, which is exalted together with God’s name (Ps. 138:2), transcends human knowledge.
The transcendence of the word of God has implications for our manner of approach. Humility is necessary. We should be suspicious of any supposedly simple solution to the profundities of interpretation, or any claim to have mastered language and communication.
Let us state the matter another way. The Second Person of the Trinity is incomprehensible from the beginning of time. He remains incomprehensible when he becomes incarnate. The incarnation makes Jesus Christ accessible to us, and we understand him in a sense through his humanity. But instead of overcoming mystery, the incarnation adds still another mystery to those already existing: how can God become man and still remain God?
John 17 shows that the words of the incarnate Christ are incomprehensible. His words have infinitely rich meaning. We can generalize to the entirety of Scripture. The word of God remains incomprehensible when it becomes Scripture. The fixity, accessibility, specificity, and clarity of Scripture do not in the least diminish its incomprehensibility, but rather add a further mystery: how can God’s eternal, omnipotent word become human speech and still remain divine?
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Neoorthodoxy uses immense learning, profundity, and cleverness to conceal from itself the fact that it has smuggled in a mere autonomous supposition, the Kantian idea that God cannot manifest himself in the phenomenal world, and in particular in the world of human language. Not the Bible but human philosophy in rebellion to God (and the “assured results” of modern criticism) has told them that the Bible is not actually the word of God but only “conveys” the word from time to time into noumenal contact with the human soul.
Chapter 4: The Purpose of the Bible
What is the purpose of the Bible? Understanding purpose is crucial to interpretation. People may, if they wish, use Milton’s Paradise Lost to teach English, to practice counting letters, or to study poetic rhythms. But none of these is the main purpose for which Milton composed the poem. People may miss this main point if they invent for themselves other purposes.
Indeed, such is part of the problem with the Bible discussion that Libbie Liberal organized. The participants play with fascinating ideas that they spin off from their reading of the Bible. But they do not adequately reckon with God’s purpose in it. Even in the Bible discussion that Chris Christian organized, people disagree. Peter Pietist thinks that the purpose is devotion. Dottie Doctrinalist thinks that the purpose is teaching doctrine. Curt Cultural-Transformationist thinks that the purpose is to set in motion transforming human action in the world. Missy Missiologist thinks that the purpose is to bring the message of God to all cultures. And so on.
Let us once more listen in on the conversation in Chris Christian’s Bible discussion. We join the middle of a discussion of biblical purpose.
Oliver Objectivist: The purpose of any passage of the Bible is exactly the purpose that the human author expressed in the passage.
Fatima Factualist: Unless there is explicit indication of another direction, we should assume that the purpose is to tell what happened or what someone believes.
Herman Hermeneut: But can’t we see a larger purpose in a whole work, such as in the prophecy of Isaiah? Isaiah has a larger purpose in mind that stating each sentence, one at a time. If he does, doesn’t God have a larger purpose in giving us the entire canon of Scripture, a purpose perhaps larger than that of any one book of the Bible?
Amy Affirmationist: The Holy Spirit could have different purposes for each person who reads the Bible.
Many purposes
According to Scripture, the Bible does have many purposes. It is “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17). Paul tells Timothy to “preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction” (2 Tim. 4:2). There are many different kinds of functions for various parts of the Bible, in teaching and instructing, rebuking and encouraging. At the same time, since God is one, there is naturally a unity of purpose to all his word. All his words manifest his glory (cf. John 17:1). In all his words to us, God enjoins us to “be holy, because I am holy” (1 Peter 1:16; Lev. 19:2; 20:7). Or, as James says, “Do not merely listen to the word; and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says” (James 1:22). All of the Bible leads to Christ (Luke 24:44-49).
We may misconstrue the Bible either by paying attention only to one purpose, by reducing all the purposes to one, or by artificially isolating the purposes, as if we could adequately accomplish one in isolation from the rest. To avoid the extremes of isolation or reduction, we can once again use the model from God’s Trinity. We have already seen a unity in diversity and a diversity in unity in considering the forms of the word of God. The archetype for unity and diversity is in God himself. Hence, we may conveniently take our start from God’s Trinitarian character.
Triunal purpose
In John 17 the Son reflects on his work by speaking of the “word” that the Father has spoken and that he has delivered. He also speaks of mutual indwelling (verses 21-23), and of manifestation of glory (verses 4-5, 24). He speaks of communicating “the love you have for me” (verse 26), of “making you known” (verse 26), and of the disciples’ work in the world in imitation of his (verse 18). We have many purposes here. But it is comparatively easy to see that they are all perspectives or ways of talking about one purpose, a comprehensive purpose involving the entire redemptive plan of the Father. The Son can express that one purpose in more than one way, and describe from more than one angle.
The angles of expression reflect in certain ways the distinctions and unities among the Persons of the Trinity. The language about “work” focuses preeminently on the work of the Son on earth. The Son has completed “the work you gave me to do” (John 17:4). On the basis of this work, the disciples do a work according to verse 18.
The Son uses many expressions in speaking about his work. But since all point to the same work, even one expression would in principle include the whole. For convenience, and to remind ourselves of the diversity as well as the unity in the work, we may sum up the expressions under three headings, corresponding respectively to the prominence of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit.
First, the Son asks that the Father equip, protect, and sanctify the disciples. The work of God involves action, power, and control from the Father. We may view the entire work from the perspective of control.
Second, the work of God involves giving and receiving the truth, primarily through the Son. “I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known” (verse 26). “I gave them the words you gave me, and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from you” (verse 8). Truth is manifested in the Son (compare John 14:6). We may view the entire work from the perspective of meaning, truth and knowing.
Third, God is personally present with the disciples through the process of indwelling, mediated by the Holy Spirit (verses 21-23). We may view the entire work from the perspective of personal presence.
In sum, we have three perspectives, control, meaning, and presence.[1] These three are three ways of looking at the work of God in the world. We look at God controlling the events; we look at the meaning and the truth that God makes known; we look at God’s presence in the world and among his people. Through any one of these, as through a window, we can examine any particular work of God, or all the works comprehensively, just as Jesus did in John 17. Each is then a perspective on the whole.
Now, we may apply this triad specifically to God’s word. The communication of words is one aspect to which Jesus refers (John 17:8, 14, 17). Since it coheres with the other aspects, we may expect that it manifests them all. The word of God controls people and events in the world. The word of God expresses and asserts meaningful truth. The word of God makes God himself present with us. God brings himself into contact with the addressees.
Let us confirm these one at a time. First, concerning control. The word of God controls the sanctification of the disciples (John 17:17). Similarly, through the name of God (closely related to word of God), the disciples are “kept” (verses 11-12). Second, concerning meaning. The words that Jesus speaks in John 17 are themselves representative of the “word” about which he speaks. They have infinite meaning. Third, concerning presence. Through the words that Jesus speaks, the Father as well as the Son is personally present (John 14:9-10). “My words remain in you” in John 15:7 is parallel to “I in them” in John 17:23. The Author is present in the words that he speaks. As the words remain in the disciples, they bear fruit through union with him.[2] Let us call this triad of terms the triad of purpose, because each term represents one aspect of the way in which God expresses his purposes.
We saw that control, meaning, and presence can, in John 17, be correlated respectively with the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. But the correlation is mysterious. And we must not think that it is the whole story. Because of the coinherence of Persons of the Trinity, they share in acts of control, meaning, and presence. For example, through the presence of the Holy Spirit (John 14:16-17) the Son also will come and be present (John 14:18). Both the Father and the Son dwell in the believer (John 14:23). Thus all three Persons participate in personal presence with believers. Similarly, all three Persons exercise control in the works of God, and all three Persons express meaning in the word of God. All three Persons share in the one purpose of God.
Remember now the earlier triad of imaging, consisting of originary, manifestational, and concurrent perspectives. What is the relation of this earlier triad to the present triad of purpose, consisting of control, meaning, and presence? When we compare triads like these, we may expect coinherence without mere mathematical identity. The two triads are not merely two names for exactly the same thing. Rather, the triad of imaging focuses on God’s representation of himself, while the triad of purposes focuses on God’s carrying out purposes. So the two triads speak in two different ways about the unity and diversity in God. Each term in one triad therefore involves features relating to all three terms in the other triad.
For example, God’s control involves an originary aspect, consisting in God’s attribute of omnipotence. God’s control involves a manifestational aspect, consisting of actual acts of control over what he has made. God’s control involves a concurrent aspect, in that the acts of control are in harmony with who God is in his omnipotence. Similarly, God’s meaning involves originary, manifestational, and concurrent aspects. God’s truth as eternally known to himself is originary. God’s truth made known to us is manifestational. And the harmony between our knowledge and God’s originary knowledge is concurrence.
Though all the aspects involve one another, we may also sometimes notice a tantalizing relation between two triads. One triad in some fashion “mirrors” a second triad. For example, God’s meaning exists even before it is manifested, which is closely related to the originary perspective. Thus in some sense meaning “mirrors” the originary perspective. God’s control involves God’s action, which is closely related to God’s manifestation of himself. Control “mirrors” manifestation. God is present to us through indwelling, which is the concurrent aspect. Presence “mirrors” concurrence. (But note that we have reversed the normal order of control and meaning. Such rearrangements of order can occur when we try to compare two triads.)
John 1:1 says, “In the beginning was the Word.” A word presupposes a speaker of the word. In the context of Genesis 1, which is the primary background for John 1:1, the speaker is God. In John 1:1, it must be the Father who is the speaker. Thus the Father, the First Person of the Trinity, is the Speaker. The Son, the Second Person of the Trinity, is the Word that he speaks. What role does the Holy Spirit assume?
John 1:1 does not directly mention the role of the Holy Spirit. But we can obtain an answer by considering the way God’s speech is described in the Old Testament. Particular words of God come forth from his mouth with divine power. In Ezek 37 the breath of God is like a mighty wind, through which life comes into the dead. It is easy to miss in English the way Ezekiel 37 exploits two meanings of the Hebrew word ruach (j^Wr), which can mean either “wind” or “spirit.” In the visionary picture of the valley of dry bones, there comes a wind or breath from God (37:5, 9). This wind represents the Spirit of God (37:14). In Job 32:8 a “spirit” in man, the “breath” of the Almighty, gives him life. Certainly human breath is necessary to sustain life. But behind this human activity stands the supporting reality of the presence of the life-giving and life-sustaining power of the divine Spirit of God. The Old Testament does not explicitly set forth the full teaching about the Trinitarian character of God. But, in the Old Testament God sets forth the beginnings of what will come to full light in the New. In this respect, one may see the operations of this “breath” of God in God’s words of creation: “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath of his mouth” (Ps 33:6).
By analogy with these works of God in the created word, we reason that the Holy Spirit is likewise involved in the speaking of the eternal Word of John 1:1. Indeed, how could he not be, since he is one with the Father and the Son? We say that the Son is eternally “begotten” through the Spirit, in analogy with the “begetting” in time that took place at the resurrection (Acts 13:32-33) and at the incarnation (Luke 1:35). The incarnation and the resurrection take place through the power of the Spirit (Luke 1:35; Rom 1:4; 8:11). Analogously, it is through the power of the Spirit as “breath” that the Father utters the Word.
In sum, the Father is the personal utterer of the word. The Son is the word uttered. And the Holy Spirit is the powerful, controlling divine breath sending out the word and carrying it to its destination. We have here a triad consisting of personal presence, truth (word), and control.
This triad, control, meaning, and presence, exists archetypally in the eternal relations of the Persons of the Trinity. It applies ectypally in God’s communication to the world and to us. The word of God to us exhibits control, meaning, and presence. It also applies ectypally when human beings communicate to one another. Each of us exerts control by communicating; we have something that we say (truth; or sometimes error), and we say it to someone, as an act that draws us into personal relation to someone (presence) Receiving a communication involves responding to this control, hearing what the person says (meaning), and listening to the person as he is present to us in the communication.
How does this triad apply to the Bible? The Bible is the word of God to human beings, and hence it ectypally manifests the same triad. In the Bible we undergo transformation by God’s control. We hear truth (the word which is truth). We meet God (personal). We may thus say that the purposes of the Bible are three: for God to transform people, for him to teach the truth, for God himself to be present.
But, as we might expect, these three purposes are also one. The triad consisting of control, truth, and personal presence derives from Trinitarian relations. It is an ectype of the Trinity, which is the archetype. The Persons of the Trinity are coinherent; so the three aspects are ectypally coinherent. That is, they mutually involve one another. Meeting God always involves knowing something about him, and thus knowing truth. Knowing truth involves knowing God who is the truth. Meeting God involves being transformed by his presence. We are overwhelmed and cannot remain the same. Even if we rebel against God, we do not remain the same but become more guilty than we were before (cf. Ex. 7:5; 7:17; 14:4; etc.). If we are transformed, it is only through the power of God working in us (Phil. 2:13; cf. Lam. 3:37-38; Eph. 1:11; Ps. 103:19).[3]
What are the implications for practical study of the Bible? On the one hand, God has a plurality and richness of purposes for the Bible. We ought not to reduce it all to one monolithic purpose. For example, we ought not to reduce the Bible simply to personal presence, personal encounter. We are not to be mystics, who try to achieve personal encounter with God without the presence of truth content. Such was the tendency of Pietist. In addition, we do not reduce the Bible to intellectual meaning. We are not to be intellectualists, who try to store up truth without attention to meeting God or to practical living (doing what it says). Such was the tendency of Doctrinalist. We are not to be pragmatists, who care only for “the bottom line” of visible effects, without attending either to truth or to the God who speaks. Such was the tendency of Cultural-Transformationist.
But in emphasizing the diversity of purposes, we still affirm a unity. Each purpose points to and even encompasses the others. For instance, rightly knowing truth irreducibly involves knowing God who is the truth (John 14:6). Hence, meaning, properly understood, includes personal presence. Knowing the truth also includes practical effects (2 Cor. 3:18; John 17:3). Hence, meaning includes control. Conversely, response in action, the practical side of obedience, includes cognitive action, that is, knowing truth. Similarly, response is proper only if it is response to the God who comes, response that reaches out in the personal encounter of worship. Thus the aspect of control encompasses the aspect of personal presence. In a similar way we can see that each aspect encompasses the other two aspects.[4] The aspects are coinherent.
Now this coinherence has a specific implication. Truth and application are distinguishable, but not isolatable from one another. They are two aspects of a coinherent triad. The truth is the content of Scripture (the meaning aspect), while application is the control of Scripture over our selves, our thoughts, and our behavior (the control aspect). The two coinhere.
God means and intends to communicate certain truths. He also means and intends that the truths be applied. The application is thus an integral aspect of the meaning. Meaning includes application. But conversely, application includes meaning. Any particular application is an application of something, an application of a truth or truths. It is an application of meanings of specific words or texts that are being applied. The application illustrates the meaning on which it is based. Moreover, the totality of application includes application in the mental sphere. Applying a verse includes applying it to our beliefs. It includes altering our beliefs so that they agree with what the verse says. That is, it includes attention to the meaning of the verse.
Consider a simple example. “Then in accordance with what is written, they celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles with the required number of burnt offerings prescribed for each day” (Ezra 3:4). “What is written” alludes to Numbers 29:12-38; Leviticus 23:33-43; and other passages in the Mosaic law. An aspect of the meaning of Numbers 29:12-38 is that people should celebrate with certain sacrifices. One implication of the meaning is that the people of Zerubbabel’s time should do so. The action in Zerubbabel’s time is an application of the text from Moses’ time. The application is an implication of the meaning of the earlier text, and as such is an aspect of that meaning. But now there is another way of looking at the matter. One application of Numbers 29 is mental application. People should mentally grasp what God is prescribing. When Zerubbabel (and others) correctly grasp of God’s law, they grasp its meaning. Meaning is thus application in the mental sphere. Meaning is an aspect of application.
The same intertwining of meaning and application occurs in the foundational text in John 17. The Father has given his word to Christ, and Christ has given the word to the disciples (John 17:14). His purpose in the word is that the Father would sanctify them by the truth (verse 17). The sanctifying is an aspect of the intention and the effect of giving the word; it is an aspect of the meaning of the communicative act. Conversely, one aspect of sanctifying is mental sanctifying, through understanding the meaning. Thus meaning is an aspect of the application, that is, the sanctifying. Meaning and application are even more impressively intertwined when we consider them on the level of divine action. The control through the sanctifying of the Father and the truth through the word of the Son coinhere through the indwelling of the Father and the Son in one comprehensive work.
As we might expect, coinherent unity and diversity exist wherever we look in Scripture, whether our focus be on personal fellowship with God, on truth, or on application. Consider first the matter of personal fellowship with God. There is one God, and hence all Christian fellowship is fellowship with one God. Fellowship rests on the unity of the unchanging person of God. Such is the unity of fellowship. There is also diversity: many people enjoy God’s fellowship, at many times, in many stages of growth, as 1 Corinthians 12 reminds us.
Or consider the matter of application. We may obviously find diverse applications to the diverse circumstances in which we live. Yet all the applications have a unified goal as well: they aim at holiness (Heb. 12:14; 1 Peter 1:15-16). They all aim at glorifying God (1 Cor. 10:31). Or, to express it differently, they aim at Christlikeness, conformity to the image of Christ (Rom. 13:14; 2 Cor. 3:18; 1 Cor. 15:49).
Finally, consider the issue of truth. The Bible contains many distinct truths in the distinct assertions of the distinct verses. But all these cohere in the One who is the Truth (John 14:6).
Christ as the center of Scripture
It is worthwhile to develop in more detail the Christocentric character of biblical truth. A number of passages of Scripture indicate in more than one way that Christ is at the center of the Bible and the truth. John 14:6, “I am the truth,” is only one.
Colossians 2:3 says that “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” are hidden in Christ. “All the treasures” obviously includes all the truths of all the verses of Scripture. All are hid in Christ.
John 1:1 and Revelation 19:13 indicate that Jesus Christ is the Word of God. As we have seen above, all particular divine words, from the words of creation onward, are manifestations of this one eternal Word.
2 Corinthians 1:20 says, “No matter how many promises Gold has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ.” The promises of God all find fulfillment in him. Of course, only some parts of the Bible have the explicit form of a promise. But perspectivally speaking, all of the Bible contains a promissory aspect, since God commits himself to us when he speaks to his people.
1 Timothy 2:5 and other passages indicate that Christ is the unique, indispensable mediator between God and men, by which we are saved and are able to listen to God without dying. Christ is indispensable for our right reception of Scripture. And since the Scripture has the function of bringing salvation, it is fundamentally about Christ. “Preaching must be theological. Salvation is of the Lord, and the message of the gospel is the theocentric message of the unfolding of the plan of God for our salvation in Jesus Christ. He who would preach the Word must preach Christ.”[5]
The claims in Luke 24:25-27 and 24:44-49 are particularly important. The disciples on the road to Emmaus felt defeated after Jesus’ crucifixion. But Jesus rebuked them:
How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory? And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. (Luke 24:25-27)
Thus, in this discussion on the road to Emmaus, Christ himself indicates that the Old Testament from beginning to end is about himself.
Sometimes people have thought that Christ is only claiming that a verse here and there popped up and spoke of the coming Messiah. And it is of course true that some verses speak more directly and obviously in this way. But the whole of the Old Testament is about God working out salvation. And salvation is to be found only in Christ. So the whole Old Testament, not just a few verses in isolation, speaks of Christ. Luke 24:44-47 makes this claim more explicitly:
He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.”
Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”
“The Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms” cover most, if not all, of the Old Testament. The Jews conventionally divided the Old Testament into three parts, the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Writings. The Law of Moses consisted of Genesis through Deuteronomy. The Prophets included the “Former Prophets” or historical writings of Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings, as well as the “Latter Prophets,” Isaiah through Malachi (but Daniel was customarily reckoned with the writings). The Writings included all the other books, the most prominent of which was the Book of Psalms. Since the Writings was a more miscellaneous collection, it did not until later have a standardized name.[6] At an early period it appears that “Psalms” was used as a convenient designation for this third group[7] Thus, Jesus probably referred to the whole group of writings through the Psalms as its most representative member. But even if he did not, that is, even if he only referred to the Book of Psalms and not the other books composing the Writings, he has encompassed the great bulk of the Old Testament in the sweep of his claims.
Note also that in verse 45 it says, “he opened their minds so that they could understand the Scriptures.” Here the Scriptures comprehensively are in view, not just a part of them, certainly not just a few scattered “Messianic texts.” Verses 46-47 indicate in what this understanding consists. “This is what is written,” that is, the substance of the message of the Scriptures. “The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, … .” The whole Old Testament, we conclude, has as its central message the suffering and resurrection of Christ. This conclusion confirms what was said in Luke 24:25-27. The whole Old Testament is about the work of Christ, in that it points forward to this work as what “must be fulfilled” (verse 44).
Few would challenge the idea that Christ is the core of the message of the New Testament writings. But Luke 24 is striking in making an analogous claim about the Old Testament. Christ’s work is the core of the purpose and import of the Old Testament as well as the New. How can it be so, and how do we arrive at an understanding like that of the apostles? We do not want simply to force a Christological message onto a text in an artificial way. For this imposition would not be “understanding” the Scriptural text in question, but simply imposing a meaning from some other, New Testament text. But neither do we want to avoid taking up the challenge that Luke 24 offers. The alternative to Christocentric understanding of the Old Testament is not understanding rightly—not understanding as Christ desired.
Understanding the Christocentric character of the Old Testament is not easy. For the Scriptures are profound, and we do not exhaust their implications. A good beginning can be made by studying the quotations and more direction allusions to the Old Testament that are found throughout the New Testament. Thereby Christ himself and his apostles instruct us in this understanding. The Book of Hebrews is particularly important, because, of all the books of the New Testament, it contains the most lengthy discussion of the fulfillment of the Old Testament.
This matter is so important that is deserves a book-length discussion. Indeed, books have been written on just this subject of Christ’s fulfillment of the Old Testament.[8] Because of the availability of some of these works, we will go on to consider other topics, rather than expounding the Christological implications of the Old Testament in detail.
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Chapter 5: The Triunal Character of Truth
Herman Hermeneut: O.K. So we have achieved some insight about God and about the fact that he speaks. But shouldn’t we also consider issues of language? After all, the Bible is written in human language. How does this fact limit what he says? What are the implications? What about considering what is the character of truth?
Missy Missiologist: Language is embedded in human culture. What we understand will depend heavily on the cultural context out of which we read the Bible. We need to rise beyond the limitations of our own cultural context. Otherwise, we are in danger of hearing only what fits with our culture.
Oliver Objectivist: But wherever we start, and whatever the biases of our own culture, the truth itself remains the same. Truth is the eternal sameness of a fixed, well-defined, objective meaning.
Amy Affirmationist: No, I think the Holy Spirit may bring different things to different people. Each person must find the truth that God gives to him.
Dottie Doctrinalist: Human language has its foundation in the doctrine of creation. Let’s go to Genesis.
We now look more closely at truth and language. Interpreting the Bible confronts us constantly with the language and the truth in the Bible. But what is language? And what is truth?
Language as imaging God
The Bible indicates that human beings were created in such a way that they could speak and understand language. Moreover, before human beings were created, God spoke. “God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Gen 1:3). Divine language and divine speaking precede human speaking.
Here we have another instance of imaging. Human beings use language because they imitate God who uses language. God’s speaking is the archetype for human speaking; human speaking is the “image” or mirroring of divine speaking.
Truth
Truth in human language also derives from a divine archetype. Jesus says that he is the truth (John 14:6; cf. 18:37). In his divine nature he is therefore the archetype for all human manifestations of the truth. John’s language about truth is closely related to the fact that Jesus in his incarnation definitively reveals God.
For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has even seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known. (John 1:17-18)
Thus truth is Trinitarian in character. Jesus is the truth. At the same time, he is the truth about God the Father. He is the truth manifested through the power of the Holy Spirit (Isa. 61:1). Of course, we speak here primarily of central religious truth about God. But such truth cannot be isolated from all truth. God teaches human beings whatever truth they know, and he is the source of it all (Ps. 94:10; Rom. 11:33-36). Colossians speaks of “… Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:2-3).
We may summarize some aspects of truth using the triad of imaging that we introduced earlier. First, truth in the Father is original reality. Second, truth in the Son is dynamic manifestation or image of the original reality. Third, truth in the Spirit is the harmony between the Father and the Son through their mutual indwelling. We may say that this truth is the concurrence of the Father with the Son, the presence of each with and in the other. Thus we have three categories, original reality, dynamic manifestation of the original, and concurrence of the dynamic expression with the original. Clearly these three categories describe the divine relations of Persons in the Trinity. But these divine relations are “imaged” and mirrored in the experience that human beings have of truth. We experience both reality and a particular manifestation or way of grasping that reality through a particular revelation.
We can illustrate this unity in diversity with the four Gospels. The four Gospels describe one Christ and one series of events of his earthly life. There is a unity to the truth of the four Gospels,[1] but also a diversity in their emphases and in the ways in which they present Christ. In Matthew Christ is preeminently the Davidic king, so Matthew appropriately begins with the genealogy running through the kings of the Davidic line. In John Christ is the Son of the Father revealing the Father. In Luke Christ is the one bringing salvation to the poor and prophetically proclaiming jubilee release (Luke 4:18-19). In Mark the Son of Man comes to destroy the kingdom of Satan. The diversity of the four Gospels is of course the product of the distinct personalities, interests, and situations of the four human authors. But God wills this diversity as well. It is divine diversity as well as human.
The Gospels in their plurality as well as in their unity represent God’s interpretation of the life of Christ. We do not need to go behind the diversity to find the “real” Christ. A person who reads only one of the Gospels can already know the real Christ, precisely in knowing him in the concrete manifestation in that one Gospel with its distinctive point of view. At the same time, that point of view is not the only possible true point of view.
As a result of coinherence, there may be both multiple expressions of truth and at the same time unified truth that these multiple expressions express. The diverse manifestations coinhere.
Now compare this approach with popular alternatives. Rationalism expresses a fragment of truth by stressing the unity, stability, and self-consistency of the truth. God is one and is faithful to himself. (This view is a kind of exaggerated form of Objectivist’s approach.) But rationalism counterfeits this reality if it then pictures truth in a way that eliminates the personality of God, the diversity of Persons, and the dynamic aspect in the Son’s relation to the Father. It then suppresses the diversity and creativity in the manifestations of the truth. The result is that we begin to think that we can find “real” truth only beyond the diversity of its concrete manifestations. Truth is an abstraction from the world. It becomes remote.
At the other extreme, relativism expresses a fragment of the truth by emphasizing the diversity of manifestations and perspectives of different Persons. (It is a kind of exaggeration of Amy Affirmationist.) But it introduces a counterfeit when it then claims that there is no real absolute truth. It falsifies the divine nature by undermining the unity of God and the unity of truth. Truth splits apart into the often contradictory views of different individuals and communities.
In the Trinity we do not sacrifice unity to diversity or diversity to unity. The Trinity provides an answer to relativism through coinherence. The diversity of manifestations or viewpoints does not imply the destruction of truth or the inaccessibility of truth. Rather, God speaks, through the Holy Spirit. Hence rather than being inaccessible truth is inescapable!
Let us illustrate again from the Gospels. In reading any one account, we may grasp Christ truly, though not exhaustively. Christ the Truth meets us and comes all the way to us in any one Gospel, through the Holy Spirit. Moreover, the truth in any one Gospel coheres with the truth in the other Gospels.
God is one, and does not contradict himself. We may not always be able to give a definitive harmonization of all the truths, for we are creatures and our knowledge is limited. Moreover, in sin we may twist and distort the truth. But in the midst of our limitations we may still know Christ, both through one Gospel and through all of them together.
We are to appreciate the distinctive emphases of any one Gospel, but not at the expense of denying the unity. Thus, grasping truth and knowing truth does not depend on our rising above all perspectives and human limitations, but rather on appropriating and enjoying what God supplies to us where we are.
Here we find also the beginnings of an answer to the vexed problems of multiple cultures and contextualization with which Missy Missiologist is concerned. Through the Spirit, who is the Creator, God is present in all the nooks and crannies of each culture. To be sure, human cultures are contaminated by sin. God may confront human beings to judge and punish sin as well as to reveal himself in blessing. But in spite of sin, people do not escape God. They suppress the truth about God even while they know it (Rom. 1:18-21). They try to run away from him, but they cannot escape him (Ps. 139). Hence, we do not need to rise above the particularities of Chinese culture, or ancient Hebraic culture, in order to know God truly. We need to be freed from sin, including its cultural as well as individual manifestations. But God and his truth can come to us right where we are, even in the midst of sin. We do not first disengage the divine truth in the Bible from its cultural setting in the Ancient Near East—that would be impossible anyway, since we ourselves are part of a particular culture. Anthropologists might try to rise above all cultures, but they can make the attempt only by using theoretical tools and methodologies that belong inextricably to the western academic subculture of theoretical anthropology! We do not, then disengage the Bible’s truth from all the particularities of cultures, but rather grasp the truth as it inheres in the particularity of its cultural setting. Each manifestational instance of the truth is a manifestation of originary truth. The instances are concurrent with the truth that they manifest.
Secular theories of truth
From this standpoint we can also see how secularist theories of truth fare. There are three main kinds of approach, coherence theories, correspondence theories, and subjectivist theories.[2] According to coherence theory, a system of thought is true if it is consistent with itself. Now God is consistent with himself. His consistency is guaranteed by the unity of God and the indwelling of the Persons of the Godhead through the Spirit. If our thought is consistent with or coherent with the thought of the indwelling Spirit, it is true.
According to correspondence theory, thought is true if it corresponds to what is the case. The Son as the image of God corresponds to or matches who the Father is. Truth is correspondence of the Son to the Father. Or, for human beings made in the image of God, our thought is true if it corresponds to, that is, images, the thought of the Son.
According to subjectivist theory, truth has to do with what a personal subject acknowledges. Truth is what God the Father knows. My truth is what I acknowledge, to the degree that it is not I alone but the indwelling Spirit who leads into truth (John 16:13).
Thus, all three theories in their secularist form have a grain of truth, but they also distort the truth. They become counterfeits of Trinitarian truth.
Truth as analogical
From the character of God, it follows that truth is inherently analogical. We never completely dispense with analogy and metaphor. Whether a particular piece of our language is mostly literal or mostly metaphorical, it images the divine language of God and the truth of God. The imaging relation is itself analogically related to the original imaging between the Father and the Son. Because God is unique, human beings image God in a way that is analogous to, but not identical with, the way in which the Second Person of the Trinity images the Father. As the Son is not identical with the Father, so the created images are not identical with the uncreated. As the Father and the Son coinhere, so the divine truth coheres with its images in human knowledge. We may never bring God down to the same level as creatures. But the Bible indicates that we may see analogies between what is true of God and what is true of us. For example, John 17:21 compares the oneness of believers with the oneness of the Father and the Son, even though the two kinds of oneness are not on the same level.
All attempts to dissolve all analogy and metaphor into a single level of purely literal language must fail to do justice to this mystery of coinherence.
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Chapter 6: Meaning
Herman Hermeneut: Now what about meaning? What do we mean by “meaning”?
Missy Missiologist: Meaning depends on the culture of the hearer.
Oliver Objectivist: I grant that different cultures may have their biases. But meaning is the same through all cultures. It is the fixed content of what is said.
Amy Affirmationist: But couldn’t the same verse mean different things to different people? Couldn’t every one of the meanings be the work of the Spirit?
Curt Cultural-Transformationist: Meaning has to be worked out in action, or it means nothing—it’s mere hypocrisy.
Laura Liturgist: Real meaning can be discovered only through participation in worship.
Doctrinalist: It’s all about what God has in mind.
Objectivist: It’s all about what the human author has in mind.
The differences that we have already seen in the Bible discussion tend to spill over and propagate themselves when it comes to the issue of meaning. So we need to consider the question of meaning. If all particular truths cohere with one another, and are perspectives on one another, do texts have one meaning or many?
And what do we mean by “meaning”?
Consider a particular example. John 17: 4 says, “I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do.” What is the meaning of this verse? How does its meaning relate to other verses of the Bible? What is its meaning for us?
Unity and diversity in content
John 17:4 says something definite. Other verses do not simply repeat John 17:4, but say other things. At the same time, all the verses of John and all the verses of the Bible fit together to teach coherent truth. Two verses never contradict one another, but say things in harmony with one another. As there is unity and diversity in truth, so there is both unity and diversity in the meanings. As usual, God’s Trinitarian character provides the archetype for our understanding the unity and diversity in truth and meaning. The truths and meanings of different verses are different, yet they go together into a larger whole.
We could understand this unity and diversity by developing an analogy from the earlier idea of one originary truth and multiple manifestational expressions. But instead, let us develop a new triad of categories.
The Word, in his incarnate life, manifests who God always is. He is God. Hence everything he does manifests who God is. At the same time, he is a particular Person of the Godhead. He manifests God in a particular way. He is the Word become flesh. The Son and not the Father became incarnate. In the incarnation the Son shows that he is a particular Person, distinct from the other Persons of the Godhead. There is both unity, one God, and diversity, the particularity of who the Son is in his incarnation. We may associate with this unity in diversity a triad of three categories.
First, we may express the unity in God by speaking of a classificational aspect of the revelation of God in the Word. God is one and the same God throughout history. Every particular act of God is a manifestation of the class “God.” It is the same God who is revealed. The classificational aspect is the aspect of “sameness” of unity in all the instances revealing who God is. Of course all three Persons of the Godhead remain the same through all history. But it is preeminently the Father who remains the same, through the diversities of the coming of the Word in flesh and the pouring out of the Spirit at Pentecost. We associate the classificational aspect with God the Father.
Second, we may express the diversity in God’s acts by speaking of the instantiational aspect of the revelation of God. By this we mean that every act of God has its own individuality. One act is distinguishable from other acts at other times. It is an “instance” of God’s action. The Word who became flesh (John 1:14) is an instantiation of God. We associate the instantiational aspect with the Second Person of the Trinity.
Third, we may express the unity in diversity and the diversity in unity by speaking of an associational aspect. By this we mean that different instances of God’s action are all in harmony with who God is: they cohere with God’s unchangeable character and they cohere with other instances of God’s action. In the associational aspect we focus on the relation between instances and the general class. The associational aspect is expressed in the statement, “The Word was with God.” (John 1:1b). The Word has an association with God. As we have seen, this association consists in mutual indwelling (John 17:21). It is mediated through the Spirit. So we link the associational aspect with the Holy Spirit.[1]
We thus have three categories, classificational, instantiational, and associational. Together these form a triad of coinherent perspectives.[2]
Now, each particular event in the earthly life of Christ is an instantiation or manifestation of the one God, who is classificationally the same. The presence of the Holy Spirit guarantees that the particular instantiations are all instantiations associated with the one God. They manifest who this God really is.
The particular truths about the particular events are like instantiations. One God knows all these truths, which therefore classificationally belong to the single category truth. Moreover, all the truths coinhere or are concurrent.
Suppose that we consider two truths. God is righteous. God is all-knowing. These statements are distinguishable and are particular. At the same time, they describe one God. Each casts light on the other. God’s righteousness is all-knowing righteousness. And God’s knowledge is righteous knowledge. We do not properly understand God’s knowledge if we think it is knowledge in unrighteousness; nor do we understand God’s righteousness if we think it is uninformed by complete knowledge. Hence, the two statements inform one another and are deeply involved in one another. Each in a sense presupposes the other. In this way the two statements coinhere. They are aspects of a unified truth, namely that God is God.
The two statements in their relation to one another therefore show classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects. Classificationally, they point to one unified truth, the Godhood of God. Instantiationally, they each say a particular thing; the particular thing that they say is distinct from what the other statement says. Associationally, they interpret and expound each other through coinherence.
