The Bible and Its Interpretation

Section I:  Characteristics of the Scriptures

Section I:  The Word of God
Introduction
One of the classic Lutheran statements is Sola Scriptura meaning "by Scripture alone."  Here we claim that the all our beliefs and doctrines about God must come not from flights of human fancy, but from Scripture alone.  Thus, as you can see, the Bible is very important to us.  However, it is an awfully large book, and there is a lot in there.  How are Christians to approach this important book, indeed, the most important book in the entire world? 

For the next few months we will be looking at the Bible and its interpretation.  The point of this study will be to foster an understanding of what the Bible is, how it came to us, and then how we go about reading it.  Thus, this study will be broken into two chunks.  The first will deal with general questions concerning the Bible, and also give information on the original languages, various translations, and things like that.  Then we will go into matters of interpretation itself, dealing first with general principals of interpretation, and then how you go about reading different parts of the Bible (how is reading Old Testament different from reading John's Gospel and how do you approach each). 

So why this study?  Take a look at II Timothy 3: 14-17.  All Scripture is profitable, not just the sections in the lectionary which we hear on Sundays, not just what happens to be studied in a Bible Class at Church.  Hopefully, this class will be an aid and encouragement to your own personal study of the Word of God, that you will be able to approach the Bible with more confidence and understanding. Also, hopefully this will sharpen your ears for when you are in the Divine Service or in future Bible Studies here.  So, with that in mind, let us dive in. 

I. The Word of God
We use the phrase "The Word of God" quite a bit in the Church in quite a few different contexts with quite a few different meanings.  So let us take a brief look at the various ways in which we use this term. 

1. The 2nd Person of the Trinity.  Read John 1:1-3.  This is probably the most famous usage of the phrase "Word of God" as relating to Jesus.  Again, take a look at Revelation 19:11-16 for an even more explicit usage.  This is something that was keyed on more in the Early Church than it was today, when Jesus was commonly referred to as the Logos which is Greek for the "word."  Obviously, when we say that the Bible is the Word of God, we are not saying that the Bible is Jesus, but do remember that The Word of God is a title of Christ.  Indeed, the Word of God is used in its highest sense when referring to Jesus. 

2. The Power of God.  The Word of God can also refer to the Power of God or the exercising thereof.  Scan Genesis 1.  How is creation accomplished?  How might this relate to Christ (see Psalm 33:4-6)?  Also, think of the Nicene Creed, "By Whom all things were made."  However, Word of God can also be used less specifically of Christ and rather of God's Power in General.  Look at Deuteronomy 8:3.  The Hebrew uses the word which means "word" in this verse. Also, look at Romans 1:16.  If we understand "gospel" to be equivalent to word, what does this show us about God's Power? 

3. Revelation.  The Word of God can also refer to the ways in which God reveals Himself to mankind in whatever manner He chooses. Again, this will tie closely into the first point. Look at Hebrews 1:1-2.  The greatest revelation of God to man is in Jesus. Look at John 1:14.  However, what are some other ways in which God reveals Himself to man?  See Genesis 33:22- 30; Genesis 37:5-8; Exodus 3:1-6; Isaiah 1:1; Jeremiah 18:1-11; Ezekiel 24:15-24. 

4. Specific Sayings of God.  One final thing to bring up. Look up Jeremiah 1:4-8. The Phrase the "Word of God" can also refer to specific times in which God speaks word for word and reveals Himself.  This point is quite self-evident, but it is something to take note of because it comes up quite often, normally as an introduction to a prophecy. 

5. Scripture.  Scripture will be our entry point for this study, the gateway into all other aspects of the Christian faith which we encounter.  It, too, is called the Word of God.  Look at II Peter 2:16-21.  Here we have a few references to the Old Testament being God's Word.  Also, think to the Sunday service.  After a passage of Scripture is read, what is said?  When we say that Scripture is the Word of God, we mean to say that every word which is recorded for us in Scripture is inspired (more on this later) by God for our use and reading, and also that it is inerrant, or not containing errors.  More on this in the next two sections.
Summary

Although we can put the phrase "Word of God" into different categories, hopefully you have seen that they are interrelated.  How is "Scripture" related to all the other categories? How is your approach to the Word of God different now? 

