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Introduction

There are different approaches to how one interprets the Holy Scriptures.  Many today view it primarily as a speculative endeavor, where by the power of their own reason or intellect they create a spiritual “reality” that may or may not have much to do with the words on the page.  This is the source of many of the new “theologies” which are becoming prevalent among “Christian” scholars.   If one were to head to Berkeley’s Graduate Theological Union, you would hear about feminist theology or social theology, where the purpose is to push an agenda that originated outside of the Scriptures.  One of the classes that first year students take at Trinity Seminary (ELCA) in Columbus, Ohio, is a creative theology class, where students are encouraged to develop their own theology!  Even within the realm of honest, Christian study, there are variations in interpretation.  Some view it as a scientific process, where the reader plugs passages into formulas and arrives at the correct interpretation.  One of the professors at Concordia Theological Seminary has his “20 Hermeneutical Principles,” which he applies to every passage of Scripture to arrive at its meaning.  Interpretation, however, involves more than slavishly following scientific Principles in order to arrive at an orthodox conclusion; interpreting is a skill taught by the Holy Spirit and He must train us, as one is taught painting or playing an instrument.  
Over the next few weeks, we will look at several Principles of interpretation that the Church throughout all ages has found to be most beneficial when it comes to reading Scripture.  However, these are not steps to follow 1-2-3 in interpretation, but rather the concepts that one must have in the background when interpreting.  These are the ideas that are critical to understanding Scripture in a Lutheran way.  

Seven general Principles of biblical interpretation are:

#1:
Scripture is Christocentric

#2:
Scripture Interprets Scripture

#3:
The Rule of Faith

#4:
Sensus Literalis Unus Est

#5:
Follow the Historical-Grammatical Approach

#6:
Properly Distinguish Law and Gospel

#7:
Pay Attention to the Context

Principle #1: Scripture is Christocentric

1. What’s the Point?
This is the fundamental place to start when talking about interpreting Scripture.  Again we will return to John 20:30,31.  In his use of the Old Testament citations and allusions, John testifies that the ultimate purpose of Scripture is what?  If we are to believe that Jesus is the Christ by testimony of the Scriptures, then whom must Scripture be about?  Take a look at Luke 24:13-27.  This is the familiar record in which Christ encounters two disciples on the road to Emmaus.  How does Christ read the Scriptures here?  The best teacher on how to read Scripture is Christ Himself, so we ought to follow His example.

Also, let’s look at Luke 24:44-47.   Not only do we follow His example, but also how does Luke describe Christ’s interpreting of Scripture here?  How does this influence or shape how we approach Scripture and our attempts to interpret it?

Finally, let us consider the following.  Luther had a requirement when it came to interpretation.  He said that the biblical student was to “find Christ on every page.”  What do you make of this statement?  As this class has just come through a study of it, how does one find Christ, say, on a page in Exodus or in Esther?

2. Soteriology

A key term to help with the Christocentric nature of Scripture is soteriology. Soteriology is the aspect of theology that deals with Salvation (soter is the Greek root for “savior”.  If you say that man is saved by grace through faith (which the stained glass windows in Trinity’s nave illustrate), this would be your soteriology.  If you said man was saved by doing works, that would be your soteriology.

What type of Christ do you find in Scripture?  Refer again to John 20:30,31 and then look at Colossians 1:15-23.  Who is Jesus and what does He do?  This guides how we “find” Him in the Scriptures.  As an example of why this is so vital, think of the discussions on the “historical Jesus” that appear around Easter.  Say someone has a flawed understanding of Christ (and hence a flawed soteriology) and say that He is just a wise, human teacher; how does that flawed understanding of Christ ruin their attempts to find Christ in the Bible? 

3. But What About This?
Since the point of all Scripture is to demonstrate the saving love of God as shown through Christ Jesus, if the Bible is read for the purpose of other things, it could be misread.  Let’s look at Galatians 3:1-9.  For some among the Galatians Christians, what had become the primary purpose of Scripture?  What will be the consequence of that practice?  How does Paul show that what happens to Abraham is centered on Christ?  What then are some other ways Scripture might be misread because of a lack of focus on the redemption offered in Christ?

4.  Christocentricity and the Old Testament
Perhaps the biggest stumbling block to this Principle is that it can be hard for many to find Christ at first glance in the Old Testament.  Some passages display Him quite clearly, like Isaiah 53.  Even some Psalms are explicit.  Look at Psalm 22 (vv. 1, 8).  What about other places?  As an example, how do we see Christ in Kings or Chronicles?  Look at I Chronicles 3:10-24 and then Matthew 1:7-17.  How then do the histories point to Christ?  

