Processing Prophecy #7

“Treating the Text (part 2)”

selected Scriptures

As I look back on my life, I see a number of powerful influences on my spiritual development and my understanding of the Scriptures. First there is my parents, who both hold the Word of God in the highest esteem. My deep passion for studying and teaching biblical truth came directly from my father, and in later years has been enhanced by my mother. I also had the benefit of a tremendous home church from the time I was three years old, filled with rich opportunities to grow and develop through Sunday School, Junior Church, Bible quizzing, and youth groups. I was privileged to attend a Christian school from pre-kindergarten through second grade, and then from ninth grade through graduation, which was followed by four years at St. Paul Bible College in Minnesota, where I learned under some of the greatest professors I could imagine.


One of my favorite instructors was the Old Testament professor, Dave “Rabbi” O’Brien. As much as anyone in my life, he challenged me to think—to think outside the box of what I had always been told, to think through simple statements to see their logical conclusions, and in all things, not to take yourself too seriously!


A few years back I was thrilled to see that he had published a book entitled Today’s Handbook for Solving Bible Difficulties. In those pages he tells a personal experience I would like to share with you:

It was a Sunday morning, and I was away from my home church filling in for a pastor on vacation. My sermon was a garden variety stewardship sermon that stressed the superiority of God’s eternal rewards over this world’s material ones.
As I shook hands with the departing worshipers, I spotted a man about fifteen feet away who was thumbing furiously through his Bible. Having preached often in churches where I was a stranger, I had learned to recognize this as a sign that I had stepped on someone’s theological bunions and was about to hear the howl.
When the other worshipers had left, he took aim and let me have it with a barrage of “God-wants-you-rich” proof texts. He finished and I took my turn, trying to explain why the carefully selected, out-of-context verses he quoted didn’t really support the position he was defending. Through the whole proceedings, I felt the deadening certainty that his opinions, unsupported as they were by Scripture, were ones that he wanted to hold and wouldn’t allow to be shaken loose.
True to my expectations, when it was all over, I wasn’t convinced that God pays off in Cadillacs, Kruggerands, and condominiums, and he wasn’t convinced that He doesn’t. His parting salvo seemed calculated to blow my contrary opinions out of the water.
“You can interpret it any way you want,” he said, “but I’ll just read it the way it’s written.”
That kind of remark is almost impossible to answer, not because it’s true, but because it signals an attitude that’s almost unassailable. In the darkest, most reprobate outpost of my old nature, I wanted to squash his glib assertion by asking if he’d read the Sermon on the Mount in Greek and the Ten Commandments in Hebrew, but I didn’t. I couldn’t, because I understood exactly what he was trying to say, even though it wasn’t precisely true.
The claim to simply “read the Word the way it’s written” sounds good. It clothes its users with a mantle of spiritual insight and implies that they bring nothing of themselves to Scripture. They simply allow God to speak to them as they read, uncontaminated by human intellect or interpretation.
Sadly, though we might all make the claim from time to time, none of us can accomplish it. We all bring to our reading the doctrines we’ve been taught, assumptions we’ve made, and pet ideas we’ve nurtured. As a result, we often see what we expect to find whether it’s there or not.
But assumptions and preconceptions aside, three monumental obstacles keep us from reading Scripture the way it’s written. They are history, language, and culture.

People of the biblical world were as thoroughly immersed in their culture as we are. The books of the Bible, written in specific linguistic, historical, and cultural surroundings, reflect those surroundings. As modern Christians our task is to learn enough about these three elements of the total biblical picture to be able to identify them and use them to enhance our understanding.
 


I share that long story with you to underscore the importance of properly treating the text of Scripture. Some people have taken the King James rendering of 2 Timothy 2:15, “rightly dividing the word of truth,” as permission to carve up the Bible into sections which applies to one group but not others. I prefer to niv translation, “correctly handling the word of truth,” which presents Paul’s thoughts more accurately.


What is the Bible? We believe it is God’s Word, His divine revelation to us. In the words of Hebrews 1:1-2, “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…” 


What did God do? He spoke. He spoke to and through human beings. When God spoke, He didn’t shout audibly out of a clear blue sky. No, He spoke through prophets in the Old Testament and through apostles in the New Tes​tament. God has made Himself known to us through words.