II. The Inspiration of Scripture
Above we read II Peter 1:21, which is the famous verse we all learned in confirmation about Scripture being inspired, but what exactly does "inspiration" mean?  It literally means to have the Spirit in you, as in the Holy Spirit.  And thus the Holy Spirit prompted certain men to write Scripture. Now, this has not happened to any of us here (at least I do not think any of you are working on a 67th book at home), so let us look at some examples of the Spirit's workings in people in general. 

1. The Spirit Gives and Leads.  Look at I Corinthians 2.  Note that the Spirit both gives Paul the ability to speak the Gospel and the Corinthians the ability to hear and understand the Gospel.  This is the situation for all believers.  Look at I Corinthians 12:3. Can anyone confess Christ without the Holy Spirit, and what does this mean for you?  Look at I Thessalonians 2:13. What does it mean not to receive ''as the word of men"?  How should this shape how sermons are preached in the Church? Look at John 3:1-5.  How might a person receive the Holy Spirit (i.e., where were you born of water and the Spirit)? 

2. A Special Leading.  However, this doesn't mean that all of us should, can, or will write Scripture.  Look at I Corinthians 12:4-6.  We each receive different gifts from God and are lead to use them in different ways.  There was a very unique gift which Peter speaks of in II Peter 1:21.  Theologians will refer to this as verbal inspiration.  This is to imply that God gave to the writers of Scripture the very words He wanted them to write.  Does this mean that those who wrote Scripture were simply automatons or glorified (literally) typewriters?  And if so, why does Matthew sound different from John sound different from Luke etc.?  To perhaps get some answers, let's look at Isaiah 6:1-9 (10-13).  Isaiah does not begin to speak for God by losing his personality, his identity, but rather by receiving a gift from God.  Thus, God uses people to accomplish His goals.  Look at Luke 1:1-4 and John 20:30-31 & John 21:24-25.  How is God using Luke and John in different ways? Also, take a look at Matthew 10:19-20.  This is a matter of God guiding people, even as He has guided us in our lives.  Scripture writing is simply a greater, more specific occurrence of this. 

3. Why Deny?  There are people who deny the inspiration of Scripture.  What are some reasons that might lead people to deny inspiration?  What does inspiration imply about how we approach Scripture?  What does inspiration imply about us ourselves? 

Summary
God inspires people to do many and various tasks. We also acknowledge that God inspired certain men to write down His Word in the various books of the Bible. God uses these authors to record the actual words which He wanted down on paper. How does this affect our approach to Scripture? 

III. The Inerrancy of Scripture
There are several other attributes of Scripture that flow from the fact that it is the inspired Word of God.  The first one we will look at is inerrancy, which is being used as a blanket phrase to include other terms used commonly such as infallibility, free from error, and the like. 

1. Not a Perfect Term.  Inerrancy is perhaps the most commonly used term, especially in the "battle for the Bible" the Synod had some 30 years ago, to describe the perfection of Scripture.  Could it be said that inerrancy dodges the issue?  You can find "errors" in the Bible . . . translation “errors,” manuscript variations, “errors” in grammar . . . you might compare two different events and say that they are really just one (which did Jesus do, feed 4000 or 5000?) or hold Scripture to our historical recording standards (what does Pilate put on the sign above Jesus?).  Yet, if your approach to Scripture is to find errors, are you not missing the point? 

2. Thy Word is Truth.   So let us look at this idea in a more positive way.  Look at John 17:14- 19.  This is what is called Jesus' "High Priestly Prayer" often times by scholars.  What, instead of a "lack of errors,” does Jesus focus on?  How then does this affect how we read the Bible? 

3. Scripture Cannot Be Broken.  This idea especially plays in when it comes to the fulfilment of the Old Testament in Christ (more on this will be said later when we deal with principles of interpretation).  Examine John 10:31-42. The first point that what Scripture says will happen will happen.  Thus, our reading of Scripture should look towards this fact.  Also, note in v. 41 the phrase "everything that John said about this Man is true."  This is the key for us to remember. Look at John 14:6.  What does this verse imply for us? 

4. Why Deny?  So what are some reasons people might deny inerrancy (meaning here the content of the doctrine, not the terminology)?  What would it imply if the Bible actually contained really errors?   What would it imply if the Bible were not Truth?  Why might people want this? (Think on what Pilate says in John 18:38.) 

IV. The Sufficiency of Scripture
Another attribute of Scripture that we as Lutherans hold to is its sufficiency.  What does this mean?  Basically this: that if you want to know what you need to know to be saved, then the Bible contains all that you need to know.  So let's take a moment to look at this idea and how it will affect our study of the Word. 