5.  Can We Make the Connections? 
Maybe the single reason why this principle can be so hard to use on occasion is the simple fact that people today do not know the Scriptures as they ought.  For example, what is addressed in the book of Obadiah?  Are we able to describe the story of the Benjaminites in Judges?  As we do not have the pieces, how hard it is for us to make the proper connection to Christ with individual portions of the Bible. The people in the 1st century had a much better command of Scripture than we do.  For example, look at Matthew 16:1-4.  Note how Jesus can assume that the Pharisees will know what He is alluding to in Jonah, but I ask now what is the sign of Jonah?  How does Jonah relate to Christ?  This is one example, and with a prophet whose story we are familiar with.  Think of the connections we could make if we studied the other prophets as well.

Summary

To properly read and interpret the Holy Scriptures, one must constantly bear in mind that their purpose is to bear witness to Christ and His death and resurrection for our salvation.  If one forgets this, one’s interpretation will unavoidably be distorted.  However, this also places a demand upon the reader, that he know the Bible well, and that he be able to see how the various parts of the God’s Word tie together in the Word of God, that is Christ Jesus.

Principle #2 - Scripture Interprets Scripture
1.  The Holy Ghost Knows What He Says
Let us think for a moment about the implication of the inspiration of Scripture.  Although there were many human authors of Scripture, who is its primary author?  What does this mean, then, when we see Scripture being quoted elsewhere in Scripture?  Look at Hebrews 10:1-10.  Here we see a clear example of Scripture interpreting Scripture.  We can be sure and confident in these cases, knowing that the Holy Ghost knows what He said.  Thus, pay attention to when Scripture is quoted; see how it is interpreted, and learn from it.

2.  The Clear Passages Explain the Less Clear
However, when we use the phrase “Scripture Interprets Scripture” we have a little bit more in mind than simply pointing out the occasions when Scripture quotes itself.  Take a look at 2 Peter 3:15,16.  Peter says that Paul writes some things that are hard to understand.  Are we then to avoid reading Paul’s letters?  What comes across clearly in Paul?  The idea that comes across here is that if there is a difficult passage dealing with a topic, seek out a more clear passage of Scripture on that subject and have that guide you.  As an example of this, think on the book of Revelation.  Now, there are those who claim that Christ will, when He returns, lead a 1000 year earthly reign based on Revelation 20:1-6.  However, This is not an exactly a clear passage as it is in the middle of a vision.  What is a more clear passage to describe the end?  Look at 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18.  John must be using metaphors here instead of speaking literally of a one thousand year reign.

3. Scripture Does Not Contradict Scripture
The idea of Scripture interpreting Scripture also forms a leash for our interpretations that keeps us taking false interpretations.  Take a look at Titus 1:2 and Hebrews 6:18.  What important theme comes out in both of these verses?  If God does not lie, can He contradict Himself?  What does this mean for us?  When we interpret, what happens if we reach a conclusion that contradicts another portion of Scripture?  For example, if I read John 3:16 and said, “Ah ha, God loves the entire world, therefore everyone is saved,” how might you respond?  Think on Matthew 13:49,50 or Jude 5-8.  A better interpretation then would be that John is giving a statement of objective justification; that Christ’s atonement was sufficient for everyone, even though some will reject.

4.  The Sedes Doctrinae
There are some passages that are so clear and blunt that we call them the sedes doctrinae, which means “seats of doctrine.”  What does that mean?  These are the verses that we refer to at the beginning of any argument we might make on a particular point.  For example, if we wanted to discuss original sin, what is its sedes doctrinae?  (For a hint, look in Psalm 51 and Romans 3 & 5)  If we speak about infant baptism, what verses would we start with?  (Think Matthew 28, Mark 10, Acts 2,16).  These clarion, clear verses give light to our interpretation of the rest of Scripture.  They form the starting point from which we develop any point of theology.

5. The Dangers of Proof-Texting
However, the idea the Scripture interprets Scripture does not mean that we simply throw Bible verses at people.  The sedes doctrinae form the gateway to the development of a theological argument; they are not simply the end and only thing.  We do not use “proof-texting.”  Proof-texting occurs when you simply toss out a verse and say, “But the Bible says. . .” and leave things at that.  Proof-texting leads to all sorts of dangers.  As a comedic example, the Bible says to “Curse God and Die,” (Job 2:9) so, who wants to volunteer?  As a more dire example, look at Acts 1:9-11.  Our reformed friends will read this and say, “See, Jesus’ Body is not present in the Lord’s Supper because He is in heaven now.”  They quote Scripture.  How do we respond?  It is not enough just to toss around a Bible verse, but arguments must be built upon these verses.