Speech is the fullest and most flexible means of com​munication between two persons. Isaiah writes in Isaiah 40:5, “The mouth of the Lord has spoken.” He was referring to one of his own oracles, but he de​scribed it as a message coming out of the mouth of God. Or, as Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is God-breathed” [the literal translation of theopneustos]. That is, Scripture is God’s Word, issuing from God’s mouth.

“There is no royal road to the scientific study of prophecy,” wrote Robert B.  Girdlestone in his classic work, The Grammar of Prophecy. “We have to begin with words and sentences before we launch into ideas.”
 Even though the Bible is a divine book, it still must be intelligible in order to be useful. And if it is intelligible, the use and meaning of words must conform to the ordinary spoken sense.

The Task of Grammatical Interpretation


This is the task of grammatical interpretation: understanding the words and sentences of Scripture. Last week we saw the importance of context, and the fundamental rule that we must understand what it meant then before we can understand what it means now. (By the time this series is over you will be quoting that by heart!) Milton Terry, a pioneer in modern biblical interpretation, defined the proper approach to a text as “an interpretation of his language as is required by the laws of grammar and the facts of history.”
 He also believed that the biblical authors wrote with only one meaning in mind—the intention of God at that moment. The meaning of Scripture is the simple, literal message of the historical author.
 There may be many different applications of any text, but there is only one correct interpretation: the original intent, understood in its original context.

Older books on hermeneutics used the expression usus loquendi. This means that the meaning of a word is determined how the word was used in ordinary conversa​tion.
 Again, we must discover this normal usage of the word at the time it was being used. Even within the English language, common usage of a word can change from time to time.

Within the task of grammatical interpretation are understanding the words, the sentences, and the style of the text. Bernard Ramm writes, 

Words are the units of thought in most of our thinking and writing: they are the bricks of our con​ceptual formulation. Any serious study of Holy Scripture must engage in the study of words…. If words are the units of a language, then the sentence is the unit of thought.

Basic grammar is very important in reading the Bible. Remember diagramming sentences back in high school English class? That is a common practice for students of New Testament Greek. While you don’t have to necessarily go to those lengths, it is good to know what part of speech a word is within a sentence. Ask anyone who ever served on a submarine how important it is to understand the word “fire”!

Verb tenses are also vital to proper interpretation. We think in terms of past, present, and future, but the Greek language actually has seven different tenses!
 When it comes to prophecy, there is another, the so-called “prophetic perfect.” This is defined as 

an event can be far in the future from the perspective of the prophet, but since the act is promised by God it can be spoken of as if it had already happened. The time sense of the tense is past, but the action is still future.


We also need to understand the words and sentences of Scripture in the style in which they were written. This includes figures of speech, symbols, types, and even allegories that are found in the Bible.

The Tools of Grammatical Interpretation


How can this be done? Here we need the tools of grammatical interpretation. As I mentioned last week, one need not be a Bible scholar with an expensive library in order to make sense of Scripture. But a few basic tools will help.


I mentioned commentaries last week, so I won’t go into great detail about them again. I will say, though, that a commentary on the particular book of the Bible may give great help in understanding the particular grammar of the verse in question. Most of the commentaries reveal the historical, grammatical, and cultural background of the texts covered.


One tool I had not mentioned last week is a concordance. Don’t be scared off by the size of these books! I believe that every Christian ought to have a concordance in their personal library. A concordance lists every word that appears in Scripture, giving the precise verses where they are used. The two classic works—Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance and Young’s Analytical Concordance—also provide the original Hebrew and Greek words as they are translated into English. These two books are based on the King James Version, but you can find a concordance for just about any English version available.


If you are computer literate, Bible software can provide these same tools at your fingertips. I particularly like PC Study Bible from Biblesoft for finding all occurrences of a word or even a phrase in a number of English translations. This program also has the Strong’s numbering system to look up the original Hebrew and Greek, provides an interlinear (which shows the text in the original language with the English equivalents below each Hebrew or Greek term), and something called the Englishman’s Concordance by which you can look up every occurrence of a Biblical word using the original Hebrew or Greek word, since the same original term may be translated with different English words in various texts.


Another solid resource is Vine's Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, a compilation of two classic works by W. E. Vine.
 