In like manner, the record of individual events of the life of Christ in the Gospels contains so many instantiations. Each individual statement or incident is particular, exhibiting the instantiational aspect. Second, each fits into a narrative whole expounding the character of the one Christ, who is the same in all these events, thus exhibiting the classificational aspect. Finally, the different statements and incidents interpret one another and mutually expound one another, thus exhibiting the associational aspect.
In agreement with the nature of the Trinity, the classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects coinhere in the Trinity. By analogy, they coinhere in the particular manifestation of Trinitarian truth in the Bible. Hence, we know that classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects coinhere in each and every truth found in the Bible, and in each and every meaning expressed in the Bible.
A triad for meaning
Now let us apply this triad, consisting in classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects, to a special area. Let us focus on the message of a chosen passage of the Bible. The message has classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects. Because this topic is so important for us, we will employ more terms. We will speak of the sense, the application, and the import of the passage.
Let us call the classificational aspect of the message of a passage the sense of the passage. We can reexpress the sense through paraphrase, but we still intuitively know that it is the same sense. Any particular expression of the sense involves a particular series of words or sentences uttered at a particular time and place. We may rephrase the same truth in different words. But the sense that we express remains fundamentally the same. God is the same, and remains faithful to himself throughout all time. The truths of God are the same. Hence, God is the guarantee of the stability of sense, throughout all the ways that we may choose to expression that sense.
For example, John 17:4 says what it says. The Son, not someone else, has brought glory to the Father. He has done so specifically “on earth,” not in some other location. He has accomplished a particular work rather than being idle or independent. The particular truth here is the sense of the verse.
Second, let us call the instantiational aspect of the passage its application. Application is a most apt term to use in the case of imperative passages. “Pray continually” (1 Thess. 5:17) is instantiated or applied when a particular person prays continually. Their praying is an “application” of the command in 1 Thessalonians 5:17.
We want to stretch the word “application,” however, to cover other kinds of use as well. The teacher may teach “pray continually” either by saying those words, by a paraphrase, or by an illustration. Each such act of teaching is an “application” of the content that is taught. Each inference from a truth of the Bible is an application of the truth. Application, in this use, includes not only obedience to commands, but appropriate cognitive, verbal, behavioral, and attitudinal responses to assertions, questions, commands, meditations, and all kinds of communicative modes in the Bible. An application is any instantiation of a passage in word or deed; it is an illustration or realization or unfolding of the consequences of a passage within a particular context in the world. Now the applications are first of all what God in his wisdom plans and foresees. God knows all possible applications before any human being even hears the text. Applications are ultimately what God has in view, not what human beings succeed in doing.
Finally, let us call the associational aspect import. The import of a passage then resides in the multitude of its connections with other passages and other truths, so that each throws light on the other. John 17:4 is a good illustration of this process. In the phrase “completing the work” Jesus alludes to the entire course of his earthly ministry. The meaning of the phrase is filled out by perusing the rest of the Gospel of John and seeing what particular works Jesus had in mind. The expression “you gave me to do” is supplemented by all the other passages in John that talk in one way or another about the Father sending and commissioning the Son. By putting together 17:4 with the rest of the Gospel of John, we understand more than we could from reading John 17:4 merely in isolation.
Thus we have a triad of “meanings”: sense, application, and import. As usual, the three coinhere and offer perspectives on one another. Nevertheless, for many people, “meaning” naively has associations very like our idea of “sense.” “Meaning” is any paraphrased restatement of the obvious point or main point of a text, taken more or less in isolation. If we chose, we could of course define “meaning” as identical with “sense.” The important point is not how we label any of the three elements of our triad, but rather that we see that the three coinhere.
Application presupposes sense. Application is an application of something, namely the sense. Concrete particulars only make sense in the context of the general meanings or senses that they illustrate. Conversely, sense presupposes application. No sense can be grasped without application, without some ability to grasp ways in which it would make cognitive, ideational, and behavioral differences in particular instances. If a child could parrot the words, “You shall not steal,” but could not paraphrase or explain it, and could not exhibit behavior illustrating it, we would rightly say that the child did not yet really understand.
Sense also presupposes import. Sense exists and makes sense within a surrounding context, both historical and textual. The context in its relation to the sense constitutes import. Conversely, import presupposes sense, in that import arises from relation among senses. Sense arises out of the particularity of application, import out of the particular senses that relate to one another. Application becomes possible only within a context of import, and context of other meanings that guide the interpretation of the relation of a sense to a particular situation in which it is applied..
It follows that understanding a passage always involves an interplay of sense, particular application, and the associational richness of contexts (import). People instinctively follow this interplay all the time when they read and understand. But some theories would prefer a world in which sense could be rigidly isolated, and considered independently of an indefinitely large context of applications and associations.
Depth in import
The associations of one text with its larger context extend out indefinitely. Hence, sense, though definite, coheres with import that is indefinitely deep. Let us illustrate by considering John 17:4 again. John 17, as we saw, is not merely the word that God speaks to us, but the word that God speaks to God. The Son speaks to the Father.
To be sure, John 17 is written by John to us. It is a record of the speech that the Son earlier gave. But in the record John points us to the speech itself. Through the perspective or window of John’s written record, we hear the speech, not merely a record empty of value. Since John is inspired, the perspective faithfully reveals the original.
Now, in the divine speech of the Son to the Father, expressions like “I brought you glory,” “completing the work,” and “you gave me” have infinite meaning. We know that they do because in fellowship the Father and the Son share infinitely rich knowledge, and that knowledge is summed up in the expressions in question. The expressions do not lose anything in their definite sense; rather, they gain in rich allusions.
As human beings, we in our reading of the John 17:4 do not suddenly obtain infinite depth of knowledge. But we know that we can grow in understanding indefinitely. As the Lord gives us knowledge of himself through other passages, in the course of our whole life, we come to know God more and more, with more and more depth (John 17:7, 21, 25-26). As we come to know God more, we see more and more the implications contained in the divine communication between the Son and the Father in John 17:4. Thus, in this passage, an indefinitely deep richness extends also to us.
In John 17:4 it is quite evident that sense, application, and import coinhere. They are not neatly separable. The applications include all the particular “works” that the Son accomplished on earth. These do not exist in pure isolation, but enjoy what meaning that they have in the context of a unified work, “the work you have me to do.” The sense of the verse involves this work. All the applications are implications of the one sense, that is, the general claim that the Son makes. If the Son “completed the work,” he completed by implication all the particular works. He turned the water into wine, he conversed with Nicodemus, he conversed with the Samaritan woman, he fed the 5000, and so on. The implications, according to most views, are part of the “meaning,” and thus are included in the sense.
But the sense, understood accurately, is not simply any sense that could be attributed to the words in John 17:4. Rather, it is the sense that they actually have when spoken by the Son at a particular time and place. The sense can be interpreted only through context. We are tacitly invoking import when we reckon with the other passages of John that speak of the particularities in the “work” of the Son. Conversely the import comprised by all the passages taken together can be appreciated only by appreciating the sense of each particular passage. Sense, application, and import interpenetrate.
Meaning and application
How does my view of meaning and application compare to other views? It is important to underline three features of my approach. First, God gives stability to meaning and to sense. Because God exists, because he is the ultimate source of meaning, meaning is not just mush. It is not just a human invention that we manipulate as we may.
Second, God is not only the author of the words of Scripture, but their interpreter as well. This fact is most obvious when God explicitly speaks to God, as in John 17. But by virtue of the Holy Spirit’s role as “hearer” (John 16:13), we can infer the same conclusion with respect to other passages.
Third, unlike some popular versions of meaning-application theories, I insist that meaning and application coinhere. Each is a perspective on the other, and neither can in the end be understood or even discussed or identified without tacit understanding of the other.[3] God plans and intends that his words should have the effects on readers that they have. This intention includes all the details of all the applications through all history. The applications are part of God’s intention. Hence, in the usual approach that identifies meaning with authorial intention[4], all the applications are part of the meaning. Conversely, each application, if it is an application at all, is an application of something: it is an expression or instantiation of the intention of God, an intention that covers more than one application. Hence the very idea of application presupposes the unity of meaning through the unity of God’s plan.
In short, we can associate meaning with the classificational aspect, and application with the instantiational aspect. We also have a relation of meaning to application using the context of other truths and other meanings: we have the context of import.
We can achieve the same triadic division starting from another point of view. Consider the fact that God is a lover. In analogy with human loving, God’s loving shows fidelity, creativity, and intimacy. In fidelity God remains stable and faithful to his promises. In creativity he delights us with surprises. And in intimacy he shares himself and his presence. These three aspects of loving display attributes of God, namely, his faithfulness, his creative power, and his omnipresence. As we might expect, they are also analogically related to the Persons of the Trinity. God’s sameness or fidelity we can associate with the Father. His creativity we associate with the Son, who executes the plan of the Father in time; he brings about newness not only in creation but in the incarnation, the crucifixion, and the resurrection. The Holy Spirit corresponds to God’s intimacy, in that one of his central tasks is to indwell us and thereby be intimate with us. The three aspects, fidelity, creativity, and intimacy, thus coinhere and are perspectives on one another.
With this triad in hand, we may distinguish aspects of meaning and application. The stability of meaning or of sense corresponds to God’s faithfulness. The multiplicity of applications and the challenge to apply God’s word in new situations corresponds to God’s creativity. And God’s involvement in holding all truths in relation to one another corresponds to intimacy. Meaning, application, and import form an image in the operation of language of God’s fidelity, creativity, and intimacy. These three in turn form an image of the Trinity. Hence, meaning, application, and import coinhere.
Evangelicals have rightly maintained that secularist reader-response theories threaten to undermine all stability in meaning, leading to a situation where every man does “that which is right in his own eyes.” By contrast, God provides stability to meaning. Since God does not change (Mal. 3:6), neither does the meaning of his word change. God knows the end from the beginning (Isa. 46:10; cf. Ps. 139:16). He possesses all import in the infinitude of his divine wisdom.
Now one aspect of God’s wisdom is his plan for history. Events develop in time. To human beings on earth, import becomes accessible only gradually. We compare later events with earlier. By using the import perspective, we can understand the grain of truth in reader-response approaches. The Holy Spirit continues to speak and teach Christians today (2 Cor 3:16-18; 1 John 2:20-27; cf. John 16:7-16, which applies primarily to the apostles but secondarily to all believers). The canon of the Bible is complete, but redemptive history continues to unfold through the reign of Christ. Consequently, our understanding of the Bible continues to change and grow. This growth takes place through God’s continuing to speak through Scripture. What he says does not change, but he continues to instruct us by saying it. In this sense, the communication is not over. From the standpoint of historical development, from the standpoint of the experience of individuals and the experience of the church, the “import” for human beings is incomplete and dynamically changing. Closure comes with the Second Coming (1 Cor. 13:12).
Divine and human in the Bible
We have derived richness in meaning from reflecting on the fact that it is God who speaks. What now is the role of the human speaker or author?
God made man in his own image (Gen. 1:26-27). Human language mirrors divine language. We may expect that it has a derivative richness mirroring the richness of divine language. Human speaking involves sense, application, and import. Human assertions and commands have a stable sense expressed in a particular manifestation or application, in the context of a larger network of meanings making up import.
Now what is the relation between the divine and the human? What is the relation between divine and human in the Bible? Each book of the Bible has a human author as well as the one divine Author. Do the two authors, divine and human, mean the same thing or different things?
We may use as our model the way that Christ speaks in John 17. Christ who is God the Son speaks, and simultaneously Christ the man speaks. By virtue of the unity of the one Person of Christ, we may rightly say that one Person speaks. The particular speech in John 17 is thus a single speech from a single Person, simultaneously divine and human. As divine utterance, verses like 17:5 have infinite meaning, as we have seen. As human utterance, they express finite knowledge on the part of the utterer. As God, the Son knows all things (Matt. 11:27); as man, his knowledge is limited (Luke 2:52). How can we possibly comprehend this mystery? We cannot. It is the mystery of the incarnation.
Through this mystery we may nevertheless come to understand what God has revealed in Christ. We see a harmony between divine and human. Christ the man does not know all the details of God’s plan, but he does know the basic facts of his own role, including the presence of his divine nature (John 17:5). In his human nature he knows that there is more knowledge in his divine nature than what he knows. In words he alludes to that infinite knowledge in John 17:5. In his human nature he uses language that includes the divine infinite.
Conversely, Christ the eternal Son knows all the details of God’s plan. Included in that knowledge is the knowledge of his human nature, and of the concrete role that he plays with respect to his human nature in the events of redemption, “completing the work you gave me to do” (John 17:4), “while I was with them” in incarnate state on earth (John 17:12). God the Son affirms the particular significance of the actions of his human nature. By implication, he affirms the significance of the limitations in knowledge that accompany the speech of human nature on earth. Within the infinitude of the divine plan, this and not that bit of knowledge is singled out to be communicated to Christ’s human nature, and to his disciples.
What we have here is unique, because it belongs to the uniqueness of Christ’s incarnate state. But at the same time, Christ’ unique incarnation reveals who God always is. We have here an instance of the operation of the triad of imaging, consisting in originary, manifestational, and concurrent perspectives. The originary perspective in this instance arises from Christ’s divine nature; the manifestational perspective arises from Christ’s human nature; and the concurrent perspective arises from the unity of the two natures in one Person. Starting with any one of these, we end by affirming all. All are inextricably involved in one another.
To put it another way, the finite meanings of Christ’s human nature point to and are in union with the infinite meanings of his divine nature. Each is a perspective on the other.
We may now extend the lesson from John 17 to all of the Bible. Christ is the Final Prophet (Acts 3:20-26). As such, he is absolutely unique. But he is thereby also the model for how all prophets functioned throughout the Bible. Only through the mediation of Christ may we sinners receive the word of God and yet live. The ministry of other prophets thus presupposes the ministry of Christ, and is theologically founded on him.
The prophets, then, tacitly affirm the presence of God in their speaking. When they say, “Thus says the LORD,” it is not merely they as human beings speaking, but God speaking through their speaking. Conversely, the Lord affirms the significance of the prophets, in directing our attention to them and not merely to his voice in bare isolation: “If anyone does not listen to my words that the prophet speaks in my name, I myself will call him to account” (Deut. 18:19).[5]
2 Peter 1:20-21 explicitly combines divine and human action:
Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.
In prophetic inspiration divine and human aspects enjoy inner harmony. But divine and human are not strictly identical or indistinguishable. Christ as man points beyond the limits of his human knowledge in John 17:5, without having to exceed the limits of finiteness of his human nature. Christ as God knows the limits of his human nature, without being confined to those limits when as God he addresses the Father in John 17:5.
We cannot, then, strictly limit ourselves to the “human” Christ when we read John 17. John 17:5 explicitly forbids it. What can we infer about Scripture? Christ has a divine and a human nature. Scripture has divine and human speaking. The analogy is not exact. But it is still suggestive. We cannot strictly limit ourselves to the human speaking when we interpret Scripture. The phrase “Thus says the LORD,” on the prophet’s own lips, explicitly forbids it.
Now let us return again to the question of infinitude of meaning. As we have seen in John 17:5, when God addresses God, we deal with an infinitude of meaning.
But an objector says, “Wait! John 17 is the word of John the Evangelist to us. We can limit ourselves to the finite meaning of John the Evangelist.” No, we cannot. The Evangelist intends that we should hear the Son speaking. The Son indicates his deity in John 17:5. The Evangelist is then in effect confessing that, though he does not comprehend the depths of infinite meaning in John 17:5, he invites us to join with him in contemplating that infinitude. His intention is to reveal to some extent an infinitude that he does not himself fully comprehend. To be loyal to the Evangelist’s intention we need to realize that his intention is, as it were, to “go beyond his intention,” or more precisely to go beyond his comprehension. The human mediation of John the Evangelist, like the human mediation of Christ on which it is built, does not block off infinitude but gives access to Him.
We have arrived, then, at a partial answer to Oliver Objectivist. Objectivist located meaning exclusively with the human author, and insisted on the precise stability of one meaning. He is right in seeing the importance of the human in God’s message to us. And he is right to insist on stable meaning, that is stable sense. But sense is coinherent with application and import, so that it is illusory to try to deal with sense in pure isolation. Moreover, the human meaning of the prophetic authors coinheres with divine, so that it is illusory to try to restrict oneself to a purely human level.
Diversity in the mode of divine authorship
John 17 furnishes not only a model for understanding the divine and human, but for understanding the diversity in divine modes of address. Divine speaking includes God the Father speaking, the Son speaking, and the Spirit speaking. They speak in relation to one another and in relation to human beings. John 14-17 reveals a striking diversity in mode of address, because of the plurality of Persons in the Trinity.
An analogous diversity appears when God addresses human beings. God can address people in an audible voice, as at Mount Sinai (Ex. 20:18;19). God can write with his own finger on tablets of stone (Ex. 24:12; 31:18; 32:16). He can also raise up a prophetic mediator, like Moses (Deut. 6:22-33; Deut. 18:15-18). The prophet can say, “Thus says the LORD,” and then speak for the Lord in the first person (Ex. 32:27; Isa. 43:14; etc.). He can also quote what the Lord has said to him: “The LORD said to me, ‘I have heard what this people said to you’ ” (Deut. 5:28).. He can also speak back to the Lord in his own voice, “But now, please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written” (Ex. 32:32).
Naively, we might suppose that only the address of God to the prophet is really the divine voice. The prophet then speaks in his own voice to the people. But that is not correct. The prophetic speaking to the people is stilldivine speaking, not merely a quote from the past divine speaking to the prophet. The prophetic word to the people not only quotes God, but carries forward to the people the word of God to the prophet. The prophet passes along what he has heard. This passing along is analogous to what happens in John 17: the Son’s word to the disciples passes along the Father’s word to the Son. His word is also the Father’s word. The prophet’s word to the people is also God’s word to the people.
Consider another mode represented in John 17. When the Son speaks to the disciples, his speaking includes the Father speaking by dwelling in the Son (John 14:10). Likewise, the prophet speaking to the people in the name of God includes God speaking to the people through the prophet. The Son speaks back to the Father concerning the disciples and the Father’s plan for them. Likewise, under inspiration the prophet speaks back to God concerning the people (Ex. 32:32).
We need, then, to head off the idea that only one kind of speech, such as “Thus says the LORD,” constitutes the “real” divine speaking. Within Scripture the genres of speaking may be quite diverse. For example, in the psalms human psalmists pour out to God their remarkably human struggles, doubts, and expressions of trust. These psalms represent human beings speaking to God. Some interpreters have then taken the next step and concluded that the humanity excludes deity: these psalms, they say, are not instances where God speaks to human beings. But such a conclusion is false. John 17 is the speech of a human being to God, but is also the speech of God to God. Likewise, the psalms are speeches of human beings, but these human beings were “carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21), so that the words are also divine. The psalms are divinely perfect examples for the people of God to imitate, examples pointing forward also to the perfect speech of man to God in the Person of the God-man, Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit groaned within the psalmists, after the manner of Romans 8:26-27, so that God and man speak in the same act of communication. They do not, however, speak in the same way. The “I” of the psalms is directly the human suppliant; the Holy Spirit speaks in the psalms not by being literally the “I,” but by instructing the psalmist and us concerning the manner in which we are to pray. The joint speaking is possible because of indwelling, that is, an Old Testament precursor of the New Testament indwelling that we see after Pentecost.
In sum, we need to do full justice to the fact that not all Scripture presents itself to us in the same way. The texture differs according to whether God addresses human beings or human beings address God, or human beings quote the address of God. We do not flatten all these textures into a boring monotone. The diverse textures, far from eliminating the divine presence, confirm the rich Trinitarian character of that presence.
This richness is wonderful. But it does confront Oliver Objectivist with certain difficulties. On whose meaning do we focus? Not only do we confront the dwelling of the divine in the human but the dwelling of divine in divine. We deal with the distinct voices of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. We must obviously try to appreciate and understand all three, in unity and in diversity. Such is not the original program that Objectivist had in mind, when he used a picture of a single meaning that would be simply one without Trinitarian diversity.
The concerns of scholars
The concerns of Objectivist are of broader interest. Objectivist thinks in the same way as many scholars do. Ideally, in their view, objective interpretation pursues an objective meaning that is “there.” By accumulating sufficient information about language and historical background, and by sifting this information with sufficient intellectual acuity, according to the proper techniques, scholars may hope to discover the objective meaning. Safety resides in cutting the objective meaning loose from the subjective response of the interpreter. Are the concerns of these scholars valid?
Such desire for objectivity raises many questions. Which is primary, sense or import? Meaning or application? Stability or living interaction in interpretation? Objectivity or subjectivity?[6] Being intellectual or emotional in our response to the text?
All of these questions seems to produce a dilemma. But they are all false alternatives. In fact, responsible biblical interpretation includes the two seemingly incompatible poles in a harmony. As God purifies us, we as subjects begin to listen humbly to the objectivities of the textual message. The objective message in turn has the power to transform us subjectively. Diligent application leads to sanctification. When we become godly, we obtain a firmer grasp of the sense. Deeper absorption of the sense leads to diligent application and godliness.
Thus we reject both kinds of one-sidedness. We need sense, application, and import, all three.
First, we need the sense. We need to pursue God by listening to what he says. We need to grasp the sense of each passage more and more accurately and more and more deeply. The Holy Spirit is never in tension with what God has said once and for all. The Holy Spirit speaks “only what he hears” (John 16:13). Moreover, the Holy Spirit as Creator has supplied all the good resources that we find in language and culture. The Holy Spirit produces all godly scholarship. Thus, the best tools of godly scholarship play a valuable role in grasping this sense.
Second, the Holy Spirit leads us into application. We do not rightly interpret the Bible if we ignore its demand to be applied. “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says” (James 1:22). Application brings us into conformity to Christ, so that we know his mind. Then we interpret more accurately.
Third, the Holy Spirit uses import in instructing us. We need a grasp of the overall texture of the Bible, not merely a jumble of details. Lest Corinthians miss the main point, Paul summaries the whole of his message in 1 Corinthians 15:1-4.
The Holy Spirit is our teacher in all these aspects (1 John 2:20-27). But we are still on the way. We are not always good at bringing the different poles together. If you will permit me to exaggerate, I may draw the following caricature. The Christian church splits into scholarly and nonscholarly parties. The scholarly party cares only for objectivity, rigor, and the recovery of grammatical-historical sense. The nonscholarly party tries to apply devotionally whatever ideas come into the mind when the Bible is read, and does not ask itself whether God could be saying one definite thing. But both of these responses are recipes for stultification.
Fortunately, people do learn from God and from other members of the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12). The potential split that I described is continually being healed. But there are still tendencies in these two directions.[7]
The scholarly party is small in number, but it is educated and privileged. We tend to draw a flattering picture of ourselves. Naturally, as the educated, we “know” what is the problem with the masses and what they need. They need to follow us. We are the leaders, the vanguard. We see and understand the teaching of the Bible more deeply.
I sympathize with one aspect of this picture, namely the desire that others should profit from scholars’ insights. But there are at least two things wrong with this picture. First, we who are scholars are not as well off as we think. We still have spiritual deficiencies. We who are scholars need to know God, and to apply this knowledge to every aspect of our scholarship as well as our everyday lives. The application to our lives in turn influences the skills and fruits of scholarship.
The second problem with the scholar’s self-portrait is that it subtly depreciates the work of the Holy Spirit among nonscholars. The Holy Spirit dwells in other believers as well as scholars, and guides them into the truth.
In particular, we need to look carefully at the ways in which nonscholarly people use God-given insight on biblical texts. Scholars tends to see in nonscholarly imagination only ignorance and uncontrolled subjectivity. And of course sometimes they are right. But often something very profound is going on here. What looks suspicious to many scholars may actually be a work of God.
Illustrations using analogy
When nonscholars engage in the most subjective flights of imagination, they use analogies. A passage of the Bible calls to mind a situation that they were in, or a saying that they have heard, or a theory that they once had. They can do such things only because they too, like the most careful and exacting scholar, are roaming about in the richness of the connections among the truths of God (the associational aspect). They are exploring remote regions of the import of a passage.
Now we must be careful. Human beings on earth are sinful. God does not endorse whatever comes into our minds. But we are dependent on God for our minds. And we are dependent on God for the associations that we can make between truths, or between opinions that we take to be true. Even in the midst of our error, we do not escape relying on connections that God himself has established and ordained.
Hence, the connections that people find, however strange, were not created by them but by God. God thought these connections before any human being ever did. God made sure that these connections were of such a kind, and in such contexts, that people could discover them.
Hence, people can discover truths of God in strange ways. They may wildly misunderstand the sense of a text, and yet arrive at a conclusion endorsed by other parts of the Bible. If we have been in Christian circles for awhile, we have all seen this sort of thing happen. For example, a newly converted young man reads Acts 18:2, “Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave Rome.” He decides that God is commanding him to move out of his girlfriend’s apartment and stop sleeping with her. The conclusion is biblical, but it is supported by other passages, not Acts 18:2.
Let us consider a more complex example. We start with the passage in Isaiah 54:4-5:
Fear not, for you will not be ashamed;
be not confounded, for you will not be put to shame;
for you will forget the shame of your youth,
and the reproach of your widowhood you will remember no more.
For your Maker is your husband,
the Lord of hosts is his name;
and the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer,
the God of the whole earth he is called.
I once heard a widow testify how much this passage had comforted her. She said that when she lost her human husband, the Lord had given her this passage promising that He would be her husband.
Scholars who examine the original historical context know that Isaiah is speaking to Jerusalem, pictured as a widow and personified (Isa. 52:9-10). Jerusalem in turn stands more broadly as a exemplar of God’s dealings with the people of God as a whole. The sense of the passage concerns the spiritual and physical restoration of Jerusalem and the people of God, not the comforting of a widow in the literal sense.
In this type of case, the woman’s interpretation looks to the scholar like a totally arbitrary leap. But of course there are loose, analogical associations between the various ideas. If there were no such associations, the woman herself would probably not have seen any connection between the passage and her conclusion. She would not have been comforted by going back to it.
The analogical associations are associations between various elements in the truths of God. Many of these truths are taught somewhere in a particular passage of the Bible. Other truths we infer from a large number of passages, taken together. For instance, according to 2 Corinthians 1, God undertakes to comfort his people in many types of circumstances. Widowhood is one such circumstance. Hence, the Lord does promise to meet the woman’s need in her widowhood.
The woman is not wrong in her conclusion. Neither is she wrong to think that there is at least a loose association between the comfort-in-widowhood complex in Isaiah 54:4-5 and the comfort-in-widowhood complex in her own life. She would be wrong, of course, if she insisted that the sense of the passage was precisely her comfort, nothing more, nothing less. But it is very unlikely that she is actually claiming anything this precise. She is rather saying, “This is how the Lord applied the passage to me.” Nonscholars do not usually invoke the technical idea of sense. They do not make precise distinctions between sense, import, application, and loose association. The widow does not carefully distinguish these aspects, but unconsciously weaves them all together.
Is the Holy Spirit involved in what happened to the woman? The woman learned a biblical truth, even though the truth does not attach primarily to the sense of the passage in Isaiah 54:4-5. How do we describe this situation? Is it the work of God? Did the Holy Spirit use the loose association to bring home to the woman a definitely biblical truth, namely that God comforts her in her widowhood?
I say yes. But how do we know? We know because God is sovereign over the operations of the human mind, including this widow’s mind. And from 2 Corinthians 1 we know that the final effect is biblical. Her conclusion does not contradict but rather conforms to the teaching of Scripture as a whole.
In fact, in this particular case, the loose association with Isaiah 54:4-5 is not so loose as we might suppose at first. Galatians 4:27 indicates that the promise to Jerusalem in Isaiah 54 is fulfilled in the heavenly Jerusalem, the church. Our widow is a believer. She belongs to the heavenly Jerusalem. The benefits that Christ purchased for the church flow to her also, since she is united to Christ. Christ is the husband to the church, as Ephesians 5:22-33 points out. If she is a member of the church he is a husband to her in particular. The imagery of widowhood in Isaiah 54:4-5 is in fact especially appropriate to her, because she is in need of comfort in a way pointedly analogous to the comfort of which the passage speaks. When we take into account enough biblical context, the passage (with its context) does apply to her, and applies in the way that she understood.
People without professional training are often unable to fill in all the steps here. The widow might not be able to cite Galatians 4:27, Ephesians 5:22-33, and a theology of New Testament fulfillment in order to defend her interpretation. But the Holy Spirit knows all these connections and all the possible supporting arguments. Most important, he knows what he is doing with the woman.
In short, this woman’s conclusion from Isaiah 54:4-5 is fundamentally sound. But can we endorse just anything that people come up with? Clearly not. Sinful human beings can come up with heresies and distortions when they read the Bible. How do we tell the difference between the woman’s conclusion and a heretical conclusion? We must go back and examine the Bible, just as we did when we appealed to Galatians 4:27 and Ephesians 5:22-33. The Bible must remain our ultimate standard. Any conclusions in tension with it must be rejected.
Thus it is not true that anything goes. We do not just accept anything, in the way that Amy Affirmationist is tempted to do. But we can acknowledge that the Holy Spirit sometimes teaches people in mysterious ways, through associations as well as through self-conscious logic.
We can extrapolate from cases like the widow to even stranger analogies. We may include even the “misuse” of Acts 18:2 to suggest that a new convert should stop living with his girlfriend. The Holy Spirit uses texts as a spring-board to enlist and stimulate believers’ spirits. The Holy Spirit as Creator and sovereign ruler over language establishes and superintends all associations and analogies. He includes in his domain not only the “tight” analogies used when scholars reexpress the sense of a passage, but the loose metaphoric analogies that we associate with the function of spiritual intuition. Import extends out and ultimately embraces all the truth in the entire plan of God.
If people’s spirits are tuned to loving God, and if the Holy Spirit guides them, people arrive again and again at biblical conclusions. The scholars say that these things are “unsound.” But the Holy Spirit is Lord, over scholars as well as everyone else. In agreement with scholars, we must acknowledge that there is a distinction between paraphrase and other dimensions of language. We acknowledge the stability of the sense of a passage. In agreement with intuitive nonscholars, we acknowledge that there are a host of other pathways of analogy, all of which may be pathways for discovering the truth of God.
Augustine makes similar observations:
Since, therefore, each person endeavours to understand in the Holy Scriptures that which the writer understood, what hurt is it if a man understand what Thou, the light of all true-speaking minds, dost show him to be true although he whom he reads understood not this, seeing that he also understood a Truth, not, however, this Truth?[8]
In the first half of the sentence Augustine focuses on the concern of scholars for understanding the sense: “that which the [human] writer understood.” But in the second half Augustine acknowledges that God may choose to teach another truth by means of the passage. The legitimacy of the effect is based on the unity of truth in one God.
He who knows the Truth knows that Light; and he that knows it knoweth eternity. Love knoweth it. O Eternal Truth, and true Love, and loved Eternity! Thou art my God; to Thee do I sigh both night and day.
If we both see that that which thou sayest is true, and if we both see that what I say is true, where, I ask, do we see it? Certainly not I in thee, nor thou in me, but both in the unchangeable truth itself, which is above our minds.[9]
We must add one further point that Augustine presupposes. There is a difference between truth and error. We must sift conclusions that we reach, whether we have used logic or whether we have used intuitive connections. Not all the thoughts of all human beings are equally acceptable. Human beings are sinful. God uses preestablished analogies to trap the fool in his folly as well as to encourage the faithful.
Moreover, though there is a principial antithesis between those who serve God and those who do not, within this world we are all inconsistent. Just because we are believers, we ought not to abandon ourselves to all kinds of folly. We must not fondly hope that our imaginations are now so impeccably good that God endorses whatever pops into our heads! We ought not to be naive about our remaining sinful inclinations, the temptations of Satan, and the sin of testing God (for example, when Satan calls on Jesus to throw himself down from the pinnacle of the temple). We ought not to endorse every strong impression, and equate the moving of the Holy Spirit with our feeling that the Holy Spirit is moving us. Church history is strewn with the wreckage of spiritual movements that yielded themselves uncritically to a supposed direct “inspiration of the Spirit.”[10]
How then do we tell the difference between ideas and associations that God endorses and approves, and those that he does not? Once again, God’s word itself, the Bible, is our standard. And the more directly available sense of a passage is the proper starting point for further reflection. The Bible is clear: “The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, making wise the simple” (Ps. 19:7). God disapproves of whatever stands in tension with the Bible’s teaching.
We must also bear in mind that God judges attitudes of the heart, not merely outward actions and not merely theological conclusions. Suppose a person uses an outlandish association between texts of ideas, and nevertheless happens to conclude with something that is biblical in content. God endorses the conclusion. But he does not endorse the process of traveling toward the conclusion, as if it were an ideal example of biblical reasoning. Nor does he necessarily endorse the person. People with good, active intuitions may easily use their gifts as an excuse to become lazy. Their attitude is then sinful, even though their conclusions may be orthodox in particular instances.[11]
I conclude, then, that God intends to use, and often does use, the loose associations within his system of truth, even the most strange, to accomplish his purposes. If these are an aspect of his intention, they are also a part of import. The import and application of Scripture are exceedingly broad. In their outermost reaches they encompass the entire truth that God teaches in the Bible. The truth of the whole in this sense coheres with any one passage. At the same time and in harmony with this expansive import, the sense is stable. All God’s purposes are stable with the very stability of God.
We can reinforce the same conclusion by pointing to our earlier reflections on concurrence. All God’s truths dwell in him, since he indwells himself exhaustively. They are then concurrent to one another. The thought of any such truth leads naturally, through its revelation of the divine being and glory, to the thought of all other truths, insofar as these are accessible to human beings, that is, insofar as the Holy Spirit may reveal them to us. All “leaps” from one biblical truth to another, however strange they may appear to scholars, have their ontological basis in the unity of God’s plan and the unity of his wisdom. Every truth is concurrent with every other, on the basis of the omnipresence of God and his self-presence to himself through the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:10).
Creativity
We should also remember that God is the Creator. He can surprise us with what is new. God is not the prisoner of mechanism. What God says at a particular time is not merely a mechanical effect of what he has already said. God addresses new circumstances. The love and faithfulness of God guarantee that what he says to us will be accessible to us. But what he says becomes accessible through his presence as a person as well as through the stability of his verbal content. Content and personal presence are complementary perspectives on communication, and neither can simply be eliminated in favor of the other.
Hence in God’s communication the import of a whole passages is indicated by its parts and its context, and simultaneously exceeds purely mechanical calculation. Our access to this import takes place through the operation of rational faculties and simultaneously through the creativity of the human spirit and the superintendence and control of the Holy Spirit.
People have from time to time touched on these realities when they say that interpretation is an art, not a science. That is, it is not mere mechanical technique. It is not a procedure that can be carried through with confidence and accuracy regardless of our spiritual state. For that matter, science and scientific study are themselves not mere technique. But we would deflect from our main point if we pursued this claim.[12]
Hence, we may view present-day interpretive “leaps” from the standpoint of creativity. When such leaps land on results and applications that are biblical in character, we may see them as aspects of the creativity of the Holy Spirit superintending the creativity of the human spirit. But, as we have observed, leaps do not always land in safe places! Only some, not all, conform to Scripture.
The diversity in the body of Christ
Finally, we must reckon with the diversity of the body of Christ. Though the sense of a passage is unified, its applications are diverse. There are diverse people to whom the passage applies, and there are diverse circumstances to which each person applies the passage. Missy Missiologist is right in stressing that applications may differ from culture to culture.
