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Biblical Interpretation and Basic Academic Skills
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Introduction

One of the purposes of Christian education is to
train our children to be mature Christians. We pray
and seek that the next generation will do better than
we have done in the service of God’s kingdom, in their
family life, in their work in this world. One aspect of
their growth that requires emphasis is their ability to
handle the Word of

God (2 Tim. 2:15). No
academic priority can
be higher than that of
training children to
be able to read and
2 | understand the Bible.
3 | Maturity in Biblical

update 3 | understanding is not

only expected, it is
commanded. In

Paul’s words:

For though by this
time you ought to
8 be teachers, you
need someone to
teach you again the
10 first principles of
the oracles of God;
and you have come
to need milk and

not solid food. For
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everyone who partakes only of milk is unskilled
in the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. But
solid food belongs to those who are of full age,
that is, those who by reason of use have their

senses exercised to discern both good and evil.
(Heb. 5:12-14)

There is a time, Paul says, that every Christian
should be mature enough to be a teacher. That
includes not only knowledge of the first principles of
the Scriptures, but an ability to handle the solid food
of the word, which belongs only to those who have
grown to the place that they can discern good and
evil. This discernment requires time and experience.
In that sense, it belongs to adults. But the academic
side, learning the first principles of the Scriptures and
how to read and interpret the Scriptures, is something

that we can and should provide.

Prerequisites for Biblical Interpretation

To be a faithful and wise interpreter of Scripture is
part of what Paul means when he says that there is a
time when all Christians ought to have grown to be
teachers. We are supposed to be able to teach and
admonish one another (Col. 3:16), to be able to counsel
one another (Rom. 15:14). Older women are expected
to grow spiritually and in their ability to use the Word
of God so that they can teach
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younger women (Tit. 2:3-4).
Fathers and mothers are to be
the teachers in the home (Prov.
1:8). All of this presupposes that
we have attained some maturity
in our ability to handle the
Bible.

I. Spiritual Qualities

The first and most essential

prerequisites are not academic.
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The Bible is not primarily a
literary work and it was not written for scholars. The
Bible is God'’s self-revelation. It is given to us by God
so that we can know and worship Him. Since it is a

profoundly personal book, the most essential
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prerequisites for correct Biblical interpretation are
personal. If we do not have a real living personal
relationship with the Author of the Book, we will not

really be able to understand it correctly.

The first prerequisite, then, is a living and active
faith in Jesus Christ. We can only know the teaching
of the Bible if we believe in Him and have learned to
see in Him the central truth of Scripture. If we believe
in Christ, the Holy Spirit will dwell in us and teach
us His Word. Since this is a personal relationship and
not merely an academic exercise, the faith that we are
speaking of must be an active faith of the sort that
Jesus spoke of when He said, “He who has My
commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves
Me. And he who loves Me will be loved by My Father,
and I will love him and manifest Myself to him” (John
14:21). Jesus shows Himself to those whose faith is

manifested in loving obedience. Understanding
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comes from faith and love. True knowledge of God

depends upon our personal relationship with Him.

This aspect of Biblical interpretation cannot be over
emphasized. But it is not the point of our talk today.
What we wish to address today is the academic skills
necessary to correct and faithful interpretation. For,
while the Bible is not merely a book, it is not something
other than a book either. The Bible is a book

completed 2000 years ago, written over a period of

time that began in 1500 B.C. — but is probably based

on documents that are even more ancient — that

covers a wide variety of issues in various literary
forms - including poetry, history, proverbs, prophecy,
law, and epistles — written by many men from all
different walks in life and in three different languages,
one of which, Hebrew, evolved over the time period
in which it was used to write Scripture. Interpretation
of a book of this sort

includes academic

skills. It is, indeed,

the supreme f

academic challenge.

II. Academic 2000
Skills

Given the
complexity and
depth of the Bible as
a book, there are
academic skills that
are necessary to
correct interpretation.
Some of these skills
are general, the kind
of basic academic f
aptitude that would
be requisite for
interpreting any document. Some of these skills are
more specific and may be pursued at a basic or at
more advanced levels. For our children to be
proficient interpreters of Scripture, competent
teachers of their own children in the future, and

faithful members of a local church body, what kinds
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of academic skills should we seek to pass on to them?

General Skills

The most general and basic academic skills for
understanding and interpreting the Bible are
language skills. For the Japanese Christian that means
an adequate knowledge of Japanese kanji and a
vocabulary large enough to read and understand the
Japanese translation of the Bible. In Japanese
education, the learning of the language itself is one
of the major challenges facing each new generation.
It takes a great deal of time and work just to acquire a
decent working ability with the kanji, to be able to
use words carefully and precisely. This is true in any
language, but languages that use kanji obviously pose

special problems and take more work.