Summary

A Lutheran theologian by the name of Kromayer said the following: The Holy Spirit is the best interpreter of His Words.  This is the guiding thrust behind the Principle of Scripture Interprets Scripture.  We are not to follow cleverly devised fables when it comes to explaining Scripture, but hold fast to Scripture’s clarity and let it explain itself.  The danger of abuse here comes in when we become lazy with our interpretation and simply use Scripture as a stick to beat people with rather than a light, which illumines us.

Principle #3 - The Rule of Faith
1.  I Believe . . . 

The third Principle to look at is the idea of the Rule of Faith.  A proper interpretation of Scripture will never violate the “Rule of Faith” or the “Analogy of Faith” as Luther more frequently called it.  What does this mean for us?  Let’s review the Nicene Creed.  The Creed starts with “I believe.”  Then it lists off many articles of faith which we believe. . .that God is the Creator of everything, that Jesus Christ is both True God and True Man, that Jesus Died for our Salvation, and so forth.  This is what we believe as Christians.  Now, this means that any interpretation that violates these “doctrines,” that violates the “rule of faith” must be considered incorrect.

Now, the Rule of Faith as a term simply refers to the body of Christian Doctrine.  However, as Lutherans we recognize the items contained in the Book of Concord as proper expositions of the Faith.  What is in there?  Several things you know rather well: The Three Creeds (Apostles, Nicene, and Athanasian), the Small and Large Catechisms, The Augsburg Confession, The Apology to the Augsburg Confession, and the Epitome and Solid Declaration of the Formula of Concord.  These serve as well-organized collections of what we Christians believe.  That is the reason why we have our catechumens memorize the Small Catechism; so that they have a well-defined Rule of Faith with them at all times.  The Rule of Faith can then serve as a check on improper interpretation.  For example, turn to John 14:15-17.  Let us say that someone reads this passage and says, “As I as a Christian possess the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Truth, I’m going to just sleep in on Sundays and forget this whole Church thing, as I have no need of it.”  How does that mesh with the Rule of Faith (think 3rd Commandment and its explanation)?

2.  Even Though an Angel From Heaven . . . 

Take a look at 2 Corinthians 11:1-4.  Why is Paul here chastising the Corinthians?  If Paul has told the Corinthians the true and pure Gospel, why should they want to follow another?  As another example of this, look at Galatians 1:6-9.  Do you see the vigor with which Paul defends the “Gospel”?  He is not talking here about the Gospel of Luke, or the Gospel of Matthew as a Book, but rather the Gospel as the confession of Christ, the Gospel as the “Rule of Faith.”  In following another Gospel, these people are abandoning the Faith.  Now, the people preaching “another gospel” to the Galatians were using Scripture so to do.  Look at Galatians 5:1-4.  People came to Galatia preaching that a person must be circumcised to be saved.  Obviously those people were quoting various injunctions of circumcision from the Old Testament.  However, what is the consequence of a person believing the Circumcisionist’s interpretation of Scripture?

The faith that we have received is the correct exposition of the content of Scripture.  Paul demonstrates constantly in his writings how to properly interpret Scripture, and thus that the Doctrine which he teaches is the proper interpretation of Scripture.  One proper interpretation will not contradict another proper interpretation of Scripture for what reason?  The Rule of Faith then provides a guide towards what we ought to search for when we interpret Scriptures (we should see that God is the Creator, etc.) and also a guardrail that keeps us from careening into false doctrine.

3.  A Discussion on Types
With this idea of the Rule of Faith running through our heads, let us address an aspect of interpretation.  When we read the Old Testament, we read it typologically.  What does this mean?  Take a look at Romans 5:12-14.  The word that the NIV translates as “pattern” is “type” as in the term “archetype.”  A “type” is something in the Old Testament that prefigures or foreshadows a greater reality in the New Testament.  A type points forward to its antitype, or fulfillment.  How does Adam point us forward to Christ (or, to give a hint, how does the Old Adam point us towards the New Adam)?  How is Christ “greater” than Adam?

