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We discussed the origin and preservation of théeBib our April 2013 Newsletter, which the
reader may wish to review before reading this dismn. In this newsletter we shall move on to abgrsi
Scriptural interpretation utilizing edited excerpéken fromComprehensively Reformed Christianity,
Book I, Chapter 1.2. We find that there are sixdagioms or self-evident premises that we musgjpicc
regarding the innate integrity of Scripture befaeecan ever consider proper interpretation; thessres
are derived from the unique origin of the Bibletthe discussed in our previous newsletter. We begin
first with plenary inspiration of Scripture. The word “plenary” means total, all, or compldtespiration
means “God-breathed” (2Ti3:16). The implicatiothiat God breathed into the minds of men not ordy th
general text but also each word of Scripture. Godcted the writers’ intellect as certain specific
revelation was made to the minds of those men byHbly Spirit through spiritual insight, visions,
dreams, and by guided natural observation. Thexetrery word of the original autographs was Holy
Spirit-inspired and must be accepted and treatsdas

It follows that since God has inspired all of Stuie, there can be no mistakes made in what it
says on any particular point. That leads to thersg@xiom, which is thenerrancy of Scripture. The
Bible is not a scientific textbook, such that attgmpt to reconcile Scripture to current scientifieory is
not practical or rational. Furthermore, any appaemors relating to historic events and individual
mentioned in Scripture keep melting away with ewam of the archeologist’s spade. Since thereare
errors, there can be no contradictions found in Bii@e. Many have found what they have falsely
considered to be errors and contradictions onhalee they have not studied Scripture texts sufiigie
to resolve them through proper context. In othstances they do not understand the intricate prable
associated with language translation that can soregtgive rise to such questions.

The third axiom, thenfallibility of Scripture, goes beyond the inerrancy of Scripture as rekated
any statement of fact, by further stating that Bilele is incapable of making any mistake regarding
Christian faith or practice. God has told us thet Word will not return to Him void (Is.55:11). Fdrat
reason, Scripture cannot fail in its purpose. Sarg presents God’'s unbending rule of life clearly
established in God’s glory for our personal benlefitding to salvation. God’s Words live within the
hearts of his people transforming their lives tiglogontinual repentance from sin. Through the tegch
of the Holy Spirit living within us believers aret in the will of God throughout their lifetimes.

The fourth axiom refers to thabsolute authority of Scripture. This proceeds from the Bible’s
inerrancy and infallibility. The Old Testament begwith: “In the beginning God created the heaveh a
the earth”(Ge.1:1). There is no philosophical diston about who God is, nor is there any rise gteen
the question of his existence. God openly reveatssklf in his Word such that his Word carries the
stamp of his authority throughout that revelatidot only could man not have contrived the Holy Gbd
the Bible, he would not even if he could becausé¢hefBible’'s exposition and condemnation of his
ignoble and sinful nature. We must either beliéaa God is, and accept the Scriptures as the aatno
Word of God, or reject both; there is no middleugrd on which to stand.

The fifth axiom is thecoherence of Scripture. The Old Testament without the New Testament is
incomplete. The New Testament without the Old Tast& hangs in mid-air, because its verity and
substance must rest upon the events and teaclHfiige ©ld Testament. The Old and New Testaments
must therefore stand or fall together. We must idenghe whole Bible as the Word of God, embracing
all of Scripture with the full realization and kneage that it is the very Word of the Lord our God
toward and for us.

This finally brings us to consider the sixth axiomhich we refer to as thperspicuity of
Scripture. Although the Bible is a complete and clear rev@teof God and his purposes for mankind, it
is effectively so only when man receives it in Trias such. Luther and other reformers considered
Scripture clear enough that anyone should be ahlederstand its basic message such that it weattl |
them along a path to salvation. It would be indrkedindeed to think that God had provided Scripture



only to be understood by the wise and prudentdamikd that understanding to less intellectuaklehs

in Christ (cf. Mt.11:25). For that reason, we mhbstwilling to humbly accept the plain statements of
Scripture at face value without subjecting themeedless intellectual gymnastics or amplified aligg
Scripture is not a mathematical problem that neetlsng, nor does it require the rational thinkafgnan

to fully establish its meaning. Any attempt to mptet Scripture as an endeavor based upon humsorrea
and knowledge is doomed to failure because it ivoamg properly discerned spiritually. We musowall
the Holy Spirit to take the things of Christ andkeghem real to our hearts and minds.

After having accepted these axioms that estabitistintegrity of Scripture we can now proceed to
consider six basic guidelines for its interpretatidhe first guideline is that we musét aside all
preconceived personal bias. The Bible is God’s book expressing his thougiMsich most often differ
greatly from human thought and reason. How an iddal believer interprets the Bible can depend upon
many things such as one’s intellectual capacitgulse education, family upbringing, and social
background as well as one’s established religiffilmaon if any. Many find themselves already ke
into a paradigm of secular, traditional, and ekitdical religious thought and practice that acésaa
narrow and blurred lens between them and accuibte Bterpretation. Their minds are already laygel
made up on what the Bible should say to the exteitthe Bible must be bent to conform to that vikew
order to interpret the Bible accurately, it is resay to discard all preconceived notions in ocrodérave a
mind that is clear of any misconceptions makimgdeptive to the plain Truth regardless of wheweillt
lead us. This is not easily done. For that reaenstudy of Scripture must be attended with muelygy
pleading that the Holy Spirit would guide us in aiir efforts. Not only must we sincerely pray for
guidance before we begin any study, we must caagitinbe in prayer regarding any difficulties we may
encounter with our interpretation of its text lest be overcome by our fleshly mind.