Applications can arise from one passage or from many taken together. When a passage is tied to a particular application by close and obvious analogical connections, we are comfortable in saying that the application is an application of this one particular passage. For example, if I refuse to cheat on my income tax, that result is an application of “You shall not steal.”
In other cases, we come to a conclusion by listening to many passages. For example, I have to decide whether to have two cars in the family or one or none, when to buy a new or used car, and what kind to look for. God guides me in the Bible through instructions about materialism, use of money, use of gifts, care for one’s family, care for the poor, reliance on God, the importance of motives, the value of other people’s counsel, prayer, and so on. All these instructions I bring to bear on circumstances that in their details are not quite the same as anyone else’s. “You shall not steal” has broad implications for care for property, both mine and other people’s; hence many godly decisions about property are in a sense applications of that commandment. But the application requires creativity, imagination, and vision in understanding God and how he sees my needs in my circumstances.
A closer examination even of an easy case, like income tax, shows that it is not a trivial application. Contextual elements from other places in the Bible come to bear. I need Romans 13:1-7; Matthew 22:15-22; 1 Peter 2:13-17; and similar passages to teach me that the government has a legitimate right to taxes, instead of governmental taxation itself being a form of theft that I ought to resist. Such passages become even more important if the government is using my money for unrighteous purposes, such as to support atheism or abortion. I may also be helped by reflecting on the truthfulness of God, and seeing that I ought to tell the truth on my income tax report.
Thus, it is hard to find a case that is “merely” an application of a single passage, with no attention to a larger sweep of context. In fact, in the strict sense it is impossible, since it is impossible even to make the first step in deciding the most basic sense of a passage without some interaction with the truth of God, and hence some interaction with all kinds of contextual dimensions. Even the simplest-looking applications of one passage invoke more than this one passage; they rely most basically on knowledge of God. Application depends on contextual relations, that is, on import, the larger family of truths.
Conversely, it is hard to find a case of application, even the most complex, that does not amount to an application of one of the ten commandments. All discussions of theological doctrine are applications of the commandment, “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.” As John Frame argues, each of the ten commandments can be seen as a perspective on who God is and what his will is for all of life.[13] Hence, all of life is an application of any one of the commandments.
Inevitably, interpretation differs from person to person, and from culture to culture. Through Scripture God speaks to each person in order to apply his word to that person in many particular situations. The applications differ from person to person, and even from one time to another in a given person’s life. The implications of God’s word are not exhausted by any one person or any one time of life. They include the whole of God’s plan for the whole of history. At the same time, God discriminates between good and evil. His word distinguishes righteousness from unrighteousness. Not all supposed applications are legitimate. All legitimate applications harmonize with the sense of Scripture.
Remember that God is intimate with us. Even a human lover may speak intimacies to his beloved. A human speaker may be skillful enough to speak to a diverse audience so that everyone in the audience remains interested and receives something, but not all receive the same thing. Jesus’ parables illustrate an analogous effect in the case of God’s communication. But now we can see that at the level of detailed application, God’s communication always has some of this type of effect. It differentiates its effect into the many diverse applications made by different people.
The oneness of God’s being is the irrefragable foundation for the oneness of his truthfulness, the oneness of his purpose, and the stable oneness of sense when he speaks to us. But we may also affirm the reality of plurality. The mysterious Trinitarian plurality in God’s being is the foundation for the plurality of the world, the plurality of history, and the plurality of particular purposes that God accomplishes in history. The diversity of types of people in the body of Christ image the richness of God’s Trinitarian love. The diversity of applications in different people’s lives does not contradict God’s unity, but is in harmony with it.
Of course, some people may use these facts as an excuse for reasserting human autonomy. They say, “I may do what I want, since what I think and how I act does not have to match anyone else.” We need to remind such people of the distinction between God’s approval and disapproval. I have been speaking about “applications,” but I have in mind legitimate applications, approved applications. Genuine applications take place in obedience to God. Not all supposed “application” is genuine obedience. We must be alert to the devil’s deceit and the possibilities for our own self-deceit. Excuse-making may conceal sin from human beings, but it does not escape God.
When God traps the sinful and the foolish in their self-deceit, he is also using his word to do so. Hence even sinful misinterpretations of the Bible are “applications” in this broad sense. However, they are not applications with which sinners may be comfortable! In such cases of application the word judges sinners, curses them, and brings them into judgment. The word applies to them as the two-edged sword of the warrior, that brings destruction as well as grace. We find salvation from our folly only as God pursues us so that we may begin to pursue him.
Positive role of scholarship
Though I have said a good deal about the possibilities for the Spirit’s work among ordinary people, it should be clear that I affirm the value of sense. And with that affirmation I also affirm the value of scholarly study of the Bible, when we conduct this study in a godly fashion, subject to the word of the Lord. Scholarly study helps refine the whole church in its grasp of sense. Such was true particularly in the Reformation; such can be true now.
We must avoid driving a wedge between creation and redemption, in such a way as to despise one in favor of the other. The Holy Spirit plays a key role in both creation and redemption. He was instrumental in creation (Gen. 1:2; 2:7). The Spirit is the source of all intellectual gifts and faculties in creation. He is also the source of true redemptive understanding (1 Cor. 2:8-16). Appreciating the Spirit implies appreciating both his creational and his redemptive gifts—among them intellectual ability as well as humility, spiritual discernment, and ability to fight the devil’s deceits.
The unbelieving scholar makes a mistake when he prizes intellectual gifts but neglects the necessity of repentance, humility, spiritual discernment, and renewal of the mind (Rom. 12:2). But conversely, the believing simpleton makes a mistake when he prizes repentance and spiritual discernment, but neglects intellectual gifts as if they were innately “worldly.” In fact, gifts relating to teaching and communicating the gospel have a particularly prominent and leading role in the total process of the growth of the body of Christ, as Paul indicates by singling out such gifts in Ephesians 4:11-16. But the relative prominence of such gifts does not undermine the importance attached to the fact that “each part does its work” (Eph. 4:16). The two sides belong together, in exactly the manner in which they appear together within a single body in the description in Ephesians 4:11-16.
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Chapter 7: Terms
Herman Hermeneut: In our discussion we have to become self-conscious about the terms that we use. Do we know what we are doing when we use words? Matters become especially crucial when we use key words in theology. For example, what do we mean by the word “God”?
Fatima Factualist: What the dictionary says it means.
Dottie Doctrinalist: No, we have to let God define himself. A dictionary can’t capture the full range of what God teaches about himself.
Laura Liturgist: We must encounter God in worship.
The insights that we have received concerning meaning can also be applied to meaning at a low level: the meaning of terms.
Infinite meaning belongs to the total discourse in John 17. Does such infinitude belong also to the term “glory” in John 17:5? “The glory I had with you before the world began” is infinitely rich. “Glory,” in the context of the total utterance, appears also to be infinitely rich, in that it encompasses and evokes the infinitely rich knowledge of the preexistent glory of God. Thus, individual terms confront us with mysteries analogous to what we already saw in John 17 as a whole.
Terms and Naming
What are the terms and names that we use, and where do they originate? God’s name identifies himself. By analogy, God gives names to creatures and to aspects of creation. We understand the names and the terms for creatures by analogy with the name of God himself. Since the name of God is Trinitarian (Matt 28:19), we expect other names to be dependent on God the Triune Lord.
To put it another way, human words are ontologically dependent on the eternal Word, revealed in John 1:1. Human words exist according to the pattern of the eternal Word. Hence human words show classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects.
For example, consider the word camel.
First, camel has an instantiational aspect. The word camel occurs in various instances. It may be pronounced rapidly or slowly. It may be used to refer to any of a number of different creatures in the camel class, both one-humped dromedaries and two-humped Bactrian camels.
We learn the word camel through instances of its occurrence in certain contexts and associations. Perhaps we see some pictures of camels. Or we just hear a verbal description. Either way, the particular pictures or the particular verbal descriptions are instances. The particularity of these instances or “instantiations” is necessary for learning.
Frequently if not always the particularities color our subsequent knowledge. Immediately after we have learned the meaning of the word camel, it means for us “an animal like the ones I saw in the pictures,” or “an animal matching the description that I heard and the impression that I formed in my mind.” We may of course modify our knowledge by further experiences in which we see camels, smell them, or have them mentioned to us. But these later experiences involve more instantiations. The further instantiations modify the impact of the initial instantiation. We never simply dispense with instantiations.
Second, camel has a classificational aspect. Every instance of occurrence of the word camel belongs to the class “camel.” We classify a particular occurrence as an instance of the word camel. There is a unity belonging to all such instances, namely the unity of the one word camel. That one word is recognizable as one in and through all the individuality of its particular occurrences.
As an expression of this classificational unity, we recognize this word as distinct from other words in English. It is distinct in pronunciation. It is identifiable as a certain sequence of sounds or letters (c + a + m + e + l) in contrast with other possible sequences. It is distinct in meaning. It singles out large mammals of the genus Camelus, with their characteristic features, in contrast with other kinds of animal. It contrasts with other words, dog,horse, pig, etc. Contrast is an integral feature of the classificational aspect of words.
Third, camel has an associational aspect. The word camel occurs in association, in contexts of other words that occur before and after, and contexts of human situations that may help to make plain what camel is being referred to, contexts of human communication in which we speak, listen, and think. It occurs in the context of the English language and speakers of English. We learn the word camel as children by observing contexts in which it is used.
Our word camel presupposes God’s word governing the creation of camels. The word camel is one in all its occurrences because God is stable and self-consistent; his word concerning camels has unity. The human wordcamel has a diversity of particular occurrences because God in his creativity and fecundity ordains a diversity of occurrences. There is an associational context of human words because any particular word of God has an associated context in a whole plan, according to the unity of God’s wisdom.
The three aspects, namely the classificational, instantiational, and associational, coinhere. Any particular instance of the word camel must be identified as an occurrence of this word, camel, rather than some other word. Hence the instantiational presupposes the classificational aspect. We can only talk about the class camel if we are able to produce particular occurrences or instances of the word. Hence the classificational aspect requires the instantiational. And so on.
In principle, we could conduct a similar analysis of any word in any human language. All words have classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects.[1] This situation derives from the fact that human language and human words are dependent on God’s language. Trinitarian speech is necessarily Trinitarian, trimodal, and coinherent. Human speech is dependent. Since it provides access to real knowledge of God, it is necessarily trimodal and coinherent by analogy.
We can see similar effects when we look not at words and language but at earthly creatures. Camels themselves, as creatures, were created through a Trinitarian operation of God. The Father is Creator (1 Cor. 8:6), the Son is Creator (1 Cor. 8:6; John 1:3; Col. 1:16), and the Spirit is Creator (Gen. 1:2; note Ps. 104:30, where there is a providential action analogically related to the original creating activity of God). What are some of the implications?
First, in accordance with the classificational aspect, all camels are camels. According to Genesis 1:24, they reproduce “according to their kinds.” In accordance with the faithfulness of God, they hold to a common pattern fixed by the word of God, the pattern of “being a camel.” Camels in their commonness display the faithfulness, the self-consistency, and the unchangeability of God, as Romans 1:20 indicates. The Word is who he is from all eternity (John 1:1a). So derivatively, analogically, camels are what they are in constant conformity to the pattern that God specified in the constant word.
Second, in accordance with the instantiational aspect, each camel is particular. It is this camel and no other. Each camel is an instantiation. It is a particular being, not simply camelness, not simply a camel, but this camel.
The Word is himself particular, in relation to the category of God. Derivatively, analogically, the Word calls forth particular creatures (Pss. 104:30; 147:15). These creatures exist and are sustained in conformity with the word that creates them (John 1:3; Heb. 1:3). Each camel displays the control of God over details, and each camel displays the creativity of God through its creational uniqueness in being what it is.
Third, in accordance with the associational aspect, all camels exist in contextual associations. Camels live in certain ways, eat certain foods, are used by human beings for certain purposes. The eternal personal association of the Word is the original to which all creational associations analogically relate. The existence of a camel in association with other things displays the universal presence of God by which he holds all things together (Col. 1:17).
Word and thought
So far we have focused almost wholly on words and expressed language rather than on thought. Do the same considerations apply to thought as well as to language?
In God there is a close relation between thought and word. His speech is in accordance with his thought. Isaiah 46:10 illustrates the relation: “I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please.” In the clause “I make known …” God speaks of what he is making known to human beings, and hence he includes his words to them. In the later clauses, “My purpose will stand,” and “I will do all that I please,” he speaks of his will, his inward thought if you will. Clearly his word is in conformity with his thought.
We might infer the same conclusion from John 1:1. The Word of God is an expression of his thought, in analogy with the fact that the words of human beings express their thoughts. In this close relation between thought and word, the thought belongs preeminently to the Father, while the Son is his Word. On a human level, we may say that the relation between human thought and human word is analogical to the relation between the Father and the Word. In consequence, the same fundamental mysteries confront us with respect to both thought and word. If we wished, we could analyze thoughts as well as words in terms of the classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects.
In both thoughts and words we deal with profound mysteries. In both cases we deal with matters that reflect the Trinitarian character of God. In neither case can we be complacent about our own supposed mastery.
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Chapter 8: Communication
Herman Hermeneut: Do we need to consider the audience to which God addressed the books of the Bible?
Peter Pietist: I don’t see why. God speaks to us today through the Bible. That’s all we need.
Dottie Doctrinalist: We need to concentrate on what God says, not on the ancient audience or on ourselves as a modern audience. The audience is sinful and prone to error. Only God is trustworthy.
Curt Transformationist: But we need to reckon with how God wants the audiences to respond, to change themselves, and above all to change the world.
Missy Missiologist: In order properly to apply the Bible, we must take into account cultural setting. God gave particular commands to the first-century church, within the Roman Empire. But in another culture obedience may take another form.
Now we need to enlarge the picture to look at communication among people.
When people communicate through language, they usually communicate to someone. Hence we can distinguish the speaker, the speech, and the audience. Or for written communication, we can distinguish author, text, and readers.[1] Which of these is the key to the communication as a whole? Secular circles studying literature hotly dispute the answer. Different schools advocate different approaches, with radically differing results. Some people say that readers must create meaning afresh each time they read. Others make the author’s intention the standard; others look only at the text, in isolation from the author.[2]
God speaking
Human speech images divine speech. So there is a divine archetype for the human triad of speaker, speech, and audience. In John 1:1 God the Father is the original speaker. God the Word, the Second Person, is the speech. By analogy with Psalm 33:6, the Holy Spirit is like the breath carrying the speech to its destination. But what is the destination? When God speaks to human beings, those humans are clearly the destination, the audience. In the New Testament God promises to send the Holy Spirit to dwell in believers, in order that they may properly receive the speech (1 Cor. 2:9-16).[3] In some important respects, the Spirit stands with believers in the process of hearing God’s word.
Most often the Bible speaks of the Spirit as the speaker or an instrument or one who empowers the speaker of God’s word (for example, Acts 1:16; Isa. 61:1). But can we also conceive of the Spirit as the hearer or audience for God’s word? 1 Corinthians 2:10 says that “the Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God,” thus describing the Spirit as a recipient of knowledge. John 16:13 is even more explicit, in indicating that the Spirit “will speak only what he hears.” The Spirit hears in order to speak. What does he hear? He hears the truth from God, the truth that is described as “what is mine [Christ’s].” These biblical texts speak about the impartation of redemptive truth. They describe God acting in history for our benefit. But, as always, God’s action in history is in accord with who he is. Thus, by analogy, we infer that there is an eternal hearing by which the Spirit hears the Word spoken from the eternity by the Father. In this intratrinitarian communication, the Father is the speaker, the Son is the speech, and the Spirit is the hearer or audience. This Trinitarian archetype is then the basis and the original to which human communication is analogically related and which it images.
We may reexpress the truth in another way by speaking of three aspects of communication, namely, expressive, informational, and productive. The informational aspect concerns the fact that communication makes or implies assertions. It has informational content. The expressive aspect concerns the fact that through communication the speakers express something of themselves, their views, their feelings. The productive aspects concerns the fact that communication is designed to produce an effect on hearers. It may persuade, or amuse, or shock, or move people to action. The expressive aspect ties in closely with the speaker; the informational aspect with the speech, and the productive aspect with the hearers, in whom an effect should be produced. God’s speech includes all three aspects. Divine speech is expressive: it reveals the Father. Divine speech is informational: it contains the wisdom hid in Christ (Col. 2:3). Divine speech is productive: through the power of the Spirit, who is the “breath” carrying it along, it arrives at its chosen destination and produces effects.
The Persons of the Trinity coinhere. Analogously, the aspects of communication coinhere. The informational aspect expresses what the speaker believes, and hence it is tacitly expressive of who the speaker is. The expressive aspect reveals who is the speaker is, and so implies information about the speaker. The productive aspect indicates what the speaker wants to effect, and hence is tacitly expressive of the speaker. The productive aspect is information about what is desired as an effect, and so is tacitly informational in character. And so on.
Because of coinherence, the speaker, the speech, and the hearer can each provide a perspective on the whole of communication. The speaker is a speaker only because he is speaking something, namely the speech. And he is a speaker only because he is speaking to someone, even if it be the special case of speaking to himself in soliloquy. Thus the very idea of a speaker makes no sense apart from a tacit acknowledgment of the presence of both speech and hearer. Similarly, each point of view presupposes the presence of the others.[4]
Hence, speaker, speech, and hearer are not even intelligible in isolation. Understanding one inevitably involves the tacit presence of all three in relation to one another. Moreover, this coinherent triad is itself intelligible only through the presence (inherence) of God, whose archetypal speech grounds our own.
Most modern theories of interpretation are predominantly speaker oriented, or discourse oriented (speech oriented), or audience oriented. Likewise, when communication takes written form, we find author-centered approaches, text-centered approaches, and reader-centered approaches. Most of the fights among these approaches are vain. All three types of approach are important. In a sense all are right, and in a sense all are wrong.
On the one hand, each approach has an element of truth. Speaker, speech, and audience are each involved in the process of communication. Moreover, each can be the starting point for a perspective on the whole. It can in a sense account for everything. Coinherence guarantees that in a sense nothing of significance escapes if we could only pursue our starting point far enough and expand its vistas wide enough.
On the other hand, each approach distorts the truth. When our relation to God is distorted, we introduce counterfeiting in our theories of interpretation. The human author becomes god-like master of meaning and communication, or else the text is god, or the readers are gods, each as a kind of substitute for the true God.
Author, discourse, and reader
But let us consider in more detail how an author-centered, discourse-centered, or reader-centered approach could really be valid.
First, consider an author-centered approach. God is the primary author of the Bible. He not only knows what he intends, but is the very standard for our interpretation. Human authors may imperfectly manage the media of communication, but God perfectly controls the media. He is able to express and accomplish what he wishes (cf. Isa. 46:10). An author-centered approach means simply a God-centered approach, and such an approach is surely valid.
But we still encounter dangers of misunderstanding. In our sin we may presume to know God so well that we are overly confident of our own guesses. We may cease to pay attention to the details of the texts, the readers, or the human authors. Some of the wilder instances of allegorical interpretation, such as Mary Baker Eddy’s “Key to the Scriptures,” involve such presumption.[5]
Second, what about a discourse-centered approach? The text of the Bible, what is written, is divinely authoritative (2 Tim. 3:16, “all Scripture,” graphe). Inspiration extends to the text, not merely to thoughts behind the text in the author’s mind. Hence, focusing on the text in principle leads to receiving what God says. But again there are dangers of abuse. We may treat the text in isolation, as if the author or the circumstances did not matter. Then, in the absence of a definite context, almost any set of words is capable of sponsoring an indefinite number of meanings.
Third, consider a reader-centered approach. Can we say the effects on readers are a sufficient focus for interpretation? Such an approach may seem problematic. After all, readers may misinterpret, as many examples in the Bible show (for example Matt. 22:29; 15:1-9; 2 Peter 3:16; 1 Tim. 1:3-7; 2 Tim. 2:23-26; 4:3-5). If readers are our final reference point, everyone does what is right in his own eyes. How then can a reader-centered approach ever harmonize with the Bible’s claim to authority?
Misinterpretations as an aspect of divine war
We may see the harmony in more than one way. First, the Spirit is involved in the productive aspect of communication, that is, in the production of effects. The Spirit interprets God’s word infallibly. Hence the Spirit as divine reader provides the standard of authority. Because the Spirit interprets infallibly, whatever effects the Spirit produces in readers are in accord with the divine purpose. Not all readers interpret accurately. But the Spirit as a reader interprets accurately. His interpretation is the norm according to which all other readerly interpretations are judged.
We may also approach the issue from the standpoint of Christ the divine warrior, the one who wars against sin and evil.
When evil enters the world, God is zealous to fight against evil. The Lord is a warrior on behalf of righteousness, that is, on behalf of himself (Ex. 15:3). The climactic picture of divine war occurs in Revelation. Christ appears as the divine warrior in Revelation 19:11: “with justice he judges and makes war.” Motifs of war pervade the rest of the Book as well. Christ executes warrior judgments by his word, which is symbolized by the “sharp sword” out of his mouth (Rev. 19:15; 1:16; cf. Isa. 11:4; Eph. 6:17).
Hence, the word of God may have judgmental as well as saving effects (2 Cor. 2:15-17). God pronounces judgment and punishment as well as blessing through the words of the prophets. The judgment may take the form of blindness and lack of understanding:
Go and tell this people:
“Be ever hearing, but never understanding;
be ever seeing, but never perceiving.”
Make the heart of this people calloused;
make their ears dull and close their eyes. (Isa. 6:9-10)
Jesus’ teaching in parables has a similar effect. Outsiders do not understand (Mark 4:1-20). By God’s design some are hardened and do not understand; others profit.
In all these situations God accomplishes his purposes: “so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it” (Isa. 55:11). God’s plan is comprehensive (Lam. 3:37-38; Ps. 103:19; Eph. 1:11). His accomplishment of his plan is also comprehensive (Dan. 4:34-35; Isa. 46:9-10). The effects of God’s word are in exact accord with his plan.
Hence, the supposed problems with readers are in fact a display of the character of God’s communication. The diversity and even contradiction between different readers fulfills and illustrates the character of the communication. This very diversity, in all its dimensions, shows who God is, what he is saying, and what power there is in his speech—he has power to save and to destroy, the power to enlighten and to blind (Ex. 4:11; Isa. 6:10; Rom. 11:8-9; John 9:39-41).
The divine war again sin is ultimately Trinitarian. We have already illustrated this fact. The effects on readers are Spirit-worked effects. The divine warrior is Christ. The warrior executes the comprehensive plan of God the Father.
Notes for Chapter 8
1 There are subtle differences between the communication using an oral medium and communication with a written medium. But for the moment we shall focus on some common features.
2 For a critical survey of the implications for biblical interpretation, see Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992).
3 Much of the language in 1 Corinthians 2:9-16 may apply preeminently to Paul and to other inspired bearers of revelation. But the continuation in 1 Corinthians 3:1-3 shows that Paul expects the Corinthians to draw some inferences about their own ability or lack of ability to understand. Their understanding depends on whether they are “spiritual,” that is, whether they enjoy in themselves a teaching operation of the Spirit similar to that described in 2:9-16.
4 We understand a speech only if we infer a speaker (otherwise, if there is no personal origin, we have just a random series of sounds or marks). And a speech is nothing but sound waves or marks without someone to hear and understand it. Even if there is no human hearer, God hears it. Finally, the hearer is a hearer only in the act of hearing something. The something may be a mere noise, the rustling of leaves. But the hearer is a hearer of human communication only if the noise is intelligible noise, noise with a personal source.
5 Mary Baker Eddy, Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures (Boston: Trustees under the Will of Mary Baker G. Eddy, c1934) 501-599.
Chapter 9: Steps in Interpretation
Herman Hermeneut: Can we come up with a “how-to” list for interpreting the Bible?
Dottie Doctrinalist: That’s definitely useful, provided it is based solidly on the Bible.
Oliver Objectivist: We certainly need such a list, in order to be rigorously objective in our interpretation, and to eliminate subjective biases.
Peter Pietist: I’m not so sure. Won’t a method interfere with my personal communion with the Lord?
Laura Liturgist: I’m just as uneasy as Peter. Does “method” mean something purely academic? Or would it include participation in worship?
Missy Missiologist: I can see both advantages and disadvantages. We certainly need to take steps in order to make sure we are not blinded by the blind spots of the culture in which we were raised. But we need to be careful. Our focus on method can introduce a Western bias. The idea of having a technique or assembly-line process for producing the right meaning seems natural within an industrialized society, where we pursue technique.
The pattern of speaker, discourse, and hearer provides us with a framework for developing some specific principles in biblical interpretation.
First, on a broad scale, God speaks the entire canon of Scripture to the entire people of God through the entirety of history.[1]
The study of the Bible involves all three aspects, God the speaker, the Bible as his speech, and the people to whom he speaks. In view of coinherence, we may focus on any of the times involved: the original time, when God first gives the word to people, the intermediate time during which it is passed on, and the time in which we as hearers now live.
As usually these foci are perspectivally related. Even at the earliest time, when God first spoke a particular message belonging to the canon, he designed that message in such a way that it could serve people of future generations as well as the immediate audience. When we focus on the earliest time, we find that it includes an intention extending to later times. The intention thus tacitly includes the later times. Conversely, suppose that we begin with God’s address to us now, in the present time. God intends now that we recognize that part of his plan involves a historical development. Hence, we find ourselves forced to reckon with how the message came about through an earlier process. Finally, when we focus on the intermediate times, and the process of transmission, we cannot ignore the purpose of what is being transmitted, a purpose that includes both an origin and a target, that is, the earlier and the later time. All three foci, properly understood, include tacit acknowledgment of the other foci.
We can see the importance of these perspectives by showing how they derive naturally from the very character of God.
God’s presence today
Consider first the perspective that focuses on the modern time and the modern hearer. God is present and active today, as he has promised (Matt. 28:18-20). His presence today is the basis for focusing on his communication to present-day hearers.
God is present as his word comes to us today. He speaks to us when we read the Bible. How is this so? The original manuscripts of the Bible are the word of God. Translations and copies may be imperfect. But they are the word of God insofar as they express the message of the original. The same applies to preaching, teaching, and other means of communicating the word of God. As ordinary Christians come to know the Bible, they communicate its contents to one another. Colossians 3:16 says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.” Paul is here addressing the whole group of Christians at Colossae. “The word of Christ” is to dwell in you richly,” and you are to “teach and admonish one another” through the presence of this word. Modern preachers and modern Christians are not infallible. When they attempt to convey the word of God, they can mix it with merely human notions, or even with heresy. But fragments of it may remain even in the midst of serious deviations. And when the church is spiritually healthy, the word of God dwells in Christians with greater consistency. The word of Christ is present among Christians as they teach and admonish one another. As Hebrews indicates, God puts “the law in their hearts, and I will write them on their minds” (Heb. 10:16).
Our fallibility and failures contaminate the word. But the word does not cease to be present in the midst of the these contamination. The word of God cannot be muzzled or shut up (2 Tim. 2:9), particularly now that the Holy Spirit has been poured out on his church. In the modern transformations of the word of God, including modern translations, commentaries, counseling, we may genuinely hear and encounter God.[2] The Westminster Confession of Faith affirms this truth:
But, because these original tongues [Hebrew and Greek] are not known to all the people of God, who have right unto, and interest in the Scriptures, and are commanded, in the fear of God, to read and search them, therefore they are to be translated into the vulgar language of every nation unto which they come, that, the Word of God dwelling plentifully in all, they may worship Him in an acceptable manner; and, through patience and comfort of the Scriptures, may have hope. (1.8)
Classic Roman Catholicism fears this catholicity of the word, because it seems disorderly, unstructured, and productive of heresies. And indeed God in his love does startling things. The Word of God Incarnate suffered abuse and torture during the years of Jesus’ earthly life. In similar manner, false teachers try to subject the word of God written to abuse and torture to the end of the age.
But one of the purposes of Pentecost is that God would write his word on our hearts and we should all be prophets (Acts 2:17-18). Acts 2 opens the door to “prophetic” ministry on several levels. The apostles speak the word of God definitively and infallibly. Second, God commissions other ministers of the word, like Timothy, who are not infallible. Third, at another level people without ordination may spread the word (Acts 11:20?). As we have seen from Colossians 3:16 and Hebrews 10, all Christians should have the word dwelling richly in them. We are to honor and respect those whom God has appointed leaders and overseers (Heb. 13:7; 1 Thess. 5:12-13). But the people as a whole, not just the leaders, receive the Holy Spirit, and the people as a whole have the law written on their hearts (Heb. 10:16). We must respect the freedom with which Christ has set his people free, and not erect a paternalistic hierarchy attempting to monopolize other people’s access to the word of God.
The lesson here is relevant also for many anticharismatic Protestants. The charismatic movement, like all other sectors of the church, has its share of problems, aberrations, and doctrinal confusions. Critics may legitimately warn us about these problems. But they should not ignore the strengths resulting from the charismatic appreciation of the presence of the Holy Spirit and the priesthood of all believers.
God’s truthfulness
Consider next the perspective that focuses on the time of origin of biblical words. In this case, we consider God’s truthfulness and holiness. His word, not ours, is authoritative. This reality presses on us the importance of attending to what he said in its original circumstances. Not every word claiming his sanction actually has it (Jer. 28). He calls us to trust in him and not in man (Ps. 146:3). His word vindicates his holiness by testifying against the people (Deut. 31:26). In the Old Testament the worship of Molech, Baal, and Ashtoreth demonstrates the possibility of radically false religion. The corruption of the priesthood and the appearance of false prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord demonstrate the possibility of enormous confusion. In the New Testament the scribes, the Pharisees, and Christian heretics show the same danger. Even genuine Christians can succumb for a time to the temptations of false doctrine (1 Cor. 15; Gal. 1:6; 3:1; 5:10).
Hence, the holiness of God calls us to sift and reject human tradition by listening again to God. God is the standard, and his word is the standard by which we test the prophets (Deut. 13; 18; 1 John 4:1-3). But how do we identify God’s word? The word, we have said, dwells among Christians, but how do we drive deeper in discernment of what is and what is not this word? We need access to the word of God uncorrupted by sinful distortion. That is, we need that word deposited to testify against the people as well as (sometimes) on their behalf. In other words, we need the canon of Scripture. God so loved his people throughout the ages that he gave them clear instruction. He declared not only that Moses was his spokesman (Deut. 5:22-33), but that later spokesmen could be identified through the canon of Moses’s words (Deut. 18:17-22). This word cannot be broken and remains with perfect reliability to the end of time (John 10:35).
The canon of Scripture is now complete. It is the standard by which all modern communication is judged. But it is not only a standard. It expresses the inexhaustible fullness of what God communicates to us in redemption, for in it the Holy Spirit unfolds that full revelation of Jesus Christ, the one in whom “all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Col. 2:9). As Hebrews says, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe” (Heb. 1:1-2).
Of course we still have much to learn from the Bible. And we can learn much from the world that God governs. God can teach us in ordinary or in extraordinary ways. But the heart of wisdom is in knowing Christ. Those who lust after “further revelations” make a great mistake, because they are deficient in love for the Person revealed in this one great completed redemption. And being deficient in love, and blinded by sin, they are in no condition to sift properly the modern voices that they examine.[3]
Modernism resists this apostolic exclusiveness and Christocentric definiteness of the word. Modernism trims down the word, adjusting it to what modern culture says is within the bounds of acceptability. Contemporary Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and Pentecostalism in their varying spheres exhibit a spectrum of attitudes. Some people within these circles would agree with me, but others would not. In some quarters we find theoretical or practical denial of the exclusiveness of biblical authority. Papal teaching or church tradition or the contemporary voice of the Spirit may function to supplement Scripture even though in theory it remains subordinate to Scripture. The uncertain trumpet hinders us from preparing for battle.
How do we find our way? In principle, we may learn from many sources. We may learn from modern scientific investigations, or from philosophical reflections. We may learn from human ecclesiastical tradition. We may learn from the saints of past ages, because they too received the Spirit. We may learn from our fellow Christians today, because they are being taught by the Spirit. All of these sources have some value. But all are fallible. So we must sift the modern ideas and the tradition and the spiritual voices by the divine standard.
Traditionalists observe that willfulness in private interpretation corrupts true doctrine. Of course they are right. But a willfulness in corporate interpretation will not serve any better in the long run.
Some of the differences arising out of church tradition do not easily go away. As examples, let us consider two such cases.
First, consider the rules on celibacy. Though there are some exceptional cases, the Roman Catholic Church as a rule requires its priests to be unmarried, and the Eastern Orthodox Church requires its bishops to be unmarried. These practices are firmly maintained in spite of biblical witness to the contrary. The Apostle Peter was married; Paul expects that elders will usually be married (1 Tim 3:2); Paul indicates that leaders have a right to be married (1 Cor 9:5); and he condemns the practice of forbidding marriage as a doctrine of demons (1 Tim 4:1-3)!
We must face the fact that church tradition at this point is attempting to be wiser than Scripture, and does not hesitate to go even to the point of virtually contradicting Scripture. Moreover, the traditional practices with regard to celibacy arose historically in a period when the church was influenced by antibiblical ascetic ideas (Col 2:20-23) deriving from neo-Platonism and various other philosophical and religious streams. It is mere blindness, in the form of underestimating the subtlety of human depravity, not to allow that such things could happen in an impure church, and not to allow that the Scripture may correct tradition, even a very well established tradition.
Second, consider the practice of venerating and invoking dead saints. Scripture includes no mention of such practices; they are later developments. Hence the church is again thinking herself wiser than Scripture in the advice that she gives to her members. Moreover, Scripture forbids contacting the dead (Deut 18:11) and indicates that the dead in Christ cannot directly help us who are left on earth (Phil 1:23-24). Such practices are a temptation at times when people do not fully appreciate the humanity of Christ (hence dead saints seem more accessible and more sympathetic than Christ himself) and when the living fellowship among Christians on earth grows weak (hence the biblical practice of asking living saints to pray with us and for us may seem not to be enough). It is understandable that over time the church could drift into such practices.
Now what do we do with such tradition? We should appreciate that church tradition is a valuable corrective to the biases and follies of our times and our narrow groups. But postapostolic tradition also needs the corrective of our listening afresh to the voice of the apostles! To admit that there may have been error on some one particular point of tradition seems to me to be in one sense a small matter. But many Roman Catholics and Orthodox Christians do not want to do it, because it affects one’s global attitude toward the whole of the tradition. The tradition and every aspect of it is instructive yet fallible, as are all modern teachers whom the Lord gives us (Eph 4:11). The Bible, by contrast, is infallible.
Charismatics observe that second-hand Christianity ruins spiritual life. But the willfulness of first-hand subjectivity, both individual and corporate, will not serve any better in the long run.
God’s control
Consider finally the perspective that focuses on the process of transmission from ancient to modern times. Here, we need to reflect on God’s control. God’s control over history is the basis on which we can understand the way in which the ancient word relates to the modern. We must reckon with God’s plan for the whole of history, and the working out of this plan, if we are rightly to assess how the coming of Christ has brought the Old Testament to fulfillment and also has made obsolescent some of the particular applications of Old Testament law. We must reckon with God’s plan and control as we wrestle also with the phenomena of text criticism: how do the later copies point to an earlier autograph, within a universe held in conformity with God’s providential rule?
Smaller acts of communication
We have considered the whole Bible as a single, great act of communication. But this one great act includes many smaller acts of communication. Each book of the Bible, and indeed each paragraph of each book, constitutes something distinct. As might be expected, the many acts of speaking cohere with the one overall act.