Types can come in various shapes and sizes.  A person can be a type, as we see here in Adam.  A place can be a type.  Look at Hebrews 9:3-12.  The tabernacle is a type of Christ.  How does the tabernacle point forward to a greater reality in Christ (also note John 1:14)?  We also see here in Hebrews that the office of high priest is a type of Christ, pointing us towards the priestly sacrifice which Christ makes.  Events can also be types.  Turn to Matthew 2:15.  We see here that the Israelites leaving Egypt is a type of the greater reality that is present in Christ.  Also, types can point forward to greater realities that are not expressly Christ Himself.  Look at 1 Peter 3:18-22.   Of  what is the flood a type?

Now, there does exist a bit of disagreement within the LCMS as to how to use types in interpretation.  There are those who are very cautious with regards to their typology and will only call something a type if it is expressly called a type in Scripture.  There are others who will say that the examples we see in Scripture of types are exactly that, examples of interpretation, which we ought to emulate.  Thus there will be interested theological discussion on occasion in Lutheran circles on the topic of types.  For an example of where the discussion might come up, look at Genesis 14:17-20.  Some will say that Melchizedek bringing forth bread and wine is a “type” of the Lord’s Supper where Christ, a priest in the order of Melchizedek (Hebrews 7:15-17) brings to us not mere bread and wine but bread and wine with the body and blood of Christ.  Then there are those who say that, although Scripture shows Melchizedek to be a type of Christ, you cannot really say that his bringing bread and wine points to the Lord’s Supper, because Scripture does not say that it does.  So how ought we look at this?  This is a place where we are free to disagree, because neither interpretation violates the Faith.

4.  Allegories: The Rule of Faith Run Amuck
There is a danger in relying too much just on the “Rule of Faith”.  Just because your interpretation does not contradict Scripture or the Faith does not mean that your interpretation is the correct one.  A prime example of this comes in allegorizing.  An allegory assumes that the words have a different meaning than the literal meaning.  This can be an effective method of writing, which is used even in America.  Our most famous allegory is “The Wizard of Oz”, which is actually an allegory from the late 19th Century about the importance of maintaining the Gold Standard (hence, “follow the yellow brick road” to get to the city the color of money).  When a person allegorizes Scripture, he argues that there is a point other than the direct meaning given by the words themselves. 

The early Church and the medieval Church took this idea of finding a higher meaning and ran with it.  As an example, Origen, a theologian from Alexandria in the 3rd century, allegorized the story of Abraham’s servant meeting Rebekah at the well (Genesis 24:10-22); he thought that the true meaning of this passage is revealed when we understand the well as being the Word of God, and the servant as being Christ.  Thus, when we, like Rebekah, go to the well of the Scriptures we meet Christ.  This certainly does not violate the rule of faith, but it is not what Moses is talking about here in the slightest.

Now, this is not to say that allegorizing is impious, that it is fundamentally insidious.  Rather, it can be a very creative, pious endeavor.  However, note the difference.  Allegorizing Scripture is no longer really interpreting Scripture, but a creative work.  When we interpret Scripture, it is not play time with religious ideas, but rather an attempt to seek what God is revealing to us via the written Word.

Summary
The Rule of Faith acts sort of like a boundary in which an interpreter of Scripture can make conclusions.  No conclusion, no interpretation of Scripture can violate the Faith into which we were baptized, the Faith, which we as Christians confess.  However, its limitation is that it chiefly serves as a safe guard, and does not tell us if our actual interpretation is done correctly.  One can come to a proper conclusion for improper reasons.

Principle #4 - Sensus Literalis Unus Est
1.  There is One Literal Meaning
The next Principle, which is one of the fundamental Principles of Lutheran interpretation, is Sensus Literalis Unus Est (Latin for “There is one literal meaning”).  By the time of Luther, interpretation had spiraled off into a speculative endeavor.  Multiple levels of allegorical meaning were given to a passage.  This, combined with horrid theology ruining the “Rule of Faith,” led to disastrous “interpretations” of Scripture.  Luther entered the picture and responded with this idea here.  How then does this idea affect interpretation?  Scripture is not something cloudy and bizarre which you cannot understand unless you have a mysterious and secretive teacher, but it is quite blunt about its teaching concerning Christ.  When we read Scripture, the words have a unified meaning in Christ, which is what the passage in question always means.  An interpretation of Scripture is about reading what God chooses to reveal.

