Processing Prophecy #9

“Treating the Text (part 4)”

selected Scriptures

Over the past few weeks we have considered how to properly treat the text of God’s Word, keeping passages in their proper context. I have introduced you to many available resources that help us understand the historical, grammatical, and cultural contexts of any particular portion of Scripture. These three broad considerations are the ones usually emphasized in understanding the Bible, but there is a fourth area of context that must also be observed, and for this we come back to the most basic resource of all: the Bible itself.


I am referring to biblical context, and by that I mean we must understand how any one word, verse, or section fits in with the rest of the Bible. While it is true that the Bible was written by as many as forty different people over a span of fifteen hundred years, we believe that the ultimate Author of Scripture is one—God Himself. This is the Word of God expressing the mind of God, and so possesses a unity. God has spoken and, in speaking, He has not contradicted Himself.
 If our interpretation of any part of the Bible disagrees with another passage, we know that our interpretation is incorrect. As Gary Cohen writes, “Scripture is its own best interpreter!”
 The beauty of using Scripture to interpret Scripture is that when the Bible answers its own questions, then we know the answer is correct.
 
The Task of Scriptural Interpretation


Once again we begin with the task of interpretation. Scriptural interpretation involves two areas: the immediate context and the inclusive context. Both are very important in properly treating the text.


By immediate context, I refer to the verses right before and right after the passage under consideration. If your focus is on an individual word or verse, read the paragraph or even the entire chapter where it is found. If the book of the Bible is brief and you have the time, read through the entire book to discover its overall message. If you have a study Bible or a Bible dictionary, look at the introduction to the biblical book to see who wrote it to whom, when and where it was written, and what major themes appear in the book.


Understanding the immediate context can keep us from coming to unwarranted conclusions. For example, when we looked at Genesis 3:16 a few weeks ago—where God says to Eve, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you”—the immediate context of that verse is God pronouncing judgment on Adam and Eve for their sin. We would therefore expect the passage to have a negative connotation, thus calling into serious doubt the interpretation that God is speaking of romantic, intimate desire.


Howard Hendricks observes,

Over the years, believers have sometimes been very good at asking what the Scriptures mean. But far too often, they have settled on interpretations based on personal opinion, popular consensus, gut feelings, the persuasiveness of an argument, and even pooled ignorance. But as we’ll see, the primary way to understand Scripture is by letting Scripture interpret Scripture. How do we do that? By taking our questions to the text first and foremost, and by letting the Bible—in context—give us answers wherever possible. This is not simply a matter of finding “﻿proof texts﻿” to back up our preconceived notions. It means discovering the great unity and consistency of Scripture in regard to all that it addresses. That sometimes involves hard work, but it is work well invested.


In addition to the immediate context, we must also consider the inclusive context. As Bernard Ramm puts it, “The entire Holy Scripture is the context and guide for understanding the particular pas​sages of Scripture.”
 He goes on to explain,

The basic assumption here is that there is one system of truth or theology contained in Scripture, and therefore all doctrines must cohere or agree with each other. That means that the interpretations of specific passages must not contradict the total teaching of Scripture on a point.


This is particularly important if one is studying a specific topic, such as baptism, grace, or prayer. Since the Bible is an inspired unity, portions which deal with the same subject supplement and illumine one another. No interpretation is really complete until it has considered parallel passages and related references. As Cohen illustrates, “Just as the many lights above a surgical table prevent shadows, so other portions of God’s word enlighten many dark spots not touched by the portion at hand.”

An important element within scriptural context is progressive revelation. God did not drop all revealed truth on all subjects all at once. Simply put, when God spoke to His people in their infancy, He spoke simply, as to children. For this reason, many doctrines are incomplete in the Old Testament. As much as we value the Old Testament as God’s revelation, we must remember that the fullness of revelation comes, not in the words of the prophets, but in the person of God’s Son (Hebrews 1:1–2).
 Ramm puts it this way:
The Old Testament was a period of learning the theological alphabet, of carnal ordinances and elementary teaching. In Christ the fulness of revelation comes, and God’s sons are reckoned as mature heirs.

One example of this is the doctrine of resurrection, which is not fully developed in the early portion of the Old Testament. Yes, there are hints at a life beyond earthly existence in some passages of Job and in the life of David, but these are rare and vague. The first solid reference to the resurrection of the dead appears in Daniel 12:2, “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.” This is reaffirmed by Jesus in John 5:28-29, “…a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.” In Revelation 20:4-5, though, we are told that two distinct resurrections will take place, a thousand years apart from each other—the first for the believers, and the second for the unbelievers.

The task of seeing Scripture within its biblical context acknowledges that all God’s Word is true, that no teaching in the Bible contradicts another teaching in the Bible, and that we must understand each text within its immediate and inclusive contexts.