Each smaller act of communication has the same threefold structure that we have already seen. It has its origination in a speaker, transmission in a specific medium, and reception by a hearer. Let us take a specific example: the book of Micah.
First, Micah the prophet wrote the book of Micah to his contemporaries, most probably in the days of Hezekiah or shortly afterward (Mic. 1:1).[4] The speaker (or writer) is Micah, the message is the book of Micah, and the hearers are Micah’s contemporaries in Judah. But we must note an extra complexity. God is the primary author, in addition to Micah’s second authorship.
Second, in modern times people copy, translate, preach, and study Micah. Many human writers and speakers endeavor to bring the message of Micah to bear on themselves and others. Through the Holy Spirit God gives teaching gifts, so that God speaks the message of the book of Micah today through noninspired spokesmen.
Third, between the original time and the modern time God provides means and media for transmitting the message: both the primary means of copying and various secondary means. God sustains his people so that they discern the importance of the message and endeavor to digest it, to apply it, and to preserve it. God providentially preserves other pieces of information about the ancient world and its societies, that we may have more confident and accurate understanding of them.
Let us picture communication as an arch. We can then represent the full process of biblical communication as a single big arch, together with smaller arches at both ends and smaller arches all along the span. The single big arch is from God and his spokesman Micah to the people of God of all ages. The author and originator stands in Micah’s time, the arch travels over all times, and the hearer and reader stands in our own time.
What do the smaller arches represent? A smaller arch at the beginning of the big arch represents Micah’s communication to his contemporaries. A smaller arch in our modern time represents the many-sided communication of modern interpreters of Micah. And in between are many arches representing many people through the centuries who interacted with the book of Micah.
The Bible itself describes in a general way such a process of transmission:
He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he commanded our forefathers to teach their children, so the next generation would know them, even the children yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. Then they would put their trust in God and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands. (Ps. 78:5-6).
And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others. (2 Tim. 2:2).
Passages like these tacitly assume that corruption can enter in the course of transmission. Scripture explicitly warns us about corruption in Deuteronomy 31:27-29 and in Jesus’ criticism of the human traditions of the Pharisees (Matt. 15:1-20; 23). Thus the continual listening to the speaker and the original communication is important. But the application to one’s own circumstances is also important. In Psalm 78 the goal of the process of transmission is that they “would keep his commands” (Ps. 78:7).
Explicit hermeneutical procedure
The hermeneutical arch with its included subarches suggests the beginnings of formalized hermeneutical procedure. Understanding a text of the Bible includes three steps. The three steps deal successively with the three time periods of the arch, namely the origination of the message, the transmission of the message, and the reception of the message by us. We may lay out the steps as follows:
Step 1. Understand what God says to the Micah’s original audience, the people of Micah’s time. Find out about Micah the prophet, his words, and his audience.
Step 2. Understand how God preserves the book of Micah through a period of historical development up to the present. Include in this understanding not only textual transmission but additional words of God through later Scriptures and the historical and redemptive developments issuing in the work of Christ and the formation of the New Testament church.
Step 3. Understand what God says to us now. Find out about yourself, the church of Christ, the gifts of the Spirit, and the role of teachers and preachers in order to assess the ways in which the church as a whole is digesting the message from Micah. Assess your culture in the light of the Bible. Respond to what God is saying; apply the message to yourself, your circumstances, and your neighbors.
As we already observed, if Step 3 is not controlled by Step 1, the church loses its moorings. She begins to distort the message of Micah or even replace it with another message of her own devising. On the other hand, if Step 3 is omitted, we are not obeying God, and our profession of being the church is hypocritical (Rev. 3:1; James 1:22; Matt. 7:24-27). Moreover, if we do not love God, as exhibited in Step 3, our perceptions becomes clouded with sin and we cease to make good progress with Step 1.
We must also remember that the steps that we have distinguished are not, in practice, isolated from one another. We continually return to the source (step 1) in order to critique our present applications (step 3), and we continually return to application (step 3) in order to purify our competence to understand the source (step 1). Each of these cycles of coming and going is directed by our understanding of God’s plan for the entire course of history, and this plan is revealed in the canon as a whole (step 2). In all this work we are not simply on our own. God directs us through sending the Spirit to guide us.
In fact, the expressive, informational, and productive aspects are coinherent. That is, author focus, discourse focus, and reader focus coinhere. Hence, we cannot do any one of the three steps without tacitly involving the others. For example, when we explore the meaning of the past (step 1), we are the ones doing the exploration. We must reckon with ourselves as persons who live in the present (step 3). Moreover, our study of the past is already an attempt to reform our cognitive processes, and thus it is a form of application in the present. Godly interpretation is always interpretation in the presence of God, and hence involves present fellowship with God even when we are consciously focusing on the past.
Conversely, any application of the message of the Bible to the present involves receiving the message as a message coming from God, who has plans for all of history. Thus we cannot dispense with an overall understanding of history. Action in the present presupposes knowledge of the past. In the next chapter we shall consider this coinherence in greater depth.
Further subdivisions
Scholarly, technical study of the Bible often focuses on only a small part of the whole. This small part may belong to any one of the three steps above. For this purpose, we might proceed to subdivide the three steps almost indefinitely.
For example, under step 1 we can introduce several substeps. First, with expressive focus, we analyze the author. Who is Micah, what is his background, and what are his characteristics? Next, with informational focus, we analyze the text. What are the words? In what order do they occur? What do they say? Next, with productive focus, we analyze the hearers and their situation. What is going on in Micah’s time, where is Micah located, and what people surround him? What does the text set out to achieve? Finally, we analyze the total communication. What does God do with these words through Micah to the people of Micah’s day?
We may analyze modern interpretation of the Bible in a similar way. Who is the human speaker? What are the words and what do they say? What is the situation (the facts)?[5] What does God do with these words to the hearers through the speaker? Suppose that you yourself are striving to speak on God’s behalf, whether in a sermon, a commentary, or a private exhortation. Before speaking or writing, or while doing so, you endeavor to understand the people to whom you are speaking, the message of Micah, and yourself as a person with capabilities, weaknesses, and sins. You speak to an audience. You try to fashion your words so that they as persons receive a normative guidance in intelligible form relevant to them and their situation.
God’s work in the whole process
As we have already said, the broad context of God’s communication in history exhibits three aspects, the expressive, the informational, and the productive aspects. The canon as a whole is the message, representing the informational aspect. The whole of history worked out under God’s control represents the productive aspect. And God’s prophets, apostles, and other spokesmen are the mediating persons, representing the expressive aspect.
In a deeper sense, however, Christ himself is the archetype for all three aspects. First, consider the informational aspect. Christ is the focus of the content of the Scriptures. In him “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). The Scripture as the utterance of God’s wisdom expresses only what is already contained in him.
Consider next the productive aspect. The supreme effect or application of the word of God lies in the earthly life of Christ. Christ is the supreme Fact of history. His incarnation, life, death, and resurrection provide the hinge on which all of history turns. They are also the factual center of Scripture, around which, in God’s providence, all the other events are organized and find their fulfillment (see Luke 24:44-49).
Finally, consider the expressive aspect. Christ is the personal mediator of all God’s words. All the prophets are images of Christ, who is the one final and greatest prophet (Acts 3:22-24). All the apostles act on Christ’s authority and with the impetus of his Spirit. As the second Person of the Trinity Christ is author of all of the Scriptures. As savior he has acted in redemption in order that we could hear the word of God and not die (Deut. 5:22-33). Christ is thus the archetypal prophet.
Thus interpretation of the Bible is Christocentric in several ways. We must interpret Micah in conformity with God’s purposes for the book. And his purposes center in the accomplishments of Jesus Christ incarnate.
Step 2 of our hermeneutical procedure can be subdivided in a way that acknowledges these various contexts. Understand the context of persons doing the transmission, namely the people of God in various ages (expressive). Understand transmission of the message of Micah (informational). Understand the situations through which the transmission goes (productive).
Each of these aspects are structured by God so that they are not mere featureless deserts across which the transmission glides, but God-ordained historical developments focused in Christ. Let us consider the expressive, informational, and productive aspects.
First, consider the expressive aspect. Focus on what happened to the people who transmitted the Scriptures. Through Christ God maintained communion with his people through the ages. At Pentecost God transformed them into the Spirit-filled body of Christ, in which the message of the Old Testament lives. We need to understand what happens to God’s people at the coming of Christ, and how all Scriptural interpretation is now mediated by the presence of his Spirit transforming us into the image of Christ (2 Cor. 3:12-18).
Second, consider the informational message. Focus on the message that people transmitted. In Old Testament times, God commissions spokesmen in Christ’s image to give further words interpreting the earlier words and further unfolding God’s mind. Christ himself climaxes the message. He is himself the eternal Word (John 1:1) and speaks the words of life (John 6:63, 68). After his resurrection, the apostles proclaim the gospel, whose content centers on Christ.
Third, consider the productive aspect, connected with the facts of history. Focus on God’s acts in history. God accomplishes redemption and fulfills his promises through the death and resurrection of Christ. All of the events of the Old Testament anticipate Christ’s work, and all of the New Testament reflects on it and shows its implications for present and future facts. God’s purpose is “to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ” (Eph. 1:10).
Hence, interpreting Micah involves seeing how God uses its words in further interpretation, reflection, and expansion in later canonical books (informational). It involves seeing how the words of Micah are fulfilled in later history (productive). It involves seeing how people are affected by its message (personal involvement).[6] It involves above all seeing how Micah is fulfilled in Christ. Christ is the final word, the fulfillment of the truths and norms expounded by the book of Micah. Christ is the final fact to which Micah’s factual promises and predictions looked forward. Christ is the final mediatorial person, the prophet to whom Micah the prophet was analogous.
The sort of focus that we have on step 1, step 2, or step 3 influences to a great extent what kind of questions we ask and what kind of answers we seek.
In step 1, we focus on the origination of the message. We want primarily to understand what a particular book like Micah says, or what a particular passage of Micah says. But we may still ask the question in a manner that prepares for us to move forward toward application. How does God’s word to them back then fit into the larger picture? Answering this question leads primarily to exegesis, commentaries, and expository sermons.
Second, let us focus on the transmission of the message as in step 2. We want primarily to understand, not what a particular book or a particular passage says, but how God builds up the total message of the gospel and the total message of Christ to us in the course of time. Even if we consider a smaller passage, we ask, “How does this passage from Micah fit into a growing corpus of canonical communication, destined to be completed with the coming of Christ and the writing of the New Testament?” Answering this question leads primarily to biblical theology and reflection on the historical unfolding of redemption.
Third, let us focus on the reception of the message, as in step 3. We want primarily to understand, not what a particular book or a particular passage says, but God’s total communication for our total benefit. Even if we consider a smaller passage, we ask, “How does this passage fit into the total teaching of the Bible on topics or issues with which I am struggling?” What does the Bible teach about sin? about Christ? about marriage? about use of the tongue? about Christian growth? about the Second Coming? Answering these questions leads to systematic theology and books of Christian devotion and practice.
In practice, the interpretation of a particular passage of the Bible is never finished. Responsible obedience to God involves loving him with all our heart, soul, strength, and mind. Such love desires to understand and obey all of God’s instruction. If we are to understand with thoroughness and depth, we must engage in relating all the passages of the Bible to all the steps and substeps enumerated above. We can never in one lifetime complete everything ourselves, but many others aid us. The church labors corporately to grow “until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13).
We can at this point summarize our results by listing in a single list the various steps and aspects that we have enumerated.
Step 1. Original time and context.
a. Understand the person who is God’s spokesman (for example, Micah the prophet) (personal).
b. Understand the text itself (normative).
c. Understand the situation of the times and the situation of audience (situational).
d. Understand the total import of God’s speaking to the people through his spokesman.
Step 2. Transmission and its context.
a. Understand the persons who engage in transmission: official tradition bearers, and more broadly the people belonging to God.
b. Understand the transmission of the text and its message (normative). Both text criticism and the history of interpretation are involved.
c. Understand the situation of transmission. Understand narrowly the concerns of scribes and broadly God’s plan for history.
d. Understand the total import of God’s speaking to the whole church through the Scripture.
(1) Understand with different foci.
(a) Understand later use of the passage (exegetical focus).
(b) Understand how the passage fits into growing revelation (biblical theology).
(c) Understand how the passage fits into an entire body of teaching on various topics and issues (systematic theology and practical life).
(2) Understanding Christocentrically.
(a) How does Christ fulfill the word of the passage, by climaxing its truths, and embodying its wisdom, righteousness, and holiness?
(b) How does Christ fulfill the facts of the passage, by fulfilling its promises and predictions and bringing to climax the historical struggle with which the passage interfaces?
(c) How does Christ fulfill the personal aspect of communication (the prophet as mediator)?
Step 3. Modern context.
a. Understand what God is saying now through the text and its larger biblical theological and systematic theological context.
b. Understand your situation, as controlled by God.
c. Understand your gifts and capabilities and those of other speakers or hearers with whom you are communicating.
d. Understand the total import of God’s call to you as speaker and/or hearer.
Within each of the three major steps, subdivision d contains the more synthetic overview of the entire process. Particularly in subdivision d, we are analyzing God’s action and God’s speech. Hence knowing God the author is in fact part of the task implied in each step.
These steps in interpretation are similar to what can be found in many textbooks of hermeneutics and in many summaries of interpretive procedure. But there is a significant difference in our analysis. The three steps and their subdivisions originate in the triad of author, discourse, and reader, or the closely related triad of expressive, informational, and productive perspectives. These perspectives in turn are based on the Trinitarian character of God. The three perspectives are coinherent; they are mutually involved in one another and presuppose one another. As a result, the steps are inevitably coinherent and mutually involved in one another. Not only do the steps influence one another (as many people might admit), but they interpenetrate one another. They are not neatly separable, either in time, in subject matter, or in conception. Each step, rightly understood, encompasses the others.
Nevertheless, we can distinguish the steps. We have three distinct steps, and they belong in a certain distinct order. The order derives from an analysis that spreads out God’s speech in time. God speaks through Micah in the time of Hezekiah (correlating with step 1), the message is transmitted through intermediate times (step 2), and the message is received in our own time (step 3).
Let us call these three steps, taken together, the transmission perspective on interpretation. Is this the only way of analyzing interpretation?
Notes for Chapter 9
1 Who are the recipients of God’s communication in the Bible? The Bible is a covenantal document, representing God’s communication to his servants (see Meredith G. Kline, Structure). In a broad sense, the Bible is relevant to all human beings; but there is a definite focus on God’s redeemed people. God’s relation to Adam and Eve at the beginning and the covenant with Noah in Genesis 8:21-9:17 affect all human beings. Other biblical covenants are addressed primarily to God’s people, that is, the people that God takes to himself in a special relation of intimacy and love. These focused covenants also have broader relevance, since they mention the destiny of other nations (Gen. 12:3; Deut. 4:6-8; Mic. 4:1-3). It is expected that other people, who are initially outside the circle of intimacy, may and will hear and read the covenant. This broader reading is appropriate not only because all people are responsible to God the Creator and Consummator, but because God’s covenants of redemption promise that his purpose is to reach out and save people ‘‘from every tribe and language and people and nation’’ (Rev. 5:9).
2 The Second Helvetic Confession says, ‘‘Hence when today this word of God [referring to Scripture] is proclaimed in the church by preachers lawfully called, we believe that the word of God itself is proclaimed and received by believers.’’ —Proinde cum hodie hoc Dei verbum per praedicators legitime vocatos annunciatur in Ecclesia, credimus ipsum Dei verbum annunciari et a fidelibus recipi. But I go further than the Second Helvetic Confession, which restricts its discussion to ‘‘preachers lawfully called.’’
3 I do not want to conceal complex questions that arise concerning the nature of the canon and its recognition. Understanding the role of the canon and its completeness could easily involve a whole book. See Herman N. Ridderbos, Redemptive History and the New Testament Scriptures. Neither can we discuss in detail at this point the issues of textual criticism.
4 Micah 1:1 indicates that Micah prophesied during the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah. The book in written form probably includes prophecies from this entire span of time. If so, the final written form must be later than all of the oral prophecies.
Many critics attribute parts of the book to later authors and editors, but their evidence is flimsy. We cannot enter into such debates at this point. We here assume that the book is a unified work with Micah as author.
5 These three aspects correspond roughly (but only roughly) to Frame’s existential, normative, and situational perspectives. See Frame, Doctrine of the Knowledge of God.
6 On the perspectival relations, see ibid., 62-75.
Chapter 10: Alternative Hermeneutical Perspectives
Herman Hermeneut: So now we have it. Three Steps. Is everyone satisfied?
Missy Missiologist: Do people from every culture go about interpretation in the same way? Might we have overlooked important cultural differences?
Amy Affirmationist: Even within our culture I don’t think that every Christian goes about it this way. Could the Holy Spirit give people more than one method?
We can represent God’s speech as spread out in time. But since God is present to his people in all times, this particular manner of representing the communication is not exhaustive. If we wish, we can also represent the entire hermeneutical process as within the sphere of the presence of God in Micah’s time, speaking to all subsequent generations in a single act. Or equally, we can represent the entire hermeneutical process within the sphere of the presence of God to us now. Let us see how these two approaches work.
An alternative perspective: God speaking to his people once for all
God through Micah wrote to the people of Micah’s time. But God is Lord of time. Unlike human beings, God does not limit his vision to the events or customs or thoughts of one time or culture. Even human beings can write books or make records “for posterity.” Human beings have at least a limited ability to think about other times and the ability to undertake to communicate forward to later times. This ability is, of course, an image of God’s eternality, his mastery of all times, and his presence to all times. God certainly has the ability to write to posterity as well as to the people of one time. Did he do it? He did.
These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come. (1 Cor. 10:11)
For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope. (Rom. 15:4)
After Moses finished writing in a book the words of this law from beginning to end, he gave this command to the Levites who carried the ark of the covenant of the Lord: “Take this Book of the Law and place it beside the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God. There it will remain as a witness against you. For I know how rebellious and stiff-necked you are. If you have been rebellious against the Lord while I am still alive and with you, how much more will you rebel after I die! (Deut. 31:24-27)
God purposes to include later readers. We may apply this truth to Micah. God includes all the readers of all future generations in the audience that he addresses when he writes Micah.
Under this viewpoint, the task of interpretation is simply to realize that we are part of the original audience and to identify with the audience of Micah’s time. The whole of interpretation seems to collapse into step 1. But the collapse is only apparent. Once we focus on the composition of the audience, all the differentiations in steps 2 and 3 will be rediscovered.
Let us first think about human authors and their intended readers. Good authors know that there are differences of knowledge and viewpoint among the intended readers. Authors may deliberately include a spectrum of materials in order to appeal to a broad spectrum of readers. They know that not everything will appeal equally to all the readers at once. In addition, some authors may deliberately include allusions or secrets or more precise formulations that can be detected and fully understood by only a part of the readers. I know one Christian speaker who deliberately tries to give up to three messages at once, one to non-Christians, one to comparatively ignorant Christians, and one to theologically informed Christians—in order that all three subgroups of his audience may retain interest and be further challenged and informed.
Similarly, it is in principle possible for God to provide a different fullness of truth and communion to different portions of his audience. In fact, we know that he sometimes does. In the Parable of the Sower Jesus reveals to the disciples the “secret of the kingdom of God,” while veiling the secret from others (Mark 4:11-12).
Thus, we must be prepared to differentiate among various parts of the total audience. The differentiation can take place along many lines, including intellectual gifts, loyalty versus antagonism to God, spiritual maturity, social status, sex, historical circumstances, and so on. Fullest absorption and appreciation of God and his word occur when the different parts of the audience share their insights, impressions, and emotional responses with one another. Such, indeed, is what the church does according to the description in Ephesians 4:11-16 and 1 Corinthians 12.
Of course, direct communication backward in time is not possible. But it is still useful and important to project ourselves backward in imagination, as it were, in order to try to anticipate what they would understand. The people from earlier times cannot give fresh responses, beyond what has been preserved in literary form and in other material evidence. But the process of imaginative projection still has important similarities to the attempt to understand other people whom we meet and talk to now. In both cases we try to some extent to see things from the other person’s point of view. And that attempt frequently allows us to learn what we might not learn if we were rigidly confined to our own individual experience.[1]
To put matters theologically, communion with the saints in the church includes not only communion with the saints who are now alive and are part of our local church. It includes communion with others through other means of communication. We are in communion with the saints of the past ages.
The apostles of Christ may serve as our primary example of this communion. Christ gave the church the apostles partly for the purpose of being definitive, authoritative witnesses to his life and his resurrection (Acts 1:21-22). Today we may have church planters and highly respected leaders, but in the nature of the case we have no more apostles. Have we then lost forever one of the necessary aspects of church life described in Ephesians 4:11? No, though the apostles have died, their voice lives on through their writings. We still receive their foundational instruction again and again. In a subordinate way, the gifts of understanding, teaching, and ministry that God gave to saints in past ages are not useless to us. Their gifts helped to build the church and helped it to persevere up to our time, and the gifts of understanding and teaching often survive through the writings of these saints.
Bible study today should include communion with the apostles, of course. They laid the indispensable, inspired, authoritative foundation for our faith. But Bible study needs also to be a dialog with Bible students of all previous ages. Indeed, we must include the people of Old Testament times as well as New. For there is only one way of salvation. Abraham is an example to encourage our faith (Heb. 11:8-19, 39-40, 12:1).
The hermeneutical arch and the three hermeneutical steps from the previous chapter are spread out in time. So it is interesting to ask how the total audience of the Bible is differentiated in time. There are many ways in which the passage of time and one’s situation in time make a difference. We need only dwell on the areas that are more obvious.
First, people differ in their situation. Cultural differences exist between the Hebraic cultures of the Old Testament, the Judaic and Hellenistic cultures of the New Testament, and modern cultures. More important, the coming of new redemptive acts of God, and above all the coming of Christ in the flesh, make a decisive difference in the situation in the world. Christ’s resurrection is the firstfruits of the final resurrection and the renewal of the world. It is truly cosmic in its implications. One of the implications is that, although Mosaic Israel was required to keep the special food laws, we are not. Jesus has made all foods clean (Mark 7:19). In fact, the implications are quite profound, for the whole law is not only fulfilled but transformed through its supreme expression in the righteousness of Jesus Christ.[2]
Second, people differ in their persons. At Pentecost Christ pours out the promised Holy Spirit on his church. The reading of the Old Testament is now illumined by the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 3:15-18), and by the law written on the hearts of believers (Heb. 8:10). Of course, the Holy Spirit was at work in Old Testament times, but not with the fullness with which he comes at Pentecost (compare Deut. 29:4 with 1 John 2:20-27). He now comes bringing the resurrection power of Jesus Christ and uniting us to Christ Jesus in his heavenly glory.
Third, people differ in their access to the word of God. Later inspired writings appear after Micah’s time. Later people, but not earlier, are able to compare Micah with a fuller set of communications from God. The total import of a passage depends on what kind of literary context and how much literary context an author provides. If the author provides quantitatively more context, the readers may be able to learn more about the author and thereby understand more deeply the import of a particular passage. Similarly, later readers of Scripture may have greater knowledge of God through the contribution of later inspired writings. Moreover, the later writings and redemptive events may throw light on promises and prophecies that originally were less specific in character.
These differentiations in the audience that God addresses mean that steps 2 and 3 from the transmission perspective are tacitly still part of the total process of interpretation. The changes in situation imply that it is legitimate to break off the modern audience for special reflection in step 3. The changes in access to the canon imply that we may ask questions about systematic theology from the whole canon. The changes in situation and in persons with the coming of Christ and Pentecost imply that it is wise to ask many questions about the Christocentric fulfillment of Scripture. Hence, this new perspective on God’s speech potentially includes all the aspects given in the former perspective, the transmission perspective. It includes in principle the concerns of the three hermeneutical steps. It differs mainly in the arrangement. Instead of viewing God’s speech as a process of transmission through a long period of time, composed of three distinct speech acts, we view God’s speech as a single unified affair. Instead of a transmission perspective we have a once-for-all perspective.
The new perspective has several advantages. First, it expresses more forcefully and vividly than the transmission perspective the fact that God’s intention in speaking is united and coherent, and that his speech to his people is a unified act. By contrast, the transmission perspective may give the superficial misimpression that God’s speech is decomposed into three unrelated acts or stages. This impression, of course, is only an artifact of the picture. God who is Lord of all history holds together all times in his speech.
Second, the once-for-all perspective emphasizes more vividly the importance of the original context and the authority of God’s speech in this context. The understanding by all subsequent audiences is still bound to this one time of utterance.
Third, the once-for-all perspective promotes an appreciation for the role of the Holy Spirit in understanding God’s word. The Holy Spirit is the one who unites us with believers of all ages, who distributes his gifts to these believers, and who enables us to enter into fellowship, communication, and spiritual communion with them through the records that they have left behind. Without the Holy Spirit the picture would pale into a desert-like situation where all we would receive today would be a merely human tradition about what God spoke once back there.
Fourth, the once-for-all perspective indicates more explicitly that interpretation is a spiral process. It is growth of the whole people of God together through a complex communion. By contrast, the transmission perspective can easily be misunderstood as involving a merely linear travel from ignorance to knowledge to application.
But the once-for-all perspective also has some disadvantages. Unless we are alert, we may underestimate the changes that take place in the reception of God’s word over the ages. For example, we can make the mistake of assuming that everything in the Bible addresses us now in exactly the same way that it addressed all people of previous centuries. We might fail to observe that the Mosaic covenant was a shadow of a new and better one (Heb. 8:7-13; 10:1), and that we are not called to observe it in the same manner as were Israelites in Mosaic times. Or we could easily turn this view into a caricature, in which God drops a book from heaven. We picture God as if he was not involved in history, but rather totally ignored it. The heavenly book then speaks a system of ethical rules or propositional theology, but contains no announcement of what he does. The rules speak in a completely uniform manner to people in any and every situation. Of course there are universal ethical rules and propositions in the Bible. But we must not flatten everything out as if the coming of Christ in history did not make a decisive difference.
Fortunately, whatever view we start with, the Bible itself is capable of correcting our misunderstandings. Hebrews, for example, teaches us about the relation of earlier words to later ones. It shows both that the earlier words have lessons for us now and that the coming of the new covenant in Christ has superseded what was shadowy in the old.
An alternative perspective: God speaking now
Next, we can use still another model, in which the entire process of interpretation involves the speech of God now. We may start with Paul’s affirmation:
But the righteousness that is by faith says: “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’ ” (that is, to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will descend into the deep?’ ” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. (Rom 10:8-9)
Paul repudiates the idea that the gospel is confined only to the Jews or only to a single location in Palestine. Undoubtedly he would also repudiate the idea that one would have to travel backward in time. We do not literally have to stand with Moses at Mount Sinai to hear God speaking. Since God’s word has been recorded, we have it available now as well as then. Paul focuses in particular on the word of the gospel. It is the word of God, and is clearly available now.[3] It is actually in those who believe: “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart” (Rom 10:8).
This near word might superficially appear to wipe out all consciousness of time. But actually it calls us to grow in Christ and to grow in knowing God in all the ways that we have observed earlier.
Consider. The word to which Paul refers is the word of the gospel, the word that involves proclaiming and confessing that “Jesus is Lord” and that “God raised him from the dead” (Rom. 10:9). The Lordship of Jesus Christ, when truly acknowledged, implies that we are servants and that we submit to his Lordship. We are to “obey everything I [Jesus] have commanded you” (Matt. 28:20). The aspect of authority here, along with our own creatureliness and sinfulness, drives us back to the issue of whether we are really obeying Christ and his word, or whether we just project a word out of own our present consciousness, and then call ourselves to obey our own projection. If the latter, that is, if we obey only ourselves (as with Kant’s categorical imperative), we are still our own master and we are worshipping ourselves, not Jesus the Lord.
Thus the issue of Christ’s authority forces us to acknowledge an external authoritative word, the word of Scripture. Moreover, the word of the gospel says that “God raised him from the dead,” and this proclamation alerts us to the indispensability of God’s work in history. The Bible proclaims that God worked out salvation for real people in a really desperate plight in real time and space. God, speaking authoritatively to us in the Bible in the present, tells us that time is significant. Fellowship with Christ involves fellowship with the Jesus of the past who accomplished his work for us once and for all.
Hence, God speaking in the present calls on us to make the differentiations in time that have already been made using our previous two models. God himself instructs us about how he speaks. He speaks not only in the present moment, but in the present through a message given, preserved, translated, and applied through time. Because of the fullness of God’s presence in his present speech, we know him. And knowing him, we know him as the Lord of time, space, and history. We hear his word as a word that controls and transmits itself through all times. His word has the textures of its transmission embedded in it at the very moment and in the very way in which he speaks to us now.
Let us take a simple case. Right now God says to you in the book of Micah, “The word of the LORD that came to Micah of Moresheth during the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah—the vision he saw concerning Samaria and Jerusalem” (Mic. 1:1). Right now God instructs you that this speech of his in the book of Micah is not an undifferentiated address to your present moment. It is an address to your present moment, to be sure (Rom. 15:4). But it is differentiated as an address with an earlier location and time in which it was initiated. God in the present tells you a story containing a notice of how he dealt with people in the past.
This final model, which we may call the present-time model, has advantages and disadvantages complementary to the other two models. First, it has the advantage of vividly emphasizes the presence of God, his intimacy with you here and now, and therefore also the necessity of application.
Second, the present-time model can emphasize the universal and intimate claims of God and of Christ on you. You cannot remain an academic observer, merely analyzing information that does not concern you personally.
Third, the present-time model can emphasize the centrality of the gospel message. For this message is the central thrust of Scripture to you here and now.
Fourth, like the once-for-all model, the present-time model makes more explicit the spiral character of hermeneutics. A central commitment to Christ, growing in strength, depth, and purity, controls the entire hermeneutical process, and is in turn nourished by the word that God speaks.
But the present-time model also has some disadvantages. It can be perverted by existential theology (including neoorthodoxy) into subjectivism. In this view the word of God can supposedly never be “objectivized” but only comes to you in the moment of personal encounter with the Wholly Other. Kant’s transcendental ego encounters God in an ineffable noumenal realm. But existential theology radically suppresses (Rom. 1:18) the truth about what the word of God is to you here and now in the present. Jesus is Lord. Neoorthodoxy and liberalism, despite protestations to the contrary, evade the fact that Jesus is Lord over the standards, facts, and personal motives in modern science, modern historical investigation, modern biblical interpretation, and modern efforts at systematic theological reasoning. People may of course rebel against the Lord now. But even when they rebel, they remain subject to his judgment and his punishment. Liberalism, by failing to reckon adequately with Christ’s Lordship, has swallowed modern philosophy as its fundamental guiding framework. It is not submitting to the instruction of the voice of Jesus in Scripture.[4]
The nature of alternative models of interpretation
Any of the three models that we have considered can be perverted. But when used carefully, the transmission model, the once-for-all model, and the present-time model, are actually complementary approaches to the same realities of the word of God. The once-for-all model starts with God’s authority and the giving of the word in its permanence and universally normative character. God’s word has fixed propositional content and fixed ethical demands. The present-time model starts with God’s presence now. It focuses on the mystery of human consciousness operating only in the present. The transmission-model starts with speech spread out in time through God’s control over speech and history. It focuses on the external, historical, world-context of God’s speech.
Thus each model emphasizes one of God’s attributes: the once-for-all model emphasizes God’s authority and truth; the present-time mode emphasizes his presence; the transmission model emphasizes God’s control. As usual, these emphases lead to complementary approaches. Each approach, rightly understood, affirms and embraces the others. Law (truth), consciousness (presence), and history (transmission) interlace each other. God is one in the manifold richness of his being. Hence interpretation is also one, in the midst of its manifold richness.
In principle, then, the three approaches should lead in the same direction. But human sinfulness corrupts our interpretation, and we do not always live up to the potential of any one of these approaches. Each approach, as we have already observed, is open to certain dangers and misunderstandings. Moreover, our hearts are constantly tempted to produce new idols. We can make idols out of the law, the facts, and or the persons in interpretation. Law, facts, and persons belong together in harmony, and each functions together with the others to display God’s truth , control, and presence. But in the hands of idol-makers they are distorted. Secularist rationalism idolizes the law or the rules of interpretation. Secularist empiricism idolizes the facts and interprets everything in terms of visible effect. Secularist subjectivism idolizes the persons and tries to put everything under the mastery and decision-making of a supposed autonomous human subject.[5]
Errors in secularist approaches to interpretation are so blatant that they are fairly easy to detect. But subtler forms of the same errors and the same idolatries beckon to Christian interpreters. Let us see how each of these three hermeneutical models can be misused in an idolatrous direction.
The once-for-all approach is closely connected to a focus on God’s authority and the origination of his speech. It can therefore be distorted into an idolizing of rules. Secularist rationalism tends to idolize rules of interpretation and to try to make interpretation into an objectivist science. In a more subtle form of rationalism, people ignore the historical context of the Bible, and view the Bible as merely an infallible source book for doctrine, a collection of propositions about God, man, and salvation. They see no relation to what God is actually accomplishing in history.
Similar inclinations may also influence the complexion of our personal response to the Bible. Look at Dottie Doctrinalist. We may become doctrinalists, those who think that correct, orthodox doctrine is the heart of Christianity. And of course there is no denying that truth is absolutely essential to Christian growth (Eph. 4:15). But so is love. Doctrinalists run the danger not only of distorting and flattening the Bible by ignoring some of the multidimensionality of divine communication. They also run the danger of using pride in their orthodoxy as an excuse. They conceal from themselves their fear and reluctance to change subtle attitudinal sins of the heart. They run into a false dogmatism, over-confidence in self, and harshness towards those who do not agree with them. They can excuse these attitudes easily by labeling them as zeal for the truth. With this excuse they make their attitudes into yet another source of pride.
The present-time approach is closely connected to a focus on God’s presence and the reception of his speech now. It can therefore be distorted into an idolizing of the human recipient, the human subject. Secularist subjectivism blatantly idolizes the hearing, reading, and analyzing subject. But once again there are more subtle forms. Look at Amy Affirmationist, who affirmed everyone’s point of view. Christians may read the Bible only for what it says to them now. Group Bible studies may be conducted in which the only question is really, “What does it mean to you?” All viewpoints, even those contradicting one another, may be endorsed as equally valid “for you.” Everyone may feel cozily “accepted,” but no one is challenged by the piercing authority of God’s discipline and the ways in which he contradicts our sinful ideas.
Similarly, some charismatic groups subtly idolize the emotions of the moment of worship. Subjective feelings in the moment of worship are all that matters. The group’s vision never extends to the times and moments and wisdom of the Bible’s past or (for that matter) to other individuals and groups like scholars in the present. Despite the presence of real gifts of the Spirit within the group, the group seldom moves beyond articulating to itself what it already knows, and further extending the implications along lines to which it is accustomed and with which it is comfortable.
These inclinations may also influence the complexion of people’s personal response to the Bible. They become pietists, those who think that personal devotional life and prayer are the heart of Christianity.[6] Remember Peter Pietist? And of course there is no denying that personal devotion, commitment, and fellowship with Christ are essential to Christian growth (Col. 2:6-7). But so is the criticism and rebuke from the truth. Pietists run the danger not only of reading the Bible one-dimensionally for its devotional nourishment, but of avoiding the hard work and doctrinal and practical wrestling necessary for fully acknowledging Christ’s Lordship over our minds (Matt. 22:37).