2.  Literal vs. Literalistically
One thing to note is the distinction between a literal reading and reading something literalistically.  “Sensus Literalis Unus Est” still recognizes that there are parts of Scripture that are figurative, and thus their “literal” sense is to be read figuratively.  We have mentioned this idea twice before, with regard to Revelation and with regard to parables.  The reason people talk about a millennium is because of a literalistic reading of Scripture.  How is this avoided?  Inherent in dealing with this question of doing a proper literal reading is understanding the genre of a passage.

Take a look at I Kings 21:1-14, Psalm 23, Galatians 3:1-9, and Daniel 8.  All of these passages are different genres of Scripture.  The Kings passage is written as history, i.e. these things happened.  However, that is different than how we read Psalm 23.  We do not say at a specific point God turned David into a sheep and led him to still waters; those words are figurative expressions of how the LORD dealt with David.  Psalm 23 is poetic.  Galatians is an epistle; it is basically a sermon that Paul is writing.  Hence, it is read differently than the other two.   

3. Jesus Christ, the Same Yesterday, Today, and Forever 
Sensus Literalis Unus Est also brings with it a few other consequences.  One of these is that interpretation should not change with time.  Take a gander at Hebrews 13:7,8.  God’s truth is the same today as it was 100 years ago, as it was one thousand years ago, as it will be ten years from now.  As such, the goal in interpretation is not to find “new” truths.  Rather, we are in the same situation as all people who have read Scripture are in, simply that of seeking to understand God’s revealed Word.  We can view skeptically any interpretation that claims to be “modern,” as God’s Word does not change.  It is neither modern nor archaic, but simply the Truth.  What have you recently heard where someone might create a “modern” interpretation in which the historical interpretation has been changed?

4.  To All Nations
Take a look at Matthew 28:19,20.  What now are all nations to have in common?  What does this imply about interpretation in various places?  Occasionally a discussion will rise up on how the Church has to adapt to its surrounding culture.  While the application of a passage may differ (see Romans 14:13-15 as an example), that does not pertain to the doctrine.  Think on this as an example.  Should we in America then say that homosexuality, for example, is not wrong because that might offend some people?  Or do we confess with the Church Universal that homosexuality is wrong?  There are denominations that are struggling with how to answer this question, even ones that bear the name “Lutheran.”

Summary
God does not use double talk, nor does He talk out of both sides of His mouth.  Thus, when we interpret His Word, we should not with our interpretation imply that He does, no matter how pious our intentions.  The truth of His Word is clear and always remains the same, no matter the time, no matter the place.  Our approach to interpretation must always keep this in mind.

Principle #5 - Follow the Historical-Grammatical Approach

1.  I Believe I Cannot By My Own Reason
One thing to remember is that although the interpretation of Scripture is a mental activity, it is not accomplished simply by the strength of the human will or reason.  Take a look at Matthew 16:15-17.  Man’s ability to understand God’s revelation rests upon God rather than any inherent ability in man.  Thus, throughout the history of the Church there has been some debate or conflict over to what extent man’s reason is involved in matters of Faith.  The distinction Luther made was between the ministerial use of reason and the magisterial use of reason.  What are these?  A minister is a servant.  Doctor Luther was a servant of God; Tony Blair is a servant of the Queen of England.  The ministerial use of reason refers to the idea that man’s reason is a servant which is used to understand God’s Revelation.  Man must place his reason underneath and in service to Scripture, accepting it as true.  This is what we as Lutherans espouse.

In opposition to this is the magisterial use of reason, where the reason seeks to be a magister, or ruler, teacher, above Scripture.  As man is not superior to God’s Word, this is sheer folly and leads to all sorts of heresy, be it in the early Church (people who would deny either Christ’s divinity or humanity as human reason says a being cannot be both fully divine and fully human at the same time) or today (saying that the Lord’s Supper cannot be both the body and blood of Christ and Bread and Wine at the same time, even though that is Scripture’s approach).  In an even more vile way, a magisterial use of reason rears its ugly head in the historical-critical approach to Scripture, more commonly known as Higher Criticism, where man treats God’s Word as his play thing and the object of his flights of fancy.  
2.  The Historical-Grammatical Approach
The Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod has, in accordance with the traditional Lutheran approach to reason, followed what is called the historical-grammatical hermeneutic.  This keys on two things that LCMS scholars will study in detail when reading Scripture.  First is history.  Knowing history assists in understanding what happens in God’s Word.  For example, look at Acts 22:22-29.  What is the significance of being a Roman citizen?  The historical-grammatical hermeneutic encourages the use of history to cast more light on the context and events of Scripture.  As the events of Scripture happen in a real time and place, understanding that time and place will help our understanding of Scripture.  