The Techniques of Grammatical Interpretation


Let’s take a moment to consider the techniques of grammatical interpretation. For our purposes this evening, turn to Genesis 3:16, which reads, 

To the woman he said, “I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”


I personally believe this is the most misinterpreted verse in the Old Testament. As you read that verse, what one word stands out as strange or out of place? Most students identify the word “desire”—not that they don’t know what the word means, but how it fits in this verse.


Looking up the word “desire” in Strong’s Concordance we discover the English term “desire” appears 77 times. Upon closer inspection, though, the Hebrew word in this verse rendered “desire” appears only three times. The Hebrew word is teshuwqah, which means, “desire” or “longing.” Not much help there.


So we next consider the other verses using the same Hebrew word. One is found in the very next chapter, Genesis four, verse seven, where God says to Cain, “If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” The third is found in Song of Solomon 7:10, where the woman says, “I belong to my lover, and his desire is for me.” Here we have two very different situations. In the first, sin is the subject and Cain is the object of the desire; while in the second, the man is the subject and the woman is the object of desire. The first verse is set in the context of a struggle for control and the second in the framework of romantic love. Since both Genesis 3:16 and Song of Solomon 7:10 both refer to the relationship between a husband and a wife, most commentators interpret Genesis 3:16 that the woman will long for her husband in a romantic, sensual way.


And they miss the point.


All three of these verses are written as poetry, as indicated in many modern translations by indenting the text and separating each line of poetry. Hebrew poetry is very different from English poetry, though, in that while English poetry generally is built around rhyming words, Hebrew poetry is constructed on a rhythm of thought. This is called parallelism. Sometimes the second line echoes the first, saying the same thing with different words, while other times the second line contrasts the first, giving the opposite idea as the first. (We would do this by saying, “On the other hand…”) Occasionally the parallelism contains three lines, in which the first two add up to the third, forming a new line of reasoning. 


The parallelism in the Song of Solomon passage is very simple: “I love him and he loves me.” In the two Genesis texts, though, it may not be as clear. Let’s look first at Genesis 4:7. The Lord says to Cain, “Sin desires to have you, but you must master (or ‘rule over’) it.” Not only is the word “desire” the same as in Genesis 3:16, but the second verb “master” is the same Hebrew word as “rule over” in the earlier text! That second verb, when looking up its original meaning, has the idea of “domination,” even with the hint of tyranny. The first word shares that connotation of control, but by deception or manipulation.


We must also remember the specific setting of Genesis 3:16. God is pronouncing judgment on Eve because of sin. The usual interpretation of the verse—that the woman would long after than man romantically, and that he would lead her as the head of the household—does not fit in this situation! But if we see this verse in the context of control in which the woman seeks to control by manipulation while the man exerts control by domination, that not only makes poetic sense, but we see it played out down throughout human history!


Before we leave this passage, I want to point out one other ancient writing style we may miss from our modern viewpoint. It is called “chiastic,” from the Greek letter chi, corresponding to “X” in English. It is another form of parallelism, where the first line of a subject, verb, and object, is reversed in the second, where the object becomes the subject, the verb is the same or similar, and the subject of the first line becomes the object. For example, 
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forming the “X” in thought. The same is true of Genesis 3:16, where the woman controls (or tries to) the man while the man controls (in fact) the woman. The verbs differ in approach—the woman’s control is by deception while the man’s control is by domination—but the two are very much related.


By following these ancient rules of grammar and style, we can better understand an obscure word (“desire” in Genesis 3:16) by considering the other words that are more easily comprehended.


“Is all of this really necessary?” you may be asking. “Can’t I just read the Bible and let it speak to me?” Yes, you can, but remember rule one: we must understand what it meant then before we can understand what it means now. This is how they grasped it back then—using ancient words and styles. When we get that, we get what God is saying.


This takes a balance, remembering that Scripture is the Word of God written in the words of men. John Stott concludes,

The double authorship of the Bible will affect the way in which we read it. Because it is the word of men, we shall study it like every other book—using our minds, investigating its words and syntax, its historical origins and its literary composition. But because it is also the Word of God, we shall study it like no other book—on our knees, humbly, crying to God for illumi​nation and for the ministry of the Holy Spirit, without whom we can never understand his Word.


We need both approaches to properly understand the words of the Word.
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