Lastly, the transmission approach is closely related to a focus on God’s control over the entire historical process of transmission. But it is can be distorted into empiricism or historicism, in which the facts (or really, the interpreter’s expectations concerning factuality) are idolized. Secularist empiricism is more blatantly idolatrous. But Christians may also fall into more subtle forms of the same approach. They may become “Christian” historicists. They use the fact of historical and cultural distance between biblical situations and modern situations in order to make the Bible only distantly relevant to our own responsibility in our time. Supposedly only the very broad principles of the Bible, or only the person of Christ vaguely defined, ought to be allowed to give binding direction for our situation. In actual fact the modern situation, or rather our conception of the situation, obtains primacy of place in application. Pragmatism and worldliness creep in.
We see, then, how people can twist the above hermeneutical models in doctrinalist, emotivist, and pragmatist directions. Combinations of these failings and sins are of course also possible.
Scholarship and intellectual gifts do not protect us from these sins, especially more subtle and sophisticated forms of sins. In fact, intellectuals can easily use their cleverness to develop sophisticated forms of sin that are less easy to detect. We invent sophisticated excuses for our practices and find holes in the arguments of our critics. The pride that we have in our intellectual ability prevents us from listening deeply to critics. Pride says that we are intellectually superior to the critic, and so the critic’s arguments are worthless. Pride says that we are free from sin anyway, so that the critic could not possibly be right. Pride builds defenses, carefully concealing weak points from the critics’ view. 1 Corinthians 1:27-31 and 3:18-21 should long ago have taught us the danger of intellectualist idolatry.
In particular, teachers of Bible and theology meet intellectualist temptations. Teachers of systematic theology, on the average, are more likely to be doctrinalists, because they focus on the derivation of doctrine from the Bible. Teachers of practical theology, because they focus on present application, are more likely to be pragmatists and pietists. Teachers of biblical studies (Old and New Testament), because they focus on the historical distance between situations, are more likely to be historicists.
But there can be many variations. Whatever their research specialty, people with a more rationalist, syllogistic intellectual bent are more likely to be comfortable with once-for-all hermeneutics. They exhibit a doctrinalist bias. Next, the informed scholars, those in touch with great masses of fact and multifaceted argumentation from modern scholarship, are likely to see the many problems and complexities associated with the many aspects of transmission hermeneutics. This complexity may encourage them to overall tentativeness, tolerance, sensitivity, and civility, but paralyzes them when it comes to condemning false doctrine or advocating definite, vigorous practical action. They are still caught in a subtle form of historicism. Finally, consider the people absorbed in the society of the present, particularly the bureaucratic, institutional church facing secular society. They are more comfortable with the pragmatics of church growth or principles of business management or secular psychological theories of personal counseling. They fall victim to a subtle form of pragmatism.
Explicitness in hermeneutics
Are we helped by the once-for-all model, the transmission model, or the present-time model? Clearly, any one of these or all of them together may be useful in encouraging us to study some aspect of God’s communication that we have previously neglected. Through any one of them we may detect areas in our thinking or in our application that have previously been sinful and untransformed by the power of God’s word. Within the diversity of gifts and members of the body of Christ, as expounded by 1 Corinthians 12, we welcome people whose gifts lead them to focus special attention on particular areas.
But no method is a panacea. No method in and of itself guarantees sanctification. Christ washes us through the word and the Spirit (Eph. 5:26; 2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Peter 1:2), not through method as such. In fact, method can be a subtle snare. We can pervert orthodox doctrine, good and sound as it is, into an idol. Doctrinalists begin to shift trust from Christ and his promises to the doctrinal system over which they are masters. Likewise, we can pervert good hermeneutical method into an idol. Self-conscious interpreters begin to shift trust from Christ and his promises to trust in the hermeneutical method, which supposedly assures that they arrive at correct interpretation. Or really, self-conscious interpreters may trust in themselves, their training, their learning, their brilliance, their methodicalness, their self-consciousness, and thus be ensnared in pride and idolatry. In addition, pride keeps them at all costs from admitting that they need intellectual and hermeneutical repentance in the innermost depths.
Rationalism and the ideal of scientifically dominating the world grew out of the root of the Enlightenment. They tempt us to desire to dominate interpretation and to make it transparent by exhaustive intellectual insight. Rationalism rejects out of hand the intuitions of the charismatic and the possibility of depth significance in texts. But such rationalism is tainted with Enlightenment idolatry, namely, the worship of the transcendent self. We end in overconfidence and arrogance. And the divine Warrior will war against that pride (Prov. 16:18; 11:2).
There is also a converse truth, namely, that the entire hermeneutical method becomes a tacit, subconscious tool for the godly person. To know God is already to know the entire process of interpretation tacitly. For interpretation, as we have seen, grows out of who God is as Speaker. To know God is to know many things about his ways with the world, without necessarily being able consciously to articulate all the knowledge. To know the Lord of history means understanding the intricacy and fidelity and presence of his speech. Or, to put it another way, knowing God promotes “wisdom,” having the practical skill of serving him faithfully in every area of life. One develops hermeneutical skill without necessarily being self-conscious about a series of hermeneutical steps. One finds oneself “doing” all the steps and substeps of the transmission model without self-consciously distinguishing them or knowing that one is doing them.
To know Christ is to know the one “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). To know Christ is to be bonded to those in Christ, and so to stand with them as audience. Hence one experiences tacitly the benefits of the once-for-all approach. To know Christ is to have the key to the purpose of history (Eph. 1:10). Hence one experiences tacitly the benefits of the transmission approach. To know Christ is to hear him speak (John 10:3-5, 27). Hence one experiences the benefits of the present-time approach. To know Christ is to be filled with the Spirit who writes the law on our hearts (2 Cor. 3:3). The Spirit is in fact the ultimate Method whose ways are past finding out. When we fellowship with Christ, we have the mind of Christ, and hence we exercise true rationality. We have the wisdom of Christ, and so exercise true skill concerning our situation. We have the love of Christ, and so exercise true subjectivity in the Spirit. We know the Author, we know his Word, and we know the power of the resurrection transforming us through the Spirit of Christ.
But we need to grow in that knowledge (Phil. 3:10-14).
Notes for Chapter 10
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5 See Vern S. Poythress, ‘‘God’s Lordship in Interpretation,’’ Westminster Theological Journal 50/1 (1988): 37-39.
6 Historically, the earlier pietists were very involved in love, good works, and missions, but the modern forms that I am describing often have narrower horizons.
Chapter 11: Exemplars and Analogy
Fatima Factualist: I am uneasy about our discussion because we have focused so much on principles of interpretation. We have become too abstract. It’s all floating in the air. Let’s talk about particular examples.
Peter Pietist: I too am uneasy, because when we generalize we can leave out the individual and the uniqueness of his personal communion with the Lord.
Missy Missiologist: Maybe we should consider an example, a case study coming from a particular culture.
The resurrection of Christ is the central event in God’s dealings with us, and as such provides a pattern for understanding his plans throughout history. That is, the resurrection is an exemplar, a crucial example through which we understand the whole. This use of an exemplar is so crucial that it deserves separate discussion.
The role of exemplars
The Bible characteristically teaches using exemplars, that is, crucial examples. The exodus from Egypt is God’s exemplar to teach Israel what it means for him to save. Later acts of redemption are analogous to the exodus. The creation of Adam and Eve is God’s exemplar to show that he is the creator of each one of us. The later providential acts by which he brings each of us into being are analogous to the earlier creation. Christ himself is the exemplar for righteous living and the destiny of the righteous person. Christ’s resurrection is the exemplar for the future resurrection of the saints. The crucifixion of Christ is the exemplar of God’s righteous judgment against sin, in that Christ became our sin-bearer (1 Peter 2:24).[1]
I use the word exemplar rather than merely example because these examples are more than mere examples. They are not just one example among many, but the crucial example in their class. Each involves real historical events that, in their detailed texture are unique and unrepeatable. At the same time, these unrepeatable events are the foundation for all the rest—they furnish general, repeatable patterns for whole series of events. One event becomes the foundation for all later events in which God creates human beings. Or it becomes the foundation for all events of redemption, or resurrection. Since the one crucial event is unrepeatable, other events are not identical to it, but only analogous to it. But since the other events do genuinely relate to the exemplar, the analogy is genuine and important.
In this way the Bible teaches us by a combination of generality and particularity. The Bible includes general statements of truth about how God redeems, and also includes the exodus, with its particularity. Each helps to interpret the other. Similarly, it includes general statements about how God gives life, and also includes the account of Christ’s resurrection. The general truth gets fleshed out through the particular instance. The particular instance receives additional significance through general statements that indicate its relation to a general pattern. Moreover, the Bible is not merely a philosophy, a purely general, disembodied dogma. It announces the historical events of Christ’s life, the particulars of which are the very basis for our salvation. Since Jesus is Lord of all, the particulars of Jesus’ life have universal significance for all people and all history. Since Jesus is the one who is Lord of all, the generalities about the world and its history rest inextricably on the Jesus of first century Palestine.
Moreover, the earthly life of Jesus is the exemplar for who God is. The life of Jesus is the most crucial of all exemplars. As such, it is an exemplar for how other exemplars work in the Bible. Because Christ is truly central to the Bible (Luke 24:44-49), it is natural that we should be able to extend the list of exemplars almost indefinitely. Within the framework of the OT, the tabernacle is the exemplar for God’s dwelling with Israel. Moses is the exemplar for the prophets (Deut 18:18-22). David is the exemplar for kingship (cf. 1 Kings 11:4). Solomon is the exemplar of a wise man (1 Kings 4:29-34). Abraham is the exemplar of faith (Gen 15:6).
Each of these exemplars is rich in particularity. Each is unique. Each is in some crucial ways unlike the other instances of the pattern of which it is the exemplar. We see this uniqueness especially in the case of Christ. Christ is both God and man. Being God, he is unlike any other human being. And yet, he is not only one man among many, but the man, the representative and pattern for a new humanity (1 Cor. 15:45-49).
Using analogy
We are thus confronted with an analogy, but not pure identity, between Christ and other human beings. Christ’s resurrection is analogous to, but not identical with, our being raised to new life in the Spirit (Col. 3:1). Christ’s resurrection is analogous to, but not identical with, the coming resurrection of the bodies of the saints (1 Thess. 4:13-18).
In any analogy, there are points of similarity and points of difference. When we are dealing with exemplars, the analogies are richly structured and many-faceted, rather than confined to one minor point. There are thus many small points of analogy integrated into a larger pattern. But the larger pattern still leaves room for points of striking difference, including global difference.
How then do we judge the character and extent of an analogy? How do we judge which are the points of similarity and which are the points of difference? Can we do it only if someone explicitly enumerates all the points of similarity? This explicit, exhaustive enumeration occurs neither in the Bible nor in most ordinary analogies that human beings use. Rather, we grasp the main character of the analogy and naturally include in it some degree of detail. But some other details remain vague. We are often content to let the exact boundaries of the implications of an analogy remain tacit.
We are able to make judgments about analogy because we have a context. For example, the Bible provides much teaching about God. This larger context of teaching provides a context that enables us to understand any one particular analogy for God, such as God is the great king. As other parts of the Bible confirm, God issues orders, has the legitimate authority appropriate to his position, and has power to rule. In these respects, he is like a typical earthly king. But unlike an earthly king, his power is unlimited, his domain is the whole universe, and his rule is always just. Nor is he subject to the typical earthly limitations of a human king. We are confident of all these conclusions because we already know something about God and something about earthly kings.
In general, analogies work because we have some context for grasping the implications of an analogy. The same holds when we read an analogy in the Bible. We grasp the implications through knowledge of the context, and through knowledge of the author of the analogy, namely God himself. Hence our general knowledge of God influences in subtle ways what we make of an analogy. In many cases, it may not noticeably influence the more obvious, large-scale features and implications. But it will influence the subtleties. It affects just what further, more distant implications we draw, and it affects our judgment concerning more subtle similarities and differences.
Thus, using analogy makes sense only against a background of tacit knowledge. We must know God and know something of his creation. Even though analogies are open-ended and nonexhaustive, we can be confident that we understand because God knows all things exhaustively, he has made us in his image, and he has made a world in which there are many fruitful analogies.
A triad of attributes
To understand the structure of exemplars and analogies, we may fruitfully employ the earlier partitional triad of aspects namely classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects. These categories are themselves analogical in character. They apply first of all to an exemplar, namely God in his Trinitarian character. They apply subordinately to the creation and to aspects of creation.
We understand God by analogy. For example, how do we understand the associational aspect of God’s being, that is, the mutual fellowship and indwelling within the Trinity? It is a great mystery. But we have an analogy within our experience. God consents to have fellowship with us through the work of Christ and the Holy Spirit. Preeminently, God the Father sends the Holy Spirit to us to dwell in us (Rom. 8:9-11). Through the Spirit, Christ dwells in us (Rom. 8:10) and the Father as well (John 14:23). God dwells in us as human beings. God dwells in himself in a manner that is analogous to his dwelling in us. God’s dwelling in himself is the archetypal indwelling. God’s dwelling in us an ectype. The two are analogous, not identical (John 17:23).
We also understand instantiation analogically. The Word is eternally the instantiation of God. By analogy, the Word became flesh and “instantiated” God in time and space (John 1:14). We understand the eternal instantiation by analogy with the temporal one.
We understand classification analogically. God reveals himself to us as one God. His revelation reveals his oneness. The revealed oneness is analogically related to his oneness that he has in himself.
The use of exemplars in God’s teaching also expresses the classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects. First, an exemplar like the exodus is a particular event or thing. It is an instantiation. Second, an exemplar is an instantiation of a general pattern, a classificational generality. The exodus instantiates the classificational pattern of redemption. Third, an exemplar enjoys associational relations with a larger context, through which we come to understand it. The exodus is an exemplar for a pattern of redemption that displays many other embodiments in another instances. By seeing the relation to other instances, and to general statements, we grasphow the exodus functions as an exemplar.
Notes for Chapter 11
1 Thus, I am not agreeing with an exemplary theory of the atonement. Christ is our example, to be sure, but is much more as well. He is the exclusive penal substitute for sin.
Chapter 12: History
Herman Hermeneut: So we can talk about particular examples. But how do the examples fit into the larger whole?
Fatima Factualist: Something like half of the Bible is about history and events. We had better know what history is about.
A sense of history is indispensable in biblical interpretation. God created a world that has history. The great events of God’s redemption took place in history. In addition, history is the context for the steps in interpretation laid out in the transmission perspective. The once-for-all perspective on interpretation focuses on the original speech of God, within its original historical context, thus demanding attention to history.
So what is history? How do we reckon with it? The coinherence of the three steps in the transmission perspective raises questions about the character of history. Coinherence suggests that the historical moment of the past, the original point when God spoke, cannot be rigidly isolated from the present. The coinherence of the transmission perspective with the once-for-all perspective and the present-time perspective suggests the same thing. In addition, exemplars show the complex connectedness of history. How do we obtain a sound understanding of history?
Remember where we started when we developed the transmission perspective. We started with God’s communication. The Father speaks the Word through the Spirit. He speaks to the Spirit as hearer. We can use this same starting point for understanding history. God’s speaking and acting go together. In particular, God’s speaking offers a perspective on all events in history. Creation took place through God speaking: “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath of his mouth” (Ps. 33:6). All events proceed according to his word: “Who can speak and have it happen if the Lord has not decreed it? Is it not from the mouth of the Most High that both calamities and good things come?” (Lam. 3:37-38; cf. Eph. 1:11).
If history matches God’s verbal decrees, we would expect that events of history show a structure similar to what we have already found with respect to God’s speech. Moreover, human beings, made in the image of God, reflect aspects of God’s character in a particular way. Hence, we expect that human action will reflect the characteristics of divine action. Divine action always includes divine speaking. Hence human action on a broad scale should have a quasilinguistic character.[1]
Unity and diversity in history
For example, according to our earlier discussion there is unity and diversity in meaning. By analogy, we expect that there is unity and diversity to the character of historical events. Many different truths about many different subjects hold together within the unity of God’s plan. In this sense we find unity and diversity in the truth. This unity and diversity includes truth about historical events. We can apply the partitional triad, the classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects.
First, in accordance with the classificational aspect, each historical event is classifiable. It belongs to one or another kind. We find events of war, celebration, agriculture, birth, death, marriage, and so on. We understand the past partly by comparison with our own experience. We know about war, celebration, agriculture, and so on in our own time. Because human beings are made in the image of God, there is a certain constancy to human nature. Even though cultures and times differ, they differ within limits. The element of constancy guarantees that understanding other people in other times is possible.
Next, consider the instantiational aspect. Each historical event is particular. It is this event, at this time and this place, never identical with any other event in all its details—if only because the other events happen at other times or places.
Third, the associational aspect indicates that history hangs together. The events affect one another in causal ways, and their overall meaning depends on fitting together as complementary events into a total plan of God for history (Eph. 1:11).
As usual, the three aspects hold together. They coinhere. Any one aspect offers a perspective on the others; no one aspect can really be understood except as it presupposes and encompasses the others.
Perspectives on history
The perspectives from transmissional hermeneutics can also become perspectives on understanding history. Thus we have potentially three alternative perspectives on any historical event. According to the once-for-all perspective, each event takes place in order to provide a development and a significance for the whole rest of history. All the rest of history becomes a kind of “audience” addressed by the one event. The event “speaks to” and affects all the subsequent ages.
Second, we may use the transmission perspective. According to the transmission perspective, history is a development in time, in which each event takes place to affect its immediate future, and that later situation affects a still later situation, and so on. The interaction is spread out through a time line.
Third, according to the present perspective, all understanding of history takes place now, in our present meditation on the record of the past. The past is available to us only in the present, through records that still exist in the present, and through memories of the past that exist in the present. Interpreting history is a responsibility that confronts us in the present.
Modern secular approaches to history refuse to acknowledge that God is Lord of history. So it is difficult for them to acknowledge or appreciate the coinherence of these various perspectives. In a truncated form of the transmission perspective, history remains connected only by immediate antecedents and immediate succession, not by an overall plan. By contrast, in the Bible the end, the consummation, recapitulates aspects inherent at the beginning (Rev. 22:1-5). The new creation is a new paradise, a new Garden of Eden. The resurrection of Christ in the past forms the foundation for the spiritual resurrection of Christians to eternal life in the present (Col. 3:1). And its forms the foundation for the bodily resurrection of Christians in the future (1 Cor. 15:22-23, 49). Such a view depends on our knowing that God is one, that he has a plan for the whole, that the plan is unified, that it will not fail to be accomplished.
In other words, events in history are related to one another, not only to events immediately before and after, but to the entire plan of God for the whole of history. Each particular event is significant because it has a place in the whole and is connected to the whole. The resurrection of Christ has an effect not merely on the apostles to whom Christ first appeared, but on us who are united to Christ by faith. We experience resurrection power from that resurrection (Phil. 3:10). The effects of the resurrection do not consist merely in a short-term causal sequence, but touch us directly today. Moreover, in one sense the pattern of the resurrection extends backward as well as forward in time. God reckoned beforehand with the events that were still future (Rom. 3:25). He was gracious and forgiving to people in the Old Testament because of the sacrifice of Christ that was still to come. He put in place animal sacrifices in the Old Testament that prefigured the coming sacrifice.
In a whole host of ways, the associational perspective is significant. Typological patterns or symbolic patterns reappear over long stretches of history. Within the biblical view, then, history contains connections of many, richer kinds that the modern secularist conceives. Modern secular treatments still acknowledge in some fashion that each event is unique (the instantiational perspective). They acknowledge that each event can be classified according to more general patterns (the classificational perspective). But they tend to fail in appreciating the associational perspective. We shall therefore devote particular attention to this perspective.
We have already briefly considered the death and resurrection of Christ, which are at the very center of history and which cast their light and the power of their effects on all history. But let us consider how the associational aspect belongs even to minor examples.
An example in 2 Kings 14:5
In 2 Kings 14:5 we read, “After the kingdom was firmly in his grasp, he [Amaziah] executed the officials who had murdered his father the king.” This one event is intelligible in relation to other events. For the benefit of our understanding we should take into account all kinds of relations. There are relations to immediately preceding and succeeding actions. The immediately preceding assassination is the judicial and emotional basis for Amaziah’s decision. Amaziah’s knowledge of the Mosaic law may also be a factor.[2] What about the consequences of Amaziah’s action? The narrator does not note any obvious consequences. But we know that the Scripture commends Amaziah’s action as righteous. And other biblical texts indicate that God blesses the righteous; hence any of a number of subsequent events may be an effect of Amaziah’s righteous act.
From the Bible, as well as from modern experience, we know that one of the effects of punishing crimes is to induce fear of doing the crime (Deut. 19:20). As people saw Amaziah’s righteousness in action, they would be more ready to submit to his rule, and more fearful of undertaking further assassinations.
These, then, are more immediate connections in time. There are also more remote connections. As with language, so with history, the connections extend in many directions and many dimensions.
Amaziah’s action is connected with all other attempts throughout history in which monarchs punish assassinations and assassination attempts. It is connected with all the power-plays and calculations by which people attempt to obtain or increase their political power. It is also connected, by way of contrast, with the failures of weak people in power to maintain control. By way of 2 Kings 14:6 it is connected with all the penal sanctions of the law of Moses. All these instances offer manifestations of the way in which people deal with the issue of justice and fitting punishment for wrong-doing.
This event involving Amaziah is connected with the ups and downs of Israelite history in 1 Kings and 2 Kings. We see a succession of more or less righteous kings, and more or less evil kings, ending with appalling failure in the exile. Amaziah’s one action was righteous, and he is evaluated as basically a good king with a significant failure (2 Kings 14:3-4). But his life ends in a disastrous defeat (2 Kings 14:11-14). This defeat presages the exile to come. Note the close parallel between earlier and later destruction. In 2 Kings 14:13-14 the wall is destroyed and captives and valuables are taken. In 2 Kings 25:1-21 there is still greater destruction and captivity and the desolation of the exile. Hence the issue of true righteousness looms large in the narrative of 1 and 2 Kings. Amaziah’s one action is righteous. It may for a time stem the assaults on the throne of David. But is it enough to stem the broader tide of national rebellion against God? Ultimately it is not; unrighteousness creeps into Amaziah himself when his pride keeps him from listening to Jehoash’s warning (14:9-11).
1 and 2 Kings, by ending with the gloom of the exile, cry out for an answer. David’s descendants utterly failed, and were finally saved from a totally outside source by an act of sheer grace (2 Kings 25:27-30). In the long run, the throne of David needs to be established in a manner free from assassination attempts and free from internal corruption of heart as well. so Isaiah 9:5-7 answers: it announces an everlasting king from the line of David.
Thus the action in 14:5 is typologically related to the reign of Christ. Amaziah put down his father’s assassins, but it was only a temporary measure, a stop-gap. In his resurrection Christ put down his own assassins, and established righteousness permanently free from external assassination and from internal corruption. The kings and rulers plot assassination “against the LORD and against his Anointed One” (Ps. 2:2). They appear to succeed for a time by assassinating the Anointed One (Acts 4:26-28). But God answers:
The One enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them. Then he rebukes them in his anger and terrifies them in his wrath, saying, “I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill.” (Ps. 2:4-6)
Christ, established as king, executes perfect justice:
… with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist. (Isa. 11:4-5)
In Christ’s kingdom, the sons of the kingdom are not liable for the assassination accomplished by their fathers, that is, the sinful sons of Adam. After mentioning the assassination of the King, for which we are guilty (Acts 3:13-14), Peter says, “Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord” (Acts 3:19).
The connection between Amaziah’s action and the resurrection of Christ is not merely accidental or external, but real. Consider: Amaziah acted righteously. He acted in accordance with the specifications of the Mosaic law. But where does out standard of righteousness come from? Mosaic law is a reflection of the righteousness of God. And this righteousness of God is supremely revealed in the resurrection of Christ, which is not only his legal vindication but ours: “[he] was raised to life for our justification” (Rom. 4:25).
We can arrive at the same conclusion but considering goodness instead of righteousness. It is good for people to be under a righteous ruler. It is a blessing (Prov. 28:12; 29:2; Eccles. 10:17). We have already observed that swift justice to assassins tends to enhance the stability of a kingdom, and may thus be one means of increasing peace and prosperity.
Now the Bible teaches that good things like these always come from God (Acts 14:17; James 1:17). God manifests his goodness in the act of Amaziah. Moreover, this goodness comes to people who do not deserve it, for they are sinners. Hence we must see here not only the goodness of God but his mercy. God has been merciful to the people of Israel by causing Amaziah to act in a righteous way. How has God found it possible to be both merciful and just? In mercy he appears to “overlook” sins (Rom. 3:25), while in justice he must punish them. The solution is found in Christ: “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood” (Rom. 3:25). Hence he is “just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:26). The crucifixion and the resurrection of Christ are therefore the ultimate basis for mercy even in Old Testament times. They are the basis, then, for the display of goodness and mercy through Amaziah.
Amaziah, then, is a mediator of God’s goodness, mercy, and justice. He is also a king in the line of David, the line in which God focuses the promise of the great Messianic king. Hence, in the providence of God, the action of Amaziah is linked like a type to the greater, climactic action in Christ’s resurrection.
Other kinds of connections
Events are also connected to one another by the ways in which they display the attributes of God. For example, God is always just. God acts in events of history. From the expressive perspective and from the perspective of personal presence, we expect that God displays his justice in every event. Hence all events show a common patterning belonging to God’s justice.
Similarly, all events show common patterns belonging to God’s redemption. God liberates; God conquers evil; God operates on the basis of substitution and forgiveness founded in Christ. God gives life, works propitiation and reconciliation, and reveals wisdom.
All these ways of describing redemption are true. But none is merely a pat formula. All these descriptions talk about a work of God that is infinitely wise and deep. We do not exhaustively comprehend any one description, nor do we comprehend fully the relation of the various descriptions to one another. God’s wisdom in language is unfathomable, and likewise his wisdom in historical action is unfathomable. The patterning of history is not reducible to a pat formula.
Moreover, God exercises his creativity in history. Hence, every historical event is unique. The patterns are multidimensional and interlocking. We never arrive at a complete list of all possible dimensions of patterning. Rather, we must go and read the Bible again. We must understand in increasing depth what God has done. And subordinately, we are called to understand what he is doing, both in our lives, in surrounding communities, and in extrabiblical history of past eras.
Classifying connections
Though we can never exhaust the possibilities for kinds of connections, we begin to make some simple classifications. What kinds of connections does this historical event have with other events? For convenience we may organize our discussion using another perspectival triad, namely the triad of unit, hierarchy, and context.[3] First, each unified historical event or incident has a unity and identifiable features. It is a coherent unit. It belongs to a distinct class of event. Amaziah’s punishment belongs to the class, “punishment of assassins.” Second, each event or incident is embedded in a larger context of a historical and cultural situation. It belongs in a context. Third, each event is a small part of a hierarchy of progressively larger events spread out in time. For example, Amaziah’s pronouncement of judicial judgment is a small event within the larger complex events including the entire process of dealing with the aftermath of the assassination. The aftermath of the assassination is one part of the total time of Amaziah’s reign. Amaziah’s reign is in turn a small part within the record of the reigns of the kings of Judah. And this history of reigns is one act within the larger history from creation to the incarnation of Christ. The progressively larger complexes of events form a hierarchy of events.
Let us take as our exemplar the resurrection of Christ. It is a unique event or unique unit of history. But in an obvious way it is connected with all other instances of bodily resurrection:[4] the raising of the widow of Zarephath’s son (1 Kings 17:17-24), the raising of the Shunammite’s son (2 Kings 4:18-37), the raising of Jairus’s daughter (Matt. 9:18-26), and the raising of Lazarus (John 11). it belongs to the class, “bodily resurrection.”
A second type of connection is a connection by contiguity or hierarchy. The resurrection of Christ is one incident in a series of incidents in the life of Christ. These incidents are grouped into larger and smaller groups of incidents. The resurrection is part of a larger series of incidents including the events of burial and the incidents of Christ’s postresurrection appearances. These incidents in turn form the denouement to a larger narrative encompassing the whole earthly life of Christ. And the earthly life of Christ is at the center of a larger history spanning centuries.
The third perspective is the contextual perspective. Within this perspective we focus on metaphoric or analogical connections between the resurrection of Christ and other events. The analogies are of many kinds. OT animal sacrifice cleanses the worshiper from sin. Isaac is to be sacrificed, and then is received back to life, “resurrected” in a figurative sense (Heb. 11:19). When Noah is rescued from the flood and the Israelites are rescued from the Red Sea, they received life after passing through the waters of death. Jonah comes back from a watery death (Jonah 2:5-7). Jeremiah is raised up from the pit (Jer. 38:6-13). And so on.
Now let us a generalize. A unit in language or an event in history enjoys connections with other units sharing the same features. It belongs to a class of units of the same kind. The older linguistic terminology of “paradigmatic relations” is an aspect of this kind of connection. Thus, the unital perspective is closely related to the classificational perspective. The archetype for units is the unity of God, which is also associated with God the Father.
Units in language and events in history group together on the basis of contiguity in space and time. The older linguistic terminology called this kind of connectivity “syntactic” or “metonymic.” The ultimate historical exemplar for this time-and-space-based connectivity is the incarnation of Christ. Connection by contiguity thus rests on the instantiational perspective, deriving from the Person of God the Son.
Units in language and events in history also group together contextually on the basis of metaphoric and analogical relations. The presence of analogy enables to see one truth or one event through the perspective of another, by virtue of their associations and their theological “concurrence” in the plan of God. The connection through analogy rests on the associational perspective and the Person of God the Holy Spirit.
As usual, the three aspects (unit, hierarchy, and context) are perspectivally related. They are correlative to one another and coinherent. The same holds for the three kinds of connections: connections by common features, connections by contiguity, and connections by analogy or association. Units always occur in a hierarchy of smaller and larger units in which they are embedded. They and their identifying features are intelligible and identifiable only through hierarchy and context. And of course hierarchy and context are contentless without units to fill them. In the end, all three mutually involve one another.
Now let us illustrate with some further examples.
The sin offering in Leviticus 9:8-11
Consider the sin offering described in Leviticus 9:8-11. First, we find connections of elementary classification closely related to unit. This particular event is an instance of a sin offering. It is connected with all other instances of sin offerings made by Aaron, and more broadly with all instances of sin offering whatsoever. All sin offerings are also connected with the other types of animal sacrifice described in Leviticus 1-5 and with the sacrifices of the patriarchs before the time of Moses. These different kinds and instances have complex relations of similarity and dissimilarity to one another. All animal sacrifices have some similarities (e.g., the fat and the blood are never eaten). Sin offerings have some distinctive aspects. For example, some of the blood is put on the horns of the bronze altar or the altar of incense. The flesh is not eaten by the one presenting the offering, but neither is it burned on the altar. The particular instance of sin offering in Leviticus 9:8-11 has features distinguishing it from all other instances of sin offering (in particular, the time and particular circumstances are distinct).
Second, there are part-whole relations, that is, relations governed by hierarchy. The entire act of making the sin offering has connections with the various subordinate steps within the whole. For example, we see Aaron slaughtering the calf, the sons bringing the blood, Aaron dipping his finger in the blood and sprinkling, Aaron pouring out the rest of the blood, Aaron burning the fat, Aaron taking the carcass outside the camp, Aaron burning the carcass. The whole can be decomposed into smaller parts. Likewise, this particular sin offering is a part belonging to a larger whole. The sin offering goes together with the burnt offering (9:12-14), offerings for the people (9:15-21), blessing (9:22), and God’s response (9:23-24). Together these actions fit into the total rite for consecrating Aaron and his sons (Lev. 8-9). This rite of consecration fits into a larger cycle of events affirming and honoring the holiness of God’s presence among the Israelites (Ex. 25-Lev. 27).
Many of the more interesting sorts of connections have to do with contextual connections. For instance, animal sacrifices are related to creation, to redemption, and to consummation.[5]
Let us consider creation first. The institution of animal sacrifice depends on elements in creation in several ways. Animals are what they are according to God’s word of creation. On the sixth day God created the animals and defined the unique existence of each kind. To be an animal is to be subject to God’s creative word concerning animals. Moreover, God gave man dominion over animals. This dominion becomes one of the reasons why it is fitting for human beings to be given authority to offer animal sacrifices.
The sin offering presupposes the existence of sin. Since there was no sin in the original created order, the detailed significance of the sin offering has no direct analogue in creation. But there are still some noteworthy elements of analogy. Adam in his disobedience was a representative for all his descendants (Rom. 5:12-21). By analogy the animal sacrifice represents the worshipers.
Next, consider the consummation. The way in which animal sacrifice is appointed to deal with sin anticipates the final elimination of sin in the consummation. God undertook a symbolic form of judgment and reconciliation with the sin offering. He achieves consummate judgment and reconciliation at the last day.
Sin offering has the closest analogies with redemption, since sin exists in the world only in the period from the fall to just before the consummation. The animal sacrifices, including the sin offering in particular, were instituted by God to point forward to the sacrifice of Christ (Heb. 13:11-12).
The entire span of time in which redemption takes place extends from the fall of Adam to the second coming of Christ. Within this time span, sin offering is connected most obviously with the crucifixion of Christ (Heb. 13:11-12). But we may also inquire how it is related to the beginnings of sin and redemption in the fall, how it is related to the end of redemption in the Second Coming, and how it is related to any event in between.
Sin offering is related to the fall by the fact that the fall introduces sin. Sin offering is an ordinance responding to this problem. Moreover, in the narrative of the fall the promise of God (Gen. 3:15) and the gracious action of God (3:21) hint at the coming of an eventual remedy for sin. The initial symbolic level of remedy involves the use of dead animals (3:21), which is related at least distantly to the later use of animals in sacrifice.
How is sin offering related to the Second Coming? At the Second Coming Christ removes sin from the world by triumphant war. The removal is analogous to the symbolic removal of sin from the people by the effect of the sin offering. When Christ returns, the whole world is made holy, hence sin must be completely removed (Matt. 13:41-43).
Sin offerings are connected to individuals, the community, and the cosmos. In the first place, the technical details of sin offerings indicate that different types of sin offerings are given for the high priest, for the community as a whole, for a leader, and for an ordinary member of the community (Lev. 4:1-35). On the day of his consecration Aaron offers one sin offering for himself and a second, distinct one for the people (Lev. 9:8-11, 15). But even the sin offering for himself concerns his capacity to serve as priest, where he represents the people. Hence the sin offering for Aaron is indirectly relevant for the people as well. The animal represents Aaron as a single person. But through Aaron who represents the people, the animal comes to represent the people as well
Now consider the case where the sin offering is offered for the people. It is still Aaron who does the officiating. He does so in his official representative capacity. The status of priest and the status of people are bound up together. The animal in this case represents the people first of all. But subordinately it is related to the single person of Aaron. And because it is a whole animal with its own singularity, it expresses the unity belonging to the single community.
Each kind of sin offering points to the other, and both kinds are part of a larger complex dealing with the intertwining aspects of sin. Sin is both individual and communal in its effects and in the ways that it spreads. Hence, by analogy with this situation, Christ’s one final sacrifice cleanses both individual Christians and the church, the community of faith (Eph. 5:27).
So far we have discussed how a sin offering can have connections with both individual and community. How does it have connections with the cosmos? Christ’s sacrifice is the basis for the renewal of the whole universe (Rom. 8:18-22). The subhuman elements of the universe are not themselves sinful, but were “subjected to frustration” because of the fall. Sin affects them, and renewal affects them as well.