The other side of this approach is grammar.  A good scholar deals with issues of language when working with Scripture.  When God uses human language, we study that language in order to understand God’s Word.  This comes up especially when dealing with translation, as we have talked about.  A good scholar seeks to make an accurate translation so that we hear and read words and a sense that are as close to what the original hearers would have heard.

3.  Lower Criticism
Things that a good scholar uses in his or her study can be termed lower criticism.  That is, with a critical eye he examines Scripture, but this is always done with the understanding the Scripture is the inspired Word of God and inerrant.  For instance, a good scholar will look at the structure of a book of the Bible, to try and understand how it is written.  For example, one can break Matthew into various sections based on teaching and parables.  The analysis of the forms of the written text, as they express the purpose of the author, is called form criticism.

There are other forms of lower criticism.  Take a look at John 7:53-8:11.  What is the note that precedes this in the Church’s NIV Bibles?  That notation is an example of textual criticism, where variations in ancient texts of Scripture are examined to see which is proper.  In those cases, the assumption is that God is actually speaking to us, and that we as those reading the Bible ought to try to understand it as best we can on God’s terms and the terms of its human authors.    

4.  Higher Criticism
Higher criticism, on the other hand, denies the divine inspiration of Scripture and views it merely as a book containing man’s wisdom and what man believed about God at given points in his religious development.  As that hermeneutic denies God’s guidance, that whole approach to the Bible is skewed.

One example of this is the JEDP theory.  This theory states that in Genesis (and other books of the Old Testament) there are four basic author groups.  There is the J group, or the Yahwehists.  They use the name “Yahweh” for God when they write.  Then there are the Elohists, or “E”, who use the word “Elohim” for God.  D is for the Deuteronomist group, which writes about laws.  And finally, P is for the Priestly group, which writes about ceremonies.  They debate over what group wrote which verses.  For example, look at Genesis 1:1 and Genesis 2:4.  In Genesis 1 the word for God used is Elohim, where as in Genesis 2 the word Yahweh is used.  Thus, a higher critic would conclude that those were two separate accounts of the creation combined by a later editor, because clearly no single author would refer to God with two different words.  Suddenly, the whole focus of Scripture ceases to be what God is saying to man, but rather how creative we can be in finding the author(s).

Another recent example is the Jesus Seminar, where hundreds of scholars gathered to determine which words of Jesus were authentic.  To do this, a quote would appear on the board, and they would vote on whether they thought Jesus said it.  If they were certain, they would cast a red ball into a giant box.  If they were fairly confident, a dark pink ball.  If they thought it might be, light pink.  If they were sure that Jesus did not speak those words, a black ball.  Then they tallied up the votes.  How did the “scholars” determine how they would vote?

This also relates to the idea of the “search for the historical Jesus.”  Around once a year, one of the major popular news magazines will run an article about the “historical Jesus,” which ends up being complete trash, for it is assumed that the Gospels and/or Paul are lying to us about Jesus and that He really was _____ (fill in the blank with the trendy social issue of today).

What happens in both of those?  The clear word of the Gospel is clouded.  

Summary
Most of us do not directly engage historical-grammatical studies, as usually it remains an ivory tower application.  However, we ought to be aware of the differences between the proper approach to Scripture and a higher critical approach.  Why?  Just because a book is in a store and it talks about the Bible does not mean that it is good.  By knowing the approach that we as Lutherans take, you can be wiser in selecting aids for your own study of Scripture.

Principle #6 - Properly Distinguish Law and Gospel
1.  The Law Kills
Most of us have heard of the phrase law and gospel, especially as it relates to various parts or ideas found in preaching.  As Lutherans we hold that Scripture likewise can be divided into sections dealing with law and gospel.  Let us begin by talking a bit about the law.  Take a look at Romans  3:19,20 and II Corinthians 3:6.  The fundamental purpose of the law is to point out sin and destroy the sinner.  It kills.  The law shows that man is not perfect and up to God’s standards.  One of the chief functions of the law is to curb human cruelty and sin.  Take a look at Romans 2:14,15.  We have been given a conscience to tell us when we are acting wrongly, to discourage us from sin.  Sometimes, a conscience is not enough.  Look at Romans 13:1-5.  The main reason for government is to punish evildoers, and hence act as a determent to sin.  We call this the first use of the law, when it acts as a curb to sin.