Another basic requirement is an understanding of
the words that are especially important to the
Christian worldview. No one can explain Christian
truth to his own children or to others if he does not
have a relatively deep understanding of the specific
words that define the basic truths of Christianity.

Here, of course, the academic and the spiritual
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requirements overlap considerably, for a deep
understanding of words like God, truth, love, sin,
righteousness, covenant, faithfulness, and so on, will
depend as much — actually more — on our obedience
to God and our personal relationship to Him as it will
on any academic competence we may have acquired.
Nevertheless, these are words which can and must
be studied and thought about. They can be taught.
Without having some depth in understanding these
words, not even an elementary knowledge of the truth

is possible, let alone anything advanced.

Special Skills

Beyond the most basic language skills, there are
academic skills that modern education in general
seeks and claims to provide, most of which are
relevant to Biblical interpretation to some degree.
Modern education, in contrast to Christian education,
seeks to train the child to be a good citizen of the State.
Education is aimed at citizenship. Christian education
may also be said to be aimed at citizenship, if we mean
citizenship in the kingdom of God, but that is a very
different aim from modern education. Nevertheless,
many of the academic aspects of education
superficially overlap. The education that we wish to
give to our children in order that they may be mature
Christians in the modern world includes most of the
subjects that non-Christian people study as well.
More specifically, the education that we give to our
children to prepare them to be competent to interpret

the Bible includes a wide range of subjects.

1. Literary

As a work of literature, the Bible is a work of art
and all the skills that are relevant to the interpretation
of any literary art are also part of the interpretation
of the Bible. An interpreter of the Bible must be able
to read any work of literature and think about the
basic issues of interpretation. A novel, a poem, and a
play all require literary skills that are a combination
of technical abilities and artistic sense. The Bible
contains all sorts of literary genres and therefore
demands that we be competent in the interpretation

of various sorts of literature. Literary skill also
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includes the ability to read interpretations proposed
by others, thus to understand what they are saying
and be able to interact with them; the ability to read a
verse or paragraph in the light of a larger literary or
worldview context; the ability to read and appreciate
poetry as poetry, narrative as narrative, and personal
communication in the light of all the complex issues

that surround personal communication.

2. Logical

Logical skills are necessary to both understanding
and teaching. Logic is clearly an aspect of Biblical
revelation, for it is one of the characteristics of
Scripture that we are taught moral cause-and-effect
in history, we are presented with arguments for the
truth of Scripture and its doctrines, we read passages
that attempt to persuade us to live righteously. In all
of this and more, some sort of logic is essential. In
modern education, logic is taught through
mathematics and that is not altogether bad. Advanced
mathematics such as algebra, geometry, trigonometry,
and calculus do help students think logically. They
can be seen as part of a program to help students

understand the Bible in so far as they aid students to
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More important perhaps
is the ability to think
through a logical treatise.
The book of Romans is a
tightly reasoned argument.
We will not understand it

well or deeply if we cannot

read tightly reasoned
essays. In the past,

American higher education

1949
7 for lawyers, who need to

8 think logically and to be
o) able to present their views
logically, included careful
81 study of the book of
Romans. Young Christians
88 need to be able to read
logically argued treatises
and learn to write logically

well-organized essays.

¢ )

Paradox and Truth

3. Historical

So much of the Bible is
history that it should be obvious that a knowledge of
history is requisite. But history is one of the most
difficult areas because we have to rewrite the history
of the world not only in terms of Biblical chronology,
but also in terms of the Biblical perspective on
historical causality, which is fundamentally different
from that of the modern world. Biblical history in
the light of God’s covenant is our starting point, but
that does not mean that ancient history as a whole
can be neglected. The Bible refers to the nations of
the ancient world and historical study — reorganized
to fit the Biblical chronology — helps us to understand

what is going on.

In addition, as Christians, we will want to know
the history of the Church, for that is the history of
God’s working and it gives us insight into who we
are and what we ought to be doing. Church history
helps us to understand and interpret the Bible as well
since so much of the history of the Christian Church
has as its focus conflicts about what the Bible is really

teaching.
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4. Geographical

Basic geographical knowledge is presupposed for
a mature Christian. The Bible is filled with
geographical references, especially in ancient Israel
and Mesopotamia. Every part of Biblical history is
filled with geographical references and there is even
in the Bible that which we might call theological
geography. Of course, geography is part of the study

of church history as well.

5. Scientific

Scientific knowledge is necessary to the Biblical
interpreter for a number of reasons. One, of course,
is that in our day the most aggressive opponents of
Christianity attack the Bible on the grounds that it is
scientifically inaccurate. If Christians are not trained
to think scientifically, we will not be able to do what
Peter commanded — give an answer to those who ask
us a reason for our hope (1 Pet. 3:15) — nor will we be
able to do what Paul commanded — shut the mouths
of those who oppose (Tit. 1:10-11). Much of the
knowledge required here is in the realm of philosophy
of science, but factual knowledge of science is not

unrelated by any means.
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Scientific understanding aids in other ways as well,
for matters that are related to science and medicine
frequently appear in Biblical law and a basic
appreciation of scientific knowledge help us

understand what these passages better.