1. These Things are Written.  Let us return to John 20:30,31.  What does John's Gospel contain?  Is there anything else that you need for Salvation? The purpose of the Scriptures is to lead us to faith in Christ, and they are adequate for that task.  John does not say that his Gospel is written so that you can find a teacher who can give you the secret teachings of Jesus.  Rather, Scripture has a point, and scripture gets to its point. Take a look at II Timothy 3:15-17.  What does the Scripture do to or for the person who studies it? 

2. Sola Scriptura.  As Lutherans, we hold fast to the idea of sola Scriptura or "by Scripture Alone."  We take the sufficiency of Scripture very seriously.  Any doctrine, any belief which we have must be based on the clear Word of Scripture.  Luther's famous statement at the Diet of Worms hits the nail of the head.  If he cannot be convinced by Scripture or clear reason (i.e., he made logical mistakes that lead to error in interpretation) that he is wrong, he will not recant.  How can he say that, and why should we cling fast to Scripture? Look at I Timothy 4:1-3.  How are we to know if a teacher is teaching false things not commanded by God?  Also examine II Corinthians 11:3,4.  To what do we compare any doctrine we might come across? 

3. Tradition and Scripture.  The idea of sola Scriptura was highlighted during the time of the Reformation.  Why?  Because the Roman view of where authority is located in the Church is not sola Scriptura but Scripture and Tradition.  What are some "traditions" in the Roman Catholic Church that they see as authoritative?  However, tradition in and of itself is not evil.  Tradition means simply something that is passed on and handed over.  What are some traditions we have here at Trinity?  How do we look at them?  Do our traditions judge Scripture, or does Scripture judge our traditions? 

4. Why Deny?  Why might people want to deny that Scripture is sufficient?  If Scripture is "sufficient" what does this say about those touting "secret" wisdom of God?  What does it say about our traditions and practices?  How does this affect how we study Scripture? 

V. Perspicuity of Scripture
The final attribute of Scripture that will look at is perspicuity.  Theologians use that word to say clarity.  Scripture is understandable; we can read it and make heads or tails of it.  This is a good thing, otherwise this whole study would be a moot point. Let us press on and see what we see here. 

1. The Clarity of the Gospel.  Now, when we say that Scripture is clear, we mean that if you read Scripture, you will get the main point, i.e., that Jesus is God and Savior.  However, this is not a simple, scientific determination of fact. Look at Matthew 11:25-27 where Jesus is speaking concerning the matters of salvation.  If human wisdom isn't the key to understanding the Word of God and seeing its clarity, what is?  Scripture also has a secondary purpose, that of being a guide, a source of wisdom.  Look at Psalm 119:105.  How is God's Word a guide, and to what is it a guide? 

2. Things Which are Hard to Understand.  However, simply because we say that Scripture is clear that does not mean that everything is completely obvious immediately.  Even Scripture recognizes this.  Take a look at II Peter 3:14-16.  What are the dangers Peter warns of verse 16?  Part of the reason for this study is so that we can prepare ourselves to take a look at some of these difficult passages and how we ought to approach difficult passages.  Also, keep in mind, Scripture is going to be difficult at times because we are dealing with a rather heady subject matter.  Look at Romans 11:33-36.  What is one of the major difficulties in dealing with Scripture, as regards subject matter? 

3. What Are You Looking For? Let's read again I Corinthians 2.  One of the main problems or frustrations people will encounter when dealing with Scripture is that they do not find the answers for which they are looking.  Scripture is used by God for a very specific purpose, to bring people to faith and to maintain them in that faith.  If you want Scripture to do other things, it will not.  Scripture is not a guide to good government, it is not going to tell you whether to have chicken or pork for dinner tonight, that is not its purpose. What are some improper questions people might seek to find answers for in Scripture?  However, even pious Christians can be frustrated on occasion because we will have questions that Scripture does not answer.  What are some questions that we on occasion ask that Scripture does not answer?  If Scripture does not answer them, what should our approach to them be? 

4. Why Deny?  So why might someone deny the clarity of Scripture?  If we say that Scripture is clear, how does that impact how we go about studying it?  What might this idea say about some of our questions and concerns? 

Summary
This concludes our introductory unit.  The next portion of the study will be the General Principals of Interpretation:  what they are, why we claim them, and how we use them. 