We also should address a second use of the law here.  Take a look at Romans 7:7-13.  The typical thrust of human arrogance is to deny its own wrong-doing or sinfulness.  Hence, the law was given also to show humans their sin.  How does this come up in Scripture or preaching?  Read Matthew 3:7-10.  How is John demonstrating to the Pharisees and Sadducees their sin?  When we speak of law, it is typically this aspect of the law that we are focusing on. 

2.  For God Thus Loved the World
When we speak of the gospel in the context of law and gospel, we are not referring simply to the first four books of the New Testament but rather to any statement that demonstrates the love and mercy of God towards the sinner.  John 3:16 is the famous example, but for another good example, see I John 1:8,9.  On account of what does God forgive the confessed sin?  The gospel is the counter and cure for man’s state of sin and rebellion.  Read Romans 8:1-4.  The gospel is the summation of Jesus’ work as Christ, that is, His saving work.

As Lutherans, we teach that the gospel is the chief point of Scripture, as the chief work of Christ is His Redemptive work.  However, this is not just something to be viewed as a mere abstract event.  Look at Luke 22:19,20.  When Luther wrote about this passage, he delighted in the words, “for you.”  The work of Christ is not just some abstract historical reality, but rather that which was done for us, and its benefits are given to us by His Word and Sacraments. Also, note that there is plenty of gospel in the Old Testament.  Take a look at Genesis 12:1-4.  Here we see the good news of the coming of Christ, Abram’s descendant, proclaimed to him.  The Psalms continually sing of God’s mercy and forgiveness.  The gospel permeates all of Scripture.

3. The Law Prepares for the Gospel 
So how then do these two doctrines of law and gospel interact with each other, as the gospel nullifies the work of the law?  Take a look at I Timothy 1:8-11.  As we live this life, we do on occasion give into sin.  This is when the law is to be preached in its full force, to drive us to repentance, at which point, despairing of our own worth, we can hear the gospel and receive it with joy and thanks giving.  As a good example of this, scan II Samuel 11-12.  David was lost in the wickedness of his sin, so God raised the prophet Nathan to speak words of the law (“Thou art the man”) to David to show him the seriousness of his wickedness.  David confessed his sin and received forgiveness from God (although his actions still bore temporal consequences).  Another excellent example is found in John 4:4-26. After confronting the woman with her sin of adultery, she was prepared for the good new that Christ is the Messiah who shall redeem the world.  This is the constant flow of the life of a Christian, that as we sin we are confronted by the law and called back to receive forgiveness in Christ’s Church. 

4.  Saved By Works?  

One of the great problems faced by the Church at all times is that human nature desires to save itself according to the law.  This is what the book of Galatians addresses.  A group of people introduced the idea that in order to be a Christian one must fulfill the Old Testament legal codes, or the “law.”  What was Paul’s response to the Galatians concerning this?  Read Galatians 3:1-12.  Can the law save at all?  Can it save us?  Does righteousness come to us (or Abraham) by works of the law?  The law is completely fulfilled by Christ, and thus does not hang over Christians.  There is nothing that we must do to be saved.

Does that mean that the law plays no role in our lives anymore?  Look at Galatians 5:13,14.  The law can be used to give guidance to a Christian who seeks to please God with his actions.  We call this the third use of the law.  How does this play out in the Christian life?  Look at Luke 6:43-45.  As a Christian, with what has your heart been filled?  Let us look at one of the verses with which Lutherans have wrestled, James 2:14-26.  What is the relation between faith and works?  Can faith not be accompanied by works?  Can one actually do good works apart from faith?  Paul and James are correcting different problems, Paul a self-righteous clinging to the law, and James a sinful laziness and hardness of heart using the gospel as a pretext for inaction.    

Summary
Having seen the difference between law and gospel, when we interpret a passage, we need to seek to see whether it is law, gospel, or if it contains both law and gospel.  The law and the gospel are the tools of the theologian used to address the spiritual state of a person; the law to drive the sinner to repentance and the gospel to forgive the penitent.