The cosmic implications of sacrifice are tacitly included in some of the associations of the sin offering in Leviticus 9. To see this, recall that the tabernacle was made according to the pattern that Moses received on Mount Sinai (Ex. 25:9). Both the tabernacle and the Solomonic temple were images of God’s heavenly dwelling (1 Kings 8:27, 32, 34, 36, etc.; Heb. 8:5). The sin offering was slaughtered in the court and the blood presented on the horns of one of the altars. This procedure must have a heavenly analogue. Correspondingly, Christ was put to death on earth, but ministers in the heavenly sanctuary (Heb. 8:4; 9:11-14). By the blood of the Old Testament sin offering the worshipers and the tabernacle are cleansed with respect to symbolic defilement (Lev. 4:20, 26, 35; 16:16, 19-20; Heb. 9:9-10, 13, 21-22). By the blood of Christ the worshipers and the world are cleansed (Heb. 9:23; 10:14).
Central connections and more distant connections
We have so far focused on the task of simply enumerating various kinds of connections. But it is well to emphasize the centrality of Christ’s work. The Old Testament as a whole is designed to testify beforehand to Christ (Luke 24:44-47).
The animal sacrifices in particular point forward to Christ (Heb. 9:9-14). They do so by showing parallels or analogies to Christ’s work (Heb. 9:13-14). Before Christ’s crucifixion they served as channels whereby the benefits of his crucifixion came to the faithful. At the same time, they were in themselves insufficient and imperfect. They thereby testify that something better and more permanent is to come (Heb. 10:1-22). God ordains the animal sacrifices in order to fulfill exactly these purposes (Heb. 9:8-10). Hence, all in all, Christ is the key for understanding the significance that God intends for these sacrifices.
We can also observe that through Christ the particular event in Leviticus 9:8-11 is distantly related to an endless host of other events. Christ’s sacrifice, in its very uniqueness, forms the pattern that is manifested in various ways throughout history. God liberated us once and for all in Christ’s resurrection. Hence a pattern of God acting to liberate occurs throughout history. God warred against evil in Christ’s crucifixion. Hence a pattern of holy war occurs throughout history. And so on.
Now Old Testament sin offering foreshadows some of the pattern of Christ’s work to come. This pattern of Christ’s work is in turn reflected throughout history. Hence, a sin offering is patterned in a way that is reflected throughout history.
The sin offering concerns the removal of retribution and punishment. Hence penal substitution, forgiveness, propitiation, and reconciliation seem to be suggested more than some of the other concerns. Penal substitution, forgiveness, propitiation, and reconciliation are accomplished once and for all in Christ’s sacrifice. But that once-for-all accomplishment is the very foundation for working out substitution, forgiveness, propitiation, and reconciliation on a human level, among different groups of human beings in their relation to one another as well as in their relation to God. As people are united to Christ, they receive forgiveness and reconciliation with God. They are then to forgive and be reconciled to one another. Hence, human relations throughout history show correlations with the sin offering, by imitating it on a lower level.
Analogy between historical events
The sin offering in Leviticus 9:8-11 is only one example. We see through this one example the kinds of connections that a particular historical event enjoys with other events. We could have chosen some other example. To be sure, sin offering has some advantages. The Book of Hebrews makes explicit some of its connections with other events, and with Christ’s work in particular. Sin offering has a prominent role in the whole tabernacle system, which foreshadows Christ’s redemption in an elaborate way. Not everything in the Bible has an identical function or enjoys identical significance. Some elements are more prominent, and some have a more direct function of serving as “shadows.”
Because Christ’s work in central to history, any event whatsoever enjoys salient connections with the work of Christ. The connections may sometimes be less obvious, less striking, less thorough. We may even see connections between the work of Christ and its counterfeit opposites, the false redemptions of false religion. Such connections are to be expected.
First of all, connections must exist because of the very character of God. There is one plan of God for all history, and this plan displays the unity of his wisdom. God is present and active in all events. All events therefore display his deity, “his eternal power and divine nature” (Rom. 1:20).
Second, connections exist because of redemption. Sin and its perverse results, wherever they occur, need the same remedy. And there is only one remedy, namely Christ.
Third, connections exist because of the presence of persons. All human beings are made in God’s image. As such, they present us with similar patterns of action. They image God, and in particular image the divine Son who is the original image (Col. 1:15).[6]
Because God is infinite and infinitely wise, the connections in his thought are infinitely rich and ramified. The creation is finite, not infinite, but it displays the wisdom of our infinite God. Hence the connections among historical events are incredibly rich, pervasive, and ramified.
But this richness is not chaos. Some connections are more salient and more prominent. For example, sin offerings are not related equally strongly to every event in the Gospels; they relate preeminently to the crucifixion (Heb. 13:11-12).
In addition, the kinds of connections can be classified. We can distinguish various kinds of connections from one another, and we can understand what sorts of things we are comparing in any particular case.
For instance, when we compare one sin offering to other instances of sin offering, we understand that we are comparing events that have the same label or classification in the eyes of Israelites. They have clear similarities displayed in common sequences of events and common use of various parts of the animal. On the other hand, when we compare a sin offering to the sacrifice of Christ, we understand that we are comparing shadow to reality, insufficient to sufficient, preliminary to final. There is not necessarily an exact one-to-one correspondence between each step in the sequence of sin offering and each step in the crucifixion of Christ. And even when we may find a more detailed correspondence, the correspondence passes from one sphere of action to another, from animal to human person, from earth to heaven.
An example of warfare: 1 Samuel 13:5
Consider now an example from 1 Samuel 13:5:
The Philistines assembled to fight Israel, with three thousand chariots, six thousand charioteers, and soldiers as numerous as the sand on the seashore. They went up and camped at Micmash, east of Beth Aven. (NIV)
This text fits naturally with other cases of war between Israel and Philistia. In the Old Testament God enters into war, bringing Israel to victory. Or when Israel is disobedient and falls away from God, God brings them defeat. The theme of divine holy war thus stands behind the human warfare.
Moreover, the theme of kingship is important. God appointed Saul king in response to the people’s desire. In this passage we are about to see what Saul would do, in response to the people’s desire that the king would lead them in war. 1 Samuel is largely devoted to the question of the right and wrong kind of king, as represented by David and Saul respectively. God wins a decisive victory for Israel through David’s contest with Goliath (1 Sam. 17). This victory for David foreshadows God’s eschatological war, in which Christ defeats Satan, both on the cross and at the last day.
In 1 Samuel 13:5 the Philistines gather in a threatening way, probably in response to the earlier challenge to their authority in verses 3-4. Their movements challenge Saul and his men to engage in battle. What will Saul do? In addition, what will God do through Saul, as part of his total purpose of waging war against his enemies on behalf of his people? Jonathan’s successes through faith indicate on a small scale what God will do in the future for the whole world. But can we find a man that will have the faithfulness of Jonathan rather than the inconsistency of Saul? David then appears. The impermanent and partial character of David’s successes, not to mention his eventual moral failures, make us look to the future Messianic king of Isaiah 11:1-9 and the war waged by God himself in Isaiah 27:1.
Hence, through the theme of holy war, the passage in 1 Samuel 13:5 enjoys linkages with the entire scope of redemption. These linkages are not necessarily the only linkages or the most prominent linkages, but they nevertheless exist.
Consider then a few of the ways in which the verse in 1 Samuel 13:5 is connected to other passages.
First, there are connections through common features. The Philistine challenge is connected to all other challenges brought about by military movements. It is connected first of all to other instances of conflict between Saul and his enemies, then more broadly to instances of conflict between the people of God and their enemies, then still more broadly to all instances of conflict whatsoever.
Second, there are part-whole relations (hierarchy). This challenge could in principle be analyzed into smaller parts, involving the assembling, the going up, and the encamping. We could watch the movement of individual warriors. There are also larger wholes of which verse 5 is a part. Verse 5 is part of a movement-and-response package in 1 Samuel 13:5-10. But the response eventually aborts when Saul fails to keep faith (verse 9). This whole series in 13:5-10 is in turn part of a larger engagement with the Philistines in 1 Samuel 13:2-14:26. This larger engagement is part of the larger history of Samuel, Saul, and David in 1-2 Samuel.
Third, there are contextual connections. As with animal sacrifice, so here, we can ask about relations to creation, redemption, and consummation. The Philistine military action presupposes the human abilities of organization, planning, manufacture of weapons, and dominion given to man in creation. Yet the air of conflict also contrasts with the original paradisiacal situation of peace.
The connection with the consummation is also mostly one of contrast: in the consummation there is final peace (Isa. 2:4). The redeemed nations assemble to honor God and to become his people rather than to dishonor him and war against him (Rev. 21:26-27).
The connection with redemption can be divided into three principal stages, the fall, the earthly work of Christ, and the second coming of Christ. The fall originates the hatred leading to killing and war (Gen. 4:8; 4:24; 6:4-5), as well as the focused enmity between the holy offspring and the offspring of the serpent (Gen. 3:15; 4:4-5; 6:9-11). The roots of holy war are found in the promise of enmity in Genesis 3:15. As wickedness grows, the wicked assemble themselves in their thousands, with the weapons produced by their growing power. The climactic assembly of the wicked takes place with the crucifixion (Acts 4:25-26). In Revelation 20:8 the wicked assemble a final time in order to experience final defeat.
The connections are individual, corporate, and cosmic.
First, they are corporate. 1 Samuel 13:5 focuses on the corporate conflict between two peoples, Philistines and Israel.
Second, the connections are individual. The conflict comes to a focus in the conflict between two representative individuals, David and Goliath (1 Sam. 17). Even before it reaches this point, Saul and Jonathan function as representative individuals, whose faith or lack of faith determines the outcome for their troops.
Third, the connections are cosmic. The cosmic significance of the conflict is not explicit; it is well in the background in the account in 1 Samuel 13. But in the Ancient Near East generally people thought that the gods participated in battle. When Israel was in conflict with the Philistines, the conflict included conflict between Yahweh, Israel’s God, and the gods of the Philistines (note the conflict with Dagon in 1 Sam. 5 and the mention of gods in 1 Sam. 17:43). Thus the conflict included the spiritual sphere as well as earthly armies. Saul recognizes the importance of sacrificial offering in 13:9. Jonathan explicitly appeals to the Lord’s involvement in 14:6.
An example of praise: Ezra 3:11
We take as another example Ezra 3:11. Ezra 3:11 says,
With praise and thanksgiving they sang to the Lord:
“He is good;
his love to Israel endures forever.”
And all the people gave a great shout of praise to the Lord, because the foundation of the house of the Lord was laid.
Ezra 3:11 occurs within the account of restoration of temple worship, as part of the larger process of restoration from captivity. The restoration is a veritable deliverance, inaugurated by an “anointed” leader (Isa. 45:1). It thus parallels the deliverance from Egypt (Isa. 51:9-11). The idols of Babylon correspond to the earlier idols in Egypt. As in Exodus 15:17, the victory of God the warrior results in the people possessing God’s inheritance and building a sanctuary. Praise is one aspect of celebrating the victory. Moreover, the actual words of praise in verse 11 are connected to the words used repeatedly in celebrating God’s various victories of the past (Pss. 118; 136). Thus Ezra 3:11 evokes an element in a larger pattern, the pattern of divine war, victory, and celebration.
We could therefore follow the linkages with the theme of divine war. But in Ezra 3 there is undoubtedly more prominence on the theme of worship and the theme of the temple as the place of God’s presence. We can choose to look at the connections of this kind.
Ezra 3 stresses the connections with the law of Moses (verse 2), thereby making one think of the parallel with the construction of the tabernacle. We can also list instances relating to the establishment of worship in the time of David and Solomon (1 Chron. 16:34; 2 Chron. 7:3).
As usual, we can roughly classify the different types of connections.
First, there are connections of classification. The praise in Ezra 3:11 is one instance related to other instances of praise, some using almost the same words, and some using quite different words. The singing links the passage with the entire body of singing in the Book of Psalms.
Second, there are connections of part and whole. The action in verse 11 can be further analyzed or subdivided into parts, such as the individual lines sung by the Levites, the shout of the people, and the preceding action of laying the foundation of the temple. Verse 11 mentions actions that fit into larger wholes: the whole incident of foundation-laying in Ezra 3; the ups and downs of progress in restoration in Ezra 3-6; the entire story of restoration in the Book of Ezra.
Third, there are connections by contextual association. Ezra 3:11 is connected to instances of celebration of God’s triumph, victory, and presence.
The praise in Ezra 3:11 is related backwards to creation. Of course, in creation God gave human beings the capacity to appreciate him, to praise him, and to build in his honor. But the connections do not end there. In the creation of the world, God built a macrocosmic house to dwell in (Ps. 104:1-3; Amos 9:6; Job 38:4-6). The angels sang in praise in response (Job 38:7), and God in a sense “praised” his own work by pronouncing it “very good.”
Ezra 3:11 is related forwards to the consummation. The consummation builds a new temple, the new Jerusalem, in which perfect praise comes to God (Rev. 19:5-8; 21:1-22:5).
The praise in Ezra is related also to the redemptive work of Christ on earth. Through Christ’s resurrection and the pouring out of the Spirit, Christ builds the new temple, the church (Matt. 16:18; 1 Cor. 3:10-17). Christ himself praises the Father, and the church joins in praise (Heb. 2:12; Rom. 15:5-13).
Within the total historical scope of redemption, we can distinguish various stages. For example, we may ask about what happens at the Fall, at the time of Christ’s crucifixion, and in the final conflict at the Second Coming, as well as at any intermediate points.
The Fall is a turning away from true thanksgiving to God. Instead of thanking God for the bounty of the garden, Adam and Eve seized the fruit illicitly. They were cast out of the Garden of Eden, the original sanctuary (cf. Ezek. 28:13-14). Genesis 4:26 shows a beginning in the restoration of praise, but only in a very small way. Similarly, the restoration of Ezra was small and disappointing (Ezra 3:12).
The time of final conflict at the Second Coming displays praise for deliverance of a faithful remnant over against an unfaithful world (Rev. 7:9-12; 19:1-4). Revelation calls the faithful to persevere in true worship of God even in the midst of feelings of being small themselves and surrounded by impressive opposition (Rev. 3:8; 13:5-10).
Clustering of divine action
In the above examples we have dealt with the time from the Fall to the Second Coming only in a very superficial, schematic way. We have singled out three foci, the fall of Adam, the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, and the Second Coming. To be sure, these three events are absolutely crucial in understanding history as a whole. But the Bible records much that took place between these events. Much happened (and is still happening) that the Bible does not record.
We must not imagine that the landscape in between these three crucial events is simply flat. Neither does it rise slowly and uniformly toward a climax. Rather, God’s crucial works cluster in groups. There are crucial periods: the time of Noah’s flood; the time of the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph; the time of the exodus and conquest; the time of David and Solomon; the time of the destruction of Jerusalem; the time of restoration. The thematic connections and contextual connections that we have explored may be expected to be stronger when we come to the great acts of redemption, especially the exodus.
Even within Jesus’ earthly life there are several discernible periods with different texture: the time before John the Baptist; the public ministry, including healing, teaching, and exorcism; the journey to Jerusalem; the last days; the crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension. In Acts we find a development from Jerusalem and Judea to Samaria and the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).
When we are sensitive to historical connections, we do not overlook these differences in texture. We try to understand the uniqueness of each event, and the uniqueness of clusters of events as well. The connections do not undermine uniqueness, but are fully compatible with it.
I have tried to illustrate the connectedness of history using fairly small and apparently insignificant events within the OT. It should be apparent that connections are important in the case of the more outstanding and significant events. Creation, exodus, restoration from Babylon, redemption in Christ, and the consummation are all woven together in a remarkable way in the prophecies of Isaiah 40-66. Tabernacle, sacrifice, and redemption are woven together in Hebrews. Imagery from the whole OT is woven together in Revelation. Building on such biblical resources as these, we also have today any number of works in biblical theology that endeavor to sensitize us to the richness of the connections. I may cite as starting points Edmund P. Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery: Discovering Christ in the Old Testament (Colorado Springs, CO: Navpress, 1988); Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966); O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants (Grand Rapids; Baker, 1980); Mark R. Strom, Days Are Coming: Exploring Biblical Patterns (Sydney: Hodder and Stoughton, 1989); George E. Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974); Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., The Centrality of the Resurrection: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978); Herman Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1969).
Grammatical-historical interpretation
We see that rich connections exist among the historical events in the Bible. Now what do we do with these connections in our interpretation?
Interpretation of the Bible involves both a linguistic side, focusing on the language of the Bible, and a historical side, focusing on the events and the contexts in which they occur. As the once-for-all perspective reminds us, the authority and holiness of God demand our paying attention to the original context of God’s speech, in both its linguistic and its historical aspects. Thus we may speak of grammatical-historical interpretation. Grammatical historical interpretation focuses on the original context. But as our reflections have shown, its reflections cohere with the later transmission, the modern reception, and the significance of events in the total plan of God. Thus, rightly understood, grammatical-historical interpretation is a perspective on a total engagement with God and a total process that interacts with everything that we know of God and includes our transformation into the image of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18). The grammatical aspect of the original context coheres with the speaking of God throughout history. The historical aspect of the original context coheres with the action of God and the plan of God throughout history. And our own understanding of both aspects undergoes progressive transformation in our own individual and corporate history in the church today.
But most scholars today do not understand grammatical-historical interpretation in this way. Rather, grammatical analysis can supposedly isolate the facts of ancient languages and the meanings that a text sets forth by means of them. Language is reduced -to a highly complex but essentially mechanical system. Historical analysis can supposedly isolate the facts of ancient historical events within the immediate environment in space and time. We rigidly exclude any reckoning with divine purpose or with events distant in time (such as the events of Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection). Pure isolation is in fact impossible; but the attempt to produce isolation introduces distortions.
The modern scene presents us with still other options. Some representatives of New Criticism or reader-response approaches reject grammatical-historical interpretation, seeing it as an undesirable goal.[7] Some forms of liberation theology would reject grammatical-historical interpretation as an inauthentic flight from the necessity of an engaged political stance deriving from the needs in the contemporary political struggle. Others have radically different conceptions of what grammatical-historical interpretation means. What do we do with our modern situation?
So far, we have concentrated single-mindedly on developing a form of interpretation based on the Bible’s teaching about itself and about God. And such a focus is crucial. But eventually we must turn our attention to this modern situation. We must understand at least in a summary way what sort of disagreements there are over interpretation, and how we may sift through them. In particular, we may see how radically our biblically-based approach differs from the main modern approaches, even some approaches advocated by evangelicals.
The basic differences arise from spiritual warfare, and so we start by reflecting on the character of spiritual warfare, as set out in the Book of Revelation.
Notes for Chapter 12
1 Pike’s book Language shows how verbal communicative behavior is a subdivision of human behavior in general. Human communication in language and other forms of human behavior share common general features, which he works out in detail in his book. The discipline of semiotics also tries to exploit analogies between natural language and other kinds of human action. The common structure of action derives from the unity of God and the unity of his actions with his speaking.
2 2 Kings 14:6 is an important contribution, but does not contain a full discussion. We need to note the clear-cut prescription of the death penalty for premeditated murder (Num. 35:30-34) and the instructions to kings and judges to abide by the law of Moses (Deut. 17:18-20) and not to avoid imposing the just penalty out of a false sense of mercy (Deut. 19:11-13).
3 This triad was first developed in the context of language analysis. Unit, hierarchy, and context are explained in Poythress, “Framework,” 277-98, and are closely related to Kenneth L. Pike’s feature mode, manifestation mode, and distribution mode, respectively. See also Pike, Linguistic Concepts; Kenneth L. Pike and Evelyn G. Pike, Grammatical Analysis (Dallas, TX: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1977), 1-4.
4 I do not overlook the point that Christ’s resurrection body is transfigured, according to 1 Corinthians 15:35-57.
5 For a similar analysis of the connections of the tabernacle, see Poythress, Shadow, pp. 96-97.
6 Students of triads will note in the above three successive paragraphs the application of the triad of meaning, control, and presence.
7 For an analysis of modern theories, see Thiselton, New Horizons.
Chapter 13: Idols as Counterfeits
Dottie Doctrinalist: You know, the Bible talks about getting wisdom and the enlightening of the mind. It warns that sins corrupt understanding and lead to darkening of the mind. I think that our troubles and disagreements are not simply innocent differences in viewpoint. They originate from sinful corruptions that remain within us.
Amy Affirmationist: I don’t think we have to be gloomy about it. God promised that the Holy Spirit would guide us.
Peter Pietist: Yes, but accurate guidance comes to the pure in heart. God must purify us, and we must in response purify ourselves. It’s worthwhile looking at secret sins, the “hidden faults” of Psalm 19:12.
Missy Missiologist: Some sins characterize whole cultures. A whole culture can have blind spots in looking at God’s message. For instance, in the United States we dislike the idea of suffering. We tend to discount the parts of the Bible that say that Christians can expect to suffer.
Curt-Cultural-Transformationist: It’s also a matter of institutionalized sin. We are in a spiritual war with cosmic dimensions.
The central portion of Revelation, from chapter 6 to 20, deals with holy war.[1] Satan and his agents war against God. “They will make war against the Lamb.” But “the Lamb will overcome them because he is Lord of lords and King of kings—and with him will be his called, chosen and faithful followers” (Rev. 17:14).
The combatants
According to Revelation, the earth and the inhabitants of the earth form the setting for a cosmic battle of superhuman dimensions. God wars against Satan, and Satan against God. Human beings experience effects from the grace and judgment of God, and from the deceit and domination of Satan. God and Satan are morally antithetical. But ironically, Satan and his agents are also dependent on God. God not only predicts the whole course of the battle but also makes plain the certainty, inevitability, and completeness of Satan’s defeat. Moreover, Satan and his agents are counterfeiters. At their most terrifying, all they can do is produce deceiving counterfeits of the true glory of God.
As others have recognized, the Satanic forces in Revelation counterfeit the Trinity.[2] Satan is preeminently a counterfeit of God the Father. The Beast, a kind of pseudo-incarnation of Satan, is a counterfeit, unholy warrior opposed to Christ the holy warrior (compare 13:1-10 to 19:11-21). The False Prophet is a counterfeit of the Holy Spirit. By his deceiving signs the False Prophet promotes worship of the Beast. His actions are analogous to the manner in which the Holy Spirit works miracles in Acts to promote allegiance to Christ. Babylon the Harlot is a counterfeit for the church, the bride of Christ.
The Beast counterfeits Christ in a striking number of ways. He has a counterfeit resurrection in the form of a mortal wound that was healed (13:3). The miraculous character of his healing creates astonishment and followers for the Beast, just as the miracle of the resurrection creates followers of Christ. The Beast has ten crowns (13:1), parallel to Christ’s many crowns (19:12). The dragon gives the Beast “his power and his throne and great authority” (13:2), just as the Father gives the Son his authority (John 5:22-27). Worship of the Dragon and the Beast go together (Rev. 13:4), just as worship of the Father and the Son go together (John 5:23). The Beast claims universal allegiance from all nations (Rev. 13:7), just as Christ is Lord over all nations (7:9-10).
Moreover, the beginning of Revelation 13, which introduces the Beast, sets forth a parody of creation. Satan stands “on the shore of the sea” and calls up from the sea a Beast in his own image, with seven heads and ten horns corresponding to the seven heads and ten horns of the Dragon (12:3). Just as the Son is the image of the Father, so the Beast is the image of the Dragon. In addition, the imagery of the sea alludes to the time when God called forth an ordered creation from the water (Gen. 1:2). Thus the Dragon is a counterfeit creator, aping the creative activity of God the Father.
In this counterfeiting work lies both danger and hope. The danger is that the counterfeit can be mistaken for the true. Idolatry, as a counterfeit of true worship, is close enough to the truth to attract people and ensnare them. On the other hand, hope comes from the fact that counterfeiting expresses the dependence and failure of evil. Satan is not a second Creator, but only a counterfeiter. And he is a poor one at that, because his imitations are hideous! Can anyone in his right mind, with eyes open to the true nature of Satan’s imitations, still honestly want to follow him?
The root issue: idolatry
According to Revelation the root issue of life in this world is the issue of true and false worship. Do we worship God or Satan? Do we serve Christ or the Beast? Do we belong to the bride of Christ or Babylon the Harlot?
But in drawing these conclusions we are moving rather fast. Let us first consider what Revelation was saying to its original audience, the Christians in the seven churches of Asia (1:4).
What focal issues confronted the seven churches? How did Revelation instruct them on these issues? In the original first-century context,[3] the Beast represented the Roman Empire in its godlessness and idolatrous claims. The worship of the Beast was an issue because the Roman government expected all the subjects of the Empire to participate in the cult of emperor worship. By doing so, people demonstrated their allegiance and their political submission. For a polytheist, such an expression of allegiance was no problem. Jews were a recognized exception because of their monotheism. But as it became harder to view Christianity as a sect within Judaism, Christians were in danger of intense persecution, because they appeared to be politically disloyal.
The False Prophet most likely represented the priests of the imperial cult and perhaps others who supported it. Babylon the Harlot represented the city of the world in its economic might as well as its luxury and debauchery. Babylon was preeminently Rome. But the seductions of Rome were reflected also in the seductions of each of the seven cities where the seven churches were located.
In effect, the temptations to idolatry took two complementary forms: brutality and seduction. On the one hand, the Beast threatened death if you did not worship him. Worshiping the emperor involved a threat: do it or die. On the other hand, the Harlot promised pleasures and ease if you joined with her. Joining with the pagan life of the city involved an enticement. Social and economic well-being seemed to demand participation in the idol-saturated social life of the city, and literal harlots offered their physical pleasures on the street corners. You confronted options of power or powerlessness, pleasure or suffering, riches or poverty.
The first-century offers a particular instantiation of a larger principial pattern. Spiritual war is in progress. There is no neutrality. You either serve God or a counterfeit. You engage in true worship or idolatry.
It should be no surprise that we can generalize the pattern beyond the first century. After all, Satan is always and inevitably a counterfeiter. “For Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14). He has no other choice. He is not the Creator. Hence he can only be an imitator, a counterfeiter of God’s majesty, glory, and power. Since God is always the same, the ways of Satan are in fundamental respects always the same. Hence, in harmony with the idealist approach to Revelation, it is possible to generalize and apply Revelation today. Indeed, Revelation asks for such application: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”
In our day the most obvious or direct manifestations of the Beast are found in oppressive governments. Strong-arm governments make quasi-idolatrous claims. In their heyday communist governments around the world demanded total obedience from their subjects. They offered a counterfeit ideology with its own philosophy of history (dialectical materialism), its version of sin (economic wrongs), its version of final hope (the utopian communist society of the future), its authoritative writings (in China, above all Mao’s Red Book), its quasiecclesiastical vanguard subsociety (the communist party).
Strong-arm governments of the right may also be oppressive. Saudi Arabia prescribes the death penalty for anyone who changes from Islam to Christianity.
The Harlot also has her manifestations in our day. Big cities in the West offer a host of pleasures in anonymity. The atmosphere asks no questions about absolute right and wrong. In addition, consumerism threatens to make the pursuit of money into an idol. We worship not only money but things and pleasures that money can provide. To crown the parallelism with the Harlot imagery of Revelation, attention to sexuality pervades America, giving out the subtle message that sexual pleasure is an end in itself, the crowning pleasure of a hedonist society.
The lessons here parallel what sociologists could tell us. Idolatry can be and is institutionalized. Idolatry is of course a practice or temptation for individuals. But it involves more than individuals. Idolatry pervaded the social structures, the atmosphere, the assumptions of first century Asia Minor in a way that is difficult for a modern secularized Westerner to conceive.
Secularization has supposedly freed us from the power of religions and therefore from idolatry. But, as Jacques Ellul and Herbert Schlossberg perceive, the truth is that secularization dispenses with gross physical idols in order to make way for more subtle idols.[4] We give whole-souled commitment and blind trust to technique or state power or progress or revolution or sex or money. The more recent demons may be worse than the earlier ones (Matt. 12:43-45). And the new idolatry travels in its subtlety through institutions. The institutions of power include civil government, industry, and the channels controlling money. But the “knowledge industry” has also more than ever developed institutions of power: the mass media, advertising, political propaganda, and educational institutions. The False Prophet is at work. These large-scale institutions give out a message that is reinforced by the voices of friends and neighbors. Too often the friends and neighbors advocate and obey the same view of the world that the large institutions represent.
Subtle idolatry
The most blatant forms of idolatry include literal worship of the emperor or head of state, or literal worship of sexual union, as was the case in sacred sex found in ancient temple prostitution. But, as we have already hinted, more subtle forms exist. Communism is officially atheistic, but nevertheless requires a totalitarian commitment to the state. Such commitment is ultimately religious in character. The modern city is officially secular, but seduces us into giving an ultimate commitment to pleasure and self-fulfillment.
Once Revelation has attuned us to the character of idolatry, we can detect still more subtle forms. Modern democratic states officially eschew the totalitarian claims and practices of communism. But state power still has idolatrous attraction. If problems are severe, people feel that state power must be the answer, the deliverer. Despite the repeated failures of national government bureaucracies to manage adequately the multitudinous cares of citizens, people look to the state as if it were their Messiah. If problems arise with economic prosperity, with physical health, with guaranteeing comfort in old age, with poverty, with racial discrimination and prejudice, let the national state take care of it. Look at the immensity of its power. Where can we better invest our hopes than in this concentration of power? “Who is like the beast? Who can make war against him?” (Rev. 13:4).
Likewise the advertisers of the modern market would laugh at the primitivism of ancient sacral sex and religious orgies. But the visual pictures of advertising covertly promise that if you use their product you will have sexual fulfillment. “Listen, men, this product will cause pretty girls to flock around you.”
In fact, the Beast and the Harlot in Revelation are universal symbols. They speak of the allure of power, riches, and pleasure. Who has not been snared? Subtle forms of idolatry worm their way into the lives of Christians. We thought that we surrendered the lust for power when we gave our lives to Christ. Perhaps only much later do we become aware of the way in which we enjoy a thoughtless and sometimes brutal exercise of power over our family or our colleagues. Or we find ways of gaining power through emotional manipulation rather than through direct confrontation.
We thought that we surrendered the lust for riches when we committed ourselves to tithing. But we only later become aware that we greedily claim the remaining nine-tenths as fully MINE. We thought that we surrendered lust for pleasure when we agreed in our heart to follow the ten commandments and live by Christian standards rather than self-projected standards. We only later become aware that in subtle ways we still selfishly grasp for pleasures at the expense of others, always within the framework of obeying “the letter of the law.”
Thus sin has roots deep within us. It so subtly and alluringly entangles our hearts. Who will deliver us completely?
The monks tried to produce a radical solution to these idolatries: total renunciation. The vow of obedience solves the problem of power, the vow of poverty solves the problems of riches, the vow of celibacy solves the problem of pleasure. Or does it? No, sin and idolatry are more subtle than that. If one cuts them off at one level they will reappear in concealed form further down. Christ’s death, not self-imposed rules, is our sanctification:
Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”? These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teaching. Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence. (Col 2:20-23)
In practice, we ought not totally to condemn or totally to approve the monks. To their credit, many of the monks through the ages did trust in Christ. In some ways, their vows expressed genuine devotion to Christ. Their labors contributed to piety, learning, and charitable service for the benefit of the larger society and for the glory of God. Yet the vows and the service alike were inevitably contaminated with the problems indicated in Col. 2:20-23. Their motives were mixed, as are all our motives in all our striving today.
We may think that the monk’s solution was too extreme, but we invent for ourselves a more subtle form of it: a pacifism or withdrawal that renounces power and confrontation; a legalistically imposed “simple life-style”; disdain for sex within marriage.
But most of us in the modern West are more likely to be attracted to false compromises rather than false renunciations. We join the religious dance on Sunday for the sake of our psychological well-being and getting some instructions about how to minimize our sufferings. The rest of the week we live like everyone else, with enough superficial Christian distinctives and restraints to salve our conscience and give us a sense of superiority.
Christians as well as non-Christians can be attracted not only by false promises of self-centered pleasure but false promises of salvation. Ideologies can offer their own forms of counterfeit salvation. Marxism promises to save us from economic sin and the worship of money by taking charge of our economics and our money and distributing everything fairly. We cannot master our own lust for riches, so (we falsely hope) the Marxist system will step in and do it for us.
Feminism promises to save us from the agonies of sexual confusion and lust. We cannot master our own sexual lust or shame or confusion, so feminism will produce a renovation of society that will tell us how to treat one another. In one form of feminism, sexuality is mere plumbing. If we overcome the distortions of our past, we would find that we are really all identical. Then there is no problem. In another form, if we only allow everyone to do his or her own thing, with no stereotypes or false moralisms, we will be all right.
We are searching for liberation. Deep down we know, though we may seldom admit it, that all is not well and that our beings are tangled, distorted, impoverished, frustrated. We want relief. And if the way in Christ is too painful, too humiliating, too incredible, too slow, well, we will grasp for alternatives. The alternatives are thus alternative ways of salvation: they are idols.
Forms of the Beast and the Harlot meet us not only in societal institutions, but in individualized, psychological fears and desires. We are driven negatively by fear, and positively by lust. On the one hand, the Beast represents the temptation to worship idols through fear. We fear pain, humiliation, punishment, or the opinion of others. Fear turns us away from worshiping God and toward bowing down to whatever threatens us. On the other hand, the Harlot represents the temptation to worship idols that seduce us and promise pleasure. Lust turns us away from worshiping God and toward bowing down to whatever entices us with the promise of intense thrill or satisfaction. For each person the fears and the lusts may have slightly different texture. So each person experiences idolatry in slightly different form. But all of us struggle with variants of the twin idolatries of fear and lust, Beast and Harlot. God calls us to reject these idolatries, in favor of the true fear, the fear of God, and the true desire, the desire for the satisfactions of God’s presence (Rev. 22:1-5).
In short, the idolatries depicted in Revelation, as well as the true worship in Revelation, have both corporate and individual, blatant and subtle dimensions. In his commentary on Isaiah 13 Oecolampadius understands both sides. Corporately, “Neither can Christians refrain from rejoicing with good hearts, if Rome [a corporate Babylon] should ever put an end to its tyranny.” On the individual level, “Through him [Christ] every day we conquer Babylon in ourselves.”[5]
We should note also that idolatry has a historical dimension. Idolatries develop and fail within the nexus of historical development and judgment. Apostate Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 A.D. Rome in its official commitment to paganism passed away with Constantine’s conversion; its corruptions were destroyed in other senses with the removal of the imperial capital to Byzantium (330 A.D.) and the sack of Rome in 410. We could look at still other events that broke the hold of idolatry.
The greatest events are Christ’s death and resurrection, taken together, and the Second Coming of Christ.[6] But between them we can find many other judgments that are shadows of the two great judgments. Through these two great events God also breaks the power of idolatry on a smaller scale, day by day: the Holy Spirit brings Christ to us and applies his work to us. We die and receive Christ’s resurrection (Col. 2:20-3:4; 2 Cor. 4:10-12; Phil. 3:10-11). Through fellowship with Christ God transforms us, in our individuality, our families, our churches, our communities, our institutions.
Deceit and blindness
To return to the main point: idolatry corrupts our understanding of God, sometimes blatantly, sometimes subtly. But whether subtle or blatant, idolatry blinds and deceives those who practice it. Idolaters fool themselves into thinking that, yes, they are worshiping God, or at least worshiping some god. They worship that which seems to them to deserve their worship. Idolaters develop blindnesses to what they are really doing and the foolishness of it. As Psalm 115:4-8 points out, idols have mouths that cannot speak, eyes but cannot see. But in addition, the idols promote blindness and dumbness in their worshipers: “Those who make them will be like them, and so will all who trust in them” (verse 8).