The Tools of Scriptural Interpretation


What tools do we have available for this task? The answer to this is two-fold; some are more helpful in understanding the immediate context, while others are more beneficial in understanding the inclusive context.


For the immediate context of a verse or a larger portion, a study Bible and/or a commentary on that particular book are useful. Both resources will provide a basic introduction to the entire book, providing the answers to the basic questions of who, what, when, where, and why. They may also provide helpful information on the specific words or phrases of the passage.


For the inclusive context, a Bible dictionary or encyclopedia may help, if it happens to address the particular word or concept you are studying. Sometimes they will, sometimes they won’t. A concordance, on the other hand, will always cover the word, phrase, or concept under consideration. Furthermore, this allows you to observe Scripture interpreting Scripture, without the input of others who, admittedly, may not be accurate.


In your concordance, look up the main word being considered. (If you have access to a computerized concordance, you can look up whole phrases, such as “fear of the Lord” or “the day of the Lord.”) My father used to take index cards and use one card for each occurrence of the word or phrase, complete with the chapter and verse where it occurs. “Once that is done,” he would say, “I have all that God wanted me to know on the subject.” Then he could sort the cards into categories, usually based on the basic questions mentioned above.


If you have a Strong’s or Young’s concordance (or computer software that uses Strong’s numbering system), you can further distinguish the words used by their Hebrew or Greek terms. Looking up the number in a Strong’s concordance, you will find the original word, a basic meaning of that word, and the English words used to translate the original word throughout the King James Version of the Bible. (This can also be done using the Englishman’s Concordance, available in print and on computer software.) 


I know this sounds like a lot of work—and it is!—but it is worthwhile to gain a correct understanding of a biblical word or phrase. In order to correctly handle the Word of God, we must keep it in its original context—historical, grammatical, cultural, and scriptural contexts.

The Techniques of Scriptural Interpretation


Let’s conclude tonight by looking at some techniques for scriptural interpretation. We will take the principles mentioned above and relate them to specific passages. 
I want to begin with the inclusive context—taking the Bible as a whole—and then move into the immediate contexts of individual words or verses. 


A wonderful example of understanding a passage in light of the rest of the Bible is the book of Revelation. Leland Ryken notes that the book contains approximately 350 allusions to the Old Testament; obviously the symbols used in Revelation were addressed to an audience that knew the Old Testament.
 Rather than studying Revelation on its own, we must consider the book in light of the other sixty-five books of the Bible.


One specific instance of this we mentioned a few weeks ago. Ezekiel 38-39 speaks of a great battle in which the enemies of God’s people invade with the intention of destruction. But God intervenes and destroys the enemy forces suddenly and decisively. Now many modern commentators teach that “Gog and Magog” of Ezekiel 38 refer to Russia (since the Hebrew word “Rosh” in verse two sounds like “Russia”), who will invade Israel at the beginning of the seven-year “Great Tribulation” described by both Daniel and the book of Revelation. However, by looking up the words “Gog” and “Magog” in a concordance, we discover that they appear in only one other place: Revelation 20:7-9, which reads

When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations in the four corners of the earth—Gog and Magog—to gather them for battle. In number they are like the sand on the seashore. They marched across the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of God's people, the city he loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured them. 


When does this take place? At the end of the Millennium, not at the beginning of the Great Tribulation! Who is behind this invasion? Satan himself, not Vladimir Putin or any other leader of Russia! Do these verses in Revelation concur with Ezekiel 38-39? Yes! Ezekiel goes into more detail, but the essence of both passages are the same.


I wish every instance were as simple as this one, but I think you get the point. When we consider a word, phrase, or verse in light of what the rest of Scriptures says on the subject, we will have a better grasp on what God is revealing to us.


Another important exercise in inclusive context is understanding progressive revelation. Compare two passages that record the same event: 2 Samuel 24:1 states, “Again the anger of the Lord burned against Israel, and he incited David against them, saying, ‘Go and take a census of Israel and Judah.’” Meanwhile, 1 Chronicles 21:1 says, 

“Satan rose up against Israel and incited David to take a census of Israel.” We may scratch our heads and wonder, “What’s going on here? Who incited David to take this census of Israel?” This sounds like an obvious contradiction within Scripture.


First we need to ask ourselves, “When were these books written?” Second Samuel is an old book, taken from court records around 1000 b.c., whereas 1 Chronicles was written some five hundred years later, after the return of the Jews from the Babylonian Captivity. 


Why does this matter? Dave O’Brien explains:

The doctrine of Satan was one that had to wait for fuller development. The Old Testament reveals that Israel’s ancestors, and that includes Abraham and his family, were idol worshipers before they left Ur. The long road from idolatry to true monotheism began when God called Abraham to follow Him away from his homeland and his father’s people.
The next fifteen hundred years of Israel’s history are ones of constant backsliding to the idolatrous faith of their fathers. Abraham was the first generation removed from idolatry, and his background was so steeped in the worship of multitudes of gods that it would be hard for any westerner today to appreciate it.