When we read Scripture, we can understand it properly only if we see how it is being used with regard to law and gospel.  If we confuse law and gospel, our interpretation will be fundamentally skewed and even damning, just as the those who demanded circumcision in Galatia confused law with gospel and perverted the faith.  As an example, think on how Rome’s confusion of Law and Gospel, saying that man is saved by works, skew their understanding of the Bible.  
Principle #7 - Pay Attention to the Context
1.  Who is Doing What to Whom and Why?
One of the easiest ways to fall into error with regard interpretation is to neglect the context of a passage.  To combat this, it is key that we first establish who is doing what to whom and why.  For example, look at Genesis 17:1-14.  What happens here?  God (who) gives circumcision (what) to Abraham (to whom) to be a sign of the covenant (why).  We can now interpret the importance of circumcision.  It is not an act that Abraham does to placate God, or to justify himself and make himself righteous.  Rather, circumcision is a sign and promise to Abraham and his descendants.  We also know that this covenant was fulfilled in the Person of Christ Jesus, as the true King is born of Abraham.  Thus, this is not a command to the males of Trinity to be circumcised, as Paul also attests to in Romans 4.  If we fail to examine what is going on in a text, our interpretation of it will be skewed.

2.  God’s Love, Our Response

A key idea to aid in establishing the actors in a text is the adage “God’s Love, Our Response.”  The idea is this.  God acts on our behalf out of love, and thus we in response reflect that love.  As an example, look at Luke 19:1-10.  Is Zacchaeus buying Jesus’ love by paying back those he wronged?  Hardly.  Seeing God’s love, Zacchaeus is moved to a pious response.  This idea controls how we view other passages, giving them a different appearance than they might have at first..  Look, for example, at Genesis 22:1-18.  Does Abraham cause God to act, or by testing Abraham is God giving Abraham a chance to demonstrate his faithfulness and be even more confident in God’s promises?

3.  See the larger picture 

Another problem dealing with context is that we can be too narrow in what we examine.  To understand events in Scripture, oftentimes we must look at more than just a few verses.  For example, look at Matthew 15:25, 26.  If one merely looks at these verses, what might we be tempted to conclude about God’s attitudes towards Gentiles?  If we expand what we look at to verses 21-28 we come to a different conclusion as regards God’s attitude towards Gentiles.  But why does Jesus act this way?  Why does He seemingly deal so harshly with this woman?  To understand, we must yet again expand the verses we look at to 1-28.  Jesus has just concluded a discussion on tradition and Jewish law, and even the disciples do not quite understand that their Jewish customs do not make them righteous, but rather their customs were to demonstrate their faith.  So hence, Jesus has the Canaanite woman demonstrate her faith in the presence of the disciples to teach them.  By expanding what we look at, we can come to a more complete understanding of what God is teaching us.

4.  But God says. . .

A lack of context can lead us astray and into heresy.  For example, let us consider Communion.  It is the true body and blood of Christ for us sinners to eat and to drink.  Now, our Protestant friends deny this truth, and they will out of the depravities of their mind try to destroy this article of the faith even with quoting Scripture.  In the second excursus we saw the example of Acts 3:21 being taken out of context (or even mistranslated) to attack the faith.  Another example is when the Reformed Christian has said, “But God says in Romans 14:17,18 that salvation is not a matter of eating and drinking.  Therefore, you cannot attach the forgiveness of sins to the Lord’s Supper.”  How do we respond?  We look at the wider context of Romans 14.  Is Paul here dealing with the Lord’s Supper when he says “eating and drinking” or is he referring to something else?  Without examining the context of a passage, we can be led into error.

Summary
In order to properly understand God’s Word, we must study and see clearly what is happening and why.  If we do not pay attention to these details, and the context in which they occur, we will come to all sorts of erroneous conclusions.  Proper interpretation takes time, and quite often requires us to read more than simply a few verses.  Scripture is written so that it builds upon itself, so we need to make sure we read enough of a particular book to get a sense of where God is going with this book before we jump to conclusions.

Conclusion

Having briefly looked at seven general Principles of interpretation, we can now come to a conclusion safely.  Each of the Principles provides for us an important guide for how we approach Scripture.  However, the Principles do not work independently of one another, but rather, as colors from a palette working together, form a beautiful picture.  Thus we use these Principles in concert to guide our interpretation.  They form checks and balances on each other, to help prevent one from falling into error.

· In what ways do these Principles play off of each other?

· How is the Christocentric focus of Scripture related to law and gospel?

· The rule of faith to Scripture interprets Scripture?

· The rule of faith to sensus literalis?

· Context to the historical-grammatical approach?

When we read Scripture, humbly bearing all these aspects in mind, we approach God’s Word prayerfully seeking His guidance in our reading that we might grow in wisdom and knowledge of His love for us.  Reading Scripture should not disturb the Christian’s faith; for by the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the Scripture brings comfort, hope, and joy in Chris.  By the His guidance, understanding the Scripture is a gift to the believer.  As Peter tells us in 2 Peter 1:20 “No prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation.”
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