But this blindness never amounts to a mere vacuum, an innocent absence of knowledge. We grasp the counterfeit, we grasp the substitute, only because it is a counterfeit to the true God. The counterfeit is attractive only because it imitates God. We love the counterfeit only because we cannot escape God and dependence on him. The alternative to worshipping God is not worshipping nothing, but worshipping a substitute, worshipping a counterfeit. And the counterfeit must be a successful enough counterfeit to give the illusion of satisfying the needs and longings that we have for God.
Moreover, the counterfeit shows its dependence in the very act of counterfeiting. The Beast is who he is only as a counterfeiter of Christ’s power and Christ’s resurrection (Rev. 13:3). But his bestial character also proclaims his inferiority to Christ. As creatures, people instinctively know that they should worship Christ. They show it when they worship the Beast, who is a counterfeit of Christ. But as sinners, people prefer the counterfeit to the truth. Hence, we do not escape God even in the act of idolatry; rather, we display that we still ought to worship the original Creator. We know God and simultaneously distort and suppress the knowledge (Rom. 1:18-32).
In this situation, it is important to note that idolatry is not a wholly self-conscious, clear-headed, deliberate act of worship. In fact, idolatry always involves deceit and therefore confusion. We confuse God with idols. Our thinking and acting become darkened. Hence, when we serve idols, we are not fully aware of every aspect of what we are doing. Particularly in the modern secular world, where the idols are more subtle and less visible, idol worship may be tacit in character.[7] Idolatry corrupts our thinking and action; and part of the corruption results in our being unaware of the fact that it is corruption.
Idolatry of any kind inevitably has an effect on biblical interpretation. How? God speaks to us in the Bible. But if we do not know God rightly, if we replace him with an idol, then we also distort this word of God into the word belonging to an idol. Our interpretations shift because our conception of the author of the communication has changed. Yet our interpretations do not necessarily shift so as to become totally absurd or nonsensical. The counterfeit idol closely imitates the true God. Analogously, the counterfeiting interpretation of the Bible closely imitates true interpretation. In actual practice, the true and the counterfeit subtly intertwine with one another, so that only God can accurately separate them.
Thus, the blindness of idolatry includes interpretive blindness. And conversely, growth in knowing God includes growth in skill in biblical interpretation.
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Chapter 14: Global Distortion of Interpretation
Dottie Doctrinalist: If we get one doctrine wrong, it is likely to corrupt our thinking in a lot of other areas of doctrine. Look at the Roman Catholic idea of the authority of tradition. It is only one point of doctrine. But error at this one point prevented them from thoroughly breaking with doctrinal corruption and confusion in a lot of other areas.
Peter Pietist: I can see a parallel pattern in my devotional life. If I allow greed or pride to grow within my inner life, it soon takes over and corrupts the whole of my devotional life. I no longer pray as much, and my prayers start being shallow and perfunctory. My joy dries up. It spreads like cancer.
Curt Cultural-Transformationist: If a major social institution goes bad, it can frequently have corrupting effects on almost every sector of society. Look at the effects in the former Soviet Union. Bad government or economic failure put strains on the family, on education, and on the natural environment.
Herman Hermeneut: Do you think that the same thing could happen in hermeneutics, in the way in which we interpret the Bible?
We have seen that God in his Triunity is the archetype for the key distinctions and structures involved in biblical interpretation. When our knowledge of God is corrupted, we may expect our interpretation to be corrupted. At the same time, according to Romans 1:19-21, even idolaters know God. They worship idols against the background of a knowledge of God that they suppress in unrighteousness. Hence, corrupt interpretation is not as bad as it could be. Insofar as interpreters tacitly retain a knowledge of God, their interpretive results may be better than their explicit theory of interpretation deserves.
But knowledge of God inextricably influences our interpretation. The following examples may illustrate some of the influences.
Perspectives on communication
As we saw in considering communication, the speaker, the discourse, and the audience are inextricably related to one another. Understanding communication involves all three as three coinherent perspectives, the expressive, informational, and productive perspectives. The three perspectives coinhere by analogy with Trinitarian coinherence. But suppose an interpreter worships a counterfeit instead of the true God. Then he is likely to counterfeit the relation between speaker, discourse, and audience.
The simplest type of counterfeit is a simple monism that assigns primacy to one of three, while trying to suppress coinherence. The speaker, the discourse, or the audience is transformed into a kind of god that becomes the supposed source of all meaning. Thus, in modern interpretive theories, we find author-centered approaches, text-centered approaches, and reader-centered approaches, each distorted by their idolatry. Yet each is a plausible counterfeit. Because God is God, coinherence still functions beneath the surface. Hence any of the three approaches can retain some of the insights found most forcefully in the other approaches.
Our knowledge of God influences interpretation in an even more obvious way, because God is present in our consideration of speakers, discourses, and audiences. Let us consider these one at a time.
Knowing God the author of the Bible
First, consider the authors of the Bible. How does knowledge of God influence our understanding of the authors? There are, of course, many human authors for the various books of the Bible. But when we confess that the Bible is the word of God, we acknowledge that God is the divine author, who superintended and prepared the human authors so that they wrote just what he intended to say. The human authors in their instrumental role should not be left out of account. But we know that they should not be left out of account only because God shows it to us in the Bible. God himself, speaking to us in the Bible, assures us that he took these people into his counsel, and gave them understanding of his ways (Num. 12:6-8; Ex. 33:13; 1 Cor. 2:16; John 16:13). Hence God the divine author is right at the center of this communicating activity. To know the author is to know him. If we are darkened in our understanding of God, our knowledge of the Bible will inevitably suffer, sometimes subtly, sometimes radically. Thus in John 8 Jesus says:
Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. (John 8:44)
He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God. (8:47)
Though you do not know him [the true God], I know him. (8:55)
Knowing God, in his connection with the central subject-matter of the Bible
Second, in the process of understanding we must also know something about the subject matter of the communication. Foreigners listening to a conversation about American football might find it very confusing and understand little, unless they knew something about the rules of football and had seen a game in action. Likewise, to understand the Bible we must have some acquaintance with the topics that it discusses. We are bound to misunderstand some things, and to understand others poorly, unless we have some familiarity with the subject being discussed.
Of course, much of the Bible speaks about events, experiences, institutions, thoughts, and emotions that are similar to our own. Such things are, to some degree, accessible to almost any human reader. But this accessibility is still a matter of degree. For example, indignation over lying and injustice, as in Psalm 5:8-10 and other psalms, is to some extent a common experience. But on the average, it is better understood by those who have had keen and intense encounters with injustice in their own life. Birth-pangs and widowhood occur in all societies; but comparisons based on them (for example, Isa. 54:4; 13:5) are again best understood by people who have had more direct and intense experiences with birth-pangs or widowhood.
Now in the Bible all the details in various areas of knowledge are put into the service of promoting our salvation. The Bible focuses above all on communicating to us about God, who he is, what he has done, and how we are to respond. It discusses God’s salvation: our sin and rebellion against God, his promises, his saving works in history, his justification and reconciliation in Christ, his gift of new life in the Spirit, and so on. We cannot expect accurately to understand and interpret such matters without some knowledge of the subject-matter. That is, we must know salvation ourselves. We must know God, know our own sin, appropriate and trust his promises, experience justification and reconciliation in Christ, and so on. Now, to be sure, in a mysterious sense all human beings have some weak knowledge of these things. All human beings (except Christ himself) are sinners, and all know God (Rom. 1:20-21). All people experience in some form the pressures of guilt and alienation from God, and from these needs they might theoretically infer something about the nature of the remedy. Indeed, the religions of the world bear testimony even in their most distorted and deceitful forms that people feel longings for salvation. Non-Christian religions all offer counterfeit distortions of Christian salvation.
Yet without saving knowledge of God and communion with him, people stumble in the darkness of their own imaginations and wishes, which they then impose on Scripture. God sends his light in order to give us saving knowledge of God (2 Cor. 4:6). His light illumines all the areas at once. Only when we know the holiness of God do we know the seriousness of our sin. Only when we know the grace and forgiveness of God are we freed to admit the full extent of our guilt and to refuse to shift blame. Only when we know the power and wisdom of God do we see the deeper riches of his gift of salvation. Hence only people who know God deeply, and are themselves saved, know the subject-matter of the Bible with the necessary thoroughness. And even they are, in this life, only in the process of learning and coming to know more (Phil. 3:10-14; 1 Cor. 13:9-12).
The Bible itself gives some examples of the effects of knowing God poorly. Paul describes the Gentiles as “darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts” (Eph. 4:18). Peter speaks of the fact that “ignorant and unstable people distort” Paul’s writings, “as they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction” (2 Peter 3:16).
Or consider the Sadducees. The Sadducees were among the religious experts of their day, and certainly knew many facts about the Bible. But Jesus indicts them “because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God” (Matt. 22:29). Among their failings is that they do not know the power of God. Their knowledge of God is spiritually defective. Moreover, Jesus concludes his argument with the statement that “He is not the God of the dead but of the living,” another pointer to the centrality of knowing God.
Knowing God in order to know the addressees
Thirdly, accurate interpretation requires knowledge of the addressees of communication. In many cases such knowledge overlaps with or is included in knowledge of the subject-matter of communication. For example, “baptism for the dead” at Corinth (1 Cor. 15:29) could be analyzed either as a question of subject-matter (what issue or practice is Paul talking about?) or as a question of addressees (what were the Corinthians doing?). If we knew the answer to one question, we would simultaneously know the answer to the other.
In general, the entire set of historical circumstances of the addressees is potentially relevant to interpretation. But not all aspects of historical context are equally relevant to all types of communication. A theological treatise may have very little direct connection with immediate events, whereas a report of current events will have many connections. Particular circumstances prove to be more significant only when something in the text directly or indirectly alludes to or presupposes some aspect of the circumstances. Hence, the relevant historical circumstances are in fact simultaneously part of the necessary knowledge of the addressees and part of our knowledge of the subject-matter. The addressees, who understand the circumstances, take them into account as they receive the text, and we also must do the same in order to understand the impact of the text on the addressees. Likewise, the textual allusions to historical circumstances have the effect of including the relevant aspects of the circumstances within the circle of subject-matter addressed by the text.
In short, understanding of the addressees and understanding of subject-matter are highly correlated. Everything that we have said about understanding subject-matter therefore also applies to understanding addressees.
But there are still some particular respects in which the knowledge of God affects our understanding of the addressees. First, our knowledge of God influences our discernment of the text’s purposes and goals for the addressees. In writing texts authors aim at changing the addressees in certain ways. They aim at persuading people of certain truths, or encouraging certain attitudes, or commanding certain courses of action, or the like. In the case of biblical texts, God is the primary Author. Thus knowing him is important in assessing the purposes of the texts for their addressees.
Next, knowing God influences our understanding of the addressees themselves, and how they undertake to understand. All human addressees are made in the image of God. Just as we cannot understand ourselves deeply apart from knowing God, so we cannot understand others well without that same knowledge.[1] In particular, we are likely falsely to accuse or excuse people if we are not schooled in a proper sense of God’s righteousness and mercy. God’s wisdom illumines the subtlety of sin.
But should we once begin to raise our thoughts to God, and reflect what kind of Being he is, and how absolute the perfection of that righteousness, and wisdom, and virtue, to which, as a standard, we are bound to be conformed, what formerly delighted us by its false show of righteousness, will become polluted with the greatest iniquity; what strangely imposed upon us under the name of wisdom, will disgust by its extreme folly; and what presented the appearance of virtuous energy, will be condemned as the most miserable impotence. So far are those qualities in us, which seem most perfect, from corresponding to the divine purity.[2]
Knowing the addressees more deeply enables us to see how through the text God works to overcome and rebuke sin, and to provide words of healing for his redeemed people.
Next, knowing God influences our perception of how the addressees’ knowledge of God affects their reception of the text. We see ways in which they may have been tempted to distort its meaning, and ways in which God provides redemptive means for overcoming such distortion.
Knowing God in interpreting Jesus’ parables
Some of the parables of Jesus clearly exhibit this process at work. Let us consider the parable of the sower in Mark 4:2-20. This parable is, among other things, a parable about parables. It is a parable about hearing the word (4:9, 14-20, 23), and in the immediate context the word in question is preeminently the word of Jesus’ own preaching. The comments in 4:10-12 confirm this impression by indicating that the disciples want to know about the function of Jesus’ parables in general.
Now consider the interpretation of the parable recorded in Mark 4:13-20.[3] This passage shows that the word undergoes a variety of receptions. Likewise in verse 11 Jesus distinguishes two categories, “you,” and “those outside,” only one of which understands the message of parables. The difference in effect is obviously due to the difference in the audience. One part of the audience is spiritually healthy while the other is not. The same point is confirmed by the mysterious saying in verses 24-25. The disciples, who “have” already through their relation to Jesus the Master, will be given more. Others, who have not, will experience further blindness. The hardening in 4:12, like that in Isaiah 6:9-10, represents not an arbitrary act on God’s part, but a judgment on the sinfulness of the people.
The central axis in the process of understanding the parable is Jesus himself. Through Jesus the disciples alone, not everyone (verse 10), received further explanation of the sense of the parable. The disciples’ relation to Jesus, together with their willingness to come to him to ask further, led to further understanding. Without this relation to Jesus, they would not have had as much understanding.
The process through which the disciples went can illustrate the more general process involved in anyone’s understanding of any parable. The ministry of Jesus as a whole provides a decisive context and orientation and illustration for his parables. Hence, those who were sympathetic with Jesus’ ministry, and who already perceived in his ministry the dawning of the saving work of God, could begin to associate the character of his ministry with the pictures from the parables, and thus provide themselves with guidelines for further reflection. Conversely, those hostile to Jesus’ ministry may have heard some of his parables and have departed tantalized but confused. Even when they finally saw the thrust of a very pointed parable, they refused to take it to heart, but rather further hardened themselves (Mark 12:1-12).
Thus the parables illustrate that knowledge of Jesus and his purposes exerted a telling influence on understanding. Understanding a parable was not a matter that could be approached in a safe, antiseptic, neutral objectivity. The addressees were already committed. They found themselves already in process, already belonging to some kind of soil, already questioned about the quality of their hearing. They were already for Jesus or against him (Matt. 12:30). Moreover, their perception of Jesus’ ministry cannot be separated from their spiritual knowledge of God and communion with him. Knowing God and knowing Jesus go together. To be for Jesus involved seeing that God was working salvation through him. This knowledge would only gradually blossom into the knowledge that Jesus was himself God (John 20:28). But even at the beginning, incomplete though it was, knowledge of Jesus was intertwined with knowledge of God. Conversely, to be against Jesus was to be alienated from God himself.
All of these areas concerning the addressees affect us more directly than we might suppose. As we listen to the Bible, we also become numbered among the addressees to whom God speaks. Our relation to God then radically influences how we relate ourselves to the address of the text. Do we see ourselves as actually addressed by God, or simply as onlookers and overhearers of an ancient text? If we remain onlookers, we may think that we escape the obligation to apply the demands of the text to ourselves. But by doing so we show that we have misconstrued the purpose of God. God calls us as well as others to repentance (Acts 17:30) and writes the text for us also (note Rom. 15:4; 4:23-25; 1 Cor. 10:11).
Thus the quality of our knowledge of God and of our communion with God affects all three major areas involved in interpretation: it affects understanding the author, understanding the subject-matter, and understanding the audience. The effects are often subtle in nature. But sometimes they are radical, as when the Sadducees misjudged the question of the resurrection of the dead (Matt. 22:23-32).
Many people who are in rebellion against God and whose knowledge of God is impoverished do still understand various facts from the Bible. They understand after a fashion. But what types of things they understand, how they understand them, and the extent to which they understand them are all inevitably and foundationally conditioned by the character of their knowledge of God.
Knowledge even of “basic” meaning is affected
Jesus’ parables illustrate in a particularly vivid manner the importance of our spiritual state, our relation to God. Mark 4:11-12 asserts that “the secrets of the kingdom of God” are not accessible to all. “To those on the outside everything is said in parables.” The obvious implication is that Jesus spoke in parables in order to veil the truth from those outside.[4]
Contrary to Adolf Jülicher, some of the parables were mysterious.[5] They did not have a meaning immediately transparent to everyone. The disciples, by hearing the explanation in verses 13-20, understood a meaning that many others did not (Mark 4:34; Matt. 13:51). We cannot escape this awkward fact merely by distinguishing between meaning and application, or between technical exegesis and personal appropriation. In any ordinary sense, “meaning” as well as application is at stake here. Sinful rebels did not get either the meaning or the application. People were likely not to understand even a first-order meaning of some parables unless they were committed to Jesus. And the more they were committed, the more they understood (Mark 4:24-25).
Surely part of the point of the Parable of the Sower is that sin can have a variety of baneful effects on our reception of the word of God. For some, it can mean that they stop their ears to the word virtually as soon as they hear it, and so they never know its meaning on even a minimal level. For others, it can mean hypocrisy. They formally confess a truth but deny it in action.
What distinguishes the insiders is that they are good soil, in fellowship with Jesus the Master. The difference is holistic, a difference between two kingdoms. The Holy Spirit present in Jesus’ ministry must work comprehensive change, not merely step in at the very last stage to supervise the final harvesting of the fruit.
The quest for scientific, neutral objectivity in interpretation
We may now turn to some other examples of modern theories of interpretation, asking again how knowledge of God affects these theories. We take as our first example a particularly influential form of thinking about interpretation, namely the Enlightenment ideal. The Enlightenment developed an ideal of religiously neutral interpretation. According to this ideal scholars should follow only the dictates of reason, not religious commitment. Scholarship should examine the Bible as a historical text, and determine its origins and meanings by rational canons of research with which all persons of all religious backgrounds can agree. Scholarly interpretation ought to be uninfluenced by religious commitment.
This form of interpretation has proved attractive for several reasons. First, it recognized the problems and abuses possible with interpretation dominated by a long tradition (medieval interpretation) or interpretation dominated by a theological system (as in postreformational confessional interpretation). Second, it promised a way to move beyond the theological disagreements spawned by tradition and theological systems. People hoped that reason would be a source of unity where religion has become a source of contention. Third, giving a key role to reason harmonized with philosophical and cultural trends along the same lines.
In all these respects the Enlightenment grasped some fragment of the truth. In all three areas just mentioned, it touched on truth and yet also produced a counterfeit.
Consider the abuse of tradition. Commitments to tradition or theological systems do create potential for abuse. The tradition or theological system can become an idol. The Enlightenment saw the enslavement to idols. God was bigger and more rational that what tradition or theological system sometimes represented. The Enlightenment conception of neutral reason was a shadow of the rationality, wisdom, and self-consistency of God. Hence it contained a fragment of the truth, and that fragment of truth made it attractive. But it also subtly counterfeited the rationality of God. Supposedly human beings could judge the contents of revelation independent of commitment to God. And that idea repeated Satan’s distortion of the truth in Genesis 3. Rationality became an abstract, impersonal principle of consistency, a projection into the sky from sinful human being’s ideas of rationality.
In certain respects, we may even say that the Enlightenment error concerns the Trinity. God’s self-consistent rationality is his faithfulness to himself and is therefore personal. It is the Father’s faithfulness to the Son and the Son’s faithfulness to the Father, through the Spirit. Moreover, the wisdom of God is his Word, in whom all things hold together (Col. 1:17). But since the Trinity is incomprehensible, this sort of rationality is not acceptable to rebellious human beings. They project a unitarian abstract principle, whether this bears the name of God or Reason or Logic.
Second, the Enlightenment promised unity. What fragment of truth is represented in this promise? According to John 17:20-27 and Ephesians 4:1-16, unity in the truth is indeed God’s goal for renewed humanity. But counterfeiting mixes itself with this fragment of truth. According to the Enlightenment ideal, unity among human beings comes not from increase in fellowship with Christ through the Spirit, but by scholarly independence from religious commitment. The Enlightenment at this point postulates reason as a savior more promising than Christ the Savior. Reason is supposedly better for the purpose of overcoming human contention and alienation. But this new savior is still close enough to the truth to be attractive; reason is a counterfeit for Christ the wisdom of God.
Third, in the Enlightenment the primacy of reason harmonized with certain philosophical and cultural trends. Because God is one, all truth is in harmony. Thus, here also there is a fragment of truth. But here also the truth is distorted, in that the philosophical and cultural trends do not undergo redemptive transfiguration through Christ.
The effects of Enlightenment principles on biblical interpretation show a mixture of truth and its counterfeit distortions, just as we would expect. Consider, for example, the issue of historical research. The Enlightenment’s suspicion of tradition resulted in pronounced emphasis on recovering the original events as they actually were, before tradition reworked them. This emphasis had a fragment of truth: God’s authority implies an irreducible importance for the origin of his speech in a particular historical setting. At the same time, the Enlightenment counterfeited God’s rule over history by assuming that miracles were incompatible with the idolized reason that it projected.
Or consider the issue of meaning. In accordance with the principle of rationality, the Enlightenment postulated an original unity of meaning. We should assume that rational speakers have proclaimed what made sense. Given a reasonable amount of background information, one could recover the sense; and even if the background information were insufficient, one could rationally weigh the possible alternatives.
Here again there is counterfeiting. On the one hand, this unity of sense is close to the truth. There is stability of sense according to the intention of the Father. But in accordance with the rationalistic unitarian idolatry of the Enlightenment ideal of reason, this unity tended to be conceived as self-sufficient, independent of the knowledge of the Triune God. Unity of sense was regarded as isolatable from coinherent perspectives involving application and import. Thus the Enlightenment distorted and counterfeited the truth about God’s meaning.
Idols inevitably fail. God breaks them and shows them to be worthless. Because they are counterfeits they are derivative in character. Like Satan himself, they can never match God. Hence those who serve them cannot find satisfaction.
So with the Enlightenment ideal. Abstract reason projected by human beings is part of an on-going tradition, a tradition that grew and developed in human philosophical systems. As such, it fails to free us definitively fromthe worship of tradition. Rather, it simply subjects us to one more tradition, the tradition of rationalism. But in the long run this very tradition fails to deliver the hoped-for unity and stability for human beings. The projections of different human beings are subtly different, according to the selfishness of their sin. Hence people cannot agree even about what reason itself is. Biblical interpretation fragments. Historical reconstruction becomes problematic, and rationalist interpreters cannot agree with one another about the meaning of a text.
By contrast, within a Trinitarian context, meaning coinheres with import. The sense of a particular text coinheres with the senses of all other biblical texts. The senses of the particulars are never understood apart from the import of the whole plan of God. Hence differences about the sense of a particular text reside within a larger framework, in which often the differences are more like nuances within a larger whole. In agreement with Augustine, we regard as secondary the question concerning which truth is taught in a particular text, provided that we acknowledge truth as a whole. If my brother finds another meaning here, it is often nevertheless a meaning that I find, not here, but elsewhere. On the other hand, if we are committed to a unitarian ideal of rational truth in isolated meanings, the failure to agree is catastrophic, because the perspectives of import and application are not understood to be available to maintain practical unity in the midst of disagreement in detail.
We may find similar problems in dealing with the relation among speaker, speech, and hearer, or among expressive, informational, and productive aspects of communication. Enlightenment rationality most easily conceives of communication as informational. And indeed it is. Thus, there is a fragment of truth. At the same time, there is counterfeiting: expressive and productive aspects tend either to be overlooked entirely or reduced to and absorbed into the informational.
Over time, the unsatisfactory character of the reduction tends to produce reactions. Romanticism exalted the feeling and expression of the artistic genius. Not information but expression was primary. Modern reader-response theories react to the boring claim of unitarian meaning by multiplying meanings through the different interpretations of different readers. Liberationist interpretation reacts to the now boring claim of neutral objectivity in scholarship by pointing to the personal and social and economic commitments that drive scholarly activity in certain directions.
Liberationist interpretation
As a second example, therefore, let us consider liberationist interpretation. Liberationist interpretation reacts to some of the deficiencies of the Enlightenment. In doing so, it affirms some of the truths that the Enlightenment eclipsed. Over against the Enlightenment’s preoccupation with information, liberationists emphasize the productive aspect of communication. Communication is in the service of a goal, whether of oppression or liberation. Over against the individualist tendency of the Enlightenment, liberationists stress the corporate, cultural influences on all interpretation. Over against the Enlightenment preference for the rational interpretation by the educated, privileged intellectual, we find an emphasis on interpretation among the poor.
Often God raises up a prophetic voice within the church to warn people of sin. But he can use pagans as well. At times non-Christians may see Christians’ sins more clearly than the Christians do (in a manner parallel to the perception of Jewish sin by pagans in Romans 2:24). Surely God has used non-Christian Marxists in this very way.
Thus one may find a good deal of truth in liberationist analyses of the sins of the powerful. Among these sins we must include the sins of Christians in power and Christians trying to protect or preserve the privileges of power and wealth. In all this analysis, liberationists are but imitating the analysis of the idolatries of power, wealth, and pleasure contained in the Book of Revelation. They are longing for the liberation that God brought in the exodus and supremely in Christ.
But liberationists, like everyone else, can be snared by counterfeits of the truth. How then shall we separate the counterfeit from the true original within liberationist theory and praxis? Again we are confronted with a subtle combination, as subtle as the subtlety of sin and the devil. The task is immense, which is why whole books can be devoted to it. It is a worthy task. But for the moment I must confine myself to a few simplicities based on Scripture.
Revelation offers an analysis, critique, and remedy for the sins of the powerful and the wealthy (Rev. 18). It equally offers a remedy for counterfeiting idolatries. The powerful invoke counterfeit ideologies to protect their status (Rev. 13:11-18). This critique applies to liberationist ideologies as well as others! Liberationists as well as others construct counterfeit idolatries that nourish their social needs. Both suggestive and disturbing are Karl Mannheim’s and Michael Polanyi’s analyses of why Marxism attracts alienated intellectuals by satisfying some of their unique longings.[6]
Revelation’s hermeneutic of suspicion applies also to our own interpretation of Revelation! The Book of Revelation cannot simply be equated at every point with our human interpretation of it. Even in the interpretation of Revelation, we are in the midst of spiritual warfare. We encounter the God of Revelation; but we also fall prey in subtle ways to the idolatries that Revelation depicts. These idolatries have corporate as well as individual dimensions. Social, economic, political, and Satanic realities penetrate our existence. Hence there need be no denying that sinful interpreters can transform the Bible, and Revelation in particular, into an ideological weapon to promote pride, hatred, and oppression. Such perversion, sinful as it is, is yet a further confirmation of the truth of Revelation.
Despite the difficulties in faithfully interpreting Revelation, it remains the prime tool for reformation in society for at least one fundamental reason: it is the pure and reliable word of God, even when we do not receive it so. God sits on his throne, and the Lamb reigns in his presence. Through God and the Lamb, whom we meet in Revelation, we receive definitive purification, yes, resurrection, from the ways of the world. The ongoing liberation in the presence of the God of Revelation surpasses all the counterfeit imitation liberations of this world, and ultimately encompasses within itself whatever powerful insights and freeing actions the liberationisms of this world have parasitically claimed for themselves.
Reader-response interpretation
In reader-response interpretation we see another reaction to the deficiencies in the Enlightenment ideal. There are a variety of reader-response theories, and we can here discuss the whole area only in a highly simplified way. In general, reader-response theories emphasize hearers and readers, over against the tendency from the Enlightenment to reduce everything to information. The person of the reader makes an irreducible difference.
We also find in reader-response circles variations on liberationist concerns. The Enlightenment postulates a single abstract unitarian meaning that is always boringly the same. This sameness is a counterfeit distortion of the stability of God. Over against this distortion, reader-response approaches champion the divine creativity. We can become creative in our response to texts, rather than being tyrannized and oppressed and straitjacketed by the demand that we reiterate one meaning and nothing more. We see here both an element of truth and a counterfeiting of the truth. The truth is that God is creative and that he invites readers to respond creatively in application according to the particularity of their being and their circumstances. The counterfeiting occurs if we then pretend that this creativity eliminates the stability of God and our obligation to submit to fixed demands. God with his unchangeable standards is present in the realm of interpretation as well as elsewhere.
Deconstruction also counterfeits. It utilizes the truth of coinherence of perspectives. Odd perspectives and starting points may yet be perspectives on the whole of truth and the whole of a text. Deconstruction constantly uses the coinherence of language, truth, and persons. Deconstruction then throws light on us and on texts; and it may show the creativity of God reflected in us. But it also appears to denounce all stability and “logocentrism.” It wants to destroy the idols of which it is sick, and in this respect it shows truth. But it does not detect the most fundamental idol of all: man-centeredness in contrast with the biblical call to God-centeredness and Christ- (logo-) centeredness. And thus it is only a counterfeit of Christ, who is able truly to destroy our idols.
Orthodox reactions
As we have already seen, we who consider ourselves orthodox Christians are not totally free from the snares of idolatry. We can see the effects of idolatry even in the way that we react to contemporary trends in interpretation. Typically, we orthodox scholars have absorbed some of the older idolatries of the Enlightenment. But these idolatries have become so thoroughly and subtly diffused through the world of scholarship that we are no longer aware of them. We repudiate the new idolatries in liberationist, reader-response, and deconstructionist interpretation. But we do so for mixed motives. We repudiate the counterfeit and the idolatry, to be sure. But we do so partly because the new movement threatens the old idol to which we are attached, the idol belonging to the Enlightenment.
Or, if we are more sophisticated, we may concede that there is some fragment of truth in the new approaches. But we still fail to see the full radicality of the new. The new approaches do not call for mere tinkering with the old. They do not say, “Add decorations and peripheral modifications and cosmetic improvements.” Rather they say, “Destroy the idol that you followed.” And they offer a fundamentally new perspective on the whole of interpretation. (Even though the new approaches are counterfeits, they are plausible, because coinherence makes it possible for one starting point to offer a vision of the whole.)
Now, mere tinkering modifications of the old Enlightenment approach do not yet move beyond a unitarian idol. That is, the old rationalism of the Enlightenment demanded that one epistemology and one hermeneutical theory must provide unity without diversity. This idea of hermeneutics with unity of structure but without diversity is still unitarian at bottom. There is still an idol here, and tinkering does not overthrow it.
At the same time, other people, even among Christians, adopt the new approaches too uncritically. We become so aware of the idolatry present in the old ways, but we are not yet aware of the idolatry in the new ways. Or we may modify the new ways to eliminate the most blatant manifestations of idolatry. But here too we are content with peripheral changes, changes that still leave the root of idolatry untouched.
At this point liberationists have seen a fragment of the truth. Social critics can warn us that it is easy to be content with the status quo from impure motives. We want to protect, not the truth, but our own comfort. The ideal of reducing interpretation to technique is partly a product of Enlightenment rationalism, partly a product of twentieth-century fascination with technique, because of the power of technique in areas of applied science. There is some truth here. Our abilities to accomplish tasks through technique display the faithfulness of God and the skill of human beings made in his image. But this sort of ability gets counterfeited. And then we look to technique as a god. From technique we want a guarantee of success. We use technique as a counterfeit for God’s promises. And we want this guarantee to bypass suffering. It must bypass crucifixion.
The same truths hold in the area of interpretation in particular. The growth of technique and of technical detail in interpretation may snare us into idolatry. We want interpretation without crucifixion. We trust in technical expertise and in method, in order to free ourselves from the fear of the agony of hermeneutical crucifixion. That is, we do not want to crucify what we think we already know and have achieved. We want painless, straightforward progress toward understanding, rather than having to abandon a whole route already constructed.
But the way of Christ is cross bearing. Christ offers us resurrection power, and hence the hope of renewing rather than losing the old. But the renewal always involves crucifixion. Many of us are too comfortable to be willing.
Pervasiveness of spiritual war
The Book of Revelation, in its vision of spiritual war, may once again aid us to see our situation rightly. God is present in the whole arena of earthly life. The issue of true worship is at stake at every point in life. True worship is at stake also in every area of biblical interpretation. The Trinitarian nature of God is at stake, since over and over again the basic structures of interpretation derive from who he is. Each chapter in this book may be considered as a chapter about spiritual warfare, since each chapter traces out ways in which God’s character is at issue. And thus the counterfeiting of idolatry is bound to affect not one aspect only of interpretation, but all.
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Chapter 15: Distortions in Terms
Oliver Objectivist: I can agree with a good bit of what we have been saying. But surely now, in matters of interpretation some things just are what they are. Everyone with sufficient technical competence can agree.
Missy Missiologist: But a cultural setting can limit who has access to technical competence. So what is the average person supposed to do?
Peter Pietist: Even if people agree on technical matters, don’t their attitudes and their service to God still differ? They agree only in outward form.
Herman Hermeneut: And is the agreement so thorough-going as it may sometimes appear?
Objectivist: Well, take the area of word meanings. “Dog” means “dog.” What more is there to say?
Because God is present in all interpretation, our view of him affects everything. Hence, counterfeiting and deceit, by distorting our view of God, can have an influence on details as well as on global frameworks. In fact, they affect how we deal with any one particular word in language. Let us see some of the ways in which effects occur.
The destruction of would-be autonomous categories
Recall from our earlier discussion that every term in language enjoys classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects, reflecting the Trinitarian character of God. If terms reflect the character of God, then idolatrous distortion can infect our treatment of terms. Thus, we expect our understanding of terms to be influenced by idolatry.[1]
To begin with, what implications do we draw in considering the fundamental categories that we use in thinking, reasoning, and communicating? Consider the medieval controversy between realism and nominalism. Realism maintained that universals had a “real” existence, whereas nominalism contended that universals were simply humanly convenient names for collections of individuals. Realism tended to exalt the unity of the universal, the class, at the expense of diversity. Nominalism tended to exalt the diversity of particulars, the individual things, at the expense of unity (the universal).
This dichotomy is in fact a false one. Unity and diversity are equally ultimate. Unity of the universal, that is, the class or “kind,” is an expression of the classificational aspect, while diversity of the particulars is an expression of the instantiational aspect. Both presuppose each other and neither is more fundamental than the other. There is no such thing as a “pure” universal that one could grasp apart from particularities of instances. There is no such thing as a “pure” particular apart from the (universal-like) features that it possesses according to the plan of God. The unity of class and the diversity of particularity both rest on the ontologically ultimate unity and diversity of God, as expressed in the classificational and instantiational aspects, respectively.
Our analysis has still broader implications, applicable to Western philosophy as a whole. Since before the days of Plato and Aristotle, Western philosophy has concerned itself with fundamental ontology (the theory of what exists). What is the fundamental ontological character of things? Philosophy has endeavored to explore this ontology through human thought and human language. Philosophers produce systems of categories. These categories supposedly enable us to obtain insight into the systematic character and structure of the world. For example, in Plato, the categories of “form” and “good” and “idea” play a key role. In other philosophies the categories may be different. But some particular categories always play a key role. The philosopher sets forth these categories as particularly promising for understanding the world.
In the time of Descartes and Kant, philosophy came to focus largely on epistemology (theory of knowledge) rather than simply on ontology. In the twentieth century, it has focused on language. Through all these variations, fundamental categories have played an important role.
Now what do these categories look like under close inspection? We have to deal with words. These words belong to human language. And as we have seen, human language is not autonomous or self-sufficient. Every single term or category of human language is dependent on divine language. Classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects belong together–they enjoy a mysterious coinherence testifying to God’s Trinitarian character. Yet pagan philosophers do not want to acknowledge that dependence. They prefer to walk in darkness rather than light (John 3:19-20).
Characteristically, within the system of rationalist philosophers, philosophical categories pretend self-sufficiency. The categories simply are what they are. They pretend to identify themselves not in the mystery of the Trinity, but in the supposed exhaustive clarity of self-sufficiency.[2]
Typically, philosophers exalt the classificational aspect of categories at the expense of the associational and the instantiational aspects. The categories of classical philosophy supposedly need no associations or instantiation for understanding. In fact, if they were needed, association and instantiation would potentially bring in “impurities.” The categories are grasped by pure reason or pure insight, independent of ordinary life and personal idiosyncrasies.