6. Socio-Scientific

Social science covers a broad realm. For the sake
of convenience, I am including here not only topics
like psychology and sociology, but also economics,
law, government, and ethics. All of these subjects are
addressed in Scripture and some knowledge of the
basic issues addressed and the basic problems
confronted in each of these areas is important for

Biblical interpretation.

Economic matters are frequently addressed in
Scripture. We cannot really understand certain
portions of Scripture unless we have some
understanding of money, both at a social level, what
is frequently called macro-economics, and at the level
of individual use of money. But economics, like
government and law, is so tied up with ethics that
they cannot be separated. The portion of Scripture
that deals with these issues in the most depth is that
portion which Christians have most tended to neglect,
the Law of Moses. We are not under the Law of Moses
as a covenant and we are not called to build a
Christian culture that simply applies the ancient law
to the modern world. But the Law of Moses does
offer instruction in wisdom that, Paul tells us, is part
of what we need to be equipped for every good work
(2 Tim. 3:16-17). To be able to understand that Law,
we must be able to think about matters of law and
government, as well as matters of individual ethics.
If we are to teach one another and counsel one another,
we will have to become skillful in matters which the
modern world puts into the hands of psychologists
and counseling specialists, but which the Bible deals
with as problems of ethics.
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Conclusion

We have only touched on the basic skills
required to handle the Bible competently.
Beyond these basic skills, there is much
more that could be said, for every one of
these academic disciplines can be pursued
in more depth. Indeed, leaders in the
Church must pursue these in more depth.
For a church leader, the pursuit of true
understanding is a life-long quest and
responsibility. Christ is the truth, and if we
seek Him we seek all truth in Him.

It might seem that an emphasis on
academic study of this sort takes away from
Christ and His centrality. But that all
depends on how we approach these
subjects. It depends, first, on whether or
not we properly and deeply understand
what it means that God is revealing Himself
not only in the Scriptures but in the world, =
including its history. What non-Christians "
learn and discover can often — not always
— be refashioned and corrected in the

framework of the Christian worldview. Just
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as God used Cain to build the first city and
allowed him to make the first musical
instruments, God uses non-Christians in our day, too.
Pursuing truth in general revelation is not contrary
to, or inconsistent with, standing in the truth of special
revelation, since special revelation is where we are

taught about general revelation.

Using truths in general revelation to aid us in the
interpretation of special revelation is simply doing
what Adam did in the Garden before the fall. His
experiences in the Garden, naming the animals, for
example — a work of scientific taxonomy — helped
him understand God’s will for his life and the
commands that God had given him. At the same time,
we are to do what Adam failed to do, namely, use the
truth of special revelation as our standard to interpret
our experiences. If a serpent appears and offers us
the kingdoms of the world, we are supposed to be
able to interpret the serpent and his offers through
the Scriptures that God has given us. If we know the
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history of the world and the Church, we will have
learned how many times and in how many forms the
serpent has appeared. If we are able to think logically,
we may see through his devices. If we understand
the commandments of God and their application to
all areas of life, including government, law, and
economics, we will have a whole array of weapons
with which to fight.

But if we do not really know and love the God of
the Bible, if we are not walking in the light as He is in
the light, there is no academic discipline or skill that
will help us. Ultimately, truth is not a set of
propositions or a system of knowledge. Truth is God
Himself, the Triune God of love, the Thrice Holy
Creator and Lord of all. If we do not seek Him,
worship Him and obey Him in humble and sincere
faith, there is nothing that any academic skill can do

to save us.

goobbooboobbooboooobooog
goooooboobobobbooooooooooon
gogbobooooobobooooboobooooooog
gbobooboobobooboooobooboonboo
gboooooooooooooooooooog
gogooobobooboooooooobobooboooogo
gobooboobbooboon

ggooobbooboooooooooobooboooo
gooboobboobbooboobobuooobog
gogboboboooobboooobbooooooboog
gogbobooooobobooooboobooooobooog
gbobodboooobbooboooobooog
ggbobooboooobboooobobooooboogd
gbobobobobooboooobooboooooog
goobodbboooobboobobooooog
gobodboboooboobbooogoog
gogbobooooobobooooboobooooobooog
gobodbooooboobooooooboo

(

(
180-0006

) TEL 042-383-2193

)
1-28-1 1F

TEL 0422-56-2840 FAX 0422-56-1591 covenant@berith.com