The attraction of the competing gods from Egypt, Canaan, Mesopotamia, and the smaller neighboring nations must have been intense. In fact, Israel’s history is salted liberally with flirtations with other gods…. It wasn’t until after the exile that God’s baby people weaned themselves from the false security of their gods.
Second Samuel is an old work, based on older records, probably official court records from the actual years of David’s reign. Second Samuel 24:1 (cf. 1 Chronicles 21:1) comes from a time when the virus of idolatry was still virulent and infectious.
What would the people who were willing to worship Baal and the whole host of heaven alongside their covenant God have done with the full doctrine of Satan? Can you imagine the leaders of Israel telling the people that there was a powerful spiritual force whose armies stood in opposition to the plan of God? They’d have been falling all over themselves in their rush to get the construction contracts out on temples to this new god. Anything that powerful had to be worshiped.
God, however, shielded His people from that temptation. Only in works from the later years, following the exile, does the word Satan begin to appear as a proper name and not just a title. God allowed Israel to become aware that there was an adversary (the literal meaning of Satan), but God spared them fuller knowledge of his precise character until they were able to cope with that knowledge….
If we understand the principle of progressive revelation, know something of the historical settings of these two biblical books, and appreciate the distinction between immediate and ultimate responsibility, apparent contradictions evaporate.
 


Coupling this information with the clear teaching of James 1:13, “God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone,” we can rest assured that God did not incite David to do something He would later punish the king for doing! Once again we discover that God’s Word does not contradict itself, and when it seems to do so, we need to dig a little deeper or challenge our own interpretations of what the Bible says.


Moving into the immediate context, I find it helpful to consider a book of the Bible as a unit. What were the main themes the author was trying to communicate? We can cheat if we want to, by looking up the introduction of the biblical book in a study Bible or Bible dictionary. Or we can discover it for ourselves by reading the book through from beginning to end. (Of course, this is easier when considering the smaller letters of Paul or the minor prophets as compared with Genesis, Isaiah, or one of the Gospels!) Read the book in one sitting, and look for recurring words or themes.


For example, reading through the book of 1 John, the word “know” appears thirty-four times in five chapters. That’s a pretty good indication of what John was trying to emphasize! Given the background of Gnostic opposition—those who claimed to have special knowledge from God that other Christians did not—we understand why John would be so insistent on what his followers already knew.


Another example I just came across last week. Ray Stedman writes,
Godlikeness—a word that has been shortened to godliness—is the theme of Micah. Godlikeness is also the theme of Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians; it is interesting and instructive to compare these two messages, Micah and Ephesians, side by side. By doing so, we see that the Old Testament and the New Testament complement each other; they speak with a unified, consistent voice. Here again is proof of the principle that Scripture interprets Scripture; if we do not understand something in the New Testament, we can turn to the Old Testament for insight and clarification.
 

Finally, let’s take a look at the immediate context of a verse, understanding the verses before and after it. Turn to Matthew 3:11, which reads, “I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” Many view the last word “fire” as meaning “power and zeal.” This is proved, they claim, when on the Day of Pentecost the believers were filled with the Holy Spirit and fire appeared above their heads. They were given a passion and a zeal they had not possessed before.


Is that really what John the Baptist was saying, though? Once again O’Brien provides valuable insight:

In the immediate context, he was preaching a fire-and-brimstone evangelistic sermon. The good news part of the sermon was that Jesus was coming and He would baptize those who believed in Him with the Holy Spirit. The downside of the message was that He would baptize those who rejected him with the fire of judgment.
How do we know that? Look at the immediate context. John expanded on verse 11 in verse 12. The Lord was already prepared to begin the process of separating the wheat from the chaff, John said. “His winnowing fork is in his hand.”
Winnowing was the process of taking the grain, dirty with the process of threshing, and throwing it up into the wind. The wind blew away the lighter dust and chaff, while the heavier grains fell back to the ground. When the winnowing was done, the straw, the chaff, and the weeds were gathered and used for starting fires. The grain was stored for use during the dry season.
John went on to say, “he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” Although it’s figurative language, it should be clear what he was saying. Those who are Jesus’ own will be gathered in and saved. Those who refuse to respond to the call of the Lord on their lives will be set aside for judgment.

There’s nothing wrong with saying that the Holy Spirit confers a zeal for the Lord that we wouldn’t have in His absence. The Bible teaches that. But not in this verse.


We need to be careful how we handle God’s Word. The best commentary on the Bible is the Bible! By taking it in its context—historical, grammatical, cultural, and scriptural—we allow the Bible to speak on its own, understanding what it meant then so that we can properly understand what it means to us today.
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