To be sure, the categories may typically apply to various instances, but the instances are not necessary for the being of the categories. That is, no instantiation is really needed. The essence of a category remains completely independent of the grubby instantiations through which, in actual life, the categories may have been learned by real human beings. In Plato, the instantiations of the forms actually contaminate the forms and confuse knowledge by bringing in matter. In other cases, with more debt to Aristotle, the forms may exist only “in” their instantiations, but human reason still suffices in principle to distinguish the form from the particularity of its instantiation. The self-identity of what is really common to the instances is still unproblematic.
The rationalist philosopher claims deity by being able to master language in one divine vision. If not all language can be mastered, at least the philosopher masters that crucial piece of language that he needs in order to make the systematic assertions and the universal claims. In the philosophic vision the philosopher triumphs over the mystery of coinherence by reducing everything to the pure identity of a class (the identity of the category). Thus philosophers think that they can manipulate their categories without reference to an associational aspect or an instantiational aspect. The categories are supposedly association-free and instance-free.
Philosophers are in fact human beings. Hence, they have themselves learned language from associations and instances. Their present knowledge is not in fact free from the “contamination” of their past learning, as well as their present bodily existence. They themselves are instantiations of humanity. Their own thoughts and words are instantiations of human thoughts and words. They themselves live within social and historical associations, in the context of their own bodies.
But philosophical reflection is idealized. Philosophers project their reflection out toward an ideal that is association-free and instance-free. If they are candid and alert, they may admit that this projection is somewhat idealized. But the idealization is useful, if not necessary, to provide the sort of results that they desire.
But we can now see that the particular type of idealization that characterizes traditional rationalist Western philosophy is intrinsically and irreducibly idolatrous. According to this approach, the ideal category is a self-identical classification, but with no instantiational or associational aspect. Or if it has such instantiational or associational aspects, they are trivial and can safely be ignored in philosophical reflection. This view of categories is intrinsically monist or unitarian.
Sometimes philosophers may admit that differentiation exists. But it still comes in at a subordinate, applicational level. Each category is intrinsically an undifferentiable monadic classificational universal; but it does somehow differentiate itself into instances when applied to the real world in practical terms.
This differentiation is analogous to the kind of differentiation postulated in a modalistic view of God. Modalistic heresy says that God in himself is one, in a pure undifferentiated manner. God reveals himself in three persons as three modes of revelation or three modes of action of the one original. Threeness (differentiation) occurs in God’s contact with his creation, but not in God as he is in himself. Thus, rationalistic philosophy recapitulates a unitarian view or at best a modalistic view of God in its approach to fundamental categories.
If philosophical rationalism is a false trail, what about empiricism? For empiricists the event, the datum, the percept, or the particular instance is fundamental. (Thus modern empiricism is akin to medieval nominalism.) In essence empiricists begin by exalting the instantiational aspect at the expense of the classificational and the associational. At its root, this approach is just as unitarian and just as idolatrous as is the rationalistic approach. The main difference is that the instantiational rather than the classificational aspect is deified.
Moreover, when empiricists talk about their views, they talk using categories that are viewed as unproblematic, universal, and self-identical. The categories of “sense data” or “physical objects” or “sense experience” function in the same deified role that belonged to the categories of rationalistic philosophy. Such a result is inevitable. If there is only one level of being and one level of knowledge, one’s own analysis, to be correct, must have virtually divine status. It must make universal assertions, and at the same time be exhaustively grasped by the human philosopher.
Philosophies oriented to relations have analogous difficulties. We have in mind both structuralism in its more philosophical forms and deconstruction. Here the ultimate starting point is with the associational aspect. Relationalistic philosophies advocate unitarianism or modalism by collapsing the classificational and the instantiational into the associational. The classificational aspect comes into being as nodes within a system of relations. The instantiational aspect comes into being as event within a system of language and culture.
Relationalistic philosophy has the same difficulty as does all pagan philosophy when it attempts to state itself. The statements come out in language claiming universality in a de-associationalized and de-instantiationalized fashion. Theoretical formulation falls victim to the same difficulties that beset rationalistic philosophy. Deconstruction, to its credit, sees the problem, leading to giving to its own discourses a paradoxical status.
Human language and human categories are in actual fact dependent on our Trinitarian God. They display God’s “eternal power and divine nature” (Rom. 1:20). In fact, since God’s nature is Trinitarian, human language reflects this Trinitarian nature. But non-Christians do not want to submit themselves to the Trinitarian God. They substitute idols, whether idols made of wood or idols of thought. They wish to be autonomous. So they make their idols, in order to govern them as well as to worship them. Their idolatry is manifest in their would-be autonomous approach to fundamental categories.
Idolatry cannot succeed, because there is only one God and God rules the world in righteousness (Ps. 97:1-2). Rationalism, empiricism, and relationalism falsify the very nature of the language that they use. Yet rationalism, empiricism, and relationalism remain plausible. They appear to give us powerful insights. Why?
They are plausible precisely because the classificational, instantiational, and associational aspects coinhere. Each is presupposed by the others, as we have seen. But each also involves the others. Each in a sense encompasses the others. The classificational aspect always involves the identification of instances in association. Properly understood, it tacitly includes the instantiational and associational as inevitable aspects of its being.
Rationalism exploits the perspectival character of the classificational aspect in order to view all of reality through it. Similarly, empiricism uses an instantiational perspective and relationalism uses an associational perspective. All three are parasitic on coinherence. All three are close to the truth, as a good counterfeit must be. All three fail because they worship their own unitarian corruption rather than the Trinitarian God.
Applying the expressive, informational, productive perspectives
We can also use a second triad of categories, namely the communicative triad, consisting of expressive, informational, and productive aspects. As we have seen, these three aspects belong to God’s speech. By analogy, they characterize human speech. Because speech and knowledge are closely intertwined, we can also extend the application to human knowledge. By means of this triad, we may see again the deficiencies in pagan philosophical systems.
Rationalism projects the idea of absolute rationality or absolute truth. This projection utilizes the informational perspective. But the ideal is unitarian rather than Trinitarian. Rationalism denies that the truth of God is personal (the expressive aspect). And it denies that the truth of God is eternally productive (the productive aspect). Instead, it conceives of truth as a rationalist abstraction independent of its practical effects. Hence the truth so conceived is not ultimately God’s truth, but the rationalist’s own human idea of truth.
Pragmatism projects the idea of absolute data, that is absolute effects. It thus utilizes the productive perspective. But again the ideal is unitarian, denying expressive and informational aspects. (The informational aspect is denied in that truth consists only in “effectiveness.”) Note that the result idolizes an aspect of the creation (data) rather than the Creator.
Finally, subjectivism projects the idea of absolute personality, absolute personal expression. It twists the expressive perspective into a unitarian counterfeit. It idolizes human personality instead of the Creator.[3]
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Frame observes that rationalism tries to reduce everything to rules, thus deifying a normative perspective. Empiricism tries to reduce everything to data, thus deifying a situational perspective. Subjectivism tries to reduce everything to the personal subject, thus deifying the existential perspective. Non-Christian category systems are most often rationalistic, in that the categories have no necessary attachment to the data that instantiate them (situational perspective) or the persons who formulate and understand in a personal context (existential perspective).
Alert readers will perceive that expressive, informational, and productive perspectives are analogous to Frame’s existential, normative, and situational perspectives, respectively. But the two sets of perspectives are not completely the same. My triad of perspectives applies archetypally to God and ectypally to creatures. By contrast, Frame’s triad is asymmetric (as he himself recognizes, ibid. 63). The normative perspective is focally oriented toward the law, which is divine (ibid.). The existential and situational perspectives are oriented toward creatures, namely human persons and the world.
Frame’s triad is then an analogical image of mine. I believe that Frame’s approach remains useful in emphasizing the interrelatedness of norm, world, and self in people’s practical, concrete reception of the word of God.
Chapter 16: Reforming the Ogden-Richards Triangle for Meaning
Oliver Objectivist: Dictionary makers don’t have to go into all the things that philosophers fight about. They just do their job. So in a dictionary we have information that doesn’t depend either on philosophy or on religious conviction, but merely on technical competence.
Herman Hermeneut: But don’t dictionary makers, either tacitly or explicitly, have a certain framework for their understanding of what they are doing? Don’t they make some key assumptions about how language operates, what words are, what meanings are, and so on?
Objectivist: Yes, but they can agree. Years ago Ogden and Richards set out the basic theoretical framework, and it has proved serviceable ever since.
Herman Hermeneut: Let’s look at it.
True worship and idolatry affect the details of interpretation as well as its global structure. As one small example of these effects, we may consider the Ogden-Richards triangle.
The Ogden-Richards triangle
The Ogden-Richards’s triangle offers a model for the nature of linguistic symbols.[1] The original diagram is reproduced below.
The three principal elements are ‘‘symbol,’’ ‘‘thought or reference,’’ and ‘‘referent.’’ The symbol is a particular phonological or graphical form such as e l e p h a n t. The thought or reference is the meaning-content of the form, namely the idea of an elephant. The referent is the nonlinguistic thing in the world being talked about (actual elephants). Stephen Ullmann prefers to relabel the vertices of the triangle as ‘‘name,’’ ‘‘sense,’’ and ‘‘thing,’’ respectively.[2] Moisés Silva labels the vertices ‘‘symbol,’’ ‘‘sense,’’ and ‘‘referent.’’[3]
Our own framework can account for this natural division. But for that purpose we need to use several kinds of distinction. First, recall that God’s purposes toward us involve control, meaning, and presence (as previously defined). He controls what happens in the world, that is, he creates and controls referents. He does so through his word, which expresses meaning. The meaning includes both thought and symbol. Thus, we may correlate the referent with God’s control. We correlate thought and symbol with the meaning aspect. So far, from the triad of control, meaning, and presence, we have used two aspects, control and meaning. The Ogden-Richards triangle has left out completely the third indispensable aspect, namely the person of the language-user. A careful description would then reemphasize this excluded aspect.
Now thought and symbol both belong to the meaning aspect. So what is the difference between them? Thought concerns the things about which we think and speak. Symbol concerns the things by means of which we speak, that is, sounds or letters, or perhaps still other symbols such as Morse code or sign language.
Symbol, then, depends on the media within the created world that human beings use in communication. But these media, though created, have a divine archetype. Starting from John 1:1, we affirm that God the Father is the original Speaker, while God the Son is the original Word. The Holy Spirit is the original Breath carrying the Word to his destination (Ps. 33:6; compare Ezek. 37). Within the created sphere, the analogue of the Spirit is the created breath of human utterers. The word goes forth as sound in the air. We therefore claim that the sound aspect, or graphical aspect, is built by analogy on the Spirit. The thought aspect is built by analogy on God the Father, whose thought is then expressed in the Word. The lingual expression as opposed to the thought is analogous to God the Son, the Word. In sum, we have three aspects, thought, lingual expression, and sound, where the Ogden-Richards triangle has only two, thought and sound.
Ullmann and Silva, unlike Ogden and Richards, label the top vertex as “sense” rather than “thought or reference.” Thereby they focus on the lingual expression; they leave the mental activity, the thought, in the background. This alteration of terminology is useful, in that it more clearly accomplishes what Ogden and Richards probably wanted, namely to put all the focus and emphasis on the linguistic aspect. Whichever label we use, within a Christian framework we recognize a coinherent relation among thought, discourse, and sound.
To understand the triangle more precisely, we need one further distinction. Ogden and Richards did not intend that the triangle should merely represent the function of one particular utterance, but rather the systematic function of sense, symbol, and referent in the whole of a particular language. They wanted to say something about the internal structure of a language system. Rather than dealing with one particular utterance, they are concerned with the general pattern of usage summarized in a dictionary or a grammar. The dictionary records that elephant means an animal of the family Elephantidae throughout all its various occurrences. Speakers of English must know about the meaning of the word in general in order to understand it in particular occurrences. That is, they already know a language, including the facts reported in a dictionary.
As we might expect, the particularities of utterances and the generalities of a language are correlative to one another. The particularities show the instantiational aspect, while the generalities show the classificational aspect. Both the particularities and the generalities enjoy a system of relations with all the other particularities and generalities, thus forming a system of relations. The relations manifest the associational aspect. Since the instantiational, classificational, and associative aspect image the Trinity, the distinction among utterances, generalities, and systematic relations also images the Trinity.
It follows, then, that just as the Persons of Trinity coinhere, language generalities, utterances, and systemic relations coinhere. Thought, linguistic expression, and sound realization coinhere. Referents, meanings, and speaking persons coinhere.
Since God is one God, there is unity in language. A linguistic symbol is what it is in a unity through the joint presence of symbol, thought, and referent. Since God is Triune, there exists also the possibility of distinguishing between symbol, thought, and referent.
Hence, the triangle can aid in identifying certain fallacies. The dotted baseline connecting symbol and referent, plus the additional vertex labeled ‘‘thought,’’ remind us that the relation between symbol and referent is indirect. Errors can arise if we ignore this complexity. In a word-and-thing approach, we may naively equate a symbol with its referent. For example, when we deal with abstract theological words like ‘‘righteousness,’’ the referent is similar to what we might call a theological ‘‘concept.’’ Hence we equate word and concept. We then fall into confusions like the ‘‘historico-conceptual method typified by TDNT.’’[4] For example, we might reason that because the Hebrew word dabar may refer to a dynamic historical event, it must mean ‘‘dynamic historical event.’’ But it actually means ‘‘word, thing, matter,’’ a quite colorless designation.[5]
Hence, the triangle is a useful summary of some distinctions that need to be borne in mind in interpretation. But we need also to recognize that the triangle is a simplification, in several respects.
(1) It does not address the mysteries residing in the relations between communicators and their utterances. The aspect of presence, and with it the participation of speakers, is left out.
(2) It does not explicitly explore the mysteries involved in the relation of thought to language and sense. It can give the illusion that sense and thought could in principle be isolated from one another.
(3) It does distinguish explicitly between particular utterances, linguistic generalities, and relations of these to other linguistic regularities. It thereby runs some danger of confusion. For example, the label ‘‘symbol’’ could suggest focusing on a particular occurrence of ‘‘steal’’ in a particular copy of a particular English version of Ephesians 4:28. It would thus focus on a particular discourse. Or the same label could cover all occurrences of ‘‘steal’’ in all actual or even possible contexts. It would thus focus on the language generalities. Or it could examine the relation of “steal” to other words in the same semantic domain.
(4) The triangle places in the background the contextual dimensions of communication. But in fact, meaning exists only in close connection with the operation of larger context, as we have seen in our reflection on the coinherent relation between “sense” and application and import. The diagram proposes to analyze the function of meaning attaching to a unit, whether a word, a morpheme, or a longer expression. But units are perspectivally related to contexts and hierarchies, producing an import.
(5) The triangle can easily suggest that the symbol and the sense are neatly separable from one another. But remember that symbol focuses on the aspect of utterance, while sense focuses on the aspect of meaning. In any particular case these are two aspects of the same communication. The two poles are not neatly separable. All meaning comes in ‘‘form-meaning composites,’’ as Pike has argued.[6]
Hence, symbol and sense are perspectivally related. Each irreducibly involves the other, by virtue of coinherence. A symbol is not a symbol unless it symbolizes, that is, it already has sense that is inseparable from its identification as a symbol. Conversely, any particular sense is recognizable and identifiable as the same only through media, that is, through symbol.
When Ullmann and Silva try to define the upper vertex of the triangle more closely, the involvement of symbol with sense becomes even more apparent. Ullmann says that sense is ‘‘the information which the name conveys to the hearer.’’[7] This definition certainly invites us to focus on truth content or thought content. But in a broad sense a symbol ‘‘conveys information’’ about its own phonological form. Such information is not merely trivial, but must be utilized by any language learner or interpreter. Hence, the shape of the symbol as symbol is also part of the information conveyed. Silva defines sense as ‘‘the mental content called up by the symbol,’’ where the words ‘‘mental’’ and ‘‘content’’ once again zero in on speakers and their thoughts. But in fact our ‘‘mental contents’’ in a broad sense include the loose associations between dogs and the sound of the word dog. Thus, the distinctions in this area do not really succeed in distinguishing in some absolutely definitive way between symbol and sense.
(6) Since the referent is ‘‘non-linguistic,’’ it is tempting to exclude the referent from linguistic analysis and to retain only the symbol and the sense.[8] The exclusion rests on the valid intuition that the situation and the understanding by persons in the situation are perspectivally distinguishable. Ullmann provides an example:
The atom [the referent] is the same as it was fifty years ago, but since it has been split we know that it is not the smallest constituent of matter, as etymology suggests; moreover, it [the sense] has been enriched with new connotations, some fascinating, others terrifying, since the advent of the atomic age—and the atomic bomb.[9]
But again distinguishable aspects are not separable. Meaning depends on persons who communicate, and persons depend on a situation and norms about which to talk. Hence, the referent cannot be eliminated from analysis.
These last two points are especially important. In point (5) we assert that symbol and sense (form and meaning) are perspectivally distinguishable but not separable. In point (6) we assert that sense and referent are perspectivally distinguishable but not separable. Point (6) can be made even more strongly by considering God’s speech, in contrast with human speech. God through his kingly rule governs all the facts, that is, all the referents. All the referents are what they are in response to God’s words of decree. God’s word governs the facts. The facts obey the word. To have facts outside God’s word would be impossible, meaningless. Thus, having meaningful referents for human beings depends on having referents whose every aspect is subjected to God’s word, to his ‘‘sense.’’ All referents are in an ultimate analysis completely comprehended by sense. Of course, the finite understanding of sense by human beings does not exhaustively grasp referents. But language as a vehicle for divine communication is not exhausted by the human understanding of it.
The roots of linguistic distinctions
Another major limitation of the Ogden-Richards diagram or of any analogous diagram is that it cannot achieve ultimate explanation of its distinctions. For example, the diagram expresses the fact that symbol and sense are distinguishable as form and content. Well and good. But how do we so distinguish them? Semanticists can bring forward any number of illustrations to help us grasp the distinction. They say, “The spelling of dog as d-o-g is the symbol, and the sense is the marking out of an area of meaning, such as ‘an animal of the species Canis familiaris.’ ” But what makes it possible to see the general pattern from the illustrations? We intuitively know that form and content are distinct, because we already have the capacity to distinguish them. Illustrations and explanations always presuppose prior capacity to ‘‘see the point.’’ Ultimately we have this capacity because of some unanalyzed commonness in human nature. But human nature itself does not exist in a vacuum. We know what content is because we know God’s truthfulness, that is, the thought of the Father and the expression in the Son. We know what linguistic form is because we know God’s articulate discourse through the Spirit.
Similarly, the distinction between sense and referent is valid, but what are its roots? This distinction in human communication images the distinction in divine communication between God’s decree (sense) and the created things obeying his decree (referent).
These two distinctions thus ultimately go back to distinctions about God and the nature of his interaction with the world. The ways in which these two distinctions refer back to God is typical. We cannot understand a single distinction introduced by semanticists without the personal presence of God in his Triunity.
There is still an additional complexity. Since the Persons of the Trinity coinhere, the three vertices of the Ogden-Richards triangle coinhere by analogy. Most semanticists have not really admitted this fact to themselves, but continue to act to some extent as if ideally the vertices were perfectly separable. We may suspect that idolatry is a factor in this distortion. In unitarian idolatry, to have knowledge we must have knowledge of unities with no remaining diversity; that is, we must have isolatable unities.[10] The isolation of unities then also reflects a kind of polytheism, because there are still many unities. Because we live in God’s world and continue to know God in spite of ourselves, these implications never become as destructive of knowledge as they could be. But counterfeiting still produces mixtures of truth and error throughout the analysis of language. Counterfeiting distorts our knowledge of the Trinitarian God. This distortion affects our knowledge of the Ogden-Richards triangle, and this distortion in turn affects the knowledge of the sense of every word in our language. The effects are subtle but pervasive.
Thus, the differences in our knowledge of God affect all aspects of interpretation, including even the more technical aspects such as the study of the sense of a particular word. Christians and non-Christians differ radically in their knowledge of God (Eph. 4:17-24). Hence they differ radically and inevitably in interpretation. The differences affect biblical interpretation first of all and most obviously. But the same arguments lead to the conclusion that differences in knowing God affect interpretation of any document or any created thing.
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Chapter 17: Differences in the Doctrine of God among Christians
Oliver Objectivist: I will admit that we run into tremendous problems if we start looking at non-Christians who interpret the Bible. They bring to the Bible all kinds of biases. But among evangelical Christians, at least, we have agreement about matters of basic worldview. So couldn’t we eliminate the remaining biases among ourselves?
Peter Pietist: We still have to deal with the hidden sins of our hearts.
Curt Cultural-Transformationist: We still have to deal with the baleful influence of corrupt modern institutions. These subtly affect Christians as well, as long as we are living in the world.
Missy Missiologist: We still have to deal with enormous cultural differences that Christians confront in different parts of the world.
Dottie Doctrinalist: We still have to deal with doctrinal differences among Christians.
Oliver Objectivist: Let’s take the case of doctrinal differences. Sure, we have minor differences about issues of baptism, church government, and eschatology. It is easy to see how a bias might enter if we come to a text that addresses one of these disputed issues. Each person will secretly hope that the text supports his position.
But the disagreements are limited. We can become aware of what the disputed doctrines are. In our minds, we can mark the texts where bias enters. We exercise special caution with those texts. But we are still on safe ground with the great majority of texts.
Dottie Doctrinalist: But among evangelicals some doctrinal differences are more serious. What about the differences between Calvinists and Arminians?
Oliver Objectivist: Yes, I can see that it is more serious. I guess there are more texts involved. But still, couldn’t we limit the effects to those texts that talk about the issues dividing Calvinists and Arminians?
Laura Liturgist: But don’t the doctrinal differences affect our perceptions of who it is that we worship? Who is God?
Pietist: Are you saying, Laura, that Calvinists and Arminians may differ in their doctrine of God? Both sides believe in the God of the Bible, don’t they?
Doctrinalist: Yes. But we can’t ignore the differences in how they understand God’s foreknowledge and omnipotence.
Herman Hermeneut: But haven’t we already seen that the doctrine of God affects everything else? So we seem to have a difference that would infect all biblical interpretation of all passages.
Objectivist: That’s absurd. People do agree sometimes, you know. You can’t say that differences in one area necessarily affect another.
We have seen that Christians differ from non-Christians. This difference is most fundamental. But in addition, in more subtle ways, Christians differ among themselves.
Within this life sin still contaminates even those who are born again, those whose lives belong to Christ. We know God, but our knowing is still tacitly contaminated by sin. Hence, it is no surprise that Christians differ in their knowledge of God. And the differences here have effects on interpretation.
Tacit and explicit knowledge of God
What we state and teach we make explicit. But we also live with a tacit background of further knowledge that we have not yet made explicit.[1] Moreover, especially when it concerns knowledge of God, we may fail to live up to our own teaching and our own explicit knowledge. Perhaps we say that we believe, but our works do not show it (James 2:14-26). In that case, our tacit knowledge is corrupt, while our explicit knowledge may seem to all appearances to be orthodox. Conversely, sometimes our tacit knowledge may be in better shape than our explicit teaching. James I. Packer describes one important instance of this phenomenon in regard to God’s sovereignty in salvation:
There is a long-standing controversy in the Church as to whether God is really Lord in relation to human conduct and saving faith or not. What has been said shows us how we should regard this controversy. The situation is not what it seems to be. For it is not true that some Christians believe in divine sovereignty while others hold an opposite view. What is true is that all Christians believe in divine sovereignty, but some are not aware that they do, and mistakenly imagine and insist that they reject it.[2]
In our terminology, all Christians tacitly hold to divine sovereignty, but some in their explicit teaching deny that they do.
The recognition of tacit knowledge is especially important when we consider how our knowledge of God affects biblical interpretation. The effects of our knowledge of God are pervasive, as we have seen. But the effects are usually tacit. We are usually not consciously aware of the effects. For example, we do not usually say consciously, “because I hold a unitarian view of God, I must hold that, in accord with Ogden and Richards’s triangle, the symbol dog is isolatable from the thought ‘dog.’ ” Or, “because I hold a Trinitarian view of God, I must hold that the symbol dog coheres with the thought and the meaning of dog.” Effects of this kind are for the most part tacit.
Consequently, the affects of our knowledge of God are complex. In one sense, in accordance with Romans 1:18-21, even atheists know God, in spite of their protestations to the contrary. And only by virtue of their continuing knowledge of God can they continue to use language and operate in history. Yet distortions and corruptions in our knowledge of God have baneful effects. Hence, even among Christians we cannot simply ignore differences in our knowledge of God.
An example concerning divine sovereignty
We may take as an example the differences among Christians over the security of salvation. Some Christians, including me, think that anyone who is once saved remains saved to the end. Others think that people can be genuinely saved and yet later lose their salvation. The first view is sometimes called “eternal security,” but I prefer the usual description in Reformed theology, “perseverance of the saints.” We do not mean that a person is saved on the basis of an isolated, ill-defined event of “commitment” in the past, regardless of apostasy or unrepentant continuation in gross sin (cf. 1 Cor. 6:9-10; Gal. 6:7-8). Rather, we mean that God so upholds those who are savingly united to Christ, that all of them persevere in genuine faith in him until the end. God keeps us in his love, so that we continue believing in Christ. Rom 8:38-39, 29 and John 6:39, 54 are some of the classic texts backing up this position.[3]
In this, as in some other doctrinal differences, J. I. Packer’s observations apply. Some Christians in their explicit statements deny the doctrine of perseverance. But if they trust in Christ for salvation, they must at bottom trust in him comprehensively. Hence, tacitly, they are in fact trusting in him to hold them fast and cause them to persevere. Tacitly, they believe the doctrine that they explicitly deny.
But the explicit differences in belief do make a difference. And this difference touches on the doctrine of God. At least in many cases, people on the two sides of this controversy hold different views concerning the relation of God’s will to human will. First, we who believe in perseverance believe that God can work his will through human wills. We know that saints can still sin. And they can harden themselves. They can refuse to repent for a time. Human will is thus an active reality. But God works in and through human willing, and can turn the heart as he wishes (Prov. 21:1; cf. Phil. 2:12-13).
On the other hand, those who deny perseverance often think of the human will as “inviolable” and ultimate in the sense that God either cannot or will not “interfere” with human apostatizing tendencies. God is doing his part. It’s up to us, more or less in and of ourselves, whether we apostasize.
We find, then, two conceptions of human willing in relation to God’s will. And behind these conceptions are different conceptions of God’s will and plan with respect to the entire area of his relation to human beings.
Hence, the larger doctrinal differences between theological systems are at work here. There are many dimensions to the issues here, as the continued many-faceted controversies between Arminians, Calvinists, Lutherans, and Roman Catholics demonstrate. Not one doctrine but many are at stake. The doctrinal decisions affect interpretation of not merely one verse, not merely a few, but a great many verses, when we consider the effects of whole systems of doctrine.
But the effects may extend even beyond those verses that speak explicitly about human will or divine will. Suppose that we hold corrupt conceptions in this matter. These corruptions may easily affect our interpretation of language and history. Human speaking involves responsibility and creativity before God the speaker. Human action involves responsibility and creativity before God the actor. Hence differences on this issue have subtle effects on our judgments about human speaking and acting. If we wrongly see human action as independent of God’s control, won’t our belief affect our view of the human beings who wrote Scripture? Did these human beings act “independently,” or were their actions so controlled by God that the result is also fully God’s word, as the Bible teaches (2 Pet. 1:21)?
Moreover, our understanding of human willing inevitably affects our understanding of God’s will. Human beings make genuine decisions in accordance with their desires. They have a kind of earthly “creativity” in action. This creativity is a finite image of God’s original infinite creativity. What then is the relation between human creativity and the stability of our union with Christ? The ultimate background to these questions is the relation between the stability and creativity of God. These two are perspectivally related aspects of a triunal triad. Our knowledge of the harmony between human willing and the stability and constancy of God’s plan ultimately derives from our knowledge of God in his Triunity. When our knowledge is corrupted at this one point, it corrupts our knowledge at all other points at which God’s Triunity is important; that is, all the way through all the topics that we have discussed in this book. This one doctrinal difference thus threatens to contaminate interpretation in a pervasive fashion.
Conclusions about differences in biblical interpretation
What do we conclude? The fact is that there are doctrinal differences among Christians, touching on the doctrine of God. As long as such differences exist, we cannot expect to have merely generically “Christian” biblical interpretation. We have rather Arminian, Calvinistic, and other kinds of biblical interpretation. The differences do not merely impinge, as one might think, on a few texts that speak directly about the sovereignty of God in salvation, and hence have become classical focal texts for disputation. Rather, the effects impinge in principle on every single text in the whole Bible, and every single event described in the Bible.
Fortunately, there is only one God. And we do not escape his presence or his grace in spite of our sin. Even to the degree that interpretations of biblical texts are counterfeit in nature, they are still counterfeits of the truth. The truth is the word of God that never passes away and that will triumph for all eternity (Matt. 24:35). Full unity among Christians in their interpretation is an eschatological goal rather than a present possession (Eph. 4:13-15). Yet unity is real even today, by virtue of the gift of God and our union with Christ (Eph. 4:3-6). God has given a Bible that speaks clearly about the major issues of salvation. He has given us the Spirit and renewed our minds so that we are willing to receive his teaching. We can rejoice in what he has given, even as we realize that we can still grow (1 Cor. 13:12).
Notes for Chapter 17
1 See, e.g., the discussion of tacit knowledge in Polanyi, Tacit Dimension; Polanyi, Personal Knowledge.
2 J. I. Packer, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God (Chicago: Inter-Varsity, 1961), 16.
3 For fuller discussion, see, e.g., Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 545-49; Loraine Boettner, The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1963), 182-201; G. C. Berkouwer,Faith and Perseverance (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1958).
Chapter 18: God Redeeming Interpretation
Fatima Factualist: It seems that sin contaminates our vision of God. And from there it can contaminate everything. It seems we are in a desperate situation. What can we do about it?
Peter Pietist: We can repent, that’s what! God has redeemed us, and we believe he will continue to redeem us. We have to trust that he will take care of all the contamination.
Oliver Objectivist: Sin is a problem, all right. But is subjective sin the only thing that matters? People could easily believe that objectivity is only for the next world, for the time when we are already made perfect. What’s to prevent our giving up study and letting everyone run wild?
Curt Cultural-Transformationist: One thing to prevent it is the practical needs. We can’t waste time on excuse-making or wild and weird interpretation when a world out there needs transforming.
Laura Liturgist: And God prevents our straying. Don’t forget the role of worship in our transformation and purification. Meeting God is at the heart of redemption.
Missy Missiologist: And let’s not forget the role that exposure to other cultures can play.
God is present in all of his creation. He is present in all our knowing. Our knowledge of God and our communion with him affect our interpretation of the Bible in every area. We have looked at a few such areas: our conception of the Bible, truth, meaning, communication, interpretive theory, history, global hermeneutical frameworks, semantics and lexicography (through the Ogden-Richards triangle).
But we are blinded by sin (2 Cor. 4:3-4). We need to grow “in the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:10), corporately as well as individually (Eph. 4:11-16). At the heart of interpretive growth and growth in biblical understanding is continued redemptive growth through union with Christ. We join with Paul in saying, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection of the dead” (Phil. 3:10-11). We participate in Christ’s triumph.
In the Bible God speaks his word to us, not to achieve the triumph of human autonomous subjectivity or the meaninglessness of infinite chaotic plurality, but the triumph of his grace. He forgives us. He justifies us. He heals us.
He does these things in the realm of biblical interpretation as in every other realm. As the Lover he now issues his invitation to come and dine at his table. “Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:9). “Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life” (Rev. 2:17). “You will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand” (Ps. 16:11). In his word God even now gives us eternal communion with himself: “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life” (John 6:63).
Jesus Christ has opened the door to heaven (Heb. 10:19-20). He has given the Holy Spirit to guide us to himself (Acts 2:33; John 16:12-16). The church, led by the Spirit, feeds on the truth of Christ.
Rejecting worldly irrationalism
It is easy to misunderstand this invitation of God in either of two ways. One such misunderstanding is irrationalism, the other rationalism. Let us consider irrationalism first. Our age is highly addicted to the drugs of boundless irrationalism, egoism, hedonism, and subjectivism. We want to go our own way, to do wholly what we want, to be gods. If we can use religious language and even the Bible itself to justify our ways, we will gladly take this foolish route. We inject our own ideas into the biblical text. We lazily content ourselves with the views with which we are already comfortable.
But at root we are rebelling. God condemns it. God the warrior will cut us down and destroy us by his word for so doing. But in Christ he comes not only to destroy the old man, but to bring to life the transformed new man in the image of Christ (Col. 3:9-10). God the Father chastises his children, in order that we may share his holiness (Heb. 12:4-11).
What I am saying is that the Bible is not a wax nose that we can twist into any shape, in order to suit our fancy. Rather, the word of God is an unchangeable standard that governs us. The word of God is more destructive than fire, harder than rock (Jer. 23:29). The person who humbly listens soon enough discovers plenty of hard, upsetting teachings and demands. He finds plenty of things at odds with what he would like. No matter where he may have started, he finds himself more and more at odds with his native culture. Look at what the modern West does not welcome but the Bible clearly sets forth: the reality of God, the exclusive claims of the gospel, the destruction of human pride in the cross, the reality of hell, the practice of identifying and excommunicating heretics, the reality of demons and demon possession, the denunciation of Mammon, the obligation to honor authority in church, family, marriage, government, and business.
Autonomous irrationalists want control. They want control of their lives independent of what God says. So they aspire to control even what God says by putting their own words into God’s mouth. God’s word controls them too, by locking them into the self-chosen prison of the echo chamber of their would-be autonomous voice. God calls us to humble ourselves. Let us admit that our prison is pure poverty, open the prison door, and hear his voice.
Rejecting worldly rationalism
On the other hand, our age is equally addicted to the drugs of boundless rationalism, scientism, technicism, and objectivism. The addict is likely to see in my words only another, more dangerous drug of subjectivism. The addict does not recognize the distinctive qualities of real food. I may seem to rationalists to be talking about the utter destruction of scholarship and rationality, whereas in fact I am talking about taking off the old man in order to put on the new (Col. 3:9-10), dying to an autonomous conception of rationality in order to put on true rationality through fellowship with the sanity and rationality of God himself.
The rationalist then says, “How? Specify the way. Lay it out clearly, and specify the limits and controls.” In a sense, I have done so, particularly using the transmission perspective on interpretation and laying out three steps. In a sense I have dealt with the same issue by dealing with the truth and its counterfeits. We could add more to these chapters. We could say much more about what characterizes proper and improper interpretation.
But people addicted to human rationalism will never find themselves satisfied with an approach as open-ended as mine. We are tempted to want to reduce everything to mechanical technique, to pin everything down. We fear that the only alternative to nailing down every aspect of interpretation is a boundless irrational subjectivity. To us who are addicted in this way I must point out that the only remedy is spiritual, and that it cannot be fathomed or reduced to technique. Nicodemus asks “how,” and Jesus replies,
I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, “You must be born again.” The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit. (John 3:5-8)
Thomas also asks Jesus a “how” question:
Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?”
Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:5-6)
Autonomous rationalists want control: perfect control and transparency that is reducible to technique. But only God controls transcendently. God’s word controls us, our every thought, and our every move in interpretation. God calls us to humble ourselves and admit that we are but weak, emotion-laden creatures.
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