The second guideline is thaible text should always be construed in the literal sensein which it
was written. Most often, the authors of Scripture wrote irtraightforward and factual way, but at other
times, they used figurative or symbolic languageeimphasis or deeper understanding. Jesus at times
spoke in parables to more clearly illustrate aitsgir truth (cf. Jn.3:12). The poetic books, espibcihe
Psalms, were written in hyperbolic prose to exptesterlying truths in such a way as to reach detp i
human hearts not merely inform their minds; thesgstwere often set to music. The Old Testament
prophets often wrote using symbolic language teednome their message of repentance or judgment.
The book of Revelation is largely written in symbdanguage to aid our understanding of colossahesy
and perspectives that we could not understandtijirdt is important to realize that figurative and
symbolic language, when it is used, always pomigdral reality such that we cannot discount fagive
language as insignificant.

The best approach to understanding a passageipfuselis to make an initial attempt to interpret
the text in a straightforward way until and unlégs made very clear by the sense of the texif ithat
symbolic language is being used. Since no partaf'$sWord can be considered nonsense or without
meaning and purpose, it often requires us to adjustthinking from an absolute literal sense to a
figurative literal sense in order to obtain an ustinding of certain texts. Difficulty in interpagibn can
sometimes occur when the writer has mixed factndlsymbolic language within the same passage. We
must carefully determine which is which by enligtihe aid of the Holy Spirit through prayer.

The third guideline is to carefullkeep each passage in its proper context within its chapter and
then that chapter in context with the subject of the entire book. Then, that book must be placed in
general context with the other 65 books of the @ilflor that larger context, we must have read and
studied the entire Bible from cover-to-cover inardo be familiar with its complete contents. Ifr ou
understanding of an individual passage appearsrtvazlict large portions of Scripture elsewhereicivh
are quite clear in meaning, we can assume thatreve@interpreting the text at hand because weotlo n
yet have a complete understanding of the subjecglaeldressed. All Scripture is in harmony witkelits
since God is not a God of confusion; He cannatiierr, nor does He change his mind.



We tend to see individual verses rather than thiecetext because of the way that many Bibles
are constructed. The memorization of individualsesr rather than complete passages in full context
probably serves to maintain verse isolation as.Wadividual verses must never be taken by thereselv
to construct a narrow meaning that is out of igiol context, nor should isolated verses or fragsef
verses be carelessly strung together to establisbaming that was never intended by the book’scauth
Individual verse divisions are helpful for studydamross-reference, but should not be allowed traur
interpretation of the text itself. Although it shdseem obvious to say so, each verse is most iiated
to the one found before and after it in the text.

The forth guideline is thate must not devel op doctrine based upon added Scripture references,
notes or aids. Verse cross-references, organized in a list otecereferences, margin references, or
sometimes placed at the end of each verse arel dgefsearching out general topics in the Bible. By
using them, we can find various passages in thie Bilat address similar subject matter. That dfielps
us to get a larger view of a topic, and it alsgbels put verses and passages in a larger bibdingxt. It
can also help clarify the meaning of an individwatse. However, we must remember that those
references are not a part of the inspired textaaadherefore subject to human error and bias. \W& m
further understand that chapter divisions were @ddeaids for organizational purposes only andato n
represent divisions to be found in the originat.t€uite often, a passage topic can be seen tgebader
chapter divisions. Finally, we must understand 8wtion headings and various notes found in many
Bibles are not inspired text and should not bedkas such.

There are many external aids to the Bible availédrieghe study of Scripture. In addition to a
reliable study Bible, a student should have at heamapical reference, a comprehensive concordaince o
Bible words matching his own Bible version, a gdgildle dictionary and a reliable lexicon of Hebrew,
Aramaic, and Greek words. These should be usedgsét caution, however, since none are inspired.
While Bible commentaries can be useful for the meastiudent to hone his own thoughts, they ofteip kee
new Christians from reading, studying, and reachmginderstanding of the Truth for themselves. Neve
trust what anyone says about the text more thapréwse words found in the Bible itself.

The fifth guideline is to realize that while all 8tripture is set down for our reading and profit,
not all Scripture isdirected to usin this age in which we live. For example, words that were spoken to
Israel as a theocratic nation must be understoodrtbenefit, but we must not think that God isadneg
those very words directly to us or to the churatlaio We must determine to whom each book and
passage is addressed and then seek to understamdhttt situation at hand; we must consider theegbn
of time and place as well as substance. We mustabeertain whether the passage addresses arl eterna
principle that is applicable today or only addresssituation or practice that existed at that tme place
to those addressed and is no longer applicablaibeéahas no relevance to today’s world. Neveetsl
we must further ask ourselves whether the passagersally commends or condemns certain thoughts
and practices as an eternal precept from Godglzgiplicable in every place and time.

The sixth and final guideline is thay application of Scripture must first and foremost be based
upon an accurate interpretation. Considerable error comes about when attemptirtgki® portions of
Scripture, especially isolated verses and passagdsapplying them directly to the life of the mdual
in today’s world with no respect to its originalntext. When that is done, the verse inevitably bexo
distorted to fit a modern concept for which theseewas never intended. Unfortunately, applicatgon i
often seen as more relevant than accurate intatjgretin many of today’s churches. Over the years,
erroneous applications can become a major elenfechiusch teaching and tradition. While we must
always allow the Holy Bible to influence our livéssed upon the precepts and principles found in
Scripture, we must never allow popular applicatitmeverride clear interpretations of the Scriptienet
lest the true message of the Bible becomes ldsay God keep us firmly in his Word until we all cem
together in unity of the faith (cf. Ep.4:13-15® Arthur J. Smith, May 2013



